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  WHAT THEY ARE SAYING ABOUT


  FIRE GODDESS, WATER GODDESS, WIND GODDESS, AND EARTH GODDESS





  “4 stars! Inman makes the old plot of a great love between a star and a common laborer new, exciting, fun—and just plain hot. The misunderstandings are so funny that readers may laugh out loud, while the love scenes are very graphic and sexy. With a bit of mystery thrown into the mix, this read has something for everyone. This is set up to be the first of a series; here’s hoping Inman will follow with more of this delightful storyline.”




  Reviewed by Cindy Himler for Romantic Times BOOKreviews




  “Water Goddess is a well-written, engaging story. Readers will enjoy the female friendship that triumphs over life’s ills, as well as the love of a great man who heals a broken woman through tenderness and passion.” 4 Books!




  Reviewed by Dandelion for The Long and Short Of It Reviews




  4 Stars! “Wedding Planner Sylvia is more concerned with making her business successful than her personal life. When Tristan approached her concerning his sister’s wedding, she was determined that he would not become an obstacle to her goal. Wind goddess Tempest is just as determined to bring love into her life. Wind Goddess is a cute story. Crystal Inman successfully incorporates humor into her story. Fans of romance with a touch of humor and a twist of fantasy will enjoy Wind Goddess.”




  Reviewed by Debra Gaynor for ReviewYourBook.com




  “This was the final book in Crystal Inman’s Elemental Guardian series. This one had a different spin on it and I liked it. The first three books are focused more on the humans than the Guardians. This one focused some of the story on Eden. It was nice to see that even the Guardians have problems like the rest of us. The way that Chandler went right after May was so much fun to watch because you never knew what would come out of his mouth next. He had her melting in his hands. May started as a recluse but slowly came out to let her wings stretch. I hated to see this series end.”




  Reviewed by Megan for Bitten by Books




  I want to dedicate this collection to every female who populates this lovely planet we call earth—regardless of age, race, sexual orientation, or religion. Frankly, regardless of everything.




  Every woman is a goddess. Never be ashamed of who you are. Embrace the differences that make you…you. Don’t let anyone tell you that you are less than. Find your way. Hold onto hope. Don’t settle. Believe in yourself.




  You don’t need a goddess.




  The magic is inside you.




  Believe it.




  Fire Goddess




  by




  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.




  “Did you do this?”




  “I did.”




  “Where are her heels?”




  “Gone.”




  “Would you care to explain that?” Bryan began to become red in the face.




  Kelly watched Wilda study the angry man with cool green eyes.




  “There are no longer any heels in her wardrobe.” Wilda met his eyes evenly. “She has a commanding presence without them. Let her stand back a bit, and no one will know the difference. The viewing audience will think she’s a dynamo.”




  Bryan pondered her words. “Good job,” he said reluctantly, as if it pained him. He clapped his hands loudly. “Everyone set up for the next scene. Kelly, don’t stand so close to everyone. Keep your distance. Maybe your height impairment won’t be noticed.”




  My height impairment? Oh shit. The term struck her funny, and she had to struggle not to laugh. She strode onto the set and looked at her cast mates.




  Blair was staring daggers at her. Nothing new there. That woman was beyond a bitch. And she played a darling friend on the show. Her blonde hair was styled perfectly and fell just above her shoulders. She was wearing a blue dress, which hugged her every curve. Her blue stare raked over Kelly, and Kelly could feel the animosity. Blair wanted to be Felicia. Instead she had been cast as the pathetic best friend. No wonder she was such a bitch.




  Blair’s onscreen husband, Matt, was there. The funny thing about Matt was that his name was his character’s name. In a fit of pure hatefulness, Kelly thought it was because he couldn’t possibly remember both. His brown hair was styled short so he appeared to be the executive type. His caramel suit was tailored and showed off his form. And he had a nice form. Matt was the type to take a workout a little far.




  His muscles rippled below the suit, and he liked to flex them when he wasn’t in costume. Most of the women on the set had seen his muscles, all of them, up close and personal. He was ogling Kelly already, and she had to work not to roll her eyes. Matt managed Felicia’s business on the dock, and today she was supposed to ream him but good. Too bad that didn’t extend to Blair.




  What really bothered Kelly was that Matt was supposed to be her next fling. Not a husband, by any means, only a bedmate. The writers were telling her that the poor guy she trashed the other day was her new love interest. And so, the twisted world of soaps showed its colors.




  The simple thought of Matt’s tongue in her throat triggered her gag reflex. And if he put his hand somewhere it wasn’t supposed to be, she would kill him. The bad part being she didn’t have much of a choice. She was the writers’ puppet to a degree.




  Kelly thought of the scene that began tomorrow and tried not to wince. She and Matt were supposed to fall into bed. Kelly already talked to Bryan and told him she wanted a closed set. The whole cast didn’t need to see her rolling around in the sheets with Matt, just the whole country.




  Kelly nodded to Blair and Matt. And then she became Felicia.




  * * * *




  Sloan arrived on the set at nine o’clock in the morning. He met Bob at the stage door and nodded a greeting. Bob put his finger to his lips and ushered Sloan inside. The shrill sound of Kelly’s voice floated over to the men, and Sloan winced.




  “Hell in a hand basket, Bob. Warn a man next time. Does she work everyday?”




  Bob shook his head and motioned Sloan farther into the building. He walked into his office and shut the door behind Sloan.




  “She’s pissed about some bad dock deal or something.” Bob waved his hand around as if that were an explanation.




  “Oh sure.” Sloan shrugged and rubbed his temple. “That would explain the high-pitched shrieking. She could drive a man to drink.”




  “She has.” Bob grinned. “Jon Chase. Season two. He became an alcoholic.”




  Sloan simply shook his head and handed Bob his designs.




  “Sloan. You have to understand. This is the entertainment industry. We need strife, murder, infidelity, and secret problems.”




  “You owe me big for this one.”




  “Bigger than your sister’s famous pecan pie?”




  “You better start shaking a pecan tree, bud. Because you owe me huge.” Sloan grimaced as if it left a bad taste in his mouth.




  “Sloan. Come on. I’m doing you a favor.”




  Sloan’s eyebrows shot up. “What the hell did you just say?”




  Bob nodded. “Sure.” He slapped his hands down on the desk. “I’m giving you the opportunity to work on a television show. It’s good exposure for your company. Could bring in big business.”




  Sloan eyed his brother-in-law. “I don’t need the exposure. My company is doing fine, thank you. And I’m doing this as a favor to you. So, if you’re done shoveling shit in my general direction, we can get down to business.”




  “Damn it,” Bob muttered. “I told her it wouldn’t work.”




  “Her?”




  “Your sister. She said I could pull one over on you. I told her no.” Bob shook his head. “I asked you because you’re one of the best. You’re a professional. And I would really appreciate a hand on this.”




  “That’s better.” Sloan’s lips twitched. “Dot thought she could pull a fast one, eh?”




  “Yeah.”




  “Tell her I want six pecan pies.”




  Bob laughed aloud and slapped his hand on the desk again. “I sure as hell will.”




  * * * *




  They worked for hours on the basic castle set and dungeon scenes. Bob showed Sloan what they wanted and the dimensions. Sloan would draw a design, and they would look at the probabilities.




  Sloan finally stood up around six o’clock and stretched. “I’m beat. I’ll be back tomorrow. And don’t forget to tell that woman of yours about the pies.”




  Bob nodded absentmindedly and put his head back to the drawings in front of him. That was why he was the best. No detail went unnoticed. Nothing was too small or big for his eye to catch.




  Sloan stepped out of Bob’s office and into the vast area of the soundstage. Actors were milling around in costume and snacking on the food bar. Must be the evening break. But shouldn’t they be headed home by now?




  He stopped a young woman in shorts and a halter-top. “Excuse me. Does everybody usually work this late?”




  The young woman stopped and looked up at the attractive man in front of her. Christy liked men. A lot. And this one looked like he’d be fun to have. She stepped a little closer and tilted her head. Pursing her red, painted lips just so, she leaned forward a little more. Her breasts brushed up against his arm.




  “Hard to say,” she whispered. “Some chick keeps blowing her lines. We could be here all damn night.”




  Sloan smiled politely and stepped back a bit. The woman pouted and moved forward again.




  “I’m an actress, you know.”




  “That’s nice.” He turned to leave when her petulant voice stopped him.




  “If you waited around, I could give you some acting tips.”




  Her tone conveyed she was full of tips, and not necessarily the acting kind. Sloan turned to look at her again. “No, thanks. I’m only visiting.” He nodded and turned to leave the sound stage as soon as possible. The girl couldn’t have been more than twenty. And she was more than willing to lend him a hand.




  Sloan snorted as the implications darted through his mind. He would bet money she shared her tips with several guys around the set. Did soaps have groupies? The thought made him shudder as he walked quickly toward the exit. But then a soft voice from the set stopped him in his tracks.




  “I want you.”




  The voice was husky and filled with need. Goose bumps broke out on Sloan’s arms. He turned around slowly to watch the scene on the center stage.




  “I can’t.” The man shook his head as if in pain, but he never moved from the circle of the woman’s arms. “Sheila would kill me. She already thinks I’m half in love with you.”




  “Only half?” Felicia Hawthorne pressed her body up against the man and touched his cheek. “I think we can do better than that.” She brought his lips down to hers and proceeded to show him how.




  The kiss was sensual and intimate. There was no space between them as she moved her body against his. The man was lost. He could tell by the way he crushed her body to his as the kiss deepened.




  “Cut!”




  The man kept kissing the woman, and the crew burst out laughing. Sloan swiftly turned to go and missed the glare that Kelly shot at Matt.




  Arrogant bastard. Kelly wiped her mouth off and strode away from the rest of the cast and crew. That son of a bitch planned it that way. She brushed past Bryan who was trying to congratulate her on another fantastic scene and right into someone else.




  Sloan felt a bump and turned around, ready to do battle with whoever wasn’t watching where they were going. He looked straight across, didn’t see a soul, and looked down.




  Kelly. She was standing there with blush in her cheeks and a furious expression on her face.




  “Can I help you?” His tone was polite and brisk.




  “Get out of my way,” she demanded. Kelly pushed him aside and stomped off toward her dressing room.




  Sloan watched her go with all of his preconceived notions validated. Oh yes. She was a bitch. A well-paid one but nonetheless a bitch. He tried to put the kissing scene out of his mind as he left the soundstage.




  Chapter 3




  Kelly hurried to her dressing room and started slamming drawers around. Wilda watched for a minute in the doorway before she walked inside and shut the door.




  “What are you looking for?”




  “A fucking breath mint,” Kelly snarled. “Listerine. Something to get the taste of that asshole out of my mouth.” Kelly slammed another door and whirled around. “Don’t repeat that. Please.” She pulled the pins out of her hair and sighed. “Sometimes I let my mouth engage before my brain. I’m sorry.”




  “And you’re apologizing for what exactly?” Wilda’s eyes blazed. “The fact that idiot wanted to give you a tongue swab? The fact he embarrassed you in front of your crewmates? That’s what you’re apologizing for?”




  Kelly glanced up at her assistant and noted her eyes were blazing. “You’re not going to spread that around?” she asked in disbelief. “You know, ‘Bitchy Diva Too Good to Kiss Co-star’ or something of the sort?”




  “Please.” Wilda unzipped Kelly’s dress and helped her step out of it. She hung the dress up and handed Kelly her street clothes. “He obviously thought he was too cute by pulling that stunt. You need to let him know he wasn’t.”




  Kelly sank wearily into her chair and looked up at Wilda. “It doesn’t matter. It’s my job. I have to deal with shit like this day in and day out. I love what I do. It’s the so-called perks which suck.”




  Wilda looked down at Kelly’s feet and smiled kindly. “Are you going to take the slippers off?”




  “Oh my God. I forgot I even had them on.” She reached down and pulled them off her feet. And miracle of miracles, she thought she would live. “I can’t thank you enough.” She handed the slippers to Wilda and smiled.




  “My pleasure, child.”




  “I’m hardly a child.” Kelly snorted and rolled her eyes. “You can’t be much older than I am.”




  Wilda simply smiled and put the slippers away. When she turned back to Kelly, she held open her hand. A blue breath mint lay in her palm.




  Kelly grabbed it and hurriedly stuffed it in her mouth. She closed her eyes and sighed. “Oh. Thank you.”




  “What are you doing this evening?” Wilda asked as she tidied up the dressing room.




  “Nothing. I’m doing absolutely nothing. I’m going home. Taking a hot shower. Maybe some reading. Maybe I’ll meditate. Who knows?” She pulled her street clothes on and ran a brush through her hair.




  “There is a small party at Neil’s house. I heard another assistant talking about it.”




  “Neil Brachman?” Kelly’s eyes met Wilda’s in the mirror. “Um. No. I don’t think so.”




  “You’re not interested in going?”




  Kelly studied Wilda, gauging whether to share a little or a lot. The woman’s presence was comforting, but appearances could be deceiving. How sure am I that this woman isn’t a tattler? Her heart was telling her to trust Wilda. But her head was still unsure.




  “Neil’s crowd isn’t mine,” she stated. There. Succinct and vague. Perfect. Kelly turned around and grabbed her bag. When she was sure she had everything, she turned to Wilda once again. “Thank you. I appreciate all your help today.”




  “You’re welcome. I will see you tomorrow. And I’ll bring more breath mints.”




  Kelly laughed all the way to her truck.




  * * * *




  The drive home relaxed her, and Kelly let her mind drift over her day. She clenched her jaw in remembrance. Damn Matt! Tomorrow she would set him straight. She was paid to kiss the arrogant bastard. She didn’t do it for kicks. Not even close. Mozart filtered through her speakers, and she tried not to think about tomorrow.




  Kelly drove through her gate and pulled into her garage. It was late. Sharon kept blowing her lines. Every time Kelly was scheduled to go on, she was pushed back so they could finish Sharon’s scenes.




  Sharon was the wife of the newspaper baron. A recent addition, she was still unsure and nervous. Maybe tomorrow Kelly would take her aside and see if she could help. Maybe not. She remembered one of her first conversations with Blair. God, what a nightmare.




  Kelly stayed longer than necessary that day so she could give Blair a couple of pointers. Blair looked down her nose at Kelly and told Kelly to never speak to her again. Kelly might be the hotshot bitch of Montgomery, but Blair was the real deal. And that was the end of that. Kelly walked away in shock and kept her distance from then on.




  Blair had such animosity for her. And for what? A part on a soap? Kelly shook her head as she hopped out of her truck. She didn’t understand it. It was a paycheck. She loved to act, but it wasn’t all about the notoriety and publicity. It was the performance. Always the performance.




  Kelly walked through the door and into her hallway. She remembered when she was a little girl. She would put on plays on the farm. She was “Dorothy” in the Wizard of Oz. The farm was in Kansas. There was a wicked witch for a teacher.




  It was her escape. It made her incredibly happy. And now Kelly was one of the hottest soap stars in the country. And she was doing scenes that turned her stomach. The simple thought of Matt had her kicking the wall.




  She needed to relax first. And then she would figure out a way to nip that in the bud. Matt was quite a lothario. He made his way around the soap set like it was his personal sexual smorgasbord. It was utterly revolting. He and Blair had been together when Blair first joined the soap. And now he played in anybody’s pants he could. And did. Frequently.




  Kelly grimaced as she walked into her kitchen. She wanted a simple salad. Something light. She took the lettuce out and began pulling it apart. A little bit of turkey. Two eggs. Ranch dressing. Kelly put her bowl on her tray and wandered into the living room. She didn’t see the expensive portraits on the wall or the state-of-the-art entertainment system. She was preoccupied with ridding herself of one annoying co-star.




  * * * *




  Her alarm clock rang, and Kelly hit the snooze once. Fridays were always long. Even the extra nine minutes helped. She lay there in the darkness and puzzled over her scenes today. The thought of rolling around with Matt semi-naked tied her stomach in knots. And if he dared to touch something he wasn’t supposed to, then she’d accidentally knee him in the balls. It only seemed right.




  Kelly rolled out of the bed at the second alarm and walked over to her closet. It was a massive space. All of her clothes were hung up neatly, and she thumbed through them without much interest. It was starting to turn warmer, and she pulled out one of her favorite pieces. It was a long, sleeveless dress with a slit on the side that went up to her mid-thigh. It was yolk yellow and ribbed. She slid on the yellow sandals that matched and walked into the kitchen. First, a diet soda. And then she’d brush her hair and slide the dress on.




  The dress was easy on and easy off. And she would be in one big hurry to leave the set today. Kelly would have the whole weekend for herself, and she couldn’t wait. She would forget work. She would forget Matt. And she would put Felicia away until Monday.




  * * * *




  Sloan arrived at the set early because Bob warned him he wanted to go over a few things. Bob and “a few things” simply didn’t go together very well. More than likely, both men would be bent over a drafting table for hours on end figuring out dimensions and such. Sloan dressed in casual khakis and a short-sleeve blue shirt. He tried not to feel too guilty about leaving his foreman in charge of his biggest baby right now.




  The Stanton Building would be an architectural breakthrough. It would rise majestically in the California skyline and give New York a run for its money. Harry Stanton commissioned Sloan quickly and never looked back. He loved Sloan’s vision for his new building, and Sloan swore he would never disappoint Stanton. The weight of the responsibility had him snappish this morning. Maybe he could finish with Bob rather early and zip over to the site to make sure everything was going smoothly.




  He raked his fingers through his hair one last time in frustration as he thought of the long hours ahead of him. And for what? A fucking soap opera. His work was only as valuable as the awards he would help them win. And would they give a shit? Nope. The set would be tore down, and they would move on. Worthless. Utterly worthless. Everything in that fake, little world was temporary. Hell of a way to live. At least his Stanton Building would survive the times and make a mark. It would stand for something.




  The guard at the door barred his entrance.




  “Name,” he demanded.




  “Sloan Davenport.”




  “And you’re affiliated with?”




  Sloan was pushed aside as Kelly walked right past him.




  “Hello, Mike,” she called out breezily, as she walked past him.




  “Hi, Kelly. Good scene yesterday.” She waved behind her as she walked briskly to her dressing room.




  Sloan growled deep in his throat. “Bob Davis. I’m building sets with him.”




  The muscular guard looked down and finally found his name. “Some form of I.D. please?”




  “For chrissakes! Just because I’m not a fucking actor doesn’t mean I don’t belong on the sacred set.”




  “Listen, Mister.” Mike leaned over within inches of Sloan’s face. “This is my job. I say ‘Let me see your I.D.,’ and you let me. Simple as that. I don’t know you from Adam.”




  Sloan bit back his temper and dug through his back pocket. He pulled the black leather wallet out and shoved his license in the man’s face. “Yeah. That’s me. Need a DNA sample?”




  Mike studied the license and looked at Sloan. He handed the license back and moved aside. “Thank you.”




  “Sure. Anytime. Let me know if you need anything else.”




  Sloan marched into Bob’s office and shut the door behind him. “This is an asylum. You have the fucking guard at the door keeping the sane people out and letting obnoxious twits in. What kind of place is this?”




  Bob looked up from his drawing and focused his eyes. “What?”




  “I stood in that damn doorway for ten minutes trying to persuade your Nazi guard that I am who I say I am. And that little redheaded twit just breezes on by.”




  “Redheaded twit? I take it you’re referring to Kelly. One of the biggest stars of this show. That redheaded twit?”




  “Damn it, Bob! I have a real job. What does this set matter in the long run? Who’s going to really care?”




  “The fans.” Bob stood up and walked around the front of the desk. “I thought the same thing as you when I first started here. Who gives a shit? It’s wood. We tear it down. We build it up. No one cares. But I tell you what,” he shook his head back and forth, “those fans love it. Every bit of it.”




  “Really?” Sloan’s eyebrows arched in disbelief.




  “They can tell you how many buttons were on Felicia’s second wedding gown. They know all the details. Every damn one. And the guard? Mike? He’s one of the best. He came highly recommended. Being an actor isn’t as easy as you think it is. There are obsessive fans. People who think this is real. We have to be careful about who we let venture around the set.” Bob looked sheepish. “I’m sorry I didn’t meet you at the door. I was a little busy.”




  “Yeah, well.” Sloan simmered down and moved to look at Bob’s drawings. “Let’s get to it.”




  * * * *




  Kelly opened her dressing room door and inhaled deeply. She loved the flowers Wilda brought. They calmed her. Focused her. And she needed all the help she could get today. It wasn’t like she hadn’t rolled around in the proverbial sheets with co-stars before. Kelly had lost count of the number of times her character was in bed with someone or other. It was numerous. But none of them irritated her the way Matt did. He walked around like cock of the walk and was utterly obnoxious.




  She shut the door behind her and opened her closet to put her bag away. A beautiful amethyst negligee fluttered in front of her face. Kelly touched the hem and sighed in pure pleasure. The piece was a dream. The bodice was edged in silver with a sweetheart neckline. The gown fell in layers from mid-hip to foot. It was sleeveless and soft as sin. She brought the hem up to her face and rubbed her cheek on it. Never in her years of being on this soap had anyone let her wear something this beautiful.




  “Do you like it?”




  Kelly whirled around and let out a little shriek before she saw Wilda. She scowled and let the hem go. When she turned around, she stuck out her tongue.




  “You scared the hell out of me! I need to bell you or something. I never know where you are.”




  Wilda smiled and pulled the negligee out of the closet. She held it up to Kelly and smiled. “Beautiful, is it not? I talked to your producer. He approved of this one.” Her emerald eyes danced. “The other women here will be wishing they were you.”




  Kelly grimaced and turned to sit in her chair in front of the vanity. “Yeah. Well. What else would be new?” She crossed her legs and stared moodily at herself in the mirror.




  The guardian looked at the mortal and saw her struggle. The other mortals were mad at her. Jealous. They didn’t want to be friends with Kelly. They wanted her away so they wouldn’t have any competition for the good parts. Pathetic. Wilda shrugged. Pettiness was overrated.




  “And you care what others think?”




  Kelly sighed. “Not so much.” She pulled her dress off and handed it to Wilda. Wilda hung it up and brought out Kelly’s first costume. The cobalt blue silk tank top and shorts were for the first scene when Felicia and Matt ran into each other again. Blair was supposed to be off somewhere shopping. And then the pair would make plans for later that evening.




  “I hope you brought the breath mints,” Kelly muttered as she adjusted her clothes.




  Wilda chuckled and escorted her to make-up. “I believe I did.” She slanted a glance at Kelly. “You do not care for this Matt?”




  Kelly shuddered. “Not hardly. He’s the type of man who thinks a woman should orgasm just by being in the same room as him. Huge disappointment. I’m usually overcome by nausea.” She peeked up at Wilda again. As usual, she spoke before thinking. It was a good thing they fed her the lines involving Matt. If she had to ad-lib, she’d be screwed. And out of work.




  They arrived at make-up, and Debbie looked approvingly at the blue pant set.




  “Nice. Very nice.” She glanced up at Wilda. “You really know your stuff, don’t you?”




  “Yes.”




  “Okay.” She motioned to Kelly. “Have a seat.” Debbie lowered her voice. “That twit, Christy, is demanding I put more make-up on her. She claims you can still see her skin imperfections. She’s in there right now with one of those magnified mirrors pointing out the flaws in my work. Can you imagine?” Debbie huffed off to the other room.




  Wilda sat down beside Kelly. “Have you always wanted to act?” The question was so close to what a reporter would ask that Kelly took a minute to answer.




  “Yes. I suppose so.” She paused and studied her assistant. “It’s something I enjoy. I love being able to bring a character to life for others.”




  “You still don’t trust me, do you?”




  Kelly looked at her guiltily. “I don’t mean to be so paranoid. I had a very bad experience when I first started here, and I’m a little gun-shy. I’m sure you’re a wonderful person.”




  Wilda threw back her head and laughed. “Thank you, child. I appreciate that. It makes things easier. And your honesty is refreshing.”




  “My honesty ties my ass in a knot.”




  “Oh?”




  “Sometimes I talk before I think. Bryan has a fit when I do functions because he’s afraid I’m going to pull a stunt even our PR people can’t fix.”




  “Such as?”




  Kelly scrutinized Wilda closely. “I’m honest to a fault. Rather odd, considering my profession, don’t you think? I have a hard time telling even a small lie. And when it’s necessary, I botch it.”




  “Such as?”




  “Oh several things.” Kelly waved her hand in the air. “If people look truly hideous in an outfit, I stammer, stutter, and totally embarrass myself.”




  “But going out looking like a clown is better?”




  Kelly snorted. “I see what you’re saying. I’m simply afraid I will be honest with the wrong person, and it will come back to bite me on the ass.”




  Wilda opened her mouth again, but Debbie arrived back in the room. She applied Kelly’s make-up, the entire time muttering about immature girls who didn’t know their ass from their elbow.




  When Debbie was finished, Kelly stood up and walked toward the set. She needed to pool her energy for the rest of the day. She was going over her lines in her head when she saw Matt. He was standing by the food table talking to one of the writers.




  Oh hell no. Kelly had a moment of panic, thinking about what he might be suggesting. She hustled over to the table and caught the end of the conversation.




  “…long affair.”




  Sabra looked up at Kelly’s approach, and Matt smiled at her.




  “And there she is. The Queen of Soaps herself. How goes it, Kelly?” His gaze swept the length of her, lingering on her breasts.




  Kelly looked at Sabra. “Is there anything I need to know?”




  “Matt was telling me he thought we should turn your small fling into a larger affair.”




  “Oh, did he?” Kelly was furious. The color rose high in her cheeks, and it took all of her willpower not to slap the self-satisfied grin off of Matt’s face. “I don’t think that would be plausible. Do you, Sabra?” She turned to the writer. “I mean, I have sweeps coming up. And Christian is supposed to be my next hot love interest. Isn’t that the plan?”




  “Yes.” Sabra nodded her head. She turned to Matt. “Sorry, Matt. She’s right. This has been in the works for months. Maybe another time.” She strolled off to her office.




  “What in the hell is wrong with you?” Kelly spat out the words. “Have you lost your mind?”




  “Now, Kelly.” Matt brushed his hand against her bare arm. “I was only thinking about you. I would hate for your fans to think you’ve grown a heart or something.”




  “Get your hands off of me, Matt,” she demanded. Kelly stepped back and looked him in the face. “Don’t mess with my storyline again. And I mean it. Your suggestions,” she sneered, “aren’t going to make it.” Kelly spun around and went to wait by the soundstage.




  * * * *




  “Lover’s quarrel?” Sloan inquired as he ambled up to the food table and slathered cream cheese on a bagel. He motioned to Kelly walking away.




  Matt looked the other man up and down. “Yes. Exactly. She gets like this sometimes. High-strung, that one.” He strutted around a bit. “Kelly and I have been together for only a short time, but I know how to handle her.”




  “Indeed.” Sloan thought about the kiss he witnessed yesterday, and his stomach knotted. Sleep was a long time coming last night. And when he did fall asleep, he pictured himself in this man’s place. The thought irked him beyond belief.




  “How can you stand her shrieking?”




  “She makes up for it in other ways.” Matt grinned broadly and walked away from the table.




  Sloan bit into his bagel and tried not to scowl. His sudden fixation with a redheaded twit of an actress pissed him off. Obviously he needed to get out more. Date. Get laid. Something. Maybe he’d go out this weekend. It had been too long.




  “Other ways,” Sloan muttered as he walked back to Bob’s office. The thought did nothing to ease his irritation.




  Chapter 4




  Kelly finished her scene and walked back to her dressing room to slip the amethyst negligee on. Her head was beginning to pound, and she popped a couple of ibuprofen into her mouth and washed them down. She slid the nightgown off the hanger and held it in her hands. It was too beautiful to waste on the pig also known as Matt.




  Wilda walked in and looked at the way Kelly was holding the negligee. “What’s wrong, child?”




  Kelly looked up and shook her head. “Is there something else I can wear? I just don’t think…” She trailed off as she looked unhappily up at Wilda.




  “Come here. We’ll find something else. It’ll only take a minute. I brought another one in case that one didn’t work.” She turned her back to Kelly and dug farther into the closet. When she spun around, a light blue, sleeveless chiffon nightgown was thrown over her arm. “This is the other one. Is it better?”




  “Yes.” Kelly tried to smile as she slid the blue negligee over her body. One scene called for the negligee on. The others called for a body suit or topless. God help her. The negligee hugged her body, and Kelly squared her shoulders.




  “Let’s go.”




  * * * *




  Wilda shook her head as she watched Kelly march off as if she were going into battle. Apparently this Matt would not be her love match. And the Neil she mentioned yesterday didn’t cause a spark, either. Wilda sighed. Her sisters would be watching, and she could do no reassuring. She was stuck here until she succeeded or failed.




  * * * *




  Kelly walked over to Bryan and posed. He took her hands and lifted them up. She smiled her best Felicia smile, and he groaned.




  “The women will be eating their hearts out. Felicia and Matt finally in bed.”




  “Have you cleared the set?” Kelly looked around pointedly.




  “Yes, Kelly.” He reassured her. “No one here that doesn’t need to be. Are you ready?”




  “Sure.” She pasted another smile on her face.




  Bryan called everyone to his or her places. “Let’s make magic.”




  * * * *




  Sloan stood up and slowly stretched. His back protested loudly about being bent over a desk all damn day. Usually he was hands-on. Today he was just pencil-on. This was taking a hell of a lot longer than he anticipated. Of course, Bob was a perfectionist. That’s why he was one of the most sought-out designers in the business.




  Bob glanced up. “Go get some coffee or something. It’s only four o’clock. We’ll probably be here another couple of hours. You have a girlfriend you need to check in with?”




  Sloan rolled his eyes. “Not at the moment. Sheila left a lot to be desired. I haven’t been seriously seeing anyone for the past five months.” Panic surfaced in his hazel eyes. “But don’t tell your wife that!”




  “Who me?” Bob chuckled. “Wouldn’t think of it. I’d hate to spend my evenings ruminating your love life.”




  “Wise man.” Sloan smiled gratefully and opened the office door.




  “Wait,” Bob warned. “Be quiet. There’s an important scene today. Don’t get in the way. And for God’s sake, don’t ruin the damn shot.”




  Sloan nodded and slipped quietly out the door. Bob was right. The whole building was quiet. No talking. No laughing. And no shrieking. Bliss. And then he saw them.




  They were lying side by side. Sloan watched in disbelief as the man leaned over and pulled the woman’s mouth to his. He nibbled on the corners, and she laughed in delight. His hand crept lower, and she arched her body against him.




  Sloan felt his body grow hot as he watched the pair simulate lovemaking. No wonder soaps were rated so high. All that sex and debauchery. He sidled closer and stopped in his tracks. It was that guy from the food table and the shrieking twit.




  Her lips were pursed, and she let the blanket drop lower on her breasts as she turned to her lover. The man, Matt, kissed her throat and neck while she purred his name. They went at it for quite awhile, and Sloan couldn’t tear himself away from the spectacle.




  The woman was beautiful. A shrew, obviously. And a deadly bitch. But the sight of her half-naked body aroused him to the point of wanting to throw the other man off of her. Her bare leg moved out of the covers and wrapped around the other man in bed. Sloan’s jaw clenched.




  The world was obviously seeing a preview of their real lives. Maybe the woman was as bad as her character. In one bed one week, and another the next. But the image of her semi-naked body burned into his memory.




  What did she taste like? All creamy perfection and curves? Sloan backed up so quickly he almost tripped himself. He needed to get the hell out of here. Now. If not sooner. He was really hard up if he was fantasizing about the shrew. Sloan rushed back toward Bob’s office and accidentally tripped on a cable. A light fixture fell, and he winced. Son of a bitch. Bob would kill him.




  “You there!” The producer yelled at the back of him. Sloan stopped in his tracks and turned around slowly. Bryan was striding toward him furiously, his finger pointed straight at him.




  Bob must have heard the commotion because he came barreling out of his office and stood beside Sloan. “What’s the problem, Bryan?”




  “Problem? Well, let’s see. Your boy here ruined the shot. Graceful, he’s not.”




  Wilda walked up and stood right beside Bryan. Her very presence soothed the agitated man. She spoke up.




  “You were about to yell ‘cut’, were you not?”




  “Yeah,” he mumbled. “I guess I was.” He turned around and stomped back to the camera. “That’s a wrap. Everybody head home.”




  Sloan looked at the woman gratefully. “Thanks. I thought I was about to go ten rounds.”




  Wilda studied the man in front of her. He was attractive in an earthy way. He had strong features. And his eyes were gorgeous. She stuck out her hand.




  “I am Wilda. I’m Kelly’s personal assistant.”




  Sloan took the woman’s hand and smiled. “Pleasure. Who’s Kelly?”




  Bob grinned ear to ear. “The shrieker.”




  Sloan couldn’t hide his grimace. Wilda watched in fascination as many emotions crossed the man’s face. There was a flash of disgust. And then there was desire. It was covered quickly, but Wilda filed the image into her mind. This mortal man was worth looking into for Kelly.




  Wilda cocked her head to the side. “The shrieker?”




  Sloan had the grace to look embarrassed. “Look. Nothing against the queen or anything. But every time she’s in the same room, she’s shrieking at someone.”




  “Ah. Felicia. Her character. I see.”




  The woman’s emerald eyes probed further, and Sloan shifted uncomfortably. What was she seeing? There was no way she could possibly read his carnal thoughts. But the fact they were there made him irritable.




  “Listen.” He looked over at Bob and apologized. “I’m sorry. I need to go. I have another project, which is extremely important. I’ll be back tomorrow. And,” he looked at the light he knocked over, “I won’t trip over my own feet.” He reached down and righted the light on his way out.




  Wilda watched the flustered man walk away and smiled. Yes. Maybe he was the one she was looking for. She turned to the set designer and bid him goodnight.




  * * * *




  Kelly sprinted off to her dressing room as soon as she heard the crash of equipment falling. Her stomach churned, and she tasted Matt in her mouth. It was all she could do to allow him to touch her and pretend to like it. And Bryan allowed the scene to go on and on and on. She had on a strapless swimsuit underneath the covers, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Matt “accidentally” brushed up against her breasts twice. She told him if he did it again, he would never be able to have children. He quit.




  God, she needed a shower. Kelly’s hands shook as she slipped off the swimsuit and struggled with her yellow dress. The smell of the flowers was cloying now, and she wondered if she really would be sick. She hurriedly grabbed a hat out of her closet and shoved it on her head. The sooner she was out of this building, the better. Kelly mentally thanked whoever ended the shot.




  She opened her dressing room door and peeked out. The coast was clear. The thought struck her as absurd, and she tried very hard not to giggle as she raced down the hall and to an exit. Kelly shoved the door open and filled her lungs with the fresh air. She was going to make it. Felicia was gone for the weekend, and Kelly could be herself.




  Her head was down, and she rifled through her purse to find her keys when a horn honked in her ear. Then brakes squealed. Kelly’s head jerked up, and she looked in shock at the black Bronco almost touching her. She stood there like a deer in the headlights when the driver’s side door opened. The set guy cursed under his breath, stalked over to her and pulled her away from his vehicle.




  “What in the hell do you think you’re doing?” His eyes were flashing down at her, and he was pissed.




  “Hey! I’m sorry. I didn’t dent your car or anything, did I?”




  “Dent my car? Dent my fucking car? Oh my God. You are priceless.” He raked his fingers through his hair and fought the urge to punch something.




  Kelly watched as he paced in front of her. “I don’t know if you have a death wish or what.” He put his hands on his hips. “But watch where you’re going next time. I’ve already had one accident today and had my ass reamed. The last thing I need is an actress on my hood.”




  “Wait!” Kelly called out. “What accident? Are you okay?”




  “Peachy.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. “Your producer thinks I sabotaged his shot of you and your boyfriend in the sheets. My damn foot tripped on a cord.”




  “That was you?”




  * * * *




  Sloan watched as a smile flitted across her face. Damn, she was gorgeous. Her straw hat was low on her face, probably so she wouldn’t be recognized. And that yellow dress clung to her curves and reminded him of the scene earlier. He could only imagine how her skin would feel next to his.




  “Yeah,” he said gruffly. “That was me. Sorry about that.”




  “Don’t be.” She flashed her deep green eyes at him. “I’m not.”




  Sloan puzzled over that piece of information when Kelly nodded to him. “I’ll try and be more careful. And thanks.” She waved to him, and he watched her go. The sway of her hips mesmerized him, and he watched as she stepped up into a ridiculously large red pickup. She started the truck and music poured out of the windows. Nickelback, if he wasn’t mistaken.




  He walked back to the door of his Bronco and climbed in. So she did know how to speak to someone without shrieking. The image of her semi-naked body flashed through his mind again, and his body tightened in response. Kelly. He rolled the name around in his mind a few times and then thought better of it. Maybe her preferred her with the shrieking. Hell. He didn’t want to prefer her at all.




  * * * *




  Kelly left the studio lot and tried to forget her horrific day. And being almost ran over wasn’t helping. She felt sorry for the guy. Here she was, off in her own little world. It’s a good thing he had fast reflexes. It really was her fault. And then to find out he was the one to end the shot and save her. The thought stopped her short. Wait a damn minute! What in the hell was he doing on the set? Didn’t Bryan assure me it was closed?




  All those good feelings she felt toward the set guy vanished in an instant. He was there to witness her rolling around in the sheets with Matt. And after she specifically asked to have minimal people around. Humiliation burned in her cheeks. Who did he think he was? He was hired help. The hideous phrase stuck in her mind, and she bit back a scream. Hired help. God, that was awful.




  Kelly drove home, shaking. She was more upset than she originally thought. There was no need to treat him like nothing. He did save her from having to roll around in the sheets with Matt. But the simple thought of having him witness one of the most unpleasant moments of her life made her want to hit something.




  She slammed her truck door and practically ran up the steps to her house. Her hands shook, and she scurried to her kitchen for some tea. Kelly thought of all the times she heard that phrase, and she couldn’t believe she used herself.




  “Hired help.” That’s what her Daddy had been for a long time. And he was the strongest, kindest man she’d ever known. The teakettle whistled, and Kelly poured herself a cup. She added some lemon and stirred it. Daddy was a hard worker. He took care of his family with love and pride.




  An overwhelming urge to talk to her parents welled up inside her. It had been two weeks since they last spoke. It was only five o’clock now. It would still be early evening there. Kelly went to her room and changed into an orange jumper and slid some cow slippers onto her feet.




  She sat on her couch with her feet curled up underneath her and dialed her parents’ number.




  “Hello.” Her daddy’s voice welcomed her.




  “Hello,” she responded, in her best British accent. “I was wondering if you would care to comment on the story about your daughter in the…” Kelly laughed aloud as her daddy hung up the phone. She waited until she quit chuckling to dial again.




  “Hello.” His gruff voice warmed her heart.




  “Hello, Dad.”




  “Kelly. Were you playing on the phone a minute ago?” His voice was suspicious.




  She snickered, and he sighed. “One of these days I’m going to give those people an earful. Starting with the time you went skinny dipping with Roger Bent. See what happens then.”




  “I’ve missed you.”




  “I’ve missed you, too, sugar. When are you coming to visit? Won’t be long before the garden starts sprouting watermelons and cucumbers.”




  His words took Kelly back to all the summers she spent working in the garden at the farm. She and Mom would weed while Daddy tilled and planted. It produced enough every year for them to go into town to the Farmer’s Market. She received all the money from the fruits and vegetables she sowed. Her daddy insisted.




  “I’ll try to get away soon. I promise. What’s Mom doing?”




  “That woman is baking pies again. I swear. I hardly fit in my overalls anymore,” he grumped.




  Kelly laughed aloud, and her daddy chuckled. “Hold on. I’ll get her.”




  Kelly heard the phone being put down and the sound of her parents’ voices. The gruff voice first, and then the lighter one with laughter at the end of it.




  “Hi, Kel.” Her mother’s voice still had that southern lilt in it. “Your daddy tells me you’re going to try to come and visit?”




  “I’m going to try. No promises. Sweeps are coming up. I have a major storyline developing.” She paused. “I just wanted to talk to you two.”




  “Honey. Call anytime.” Her mother’s voice was gentle. “We miss you, but we know you have work to do. And we’re proud.”




  “Thanks, Mom. Sometimes that’s exactly what I need to hear.”




  Her mother lowered her voice. “But if you could get away soon, your daddy would appreciate it. He’s been having problems lately.”




  “What problems?” Kelly’s voice was shocked and concerned. Sure, her parents were growing older, but they were still both healthy and productive. What was wrong?




  “Can’t talk.” Her mother brightened her voice again. “You let us know, hon. Can’t wait to see you.” She gave the phone back to Kelly’s dad.




  “Darn woman has timers dinging everywhere. Enough to drive a man crazy. I think that’s the purpose.”




  “Dad,” Kelly began.




  “I have to go, hon. Time to feed the cows. Hope to see you soon. Bye!”




  “Bye.” The phone clicked in her ear.




  Kelly replaced the phone in its charger and sat there. What was wrong with Daddy? George Marshall was a big bear of a man. He was well over six feet with shaggy brown hair that had more gray than brown these days. His piercing blue eyes didn’t miss a thing. He never needed glasses, and he was as sharp as a tack.




  She had seen him just last year about this time. And he was fine. What was going on? Her parents were growing older, but they were still as active as ever. Her mother, Christine, still baked pies for all the fundraisers in town. She supported all the local businesses and township. Her apple pies were to die for, and she whipped out six or more a week in the summertime.




  Christine was short and curvy. Her auburn hair was cut to the shoulders, and she perpetually had an apron on. She had gentle green eyes, and those are what George swore he fell in love with. Christine would always pat him on the hand and say, “That’s not all.” It made Kelly laugh every time. They still looked and acted much younger than their years.




  Daddy would be fifty-six this year, and Mom would be fifty-four. That wasn’t even middle-aged these days. Kelly stood up and walked into her kitchen to look at the Irish calendar she had displayed by her refrigerator. The rolling hills and cottages called to her. When she cooked, and that was rarely, she loved to pretend she was actually there. Looking out her window. Waiting for her husband to come home.




  Kelly flipped through the months and tried to find a time when she could go back home. Her mother’s words worried her far more than she was willing to admit. Maybe next month she could go. Her scenes were fairly short now as they were gearing up for her big storyline.




  Every word she said now, every inflection, would point to her next demise. And Bryan promised her it would be one she and the soap opera world would never forget.




  Chapter 5




  Kelly slept in on Saturday and woke around nine o’clock. She stretched luxuriously and looked around her bedroom. It was quiet. And she didn’t have any place to be today. No photo shoots. No publicity. Nothing. Kelly threw open her arms and beamed. What do I want to do?




  Watching television was out. There were only so many things she could watch on TV these days. Most of them she could pick out the flaws with her eyes closed. It took a hell of a lot of fun out of it. She sighed.




  The conversation with her parents played over again in her mind. She needed to get back home. Soon. And find out what in the world was wrong with her dad. The thought put a damper on her good mood, and she swung her legs over the side of her bed.




  A big breakfast. Read the newspaper. And then she would find something worthwhile to do with her day. Kelly walked into the kitchen and looked around. Really looked. It was the kitchen of her childhood. Sure, she had all the newest gadgets and appliances. But she also had the country kitchen motif. Her mom’s influence.




  There were glass pie dishes in the cabinet, and she took one down. Cherry. That’s what she wanted. Kelly set the pie dish down and began making breakfast. She wanted bacon. And sausages. Toast and eggs. Perfect. Kelly hummed as the meat cooked. She whisked her eggs and poured them into the skillet.




  Pretty soon, it smelled like home. Mom would always make breakfast everyday when Kelly was home. She would wake up to the smell of a country breakfast wafting up the stairs to her room. The sausage and bacon were fresh. So were the eggs.




  Kelly’s mouth watered. She poured her milk and fixed her plate. If she ate like this everyday, she wouldn’t fit into any of her costumes. But once a week was enough to satisfy the urge to bring a little piece of home with her. Her version didn’t taste nearly as good, but it was the best she could do.




  Kelly thumbed through the newspaper while she ate. More strife. Rarely any good news. And then she dropped her fork onto her plate. No way in hell.




  It was the rumor mill section of the newspaper. What was hot. What was not. And there she was. Her picture. It was one of the better ones. She was wearing make-up, at least. Bryan wouldn’t kill her. But it was the caption that sent her over the edge.




  

    

      Daytime Diva rumpling the sheets off-camera?


    


  




  Kelly read the story with her teeth clenched.




  

    

      Rumors abound that Daytime’s Queen of Bitchery, Felicia Hawthorne, may have finally found her leading man in real life. Kelly Marshall has reportedly been seen getting cozy with one of her co-stars on the set. She is known for bed hopping on the show. But has she finally found a bed she won’t hop out of?


    


  




  The story went on to detail all of her sordid affairs on the soap as the reporter tried his damndest to make a link that wasn’t there. The story set her teeth on edge.




  Pompous son of a bitch. What she wouldn’t give to call him and give him a piece of her mind. Her temper simmered. That’s what he wanted, though. A reaction. And she would be damned if she’d give it to him. Her eyes found the byline. Mark Jeffries. For some reason it rang a bell.




  Kelly thought back, and then cursed loudly. He had written another slam piece on her. It was the plastic surgery scandal that revealed several stars had been under the knife. That bastard named her as one of them. It was the only time her parents were concerned enough to call. They didn’t want her taking risks. Kelly assured them she had never, would never, go the plastic surgery route.




  She had come to accept certain aspects of her life changing with the soap role. That was a no-brainer. But the constant poking and prodding at her private life irritated the hell out of her. She was paid to act. Period. Nothing else she did or said was pertinent. Or so she thought.




  The first time the reporters had taken a picture of her without make-up, Bryan was in her dressing room the next morning. He shoved the article in her face and demanded to know what she was thinking.




  “What?” she asked.




  “You look like you’re fourteen.” Bryan’s jaw clenched. “How in the hell are viewers supposed to buy into the vamp/bitch angle if you look like that?” He rattled the paper in her face one more time for good measure.




  Kelly glanced at the picture taken of her in shorts and a tank top with a ball cap pulled low over her face. Her ponytail hung jauntily out the back. “I look at least sixteen.”




  Bryan sputtered until he was red in the face. “You represent this show. Put in a little upkeep. Hell. Lipstick. Mascara. Anything would do. But not this.” He stomped out the room in a huff.




  And so she had. Whenever she went out, she slapped on a little polish and tried wearing hats to hide her face. Most of the time it worked. If she tried to be invisible, she could almost pull it off. As long as she didn’t lift the bill of that ball cap too much.




  Kelly finished her breakfast and crumpled the newspaper into the trash. Which, in her opinion, was exactly where it belonged. She walked over to her answering machine and saw the blinking light. Five new messages.




  The first one was from her agent. Raymond called her once a week to inform her of the various offers that filtered through his office. Apparently word had spread about her Sparks chances because there were more offers than usual. A commercial. A possible made-for-TV movie. She listened to the messages with half an ear. She was content where she was right now.




  The second message was from Matt. Her fingers itched to erase it as soon as she heard him speak. He went on and on about publicity and the show. And would she be willing to go to a charity dance with him? Kelly scowled. Not only no. But hell no. She erased the message and listened to the next. Or tried to.




  The third and fourth messages were hang-ups. She rolled her eyes. She sometimes had four or more a day of those. It absolutely drove her nuts. The person could at least leave a damn message. Her home phone screened her calls for her. Only a select few had her cell phone number. And she warned Raymond if he tried to call it for business, she would find another manager.




  The fifth message was from Bob. Kelly listened with half an ear while she made her cherry pie. Two sentences in, she stopped with the pie and listened carefully. Her fingers dug into the piecrust as his words filtered through her mind. Now the show was taking over her personal life. Kelly walked over to the phone and played the message again. So much for free time.




  * * * *




  Kelly finished baking her pie and set it on the top of the cabinet to cool. The smell drifted through her house and brought a smile to her face. It reminded her of picking cherries with her daddy when she was younger. They would pick, and Mom would bake. Nice system.




  She picked up the phone and called Bob back. All of the details would have to be taken care of for this. And what did Bryan think?




  Someone picked up on the second ring.




  “Hello?”




  “Hello. Is Bob there?” Kelly held her breath. Maybe she should have waited to call.




  “Hold on. May I ask who’s calling?”




  “Kelly Marshall. I’m returning his call.” The phone was put down, and it was a second or two before Bob picked up.




  “Hi, Kelly. You received my message?”




  “Yes,” she said shortly. “And I would like to know what Bryan and the staff think.”




  Bob heard the annoyance in her voice and worked to tread lightly. “They think it’s a wonderful idea. The storyline is huge. You know that. Anything we can do to make it bigger will put us over the top.”




  “And that includes using me any way they can?”




  “Kelly.” Bob lowered his voice. “You’re the star of the show. Bryan is trying to showcase that. These are all just a means to an end. And when it’s done, you won’t have to go through this again. C’mon. It’s a great idea.”




  “I’ll think about it.” Her voice was shrewish even to her own ears. “I’ll talk to you Monday.” She hung up the phone before he could get another word in.




  Temper snapped at the edges of her sanity. What more did they want? Hell. They had her right where they wanted her. Sure, it would work better with her permission, but what did they care?




  A buzz in her living room announced someone was at her gate. Kelly walked over and pressed the intercom.




  “Hello,” she snapped.




  “Hello, Kelly. It’s Wilda. May I come up?”




  Kelly buzzed her in and walked down the driveway to greet her. She could count on one hand the number of times she had let a coworker come to her house. A red Cadillac rolled up her driveway and stopped about twenty feet from her. And then Wilda stepped out.




  She waved at Kelly and reached behind her to pick something up. When she turned, her arms were full of bags. Kelly hurried down to help her, and Wilda smiled.




  “I wasn’t sure if you would be home. But I wanted to stop by and see if there’s anything you needed.” Her hair was pulled up on top her head with tendrils falling out and framing her face. She wore a light green sundress that fell to just above her knees. Kelly looked down at her shoes and sighed. Beautiful. They were delicate and strapped around the ankle.




  Wilda laughed as she saw the direction of Kelly’s gaze. “I see you’re fond of shoes, also.”




  “Fond would be putting it mildly. Come on up. I’ve just made a pie.”




  Wilda followed Kelly through the garage and into her house. It was simple and elegant. The artwork on the walls was subtle and muted. Garden portraits mostly. The hallway was lined with them. There was one which stopped her in her tracks.




  “Kelly.”




  Kelly turned at her name. “Yes?”




  “Where did you buy this one?”




  Kelly studied the painting Wilda stopped next to. It was a garden overflowing with flowers. There was a path in front of four women who had their arms around each other’s waists. The women were positioned with their backs to the artist. They wore long flowing robes of varying colors. The artist picked up the camaraderie and love. The women had their arms around each other as if it was the only support in the world they had or needed.




  “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I picked it up at a flea market downtown. It was a steal.”




  Wilda turned her radiant eyes toward Kelly. “I bet it was.” She stepped away from the portrait and followed Kelly into her living room. Everything in Kelly’s house was organized. There were light bookshelves and an entertainment center. The couches were overstuffed, caramel creations. It was cozy and comforting.




  Kelly put down her bag and motioned for Wilda to do the same. “What’s in them?”




  “Ah. I thought you could use a few items of luxury for yourself. I would hate for Felicia to have all the fun.” Wilda reached inside the first bag and brought out silvery crystals housed in a glass container. The rocks sparkled in the light.




  “They’re beautiful,” she whispered.




  “For your bath.” She then proceeded to empty both bags and left Kelly speechless.




  There was another glass jar filled with pearl-sized beads that were translucent and polished. Two candles were placed beside the beads, and Kelly picked them up to smell them. The fragrances were soothing and pleasant. And then two sets of silk pajamas. One crimson. One cobalt. Wilda smiled as she pulled out the matching slippers.




  “You didn’t have to do this.” Kelly grinned at her personal assistant. “But it’s just what I needed today. I’ve had a bit of irritating news.” Her smile faded.




  “What is it?”




  Kelly motioned to the couches, and they both sat down. “Bob called. Apparently there’s more to this storyline than I originally thought.” She grimaced. “I’m supposed to help the set designer come up with my castle.”




  “But won’t it be nice to help create it?”




  “He tried to run me over.”




  “What?” Wilda’s eyes grew large.




  Kelly shook her head. “It’s complicated.”




  “Kelly. You cannot say something like that and expect me to forget it. What happened?”




  She started with the bed scene with Matt and finished with the realization that the set design guy wasn’t supposed to be there and witnessed her utter humiliation.




  “Won’t the whole world see Felicia with Matt?”




  “Yes.” Kelly stood up and began pacing. “And that’s fine. Felicia is a backstabbing, bed-hopping bitch. I know that. But I’m not.”




  Wilda studied Kelly and pried a little deeper than the surface. The newspaper article flashed in her mind, and she knew that was part of the problem. And so was Matt. She dug a bit farther, being sure not to press too hard, when she saw another one.




  Sloan bothered her.




  Wilda hid her grin and tried to concentrate on the problem at hand. “This set guy. Sloan.” She slid his name into the conversation. “If Bob thinks he can handle it, why don’t you let him?”




  “He can handle anything he damn well pleases, but he won’t handle me.” Kelly walked into the kitchen and cut the pie into eighths. “Bryan and Bob put their heads together. And you know what brilliant plan they’ve come up with?”




  “No.”




  “I’m supposed to open myself up to the set guy and tell him what I want. I have to be personal with someone I don’t even know.”




  “And you don’t like that?”




  “Shit.” Kelly tossed the knife into the kitchen sink and brought two pieces of pie back to the couch. She handed a fork to Wilda and ate a bite of her piece. Her eyes closed in bliss. They opened slowly, and she smiled. “Reminds me of home.”




  Wilda took a bite and grinned at Kelly. “It’s delicious. A family recipe?”




  “My mother’s. That woman can bake anything.”




  They ate in silence, and Kelly tried not to concentrate too closely on her options. The two that she had. Do it. Don’t do it. And wasn’t she a professional? Didn’t she handle stuff like that everyday? Letting people see what she wanted them to see? The answer came to her quickly. She would play a part. The set guy would have what he wanted, and she wouldn’t have to let him in.




  “You look pleased,” Wilda observed.




  “I’ve found a way to make everyone happy. And I’m going to get my castle.” Wilda stayed until four o’clock and made her excuses. Kelly watched her drive away and walked back inside. One more day of freedom and then back to work. But at least she had a plan now. And it was going to work like a charm.




  * * * *




  Kelly drove herself to work Monday morning to the tunes of Toby Keith. He was her hometown boy. And anybody with that kind of sense of humor had to be from Oklahoma. She sang along through traffic and finally pulled into the lot.




  After she parked her truck, she walked past Mike and into the enormous soundstage. Her good mood quickly dissipated. Bob, Bryan, and the set guy had their heads together by the house set.




  Kelly walked over and made her presence known.




  “Hi.”




  All three heads popped up, and she smiled. “Working out a plan?”




  Bryan smiled complacently. “I believe we have. How long has it been since you’ve had a vacation?”




  The words took her completely off-guard. “Excuse me?”




  “A vacation, Kel. A chance to go back East and see your folks.”




  Her mother’s voice rang in her head, but she kept a blank face. “I went last year. Why?”




  She studied each of the three men in turn. Bryan looked smug. Bob looked hopeful. And the set guy looked disgusted. His mouth was tightened into a flat line, and his dark eyes were narrowed.




  “I don’t want any part of this. I signed up to help with the set design. I didn’t sign on for this.”




  “Now, Sloan.” Bob held out his hands. “You know I can’t do it. I have to supervise things here.”




  “I have work, too.” Sloan’s voice was deep and irritated. “But that seems to have escaped everyone’s attention. And besides, there has to be hazard pay or something for this.”




  “What?” Kelly’s eyes searched each of theirs.




  Bryan smiled again. “For taking you home.”




  Chapter 6




  Kelly heard the words, but at first they didn’t register. She looked in disbelief at her producer, and her words spilled out in a snarl.




  “You want me to take some man I don’t know home to my parents? Have you lost your fucking mind? Do you honestly think you can manipulate every aspect of my life?”




  Sloan winced at her tone, but he knew the feeling. Being manipulated was no one’s picnic. He watched in fascination as the petite woman in front of him geared up to chew someone’s ass. She appeared to grow before his eyes. He was beginning to understand the presence she had on the television. Thankfully, he was only a bystander.




  “You.” She poked Bob in the arm. “You said I only had to go over what I wanted with him. There was no mention of taking him home.” Kelly turned on her producer. “And you? You are unbelievable. Trying to script my personal hours now?”




  “And you.” She turned to Sloan with fire in her eyes. “If you think you’re getting a free fucking peep show again, you better think twice.” Kelly whirled around and stalked off to her dressing room.




  Bryan smiled cheerfully. “That went better than expected.”




  Sloan looked in disbelief at the producer and growled as Kelly’s words hit home. The reference to her scene yesterday lit his fuse, and he started toward her dressing room when Bob took his arm.




  “Come on, Sloan. We can discuss it in my office.”




  * * * *




  “Who in the blue hell does she think she is?” Sloan paced the office. The anger lit in his belly and made him itch to grab a hold of Kelly and make her see the truth. He didn’t need a peep show. Especially from a bitch like herself. Women like that were a dime a dozen.




  Bob watched his brother-in-law pace the office and slowly begin to simmer down. He knew Bryan was bound to pull something like this sooner or later. He simply thought he could nip it in the bud before it got out of hand. Guess not.




  “Sloan. Please. You know why I brought you into this. You’re one of the best. That’s what Bryan wanted for his soap. And you love doing it.”




  Sloan sank into a chair. It wasn’t building the sets that was annoying him. It was spending time with that witch in the other room. She thought she could verbally decimate him like he was one of the characters on the set? Like fucking hell. Given a second chance, he would make her eat every one of those words. His thoughts flashed to the scene on Friday when she was in bed with her boyfriend. It was an image he couldn’t get out of his head all weekend. And that pissed him off, too. What in the hell is this job doing to me?




  He ran his hand over his face wearily and looked at Bob. “I don’t like her. She shrieks. She’s unpleasant. And she’s spoiled. Deadly combination. Can’t you do this?”




  “I’m sorry. We have three more sets imperative to sweeps. Bryan won’t let anyone else touch them but me.” He watched Sloan brood. “She’s not that bad. You two just don’t seem to get along.”




  “You think?” Sloan’s voice was sarcastic and hard.




  “Think about it. Give it a week. Bryan won’t want her to go for another of couple of weeks anyway. She has scenes to shoot and a couple of appearances to squeeze in. Just think about it.”




  * * * *




  Kelly slammed her dressing room door with enough force to rattle its hinges. Damn it! Damn it! Damn it! She should have known sweeps would mean rampant stupidity on the lot. Her foot connected with the door, and she cursed. Hobbling to her chair, she sat down and began rubbing her toes.




  Wilda knocked lightly and stepped in.




  Kelly’s green eyes blazed as she looked at her personal assistant. “People suck,” she announced firmly, still rubbing her toes.




  “On occasion.”




  The mild tone and bland look made Kelly chuckle. She sat back in her chair with her eyes closed and groaned. “I love acting.”




  “Yes.”




  “But I hate being told what to do nonstop. Isn’t there a limit?”




  Wilda watched Kelly struggle with her problem. She could peek, but she wanted Kelly to tell it herself. “What is wrong?”




  “Bryan’s brilliant idea. You know. The one where the set guy and I collaborate?”




  “Sloan,” Wilda prodded.




  “Yeah. Him. Anyway. That apparently has been widened to include taking him home with me to the farm.”




  Ah. Wilda fought her excitement down and focused on her mortal’s feelings. “You find it intrusive?”




  “Hell yes.” She groaned. “It’s my family. I don’t take people home to meet my family.”




  “Are they that bad?”




  Wilda’s question made Kelly chuckle. “They’re that good.” She opened her eyes and met Wilda’s emerald ones. “I don’t want to corrupt them with all this fictitious bullshit. They’re real. They’re the only real things in my life.”




  * * * *




  They discussed it a little more while Wilda helped Kelly dress for the scene. Today was a blowout with Felicia and Christian again. The young man was her love interest for sweeps week. And he was built like someone was having a good day.




  Christian was olive-skinned with beautiful, dark blue eyes. He was almost six feet tall with high cheekbones and flawless skin. His black hair was shoulder length and straight. It was fine and felt glorious on her fingertips. She had actually asked to feel his hair, and he had laughed and told her to go for it. God, he was pretty. And he was young. That was a bonus. A lot of viewers were sick of seeing older men and younger women. They wanted it the other way around. And then Bryan had an idea.




  The next thing Kelly knew, there was Christian. He was handsome and strong. And it gave her co-stars something else to be jealous about. Because he was destined to warm Felicia’s bed. And her heart.




  Kelly finished wardrobe and make-up. She walked onto the set and waited for her turn. Christian was waiting for her, and she waved and walked over. On the way, Matt stepped up to her and blocked her path. She scowled up at him.




  “What?” she hissed.




  “I tried to call you this weekend.”




  “Matt. I am not attending any functions with you. Period.” The newspaper article flashed before her. She leaned up very close to his ear and whispered, “And if I find out you’re leaking stories to the newspapers about me, you’ll be sorry.” She stepped back and walked around him.




  Christian grinned and opened his arms. Kelly walked into them and grinned back. There was no sexual tension between them. He had a girlfriend he adored at home, and Kelly loved that. But they brought chemistry to the scenes they were in. His screen test was incredible. They fed off each other, and Bryan was beside himself. He found his perfect couple.




  Bryan yelled, “Cut!” and the actors in the scene left the stage. They rolled the cameras into place and motioned to Kelly and Christian. “Okay, you two. I want sex. I want need. I want heat pouring off of both of you.”




  Kelly licked her lips and gave Christian her most smoldering stare. “Come here, little boy.” She crooked her finger. “Want some candy?”




  * * * *




  All the men in the room broke into laughter. But Sloan wasn’t one of them.




  He was working on dimensions for another set when Kelly walked onto the floor. She walked over to Matt first and pressed herself up against him to whisper in his ear. And then she moved into the bronze boy’s arms.




  Her mere presence was distracting him. Not to mention the sight of her strapless tight dress. It was cut low and showed off her assets nicely. The dress was forest green and short. It would have been a shirt on a taller woman. Her red hair was twisted and tucked on top of her head. The shoes on her feet added a couple of inches to her beautiful legs.




  Damn Bryan. The last thing Sloan needed was to deal with a Daytime Diva who loved to slide into any bed available. He blocked the image of her semi-naked body in bed before it had a chance to pop up again. She was driving him crazy.




  Bryan had everybody take his or her marks, and he began filming.




  Sloan watched in spite of himself. Kelly was sitting at a desk doing paperwork when the bronze boy came in. She sniped at him. Asked him how he got past her security. And he moved closer. Sloan could feel the chemistry in the room. Kelly stood up and told him to leave. He strode over and pulled her to him. His fingers plucked the clip out of her hair, and Kelly’s glorious hair tumbled into his hands.




  And then he kissed her. It was long, slow, and thorough. And when the boy stepped away, the color rode high in Kelly’s cheeks. She was excited. And furious. There was more shrieking, and she finally called security. By the time they arrived, the boy was gone.




  “Cut!” Bryan was almost in ecstasy. “Our viewers are not going to know what hit them. God, that was brilliant.” He rubbed his hands together as if already counting his viewers before they hatched.




  Kelly grinned and hugged Christian. “Not bad, rookie. Not bad at all.” He grinned and kissed the top of her head.




  Sloan’s gut clenched at the easy and open way she embraced all the men on the set. How many beds had she been in? He sidled a glance at Bob and stopped the thought before it even had a chance to form. No way.




  Bryan clapped his hands loudly. “Next shot. Let’s keep it going.”




  * * * *




  Kelly put her arm around the bronze boy, and they walked off the set. Christian was saying something to her when she looked up and saw Sloan’s staring at her. His eyes were hot and angry. Is he going to hold a grudge against me? She didn’t have anything to do with it. She didn’t want anything to do with it now. Kelly stiffened her back and walked past him.




  Wilda stood in the shadows and watched it all with interest. There was more to these two than even they knew about. She sent good wishes to her sisters and continued her day.




  * * * *




  Kelly finished up her day and talked to Wilda excitedly about the latest rumor circulating around the set. Somewhere along the line, she had come to trust this personal assistant. Wilda never judged with her eyes. And she always had a kind word.




  “Guess what?” Kelly was fairly bouncing off the walls. Her green eyes were sparkling, and she couldn’t wipe the grin off of her face.




  “Tell me, child. You’re about to explode.”




  “I’m nominated for Best Actress in the Sparks.” She fairly danced over to her chair and tried to sit still.




  Wilda leaned down and embraced her mortal hope. “You are talented. I’m not surprised you are to be recognized for it.” Her emerald stare took in Kelly’s excited face, and she patted Kelly’s shoulder. “Good things come to those who wait.”




  Kelly snorted in spite of herself. “Okay, Fairy Godmother. Is that the best you have?”




  “For now, child. For now. Let’s have you in your street clothes so you may go home.”




  Kelly hurriedly shucked her costume and practically skipped out to her truck. She was humming under her breath when she saw him. Sloan.




  He was backed up against his Bronco with Christy so close they were almost in the same pair of pants. He had his hands on her arms, and she was leaning closer into him. Kelly rolled her eyes and hopped in her truck. She turned the music up too loud and practically squealed tires leaving the lot. The resident slut pressed up against Sloan was the last image she needed to see.




  * * * *




  Christy watched Kelly roll out of the parking lot in her big, red truck and pouted prettily. That bitch had all the nice toys.




  She was still pressed up against Sloan and didn’t show any signs of moving. He tried to push her away again. Her arms moved back, but her body moved closer. Sloan finally maneuvered her off of him and stepped back.




  “I appreciate what you’re trying to do.” He tried to make it sound innocuous. He knew damn well she would have dropped to her knees and given him a blowjob right there in the parking lot if he asked. But he didn’t want any part of this world. And he didn’t need any part of a girl who would offer herself to anyone and everyone. “But I’m rather busy.” He brushed past her and walked quickly to the driver’s side of the Bronco. The sooner he left this madhouse, the better.




  Sloan gunned the engine and pulled off, never looking back. Christy glared at the back of the Bronco as it drove off. If she were the high and mighty Felicia Hawthorne, she would have been in the seat next to him. Soon, she thought, smiling inwardly. Soon. Christy was whistling as she walked back inside.




  * * * *




  Kelly arrived home and walked directly to the phone in the living room. She dialed her parent’s number and waited. Her mother picked up. Kelly clutched the phone closer. The last thing she wanted was to bring her professional life home to her parents. But she wasn’t left with much of a choice.




  Christine listened as Kelly breathlessly explained she would be coming home in a couple of weeks, and she would be bringing a man with her. Before Christine could work in a word edgewise, Kelly explained it would be for work, and then she started apologizing profusely.




  “Listen, honey. I don’t care if you bring the whole cast. I only want you back for a little bit to see your daddy. We don’t mind another guest. But he won’t be sleeping in the same room as you.”




  “Mom!” Kelly looked in horror at the phone. “He’s designing sets for the show. We are not involved. I can’t stand him. Good grief. If there was a way around this, I’d take it.”




  “That’s fine, Kel. Let us know when you’ll be in. I’ll bake a pie.”




  They said their good-byes and hung up.




  In her bed. As if. She didn’t want the good-looking set designer anywhere near her. He was obnoxious. And she didn’t trust him. One day she’s playing in the sheets with Matt on the set, and the next day there’s an article about it. Go figure. She would go over the rules with Bryan. And then she would deal with Sloan.




  * * * *




  Sloan finished up his paperwork and sat back at his desk. His beer was half-empty, and everything was caught up. He laced his fingers behind his head and thought about his newest job. These people were out of his league. They were brassy, showy, and obnoxious. And he was supposed to be spending quality time with the Queen Bitch of them all. Felicia Hawthorne.




  The casting people must have creamed their jeans when she walked in. Kelly Marshall was perfect for the part. Bitchy and beautiful. That described most of the women in his past love life. And it was the type of woman he avoided now. Denise had cured him of all that.




  There was nothing like coming home and finding his girlfriend in bed with one of his employees. The anger came surging back, and he tamped down on it. He should have known better, but he was thinking with the wrong head at the time.




  Denise was beautiful. A six-foot stunner with deep blue eyes and legs that went up to her neck. She was slender with long black hair that fell to her waist. And the sight of her naked body over his foreman’s was something he would never forget.




  Sloan checked his anger at the door because he knew he wouldn’t stop at beating the man. He cleared his throat, and Denise had looked up and seen him then. Her eyes widened, but then she had smiled. She motioned him over, but he held his ground. His foreman, Rich, was struggling to throw Denise off and find his clothes.




  “You’re home early,” she commented. She pulled a sheet off the bed and wrapped it around herself, sarong style.




  “Obviously.”




  Rich pulled his clothes on and started to walk out the door when Sloan stopped him. “You’re done. Get your shit off my property. You step foot at one of my sites again, and I’ll shoot you.” Rich scurried away.




  Denise looked over at Sloan and pouted. “I wasn’t done. Care to finish what he started?” She unhooked the sheet and let it fall to the ground. Sloan kept his eyes focused on hers. “I don’t deal in used goods. Sorry.”




  She had screamed at him then. He wasn’t man enough for her. She was used to a better life than this. He didn’t know how to deal with a real woman.




  Sloan had enough. He walked back into the bedroom and watched her stuff her bag full of her clothes. “If you’re a real woman, I don’t want any part of it.” When he turned to walk back out the door, she threw a shoe then and nailed him in the shoulder with the heel. The son of a bitch bled for thirty minutes. Even now, he had the heel print scar. It was one hell of a reminder.




  And now he had the privilege of spending time with another bed-hopping bitch. He took a long draw off the beer. One he couldn’t seem to get off his mind.




  * * * *




  Kelly had her list of demands in her hand when she approached Bryan the next morning. There were certain items that were off-limits. And the sooner everyone was aware of them, the better. She marched up to him and shoved the paper into his hand.




  “I’m willing to let your boy wonder go to my parents’ house on these conditions. I suggest you go over these with him so he understands them.” She turned on her heel and walked away.




  Bob walked over to Bryan and held out his hand. Bryan dropped the paper into it and shook his head. “She’s pissed.”




  “Yeah.” Bob watched her angry stride for a minute. “Do you blame her?”




  “Not really. But it has to be done. All part of the technique. She’ll give a better performance if she has some input. Wait and see.”




  Bob took the paper and walked off. “If they don’t kill each other first,” he muttered.




  * * * *




  Sloan arrived at nine o’clock and made sure to park as far away from Kelly as possible. He grabbed his sketchbooks out and started for the stage door. As soon as he opened it, Mike stuck his head out.




  “Name.”




  “Oh shit. You’ve got to be kidding.”




  “Afraid not,” the guard said cheerfully. He tapped his clipboard. “I need the name, associate, and identification. I assume you have those?”




  Sloan glared at the security guy. “Yeah. I have them. Same as last time. Sloan Davenport. Bob Davis. Here’s my license.”




  Mike flipped through the papers on his clipboard and made a notation. He studied the license up close and handed it back. “Thank you, sir.”




  “My pleasure.” Sloan slung the bag over his shoulder and stepped into the interior. People were milling around, and he knew they must be on break. He caught sight of Kelly and her personal assistant, Wilda. Personal assistant. The title made him want to grind his teeth. She needed a damn spanking. He pushed the images of that out of his head with a great deal of effort.




  Sloan walked into Bob’s office and saw Bob hunched over his desk again with pencil in hand. He was sketching rapidly, and Sloan didn’t want to disturb him. As soon as Bob looked up, he smiled and motioned for Sloan to sit down.




  “It seems you’ll be accompanying Kelly to her folks’ house in a couple of weeks. Bryan is extremely pleased. He believes it will add realism to Kelly’s scenes.”




  “I don’t think any amount of wood will do that.”




  Bob shook his head. “Why do you dislike her so much?”




  “Several reasons,” Sloan said vaguely. “What are you working on?”




  “Um,” Bob pulled a piece of paper out of his drawer and slid it across the top. “There are a few things that need to be noted before your trip.”




  “Noted?”




  “Yes. Read these please.”




  Sloan slowly picked up the paper and started reading. His demeanor changed within minutes. He slammed the paper back down on the desk, and his voice was barely restrained. “Would she like a horse-drawn carriage, too?”




  “Sloan. Please.” Bob held up his hands. “She’s cautious. Respect that.”




  There were a lot of words he associated with Kelly Marshall. None had anything remotely to do with respect.




  “I can’t take a camera. I can’t take a recorder. No laptop. No picture phone.” He glanced up from the paper. “I suppose the wire is out then. I’ll have to let the tabloids know.”




  Bob chuckled. “Make nice with her. She’s a decent person, Sloan. She works hard. She’s good at what she does. Enjoy the vacation away from here.”




  “Yeah. Enjoy.” Sloan shook his head and folded the paper. He slid it into his pocket and looked up at Bob. “Tell Dot she’ll be keeping me in pies until I’m toothless. Then I’ll gum them.”




  * * * *




  Sloan waited until most of the day’s filming wrapped up before he went to look for Kelly. There was no way he was simply going to take her rules and follow them without a few rules of his own. That seemed only fair.




  He started to tap on her dressing room door when he heard laughter inside. He leaned closer and listened intently. Apparently there was a small party going on in there. Sloan lifted his hand to knock when the door opened. He looked down and lost his train of thought.




  From his vantage point, he could see straight down the black, lacey top that Kelly was wearing. It fit her form to perfection. Sleeveless and provocative. Her breasts pushed against the fabric, and he told himself he’d seen breasts before. He wasn’t a sixteen year-old virgin. But parts of him were responding like they were. She finished the outfit with black pants and heels. Her auburn hair tumbled down her shoulders and flirted with the neckline of her shirt.




  “Yes?” Kelly looked up at Sloan and read the desire in his eyes. And it threw her. She was still pissed-off she had to take him with her, so she used it. She stepped closer and licked her lips provocatively.




  “Something for me?” She reached out and traced a line from his collar to his belt buckle. “Something you need to give me?” Kelly tilted her head and looked into his eyes.




  Sloan saw the laughter there, and it angered him. She was making fun of his reaction to her, and it fired him into action.




  He leaned down and brushed his lips across her ear. “Anything I have to give will be to a woman who will appreciate it.” He stood back up. “Not a woman who has all her intimate moments scripted out for her.” He nodded and walked off.




  Kelly’s heart was beating rapidly, and she braced herself in the doorway. She could still feel his breath on her ear and shivered in spite of herself. Sloan was an arrogant one.




  Wilda watched the scene between the two of them and smiled to herself. And then her mouth dropped open in surprise when a woman showed up in the doorway.




  “Tempest!” She threw herself at her sister and hugged her tightly. “What are you doing here?”




  Kelly looked from one beautiful woman to the other. They were obviously sisters, though their coloring was exactly the opposite. Tempest had long black hair and sky blue eyes. She was wearing jeans and a long-sleeve blue shirt. Kelly looked down and noted the cowboy boots on her feet. But it was their faces that were so similar. They both had the striking beauty that some women are fortunate to have in their gene pool.




  “I happened to be looking for some work, and I was directed here. Apparently there are a lot of things that still need to be done.”




  “I’m working on it.” Wilda smiled and kept her arm around her sister. “Kelly, this is my sister, Tempest.”




  “Pleased to meet you.” Kelly shook Tempest’s hand and smiled.




  Tempest looked behind her and watched the attractive mortal man stomp off. “I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time?”




  “Not at all.” Kelly gritted her teeth. “I was about to go take care of something. If you’ll excuse me.” She nodded to both women and took off at a sprint down the hall after Sloan.




  Wilda shook her head. “I never expected to see you here.”




  “We’re in this together. And besides,” Tempest’s eyes twinkled, “I’m supposed to know how to do make-up.” They both looked at each other and burst out laughing.




  Chapter 7




  Kelly cursed Sloan under her breath as she raced to catch up with him before he sequestered himself back in Bob’s office. That egotistical ass who informed her all of her personal moments had to be scripted for her. It burned her. And she was about to let him know what she thought of his words. And then some.




  She scowled as she watched him walk into Bob’s office and shut the door. But that wasn’t going to stop her. Hell no. Kelly opened the door and slammed it against the side of the wall.




  Bob and Sloan both looked up from the desk, and Bob stood up quickly. “I need some coffee. You two discuss whatever business you need to.” He grabbed his coffee cup and practically ran out of the office.




  “Bob doesn’t like conflict,” Sloan stated the obvious.




  “But you do, don’t you, Mr. Davenport?” Kelly shut the door and braced herself for a verbal war. “You think you’re so high and mighty or something. Did you stop by my dressing room just to put me down, or is there something else you needed to say?”




  Sloan shoved the piece of paper clenched in his hand at her. He had forgotten the whole purpose of his trip when she opened her mouth and set him off. “This is ridiculous.”




  “Ah.” Kelly snatched the paper from his hand and waved it in front of her. “And what’s so ridiculous? You’re coming with me. To my home. I have a right to lay down whatever rules I find necessary.” She smiled. “And I find these necessary.”




  “You would.” He sneered down at her. “You’re not quite the hot shit you think you are. And I’m tired of your holier-than-thou attitude.”




  The fury built in Kelly so quick she didn’t have the chance to think or stop herself. “Why you son of a bitch!”




  She came at him over the desk, and he put up his hands to stop her. Sloan grabbed her by the arms and tried to dodge her kicking feet. She was calling him everything but a man when she went limp. He let go for a minute, and she aimed a foot squarely at his crotch.




  The pain doubled him over, and he looked up at her satisfied face with a groan. “You bitch.”




  Kelly looked at him blandly. “Read the rules. Obey the rules. And we won’t need to have this conversation again.” She looked back at him once and shut the door loudly behind her.




  Sloan let the breath whistle in and out while he tried to regain composure. He was going to fucking kill her. He was going to take her by her red head and choke the life out of her. Sloan was contemplating other forms of murder when Bob came back in.




  One look at Sloan and Bob put his coffee cup down and went to help him.




  “Are you okay?”




  “Okay?” Sloan touched himself gingerly. “That little witch kicked me in the nuts. Do you think I’m okay?”




  “What?” Bob’s voice held disbelief. “What did you do?”




  “What did I do?” Sloan echoed the question. “What in the hell did I do? Oh shit.” The question was so funny, he found himself bent over laughing.




  Bob watched him worriedly. He probably shouldn’t have left, but he despised fights.




  “I tell you what, Bob. I’ll work on this set. I’ll go visit that bitch’s parents. I’ll do whatever you want as far as this job is concerned. But don’t you ever leave me alone with her again. Because I’m not making any promises.”




  “No problem, Sloan.” Bob breathed a sigh of relief. He had no idea two of his favorite people would be devising ways to kill each other.




  * * * *




  Kelly stomped back to her dressing room and slammed the door shut. Her heart was racing, and she cursed her impulsive tendencies. She just kicked the hell out of Sloan. Between the legs. And he was going to be one mad man when he caught up with her.




  It was the words and the tone that set her off. When was the last time someone looked at me and verbally reduced me to trash? Not since my days in high school when I was just a poor farmer’s daughter. Rumors were constantly floating around about who she screwed the weekend before and how easy she was. She didn’t have many friends and certainly no one to stick up for her.
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