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Chapter 1

"Is this really the life you wanted to live?" she asked with contempt dripping from her words.

The blond stared back at her with a trembling lip.

"You’re fucking pathetic," she told her. "You had something but you let it go. It was something amazing and you didn’t deserve it. You knew it, because you’re a fuck-up. So you let it go. You let her have him and that turned out just fucking great, didn’t it?"

Tears ran down the woman’s cheeks.

"You’re such a loser."

Sarah turned away from the mirror and all but fell to the toilet seat. She buried her face in her hands and let the tears come. She’d tried stopping them before but it was no use. It never did any good. The only thing that worked was letting them go, and then she would be free for a little while. At least until the next embarrassing reminder of her failure showed up.

It wasn’t just a mistake or a screw-up. It wasn’t an accident. Failure was the perfect word for it. She was a failure. A disgrace, in fact. The tears just proved it. Her daddy was turning over in his grave right now and she knew it. He’d tried so hard to raise her up to be a tough girl. It wasn’t that he wanted her to be a boy; he just wanted her to be strong. And she’d wanted to be strong for him. So much for making Daddy proud.

A year of weekly therapy sessions and a desk job as an evidence clerk and she still broke down when she was alone. Which was a lot. This time, she deserved the release. She’d thought things had changed. She’d thought she’d paid her dues. A new assignment came in and they’d given it to her. Special Agent Sarah Ford was reinstated!

And now this. Her job working at a fancy salon doing hair, nails, and makeup for rich bitches while she went to college was just a way to pay the bills. She never thought it would bring in life skills she’d need. Sarah didn’t even usually do her own hair and makeup, and never her nails! She’d put it behind her. Now she had to dig it back out if she was going to have a chance of success.

Maybe it wasn’t all lost. Sure, it was a shitty assignment but maybe, if she did everything just right, she could prove she wasn’t a lost cause. She could be put back on the regular active duty roster. Maybe even get a promotion one day, or at least her own team.

Sarah wiped the tears from her cheeks and sighed. It was a lot of maybes but the answer was a definite no if she didn’t get off her ass and at least try. She stood up and looked around. She still had most of her gear, and what she didn’t, she could expense. She’d have to glam herself up, though. Considering where she was going, hiding puffy eyes on girls who were too young to be doing what they’d be doing was going to be the least of her problems.

Sarah forced the ridicule and the doubts from her mind. She pulled out her equipment and opened the bag she'd picked up from the store on her way home from the office. Just like her last case, she had to play a role and that meant she had to look the part. Looking the part, she'd decided, meant she needed some hot pink hair with blue and silver frosting.

When she'd finished, not only was her hair so wild that she didn't recognize herself, but the matching makeup she'd used made her feel like she was from a different world. Or at least a different life. She'd take that. It was part of the role and it helped her put the last disaster behind her.

She'd helped capture a pair of deep-cover Chinese spies and managed to get one of them to roll over and share everything she knew in exchange for amnesty for herself and her unborn child. By all accounts, the mission was a success. The devil was always in the details. Details like how unprofessional Sarah had acted and how it was nothing more than blind luck that had hooked the foreign agents to the man she'd falsified reports on so she could continue to watch over him.

Sarah smiled into the mirror and had a flashback to a video she'd watched years ago with a sad young woman who could put a fake smile on her face that made her look beautiful. She frowned, trying to remember more. Something about an elevator and some commercials, all of them based on lies.

"Aha!" Sarah cried triumphantly, her smile genuine. She remembered. It was a song by a band called Evanescence, the girl in the video the band's lead singer, Amy Lee.

Cherishing her small victory, she packed her stylist equipment into a suitcase and turned to her closet. She was headed to Arizona this time and she was expected to look good. Not too good; that would be the job of the girls in front of the camera. Just good enough.

The owners of Digital Treasures, a rising adult Internet company, expected her to show up and start tomorrow afternoon. Her agency, the Department of Homeland Security, had managed to get her assigned through a shell company that offered temp workers. They were going to try her out as a makeup artist for their models. It was her job to impress them.

Sarah's face soured as she thought of some of the ways she could do that. She shook her head and shivered. She'd made the mistake of making sex a part of her last assignment and look how that had gone. Two men shot, both good guys. Even with both of the Chinese agents captured, neither had known enough to truly be worth the price.

Sarah pushed the thoughts away again. She had packing to do and a plane to catch. It was going to be a busy day tomorrow and that was before she had to worry about whatever it was she was going to be a part of when she showed up at the headquarters of Digital Treasures!


Chapter 2

Special Agent Ford emerged from her plane with her hair and makeup done up as she'd practiced the day before. Contrasting the wild look, she wore freshly pressed slacks, a blouse, and a matching jacket. Her shoes were even low wedges, maximizing comfort and professionalism. It was the kind of outfit she wore to work when her job had her sitting behind a desk.

"Ford?" a woman asked after she'd found the luggage retrieval area.

The woman was black and wore some cut-off denim jeans and a T-shirt that showed off her flat stomach and belly button ring. Sarah felt her eyes widen but she forced her face to relax. She'd been told she'd be met by an agent, not by someone from her target company!

She twisted her head as she realized the woman had addressed her by her real last name. She glanced around and made sure no one was in earshot when she responded, "Special Agent Ford. And you are?"

"I'm the agency's local contact for you," she said. "You can call me Amy."

"Amy?"

She nodded and smiled. "Amy White. I'm an agent, too. I'll show you my badge when we get out of here."

Sarah frowned. "Not a chance," she said.

Agent White rolled her eyes. "Fine. Grab your bags and we'll find a private place."

"That's going to be better how?" Sarah asked. She spotted a ladies' restroom nearby and nodded towards it. "I've been on a plane for a long time and I really need to use the bathroom. If you'll excuse me?"

White's lips parted as Sarah slipped past her and headed to the restroom. She caught glances from the corner of her eye and in the reflection or windows and shiny surfaces that confirmed for her that Agent White was following her. Sarah hid her smile and made her way into a booth. A few moments later, the door of the booth next to hers shut and locked. In no time, she saw a badge displayed beneath the partition between stalls. Sarah smiled and dug hers out of her purse and returned the favor.

A few minutes later, they emerged from the restroom and Sarah gathered up her bags from the conveyor belt. White seemed annoyed at first, and then downright angry when Sarah asked her to help her carry one of her three large bags.

"Did you leave anything at home?" White asked her.

"You're lucky I couldn't find a pipe wrench," Sarah responded, hinting that she might have packed her appliances too. "How far is it to my apartment?"

"Our apartment," White corrected her.

Sarah jerked her head to the side to glance at her in surprise. "Oh! Uh, I wasn't told I'd have a roommate. This is unusual. Are we working the same case?"

"Yes and no," she answered. "We're partners, but you’re the senior field agent."

"Oh." Sarah hid her grin. Sure, the case was all kinds of terrible but she was in charge of it. The she realized something. "Wait a minute. If I'm senior, how long since you were a recruit?"

White flashed her a smile. "Three months."

Sarah swore under her breath.

"Hey, I'm good," White insisted. "You want to look me up, go ahead. Near the top of my class in everything. In fact, I've got some of the best composite scores of anybody. Better than you in some areas, anyhow."

Sarah snorted. "Trust me, there's more to this life than scores on a shooting range."

A few moments of silence passed while they walked out of the airport and headed towards short-term parking. "I read about your last case," White said.

Sarah stopped and turned on her, silencing the younger agent before she could say any more. "White, we have to work together. I'm fine with that and I expect you are, too, or you wouldn't be here. It's a shitty case, but we'll do fine as long as we remember our jobs. Okay?"

"I know my job," White snapped.

"Good," Sarah said. "Then you can tell me what mine is. I read my case file and it didn't mention a partner. Not a problem, like I said, but I need to know if there's anything else."

"Look, Sarah, I'm here to help you. I'm not a local, but I know the area. That and yeah, there are a few changes. Like right now we're headed to the target. We don't have time to go to our apartment first."

Sarah's lips parted in a silent gasp. She glanced down at herself and frowned. "I can't go like this!"

White shook her head. "No, probably not. We're going to be late if we don't hurry, though."

"You could have told me in the restroom, at least! I could have changed there."

"Sorry, you were too busy playing Queen of the Jungle."

Sarah frowned. "Is that a racial joke? Because I'm not—"

White rolled her eyes and shook her head. She turned away and muttered, "And to think I was excited about this case."

Sarah watched her walk away and then hurried as fast as her heavy bags would let her so she could catch up. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"Forget about it," White snapped. She sighed and added, "And no, that wasn't a racist joke. I'm, like, the least racist person you'll ever meet. If you want to offend me, you go after how I'm doing my job. Picking on my skin color, gender, or orientation isn't going to faze me."

"Why are you telling me this?" Sarah asked.

She shrugged and offered a twitch of a smile. "Nerves, mostly. I've never worked in the field before. I'm hoping this case is my ticket to great things."

Sarah shook her head and set her bags down next to a dusty red Chevy Equinox. Amy opened up the rear hatch and shoved Sarah's bag in, and then stepped aside so Sarah could load her remaining luggage. She did and closed the door, and then started when she realized Amy was still standing there and looking at her.

"What?"

"Aren't you going to pick out some different clothes and shoes?"

"Shit!" Sarah had already gotten distracted. She scowled and opened the rear of the Equinox again and pawed through her luggage until she came up with an outfit she could reach. It wasn't something she'd planned to wear but her other stuff was buried between her suitcases and finding it would take too long.

"I'll drive," Amy said with a ghost of a smile on her face again. "You can change in the back."

"Gee, thanks," Sarah muttered.

Sarah moved to the back seat and climbed in. She tried to ignore the heat of a car parked in the Arizona sun and immediately kicked off her shoes. The bucket seats didn't offer much room even when she slid it back as far as it would go.

Amy climbed into the front and started the car. Hot air blasted out of the vents while the car's engine warmed up. Sarah groaned and glanced around before she unbuttoned her slacks and slid them off. She picked up the skirt she'd retrieved and frowned. She didn't have any pantyhose to put on. She shook her head and slipped her feet through the black skirt. At least she'd painted her toenails the night before; now they'd show in her sandals, where they might look bad in hose.

The car lurched to a stop and Amy let out a gasp. "Sorry," she muttered.

"Are you old enough to drive?" Sarah snapped.

"I'm a good driver!" Amy protested. "And I'm sorry, okay? I don't usually have beautiful women stripping in my back seat, that's all."

Sarah snorted and looked around again before she slipped her jacket and blouse off. She pulled on a light pink shirt with a plunging neckline and almost no sleeves as quick as she could, and then she glanced up and caught Amy averting her eyes from the mirror.

"Nothing to see back her that you haven't got," Sarah said.

Sarah couldn't tell, given Amy's dark skin, but she thought her cheeks had a rosy glow to them.

Amy stayed silent while she worked her way through the airport. Sarah slipped on the pair of sandals she'd grabbed and opened her purse to look for the earrings she wanted.

"Those sandals aren't right," Amy said once they'd left the airport behind them.

"Sorry?" Sarah asked, not paying attention to her partner.

"You look hot," Amy said. "Goth hot, but sandals? Come on. You need boots."

"I have boots," Sarah said. "I'm just not sure where."

"I'll stop and you can look," she said. "You don't want to screw this up."

Sarah looked at her, drilling into the back of the woman's head. "What's that supposed to mean?"

Amy shrugged. "Maybe this is nothing next to what you've done before, but this is big to me, okay? I want to make sure everything goes right."

"Whatever," Sarah grunted and fell silent. She found the black crosses she'd been looking for and swapped out the diamond studs in her ears with the creepy replacements. Boots were a good idea and she knew it; she just didn't want to admit it. She glanced at the sparkly designs she'd created on her pink toenail polish and sighed. So much for trying to impress them with her nail work.


Chapter 3

"I'll text you my number so you can let me know when you need me to come pick you up. Good luck, Misty!" Amy said as Sarah shut the door behind her and smoothed her skirt. She smiled and waved and then took a deep breath. She wasn't Special Agent Sarah Ford anymore. Now she was Misty West, airhead makeup artist. Okay, maybe not an airhead, but how smart could a person be that had no better prospects than letting a temporary agency place her with her skills as a stylist?

She needed a backstory. The agency had provided her with the bare minimum—Midwest farm girl trying to make a name for herself out West. Okay, so why wasn't she in LA? And why was she obviously older than twenty years old? Sarah nodded as it fell together in her mind. Boy troubles. Was vain enough to think Kevin would be as good as he said he was. Until she found him banging his cousin, of all people! It wasn't until she'd left him that she'd found out she was pregnant. No way she was going to have that sick bastard's kid, so she'd gone to a clinic and that was that.

She nodded to herself again. That could explain losing the naivety of youth and getting stuck halfway to where she wanted to go. And it explained why Digital Treasures might be her last-ditch effort into the life of glamour Misty'd always dreamt of.

Sarah took a final breath and forced herself to smile and push Sarah Ford into the back of her mind.

All the history, the pride, and the love she'd felt as Sarah Ford went with it. It had to; she was someone else now. Gone was her shame, her longing, and her sadness. She couldn't fill the hole in her heart but at least the new her had a backstory that explained it.

Misty pulled open the door and stepped into the air-conditioned lobby of Digital Treasures. A bleached blond picked her head up from where she was painting her fingernails and gasped. "Oh! Is it two thirty already? Dear me, I don't believe I let my lunch run over like that!"

Misty blinked and forced her smile to stay on her face. How long a lunch did this woman take? She lifted her gaze from the cool blue color of her wet fingernails and studied the casually dressed buxom receptionist. The muscles in her neck and face stiffened, paralyzing her grin, when she saw through the obvious but elaborate makeup and wig the receptionist had on. Her eyes dropped just a little and she saw the choker necklace on her neck.

"Hi, I'm Misty West. I'm here from Valley Works?"

"Of course you are!" she said. "I'm Tiffany, but you can call me Tiff. You are gorgeous, you know that? I love your hair!"

"Thanks." Misty flowed with the conversation while a repressed part of her was grimacing and telling her to run. "I did it myself."

"No way! Oh my God! You're the one, I just know it! They're going to love you."

"Uh, thanks," Misty said. She glanced down past the barely hidden Adam's apple and too-large fake breasts the transvestite receptionist had. "That's a pretty color. It brings out your eyes."

Tiffany blushed and waved her hand at her. She leaned forward as though she was sharing a secret and said, "Colored contacts, honey. I've got a bunch of them so they always match!"

Misty nodded and smiled. "That's a great idea! A girl's got to accessorize!"

Tiffany's laugh was deep enough to startle Misty. "You know it, girl! You go and have a seat. I'll call up Cindy right away."

Misty turned and walked to one of the comfortable looking chairs in the lobby. She could practically feel Tiffany's eyes on her as she moved her hips. She sat down and smiled at the transgendered receptionist. Tiffany put her phone down a minute later and said, "She'll be right here, honey. Don't you worry; she's going to love you!"

Misty smiled and was searching for something to say when the door into the building opened and a woman closer to her age stepped through. Misty's eyes went up and she found herself tongue-tied.

The woman was wearing a red skirt that was diagonally cut and short enough on the right side to be more than a little daring. The leg on display was long, tan, smooth, toned, and ended in a high heel that belonged on a presidential-class call girl. Her shirt was a white top that clung to her incredible figure like a second skin. The neckline plunged in a swoop that displayed more cleavage than Misty could have mustered if she was naked from the belly up and added in a low riding pair of jeans. Beyond her epic breasts was a face that had a red painted smile and cornflower blue eyes. Dark hair framed her face, complete with a few natural red and almost blond highlights.

"Misty West, from Valley Works?" the brunette asked in a voice that was both professional and hinted that something special would happen if she could just keep her around long enough.

"Yes, I'm Misty," Sarah said as she rose and took the three steps necessary to shake her hand.

"Christine Drake," she said with a smile. "But you can call me Cindy."

Misty pulled her head back a little, her smile faltering. "Cindy?" she repeated.

Cindy laughed and motioned for her to walk back with her. "It's a long story. I've had kind of a Cinderella story. I guess it's kind of my stage name too, except I don't usually do any video anymore."

Misty's eyes widened and she almost missed a step. She shook her head and forced herself to keep smiling. "The agency said you're having a hard time finding a makeup artist?"

"The agency?" Cindy echoed.

"Yes, Valley Works," Misty said without letting her lurching heart into her voice. "They told me you're a new client of theirs."

Cindy nodded. "It's hard to get good help," she admitted. She walked down a hall and stopped at a closed door. She knocked on it lightly and waited several seconds before opening it up. She stepped in and motioned for Misty to follow her.

The office was large and nice, though definitely not luxurious. The desk was something that came out of an office-supply catalog but it had room for two large monitors on one end of it; she guessed them at least twenty inches each. A credenza behind had files, books, and other normal looking office supplies in it. There was nothing in the office that screamed Internet porn headquarters.

"Misty, have a seat," Cindy said while gesturing to a loveseat.

Misty assumed Cindy was going to move behind the desk but she sat on the front edge of the desk instead. Her skirt pulled up a couple of inches on her leg, revealing more naked thigh than she'd seen on another woman since an unfortunate mistake she'd made in a dressing room with a certain Chinese spy. She pushed the out-of-character thought aside and looked behind Cindy and noticed somebody was already sitting in the chair. She tried not to react visibly and wondered how it was that she hadn't noticed him before. She was trained to notice things like people sitting in chairs!

The man sighed and plucked at the colorful Hawaiian style shirt he had on. "You see, even a loud shirt like this and still nothing."

Cindy smiled. "Misty, this is my business partner, Rodney Drake."

Misty smiled at him and said, "It's a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Drake. That is quite a shirt you've got there. It takes a strong man to pull off colors like that."

"He's my hero," Cindy confirmed.

"You both have the name Drake?" Misty asked.

They glanced at each other before Rodney said, "I tricked her into marrying me. Don't tell her, though. She might figure it out and run for the hills."

Cindy blew out a laugh. "You're safe. I don't go into the hills anymore."

Misty's brow furrowed as she tried to follow the private joke between the two of them. The two company owners looked at each other with tenderness in their eyes and then, at the same time, turned to look at Misty.

"So, you look colorful yourself," Rodney said. "Pretty crazy, but definitely hot. I like it."

Misty glanced at Cindy, concerned about the man's open appreciation in front of her. Cindy nodded. "Very hot, I agree. You make Goth look good, Misty. Did you do that?"

"I did." Misty nodded.

"Good enough for me," Rodney said. "Let's see what she can do."

Misty's lips parted in shock. Just like that, she got the job? Why were they having problems if it was that easy? She couldn't be the only woman able to rock a Goth outfit.

"Hang on," Cindy said. Rodney sighed. "Rod, you know we can't just throw people to the wolves like that. I swear, if it weren't for me, he'd be sleezing around malls trying to sneak videos of girls up their skirts."

Misty's eyes widened at the claim. She looked at Rodney and he shrugged while looking away. "Um, this is a makeup artist job, right?"

Cindy and Rod looked at each other and laughed. "Do you know what, exactly, we do here?"

Misty nodded. She'd read in the case file that they had started out with an adult website featuring Cindy and had done some cam shows, including alleged secret footage specializing in voyeur shots, or watching people having sex or at least somewhat naked without them knowing it. Now they had several websites and even made movies, although they were Internet-based only. "Um, yeah. You guys make porn."

Cindy and Rodney looked at each other again before turning back to Misty. She felt a chill run down her back when she saw the predatory smile on both of their faces.


Chapter 4

"Um, you guys are kind of creeping me out," Misty said. "I mean, uh, there's not anything illegal going on here, is there?"

They both laughed and Cindy shook her head. "No, nothing illegal. I won't allow it."

"You won't?" Misty frowned.

"Rodney's come a long ways, morally speaking," Cindy said with a wink to her husband.

"I help little old ladies across the street all the time," he quipped.

Cindy rolled her eyes, drawing a laugh from Misty. "You're a beautiful woman," she continued. "I've seen it happen before. Hell, it happened to me once."

"What happened?"

"The need to show yourself."

Misty's eyes widened and her lips fell open.

Cindy winked at her. "Trust me, you think there's no way in hell you'd do that now but you just wait. We have a lot of turnover in a lot of positions because it takes a special person to work with us."

Misty clamped her lips together and swallowed to ease her suddenly dry throat. "Special? Like Tiffany's special?"

Rodney burst out laughing so hard he felt the need to slap his desk to emphasize himself. "I like her," he said to Cindy. He turned to Misty and grinned. "I like you. I think you're going to do just fine. I've got a feeling about these things."

Misty smiled at him and turned to Cindy, who seemed to be handling things.

Cindy nodded slowly. "I like you, too, Misty, but we'll take it easy, okay? Tiffany is special. She's come a long ways, though, and we're very proud of her."

"She?" Misty asked.

Cindy nodded her head. "Absolutely. Don’t ever think anything else. Tiff's more feminine than a lot of women I know."

Misty hid her grimace and nodded. "Uh, okay. Sorry, that's the Midwest coming out in me."

"The Midwest?" Rodney asked.

"Didn't they send my résumé over?" Misty asked.

He shrugged. "Oh, probably. We've gone through so many people in so many places we don't usually bother with résumés anymore. If Cindy and I like you, you're in. I've got an eye for what guys will like and Cindy knows how to take the eye candy and add a level of hot to it that leaves me dripping."

"That's gross," Misty said while scrunching her face.

Rodney and Cindy both laughed. "You've got a lot to learn about this business, honey," Cindy said. "Now, come on. We've got some things planned for this afternoon and that means girls needing makeup. Easy stuff, though; don't worry."

Misty shrugged. "Easy or hard, I can handle it."

Rodney snorted and turned back to his computers. Cindy shook her head and said, "Come on, sweetie; he's got to finish some editing before he can join us."

"Hey, Misty, can you toss me that box of Kleenexes? I ran out earlier."

Misty started to reach for the box sitting on an end table next to the couch she'd been on. She stopped, her eyes going wide, and twisted her head to look at Cindy and then Rodney. The owner burst into laughter again and even Cindy giggled a little until her expression turned to one of concern.

"Don't worry, he's fucking with you," Cindy said. "He does that to everyone."

Misty smiled back and felt completely out of her league. She forced the terror away and knew she had to do something to stay on their good side. "No, it's cool," Misty said. "I just wondered if, you know, you wanted to help him or if you wanted me to."

Cindy's lips parted in an almost silent gasp. She turned and saw Rodney staring at Misty with wide eyes and cheeks that had a red tint to them. Cindy and Misty both burst out laughing while on the inside Misty felt the knot of tension that was tightening in her chest release.

"She got you good," Cindy said.

Rodney scowled and waved them away. "I've got work to do," he grumbled.

Cindy motioned for Misty and opened the door for her. Misty glanced at her as she slipped past her, noting that her boots helped but it still wasn't enough to compensate for the ultra-tall high heels Cindy wore. She waited while Cindy shut the door and led her back down the hallway past the lobby.

"You go, girl!" Tiffany called out as they passed.

Cindy shook her head and smiled while Misty blushed.

Cindy led her through a door to a hallway with a door on either side and a door at the end. Cindy took the door on their left and revealed an empty dressing room. She shut the door behind them and turned to face Misty.

Misty looked around carefully this time but didn’t see anything in the room. No personal effects and no people other than the two of them. Was she supposed to give Cindy a makeover? The woman looked fabulous as it was; what more could she hope to do?

"Your first job is across the hall," Cindy clarified. Misty's shoulders relaxed and she smiled back. "We're here so I can give you the quick speech."

"Quick speech?"

"Intro to Digital Treasures," Cindy said with a quick smile. "This is where I tell you how this place runs, what happens, and what doesn't. What you can get away with and what you can't. Stuff like that."

"Um, okay."

"Good, here's the ground rules. One, no fucking on the clock unless it's your job to fuck on the clock, got it?"

Misty's eyes widened and a laugh slipped out before she could stop it. "Uh, yeah, I got it."

Cindy wasn't smiling anymore. Her blue eyes burned into Misty while she delivered her second rule. "Two, no fucking around with anyone in a relationship unless it's okay with everybody. That goes for on the clock and off the clock."

Misty stiffened and said, "I'm not a cheater."

"I don't care who or what you think you are. You treat people with respect or you'll find out the heels I'm wearing aren't only painful to wear, but they hurt even more when they're jammed up your ass."

"Jesus," Misty whispered. "I think I see why you have a high turnover."

Cindy raised her eyebrow and, for the first time since she began her lecture, she smiled. "Misty, I'll be the best goddamned friend you've ever had as long as we're on the same page. We do porn here and a lot of it. We create the illusion of anything goes but you're going to find that we're also a very organized and ethical place. I don't tolerate bullshit. No drugs at all and no drinking while you're working. That and no lies. I expect— no, I demand— honesty. That's rule number three."

Misty nodded her agreement.

"Earlier was funny, what you said to Rod," Cindy told her. "But that was just for fun. I could tell, you wouldn't have done it."

Misty shook her head. "No! I wouldn't."

"Good. Here's rule number four. If you ever put the moves on Rodney, even though he'd shoot you down, you're going to have to make room in your ass for not just one of my heels, but both of them. And I'll shove them so far up there you'll need a nose job by the time I'm done."

Misty gulped and nodded. "Uh, okay."

"The final golden rule is respect. You treat everyone with respect. I don't care if you just saw a woman gang-banged by a football team and leaking cum out of every hole she's got and some she doesn't. You treat her the same way you'd treat your mother."

Misty tried to come to terms with the image of the scene Cindy had just described.

"Absolute respect," Cindy repeated. "Everybody here will treat you the same way or their ass is out on the street."

"You're not going to shove your heel up their butts?" Misty asked, wondering if she got the new-recruit hazing treatment.

Cindy smirked. "Naw, too many of them would like that."

"Oh my God," Misty whispered.

"This is going to be an eye-opener for you, my friend," Cindy told her. "Maybe you'll be the one to prove me wrong, but sooner or later anybody who sticks around long enough gets the urge to be in front of the camera."

"I'm not an exhibitionist!"

"I did look at your résumeé. Says you wanted to be an actress. Honey, that's exhibitionism at its finest."

Misty's cheeks burned. It did say that. She was going to argue the point about wearing clothes but realized how stupid that sounded. Half the movies coming out had nudity in them these days.

"If you think you can handle this, we'll go across the hall. Are you okay with it?"

Misty nodded. "Yes, I can handle it."

"All right, we'll give it a shot. I've got a good feeling about you, but that doesn't mean we'll be taking it easy on you. You're going to see and hear things that will shock you. You'll get used to it if you stick with us long enough."

"I'll be fine."

"I hope so," Cindy said. "Are you ready to get your cherry busted?"

"That's figurative, right?"

Cindy gave her another predatory smile. "Until you want more, it is."


Chapter 5

"Hi, Tara, this is Misty. She's going to try to improve on perfection," Cindy said after she led Misty into the dressing room across the hall.

"Hello," a tall brunette said with just a hint of an accent. She sat in her chair, texting on her phone. Tara looked up at Misty and offered her a quick smile and then laid her phone on the table in front of her.

Misty's smiled and offered her hand. "Pleased to meet you," she said.

Tara's smile turned to more of a smirk and she nodded before looking at Cindy. "I thought this was an upskirt shoot?"

Misty kept her smile on her face even as she was dismissed by the woman. She turned to look at Cindy, awaiting an answer or at least some proof that Cindy meant what she said about treating everyone with respect. Maybe Tara hadn't crossed the line but she hadn't exactly been nice to her so far.

"It is," Cindy said. "The story is you're coming home on a bus and Rod is going to be filming that. We'll do that today and pick up tomorrow with you walking up to the house so you can head into the backyard to work on your tan. He'll watch for a while until you decide you hear a noise and decide to check it out. You'll sneak over to the fence and watch through it, getting hotter and hotter and needing to take care of yourself."

"What's she watching?" Misty asked.

"Oh, nothing," Cindy said with a shrug. "Rod will edit in some other material we own that hasn't made it in any of our movies yet. Probably a couple having sex in their backyard or something."

Misty shook her head and saw Tara roll her eyes.

"He's going to be looking at my pussy today. Why makeup and hair?" Tara asked. "There's no hair down there."

Misty couldn't believe her ears. She tried to laugh away the heat she felt in her cheeks. Cindy had warned her but there was something about the regal-looking Slavic beauty speaking so crudely that still shocked her.

"He's not going to have a camera shoved up your hoo-ha." Cindy laughed. "He'll be far enough away there will be plenty of headshots visible."

Tara shrugged and sighed. "All right, let's do it then."

"Hoo-ha?" Misty echoed silently. She took a breath and let it out, trying to recapture her professionalism. "Okay, uh, how do you want it done?"

"Don't ask me," Tara said while she picked her phone back up.

"Curls, I think," Cindy answered. "Makeup and everything else to make her look hot and slutty, but like an everyday girl. Reds. Her outfit is hanging on the wall there."

Misty turned and glanced at the outfit. She nodded and looked back at Tara. "What about—"

Cindy pulled some drawers open and showed her various supplies and equipment, answering her question.

Misty nodded. "That'll work today, I guess. I'll want to bring in my stuff, though."

Tara laughed. "Taking over, are you?"

"You've got your own supplies?" Cindy said, ignoring the actress.

Misty nodded.

"Let's see what you can do with this and then if you're as good as you think you are, maybe you can."

"That's fair," Misty said.

Cindy backed up a step and pulled up a stool that was in the corner. "Nothing personal, but I like to watch."

"And here I figured you preferred being watched." Misty's hand flew to her mouth as soon as the words slipped out. Her eyes were wide and she looked between both women in the small room, terrified that she'd overstepped her bounds.

Tara laughed and set her phone down. "I like her, Cin!"

Cindy was grinning too. "She's feisty," Cindy agreed. "But so far it's all talk. Time for her to show us she can do the walk, too."

Misty took a deep breath and smiled. "Get ready to run, ladies."

She broke out the curling irons, brushes, hair dryers, flat irons, lip sticks, blushes, eyeliners, and dozens of other tools of the trade and figured out what she had before she turned to Tara. She glanced at the skirt and blouse again and then started in on Tara's long, dark hair. It took her close to an hour before she was happy with the curls and how she had it pinned up and ready to go.

Misty moved on to the makeup and did everything she could to try to hide the Slavic woman's cheekbones and to make her eyebrows seem a little less defined. She made her lips look a little plumper than they were by nature and softened her eyes until Tara looked less like a Siberian goddess and more like a really good-looking woman who could cause a few accidents walking past a busy traffic light.

"I said red," Cindy said after Misty signaled Tara to turn around and face her.

Tara smirked and held up her fingernails that were still drying with dark blue polish on them.

"She's a beautiful woman but she's busy too. Blue matches her outfit and brings out her eyes."

"We're not looking at her eyes," Cindy pointed out. Tara chuckled.

"Maybe you should," Misty said. "This is a beautiful woman. Sure, you can focus all day long on what's between her legs and I'm sure that's, uh, nice too. But if you really want people to see her as beautiful, they need to see her eyes. That's what they'll remember and that's what will bring them back for more."

Tara pulled her head away from staring at Misty and glanced at the mirror on the wall. She raised an eyebrow and then turned back to Cindy. She smiled and admitted, "She's good. I like it."

Cindy's hands were in her lap with the fingers of her right hand tapping against her left. She nodded. "Okay, we'll try it. But I'm in a good mood today. Next time when somebody pays you to do something, you do it the way they tell you to."

Misty grinned in spite of the rebuke. "You're paying me to make her stand out. If I didn't do the best job I could, I wouldn't be worth the money."

Cindy looked at Misty for a long moment while Tara watched, and then she turned to the European model and said, "Get dressed, Tara. Rod will meet us on the set."

Tara set her phone down again and stood up. Without any warning, she pulled her shirt over her head, taking care to not smudge her makeup or mess up her hair. Her bra stayed on; she unbuttoned her shorts and slipped her thumbs under the waistband at each hip. She pushed them over her slender hips, taking her thong with them.

Misty stared in open-mouthed shock. Tara had claimed there was no hair down there and she was right. She did have some skimpy tan lines, but that only made her nudity all the more obvious.

"You've never seen a hairless pussy before?" Tara asked, startling her.

Misty jumped and felt heat in her cheeks hotter than the Arizona sun on the pavement. "I, uh, yeah. Um, I mean—"

Cindy burst out, laughing at her. "Sweetie, are you sure you know what you're getting yourself into?"

Misty closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She nodded and opened them. "Yeah, it's just been awhile."

"Been awhile since you've seen a pussy?" Tara asked with a mischievous smile on her face.

Misty sighed again. "Something like that."

"Are you gay?" Cindy asked out of the blue.

"What?" Misty blurted out. "No! I mean, not that there's anything wrong with that. I'm just not, uh, into girls like that."

"Good," Cindy said. "I'd hate to have you getting distracted while you were working."

"Distracted?" Misty repeated while Tara slid the skirt and blouse on. She finished it with a pair of sandals with a medium heel and then let Misty touch up her hair one final time.

Cindy ignored Misty's question and waited for Tara to grab her phone and her purse. She turned and smiled. "Let's go make a movie!"

Cindy opened the door. "Come on, Misty. You'll want to see where the magic happens. That and in case there are any problems, you can fix her up. You might want to bring some of your brushes or whatever."

Misty nodded and grabbed a few brushes and a handful of the colors she'd used on her. She stuffed them in a bag and followed the girls out of the room and down to the door at the end of the hallway.

"I hope you're ready for this," Cindy said to her as she reached for the door handle.

Misty watched the door open and both woman walk through it. "Me too," she whispered before she followed after them.


Chapter 6

Misty heard Cindy explain the storyline for the shoot. She knew what Rodney was going to film and had an idea of how Tara was going to perform. She'd even seen Tara naked from the waist down only a few minutes before. All of that did nothing to prepare her for her first shoot.

She walked into a large room with doors big enough to allow the bus that sat inside the room. Lights were suspended from the ceiling and scaffolding and there was even a wire cage with a lock on the door that she saw additional camera and other electrical equipment in. Behind the bus was an entire wall that was painted green.

"Looking good, Tara," Rodney greeted the actress as she walked up to him. He had a dolly sitting next to him that had been modified to hold a camera. Wires ran from the small camera to the top of the two-wheel cart where a display had been mounted.

"How do you want to do this?" she asked him.

"We start outside," he said. "I'll move the bus out and you'll be waiting at a bus stop with me walking up to you. I'll sneak up behind you and then Cindy will pull the bus up. You'll get on the bus and find a seat where you can stretch out and pay no attention to me while giving me a show. Nothing obvious; just spread 'em and let me think I'm getting away with something without you realizing it."

She shrugged. "Easy enough."

"Yeah," he agreed. "Tomorrow we'll pick up at the house and that's when you'll have to put on an act."

"What about the green screen?" Misty asked. "I thought you guys used that for backgrounds?"

Rodney glanced at Cindy before he looked at Misty and answered. "We do, but this is an outdoor shoot. Plus it's a pain in the ass merging video. Not that hard, but still a pain in the ass."

"Oh!" Misty pressed her lips together and decided she'd better shut up before whatever goodwill she'd earned was lost.

"Hey, you want to be in the shoot?" he asked her.

Misty's eyes widened. She glanced down at her skirt, thinking that Rodney wanted to get an intimate view of her, too. She shook her head. "Oh hell no!"

"Relax." He laughed. "I'm just looking for another body on the bus. You don't have to show anything."

"Oh, uh, I guess that's okay."

"Great. You go ahead with Cindy then and pick us up," Rodney told her.

Cindy motioned with her head for Misty to follow her. They went over to the bus and climbed aboard. Misty watched as Cindy walked to the back of it and bent over to pick something up in a seat. She turned back to Misty and said, "Hey, give me a hand."

Cindy was holding some clothes in her hand. She turned her back to Misty and pulled her hair out of her way, showing Misty she wanted her to help her with the zipper on her dress. Mouth dry all over again, Misty walked up behind her and raised a trembling hand to the back of her dress.

"Relax," Cindy said with a warm smile. "It's not that bad."

Misty smiled and grabbed her zipper. "I know, it's just weird. I never thought I'd be doing anything like this."

"Consider yourself lucky," Cindy told her as Misty lowered the zipper. She pushed the dress down and stepped out of it carefully, showing that she was nude underneath it.

"Uh, lucky?" Misty managed to mumble without really knowing what she was saying.

Cindy bent over and slid her long legs into the pants one leg at a time. She pulled them up and then reached for the button-up shirt. "Yes, most places aren't nearly this professional," she explained while she slipped the shirt on and buttoned it up. She left the top two buttons undone, displaying enough cleavage to drown in. "The porn industry is pretty disgusting most times. Directors and producers expecting favors from actresses. Or even makeup girls."

Misty's eyebrows went up. "You don't—"

"Relax, Misty, I don't swing that way. You're a beautiful girl, but I'm not into girls."

Misty blew out the breath she'd been holding. "Um, thanks. I think. I'm pretty but not that pretty?"

"There's no one alive pretty enough to make me turn my back on Rodney," she claimed with a smile. "As for you, you're a runner, aren't you?"

Misty's eyes narrowed. "How'd you know?"

"You're skinny fat."

"What's skinny fat?"

"You're in good shape but you've got no boobs and your muscle tone is hidden under a thin layer of fat. Not much; there's hardly any fat on you as far as I can tell. I do my share of cardio and I've seen a lot of girls who think that's enough. It leaves you skinny but without any curves from muscles. What curves and size you have are fat."

"Oh, uh, I work out too," Misty said. She wasn't exactly lying, but she hadn't had a decent workout in months other than her running. "Not as much as I should, I guess."

Cindy shrugged. "Up to you. Like I said, you look good like you are and only a fitness junkie would notice."

"Working out won't give me boobs," Misty said.

Cindy chuckled. "Nothing short of surgery will give you the kind of boobs you need to make it in this business."

"There aren't any women with real boobs in porn?" Misty asked without thinking.

"Sure there are, but you can't get there starting with the chest of a thirteen-year-old boy."

"Hey!" Misty protested. She stuck her chest out subconsciously as she insisted, "They're B cups!"

Cindy raised an eyebrow. "Honey, I've been in the business long enough to know the only time you're filling a B cup is when you're paying your monthly bill, and I bet there's room in the bras even then."

"Monthly bill?" Misty asked.

"The monthly price all women pay for the gift of being a woman?"

Misty's eyes widened when she made the connection to her period. She blushed and backed away a step. "Oh."

Cindy gave her a moment and then moved past her back towards the front of the bus. "Go ahead and sit near the front. Tara will get on and move past you, but you'll need to be near the edge so Rod can get a shot of you to prove Tara's not the only one on the bus."

Misty moved up to the second row of seats and sat on the bench seat near the aisle. "Is this good?"

Cindy settled into the driver's seat and glanced back at her. She nodded and then smiled. "I'll add two hours to your check today if you spread your legs and let Rodney see your panties when he walks past."

"What? No way!" Misty blushed again. She saw the smirk on Cindy's face and it felt like a slap in the face. "Besides, who says I'm wearing panties?"

Cindy turned and looked at her again. She laughed. "Boy shorts? Bikini? Cheeky?"

Misty shrugged, refusing to let Cindy know that she was right on her first guess.

"I don't know if you're going for Goth or rocker, but you're definitely cute and you know how to dress. What I don't know is whether you like feeling sexy under your clothes, too," Cindy admitted. She glanced back and saw Rodney waving her towards the now open garage door.

"A little mystery is a good thing," Misty tried.

Cindy chuckled. "That's the illusion around here," she said while she started the bus up and pumped the gas a few times to make sure the engine was running right. She slipped it into gear and carefully backed it out of the door. She turned it around in the parking lot and pulled out into the street.

Misty glanced behind her and saw Tara heading out of the building and moving towards a bus stop sign nearby. She kept turning her head and saw that Amy's Envoy was nowhere to be seen. She really had gone somewhere. Probably back to her apartment; sticking around would have been suspicious.

"Me, I prefer to know what's going on. I don't like surprises much," Cindy continued as she accelerated the bus down the street towards the corner.

"Maybe you haven't had the right kind of surprises," Misty offered.

She caught a quick glance from the driver in the large rearview mirror. "Maybe. Most of the surprises coming my way are because I did something stupid. I've learned a lot from them."

"Maybe I'll surprise you sometime," Misty said as an idea slipped into her mind. She fought to keep the blush from coming to her cheeks. She turned away towards the window and slid over on the seat to be closer to it.

"I don't recommend it," Cindy said. "I've seen a lot since we've been doing this. I'm real good at figuring things out."

Misty shrugged and watched her out of the corner of her eyes. She took deep, even breaths and waited until Cindy was focused on turning the corner before she moved and slid her skirt up enough so she could reach under it. She lifted off the seat just enough to yank at her boy shorts and then let them fall down her legs to the floor. She sat there, cheeks blazing with heat and saying nothing while Cindy drove the bus down another two blocks and turned again.

Misty picked her foot up and grabbed her discarded underwear. She balled them into a fist but gasped silently when she felt a dampness on her hand. She glanced at her hand and then looked away. She must have been imagining it; there was no way she'd gotten them wet.

Misty slid back over so she was sitting next to the aisle, smoothing her skirt back out as she did so. Cindy turned and then drove the bus up to the final turn. "Get ready," she said. "Don't be shy for the camera."


Chapter 7

Cindy guided the bus up to the bus stop. Misty could see Rodney standing right behind Tara with his two-wheeled cart planted behind her slightly spread legs. There was nothing natural about it! She opened her mouth and then stopped and thought about it. From the camera's perspective, there was no way of telling that Tara's legs were spread a little. She nodded and clamped her lips back together.

The bus came to a stop and Cindy opened the door. Tara climbed up the steps, stretching her legs longer than she needed to, and then slipped some change into the coin slot. She moved past Misty, winking at her on the way, and sat down on the other side a couple of seats back.

Misty turned to watch her, completely ignoring Rodney as he pushed his cart down the aisle right past her. She snapped back and sat facing the front with her legs tight together. Her cheeks were on fire as she realized he'd had an opportunity she hadn't meant to give him. She saw Cindy staring at her in the mirror again and saw the humor in the woman's eyes. She shut the door and put the bus in gear.

Misty turned around and saw Tara was sitting with her legs stretched out, one in the aisle and one not. She had her cell phone out and was texting on it while Rodney, who was in the seat in front and across from her, angled his cart carefully so he could continue the peep show. Misty lifted herself up just enough to look over Rodney's shoulder and see the display. She bit her lip to keep from gasping when she saw how well his camera was showing off the insides of her thighs and the hairless slit between her legs.

Cindy drove around for several minutes while Tara occasionally repositioned herself. She pulled her legs back at one point, hiding everything, and then she'd keep her ankles together but spread her knees. A few minutes later, she turned as though she was looking behind her and let her legs splay wide open. Misty watched the entire show, entranced by the skinny woman's complete lack of modesty.

"Okay, that's it for today, I think," Rodney said.

Misty blinked and looked around, realizing the bus was back in the garage. "Holy shit," she whispered.

"Only one take?" Cindy asked.

Tara looked just as interested in the question.

"I did two walk-ups, one with my handheld and one with the dolly," Rodney explained. "Then I just used the cart-cam the rest of the time. I can get more than enough out of that. Come on back around eleven tomorrow; that will give me the best light. Remember, meet at the house."

"The house?" Misty asked.

Rodney turned to look at her and he smirked. "You like what you see today?"

Misty frowned. "I need a job," she replied.

Cindy stood up and walked towards the back of the bus. "We don't want somebody who's passing time until something better comes along. Digital Treasures is a family. Sure, we get a lot of people who come and go, but we want the ones who come and stay. What kind of person are you?"

"Is this where I say I want to keep coming?" Misty quipped.

Rodney snorted with laughter but Tara rolled her eyes. The European beauty stood up and walked past Misty to the front of the bus. "See you guys tomorrow," she said before she was out the door and gone.

Rodney stood up and gave Misty a thumbs-up and then he moved past her too. "I've got some editing to do," he claimed as he made his exit.

"So what about it?" Misty asked. "Do I get the job?"

Cindy stared at her for a moment while her painted nails tapped against the back of a seat. "I'll talk to Rod about it tonight. We'll let Valley Works know and they'll be in touch."

"What about tomorrow?" Misty pushed. "Another girl's going to have a hard time making Tara look like that."

Cindy leveled her gaze at Misty and repeated, "We'll be in touch."

Misty nodded. Her heart was in her throat as she stood up. She forced her fingers to unclench and let go, and then she turned and walked off the bus as fast as she could. She stopped at the doorway and turned to see Cindy watching her. "Oh, about earlier? That question you asked me?"

Cindy's brows furrowed for a moment as she tried to figure out what Misty was talking about.

"We were both right," Misty said before she walked off the bus and hurried through the large studio.

She was sure Cindy would see her discarded panties lying on her seat. That would surprise her, and it would be a good surprise. Except Cindy said she wasn't into girls. Misty stopped in the hallway and groaned. Had she screwed up? She didn't want Cindy thinking she wanted to sleep with her. She closed her eyes and was about to go back, desperate to try to grab them before her boss saw them.

Instead, the door next to her opened and Tara stopped. "Oh," she said when she saw Misty standing there. "You okay?"

Misty nodded and smiled. "Feel like I forgot something."

"I remember my first day," Tara said. "Except it was a lot worse. I wasn't doing hair. I was doing, um, well, people."

"People?" Misty said.

Tara nodded. "It was surprising," she said. "Wasn't hard once I got used to all the lights, though."

Misty turned to her and asked, "What about the, uh, sex?"

Tara gave her a half smile and said, "That I was used to."

Misty could tell there was a story behind that answer. Rather than push too fast, she nodded and pretended she understood. She dug her phone out of her purse and saw that Amy had texted her the address of their apartment and her phone number while she worked. "Well, I need to call my ride."

"Where do you live?" Tara asked.

"Scottsdale," Misty said. She had no idea where, other than the address Amy'd given her.

"I'm that way. I'll give you a ride."

"Really? Thanks!" Misty said. "It's going to take her forever to get here."

"Come on." Tara led the way back through the building to the lobby and a grinning Tiffany, and then out to the parking lot.

Misty settled into the hot passenger seat of Tara's Jeep Liberty and panted until the windows were open and the air kept the sweat from ruining her makeup.

"Buckle up," Tara warned her. "I drive fast."

Misty smiled and secured her seat belt. "Seems like everything goes fast in my life," she commented as Tara backed the car out of the parking spot.

The dark-haired actress pulled out onto the road and the Jeep lurched ahead as she accelerated. Misty's hands grabbed onto the safety grips and she clenched her teeth. This case was proving to be the ride of her life; she just hoped Tara's driving didn't turn it into a short one!

Misty had hoped to learn more about Tara during the ride but the brunette's driving kept her on edge and unable to focus after she punched in Misty's address into her GPS. Tara even admitted at one point that having Misty with her really helped because she got to use the HOV line on the expressway. At the apartment building, Tara pointed to building two, which she assumed was where apartment 2F was located.

"Wow, that was, uh, scary," Misty admitted.

Tara laughed. "I love driving," she admitted. "When I came here, I always wanted to do it. Now I can, thanks to Rod and Cindy."

Misty's brow furrowed. "Didn't you get your driver's license when you were, like, sixteen?"

Tara smiled at her. "I'm not from here."

"Oh my God!" Misty laid it on thick even though she was leaping for joy inside. "I had no idea."

"You can't tell I've got an accent?"

Misty shrugged. "A little. I've heard a lot worse. I didn't think a thing of it."

Tara nodded. She glanced around and said, "Well, I'll see you tomorrow."

Misty blinked at the sudden change in topic. That made her want to know Tara's story even more. "You think they'll give me the job?"

"You're a pretty girl and you're smart," Tara said. "Cindy's already in love with you and Rodney, well, he does whatever she wants him to."

"Cindy's in love with me?" Misty gasped.

Tara nodded.

"She said she didn't do girls?" Misty shook her head and added, "I'm not a lesbian!"

"She doesn't," Tara said. "But she has a thing for beautiful women and she's very taken with you. I think she's trying not to be, but she is. You made me beautiful; you'll get it."

"You're already beautiful," Misty stammered.

"Yes," Tara admitted without any modesty, "but I mean a different kind of beauty. You made me pretty, I think?"

Misty smiled. "Ah, I get it. Yes, you're pretty. Like a superhot sister or neighbor, not like a, uh, well, like a porn star."

Tara smiled, easing Misty's fear that she'd upset the actress. "Yes, that's it! You did good. You want me to pick you up tomorrow? Ten o'clock?"

"Would you?"

Tara nodded.

"That's so nice! Yes, please! I mean, if I get a call. They said my agency would call me if I got the job."

"Here, take this," Tara warned before she rattled off her phone number. "You let me know what they say, okay?"

Misty nodded and grinned. She lifted her phone up. "Wait, let me take your picture so I can have it show up in case you call."

"Okay." Tara turned in her seat and posed while Misty snapped a picture on her phone. "I'll see you tomorrow."

"Bye, and thanks again!" Misty said as she hopped out of the Jeep and shut the door behind her. She watched Tara drive off, her tires chirping as she gave her vehicle too much gas, and then she roared off down the road. Misty shook her head and turned back to the apartments. She started towards the apartment and looked up, only to see Amy standing on the balcony of their apartment.


Chapter 8

"Hey Sarah, why didn't you text me?" Amy said when Misty walked in the door.

"Misty," she reminded her.

"Misty? But that's—"

"That's who I am," she emphasized. "Until this is done, that's who I am. If I switch back and forth, I'll get confused and screw up at the wrong time."

"What is this, method acting?" she asked.

Misty blinked and asked, "What's that?"

"Method acting? It's when actors keep acting like their character even when they're not being filmed."

Misty smirked. "I bet that's funny."

"Funny?"

"Yeah, imagine Robert Downey, Jr. going around acting like he's Iron Man."

Amy laughed. "Okay, that is funny."

"So what's the deal with this place?" Misty asked. "Where's my room, stuff like that."

Amy grinned. "Let me give you the grand tour; it'll take thirty seconds."

"Sequestration biting into Homeland's budget too?"

The black girl laughed. "I don't know about that, but what we don't spend on housing, we get to keep."

Misty felt her stomach lurch. "Uh, I've got my own room, right?"

"Bunk beds!" Amy grinned and then burst out laughing. "Oh my God, you should see the look on your face! I'm kidding. It's a two-bedroom."

Misty scowled at her. "You're lucky I don't have anywhere to hide a gun."

"Thigh holster?"

"I'm working for a company that broke into the porn industry by looking up girl's skirts!"

Amy frowned. "Good point. You should have one, though."

"I'm working on that," Misty said. "They seem pretty cool. I bet if I could get a CCW license in my name, they'd be cool with me packing."

"That should be easy enough," Amy said before she turned and swept her arm across the living room. "Apartment opens into the living room and the patio doors lead to our balcony. The kitchen's right there, small but with a bar for seating. The two doors are the bedrooms. I took the one on the left but they're identical. I put your bags in the one on the right."

"This place have a bathroom?"

"Oh, yeah, just one. It's a Jack and Jill between our bedrooms."

"Jill and Jill?" Misty asked.

Amy smiled. "Good point."

"All right, sounds good. Let me change and get my stuff set up," Misty said. Amy nodded, so she turned and headed into her bedroom.

Her room had a queen-sized bed that was made up and had a plain white comforter to match the white walls. She had a window in the outside wall and a door that led to the bathroom. She stuck her head in to check it out and said, "Ooh!"

She'd expected a large bathroom with dual sinks but instead she had a decent sized closet on one wall for her clothes and the opposite wall held a counter with a sink in it and a mirror on the wall. Another door led into the mutual toilet and bathtub/shower area. She nodded and mumbled, "Okay, that's nice."

"So how'd today go?" Amy called out from the living room.

Misty turned away from the bathroom and went to her bags. First things first: she needed to unpack, and then she could change. "Good," she said while unzipping her first bag. "I mean, good considering this is a company that makes porn."

"I know, that's so crazy. Last place I would have expected money to be going to terrorists," Amy responded.

Misty turned and saw her partner standing in her doorway. She nodded and began transferring her clothes from the bag to her closet. "They all seem about as American as can be, too," Misty said. "Except the girl who gave me a ride home today. Her name's Tara; she's one of their actresses."

"Where's she from?"

"I don't know," Misty admitted. "I'm working on that. Northeastern Europe, I think. She looks Russian and has an accent."

"What does, 'looks Russian,' mean?" Amy asked.

Misty sighed and grabbed her purse. She pulled her phone out and brought up Tara's picture, and then showed it to Amy.

"Oh wow," Amy said. "She's hot!"

Misty laughed. "That's nothing. My job was to make her look less pretty today."

"Less pretty?"

Misty nodded and explained the plot behind the scene or movie or whatever it was that Rodney was creating. She finished her first suitcase and moved on to the next one while she rattled off the story and the bus ride.

"I'm so jealous," Amy said when she finished.

"Jealous?"

"That sounds so cool," the junior agent admitted. "Have you seen any of the stuff they put out?"

Misty shook her head. "Not yet. I just got the assignment and I've been pretty busy."

"When you're done in here, I'll show you on the computer," Amy said. "It's pretty hot."

"Pretty hot?" Misty asked.

Amy glanced around, embarrassed, and nodded her head. "Sure, there's some pretty thin plots and bad acting on some of their longer stuff, but the short ones like this are all really good. The kinds of things that could really happen. Fantasies, you know, but not impossible ones. And these guys let you live it out on their website."

Misty grunted. "Must be different kinds of fantasies than I've got."

Amy shrugged. "They've got all sorts of different things," she admitted.

Misty opened and shut her mouth. She pushed her thoughts back into the closet in the back of her mind. She'd been a different person when she had those thoughts. She was Misty West now, bitter but still hopeful, even if she was supposed to be cynical.

"What?" Amy asked her. "Are you okay?"

Misty nodded. "Still working on being Misty," she said.

"Oh, uh, okay," her partner said. "Can I help?"

"Help? How?"

"I don't know. Tell me about her. I mean you. I read what I could about Sarah, but what about you?"

Misty smirked. "Nice," she admitted. "Okay, I went to a beauty school that went out of business before I could get my license—the owners couldn't pay the bills or something. Since I couldn't afford to start over, I took what I had left and headed west. Made it to Phoenix when I met a guy."

Amy made a sour face.

"What?" Misty asked while she moved her bag full of her beautician supplies next to the door to her room.

The black woman shook her head. "Nothing, go on."

"No, if there's a problem, I need to know. It'll help me iron my history out."

"It's not a problem. It's just that bad things always happen because some girl about to make it big met a guy."

"So it's the guy's fault?" Misty asked.

"Usually."

Misty sighed. "I've met a few guys who were better off without the women in their lives."

"No, you haven't," Amy reminded her.

Misty nodded, catching on to what the younger woman was helping her remember. "You're right. I've heard from close friends, though."

Amy smirked at the amendment. "Okay, no more interruptions. Go on."

"Well, Kevin and I really hit it off and I thought it was going to be great. He seemed to have all these ins to the acting industry here and he was going to get me into commercials so I could build up a résumé. He knew directors and producers. Then I got pregnant."

Amy gasped. "Oh shit!"

Misty nodded. "He split and I didn't know what to do, so I went to a clinic and—"

"You did what?" Amy's eyes narrowed and her voice dropped.

"Hey, I was in a strange place with no money, no friends of my own, no place to stay. What was I supposed to do? I couldn't take care of myself, let alone a baby."

She shook her head. "There are always options. Adoption maybe. Or who knows, you might have found out that—"

Misty interrupted her as soon as Amy stalled. "Found out that I'd make a terrible parent? Found out that the kid would be better off anywhere but near me? Found out that I'm only good at hurting people, not nurturing them?"

Amy stopped and stared. She blinked and swallowed before she nodded and asked in a soft voice, "Are we still talking about Misty?"

"Of course we are," Misty said. She took a deep breath and let it go. The tension in her neck lessened but didn't go away. Maybe she wasn't talking about Misty after all. "Look, this is Misty's story. It's fiction. None of it ever happened."

Amy nodded. "Okay, sorry. I just...it's not fair, you know? The kid didn't ask for that."

"The kid never existed," Misty pointed out.

"If this is your story, then yes it did."

Misty smirked and then wiped the expression from her face. "Good point. Okay, from here on out it's nothing but Misty. I'm sorry you don't approve of my choices but they're my choices and—"

"And you took a choice away from another human being by doing it."

"Kevin?"

She shrugged. "He was a deadbeat—fuck him."

"That's how I got in trouble in the first place!"

Amy smiled but it was gone in an instant. "I meant your baby."

"Oh, well, okay. But it's done and behind me now. It's made me who I am."

Amy bit her lip and nodded.

"Good thing I didn't know about that when I was looking for a roommate and you answered the ad!"

Misty nodded. "Yeah, I guess so. Not going to kick me out, are you?"

Amy laughed. "As if. So what happened next?"

"Not much. That took all my money, so I wasn't sure I could make rent until this job came along. I thought you'd been great and supportive of me through all this, but I guess I didn't realize how you really felt until now."

Amy chuckled. "I'm a sucker for a pretty girl in distress."

Misty chuckled. "Then I'm your girl. Right now my stomach is distressed. Is there any food in this place?"

Amy shook her head. "Nothing worth eating. Come on, there's some restaurants nearby. Lots of Mexican food. Some of it's even authentic!"

"Let me change and—"

"No way, you look great like that," Amy said. "Might help my rep a bit being seen in public with a good-looking woman."

"Your rep?" Misty asked with a chuckle. "You're crazy, you know that?"

Amy grinned.

Misty went to shove her phone in her purse when it rang, startling her. She answered it and then grinned. She gave Amy a thumbs-up with her left hand and thanked the caller. "They want me back tomorrow," she said.

"Yay!" Amy cheered. "I'd say that's a reason to celebrate!"

Misty laughed and looked at the boots she still had on. "Can I at least put sandals on?"


Chapter 9

"Hey!" Misty said when Tara pulled up in front of her apartment the next morning. Tara was wearing the same clothes she'd worn the day before but her hair looked nothing like what Misty had done to it.

"Told you they liked you." Tara added her smug grin. "Good thing, too. I have no idea how to do my hair like you did!"

Misty opened the back seat of Tara's Jeep and slid her bag in and then she climbed in the front and buckled up. "Job security," Misty said with a smile.

Tara accelerated, whipping through the parking lot and reminding Misty that she needed to see about getting a car of her own. Tara drove them north away from the city and eventually pulled into an upper-class neighborhood. Misty oohed and aahed at the houses they passed. Tara smirked and pulled into a cul-de-sac that ended in a gate.

"Gated community?" Misty wondered.

"No, just their house," Tara answered as she pulled up to a step and a man in a security uniform stepped out. She rolled her window down and reached for her purse. "Get your license out."

"My license?" Misty repeated before she reached for her purse.

"Good morning, Ms. Redrovich," the guard said before he even accepted her driver's license and looked at it. He bent down to get a better angle at Misty and took her license when she handed it across to him. "Ms. West? Pleasure to meet you. I'm Mike. I'll be right back, ladies. I just need to enter these in to the logbook and get Ms. West on file."

"On file?" Misty asked. She'd already checked out the Glock at his hip, probably a nine millimeter, but she wanted a longer look at his face. His accent marked him as probably Middle Eastern, but it was faint enough he might have picked it up from his parents and not from being an immigrant himself.

"Your first time here, Ms. West. I've got you on my visitors list; I just need to get your ID on file." He flashed her a smile and added, "Standard procedure, don't worry. You don't look dangerous to me."

Misty pouted and asked him, "I don't?"

Mike grinned and said, "Not to me, ma'am."

As he turned away, Misty turned to Tara and asked the obvious question with her eyes. Tara smirked and said quietly, "He's gay."

"Oh!"

Mike returned a minute later. "Sorry about the delay, ladies. Enjoy your stay!" The gate was already sliding open as he handed their IDs back to them.

"Thanks Mike," Tara said to him before she chirped her tires and raced through the open gate. Misty yelped and grabbed the handle on her door, making Tara laugh at her.

Tara pulled up in a large driveway in front of a massive house that Misty guessed to be at least five thousand square feet, if not more. She shook her head and waited until the Jeep was turned off before she turned to look at Tara. "They own this?"

Tara nodded. "Hitting it big in this industry happens for one in ten thousand people."

"Damn," Misty muttered. "How do most other people live?"

"For most of us, our money goes into staying beautiful. Clothes, shoes, makeup, gym trainers, drugs—"

"Drugs?" Misty blurted out. "Cindy said no drugs."

"I said for most of us," Tara reminded her. "And Cindy said no drugs while working for her. Everybody lets a little steam off now and then. We work hard, we party hard. But I wasn't talking about those drugs. For the women, it's not bad; we just have to stay in shape. The men need to stay big and looking good."

Misty flashed back to her last case when her boyfriend—person of interest—had gotten himself hooked up on steroids. "Oh, those."

"Or sometimes if a man has a lot of shoots in a day, he'll get a needle in his dick."

"He what?" Misty stared in open-eyed horror at the porn star. "You're messing with me, right?"

Tara grinned and shook her head. "I don't know what it is but they can stay hard for hours. Better than Viagra, but they say that sometimes it's really sore after."

"Sheesh, I bet." Misty shook her head. "I haven't even started and I've learned too much!"

Tara laughed. "Come on, you need to fix my hair."

Tara and Misty climbed out of the Jeep. She grabbed her duffle bag full of supplies and hurried after the actress as she walked up to the front door and rang the bell. Rodney answered the door in a gray Adidas T-shirt and khaki shorts. He grinned at them and motioned for them to step in.

"Hey, you're early, that's great," he said. "Cindy's still getting ready and I was just finishing up getting things ready for you."

"Traffic was light," Tara said.

Misty snorted. "I didn't see any traffic—you drove too fast!"

"You had your eyes closed the entire way," the porn star said in defense.

Misty turned to Rodney and pointed at Tara while whispering for effect, "She scares me."

"Fine, get your own ride home," Tara said as she turned and walked into the tile-floored house. "Now hurry up! My hair's not going to do itself!"

"No, but you are," Misty snickered as she lugged her bag after the woman. Rodney howled with delight at her quick wit.

Misty followed the star of the show because she looked like she knew where she was going. A few turns and an open doorway later, she proved it. Tara moved into a dressing room and set her purse down, and then she looked at Misty and the mirror and winked at her.

Misty set her bag down and opened it up. She picked out the items she needed and arranged them on the counter, and then she went to work recreating the fantasy girl next door. With her own equipment and now that she'd already worked on Tara once, she finished the look in less than an hour.

Tara double-checked herself in the mirror on the wall and nodded, and then she smiled. "You're a witch."
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