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  Virtually Yours




  Sarah Sharpe leads a normal life. When she volunteers for a study at the local college, all that changes. She is given special glasses which enable her to enter the scene of her choice in a Virtual World.




  Exploring the Virtual World is great. But there’s a catch. A striking, male catch. Blake Canfield. He assures Sarah he’s self-aware and explains he will be her guide. Sarah is unsure at first, but she quickly grows to enjoy his company. Too much. She soon finds herself falling for essentially a figment of her imagination. How perfect can one relationship be? No strings. Low-maintenance. But it’s not perfect. It’s the hardest relationship Sarah’s ever been in. Because when she turns the glasses back into the college in three months, Blake will be gone. Forever. And so will Sarah’s heart.




  The Portrait




  What would it be like to enter a cursed portrait and find an appealing man who’s been a hermit for years? A selfish choice years ago has haunted Dylan and his family. He’s waiting for the one person to break the curse he's been under, but years of hopelessness have made him bitter. Sophie promises to help the gorgeous loner any way she can. But will she end up giving more than she bargained for? Neither of them realizes there are forces at work that will stop at nothing to make sure Dylan isn’t happy. At any cost.




  Love An Anthology




  Perfect Timing




  Hate An Anthology




  Whiskey Shots Vol. 2




  ~~*To my three daughters: Caitlin, Chrystan, and Cara. You are each a Fire Goddess. Don’t ever let anyone tell you differently or try to extinguish your flame. Be strong. Be fierce. And know that I love you more than anything in the world.*~~
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  Author’s Note To Readers




  Dear Readers,




  Each woman is a Goddess. A powerful entity born with gifts that can alter the world. But somewhere along the line, women forget the magic. The power. The gifts.




  The Elemental Guardians are not above tests, either. They each must choose a woman to mentor and guide on her path. For years they have tried and failed. Now each, in turn, will pick another mortal.




  Ladies, don’t wait for someone to show you the path. Find it. Walk it. Make your way in this world in bold strokes.




  You are a Goddess.




  Own it.




  Crystal Inman




  Prologue




  The four Guardians looked down at Earth with hope in their eyes.




  “We’re never going to find four women.” Kendra sighed. Her blue eyes were sad as she looked at her sisters. She shook her head slowly back and forth, and her blonde hair brushed against her sapphire gown.




  “Nonsense,” Wilda protested. Her green eyes flashed determinedly in her face. “We only have to look a little harder. I’m tired of being stuck on this damn cloud. I want a promotion, and I’m getting one.”




  “Calm down,” Eden said. The oldest sister’s voice soothed the other three. Her deep brown eyes held knowledge far beyond her years. She pinned her chestnut hair back and looked at each sister in turn. “No need to tie yourself in knots. We all know what is at stake. And I, for one, am ready to find our newest recruits.” She looked at Tempest. “What do you say?”




  “I say it’s about time,” Tempest answered and blew out a breath. Her crystal blue eyes missed nothing as she peered down at the mortals again. “Are we drawing straws or the usual order?”




  “Usual,” Wilda said and shrugged. “I don’t mind being first.”




  Silence fell over the four Guardians. They joined hands, waved the clouds away gently, and peered down intently at Earth. Billions of people went about their lives as if there were nothing monumental being planned for four of them. Men and women worked. Children played. Everyone was oblivious to the decisions being made far above them.




  Their only hope of moving up in their power was to prove themselves worthy. Each Guardian selected a woman to mentor and mold into a success. The Guardians could gift the mortal woman twice and only use her powers to assist, never control. Each Guardian would be judged on the mortal’s success with health, home, and heart. But the hardest part of being a Guardian was having to involve herself in the mortal’s life and influence decisions.




  It was a lot harder than they had originally thought. The mortals had a mind of their own and didn’t care much for listening to a complete stranger tell them how to live their lives. But the Guardians had no choice. They were required to all pass the test before any of them could move into the higher levels with greater responsibilities.




  For over one hundred years, they tried. And not once did all four achieve success together. One would succeed, but not the next. Three would succeed, but not the last. They were growing more agitated by the year. Patience had long since run out. They needed action. They needed a damn miracle.




  Wilda examined the women on Earth closely. As the Guardian with the shortest patience and fiercest temper, she knew she could not stand an insipid student. Her twelfth pick was almost her undoing. It was all she could do not to torch the idiot. The stupid woman ran around wringing her hands and bemoaning her fate. Wilda had come back to the cloud and apologized for her blatant stupidity. She did better with her subsequent picks, but that was not the problem. It was all four of them finding a woman, not simply one. Each Guardian must do her part or none would be rewarded.




  If they succeeded, they were gifted with a bracelet that strengthened their power. If all four met their tasks, then their collective power could never be denied or taken.




  “How about that one?” Kendra pointed to a young woman in Seattle. She was struggling to open her house with her arms full of groceries.




  Tempest snorted and tossed her long, ebony hair. “If she doesn’t know how to put down her groceries in order to obtain entry to her house, I wouldn’t want to deal with her.”




  Eden rolled her eyes and sighed. “Maybe she’s in a hurry, Tempest. You’re always quick to judge. Sometimes things are not as they appear.” She pointed down to a small town in Michigan. “How about her?”




  Wilda’s eyes narrowed. “The blonde with the plastic surgery frequent flyer miles? No thanks.” She scanned the rest of the state with a sigh. This was becoming extremely difficult. If she didn’t choose a suitable candidate, she would doom the other women to another year before they could pick again.




  She concentrated. She needed a woman with spirit. A fire to match her own. A love for life. Wilda touched her wild titian hair. A redhead. Her lips lifted into a smile. Those were always interesting. Her gaze narrowed and then sharpened.




  “I’ve found her,” she announced.




  The three other Guardians gathered around to look at their first hope.




  Kendra put her hand over her mouth in shock. “You must be kidding! Wilda! Really. How in the world are you supposed to break through to a woman like that?”




  Tempest snickered. “Get your gown out of a twist, Kendra. Wilda knows what she’s doing.” She gave her sister a measured look. “Don’t you?”




  “Yes.” Wilda’s tone was certain and unyielding.




  “You can pick again,” Kendra reminded her. “The bargain has not yet struck.”




  “I like this one. She has spirit.” Wilda looked at her sisters and smiled reassuringly. “Do not fear. She will pass.”




  “Oh, Wilda.” Eden sighed. “I hope you know what you’re doing.”




  They watched as Wilda changed her appearance to match her task. Her beautiful red hair pulled back into a chignon. Her red silk gown transformed into a modern day pantsuit. Her emerald eyes lit from within as the total conversion took place. No longer did Wilda resemble the immortal she was. She appeared to be no different than her charge.




  Tempest grinned at her sister. “You are still too lovely by far to be on Earth. What happens if things backfire?”




  Wilda smoothed down her hair. “I will place a small spell. None will be interested in me. I will appear normal by their standards.” She looked at each of her sisters in turn. “Do not worry so. I will be back. And then it will be your turn, Kendra.” She kissed each on the cheek in turn and nodded briefly. Wilda disappeared.




  Tempest shook her head, and her blue eyes were worried. “I hope she’s not bitten off more than she can chew. Did you see that woman?”




  “Yes,” Eden smiled. “I saw her. But as I like to say, ‘Things are not always as they appear’.”




  Chapter 1




  “You miserable, worthless man! How dare you come over here and try to speak to me?” The woman’s emerald eyes snapped. She looked down her slim nose at the man in front of her. It wasn’t easy as the man was at least six inches taller than she was. But her haughty pose managed it. His dark blue eyes met her gaze without flinching, and she barked out a laugh.




  “You are nothing,” she spat out. Several of the partygoers turned to watch Felicia Hawthorne decimate another man. Many men shook their head in sympathy. Most women looked at the young man with pity. The venom simply poured out of the wealthy woman’s crimson-painted mouth. She circled the interloper slowly, sneering.




  He met her gaze unflinchingly. “You’ve lived this decadent life far too long.” His voice was calm and matter-of-fact. The young, olive-skinned man gestured toward the costly paintings and elaborate furniture. He looked into the faces of the elite crowd. “You’ve forgotten the simple things. I know there’s more to you than this.” He gestured at her expensive dress and jewelry. “Let me help you.”




  “This is a private party.” The woman trembled in outrage. “Take your backwoods ass out of my sight. James!” She snapped her fingers, and a large man in a gray suit stepped forward. “Take this trash to the curb. I have no use for him.” She whirled around, dismissing him.




  Sloan watched the scene in silence. Bob came over, grinning. “Isn’t she great?”




  Sloan arched an eyebrow. “My balls are bruised from over here.”




  Bob chuckled and nodded. “Felicia can put the screws to any guy. It’s a gift.” Both men watched as the man she verbally shredded was helped outside. He struggled the entire time.




  “Cut!” the producer yelled. “That’s a wrap. Same time tomorrow, kids.”




  Everybody began milling around, and Sloan glanced at the actress out of the corner of his eye. The turquoise dress she wore for the scene probably cost more than his work truck. Her auburn hair, more red than brown, was pulled up to accent the huge, blue stone nestled between her beautiful breasts. She was a magnificent picture until she opened her mouth.




  Bob walked toward the actress with his hands out. “Come here, darling. Meet the man who’s building your castle.”




  Kelly inwardly sighed but managed a small smile for Bob. The production designer was pure genius. Their sets were the talk of the soap opera world. Besides, she liked the lively little man. He was constantly on the move and always smiling. Just a little chit-chat, and I can take these damn heels off.




  Bob led her over to Sloan, grinning like a proud papa. “Sloan Davenport, meet Kelly Marshall.”




  Sloan smiled and held out his hand. Kelly moved a foot forward and winced. The smile faded from the man’s face as he looked at his hand covered in sawdust. His eyes narrowed, and then he dropped the hand and simply nodded.




  Kelly watched him and nearly groaned. He thinks I don’t want to shake hands with him? All because of a little sawdust? Hell. Spare me. Where she came from, she stepped in cow crap on a regular basis. She didn’t bother to correct him. If she did not get these shoes off in the next five minutes, it wouldn’t be pretty. Kelly learned long ago to not complain. So she bit back her pain and nodded politely.




  She studied the construction man discreetly beneath her lids. Tall. His shoulders were broad and muscular. The blue shirt he had on stretched across his upper body, and his jeans had wood stains and rips in them. Those hazel eyes looked at her blandly.




  Bob was too busy thumbing through the sketchpad to notice any tension. He looked up at Kelly and frowned. There were dark circles under her eyes, and she looked pale. He softly patted her shoulder. “Another time, darlin’. Go change clothes, and go home.” She hugged him gratefully and retreated to her dressing room.




  “She’s real interested, Bob,” Sloan’s voice broke in.




  “She’s had a long day, Sloan. We’ll catch her another time.”




  “Playing dress-up and verbally abusing men must just wear her smooth out.”




  Bob looked at him oddly. “It’s a character. You don’t actually think she’s like that, do you?”




  Sloan shrugged, unconcerned. “I really don’t care either way. I’m only here to build sets.”




  “I thought you were a better judge of character.” Bob rolled his eyes. “Your sister is the one who has questionable tastes.”




  The other man threw back his head and laughed. “I tried to talk her out of marrying you, but she just wouldn’t listen.”




  “Just goes to prove my point.” Bob grinned.




  * * * *




  Felicia Hawthorne, bitch of Montgomery, was done for the day. Kelly changed out of her costume as quickly as possible. She briefly thought about setting fire to the damned heels, but refrained, as she couldn’t think of a plausible explanation to give the costume designer. Marge would strangle her. It was almost worth it. That woman continually brought in shoes that made Kelly’s five foot four inch body seem taller.




  But the price was sore feet. Crying feet. Feet that wondered what in the hell they had done to deserve this kind of treatment. She grinned as she buried the offensive shoes deeply in her closet.




  Kelly hummed as she pulled on jeans, a T-shirt, and her flip-flops. She slapped a ball cap on her head and pulled her ponytail through the back. She slipped on her dark sunglasses and grinned at herself in the mirror. Free at last.




  Kelly strolled out of her dressing room and walked briskly toward the exit when she saw him. The construction man was flipping through the sketches and making notes. She really should go and apologize for the misunderstanding, but she was so tired. Tomorrow. I’ll make nice tomorrow.




  Kelly left the soundstage and hopped into her red king cab truck and rolled down the windows. The guard on the lot waved to her as she pulled out of the drive. She waved back with a grin. The music she’d been dying to listen to poured out of her many speakers, and she drove herself home.




  Palm trees flew by her window, and she could smell the orange groves. People on skates and bikes used the bike trails on the side of the road. She swore once when a small, blue mustang cut out in front of her. He waved briefly, and she considered flattening him and his toy car against the pavement for fun but thought better of it. The tabloids would have a field day.




  The drive gave her time to unwind and leave work at work. Some days she took more of Felicia home than she wanted. Her feet were mildly throbbing. Guess this was one of those days. She pulled into her driveway and opened the electronic gate.




  The sight of her home brought a smile to her face. It was a large, four-bedroom, brick house. There were two full baths, and she had a spa in her room. She employed a gardener to come and spruce things up once a week. He planted gladiolas and irises this time. They were beginning to bloom.




  Her gate closed automatically behind her, and she smiled. One of the best buys she ever made. It kept her safe. There were too many people who wanted to be close to Felicia Hawthorne. Those people didn’t quite understand that Kelly wasn’t Felicia.




  There had been a time about four months ago when she would have laughed at the notion of anyone wanting to hurt her. Never again. She had come home to find a fan actually waiting at her front door to warn her never to sleep with one of the characters on the soap again. It had been a nightmare.




  Kelly drove her truck into the double garage and killed the engine. She eyed the six steps from the garage to inside the house with disdain. Some insensitive bastard of an architect obviously never walked in killer heels for eight hours.




  Kelly cursed roundly as she walked up the half a dozen steps and opened the door. But the curses turned to smiles as she kicked off her sandals and let her feet plunge into her thick, off-white carpet. Her eyes closed in bliss. Home at last.




  Okay. Sometimes Felicia was useful. Kelly remembered all too well living in a beaten-down house without carpeting not so very long ago. She looked around her gorgeous home, pleased. She hired an interior decorator and asked them to use her favorite colors. The walls were eggshell blue. Two of the bedrooms were decorated in shades of green. The other two, including hers, were shades of yellow.




  Pictures of flowers and ladies of luxury dotted her walls. Several garden scenes reminded her of home, and she put those opposite the garage door so they were the first things she saw.




  Kelly shuffled into her country kitchen and threw some leftover egg rolls and Hawaiian chicken into the microwave. Cooking was a luxury. A luxury left to weekends, usually. And not workdays.




  Kelly looked around at her shiny appliances. A new stove, microwave, and sink were practically unused. She felt a small bit of guilt, but reality reared its head. Maybe she’d have the folks out and cook. Lord knows she never invited anyone else here.




  The microwave dinged, and she pulled the food out and forked it onto a paper plate. No dishes, either. She grinned as she walked down her carpeted steps into the sunken living room. Kelly balanced the food on her lap and ate while she watched the local and national news.




  When she finished eating, she tossed the paper plate and utensils in the trash. Maybe she’d call Mom. Glancing at the clock, she grimaced. It would be ten o’clock there. Her mom would already be in bed. Kelly made a little mental note to call this weekend and see how her parents were doing. Ask about the farm.




  Her fingers plucked on the threads of one of her table napkins. Sometimes she wished she had brought an animal back from there. A kitten. A puppy. Something to keep her company.




  She looked around the large house and sighed. The poor creature would be terribly lonely. She was gone all day long most days. And it wouldn’t have anyone to keep it company. Better for her to wait. Not every creature liked a life of solitude. Maybe she’d opt for goldfish. Low-maintenance. Flushable. Kelly shook her head, grinning. Something to think about at a later time.




  A hot shower was exactly what she needed right now. She walked into her room and turned on the light. The master bedroom was adorned in everything from a creamy butter to a sunny yellow. A large four-poster bed was decorated with pillows of every shape and size. Kelly opened her window and let the breeze flow through her chiffon curtains. She quickly stripped out of her clothes and walked into the bathroom. Her spa tub called to her, and she smiled. Maybe a soak.




  Kelly turned on the water and let the tub fill up. She added her bath salts and lit some candles. She put her hair up and walked back into the bedroom. Too quiet. She put on some classical music and swayed softly to the beat. Perfect.




  She dipped her finger into the water and smiled. It was ready. She climbed inside the tub and eased her body down. The day’s tension melted away as she let her mind drift.




  Good day at work. Her character was setting the groundwork for sweeps week. The producers weren’t telling her all the details, but they were teasing her with words like “awards” and “recognition.” For the last four years, she worked her ass off to make a name for herself. The award was nice, but a job doing what she loved was even better.




  She remembered the early years on the farm and trying to explain her dreams to her family. They were supportive, but they were also scared for her. What hope did a small-town Oklahoma girl with a farming background have landing a part on any television show? They were sure she would be hurt. And rejected. And scorned. And she was. But she never gave up.




  An open call for a new character on a soap opera changed her life. One minute she was Kelly Renee Marshall, farm girl. The next she was Felicia Hawthorne, ingénue. That evolved quickly into a character that took on a life of its own. Felicia promptly slept her way to the top of the heap and used her conniving ways to stay there. Each new storyline the writers gave her only broadened her spectrum as an actress.




  And now they were touting her chances of winning a major award. The Sparks was an enormous soap opera event. Fans from all over the world voted on their favorite actors and scenes. The whole soap opera world waited breathlessly to see the results. It was great fun but so nerve-wracking.




  Kelly had been nominated for the past three years but never won. It was to the point now of simply dressing up nicely and drinking water while her cast mates inhaled bottle after bottle of champagne as they danced with people she didn’t remember. Alcohol was something she didn’t indulge in at all. She had seen too many people act like fools when they were in their cups. But her writers pushed her presence every year at the awards, and she obliged. All part of the job.




  Part of the job. The words flitted across her brain, and she sank lower into the tub. Sometimes, just sometimes, this job was a rather large pain in her ass. She stuck one foot up out of the water and grimaced. But tomorrow was an early day. And she needed to make nice with the set guy.




  Bob brought him in especially for the sweeps and to build the castle where Felicia would be held prisoner by the love of her life. She would be taught a lesson in the finer points of love, and her fans would eat up every second of it.




  The set guy had nice eyes. They were either brown or hazel, with green flecks shot through them. His brown hair was cut short and cropped close to his head. His face was angular, and he had ridiculously high cheekbones. They seemed improbable for a man. What did Bob say his name was? Sam? Shawn? It escaped her. She should probably pay more attention. Perhaps next time she would when she wasn’t dying a slow, painful death in heels.




  But his hands…her thoughts trailed back to their meeting. His hands were strong. Capable. She noticed a man’s hands first. Her fascination stemmed from growing up around men who worked with their hands for a living. What would they would feel like on my skin? Kelly involuntarily shivered in the tub. What is wrong with me? Daydreaming about the set man. God, she was in a bad way.




  She saw his hands in her mind again. His nails were cut short, and his fingertips were blunt and obviously used to hard work. There were several scratches and marks across the top and bottom of both. She would find out his name tomorrow. He was, after all, going to build her castle.




  Chapter 2




  Her alarm woke her up at four o’clock in the morning, and Kelly groaned as she rolled over and turned it off. Back when she was a new character, she could sleep until five-thirty or later. But when her character became a focal point, her wake-up time became much earlier.




  Kelly stood up and stretched. She flicked her bedroom light on and looked around. Two more days, and she could enjoy the weekend and relax. She flipped through her wardrobe and settled on flared pajama pants with large, blue stripes on each leg and a white tank top. Kelly dressed in a hurry and pulled her hair up in a clip. Breakfast would probably be a bagel on the set. And loads of coffee. She snatched a diet soda out of the fridge and hit her garage door at a sprint.




  While she let the truck warm up, she sipped on her soda. Her mental list for the day included talking to Marge about those damn heels, making nice with the set guy, and trying not to worry too much about the Sparks. That was easier said than done. The whole set was buzzing about nominations and such. And Kelly was doing her best to ignore all the comments and speculations. She only wanted to do her job. And if there was an award in there, so much the better. But she remembered the first year all too well and the disappointment as her name was not the one called.




  What had been worse was the fact it was her ex-boyfriend’s new girlfriend. She hadn’t been seeing Tad for long, only a couple of months, when he broke it off with her over creative differences. Kelly was creative, and he was a leech. He hitched his train to the actress he thought could help his career. Guess he picked the right train that time.




  The smile she pasted on her face that night stretched to its capabilities but didn’t break. Now that was being a good actress. Tad was beaming as he watched Cheryl walk across the stage. His capped teeth gleamed in the glare of the spotlight shining on him. It took everything Kelly had to watch the spectacle. The only justice was when Cheryl, who worked on an opposing soap, didn’t thank Tad. His smile seemed to wilt considerably.




  Everyone on the set was quick to dismiss the award as a fluke. They rallied behind her and told her that next year would be her year. But it wasn’t. And she wasn’t going to dwell on it any longer. Kelly had seen firsthand what this business could do to a person. So she kept her professional distance, did her job, and went home. Many of her co-stars thought she was as cold as Felicia, and that was fine. She could play a heartless bitch in her sleep.




  She backed out of her driveway and drove toward the lot. Her music of choice this morning was mellow. Kelly watched the scenery pass by her window as she drove. California wasn’t anything close to Oklahoma. It was glitzy and dramatic.




  Dramatic back home was when something happened to someone’s crop or livestock. And California was cold. Not the temperature, of course. Here it was always a balmy eighty-two degrees with the beautiful people strolling the sidewalk wanting to be seen. The personality was cold. She shook off her melancholy and thought about the day ahead.




  Kelly tapped her fingers along with the music and drove onto her lot. Jim, the morning guard, waved at her and raised the gate up so she could pull in. She drove to her regular spot and jumped out of the truck. Her stomach was already growling. And she needed coffee in a bad, evil way this morning.




  She slung her bag over her shoulder and walked through the door onto her set. People were already scurrying around like worker ants. Bryan, her producer, was motioning from one side of the stage to the other.




  “I need it now, people. The scene sets in ten minutes. That vase does not go with the décor. Have Charlie move it. Turn the rug. It doesn’t look right.”




  Kelly walked behind him and to her dressing room. She stopped at her door and took a deep breath. She had to talk to Marge. Something had to be done about those damn heels. Funny how the word damn always seemed to be an appropriate adjective for them. She chuckled and pushed the door open.




  Her breath caught in her throat, and her eyes grew wide. A smile spread across her face as she stepped inside. There were flowers everywhere. Lilies. Dozens of lilies. They were perched on her vanity and spilled over into every crevice and corner in the room. Kelly stooped to inhale their fragrance and closed her eyes in bliss. Yellow and orange petals called to her. She touched the petals with a silly grin on her face, and then the grin faded. Maybe someone put them in the wrong dressing room. Hell. Who would send me flowers?




  “I see you’ve found them.”




  Kelly jumped at the soft, melodic voice behind her. She spun around quickly, ready to demand an explanation, when the words died in her throat.




  The woman was magnificent. Her flaming red hair was pulled back into a chignon, and her make-up expertly applied. The light green eye shadow made her emerald eyes appear even larger. Her lashes were long and curved delicately at the ends. Her nose was slim and perfect. And her mouth. Kelly stared in fascination at the rosebud perfection. A small beauty mark dotted the right side of it.




  The woman stepped inside the room and shut the door behind her. Her crimson pantsuit fit her to perfection, showing off long legs and shapely arms. Gold bracelets raced up and down her arm from wrist to elbow, and she dangled them as she walked. Kelly glanced down to check out the woman’s shoes. They appeared to be silk sandals. Ribbons crisscrossed over the top of her feet and accented the delicate bones.




  “Where did you get your shoes?” Kelly blurted the question out before she had a chance to stop herself.




  The woman’s laughter filled the room. “Is that all you wanted to ask me?”




  Kelly blinked and looked up. “Well. That would be nice to know, but who are you?”




  “Ah.” The woman smiled at Kelly. “I am Wilda. I will be your Wardrobe Mistress/Personal Assistant. Marge has taken emergency vacation, and Bryan thinks you need some personal attention with the big sweeps week coming.”




  “Emergency vacation? Is she okay?”




  “Marge had a sudden windfall and decided to take a small vacation. She is fine.”




  Kelly studied the woman in front of her and wondered what kind of experience her new wardrobe mistress had. And if Kelly would be forced to wear torturous shoes.




  Her immediate instinct was to be leery. Once, when she was very new at this, she inadvertently stepped on some toes. One simple comment in the make-up chair caused a rift between herself and another actress. It was some offhand sentence about the other woman’s coat. The comment spread like wildfire, and Kelly was shocked and amazed. And that was when she started keeping her mouth shut.




  Wilda studied her charge and saw far more than Kelly wanted her to see. The mortal was afraid. She pried farther and saw the distrust. She had her work cut out for her.




  “Have a seat, and we will begin.”




  Kelly glanced around again. “Where did the flowers come from?”




  Wilda smiled. “I had them sent here. I love flowers. And I would say you do, too. Why didn’t you have flowers in here before?”




  “Marge says she’s allergic.”




  “Ah.”




  Kelly sat down, stiff-backed, in the seat in front of the mirror. Surely Bryan wouldn’t have hired the woman if she weren’t any good. And as far as the personal side went, she would bide her time on that one.




  Wilda pulled Kelly’s hair out of the clip and let it spill over her hands. “Your hair is glorious. Why do these people always have it pulled up?” she muttered.




  Kelly fought the grin she felt. It was a question she wondered about some of the time herself. In almost all of her scenes, her hair was pulled up, making her face appear older. She supposed it was to make her character as unsympathetic as possible. After all, who wants to be my friend when I steal their husbands and sons?




  Her new stylist brushed her hair out, and Kelly closed her eyes in bliss. Usually Marge simply twisted her hair up and was done. This felt soothing. Almost as if she were a child. She relaxed farther back into the chair and sighed.




  Wilda smiled as she worked her fingers through the mortal’s hair. “What is your scene today?”




  “More bitchiness,” Kelly murmured. “I’m off on a tangent over some bad business deal at the dock. Something like that.”




  “And what is your wardrobe?”




  Now was the time. Kelly opened her eyes and looked through the mirror at her stylist. “I wanted to talk to you about that.”




  “Yes?”




  “I would rather not wear any hellacious heels today. My feet are still sore from yesterday.” She held her breath, waiting for a tantrum.




  “Then you will wear sandals.”




  “But I’m short,” she reminded her. “Bryan will have a conniption.”




  Wilda studied Kelly in the mirror and smiled. “Power and strength does not always come from height, child. I have a feeling you can command attention even in your small frame.”




  “Bryan will have a fit,” she repeated. She remembered back in the first year when the other actresses would tower over her. He claimed she was ruining his shot. Whenever she put in a scene after that, she wore enormous heels.




  “Let him. Why don’t we see what we can find that is both comfortable and fashionable?”




  “Is there such a thing?”




  Wilda winked at the woman in front of her. “Indeed. And that is why I’m here. Follow me.”




  They wound through the halls of the building with Kelly following Wilda silently. Many people waved, and she waved back. But she didn’t speak with anyone. They came to a room Kelly hadn’t noticed before, and Wilda opened it and moved aside. Kelly switched the light on and stepped inside. Wilda followed her and locked the door behind them.




  The sound of the lock clicking scared Kelly. She glanced over her shoulder, and Wilda held her finger up to her lips. She walked over to another door and opened it. Kelly’s jaw dropped in amazement.




  God. It is glorious. Kelly sank to her knees and looked at the rows and rows of shoes. The room was big enough for three of her to stand side by side with their arms outstretched. Clothes of every description and color hung on the colorful hangers above her head. But it was the shoes that held her enthralled. She picked one up and ran her hand over the silkiness and sighed in bliss. And they didn’t look like torture devices.




  Kelly slid her sandals off and slipped the shoe in her hand onto her foot. It fit like a dream. And it was so comfortable she wanted to weep in relief. Her eyes slid up and met Wilda’s.




  “Whose are these?” she whispered.




  Wilda’s eyes danced. “They are yours, Kelly. I brought them for you.”




  “Wouldn’t happen to have a wand or anything, would you?” Kelly looked at her hopefully.




  The woman’s eyes widened before she threw back her head and laughed. The question tickled her so much it was a minute or two before she could reply.




  “A wand?” Wilda snorted. “That’s old school, honey.” Her eyes were still sparkling as she thumbed through the dresses to find Kelly’s wardrobe for the day.




  She pulled out a crimson sheath with a back cut down to there, and Kelly wrinkled her nose.




  “I have red hair. That crimson will look awful.” She glanced at the dress longingly before she hung it back up.




  “You’re wearing it,” Wilda said firmly. “Try it on. I’ll find the shoes.”




  Kelly looked at her uncertainly and touched the dress. She had been told her entire life she couldn’t wear red. Never mind it was her favorite color. Never mind it made her want to dance. A red dress with her hair was unacceptable.




  “Are you sure?”




  “Positive.” Wilda stood up and handed her a pair of crimson slippers. “Put these on, and I’ll escort you to make-up.”




  Kelly held her tongue and went back into the other room to change. She slipped her clothes off and slid the dress over her head. It moved down her body smoothly, and she grinned at herself in the mirror. She picked up the slippers and placed them gently on her feet.




  Kelly studied herself in the mirror and smiled. The crimson color brought out the color in her cheeks and the highlights in her hair. It wasn’t too much. She didn’t look garish or overdone. Kelly walked back and forth in front of the mirror, feeling the wonderful satin slippers caress her feet. It almost felt as if she weren’t dressed at all.




  Wilda walked back into the room and watched the mortal beaming at herself in the mirror. Who had told this child all those stupid things? Why did they make her as uncomfortable as possible? She seemed to be an important part of this show. And there were better ways to dress her.




  Kelly spun around and threw her arms wide. “I love it! I can’t believe how good I feel.” She leaned forward in the mirror and peered at herself. “We better scoot to make-up. I have to be on-set in fifteen minutes.” She spun around again to look at her new personal assistant. “Thank you so much.”




  “My pleasure. Let’s go.”




  They walked in companionable silence to make-up, and Kelly sat in the chair. Debbie, her make-up artist, scowled at her.




  “What did Bryan say about red?” she scolded. “He’s going to kill you.”




  Kelly’s eyes met Wilda’s in the mirror, and she saw the other woman shake her head.




  “I’m trying something different,” Kelly announced.




  “It’s your neck. Now hold still.” She applied all the make-up to Kelly’s face with sure strokes and painted her eyes and lips. Debbie stepped back and looked at the overall effect. “Not bad, kid. Not bad at all.”




  Kelly thanked her and stood up. She took a deep breath and followed her personal assistant to the set. Bryan would either love it or hate it. That man didn’t know any gray areas. She strolled onto the set and stopped right beside him. He must have sensed her because he took his eye off the lens and turned around.




  He opened his mouth to yell, but then his brain must have kicked in. He twirled his finger around, and Kelly obliged him. Bryan glanced up at Wilda and motioned to Kelly.
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