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  Virtually Yours


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


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


  The Portrait


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


  Love An Anthology


  Perfect Timing


  Hate An Anthology


  Whiskey Shots Vol. 2


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


  Dear Readers,


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


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


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


  You are a Goddess.


  Own it.


  Crystal Inman


  Prologue


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “I’ve found her,” she announced.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Chapter 1


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  * * * *


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  Chapter 2


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “I see you’ve found them.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Emergency vacation? Is she okay?”


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


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


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


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


  “Have a seat, and we will begin.”


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


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


  “Marge says she’s allergic.”


  “Ah.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “And what is your wardrobe?”


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


  “Yes?”


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


  “Then you will wear sandals.”


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


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


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


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


  “Is there such a thing?”


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


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


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


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


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


  “Whose are these?” she whispered.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “Are you sure?”


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


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


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


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


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


  “My pleasure. Let’s go.”


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


  “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.


  So she took it. And tried to ignore it for the most part. Many days she would pour out her thoughts and feelings in her journal. And others, she would walk all over the farm, letting all the characters in her head have voices. It was her escape. And her salvation.


  And now she was having to deal with a man who looked down his nose at her and made her feel like she was a worthless sixteen-year-old girl again. Kelly clenched her teeth. She needed to keep her temper in check. This was the man she was being ordered to take with her back to the same hometown she grew up in. The hometown where every move she made would be watched and talked about for weeks to come. The mere thought gave her a migraine.


  Kelly sighed. She needed to apologize to Sloan. It was only right. Even having a horrific temper was no excuse. And he was entitled to an opinion. God. She rubbed her temples and tried to make the throbbing pain go away. It was now or never. She walked back toward Bob’s office before her migraine became full-blown, and she couldn’t drive herself home.


  She didn’t bother to knock. Her eyes were already becoming sensitive to the light, and she knew she didn’t have long. Kelly opened the door and stepped inside. Bob wasn’t there, but Sloan was.


  He looked up and glared at her. “Hoping for another shot?”


  “Look. I’m sorry. Sometimes I let my temper get the best of me. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” She blinked rapidly as the tears began to form in her eyes. The light in the room was like a steel spike in her head.


  “Listen, lady. Don’t turn on the waterworks for me. Even a three-year-old can control her temper when she wants to. Save the performing for someone else. So, unless you’re going to kiss it and make it better, I suggest you leave.”


  “Fine.” The word came out as a whisper. Kelly turned to leave when Sloan came around the desk and grabbed her arm.


  “Look at me,” Sloan commanded.


  Kelly blinked rapidly and tried to raise her head. The pain was severe, and it wasn’t letting up. The tears began rolling down her cheeks.


  “Damn it. What’s wrong with you?”


  “Migraine,” she whispered.


  “Shit.” Sloan picked her up and put her on the couch. “Lay there. I’ll be right back.” He turned off the light and left the room. He caught Bob walking back to the office and explained what was wrong with Kelly.


  “Take her home,” Bob suggested.


  “What did you just say?” Sloan looked at the other man like he’d sprouted another head. “Can’t she take a taxi or something?”


  “Take her home. Make her rest. I’ll tell Bryan. See you tomorrow.” And then Bob walked off to find the producer.


  Son of a damn bitch. Sloan stomped back to the office and opened the door. Kelly lay back on the couch. Her skin was almost translucent. He cursed some more while he figured out what to do. Sloan snatched his keys and jacket. And then he picked Kelly up and walked with her to his Bronco.


  She murmured something and turned into him. The actors on the set watched everything with interest until Sloan stepped outside the building. He unlocked the passenger’s side and placed Kelly inside. He buckled her seat belt and thanked the stars his windows were tinted.


  Sloan let himself in, started the Bronco, and drove out of the parking lot. “Where do you live?”


  Kelly cracked her eyelid open and looked around. She briefly gave him directions and closed her eyes again.


  He pulled into her driveway and tapped her arm. “Security code.”


  She gave it to him and the gates opened. Sloan pulled as close to the garage as he could and turned the Bronco off. He glanced over at Kelly and felt sympathy despite himself. His mother used to have migraines, and they would send her to bed for days.


  “I don’t have a damn key.” The frustration in Sloan’s voice almost made Kelly smile.


  “Beneath the third planter. Taped to the bottom.”


  “That’s really not very wise.” He watched Kelly shrug lightly.


  Sloan unlocked the door and helped Kelly inside. She staggered a little, and he cursed under his breath. “I don’t see how someone so mean can have migraines.”


  Kelly chuckled, though it took quite an effort. “Doesn’t seem right, does it?”


  “You aren’t acting, are you?” He looked at her suspiciously.


  “Shit,” she muttered. “Just shut the door behind you and leave me alone.”


  Sloan debated with himself back and forth before his more selfless side kicked in. He helped Kelly inside and stopped. “Which way’s the bedroom?”


  “Forward, aren’t you?”


  “Smartass.”


  Kelly felt another tear slip down her cheek, and she groaned. If she could get to her medicine, and soon, she would make it in to work tomorrow. “All the way down. Last room. Don’t get any ideas.”


  “The only idea I have right now is to dump your bony ass and leave at a rapid rate of speed.”


  Sloan picked her up again and walked toward the last room at the end of the hall. He stepped inside and shook his head. How did Little Miss Mary Sunshine turn into Bitch of the World everyday?


  Kelly hobbled to bed and eased herself into it. “I suppose you were expecting all black with an altar to sacrifice unsuspecting fowl?” She put her head on the pillow and closed her eyes.


  Sloan bit back his laugh and went to shut the curtains. “You disappoint me.”


  “Story of my life.”


  He turned suddenly and studied the pale woman in the buttery yellow bed. She was pale, and her face was tear-stained. He felt sympathy for her and immediately squashed it. This was the same woman who endangered his chance for having children earlier. The simple statement she uttered haunted him. But he would be damned if he’d give her the satisfaction of knowing that.


  “Where’s the meds?”


  Kelly motioned toward her bathroom without opening her eyes. “Medicine cabinet. There are two for migraines. Please bring me one of each.”


  Sloan found the pills and brought Kelly back a drink to wash them down. He helped her sit up and take the medicine. She sank back down onto her covers and sighed.


  “Thank you.” Kelly’s voice was soft.


  “You’re welcome.” Sloan set the cup down and looked down at the woman in front of him. Her red hair fanned out on the pillow, and he could see the smudges beneath her tired eyes. “Do you need anything else?”


  “I’ll be fine. Just a little rest. I’ll be back on the set tomorrow.”


  Sloan looked at her again and nodded. “Okay.” He shifted from one foot to the other. He should go. He should leave this house and let her fend for herself. But it didn’t sit well with him. Sloan eased out of the room, back down the long hallway and into the living room.


  Kelly’s house was subtle and feminine. It wasn’t at all as he pictured. There were light, airy tones. No mirrors on the ceilings. No painted ladies on the walls. The thought made him snicker.


  Sloan spent his life being able to read people by their surroundings. It made him the best in his line of work. He could see below the surface to what the person really wanted. And Kelly’s surroundings didn’t quite fit with his impressions of her. The thought burrowed under his skin, but he shrugged it off.


  Kelly was exactly what he thought she was. Cold. Bitter. A woman who would use whatever she had to get what she wanted. A woman couldn’t change her stripes. Sloan justified his way of thinking from previous experience. Then why can’t I get her out of my head?


  * * * *


  Kelly’s eyelids felt like lead weights against her eyes. She was so damn tired. But the pain in her head had subsided enough so she could move. Two more pills before she went to bed, and she would be fine.


  She sat up slowly and looked around. The sun was setting. Sloan would have gone home hours ago. She would have to call for a cab or a car to pick her up tomorrow.


  Walking gingerly, Kelly made it to the bathroom and immediately turned the shower on. She felt less than human right now. There was no way she could soak in the garden tub and have enough strength to lift herself out of it.


  Kelly shrugged out of her clothes and stepped beneath the light spray. It had been one hell of a day. And her actions were absolutely appalling. What is it about that man that sets me off so easily?


  Sloan. Kelly shut her eyes and thought of him. She vaguely remembered him scooping her up in his arms to leave the set. He had brought her home and taken care of her. The familiar panic rose up in her. Once again, her two paths were crossing. She hated to mix professional and personal. Nothing good could come of it.


  Kelly washed her hair and stepped out of the shower. She grabbed a short green chenille robe off the hook and belted it loosely at the waist. Food would be good. Her stomach was already growling. She padded out of her room and toward the kitchen.


  Sloan looked up at the soft sounds coming down the hall. No matter how mad or sore he was, he couldn’t just leave Kelly to her own devices. He left briefly earlier to run and get a pizza. Since then, Sloan had kept himself busy watching television for the past few hours.


  He opened his mouth to utter a greeting when his jaw snapped shut. Sloan watched in disbelief as the woman in the hallway walked closer. Kelly was exquisite.


  Her red hair framed her fragile face and fell to her shoulders. Emerald eyes watched him warily. The green robe she was wearing left little to the imagination. It fell just below the curve of her ass and was belted loosely on top. He could see the outline of her breasts perfectly.


  Sloan struggled with words. His body had wants of its own. It would be too easy to sweep her against him and feel those soft curves. He bit back on the desire and shifted on the couch.


  “Thank you.” Kelly’s voice was soft in the room. “I thought you would have left by now.”


  “I thought I would see if you were going to live or not.”


  Kelly’s emerald eyes met his. “You could have smothered me in my sleep.”


  “Could have,” he agreed, smiling. “But it wouldn’t have been nearly as much fun.” Sloan held up his plate. “Want some pizza?”


  Kelly grinned. “Yes. Please. I’m starving.” She watched Sloan move swiftly from the couch and into the kitchen. He came back with a plate for her. The smell of the pizza made her mouth water.


  She moved around to the front of the couch and sat on the corner away from Sloan. She made sure to tuck her short robe as close as she could.


  Sloan tried to keep his gaze on her face, but it kept wandering down over her breasts and legs. She was killing him. He watched in disbelief as she wolfed down three pieces of pizza.


  Kelly delicately dabbed her mouth with a napkin and sat back with a satisfied moan. The motion made her robe ride up even farther. It also stretched the top across her breasts.


  “I thought you actresses starved yourselves.” Sloan struggled to keep his voice light and teasing. She seemed oblivious to the fact she was sitting beside him practically naked. Flashes of her body danced in his mind.


  She opened her eyes and smiled lazily. “What fun would that be?” Kelly felt Sloan’s hand brush against her own as he took her plate. The small contact made her body tighten in awareness. She could feel her breasts peak against the robe. Kelly sat up abruptly and tried to hide the fact her body was becoming aroused. She had obviously lost her mind. That had to be it. Maybe she had a fever. Her hand went instinctively to her head.


  Sloan sat back down on the couch and reached out to her. Kelly’s eyes widened as his hand touched her head, also.


  “Do you feel better?”


  “Much.” Kelly tried to smile. If she could get him out of her house soon, she wouldn’t make a fool of herself. How long had it been since she’d pressed herself against a body she wanted? The feel of Sloan’s hand touching her was distracting enough. And she could smell him. He was touching her with his mere presence.


  Sloan’s hand trailed down across her cheek and to her neck. Before either one of them could think straight, he brought her mouth to his.


  Their lips met softly, and Kelly sighed. Sloan nibbled at the corners of her mouth and then moved his tongue against her lips. Kelly opened her mouth and welcomed him.


  The soft dueling lasted only a minute. They both felt their bodies heat with need, and Sloan pulled Kelly across his lap and pressed her to him. He slid his right hand down to her robe and slipped it inside to cup her soft breast. His thumb made lazy circles around her nipple while he pleasured her mouth.


  Kelly tried to work her body closer. She straddled Sloan’s lap and thrust her hands into his hair. Their mouths nipped hungrily at each other while Sloan’s hand wandered down over Kelly’s body. Her skin was so soft. He unbelted her robe and slid his hands over her hips. Kelly rocked softly against him. Her robe slid off her shoulders and to her waist.


  Sloan leaned forward and brought a nipple into his mouth to taste. Kelly arched against him, breathing raggedly. She needed this. She needed him. How long? How long had it been?


  The phone rang loudly in the room but neither heard. It was only when the voice spoke that they came back to reality.


  “Kelly? This is Bob. I was just calling to check on you. I know Sloan is taking care of you. You’re in good hands. I’ll see you tomorrow.” The phone clicked loudly in the room.


  Yes. She was in good hands. Right now they were cupping her hips and working her against the bulge in Sloan’s jeans. Kelly quickly rolled to the side and pulled her robe back on. She belted it with shaking hands and looked down at Sloan. He was still staring at her body.


  Kelly snapped her fingers in front of his eyes. “You need to leave.”


  The frost in her voice sparked Sloan’s anger. He looked up into her angry face. Why in the hell was she angry? Just a few seconds earlier, she was pressing her body to him and moaning. Could she always turn it on and off?


  “You really are good.” Sloan’s voice was tight and controlled. “Is this just practice for your scenes on set?”


  Kelly’s head snapped back as if she’d been slapped. “Get the hell out of my house. Now.” She pointed toward the garage. “And if you ever leak a word about this to anyone, I’ll make sure you pay for it.”


  Sloan stood up slowly and looked Kelly in the eye. “I don’t know why you think I’d want anyone to know I almost screwed the slut from that soap opera. I can assure you it won’t happen again.” He nodded and walked down the hall.


  She heard the garage door open and his car pull out. Kelly sank down on the couch cushion and pressed her cold fingers to her cheeks. She was shaking uncontrollably.


  Her body and mind were both confused and hurt. What did I almost do? And with a man I don’t even know. A man who with every word made her feel like a worthless twit. Kelly curled up against the cushion on her couch and closed her eyes. Her body trembled uncontrollably as scenes from a few minutes ago played in her head.


  Sloan. Damn him. Even now she wanted him to finish what they started. She could admit now it was partially her fault. She practically threw him down. Kelly sighed and pulled the quilt on the back of the couch over her. She needed to quit thinking. At least for now. She needed rest.


  Chapter 8


  Kelly called in the next day at work and explained she was feeling under the weather. Since everyone saw her being carried out of work the day before, Bryan accepted it with only a “get well” admonition.


  She shuffled around her house and tried to clear her head. What is wrong with me lately? Am I so burnt out right now I will take someone’s affection any way I can get it? The more she thought of Sloan, the worse she felt. Kelly called Bob’s office around two o’clock in the afternoon and asked for Sloan.


  Bob answered on the second ring. “What can I do for you?”


  “Is Sloan Davenport there?”


  “Sorry. He has business out of the office today. Can I take a message?”


  “No. Thanks.” Kelly quickly hung up the phone and sat on the edge of her bed. Damn him. Why can’t I get him out of my head? She was about to vent in one of her journals when her buzzer sounded.


  Kelly flicked the button and waited anxiously to see who it was.


  “Kelly? It’s Wilda. I just wanted to stop by and see how you’re doing.”


  “Wilda.” The relief was evident in Kelly’s voice. “I’ll buzz you in. Come on up.” She hit the button and walked down the hall and through the garage.


  Wilda stepped out of her car and waved her hand in greeting. She was wearing a shimmery, gold dress that clung in all the right spots. Her shoes were dainty, gold items that sparkled in the light. “I hoped I wasn’t disturbing you.”


  “Not at all.” Kelly moved forward to embrace the woman. A feeling of calm immediately engulfed her.


  Wilda studied Kelly and saw several things right below the surface. The situation with Sloan was foremost in her mind. Her reaction to him was right below that. Wilda smiled as she handed lunch to Kelly.


  “I’ve brought food. We can talk and eat at the same time.” Wilda looked over at Kelly. “Are you sure you’re okay?”


  “Fine.” Kelly’s answer came with a grimace she couldn’t stop. “I seem to be really great at making poor decisions of late. It doesn’t sit well with me.”


  “Well. Come here, child. Your personal assistant is here. We’ll figure it out.”


  Wilda threaded her arm through Kelly’s and smiled to herself. She could feel Kelly’s relief and her desire for the man slowly driving her crazy. Mortals. Wilda rolled her eyes. They did way too much thinking.


  * * * *


  Kelly ate her salad and drank the tea while listening to Wilda talk about what went on around the set. Christy was apparently telling everyone she was in line for the next big role. Everybody began avoiding her like the plague.


  “You wouldn’t believe her.” Wilda shook her head. “Bryan finally told her to go home. She wasn’t working much today anyway. He actually wrote her out of a scene to make it work. She was furious.”


  Kelly just sighed. “She needs to calm down. Every time I walk by her, she has this look on her face like she’d like me to drop off the face of the earth. It’s disturbing.”


  “Mmm. Hmm.” Wilda studied Kelly and decided to get to the heart of the matter. “Sloan didn’t show up for work today, either. Apparently he had a busy day.”


  “That’s nice.” Kelly fought her natural reaction to his name and prayed her face wouldn’t show the turmoil she felt. She couldn’t sleep last night for remembering his hands and mouth on her body.


  “I like him.” Wilda’s tone was matter-of-fact. The statement caught Kelly off-guard.


  “Huh?”


  Wilda smiled kindly at Kelly. “I like him. And I think you do, too. Why don’t you two go out or something?”


  Kelly stood up from the couch quickly and strode into the kitchen. “I don’t want to talk about Sloan. He helped me out yesterday. That was it.”


  Wilda walked into the kitchen and turned Kelly so she could look into the mortal’s eyes. “What are you afraid of, child? Why do you always run?”


  “I’m not running.” Kelly’s voice was flat and defiant. “Sloan and I aren’t compatible. Period.”


  “Kelly.” Wilda’s voice was soft, and she knew now was the time to bestow one of her two gifts. This mortal needed truth. She needed to recognize it and embrace it.


  “You are more than you think you are. Words can hurt. Yes. But you’ve risen past what you were. When are you finally going to find your strength?”


  Kelly felt the tears slip from her eyes and run silently down her face. She closed her eyes to try and keep her emotions in check. But Wilda pulled her close, and Kelly finally let the dam on her emotions burst.


  “I’m not perfect!” The words were spat out with intensity.


  “What else, child?” Wilda patted Kelly’s back and waited.


  “I hate being told what to do!” Kelly’s voice strengthened considerably. She pulled back and looked Wilda in the eye. “I’m an adult. I can make my own decisions.”


  “Yes.” Wilda’s voice was reassuring.


  “I’m tired of being manipulated. And I’m sick and tired of being confused with my character on the show.”


  Kelly sank slowly into one of her kitchen chairs. Her hands were shaking, and she looked up at Wilda. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.”


  “Truth, Kelly. Truth.” Wilda gracefully sat down beside her and patted her arm. “I know you think you can block Felicia out and have time for yourself. But your two worlds are still entwined. And she is choking you. What do you want? You. Not Felicia.”


  “Simplicity.” The word came unbidden from her mouth. Kelly savored the word and smiled. “I want simplicity.” She sighed. “Everything used to be so simple. And now it’s complicated.” Thoughts of Sloan clouded her vision. “Very complicated.”


  “You need time away. Finish the next two weeks of shooting and then take time for yourself. Go to your parents’ house. And when sweeps wrap up, you can take a longer vacation.” Wilda’s soft voice was kind. “You simply need to step back for a little while.”


  “I do need a break.” Kelly’s voice was wistful as she thought of her parents’ farm. And she could spend time with Sloan away from the cluster that was known as her life.


  Wilda dipped shallowly in Kelly’s mind and allowed herself a small hope. Kelly didn’t realize that Sloan already meant more to her than she could admit. He touched the part of her she had shut down so many years ago. And that both scared and excited her.


  “I need to go, child. Tomorrow is an early day. Now go relax with some of those bath beads I brought last time. I’ll see you on set tomorrow.” Wilda stood and leaned down to hug Kelly. “Worry less. Live more.”


  Kelly followed her out and watched Wilda drive off. Worry less. Live more. Maybe she would do just that.


  * * * *


  Kelly arrived on the set, smiling. It was going to be a good day. She would see to it. She blew kisses at the guard and breezed right past him. Humming under her breath, she didn’t see Matt until she ran into him.


  His arms shot out and grabbed her roughly. “Well. Look here. It’s the star of the show. How nice of you to join us.”


  Kelly looked at him blandly. “Get your hands off me and go back to the hole you climbed out of.” His hands dropped, and she walked off, grinning. That was easy enough.


  She walked over to the food table and looked over the selection. Sugar. Pure bliss this morning. Kelly snagged a maple long john and took a bite. Her eyes closed in pleasure.


  “Do you want me to leave the two of you alone?”


  Kelly looked up into Christian’s teasing eyes. “You are awful.” She grinned and offered him a bite. “I needed sugar this morning. What about you?” He leaned down and took a bite of the doughnut.


  “Not bad.”


  “Told you.” Kelly tilted her head to the side. “It’s you and me mostly today, isn’t it?”


  “Yes.” His eyes danced with mischief. “I will kidnap you and bring you to my dungeon of pleasure where you will be helpless against my masculinity.”


  “Dungeon of pleasure?” Kelly covered her mouth with her hand so she didn’t embarrass herself by spewing doughnut all over the set. Christian was watching her with a huge grin across his face.


  “Hey! I liked it.”


  Kelly dabbed at the corners of her mouth with a napkin and leaned closer to Christian. “Where’s this masculinity you’re supposed to be oozing?” She motioned to his dark pink T-shirt and blue jeans. “A girl has needs, you know.”


  Christian snickered and patted Kelly on the butt. “I’ve got your needs right here.”


  She threw back her head and laughed aloud. When she brought her head up, she caught Sloan’s stare across the stage. He was watching her closely as Bob talked to him and motioned around.


  Her body flushed with pleasure at the reminder of what it felt like to be pressed against him. The strong hands stroking her body and bringing pleasure everywhere they touched. Kelly shivered despite herself and started to walk over when Sloan turned on his heel and left.


  Bob looked up in puzzlement and followed Sloan back to his office. Kelly stood there for a minute and then turned back around.


  “Meet you on the set.” She pecked Christian on the cheek and walked toward her dressing room.


  Kelly opened her door and was surprised to see Wilda and Tempest in the middle of a very intense conversation. She could practically see the sparks flying between them.


  “Am I interrupting something?”


  Wilda’s head snapped up, and she smiled. “Not at all, child. Difference of opinion. But I have things well in hand. Not to worry.”


  Tempest arched her eyebrow and studied her sister. Then she looked over at Kelly and sighed. “Do you ever get the feeling she thinks she knows what’s best for everybody?”


  Kelly’s emerald eyes sparkled. “You know. I believe I know exactly what you’re referring to.”


  Wilda snorted and motioned to the chair in front of the mirror. “Sit, child. I will find your outfit while my ungrateful sister puts the finishing touches on your make-up. Is it the ball scene today?”


  “Yes.” Kelly picked a thread on the chair. “I’m a little nervous about this.” She glanced up at the two women. “Do you think the audience will like it?”


  “Oh, honey!” Tempest rolled her eyes and picked up the foundation. “They’ll never know what hit them.”


  * * * *


  Kelly understood exactly what Tempest meant when she started filming the scene. It was a fairy tale charity ball that her character, Felicia, had thrown together. The rich, elite crowd milled about and made their snide comments while she ruled the whole ball from the wings.


  Bryan had gone all out and hired a small orchestra to serenade for the scene. The polished wood floor was sparkling, and the tapestries were first class. The whole ambience was one of wealth and privilege.


  It was one of those moments where Christian’s character drugged her and carried her out over his shoulder. She flopped side-to-side as Christian spoke his dialogue about making her see what was important and realizing worth was more than surface deep.


  He hauled her off the stage and to the wings where he put her down and grinned. Kelly laughed and pulled him close for a hug. “I believe you meant every word you said.”


  Christian’s blue eyes twinkled. “Told you I had your needs right here.”


  Kelly snorted. “Uh huh. I’ll refrain from judgment until I see the oozing masculinity. Then we’ll talk.”


  Bryan yelled, “Cut!” and the set crew hurriedly put up one of the temporary sets for the house where Felicia was about to make her home for a couple of months.


  “Kel. Christian.” Bryan motioned to both when he got their attention. “Come here. We’ve got something to iron out.”


  They looked at one another and then walked over to the producer. “Okay. Here’s the deal. We’re going to shoot out of sequence until Friday. Then you,” he pointed to Kelly, “are going to take set designer wonder boy home and show him what you want.”


  Christian glanced down at her and bit his lip to keep from laughing.


  “Christian.” Kelly’s green eyes snapped. “If you want your parts to continue to function as necessary, you won’t say a word.”


  He held up his hands and looked away. But Kelly could see the effort he was putting in not to laugh. His shoulders shook silently, and she rolled her eyes. “I am so going to get you for this.” Kelly sighed and shook her head. “I suppose you’ve already made the necessary arrangements, considering this is last minute and all?”


  “Yep.” Bryan took a piece of paper off his clipboard and handed it to her. “The tickets will be at the airlines. There will be a car waiting for you in Oklahoma. Every expense is already taken care of. I don’t want to see you back here any sooner than a week. Got it?”


  “Yeah.” Kelly grimaced as she took the piece of paper. “One week of my life. I guess it could be worse.”


  * * * *


  Kelly finished her workweek and drove home with the truck’s radio blaring. Bright and early tomorrow morning, she and Sloan were headed off to see her mom and dad. They were expecting her arrival, and she couldn’t wait to see them.


  It was just the thought of time alone with Sloan that already shredded her nerves. How can I make him see that I’m not some loose woman out to get laid because I can?


  And how can I be sure he won’t insult me at the first opportunity? Kelly groaned and hit the dashboard. This was why she always kept separation between her two worlds.


  She slammed into her garage and killed the engine. Her fingers drummed on the steering wheel, and she tried to get a grasp on the situation before it spiraled out of control.


  Sloan already had the rules. Kelly snorted softly. He didn’t give a damn about the rules. But her parents deserved to be treated with respect. And so did she. She straightened her shoulders and got out of the truck with a hop.


  She would make sure everything was well on this end before she inflicted any suffering on her parents. Kelly dug through her pocket until she found the scrap of paper Bob had given her with Sloan’s phone number on it.


  Kelly walked up the stairs and unlocked the door. Her mind was already on what she was going to say when she stopped abruptly in the hall.


  Something was wrong. A small frisson of fear ran through her. She tilted her head and tried to figure out what was amiss. Kelly’s eyes narrowed as she looked at the paintings hanging in the hallway. Two of them were off-kilter. She reached quietly into her purse and brought out her mace while she walked slowly down the hall.


  The fine hairs on the back of her neck stood up. Someone had been in her home. And now she needed to know if they were still there. Kelly wasn’t scared, but she was wary. She inched along with her back pressed against the wall and the mace held out like a gun. She had worked too hard to have someone take the security she worked every day to achieve.


  When Kelly was certain she was alone, she reached for her phone and dialed the first number she could think of.


  “Hello.” The masculine voice soothed her nerves immediately.


  “Sloan.” Kelly’s voice came out shakier than she would have liked. “I’m having a little problem at my house.” Her eyes darted around again. She blew out a breath. “And I needed to talk to you anyway. Could you come by sometime this evening? Please?”


  It was the “please” that undid him. He was prepared to completely blow her off at their next contact. But something about her voice was bothering him. She sounded shaken. “What’s wrong?”


  “Just a little problem. Can you come over?”


  Sloan picked up his jacket from the back of his chair and slung it over his arm. “I’m on my way. Be there in about ten minutes.” He hung up the phone without waiting for her reply.


  Kelly looked at the phone and smiled wryly. She may have just opened up a can of worms she didn’t know how to deal with. She hung up and walked back out to the garage. After she opened the door, she sat there in the driveway and waited.


  * * * *


  Sloan pulled up exactly eight minutes later. He barely slowed the truck down before Kelly opened the gate. He parked quickly and hopped out. She could see he was dressed down in jeans and a dark blue T-shirt. He took off his dark sunglasses and looked over at her. He could see she hadn’t changed clothes from the set earlier.


  “Now are you going to tell me what’s wrong?”


  Kelly smiled wanly. “I think I had company at my house while I was at work. I was hoping you could take a look around. I looked myself and didn’t see anything.”


  Sloan strode over to her quickly and grabbed her by both arms. “There was someone in your house today, and you haven’t called the police?” The fury built in him quickly and left him shaken. He stepped back abruptly and tried to regain his composure. “Is that what you just said?”


  “Yes. That’s what I said.” Her calmness did nothing to soothe his temper.


  “You.” He pointed at her. “Stay here. I’ll be back in a minute.” Sloan pulled a knife out of his boot and walked quickly up toward the house.


  Kelly’s jaw dropped at his quick movement and the flash of silver in his hand. Sloan just grabbed a knife out of his boot. Like he’d done it a million times before. She shook her head in wonder. She hadn’t seen that one coming at all.


  He returned about fifteen minutes later with a scowl. “No one is in there now. And why the hell didn’t you call the police?”


  “And make front page news?” Kelly shuddered. “No thanks.” She tilted her head to the side. “I really do appreciate you coming over and looking around for me.”


  The soft tones in her voice made his midsection tighten. Her mouth held a soft smile that teased him even now. Sloan turned abruptly and motioned to the garage. “Let’s go inside and have our discussion.”


  Kelly nodded and led Sloan up the garage stairs and into the house. Sloan tried not to watch the sway of curves beneath her jeans but found he didn’t want to stop after all. Her petite body was mesmerizing. Even the coolness of their last meeting couldn’t disguise the desire he had for her at every encounter.


  Memories of her body pressed to his and her softness filling his hands made him nearly groan aloud. Maybe this trip wasn’t the best idea after all.


  Kelly turned abruptly at the end of the hallway and caught the look on Sloan’s face. Conflict was written clearly, and she paused to study him. “What’s on your mind, Sloan?”


  “Us.”


  The one word took the wind out of Kelly’s lungs as she met Sloan’s stare. Memories of their previous time together had her breasts tightening against her shirt. The feel of those hands on her body was something she tried hard every night to forget. So far, she wasn’t successful.


  “I want to discuss that, too.” Kelly stiffened her backbone and met his eyes.


  The movement brought her breasts flush up against the fabric of her shirt, and Sloan looked down before he could tell himself not to. Those hard buds had felt so good against his hands.


  He tried to make light of the situation. Sloan’s gaze met hers. “Going to tell me to keep my hands to myself?”


  “No.” The word was strong even though Kelly’s insides were shaking. She knew it would never be that simple with him. “But I need you to understand the life I lead. And the simple reason that you and I can’t be two things to each other. My professional and personal lives have an odd way of intersecting and destroying each other.”


  Sloan reached out and undid the clip on the top of Kelly’s head. Her red hair tumbled down onto her shoulders in soft waves. He threaded his hands through it and brought her closer to him. “You’re not Felicia.”


  The soft, simple words touched her heart more than she cared to admit. “But I am.” She shrugged lightly. “Or parts of me are. You, yourself, have pointed that out more than a few times. My life is complicated.”


  Kelly blew out a breath and stepped back. Her emerald gaze searched Sloan’s eyes. “We need to talk about this trip. There are a few things you need to know before we go.”


  Sloan’s hand dropped. Kelly turned and walked into the living room. She sat on the loveseat and tucked her feet underneath her. Sloan sat on the couch and waited for her to speak.


  “I keep my personal life and professional life separate. Whenever the two of them connect, there’s a problem.” Kelly held his gaze. “And my family is the one thing I never let my professional life near. That’s why this trip is so hard. Mom and Dad have protected me against all the bad things in this world. And now I’m doing my part to protect them. This business can be great. But it can also be brutal.” She grimaced. “I refuse to subject my family to the cutthroat shit that permeates even the air in this place.”


  Sloan nodded. “I can respect that.”


  “Can you?” Kelly’s voice was full of disbelief. “You don’t know a damn thing about my family. My upbringing. And that little town where everyone knows everyone else’s business. I’m more than George and Christine’s daughter. I’m fodder for gossips for at least six months after I leave. And then you never know what will be picked up by the Associated Press or tabloids.” She sighed.


  “I want you to understand where we’re going and what it will be like. I’ll help with the design of the castle. I’ll let you enjoy the company of my parents. But I’m asking you. Pleading with you.” Her eyes were earnest. “Don’t embarrass them. Please. They’re real. They are the only things to me that are real.”


  Sloan rubbed his head. “I’m not the devil, Kelly. Really. You need to understand that I’m extremely busy with my work right now. This was a favor to Bob and now it’s become a little more than that.” He blew out a breath. “I’m not looking to embarrass anybody. I’m just looking to do my job.”


  “Thank you.” Her eyes were filled with gratitude, and he laughed.


  “I believe this is the first real conversation we’ve had.”


  “Could be.” Kelly’s lips twitched. “Seems we are compatible after all.”


  “Who would have thought?” Sloan stood abruptly. “You need to find some kind of alarm system for this sprawling house you have. I don’t like the idea of someone being here. When can that be installed?”


  Kelly rolled her eyes. “You’re so bossy.”


  Sloan stepped forward. “I mean it. Don’t make me tell Bryan.”


  “That was low.” Kelly’s voice held a hint of laughter. “Even for you.”


  “Friends?” Sloan held out his hand, and Kelly stood slowly.


  “Friends.” She placed her hand lightly in his and tried to tell herself that was all it would ever be. It didn’t matter if his touch ignited a need in her. It would never matter. Because she wouldn’t let it.


  Chapter 9


  Kelly called Saturday and arranged for an alarm company to come out and set up a system. She finished packing her clothes and told herself she knew what she was doing. She and Sloan would be friends. Coworkers. He didn’t make any protests when she brought it up. She was both relieved and disappointed.


  All of her scenes last week were shot out of sequence, and she couldn’t wait to see the finished product. As soon as she and Sloan came back from their trip, the design crew would work nonstop over five to ten days to finish the sets where she would be held prisoner and ultimately find the true love of her life. For now.


  Christian consistently made comments last week, which had her gritting her teeth to keep from beating him or laughing aloud. He stated he wished he had a degree in set design. Then he could go with her to her parent’s house. And wouldn’t it be a great storyline?


  Kelly finally threatened to call his girlfriend and line him out. He quit immediately. The reaction tickled her so much that she started teasing him about who wore the pants in his family.


  They spent the last three days of filming lightening up the set with jokes and laughter because the storyline was very dark and heavy. Kelly came home every night and was exhausted by the work she’d done. There were several twelve-hour days since Kelly would be gone for a week.


  There was no more mention of the Sparks for awhile. Bryan had the whole set wrapped up in sweeps and the scenes coming up. He refused to even acknowledge the awards ceremony and wouldn’t until the last minute.


  Kelly finished her packing around six. The alarm people left an hour earlier. At least now she could leave and have a reasonable expectation that her house and privacy wouldn’t be violated while she was gone. She sighed and hurried to take a shower and give her folks a call.


  She walked back into her bedroom and stripped out of her grubby green T-shirt and cotton shorts. The clothes fell softly to the floor, and she walked into her bathroom. Wilda’s gifts decorated her brass shelves, and the beads sparkled in the light from the candles she lit.


  Breathing slowly, Kelly forced herself to calm down. She slipped slowly into the water and sank up to her jaw. Bliss. The hot water relaxed her, and she told herself to remember to moisturize when she finally got out. More than likely she would resemble a prune in a little while.


  But the heat was what she needed. Kelly let herself drift as her muscles began to loosen up. All her worries drifted away on the next breath, and she steadied her mind.


  Sloan. Kelly brought an image of him into her mind and savored the memory. What am I going to do with him? All sorts of possibilities sprang to mind, and she snickered. So I’m playing with fire? So what?


  How long has it been since I’ve really gone after something I wanted? And there was something about Sloan that wouldn’t let her alone.


  Kelly groaned as she thought of his mouth and his hands on her. She shifted in the water and sighed. Now she was becoming too hot. Damn it. Fanning herself, Kelly opened her eyes and looked around her bathroom. By tomorrow, she would be at her parents’ house with him.


  And what would Mom and Dad think about him? For some reason, it really mattered to her. Kelly’s body tightened uncomfortably. The last time she had brought a male home, it was a huge mistake. She winced at the memory and swore she wouldn’t let this trip become what that one did.


  Smacking the top of the water, Kelly stood and stepped out of the tub. She was too wound up right now to relax. Between Sloan and the visit with her parents, she might have to take a sleeping pill.


  Kelly walked, nude, into her bedroom and then sprinted down the hallway when she heard the phone ring.


  She caught it on the fourth ring and answered breathlessly.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello, Kelly.” Sloan’s smooth voice filtered through to her.


  She tried to calm her frantically beating heart. “What can I do for you?”


  “I was calling about the weather in Oklahoma. I don’t have any idea what to wear. Is it cold?”


  “It will be cold in the morning and sixties or seventies in the afternoon. Bring some jeans and some sturdy boots. Mom and Dad have quite a bit of land, and I could show you around.”


  “Okay.” Kelly heard him sigh. “I’m a little nervous.”


  She moved around and sat down on the couch. “Why are you nervous?”


  “I don’t know. But it’s making it hard to sleep.”


  “Are you worried about your project off-set? The building?”


  Sloan laughed. “A little.” He paused. “Are you excited about going home?”


  “Tremendously.”


  “Finished packing?”


  “Hell yes. I finished up before my bath. I’m ready to go. I’ll meet you at the airport at eleven in the morning. Is that okay for you?”


  “Sure.” Sloan sighed.


  “Take a shower and try to calm down. The hot water will do you wonders.”


  “It worked for you?”


  “The water felt nice, but I’m kind of cold right now.”


  Sloan’s voice grew husky. “What are you doing right now?”


  “Sitting here naked, talking to you.” Kelly bit her lip to keep from laughing. She heard his voice catch over the phone.


  “You’re naked?” The husky timbre of his voice brought goose bumps to her body.


  Kelly grinned. “Yep. I heard the phone ringing and didn’t want to miss the call. I feel better now.”


  “Great.” She didn’t miss the sarcasm in Sloan’s voice. “I’m sure the visual in my head is conducive to all kinds of relaxation.”


  “Okay. You finish packing while I clean up my house a bit. I’ll meet you at the airport at ten. The flight leaves around eleven. Do you want to share a ride?”


  “No.” Sloan’s voice was unyielding. “I’ll have to come straight back and probably go directly to Bob’s and give him what I’ve got. Besides, his wife owes me some pies.”


  “Okay.” Kelly shrugged. “I’ll meet you there.” She paused a minute. “Bye.”


  “Bye.”


  The phone clicked in her ear, and she set it lightly down in its cradle. She looked around the room but didn’t see anything. Her mind was already thousands of miles away, wondering what tomorrow would bring.


  * * * *


  Kelly woke up at eight o’clock the next morning and stretched in her bed. So long California for at least a week. Hello Oklahoma. She grinned and bounced out of bed with a smile on her face.


  All her clothes and toiletries were packed. Kelly shuffled through her wardrobe until she found a robin’s egg blue sundress that wouldn’t bother her while she traveled. She searched until she found the sandals and slid them onto her feet.


  Kelly walked back into the bathroom and washed her face while deciding what to do with her hair. She could wear a hat to the airport, but she needed something that looked halfway decent for the plane ride. And she never knew who would be at the airport when she arrived.


  Deciding on a simple chignon, she smoothed her hair back and twisted it up. She only applied a small amount of make-up and stepped back to make sure she didn’t look overdone. Perfect.


  She took her bags to her truck and placed them inside. She would only be at her parents’ for a week. She packed two suitcases and had one carry-on. That should be more than enough. If she needed anything else, it would already be at her parents’, or she could buy it in town.


  Kelly set her alarm and shut her garage door behind her. She hopped into her truck and started it. She settled the dark shades on her eyes and adjusted her mirrors. Her stomach jumped with nerves by the time she pulled out of her driveway. A lot was riding on this trip. Personally and professionally. She hoped it would all work out.


  The drive to the airport was congested, and Kelly cranked her music up while she weaved in and out of traffic. She glanced up to see the partly smoggy skies and couldn’t help but smile. She was going home. The thought kept her company the entire drive.


  When she reached the airport, she parked her truck and flagged down a van. The driver helped her load her bags, and she thanked her lucky stars the van was almost empty. An older woman in her fifties sat across from her and looked at her quizzically. Kelly smiled at her.


  The woman caught her breath, and her blue eyes widened. “It’s you!”


  Kelly laughed and nodded. “Yes. It’s me.”


  The woman scrambled in her bag for something to write with. “May I have your autograph? I watch your show every day. I’m having my daughter tape it while I’m out of the country.” She finally produced a scrap of paper and a pen.


  “What’s your name?”


  “Lois.” The woman’s smile widened. “My friends are never going to believe this. Never.”


  Kelly wrote a sentence or two and then autographed the paper. The woman took it back and smiled thankfully. “I knew you were nothing like your character. I could see it in your eyes.”


  “Thanks.” Kelly’s tone was wry.


  The older woman placed the paper carefully back in her purse. “I’m not going to ask where you’re going. I’m sure you need your own vacation. But I wanted to tell you that I voted for you for Best Actress in the Sparks.”


  Kelly placed her hand on the older woman’s. “Thank you, Lois. I appreciate it. And yes, I’m going to be gone for about a week.” She leaned forward and put her finger on her lips. “And I’m going to tell you something, but you can’t tell anybody else.”


  The older woman’s eyes widened again. “What?” she whispered.


  “When I come back from vacation, Felicia’s world is going to change drastically.”


  Lois grinned. “I can’t wait.”


  The van pulled to a stop in front of the unloading doors, and both women exited. Kelly hugged Lois briefly and wished her luck on her Caribbean vacation.


  She motioned to a skycap and had him follow her inside to check in. Kelly paid no attention to anything but obtaining her tickets when she began to hear the whispering. Her backbone stiffened immediately, and she chose not to look around and feed into the talk.


  The woman behind the counter was flustered and nervous. She apologized profusely when it took her longer than five minutes to find the tickets. Kelly assured her it was fine and took her carry-on bag with her in the direction of her gate. She glanced at the watch on her wrist and sighed. It was only a quarter till ten. She still had quite a bit of time before her flight departed.


  Kelly made her way through various checkpoints and security gates. She arrived at her terminal at exactly ten o’clock. The whispers had died down for the moment. Everyone had someplace they had to be. There was no time to look at the soap star who was also catching a plane.


  She sat down facing the large windows that showed the outside world. Planes took off and landed with amazing ease, and she lost herself in the reverie.


  “This seat taken?”


  Kelly jumped and looked up. Sloan stood there, smiling down at her. He had dressed casually in tan khakis and a blue polo T-shirt. She motioned to the chair beside her. “Go right ahead, Mr. Set Designer. I wondered when you would show up.”


  Sloan ran his fingers through his hair. “Traffic was murder. I was hoping I left in time.” He glanced at his watch. “But here I am.”


  “So you are.” Kelly smiled at him and tilted her head. “How did you sleep?”


  “Great.” Sloan rolled his eyes. “Remind me never to call you and ask about your state of undress. Okay?”


  “It’s a deal.” Her green eyes danced. Kelly checked her watch again. “We’ve only got about half an hour. Is there anything else we need to go over?”


  “Not that I know of.” Sloan patted her hand. “It’ll be fine. Really. Quit stressing out.”


  Kelly opened her mouth to retort when a bright flashbulb momentarily blinded her. She blinked rapidly and looked around. Two paparazzi stood there, firing off photographs.


  “Look this way, Kelly!”


  Sloan stood, snarled, and began walking toward them.


  “Don’t!” Kelly grabbed Sloan by the arm and sat down again. “If you ignore them, they’ll go away. Don’t give them anything they want.”


  Sloan stood again and walked toward the information desk. He talked with an assistant and motioned toward the two men. A minute later, security arrived and escorted them from the terminal. Everyone else in the terminal was still eyeing the two cautiously.


  “Thanks.” Kelly’s voice was a sigh. “I was really hoping they wouldn’t be here.”


  “Who the hell were they?” Sloan’s tone was low and furious.


  “Airport paparazzi. They hang out, waiting for celebrities to either come in or leave. Must be a slow news day.” Kelly shrugged and tried to bury her nose in a magazine she brought.


  “Kelly…” Sloan put his hand on her arm.


  “That’s our flight.” Kelly stood abruptly and quickly walked to the counter to check-in.


  Sloan watched her go with a scowl. So much for privacy. He picked up his briefcase and followed her to the counter.


  * * * *


  They boarded the plane with minimal talking and sank into their first-class seats. Kelly waited for everyone else to board before she turned to Sloan.


  “Sorry.”


  He shook his head. “For what?”


  “That.” She waved her hand in the air. “I should have warned you.”


  “Did you know they were going to be here?”


  “Nope.”


  “Then quit apologizing.” Sloan opened his carry-on and pulled two small, electronic devices out of it. “You ever play Game Boy?”


  “No.” Kelly looked over at Sloan and laughed. “Is this what you do on your downtime?”


  “Sometimes.” He placed a game in her hand. “Rescue the princess. Then we’ll talk.” He sat back and put the headphones on his head.


  Kelly shot a glance out of the corner of her eye and watched as Sloan manipulated the buttons with ease. He wasn’t kidding. From her vantage point, she could see he was killing odd-looking creatures with abandon. She set down her game and turned to watch him.


  Those hands. Kelly caught herself staring at them more than once. Strong. Capable. She shivered in her seat. Warm on her skin. She leaned in closer and told herself to calm down. Her breasts pressed up against Sloan’s arm, and he glanced up quickly. Kelly tried to smile. Sorry, she mouthed.


  He nodded and went back to pushing buttons. She could smell his cologne. A musky scent that tickled her nose and made her want to move even closer. Kelly actually caught herself leaning forward and moved back before she made a total ass of herself.


  She watched the game until her eyes began to close, and then she fell asleep.


  * * * *


  “Hey, sleepyhead!” A warm hand cupped her cheek, and she turned into it.


  “Mmmm?” Kelly struggled to open her eyes. Sloan was looking down at her closely. His proximity alarmed her, and she moved back. “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I must have been tired.”


  “Quite all right.” Sloan tucked a stray hair behind her ear and grinned. “I see the wind sweeping down the plain.” He motioned out the window, and Kelly leaned across him. Home. I am home.


  Kelly let out a little squeal and danced around in her seat. Sloan’s lips twitched. “Are you a little happy over there?”


  “Just a little.” Her eyes took in the fields and trees. She smiled. “It’s beautiful.”


  The pilot came on and announced they had arrived at Will Rogers World Airport. He told the passengers to fasten their seatbelts and prepare to land.


  * * * *


  Kelly grinned again and waited for the big plane to still. The wheels touched down, and she strained to see out the window. Sloan grinned down at the top of her head. The red hair tickled his nose with its light scent, and he felt his body tighten. It was not the reaction he wanted, but he soon realized it was his natural reaction to her and he couldn’t control a bit of it.


  His fingers itched to touch the soft cap of hair, and he fought against it. It wasn’t the way he wanted to begin this trip. Lusting after the daughter of the people he would be spending the week with would be extremely difficult. Kelly’s words came back to him. He wouldn’t embarrass any of the Marshalls. No matter what.


  “Lean back, woman. Lean back.”


  Kelly made herself calm down as they landed and began to disembark from the plane. She picked up her carry-on and followed the rest of the passengers up the aircraft ramp. She fairly danced around the other passengers when she saw them.


  Sloan watched Kelly take off at a trot. A woman with a mission. His stare followed her until he could see whom she was running to. Kelly launched herself into an older man’s arms and clung to him tightly. Then she turned to the woman beside him and kissed both her cheeks.


  Sloan studied the trio and smiled. Kelly’s mom was a petite version of Kelly. She stood barely five foot tall and had her daughter’s beauty. Her auburn hair was pulled up into a simple bun, and she wore a plain blue dress with sandals.


  Kelly’s father stood over six feet tall and appeared to be a giant compared to the two women. His hair was brown but shot through with gray. He was a big bear of a man. Clean-shaven. He wore dark blue jeans and a blue and green flannel shirt. His brown leather work boots peeked out from beneath his jeans. He had one woman under each arm and beamed with pride.


  Sloan walked slowly up to the trio and told himself he shouldn’t be nervous. It was just a week. He could handle anything for a week.


  Kelly’s dad moved forward and stuck out his hand. “George Marshall. You must be Sloan Davenport. Nice to meet you.”


  “Pleasure.” Sloan shook his hand.


  “Christine Marshall.” The petite woman moved forward and shook his hand, also. She smiled once again and turned around to Kelly. They were like two schoolgirls who hadn’t seen each other all weekend. Their heads were tucked close together, and Sloan felt himself grinning. They took off briskly down the corridor. Sloan’s grin slowly faded at George’s next words.


  “You hurt my daughter, and you and I will have problems, son.” He nodded once and started after the women.


  Sloan stood there in shock for a minute and then chuckled softly. Somehow, he didn’t doubt it.


  Chapter 10


  Kelly and Sloan picked up their luggage and followed George outside to the green king cab truck. Kelly slid into the back first, and Sloan followed. George opened the door for Christine and then went around to the driver’s side. He folded himself in and quickly started it.


  “I hope you’re hungry, Sloan. My wife is the best cook in the tri-county area.” The pride was obvious in the older man’s voice. He drove off toward the exit to the highway.


  “Yes, sir.” Sloan grinned. “I look forward to it.”


  Kelly looked from her dad to Sloan and rolled her eyes. Kiss ass, she mouthed.


  Sloan covered his laugh with a slight cough. He winked at Kelly and grinned.


  Christine turned around to look at her daughter. “I hope you don’t mind, Kel. But I’ve got errands to run tomorrow. Would you mind keeping me company?”


  Kelly shot a look to Sloan. “That would be fine, Mom. And Sloan and Daddy can entertain each other.”


  George looked in the rearview mirror. “That work for you, Sloan?”


  “Yes.” He nodded. “Kelly and I can work on the sets another day. I’d love to look around.”


  Kelly snorted. “Look around? This is a hands-on operation, bud. I hope you brought your shit-kickers.”


  “Shit-kickers?” Sloan mock frowned. “I’m not familiar with that term.” He grinned widely.


  George’s laughter rolled throughout the truck. “Son, I think you might just fit in after all.”


  * * * *


  Twenty minutes later, George turned onto a dirt road that had Sloan’s teeth rattling in his head. Kelly’s face was practically pressed to the window, and he grinned. When they rounded a corner, Sloan’s jaw dropped. It was absolutely breathtaking.


  Rolling hills with hundreds of trees dotting the land opened before his eyes. Cattle grazed in fenced-off lots and looked up lazily to see what was making all the commotion. Two huge red barns sat up on a hill and had various farm equipment parked alongside them.


  Straight ahead was the large two-story white farmhouse with a porch swing and flowers surrounding it. Large honeysuckle vines threaded through a white trellis on the right side of the porch. Various shades of roses bloomed on the left.


  A large garden was tilled and waiting on the far right side where the line of trees circled the acreage. It was also fenced off and had perfect rows with signs posted. A large black dog came bounding from the back, barking.


  Dozens of birdfeeders hung from the massive oak tree that separated the house from the first fenced pen. A tree house could be seen amongst the branches.


  Kelly reached over gently and picked up Sloan’s jaw.


  “It’s beautiful,” he stated.


  Christine’s grin was proud. “Thank you, Sloan. We’ve always thought so. And we’re glad to have you. Come on in. I’ve made a pie. And we have leftovers from dinner if you’re hungry.”


  Sloan opened the door and stepped out into the dirt driveway. The huge black dog came over and sniffed at him. Sloan stood stock still while the dog finished inspecting him. He barked a low bark, and Sloan jumped.


  “Rufus!” Kelly practically pushed Sloan aside as she hugged the dog’s neck. “Hey, beautiful! Been keeping the farm in line?” She looked up at Sloan and grinned. “He wanted you to pet him. He doesn’t bite.”


  “Oh.” Sloan looked at the dog distrustfully. “He’s never bit anyone?”


  “I didn’t say that.” Kelly’s green eyes danced. “But he won’t bite you. If he wanted to, he would have already.”


  “Small comfort,” Sloan muttered. He skirted the dog and walked to the back of the truck to grab their suitcases.


  Kelly’s laughter followed him. He grabbed her suitcases and started for the house.


  “Wait!” She trotted over to him. “I can get those.”


  “Nope.”


  Kelly arched an eyebrow. “And why not?”


  Sloan nodded his head towards the house. “I’m trying to get in good with your folks. I think your dad will appreciate it.”


  She bit her lip to keep from laughing. “As long as it’s not for me.”


  He shook his head. “Now why would I do that?” He began whistling as he walked toward the house.


  Kelly laughed and caught up with him at the door. “Upstairs. Third door on your right. Yours is the first door on your right. I’ll be in the kitchen when you’re done.”


  She ducked into the kitchen doorway and inhaled deeply. Two pecan pies were on the kitchen table along with chicken and corn on the cob. Kelly could smell the biscuits in the oven, and her mouth watered. She hurriedly walked over to her mother and hugged her tight.


  “I’ve missed you.”


  Christine smiled. “I’ve missed you, too, sugar.”


  “About Daddy…”


  Christine held her finger up to her lips as George walked through the doorway. “What do you have on the stove, woman?”


  “Well, old man, I have biscuits in the oven and fried chicken on the table.”


  “Old?” George’s lips twitched. “I didn’t call you old.”


  “And a good thing, too.” Christine turned back around and hummed as she poured an iced tea.


  George laughed and looked at Kelly. “She gets worse every year.”


  Sloan walked through the kitchen doorway and stood stock-still. “Are those pecan pies?” His voice was hushed.


  “Yes.” Christine looked at him quizzically. “You don’t like them? I can whip up something else.”


  His stare found hers, and he jerked his head toward George. “Leave this guy. Run away with me. I can give you the moon. The stars. Anything.” He walked like a man in a trance toward the table.


  Christine blushed and laughed. “Have a sweet tooth, do you?”


  Kelly laughed because she could actually see Sloan smacking his lips. “You are insane!”


  Sloan tapped his watch. “I say we meet at midnight and get out of here. You grab the pies. That’s all we really need.”


  George roared with laughter. “Son,” he said, clapping Sloan on the back, “I know I like you now.”


  Sloan grinned and edged a pie toward him. “Is dinner almost done? Because I’m not really that hungry. Maybe just a piece of pie.” He looked hopefully at Christine.


  She opened a drawer and handed him a knife. “One piece before. One piece after, if you finish your dinner.”


  “Deal.” Sloan cut a thick wedge and placed it gently on a plate. He pulled back a chair and sat down. Kelly handed him a fork, and he took a bite.


  His eyes closed in bliss. When he finished his bite, he glanced up at George. “You need anything built around here? Reinforced? Anything at all. We could work out a trade.”


  George sat down. “You may have to work out a deal with the woman.” He lowered his voice. “She runs the show. I don’t let her know it, but she does.”


  Sloan snickered. “I’ll do my best.”


  Kelly sat down and watched her daddy and Sloan talk about the farm and buildings. She smiled when she realized that maybe this trip wasn’t the bad idea it first seemed to be. So far, things were working out fine.


  Christine’s timer dinged, and she removed the hot biscuits from the oven. She placed them on the table, removed her apron, and sat down.


  George immediately bowed his head, and the others followed. He said grace and then brought his head back up. He filled his plate and then passed the dishes to Sloan.


  Sloan piled his plate high with everything on the table and grinned at Christine. “That running away idea is a standing offer.”


  George mock scowled at him. “I’ve about got her trained. What makes you think I’d let her go?”


  Kelly made choking noises and quickly took a drink of diet soda.


  Christine’s eyebrows arched. “Who has trained whom, George Marshall?”


  His blue eyes danced as they met his wife’s sharp gaze. “I love you, honey.”


  “Hmph.” Christine brought her glass of tea up to hide her smile. “And you darn well better.”


  Sloan watched the two of them give each other hell and smiled. Kelly’s parents were great. He shot a glance to her and noticed she had relaxed significantly since they arrived. Her shoulders weren’t all tense, and she wasn’t frowning.


  She glanced over at him and smiled. Sloan’s body tightened at the way her lips parted as she grinned. He winked at her and told himself that having carnal thoughts while at the dinner table was probably the second way to get into hell.


  They finished dinner, and Christine stood to clear the table. Kelly jumped up quickly and shooed her mother away from the table. “Go outside, Mama. I’ll do the dishes. You and Daddy go sit on the porch swing.”


  Christine smiled gratefully. She patted her daughter’s cheek. “Thanks, hon. Holler at us before you head to bed. We’ll plan a time to leave in the morning.”


  “You’ve got it, Mama.”


  Kelly watched her parents walk out the front door and blew out a breath. She turned around and saw Sloan watching her.


  “Yes?” The one word was a challenge.


  “If your mother runs away with me, I’ll let you come and visit.”


  His tone was so sincere that she threw back her head and howled with laughter. When she finally stopped, she wiped her eyes and grinned.


  “You’ve overestimated your charms.”


  Sloan stepped forward and cupped her cheek in his hand. His gorgeous eyes looked down into hers. “Have I?”


  Kelly cocked her head to the side and studied him. “I thought we were going to remain friends?” she whispered.


  “Yes.” Sloan ran his thumb over her bottom lip and smiled. “Friends.” He stepped back and turned toward the table. “I’ll clean the plates off if you wash. Then I’ll dry.”


  She turned around on shaking legs and leaned against the sink. “Fine.” Her voice was faint even to her own ears. “That’s fine.”


  * * * *


  They finished the dishes and bid everyone goodnight. Kelly led Sloan up the stairs, and she stopped at his room. “Thanks for helping with the dishes. If you need any extra blankets or pillows, the linen closet is across the hall.”


  She started to walk away when he grabbed her arm. Sloan pulled her closer and held her tight. He softly kissed her hair and then moved back. “Goodnight, Kelly.” He walked through his bedroom door and softly closed it.


  Kelly turned on unsteady legs and practically ran to her room. She shut the door and sank onto the bed. Her heart beat frantically, and she tried to slow her breathing. Sloan’s simple kiss had ignited a fire in her that she didn’t want.


  “Friends,” she muttered. “Yeah, right.” Kelly flopped back on her full-size bed and groaned. She looked around her room and mustered a smile. Her parents hadn’t changed any of it. It was still sunshine yellow with flowers that decorated every corner. Green accents raced along the wall, and she grinned. Mama had a fit when she suggested that. She thought the room would look like a huge lemon or lime. Instead the result was a fresh, spring look, which Kelly loved.


  Her bedspread was blue with dainty wildflowers all over it. Her pillowcases were sewn to match the motif of the room. Kelly picked up a pillow and buried her face into it. She let out a strangled scream. Sloan was making her crazy. She expected to have to be on her guard all the time. But not for the reason she was now.


  Kelly shivered in her room. His hands on her skin. His lips on hers. She punched the pillow and rolled over. Why did he have to be so damn charming? Good-looking? Dependable? The thought stopped Kelly in her tracks. Dependable.


  She stood abruptly and pressed her hand to her heart. Uh uh. No way. She didn’t like Sloan. Nope. Bad idea. Horrible idea. Kelly closed her eyes and prayed for an inkling of sanity somewhere. Anywhere.


  Sloan Davenport was dangerous to her heart. And that wasn’t acceptable under any circumstances. Her heart was fine as it was. And if it wasn’t, then no one need ever know.


  * * * *


  The alarm clock went off at seven o’clock sharp. Kelly groaned and opened one eye blearily. She turned it off with one brisk slap and flopped back down on the bed.


  Daddy would already be up and halfway through his chores. Mama would be cooking breakfast and planning her day. Kelly rolled out of bed and stretched on her tiptoes. It felt great to be home and not have to worry about work, learning lines, and the like. But she knew if she stayed any longer than a week, she would be craving the hectic life she left in California. Acting was one of her biggest addictions. That and diet soda.


  She opened her closet and pulled out a pair of faded blue jeans and a green Henley. She dug a little deeper and pulled out a pair of brown hiking boots that had seen better days. They were her favorites. She tromped all over the farm in them.


  Kelly dressed quickly and brushed her hair. She pulled it back into a ponytail and applied a little chapstick. Sloan would probably still be asleep, but she would tap on his door on the way down.


  She opened her door and inhaled deeply. Mama’s breakfasts always made her mouth water. Kelly shut the door behind her and walked hurriedly to Sloan’s. He would have to dress in a hurry, or he would miss the hot breakfast.


  Kelly tapped twice and waited. Then she tapped again. Frowning, she turned the handle and peeked inside. No Sloan. She shook her head and walked down the stairs. He beat her to the breakfast table.


  Sloan was teasing Christine when Kelly walked through the door. His gaze sharpened, as he took in the sight of the soap opera star in her natural environment. She took his breath away. His body tightened uncomfortably, and he tried to smile.


  “Sloan?” Christine turned around and saw her daughter in the doorway. She glanced at Sloan and smiled. His expression showed far more than he thought it did. She looked at Kelly and smiled.


  “I see your guest has beat you to breakfast.”


  Kelly laughed. “So he has. And here I was, trying to wake you up so you had a chance at a hot breakfast.”


  Sloan shifted in his chair and nodded. “I thought this was the house of ‘If you snooze, you lose.’ Therefore, I set my phone alarm. Pretty smart, eh?” He watched as Kelly pulled out a chair and sat down. Her light scent drifted over to him, and he told himself that he had smelled a woman before. But none of that seemed to matter. He couldn’t take his eyes off Kelly.


  The jeans molded to her shapely legs, and the shirt stretched across her breasts like a second skin. Her ponytail bounced jauntily, and he smiled. She looked like a teenager. No wonder her producer wouldn’t let her wander around dressed like that.


  George came stomping in, and Sloan snapped out of his reverie and told himself to quit staring. Neither Kelly nor Christine seemed to have noticed, for which he was thankful. George nodded to everyone and sat down. He took a sip of his coffee and sighed in contentment.


  “You going to be ready to ride a little fence, Sloan?”


  Sloan glanced at Kelly with a question in his eyes, but she just slightly nodded and smiled.


  “Yes.”


  “Ever ridden a horse before?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Good.” George began making his plate.


  Sloan looked over at Kelly with panic written all over his face. She patted his leg under the table and then spoke.


  “Daddy.”


  “Hm?” George looked up from his pancakes.


  “I was going to show Sloan the grounds later this week. How about he help you out with the barns and the fence that’s closer?”


  George nodded. “That would be fine.” He looked at Sloan again. “You can swing a hammer, right?”


  Sloan grinned. “With the best of them.”


  “We’ll finish breakfast and get started.”


  Both men tucked into their breakfast and finished up quickly. Sloan thanked Christine for breakfast and waved to Kelly as he left. The door shut behind the men, and Christine turned to look at her daughter.


  “I like this one.”


  Kelly arched an eyebrow. “Oh, you do?” She stood slowly and brought her breakfast plate to her mother. “It must be his repeated offer to take you away with him.”


  “Kelly.” Christine stopped her daughter in her tracks. “I think you like him, too.”


  “He’s annoying. Persistent. Bossy.” Kelly rolled her eyes. “Not much to like.”


  Christine snickered. “You’ve just described your father.”


  Both women looked at each other and burst out laughing.


  “You may be right, Mama. But I don’t know. Sloan and I seem to clash quite a bit.”


  Christine winked at her daughter. “The best ones do.”


  Chapter 11


  Christine and Kelly left the house around nine o’clock and drove straight for town. Kelly was wrapped up in her own thoughts and didn’t even notice the glances her mother kept shooting over to her.


  They arrived in town, and Christine parked at the water department. “I need to pay the bill, and then you and I will go to Hickory’s and the grocery store. Sound all right?”


  “Fine, Mama.” Kelly smiled as she watched her mama step inside the little tin building. Quite a few people lined the sidewalks, and they bustled to the various buildings up and down Main Street.


  She saw someone she thought she recognized and rolled down the window. “Hey, Rhonda!”


  The leggy brunette turned toward the sound of her voice with a puzzled expression. When she saw who the voice belonged to, she hurried over to the truck. Kelly hopped out and embraced her.


  “What are you doing back in town?” Rhonda’s green gaze took in Kelly with a grin. “Those big shots in California decide to give you a little break?”


  “Working vacation.” Kelly rolled her eyes and then grinned. “Where’s the hubby?”


  Rhonda shook her head. “He’s out with Dad buying some cattle. I think they’ll be back by the end of the week. But with those two, you never know.” She hugged Kelly again. “It’s so good to see you. How long are you staying?”


  “Not long. We’ll leave Saturday.”


  “We’ll?” Rhonda’s eyes danced. “Who is this ‘we’ you’re referring to?”


  “Hell,” Kelly muttered. She bit her lip. “You must keep this a secret. The kind of secret like I kept for you and Mark. Understand?”


  “Perfectly.” Rhonda nodded. “You can trust me.”


  Kelly smiled. She knew she could. She had met Rhonda a year out of high school. Her boyfriend, now husband, had worked for Kelly’s dad. A little twinge set in, but she ignored it. If I can’t trust Rhonda, who can I trust?


  “It’s a working vacation.” Kelly sighed. “I was ordered to bring the set designer back to my hometown and help him design a set for the show. It’s supposed to be the biggest storyline of the year.”


  “Wow!” Rhonda’s green eyes grew large. “Enough of the set. Is the set designer attractive?”


  “Moderately.” Kelly tried to keep her voice as bland as possible.


  “Odds of me finagling an invitation to meet set designer?”


  “Not very good.”


  Rhonda sighed. “The only exciting person in this town, and I am relegated to the back forty. No one at home. All by myself. You would think a friendship like ours would count for something.”


  Kelly laughed aloud. “You should be acting. That was pretty good.”


  “Really?” Rhonda preened. “I was going for guilt. Did you feel any?”


  “Perhaps a little,” Kelly admitted.


  “Enough to get an invitation?”


  Kelly sighed. “Be at the house for dinner at five o’clock. And be nice! I don’t want you to scare away the company.”


  Rhonda smiled and hugged Kelly again. “On my best behavior. Take care. Tell your mama I’ll be by.”


  Kelly watched Rhonda walk off and climbed back into the truck. Small butterflies started in her stomach. She may have been a little shortsighted. Rhonda knew things about her life after high school Sloan really didn’t need to know. She made a mental note to talk to her friend before dinner. There was such a thing as too much information.


  Christine walked back outside and hopped in the truck. She glanced over at Kelly and smiled. “You look happy.”


  “I ran into Rhonda and I invited her to dinner. Is that okay?”


  “Sure, honey. Is Mark coming, too?”


  “No. Business trip.”


  Christine nodded and pulled out of the parking spot. She turned back toward the middle of town and stopped at Hickory’s. She turned to her daughter and smiled.


  “Some people don’t change. Good or bad. Remember that, Kelly.”


  “Yes.” Kelly tried to smile as she climbed out of the truck. The parking lot was moderately full, and that meant a lot of people would be packed in the only retail store for forty miles.


  She followed her mother into the store and immediately grabbed a cart. It gave her an opportunity to look busy and avoid eye contact with those who would insist on waylaying her.


  Christine glanced back at her daughter and sighed. Kelly was trying to look as inconspicuous as possible, which was having just the opposite affect. Her daughter didn’t realize how striking she was.


  The first delay was in the detergent aisle. A teenage girl, picking up dryer sheets, looked at Kelly and screamed. She promptly dropped the box and came rushing over.


  “You’re Kelly Marshall, aren’t you?”


  Kelly chuckled. “I am.”


  “Oh my God.” The girl rustled around in her purse and brought out a paper and pen with trembling hands. “Can I please have your autograph?” She held out both with hope in her eyes.


  “Of course,” Kelly said smoothly. “Your name?”


  “Jane.”


  Kelly signed the paper and handed the pen back to the girl. She watched as the girl clutched it to her chest and promptly ran from the aisle.


  Christine looked at her watch. “I give us about twenty minutes before the whole town descends upon this store.”


  “Fifteen.” Kelly sighed and walked faster.


  * * * *


  They had only finished loading up the truck when the parking lot began to fill at an alarming rate. Christine jerked her head toward the truck. “Get in.”


  Kelly ducked inside and waited for her mother to park the cart. Christine jumped in, gunned the engine, and took off at a rapid rate of speed. She grinned as she passed the townspeople as she zoomed away.


  “Enjoyed that, didn’t you?”


  “I don’t ever get the chance to get up and go with your Father. He thinks I’m a little scary.”


  Kelly chuckled. “I wonder why.”


  “Be nice. I rescued you from the crazed masses.”


  “Crazed masses?” Kelly snickered and looked at her mother. “What have you been reading?”


  Christine looked slightly ashamed. “One of those magazines at the checkout. There was a rather unflattering headline about your soap. I decided to check it out.”


  “And what did you find out?”


  She shrugged. “Not much. I didn’t really care for the reporter. He seemed to delight in making you sound like a slut.”


  “Mama!” Kelly’s jaw dropped.


  “What?” Christine patted her daughter’s hand. “I know you’re not.”


  “Um…thanks.” Kelly shook her head. “I cannot believe we’re having this conversation,” she mumbled.


  “Do you want me to skip the grocery store?”


  “No.” Kelly shook her head. “We’ll swing by there and then back home. You will let me pay for the groceries, right?”


  “I doubt it.”


  “Mama!”


  “Yes, dear?”


  Kelly recognized the stubborn look on her mother’s face. She saw it in the mirror all the time. She sighed. “Never mind.”


  Christine pulled into the parking lot and turned the truck off. “I have a list so hopefully this won’t take long.”


  “Okay.” Kelly hopped out and followed her mother into the store. She held her head high and smiled at those who made eye contact.


  “I’ll be right back. I’m going to put in an order at the deli.”


  Kelly nodded and stopped in the magazine aisle. The small store didn’t have a large selection, but there were still gossip magazines and newspapers. She picked one up and winced. There she was in full make-up with her mouth open, scowling. Someone had taken the shot from the set.


  “Lost?” The snide voice interrupted her thoughts.


  She peered up over the magazine and inwardly groaned. Sandy Myers stood there with her hand on her hip. Sandy wasn’t just a ghost from her past. She was a nightmare from it. She and her friends were the ones who spread the rumors about her.


  “Finding anything interesting?” Sandy picked up a copy of the same magazine and snickered. “Or do you miss being Felicia so much that you have to read the magazines?”


  “Sandy. What an unpleasant surprise.”


  Sandy’s blue eyes iced over, and her mouth flattened into a straight line. “Quite the bitch off-screen as well, aren’t you?”


  “Only when jealous twits such as yourself provoke me.” Kelly watched her calmly.


  “Still screwing your way to the top?” Her tone could have cut glass.


  Kelly looked her in the eye. “If that were true, you’d be mayor of this town.” She leaned in further. “Is there anyone here you haven’t spread your legs for?”


  Sandy’s hands curled into claws. “You’re not the high-and-mighty bitch you think you are. These people will get sick of you just like my boyfriend did.”


  “I never screwed Jack.” Kelly shook her head sadly. “The stupid ass made it up because he thought it would make you jealous. He knew you had slept with Keith.” She looked at Sandy with pity. “You’re pathetic.” Kelly turned on her heel and went to look for her mother.


  Her hands were shaking, and she stuffed them into her pockets. She would take a high-strung teenage girl over a bitter bitch of a woman from her past any day. A headache began at the base of her neck.


  Christine caught a glimpse of her daughter wincing and looked around to see the source. She watched as Sandy Myers strode briskly from the store. That girl had been trouble since the age of thirteen. She walked over to Kelly and smiled.


  “I’m ready to go.”


  “Me, too.”


  * * * *


  Both women were quiet as they drove back to the farm. Kelly was absorbed in her past while Christine tried to find the right words to assure her daughter that Sandy was and always would be jealous.


  They pulled into the driveway, and Kelly hopped out quickly. She unloaded groceries while her mother put them up. Rufus tried to tangle himself up in her feet, and she scooted him along with her toe.


  “I know what you want, boy. And you’d better talk to your mama. She’s in charge here.”


  He looked up at her soulfully, and she chuckled. Reaching down deep, she pulled out a beef bone and tossed it to him.


  “You better hide that before we both get in trouble.”


  The women finished with the bags and shut the door behind them.


  Kelly sat at the table and looked up at her mother. “What’s wrong with Daddy?”


  Christine turned toward her daughter and rested her hip against the kitchen sink. “He thinks he’s a thirty-year old man. Won’t rest. Won’t ask for help. Stubborn as the day is long. And his body won’t keep up like it used to.”


  “Mama. He can hire anyone he wants.”


  “I know, child. I know. But he won’t. Even Doctor Stahl has advised him to take it a little easier.”


  Kelly cocked her head to the side. “Is it about money?”


  “Not a bit.” Christine blew out a breath. “We have enough money to hire a couple of people on. The farm is paid for. We have our own meat and vegetables. It’s simply getting your father to realize he needs to take better care of himself.” She looked at her daughter. “I was thinking perhaps Sloan could talk to him.”


  Kelly choked on the drink of diet soda she took. When she could breathe again, she looked at her mother. “Are you kidding? Daddy won’t listen to us, but he’ll listen to a total stranger? I don’t see it happening.”


  “Please?” Christine’s eyes pleaded with her daughter.


  “I’ll talk to Sloan,” Kelly promised. “But I’m not making any guarantees.”


  * * * *


  The two men prepared to eat lunch in the big barn on the far side of the property. They had inspected all the smaller buildings and decided two of them needed the roofs patched. One of them needed a new door. And several small areas of fence could stand to be repaired.


  Sloan took out a sandwich and a soda. He handed the cooler to George, and they both reclined against a hay bale.


  “This is a large farm, Mr. Marshall.”


  “Call me George.”


  “George.” Sloan nodded. “What kind of help do you have?”


  “Local boys in the spring and summer. I tend to the fall and winter myself.” He took a swig of tea and looked around.


  “You could use some full-time help.”


  “You think I can’t handle it, son?” George’s head swiveled around, and his blue eyes flashed.


  “No, sir.” Sloan shook his head. “I’m simply thinking your hands must be full with that wife of yours.”


  George slapped his knee and chuckled. “You couldn’t be more right. Hard-headed woman, that one.”


  “I was wondering if it was hereditary.”


  “It is.”


  Sloan took a bite of his sandwich and looked around. He knew George would need help with the repairs they had seen. Now he had to convince George to hire some.


  “I have a small company that specializes in buildings. And even though I want to do it all myself, I can’t. That’s the blessing and curse of being boss. You can’t.”


  George measured Sloan. “I’ve done well enough.”


  “So you have.” Sloan chewed his sandwich thoughtfully and motioned to the beams of the barn. “That’s beautiful. Precise. I’d give my eyeteeth for craftsmanship like that.” He swallowed and met George’s eyes. “I’m not saying you can’t do it all. I’m saying you shouldn’t have to.”


  “Fair enough.” George finished his sandwich and put his trash back in the cooler. “I’ll take those words into consideration. But for now, how about we get started on the patch jobs?”


  Sloan jumped up and grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.”


  * * * *


  Christine and Kelly had started making dinner when Rhonda showed up on the doorstep. She hugged Christine and then Kelly.


  “I know I’m early, but I was bored. Pitiful, huh?” She grinned at the two women.


  Christine laughed in sympathy. “I remember what it was like when George went on the cattle-buying trips. Good thing I had Kelly to keep me company.”


  Rhonda grinned and patted her stomach. “The next trip he takes, I’ll have someone to keep me company, too.”


  Kelly’s jaw dropped. “You’re pregnant?”


  “Yep.”


  Kelly squealed and hugged Rhonda tight. “Congratulations!”


  Christine kissed her softly on the cheek. “What does Mark say?”


  Rhonda rolled her eyes. “He said he wasn’t going on this trip. You know how men are.”


  Christine nodded her head. “Yes. I seem to recall the fact George thought I was completely incapable of doing anything.”


  “He did?” Kelly looked at her mother in shock.


  “Oh, darling, you don’t know the half of it.”


  Both women ushered Rhonda into the kitchen and sat her down at the table.


  “Do you know what you’re having yet?” Kelly looked down at Rhonda’s stomach.


  “Not yet. Doc said another couple of months. I’ll tell your mom, and she can pass it on to you.”


  Christine started making supper, and Kelly helped her. They put the roast in the oven and the potatoes in the skillet. Rhonda insisted on helping, and they let her make the salad.


  Rhonda was pulling apart the lettuce when she looked up at Kelly and grinned. “Where’s your set designer?”


  Christine chuckled. “He’s out with George on the farm somewhere. If my husband doesn’t come back with him, then we’ll start to worry.”


  “Mama. You are awful.” Kelly laughed and winked at Rhonda.


  Rhonda opened her mouth to reply when the women heard the front door open. Her mouth snapped shut, and she looked expectantly toward the doorway.


  George showed up first and grinned down at Rhonda.


  “Hello, girl! Where’s that worthless husband of yours?” He bent down to give her a hug.


  “Out and about, Mr. Marshall. Buying cattle with my dad.”


  George nodded and stepped aside. He jerked his head back toward the door. “We’ve got some more company. Did Kelly tell you about him?”


  “A little,” Rhonda admitted.


  “Tolerable,” George commented.


  “Thanks, George.” Sloan stepped in the doorway and smiled at the three women. Kelly caught her breath at the sight of him. The sudden rush to her system caught her unaware. He waved at the women and grinned.


  “I’d shake your hand, but I’m a little dirty. Let me go clean up, and I’ll meet everyone back here in the kitchen.” He waved again and disappeared up the stairs.


  George nodded to the women and hid his grin at his daughter’s expression. “Believe I’ll clean up a bit myself.”


  He left the kitchen also, and Rhonda turned to Kelly.


  “Wow.” Her green eyes twinkled. “He’s easy on the eyes, isn’t he?”


  Kelly turned back to the stove and tried to calm her frantically beating heart. “Hadn’t noticed,” she muttered.


  “Bullshit,” Christine said.


  “Mama!” Kelly turned to her mother and looked at her in shock. “I can’t believe you just said that.”


  Rhonda turned her head quickly, but her shoulders were shaking.


  “You are evil women.” Kelly’s voice was short. She pointed to both of them. “I know what you’re thinking, and you can just quit it.”


  “Kelly.” Rhonda grinned. “If you knew what I was thinking, you’d be blushing.” She winked at Christine and started pulling apart the lettuce again.


  “Listen to me, woman.” Kelly came and sat down next to Rhonda. “Just because you’re all married, pregnant, and happy doesn’t mean the rest of the world wants to hitch a ride. I’m content with my life. I don’t see the need in changing it right now. Sloan and I are just friends.”


  “Fair enough.” Rhonda nodded sedately. “Brenda still isn’t married. Can I bring her over tomorrow and introduce Sloan?”


  Kelly’s emerald eyes flashed furiously before she had a chance to stop them. Rhonda looked up at her friend and smiled.


  “Maybe not.”


  Kelly’s mouth snapped shut, and she groaned. “I don’t want to like him! You two don’t understand!” She threw up her hands in disgust.


  “We understand perfectly, Kel.” Christine hugged her daughter tight. “But you need to realize that some things can’t be denied. And this one may be out of your hands.”


  “Shit,” Kelly muttered and sat down.


  George and Sloan walked back into the kitchen ten minutes later and sat down.


  Kelly studied Sloan and told herself that friends were all they would ever be. But parts of her were wanting so much more. Unbidden, an image of her sitting on Sloan’s lap while his mouth and hands were on her made her stifle a groan.


  She shifted in her chair and tried to smile. Sloan nodded and smiled at her, and she knew Mama was right.


  He was attractive. That much was obvious. His chestnut brown hair and hazel eyes were unforgettable. But he was also the man who brought her home after her migraine and stayed to make sure she was okay. He was the man who helped her father on the farm today. And he was the man she couldn’t take her eyes off this evening.


  Christine served dinner with Kelly’s help, and everyone said grace and ate heartily. When Christine brought out dessert, Rhonda grinned.


  “You made cherry pie. My absolute favorite.”


  “I made two.” She motioned to Sloan. “You haven’t seen this man eat dessert yet. You may want to give him a little room.”


  Sloan grabbed his chest dramatically. “You wound me, Mrs. Marshall.” He brought his hand down and grinned at Rhonda. “But she’s right, you know.”


  Christine handed George his plate, and he cleared his throat. “I’ve been thinking, love.”


  “Yes?” She turned around to look at her husband.


  “Perhaps we can hire a couple of men to help around the farm. It’s about time I delegate a little of the work so you and I can take it a little easier. What do you think?”


  Christine put down the pie and walked over to her husband. She kissed him squarely on the mouth and then grinned. “I think you are the smartest man I know.” Then she walked over to Sloan and kissed his cheek.


  “Thank you,” she whispered against his ear.


  Kelly watched the whole scene with amazement and felt a tear spring to her eye. She brushed it away and smiled at Sloan. And then she took his hand in hers under the table. He squeezed it gently and smiled.


  Rhonda watched the scene and told herself that it was about time Kelly found someone who could appreciate her for who she was. And who she wasn’t.


  * * * *


  Everyone finished up dessert, and Rhonda stood and stretched. “I appreciate the invite, but I’ve got to be home by eight o’clock so I can catch Mark’s call.” She turned to Kelly and then Christine. She hugged both. “Thank you, Mrs. Marshall.”


  George walked over to her and gave her a bear hug. “You need anyone to follow you home?”


  Rhonda laughed. “Thanks for the offer, Mr. Marshall. But I’ll be fine.” She looked at Sloan. “Pleasure to meet you, Mr. Davenport. I have a few questions about a pen we’re thinking of building. Could you come outside for a minute, please?”


  “No problem.” Sloan followed her out.


  Kelly started to follow also, but Christine took her by the hand. “You can help me with dishes.”


  “But, Mama…” Kelly motioned to outside. “That can’t be good.”


  “Rhonda needs advice on a pen.”


  “Bullshit,” Kelly said mildly.


  “Kelly Marshall!” George’s voice boomed throughout the room.


  Kelly winced. “Sorry, Daddy.” She turned to him. “I simply think that someone needs to be out there monitoring the conversation.”


  “No.”


  She blew out a breath. “Fine.”


  George watched his daughter trail his wife into the kitchen and smiled to himself. Rhonda wouldn’t be the only one having a talk with Sloan this week.


  * * * *


  Rhonda and Sloan walked over to her car, and she turned to him. “Kelly is a good person.”


  “Yes.” Sloan nodded.


  “She needs someone who will stand up for her in her life. She hasn’t had a whole lot of that.”


  “She’s rather overbearing.” Sloan’s lips twitched.


  Rhonda nodded. “She’s had to be. It wasn’t easy for her growing up. I met her after high school. A lot of damage had been done by then. And she still has trust issues.”


  Sloan thought back to several of their encounters and could only nod again. That would be putting it mildly.


  “But she’s worth getting to know.” Rhonda looked into Sloan’s eyes. “That’s all I wanted to say.”


  He nodded. “Duly noted.”


  Rhonda climbed into her car and rolled down the window. “Don’t be a stranger, Mr. Davenport.” She rolled it back up and drove down the driveway toward the road.


  Sloan stood there in the dying light and thought about Kelly Marshall. The woman he couldn’t stand the sight of not too long ago had suddenly made herself at home in his head. And it was still a feeling that didn’t sit comfortably with him.


  He turned back around and walked toward the house. Rufus ambled up and stopped in front of him for a little attention. Sloan smiled and reached down and patted the old dog on his head. When he looked up, Kelly was watching him from the front porch. She smiled shyly, and he wanted so badly to touch her then that his hand was shaking.


  Kelly stepped down off the porch and walked slowly toward him. She seemed to glow softly in the sunset, and Sloan held his breath as she moved closer. She was beautiful. The sun danced lightly off of her red hair and pale skin. It outlined her body in its rays and accented every curve.


  Kelly stopped in front of him and tilted her head. Sloan opened his mouth to speak, and she placed her finger against his lips. When she removed it, she leaned forward and brushed her lips against his.


  Her hands wound around his neck, and Sloan brought Kelly’s body gently to his. Her curves pressed closer, and Sloan groaned in pleasure. When Kelly traced his lips with her tongue, he slanted his mouth across hers and pleasured every inch of her mouth.


  Sloan breathed in the scent of her and felt his body tighten again. So soft. So sweet. When Kelly finally stepped back, his breathing was ragged, and he fought for control.


  Kelly’s eyes were dilated, and she brought a trembling hand to her mouth. Sloan started to speak, but Kelly shook her head and walked slowly back to the house. He watched her go and knew their relationship had fundamentally changed. And he didn’t know what to do about it.


  Chapter 12


  Kelly woke up Tuesday morning with a slight headache, and she groaned aloud. Her sleep had been marred with thoughts of Sloan. She thought that if she kissed him once, it would be enough. But the feeling of his mouth on hers and his hands on her body left her on the edge and wanting more than she was willing to give.


  She struggled out of bed and immediately took a couple of pills for her head. She wouldn’t let the pain become out-of-control like before. Kelly would nip this one in the bud.


  She dressed quickly in jeans and a T-shirt and walked downstairs. Sloan was already at the table, and she smiled at him before she sat down.


  George and Christine were arguing over what to have for dinner, and Kelly shook her head. Every once in awhile, her parents would pick something trivial and try to get one over on the other. Her mother was winning so far, but George never gave up the fight.


  “I want green beans, woman.”


  “I’ll tell you what.” Christine slapped her hand down on the table. “You snap the little suckers, and you can have them. I have enough to do without that little extra chore.”


  “And you think I don’t?” George’s voice was incredulous.


  Sloan looked uneasily from one to the other. He glanced at Kelly, and she grinned. Just watch, she mouthed to him. He nodded and continued to watch the argument.


  “I think that if you want them, you’ll work for them. Period.” Christine’s tone was final.


  “I see.” George pushed his chair back and stood up from the table. He grabbed Christine and slung her over his shoulder with ease. “We have something to work out. You two go on about your business.” He nodded once and left the kitchen.


  Sloan’s jaw had completely dropped. “Are they okay?”


  Kelly burst out laughing. “They think they’re clever. Even after all these years.”


  He looked puzzled.


  “They would ‘fight’ and then reappear sometime around noon for lunch.”


  “Oh.” Sloan nodded, and then grinned as he realized what was going on. “I see.”


  Kelly looked at her watch. “I imagine they’ll be ironing it out for at least a couple of hours.”


  Sloan winced before he could stop himself. “And that doesn’t bother you?”


  She shook her head and grinned. “I hope I have that much energy when I’m their age.”


  He tapped the table. “We have something to work out, too.”


  All the blood rushed to Kelly’s face, and her heart began beating wildly. She worked to calm her voice.


  “And what is that?”


  “I need to work on your castle.”


  “Ah.” The word held a wealth of disappointment in it.


  Sloan stood up and offered Kelly his hand. “And I know just the spot.”


  She stood slowly and placed her hand in his. He led her back up the stairs and into her room. Kelly watched uncertainly as he shut the door behind him and brought out a sketchbook.


  “Now.” Sloan opened the cover and sat down in the rocking chair across from her bed. “Tell me about your castle.”


  Kelly sank onto her bedspread and began plucking at the yellow cotton fabric. “What do you need to know?” She refused to meet his eyes.


  Sloan studied her and then opened up his sketchbook. He sat back in the rocker and closed his eyes. The book lay loosely in his lap. “When I close my eyes and see a castle, I see something out of a Disney movie. I want yours to be more original. And I need your help.”


  She sighed softly and propped herself against her bed’s backboard. “I’ve forgotten some of my girlhood dreams.” Kelly looked at him apologetically. “You might be better off taking something out of your own head.”


  He shook his head and pinned Kelly with his hazel stare. “Doubtful. My dream building would look something like Lowe’s or Home Depot. I doubt your fans would be impressed.”


  A smile flirted around the edge of Kelly’s mouth. “You could be right. Duct tape doesn’t scream romance.”


  “It might.” Sloan’s eyes twinkled.


  Kelly threw up her hands and laughed. “You win!” She sighed again and closed her eyes. “My castle had a barn, of course.” She tapped her finger against her leg. “And there were three stories. Beautiful portraits of flowers and women in gardens. Candles of every description lined the walls. The floor was oak.”


  She opened her eyes and peered over at Sloan. He watched her intently. Kelly blushed and motioned to the sketchbook. “Are you going to use that thing?”


  “Yes.” His voice was low and distracted. Sloan waved his pencil around. “Continue.”


  Kelly closed her eyes again, and Sloan watched the little girl inside the woman come alive.


  “The stairs were marble and wound through each floor to the top. Polished wooden tables in the foyer held roses and irises. And there was a beautiful glass ceiling at the very top. The sun would shine down on the middle of the first floor and illuminate it.” She paused for a second and then continued.


  “I would dance there. The sun would warm me, and I would twirl to the music coming from the ballroom. An orchestra would play softly. And then I would dance with my husband.”


  Sloan sat up in his chair and didn’t move a muscle. Even Kelly’s voice sounded different. She sounded younger. Carefree.


  “He was handsome, of course.” Kelly grinned with her eyes still closed. “And intelligent. He made me laugh. And he always brought me fresh flowers. A kind man who cared for others and helped everyone.”


  “A paragon,” Sloan mumbled.


  Kelly’s eyes snapped open. She smiled kindly at Sloan. “Of course. A girl’s heart doesn’t know the pain of a woman’s. It’s a gift we don’t realize we have until it’s taken.” She closed her eyes again and continued.


  Sloan watched and listened as Kelly’s girlhood dreams unfolded before him, and he sketched page after page. She was certain of what she wanted back when she was a girl. And her specifics were just what he needed to complete the project.


  Christine brought lunch on a tray around one o’clock and left silently. They ate and went right back to Kelly’s castle. She seemed to enjoy opening up and sharing parts of herself that Sloan would never have dared dream. And he absorbed every word into himself.


  When Kelly finally stopped, it was dark outside. Sloan’s hand was cramping, but he hadn’t noticed until it was silent in the room. Kelly’s emerald stare met his. And her eyes were vulnerable. For the first time since they had met, Sloan felt his heart lurch painfully at the look.


  She wasn’t Felicia Hawthorne in this room. In this house. She was Kelly Marshall. And she did things to Sloan that he couldn’t explain away.


  He cleared his throat and sat forward in the rocker. The sketchpad lay loosely across his knees. “Quite a castle you had.”


  Kelly smiled slowly. “Yes. Do you think you’ll be able to use the sketches?”


  Sloan handed the sketchbook to Kelly and sat back as she thumbed through them. Her fingers traced some of the pictures, and she smiled. When she handed the book back, her eyes were dancing.


  “You’re quite a good listener.”


  “And you’re quite a storyteller.” Sloan shut the sketchbook and placed it on the dresser beside him. He leaned forward and held Kelly’s hands in his. “Thank you.”


  She blushed at his words and tried to find something to say. But no words would come. Sloan studied her intently, and she lowered her face.


  He leaned forward slowly. And then there was a knock at the door. Sloan shifted quickly and sat back. Kelly jumped back and stood up. She opened the door and smiled at her mother.


  “Time for dinner, you two.”


  Kelly left the door open for Sloan and watched as he walked leisurely to his room. Her mouth ran dry at the sight of him, and she told herself it was no good to want something that would never fit into her life.


  * * * *


  Kelly woke up Wednesday morning and told herself that she only had a couple more days here at the farm with Sloan. Her parents liked him. She liked him. And wasn’t that the biggest problem of all?


  She shuffled down to breakfast and was surprised to see only Sloan sitting there.


  “Where are my folks?”


  “They took off this morning right after they woke up. Didn’t say a word. Just waved and left.”


  Kelly frowned. It didn’t sound like her parents at all. She sat down at the table and looked across at Sloan. He was studying her intently.


  “Any ideas?” he asked.


  “Couldn’t tell you.” She picked at her eggs on her plate and looked up at him. “I have to pick up some things in town. Would you like to go with me?”


  “Sure.” A slow, easy smile spread across Sloan’s face. “I’d love to go. Give me about ten minutes.” He pushed back from the table and hurried up the stairs.


  Kelly mentally kicked herself. Twice. She had invited Sloan to town with her. She had obviously lost her mind. Somewhere along the way, she had started to feel responsible for him. Leaving him at the house by himself didn’t sit well with her.


  True to his word, Sloan was downstairs and ready within ten minutes. Kelly smiled and dangled the keys. “You have anything you need?”


  “Nope.”


  She nodded, and they left the house. Rufus barked enthusiastically at both of them. Sloan reached down to pet him before stepping up into the old red farm truck. The rumbling engine sprang to life, and Kelly automatically reached for the radio.


  Country tunes wafted throughout the cab, and she hummed along under her breath. Sloan slanted a look at her out of the corner of his eyes. Kelly was wearing blue jeans and a T-shirt once again. Even the simple country clothes looked good on her.


  He watched each mile marker in silence and began to notice something. The closer they drove to town, the quieter Kelly became. She turned the radio up, but she had quit humming. And her hands clenched the steering wheel.


  They pulled onto Main Street and parked on the sidewalk. Kelly smiled briefly, but Sloan could see that she was anything but happy.


  “Kelly…” he began.


  “We’re here!” she said cheerfully. Kelly hurriedly hopped out and slammed the truck door. She waited for Sloan to join her on the sidewalk.


  “Do you have a list?” Sloan’s voice was low.


  “Yes.” Kelly dug one out of her purse and held it up. “There are a few things I can only get here. California doesn’t seem to have a high demand for these.” She waved the list in front of him and tried to smile.


  “Kel…” Sloan began.


  “Kelly Marshall! As I live and breathe! What are you doing home?” A tall blonde with a baby in a stroller walked over to her. She bent down and hugged Kelly. When she stepped back, Kelly grinned.


  She turned to Sloan. “Sloan. This is Trish Yates. She and I did all the leads in the plays around here.” She turned around and bent down. “And who is this?” Kelly’s hands touched the baby’s head softly.


  “Heath David.” Trish grinned. “He’s six months old.”


  Kelly stood and smiled. “He’s beautiful.” She motioned around. “I thought you moved away.”


  “I did.” Trish cocked her head to the side. “But there was something calling me back.” She laughed. “Or someone.”


  Kelly’s eyes grew large. She noted the diamond ring on Trish’s hand.


  Trish nodded. “I married Bart Bly two years ago.”


  “Congratulations!” Kelly hugged her again. “I’m so happy for you.”


  “Thanks.” Trish looked from Kelly to Sloan. “And what brings you back?”


  “Work.” Kelly rolled her eyes.


  Trish looked at Sloan. “What kind of work would that be?”


  “Set design.” Kelly shook her head with a grin. “You are bad.”


  “Maybe,” she admitted. “Listen. I’ve got to run. But it was good to see you. Heath has a doctor’s appointment. Your mom has my address. Drop me a line anytime.” Trish waved as she strolled back down the sidewalk.


  “She’s an actress?” Sloan watched as the woman walked down the street.


  Kelly snickered. “She’s married, bud. And yes. Trish is an actress. But I guess she decided to go the ‘Mommy route.’”


  “Mommy route?” Sloan echoed.


  “Sure.” Kelly shrugged. “You know. Marriage. Babies. All that.” She turned to walk away when Sloan’s hand stilled her. He looked deeply into her eyes. “Women can have it all, Kelly. A career. Marriage. Babies.”


  She shook her head. “Maybe.” Kelly turned back around, and Sloan followed her.


  Her nonchalance irritated him for some reason. Why had she marked herself off the “Mommy route” as she had put it? He puzzled over it while they were walking.


  Kelly ducked into a boutique and waited for Sloan to follow her in. She immediately walked over to the portraits and began thumbing through them. A sign that said Local Artists was taped on the front.


  A petite, older woman with gray hair stepped out of the back. She walked over to Kelly and offered her assistance. Sloan watched as Kelly and the woman had a discussion about the portraits and prices.


  Sloan liked art. But he didn’t find it as stimulating as Kelly obviously did. He watched the discussion grow more animated. And then someone else walked in.


  As soon as Kelly turned toward the door, Sloan saw her face go completely blank and then regroup as Felicia. It was disturbing. The mouth and eyes hardened perceptibly. Her stature went from relaxed to stiff in a heartbeat.


  The man was perhaps six foot tall with thin, brown hair and a slightly stocky build. And his dark brown eyes were cold. They fixed on Kelly, and an even colder smile spread across his face.


  “Kelly Marshall. What a surprise.”


  “Jack Burke.” She inclined her head.


  The man’s eyes flitted to Sloan and took his measure. They became even harder, if possible. The man jerked his head toward Sloan. “Friend of yours?”


  “Yes.”


  The shopkeeper looked from one to the other and stepped back. “I’ll be in the back if you need any help.” She scurried away.


  Jack stepped closer to Kelly as if to touch her, but her voice stopped him. “Don’t.”


  “Not even a hug for an old friend?” His voice was low and insinuating. He began to move closer, when Sloan stepped between them.


  “Apparently not.”


  Jack sneered. “That’s sweet.” His stare never left Kelly. “This your new lapdog?”


  “Go away, Jack.” Her voice was forceful and brooked no argument.


  “Sandy never told me you were in town.”


  Kelly clenched her jaw.


  “Wonder why that is?”


  She glanced down at his left hand. “You two are married?”


  “Yes.” The word was short and bitter.


  And then Kelly could see what he wasn’t saying. And why he was so resentful.


  “All those lies come back to bite you on the ass, Jack?”


  His next words came out as a snarl. “No lies, Kelly. I had you on your back. Remember that?”


  Sloan moved right up into the man’s face. “You leave. Or I’ll make sure you find your way out. Understand?”


  “You might want to rethink giving this bitch anything. She’ll destroy you.” Jack glared once more at Kelly and then left.


  Sloan turned around and watched as Kelly fixed her composure. But he could see she was struggling to do it.


  “Is there something in the water here?”


  “Pardon me?” Her blank eyes turned toward him.


  He snapped his fingers in front of her face. “I would like to talk to Kelly. Quit shutting me out.”


  She turned her back to him. “I need to purchase a few portraits. I’ll be right back.”


  Sloan watched her walk stiffly into the back. The whole encounter left a bad taste in his mouth. That man had been with Kelly? He noticed she didn’t deny it, and that didn’t sit well with him. Then he mentally shook himself. None of my business. But that really didn’t sit well with him.


  * * * *


  They finished in town and drove back to the farm. It was almost four when they pulled into the driveway. Kelly had not spoken a word to Sloan besides to tell him where they were going. She absolutely refused to make conversation at all.


  Sloan’s frustration level was high as he stepped out of the truck. Rufus came up to be petted, but Kelly brushed him aside and walked inside. Sloan hurried to catch up with her, but was waylaid in the hallway by George.


  “Let her go, son.” His gruff voice was sad.


  “Why?” Sloan watched her disappear.


  “Because she’s dealing with it.” George shook his head. “I don’t know what happened in town, and I don’t want to. But Kelly is dealing with it.” He patted Sloan on the back. “Come into the kitchen. Christine is baking pies.”


  Sloan gave one last glance toward the stairs and then followed George into the kitchen.


  One glance at Sloan’s face and Christine immediately sat him down and gave him a job to do. She looked at her husband, but he simply shook his head.


  Half an hour later, Kelly came back downstairs and joined them. She refused to make eye contact with Sloan.


  “Do you need any help, Mama?”


  “No, honey. Why don’t you sit down and tell us about the paintings you bought?”


  Kelly smiled for the first time since coming home. “I found a beautiful garden scene with butterflies. A man in the next county painted it. It will look great in my hallway. And a watercolor from a woman in town. That one is going in my bedroom.” She took a sip of soda.


  “And I bought several bottles of homemade bath salts to take back. My assistant will absolutely love them.”


  “You have an assistant?” Christine’s voice was teasing.


  Kelly chuckled. “Mama. She’s just a coordinator of sorts. And she’s great. Her name is Wilda. Her hair is red like mine. And we’re getting along well.”


  “Good.”


  They talked for another twenty minutes or so while Christine prepared dinner. And then Sloan brought up something that was on his mind.


  “I still need a few more sketches. Are you free tomorrow?”


  Kelly let herself look at him. “That’s fine.” She nodded briefly.


  Sloan opened his mouth again, but Christine tapped him on the shoulder. “If you’re hoping to have a pie with dinner, you best get over here and help.”


  He pushed his chair back and walked over to Christine. He rubbed his hands together. “What do you need?”


  * * * *


  They ate pork chops, beans, and cornbread. Sloan helped make two apple pies, and everybody had a slice. When dinner was done, Kelly stood and smiled wearily.


  “I’m going to bed. Good night.”


  She left the room before anybody could say anything.


  George sighed. “Rough day?”


  Sloan nodded. “Yes. We ran into an insulting individual in town.”


  “And you took care of it?” George’s blue stare bored into Sloan’s eyes.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Good.” George stood also and kissed Christine. “Good night, love. I’m going to bed, too.”


  Christine watched her husband leave and sighed.


  Sloan stood up and motioned for Christine to sit down. “I’ll do the dishes.” He began rolling up his sleeves. Christine put her hand on his arm.


  “Tell me.”


  He paused for a second and then told her of the meeting in town.


  Christine’s voice was hard. “Jack Burke is a liar. Kelly wouldn’t stoop to spit on him.”


  Sloan shook his head. “Kelly gave him hell.” But she didn’t deny anything. The thought was giving him a headache. He began washing dishes.


  “Kelly has always had big dreams.” Christine’s voice was soft with remembrance. “She walked around here with stars in her eyes. A lot of her classmates thought she was strange. And more thought she was snobbish.” Christine shook her head.


  “Which is almost funny considering we were barely making it here on the farm. But she’s always been a beautiful girl. And that made a lot of the other girls jealous. No one at her school understood her. And that’s hard for any teenager to deal with.”


  Christine’s words settled deeply into Sloan, and he tried to reconcile the in-control woman with the unsure teenager. Kelly could turn any attitude and demeanor on and off. It was disconcerting to say the least. Was there a real person in there somewhere? Or was she always on stage?


  Sloan wiped his hands off and turned to Christine. “I like your daughter, Mrs. Marshall.”


  “I know, hon. And that’s why I’m having this conversation. Get to know her before you accept everybody else’s opinions.” She stepped on tiptoe and kissed his cheek. “Good night.”


  He watched her leave the kitchen and followed slowly behind. He turned off the kitchen light and started for the stairs. When he reached the landing, he could see that Kelly’s light was off.


  Sloan opened his own door and stepped inside. The tension from the day was wearing on him. He undressed and slid under the covers. Propping his hands behind his head, he thought of Kelly in the next room.


  His attraction to her was growing by the day. But what if I am being played? How can I know what she’s really like? Doubts surfaced readily, and he sighed. The man in the shop and his insinuations burrowed deeply into Sloan’s mind.


  How well do I know Kelly? Really know her? Sloan reached back and felt the horseshoe shaped scar on the back of his shoulder. It was a big gamble to trust someone. And what if Kelly was just another shoe-thrower?


  Chapter 13


  Sloan woke Thursday with a pounding head and gritty eyes. His dreams had been filled with Kelly wrapped around several men. Her co-star had been first. And then the man in the shop. And then finally, the man who had been in his bed with his girlfriend of the time. He rubbed his eyes wearily and sat up in bed. He felt as if he hadn’t slept at all.


  Stumbling out of bed, he grabbed his sketchbook and put it on the nightstand. Sloan pulled on a black T-shirt and jeans. He washed his face and took a couple of ibuprofen. Maybe the pounding in his head would at least dull a little.


  He opened his door and met Kelly in the hallway. Sloan held up the sketchbook and smiled. “Last day, I promise.”


  “Okay.”


  Sloan looked closely at Kelly and could see that she hadn’t slept well, either. Her face was pale, and there were bags under her eyes. She had actually put a little bit of make-up on to try and hide it.


  They walked down into the kitchen and joined Christine and George for breakfast. When they finished eating, Kelly turned toward Sloan.


  “Do you ride?”


  The question took him off-guard. “A little. We are talking horses, right?”


  Kelly burst out laughing. “Yes. Horses.”


  “Sure.”


  She turned toward her dad. “Daddy. Can we take a couple out and ride?”


  “Anytime, Kel.” George nodded.


  “C’mon.” Kelly stood and motioned to Sloan. “Bring that sketchpad. We’re going to go for a ride.”


  “Am I dressed right?”


  She looked him up and down. Her mouth twitched slightly. “We have boots in the barn that should fit you. You’ll be fine.”


  He followed her out to the barn, watching the sway of her hips in her blue jeans. Sloan’s hands itched to touch her backside, and he stuffed his free one into his pocket and told himself to look somewhere else. But his gaze kept straying back.


  They reached the doors, and Kelly glanced back. Sloan looked up guiltily.


  “If you don’t want to ride, we don’t have to.”


  “Not at all.” He tried to smile, even though he was starting to sweat. “I’ll be fine.”


  “We’ll pick out a couple of gentle ones.”


  “Good.”


  Kelly saddled two mares and led them out. She handed one set of reins to Sloan and grinned. “Cowboy up.”


  She swung herself into the saddle, and he followed suit. Kelly clicked her tongue and started down a trail. Sloan followed for a couple of minutes and then trotted up to ride beside her.


  “Where are we going?”


  “There’s an outcropping of rocks.” Kelly pointed to the north. “I thought we would stop there for awhile.”


  They rode in silence for twenty minutes before Kelly pulled to the right and onto another trail. Five minutes later, they were there.


  Sloan’s jaw dropped. It looked like one of the portraits in Kelly’s home. Miles and miles of farmland and trees stretched out before them. The wildflowers were beginning to bloom, and he could smell their fragrance. Horses and cattle grazed on hay while others drank from several ponds that sprinkled the landslide.


  “Isn’t that…” Sloan started.


  “I had it commissioned. This is one of my favorite places on the property. I could sit here for hours.” She looked to him. And the vulnerability in her eyes called out to him. He felt as if he were drowning.


  Sloan cleared his throat and dismounted quickly. He watched Kelly do the same and walk over to the biggest rock. He clutched the sketchpad tightly in his hand as if it would save his life.


  “How many more do you need?” Kelly’s voice was soft.


  “Just a few,” he promised. Sloan sat down across from her on a smaller rock and opened up the sketchpad. He took a deep breath.


  “Kelly…” he began.


  “Don’t.” She shook her head back and forth, causing her red hair to brush against her face. “Just don’t.” Kelly sighed. “There’s people we can’t change. Good or bad. I believe that.”


  Sloan’s eyes narrowed. Was she referring to herself or that man in town? He opened his mouth again, but she held up her hand.


  “Just sketch, Sloan. Okay?” Her emerald eyes pleaded with him.


  He nodded slowly. “Fine.” Sinking down slowly onto the rock, he heard her sigh. “Tell me more about your castle.”


  Kelly turned her head and looked down into the valley where the animals grazed and the wildflowers bloomed. Her voice took on a dreamy quality as she brought back her childhood dreams and hopes for the future.


  Sloan watched her and felt his body tighten as the breeze played with her hair and caressed her face. He couldn’t stop himself as he put the pad down slowly and walked toward her.


  She glanced up in surprise, and Sloan bent down and took her mouth against his. Kelly’s soft sigh of surrender made his pulse jump. Her arms wound around his neck, and he pulled her closer so their bodies touched at every angle.


  He struggled for control as their tongues met and dueled, and Kelly’s hands clutched him tighter. The mere taste of her was enough to have all the alarms in his head going off, but he ignored them all. Sloan needed Kelly as much as the air he breathed.


  Kelly brought her hands up and wound them through Sloan’s dark hair. His hands moved down her body and brought her hips flush against his. When he picked her up from the rock and cradled her close, she thought she would die from the pleasure.


  Sloan’s hands plucked at the buttons on her shirt, and she moved back a bit to give him access. His fingers were sure and quickly pulled the shirt off her shoulders and dropped it to the ground. He moved back slightly and then brought his mouth down her body and to her breast.


  Her body jerked in response at the feel of Sloan’s mouth against her hard nipple. His lips closed over it through her bra, and she struggled to breathe. Desire spun through her, and she moaned his name.


  He reached behind her and undid the clasp of her bra. As soon as her breasts were free, his tongue traced her nipple and brought it deeply into his mouth.


  Kelly cried out and arched her back as every nerve in her body centered on what Sloan was doing to her. She pulled his head closer at the sensation.


  Sloan lowered her body to the grass, and Kelly jerked in surprise. The rough blades against her back startled her, and she pulled her neck to the side.


  “What are you doing?” Her eyes were wild as she looked down at the top of his head.


  He raised his head up slowly, desire blurring his vision. “What?” he mumbled.


  Kelly scrambled backwards and stood up awkwardly. She crossed her arms over her chest and bent to retrieve her shirt and bra. “I’m sorry.” Her breath hitched in her throat. “I don’t know what came over me.”


  Sloan watched in disbelief as she struggled to put her shirt back on. “I don’t understand.” His voice was tense.


  “This isn’t exactly a good place to be having sex.” Kelly refused to look him in the eye. “Look. I’m going for a ride. You know the way back.” She mounted her horse and took off at a trot.


  He threw himself back on the grass and cursed roundly. His body still wanted her so badly, he ached. Sloan stood up slowly and brushed his clothes off. He grabbed the sketchpad and shook his head. His irritation was overwhelming, and he mounted his horse. Maybe he would just concentrate on work. Sloan took off down the trail at a trot.


  * * * *


  When he arrived back at the house, it was deserted. Sloan walked slowly up the stairs to his room and tried to figure out what was wrong with Kelly. On one hand, she acted like she was attracted to him. And on the other, she seemed scared to death. Maybe the key word was “act.” Sloan scowled and opened his bedroom door.


  He glanced at his sketchbooks and noticed one missing. He must have left it in Kelly’s room the other night. The sooner he started putting the sketches together, the sooner he would be finished.


  Sloan didn’t feel right going into Kelly’s room while she wasn’t there, but he told himself he would hurry. When he opened the door, her scent hit him first. His gut tightened painfully, and he forced himself to exhale.


  Kelly’s room was tidy, and he had no problem finding his sketchbook behind the rocker on the shelf. His hand brushed up against another book that was pushed back farther, and he picked it up.


  “My Journal” was written across the top in big, red letters. Sloan stroked the cover and debated with himself for at least five minutes. Kelly’s privacy was important to her. And he held a side of her that most had never seen in his hands.


  Sloan opened the cover slowly and read the first page.


  
    
      School was okay today. Someone mentioned the little theatre is going to do “Snow White” in the spring. Maybe I’ll tryout.

    

  


  And a couple of days later.


  
    
      The girls at school are calling me names behind my back. Sandy called me a “slut” and told me I better stay away from her boyfriend. I hate Jack. I don’t know why she would think I didn’t.

    

  


  The next entry was ten days later, written with a shaky hand.


  
    
      I don’t know what happened. I didn’t hurt anybody, but everyone wants to hurt me. I can’t tell Mama and Daddy because they might lose the farm. But Jack tried to rape me.

    

  


  Sloan’s nerveless fingers dropped the book before he had a chance to grab it. The ramifications of what Kelly wrote slammed through him. He snatched the book back up and read more.


  
    
      He cornered me after school and said he had something to show me. He was smiling when he said it. I didn’t feel right about it, but I followed him around the side of the old gym. His dad owns the bank. His mother runs the library. I thought I could trust him.


      But then he threw me down and ripped my shirt. He called me all sorts of awful names and tried to kiss me. When he stopped to unzip his pants, I kneed him and ran as fast as I could. I called Mama to tell her I’d be late. And then I changed my shirt with my gym clothes.


      I will never go anywhere near him again. And if he tries to get me alone again, I’m telling Daddy. I know Jack’s dad owns the farm, but I don’t want him anywhere near me.

    

  


  Sloan shut the book slowly and stood on shaking knees. No wonder Kelly didn’t want to see Jack. And Jack’s insinuation of having Kelly on her back was true. But he left out the part about trying to rape her.


  His gut tightened and rage flowed through his body. If he ever laid eyes on that piece of shit again, he would kill the bastard with his bare hands. Sloan’s eyes narrowed into slits at the thought of Kelly being helpless against the bastard.


  Sloan put the journal back and left Kelly’s room quickly. All the harsh words he said to her were ringing in his ears. He had been quick to judge, also. And now he had to try and reverse the damage.


  * * * *


  When Sloan joined everyone Friday morning for breakfast, he found Christine and George planning their evening. Kelly was silently eating her pancakes and reading the morning paper. He pulled out his chair beside her and sat down. She didn’t even look up.


  “Morning, boy.” George’s voice boomed throughout the kitchen.


  Sloan grinned at him. “Morning, sir.”


  “Me and the Missus are planning our date for this evening. Any suggestions?”


  Sloan blinked slowly. “Um…no. I don’t think so, sir.”


  “You two kids will have the house to yourself this evening,” Christine added. “George and I always go out on Friday evening and return Saturday morning. The neighbor will take care of feeding the livestock.”


  “You have fun, Mama.” Kelly’s voice was muffled behind the newspaper.


  “We will, hon.” Christine kissed George square on the mouth. “And your father better have one big surprise for me.”


  George winked at his wife. “You’ll just have to wait and see.”


  Christine rolled her eyes and grinned. “What can I get for you this morning, Sloan?” She loaded down his plate with hotcakes and sausages before he could reply.


  “What about you two? What are your plans for this evening?” George glanced from his daughter to Sloan.


  Sloan almost choked on his bite of pancake.


  Kelly folded the newspaper and lay it down. “I thought we’d rent movies and watch them in the living room, Daddy. That all right by you?”


  George grinned. “This girl.” He motioned to Kelly. “She paid our subscription to the satellite company, and now we have almost three hundred channels. And she wants to rent movies.” He grinned at Kelly and winked.


  She chuckled and shook her head. “I have cable, too. And sometimes it’s just best to rent the movies.” She turned to Sloan.


  His breath caught in his throat with a glance of her green eyes.


  “Sloan can go to town and pick up whatever he wants. I have my movie card.” She paused to study him. “Is that okay with you?”


  “Perfect.” He nodded and stuck another bite of pancake in his mouth so he wouldn’t have to speak again.


  “Well then.” George pushed himself back from the table. “I have some boys coming in today to see about helping around here. I’ll be in the red barn for most of the day.” He gave Christine a peck on the cheek and a pat on the butt.


  Kelly chuckled and picked up the newspaper again.


  “Are you sure you two wouldn’t rather go into town to the movies?”


  Sloan watched Kelly’s hand tighten on the newspaper.


  “No, ma’am.” He grinned at Christine. “We’ll be perfectly fine at home. I only hope Kelly doesn’t mind my taste in movies.”


  She glanced at him thankfully. “I’m sure I’ll like whatever you choose.”


  * * * *


  Sloan ran to town late in the afternoon and picked up five movies. He hoped at least a few of them would appeal to Kelly. He would try and do his best to make her comfortable and relaxed.


  When he returned to the farm, Christine and George were just about to leave. George was wearing dress slacks and a button-up shirt. His hair was slicked back, and he was wearing cologne. Christine had a stunning blue dress on with a shawl covering her shoulders. Her red hair fell around her shoulders in waves, and Sloan could see where Kelly’s beauty came from. Christine could have passed for Kelly’s older sister.


  Sloan whistled as he stepped through the doorway. He stepped forward and took Christine’s hand in his. He bent low and kissed the back of it.


  “You look absolutely stunning, Mrs. Marshall.”


  Christine blushed and grinned. “Thank you, Sloan.”


  “Boy. You best quit flirting with my wife.” George’s voice rumbled through the room, but his voice held pride and love.


  “Yes, sir.” Sloan nodded respectfully and then winked at Christine.


  George took his keys out of his pocket. “That’s it. We’re leaving.” He gave Kelly a kiss on her cheek and waggled his finger at Sloan. “You better watch that flirting, son.” George winked and chuckled as he helped his wife out the door.


  Sloan shut the door behind him and held out the movie bag to Kelly. She took it slowly and studied him.


  “They like you.”


  He grinned and winked. “There’s a lot to like.”


  Kelly rolled her eyes and turned to walk into the living room. “I’m going to change. Start some popcorn, and I’ll be back in a minute.” She hurried up the stairs, and Sloan looked around.


  He never spent a lot of time in this room. Most times he was passing through on his way to the kitchen. He took his time and walked around the room. There were lots of family pictures. And there were some of Kelly growing up through the years.


  His hand reached out to grab one that was taken at high school graduation. She was smiling, but he could see relief below the surface. Her ticket out of town had finally arrived.


  “That popcorn done yet?”


  Sloan jumped at Kelly’s voice. She stood in the doorway in green silk pajama pants and tank top. Her hair was bound in a loose ponytail, and she wore cow slippers on her feet.


  “Not yet.” He grinned apologetically. “I was looking at the pictures in here. I hadn’t noticed them before.”


  “You stay and look. I’ll make the popcorn.”


  He watched her leave and placed the picture back on the shelf slowly. He could hear Kelly moving around in the kitchen and raked his fingers through his hair. Frustration gnawed at him. There had to be something he could do to get through to her.


  For all the times he thought she was someone else, he finally realized she was as unsure as he was. The thought did little to comfort him. Sloan glanced back toward the kitchen and then went upstairs to change into his sleeping pants and a T-shirt.


  * * * *


  Kelly heard Sloan take the stairs up to the second floor and sighed. Her stomach was in knots all the time now. She knew she wanted Sloan, but she didn’t have any idea of how to go about getting him. Her behavior by the rocks embarrassed the hell out of her.


  For one moment, she was somewhere in the past. And that one moment utterly screwed the present. Kelly poured the popcorn into a huge, green bowl and then fixed two drinks. She carefully balanced the tray and took it into the living room.


  Five minutes later, Sloan came back downstairs and grinned at her. Kelly’s smile was shy as she looked at him. He was gorgeous. Utterly gorgeous. Even his green, flannel pajama bottoms looked sexy on him.


  “Are you ready to start?” His voice was low in the room.


  “Sure.” Kelly tried to smile as she looked around for someplace to sit. Her options were a recliner, a loveseat, and a sofa. She sat on the edge of the sofa and waited for Sloan to sit.


  He walked over and sat in the middle of the couch, on her left. He picked up the popcorn and put it on his lap.


  “You pick the first movie.”


  Kelly licked her lips and tried not to think about Sloan’s thigh pressing up against hers. His body heat was already making her warm. She pressed play and sat back against the couch cushion.


  * * * *


  They watched two movies in a row, and then Kelly yawned. “Maybe a little bit of television now. I don’t know if I can stay awake for another movie.”


  Sloan nodded and switched the television to cable. When the picture came into focus, there was a couple making love onscreen. Kelly caught her breath at the image before her.


  The woman was on her back while the man kissed his way down her body. They were both nude, and Kelly could catch flashes of the woman’s breast, and the man’s mouth on her.


  Sloan watched Kelly out of the corner of his eye. He had no idea the program was on television, but it appeared to be affecting Kelly. Her left hand was balled into a fist, and he could hear her breathing intensify.


  He reached out and touched her cheek gently. When she turned to him, he could see desire light in her eyes. Kelly leaned forward and brought Sloan’s mouth to hers.


  At her first touch, Sloan’s body tightened in pleasure at the feel of Kelly. She moved her mouth against his and licked and sucked on his lips. Her hands grabbed the back of his head and brought him closer.


  She moaned in pleasure as he grabbed her by the waist and swung her onto his lap. Kelly’s legs wrapped around him, and she strained to get closer.


  Their mouths never parted, and Sloan slid his hands up Kelly’s waist and under her silky tank top. His hands cupped her breasts while she arched into him.


  Sloan moved his right hand up and ran his thumb across her hardened nipple, and she groaned low in her throat. Kelly pulled away from him a second and lifted her shirt over her head.


  He immediately brought his mouth down to her breasts and loved them both. His tongue flickered against their hardness, and Kelly shuddered in ecstasy. Then those talented hands cupped her soft mounds and stroked them.


  Kelly pulled back and looked at Sloan with unfathomable eyes. “Take me upstairs.”


  Sloan swept her up into his arms and carried her to her room. When they stepped inside, he laid her softly on the bed. He sank down next to her and fitted her body to his.


  A fire raged in his blood at the feel of Kelly’s soft body next to his. Her soft curves begged to be touched, and he was happy to comply.


  He started at her mouth and moved his way slowly down to her throat. Sloan nibbled at her pulse point and groaned as Kelly arched her body into his. She grasped at his hair and moaned his name.


  Sloan moved farther downwards and licked and sucked on her breasts while Kelly writhed beneath him. When he looked up at her face, she was looking down at him with desire in her eyes. He kept eye contact as he sat up on his knees and eased her pajama pants off of her body.


  He removed his next and felt his blood boil as Kelly looked at every inch of him. Sloan sank back down on the bed but didn’t move to kiss her. He brought his face down against her belly and rubbed his soft whiskers against her.


  Kelly moaned at the sensation and then cried out as Sloan nipped at the delicate skin below her belly button. She tried to grab his shoulder with her right hand, but he moved her hand to the top of his head as he moved his mouth down further.


  She cried out at the feel of Sloan’s tongue tasting her. His arms wrapped around her thighs while he took his time pleasuring her body. Kelly sobbed with each new sensation, and her body began to tighten.


  The tension built within her, and she clutched Sloan’s hair as her orgasm slammed through her. Her body arched over and over again in pleasure.


  When Kelly opened her eyes, Sloan was looking down at her with a satisfied expression on his face. She laughed and then sat up. Quickly pushing him over, she straddled his lap and guided him inside her.


  He groaned at the feel of her tight body surrounding him. Kelly pushed his arms down when he tried to reach for her. She put them on her hips and grinned.


  “You just sit there and take it.” She began to move her body back and forth against his.


  Sloan’s jaw clenched as he realized his body was more than happy to be on the receiving end of Kelly’s. She moved slowly at first, and then began to quicken as she watched his face.


  Kelly gasped as Sloan partially sat up and took her breast into his mouth. She wound her hand through his hair and moved quicker. Sloan threw back his head at the movement and tried to hold on for as long as he could. But the feel of Kelly’s body was his undoing.


  He grabbed her hips and thrust deeper inside her, matching her move for move. Kelly’s body found the rhythm, and she felt her body become taut with pleasure again. Sloan moved his hand between them and began to stroke Kelly.


  Her hands dug into his shoulders as they peaked together. Kelly’s breath was whistling in and out while Sloan’s breathing was ragged.


  They collapsed on the bed. Kelly simply flattened herself against Sloan’s chest.


  “I need a drink,” she muttered.


  “Me, too.” Sloan blew out a breath. “And when I regain use of my legs. I’d be more than happy to get one for you and me.”


  Kelly lifted her head slightly to smile at Sloan. “Well worth the wait.”


  He chuckled. “More than.”


  They lay there for another five minutes.


  “Capable of movement yet?” Kelly laughed.


  “Not yet. Though feeling is coming back to my toes.”


  Ten minutes later.


  “I need a drink, man.” Kelly opened her eyes and peeked up at Sloan. “Don’t wimp out on me now.”


  “Woman!” Sloan patted Kelly’s head. “I’ll show you wimping out.”


  She rolled off of him and watched as he stood on wobbly legs. “Ha! I’ll be back with drinks in a minute.” Sloan pulled on his pajama bottoms and walked out of the room.


  Kelly threw back her arms and grinned. Her body was still highly pleased with its extracurricular activities. And if she played her cards right, maybe there would be a repeat performance.


  Sloan walked back into the room with sandwiches and soda on a tray. He glanced down at Kelly’s nakedness and put the tray on the nearest dresser. “Maybe we’ll eat in a minute.”


  She was still laughing as he pounced on her again.


  * * * *


  Kelly woke Saturday morning with her head on Sloan’s chest and her arm wrapped around his waist. Sun was filtering though her sheer curtains, and she could hear the birds singing. She glanced up at Sloan and grinned. His arm was wrapped around her shoulders, and he snored softly.


  She tried to push herself up without waking him. When she twisted to the left, his arm tightened around her.


  “And where do you think you’re going?” Sloan’s voice was rough with sleep.


  “The folks will be back in another couple of hours. I was going to get up and clean things a bit.”


  “Nope.”


  Kelly arched an eyebrow. “Nope?” she repeated.


  “We still have business, you and I.”


  “Ah. Do we now?” Kelly’s tone was light and teasing. “Do tell.” She glanced at her childhood bed and shook her head. “There’s something inherently naughty about playing in your childhood bed. Don’t you think?”


  “Yes.” Sloan ran his hand over Kelly’s collarbone and stopped just above her left breast. “But being naughty can be nice.” He wriggled his eyebrows, and she laughed.


  “Then by all means. Let’s be naughty.”


  Chapter 14


  They finally tumbled out of bed about an hour later. They took a shower together and then walked downstairs.


  “I’m starving.” Sloan patted his stomach and looked hopefully at Kelly.


  She rolled her eyes. “You go clean the living room. I’ll make lunch. Okay?”


  He grinned and walked briskly out the door.


  Kelly laughed. “Men,” she muttered. She opened the refrigerator and started taking out lunch meat.


  When Sloan walked back in ten minutes later, Kelly was already heading back to the living room. His eyes widened at the sight of the tray laden with food.


  “Wow!” he exclaimed. “I see you’re a woman of many talents.” His hazel eyes were gleaming. “Want me to carry that?”


  “Sure.” Kelly handed him the tray and turned around. “I’ll grab the drinks.”


  She met him back in the living room, and they sat on the couch. Sloan picked up his sandwich and moaned in bliss.


  “This is great. You didn’t tell me you knew how to cook.”


  “Making a hot sandwich is not cooking.” Kelly smiled. “But yes. I can cook.” She motioned to the big, brown bowl. “Try the salad.”


  Sloan forked a large salad onto a plate and took a bite. His eyes widened. “I would have never guessed it.” He slanted her a look. “This could rival your mother’s.”


  “Shhh!” Kelly grinned. “That’s blasphemy. I’ll be glad to take a close second, though.” She made her own salad, smiling.


  They watched television for an hour in companionable silence. When the clock began to strike noon, they heard the key in the lock.


  George and Christine stepped inside and hung up their jackets.


  “We’re home!” George’s voice boomed.


  Kelly walked out of the living room with Sloan on her heels.


  “You two kids have a good time?”


  “It was wonderful!” Christine smiled up at her husband. “He took me to a fancy restaurant in the city. And then a play.”


  Kelly’s green eyes widened in shock. “Daddy? You went to a play?”


  “Yep.” He nodded. “Wasn’t half bad. Not nearly as good as any of yours, hon.” His big bear of a hand came out to grab Sloan by the shoulder.


  “And how did you two make out?”


  Sloan chuckled. “Not bad, Mr. Marshall. Not bad at all.”


  “I see you’re both alive. It’s a good sign.” George put his arm around Christine’s shoulder. “Mother. Let’s go to bed. I need a nap.” He winked at Sloan and Kelly, and the pair disappeared into their room.


  Sloan yawned loudly. “A nap sounds nice.”


  Kelly smacked him in the stomach soundly, and Sloan’s breath whooshed out.


  “What?”


  “We have to pack so we can catch our flight at five. We’ll have to leave here by three. That’s only a little bit from now.” Kelly cocked her head to the side. “Did you finish all your sketches?”


  Sloan nodded. “I think Bob and Bryan will be pleased.” He glanced toward the doorway and then brought Kelly close to him. His lips brushed against her hair. “Maybe not time for a nap. But possibly time for something else.”


  Kelly chuckled. “Pack first. Play later. Got it?”


  He sighed and then looked at his watch. He mentally calculated the time and grinned. “It’ll only take me half an hour to pack.”


  She smacked him lightly on the ass. “We’ll see, studmuffin. But I’m not making any promises.”


  “None needed.” Sloan started toward the stairs and turned around at the first step. “You know where to find me if you change your mind.” He grinned and took the stairs two at a time.


  Kelly watched him disappear and then sank onto the couch again. She looked at her watch. She thought about all packing she had to do. And then she took the stairs at a trot.


  * * * *


  George and Christine dropped the pair off at the airport at exactly four o’clock. Their flight didn’t leave until five. George looked fondly at his only child and hugged her closely.


  “Don’t wait so long between visits, girl. Your mother misses you.”


  Christine rolled her eyes. “Don’t try to be tough, old man. I know you miss her, too.” She dabbed at her green eyes with a tissue. “We love you, Kelly. Have a safe flight and call us when you arrive home.”


  George clapped Sloan on the back. “You don’t be a stranger, either, son.” He bent down low and whispered, “And keep an eye on her. I don’t trust that town.”


  Sloan nodded. “I promise.”


  Christine moved forward and embraced Kelly. When she moved back, she motioned to Sloan. “You get a hug, too.”


  He hugged Kelly’s mother and smiled. “Anytime you want to leave this guy,” he jerked his head toward George, “you give me a call.”


  Christine chuckled. “Take care.”


  Sloan and Kelly waved as they made their way toward their gate to wait. As soon as they rounded the corner, Sloan heard Kelly make a small noise.


  He glanced at her and wasn’t surprised to find her fighting tears. She was trying to breathe shallowly and swallow back her sadness.


  Sloan put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close. “Don’t hold back, Kelly. You’ll only give yourself a headache.”


  She sniffled and turned her face into his jacket. He held her close while she cried quietly against him. When she was finished, he fished out a handkerchief and handed it to her.


  “Thanks.” Her voice was muffled against the soft cloth.


  When she lifted her head, her emerald eyes were still swimming in tears. Kelly blinked them away and dabbed at her eyes. She took a deep, shuddering breath.


  “I hate that part. It seems to become harder and harder.”


  “They’re good people.”


  Kelly looked at him gratefully. “The best. Thanks.” She squared her shoulders and moved away from him. “I’m fine now.” She glanced around and found a restroom. “I’ll be right back.”


  He nodded as he watched her walk away.


  * * * *


  Kelly walked out of the bathroom fifteen minutes later looking completely different. The blue sundress she had worn to the airport was replaced with an expensive, blue silk pantsuit and high heels. Her red hair, instead of falling loosely against her shoulders, was pinned back into a tight chignon.


  Sloan’s mouth dropped open in surprise when Felicia walked out of the bathroom that Kelly had walked into. Even her face was painted to resemble the woman on the soap. Little to no trace of the farm girl he spent the week with remained.


  He was speechless when she rejoined him in the seats by the gate.


  “What happened?”


  Kelly shrugged. “Back to my reality.” She smiled wanly. “No one wants to see a farm girl get off the plane in Los Angeles. It’s all about image. And unfortunately,” she motioned to herself, “this one pays the bills.”


  “I see.” Sloan studied her closely.


  “What are you looking for?”


  “Kelly.”


  She sighed. “I’m here. Believe me. And these damn heels are already irritating me. What I wouldn’t give for cowboy boots.” Kelly looked down at the offending footwear and wrinkled her nose.


  Sloan laughed.


  Their flight was called to board about half an hour later. Kelly led Sloan onto the plane, and they settled into their first class seats. She looked longingly out the window one last time. She was already thinking about when she would be able to come back.


  Sloan’s hand reached over and patted hers. She looked at him and smiled.


  “Thanks.”


  He nodded. “Don’t you have any friends in California?”


  Kelly snorted. “You’re kidding, right?”


  “No.”


  “I thought when I first came out to go to auditions, that people would be half-assed friendly. But the smile would never reach their eyes. And some were so obviously hateful that I avoided those completely.”


  “No coworkers?”


  Kelly slanted a glance at Sloan. “You’re highly naïve.”


  He chuckled. “I take that as a ‘no’.”


  “You’d take that correctly.” Kelly sat back in her chair and sighed. “I tried extremely hard in the beginning to be nice to everybody. And it backfired. A lot of the women on the set are jealous. And some will take the most innocent comment and throw it back in your face.” She shook her head. “After the third time of that fun, I was done.”


  Sloan nodded. “I see.”


  Kelly arched an eyebrow. “I’m fine. I’ll be back to visit my parents before the year is out. I try to go at least twice. Maybe I can sneak in two more trips.” She turned back to the window.


  * * * *


  They arrived at LAX in the evening, and all hell broke loose. When the wheels touched down, Kelly took a pair of large, dark shades and slipped them on. She freshened up her lipstick and patted her hair.


  The flight attendants came to escort them off, and Sloan could actually see Kelly begin to even walk differently. Her relaxed gait was gone. Every move of every hip was calculated.


  Kelly disembarked from the plane, and Sloan followed. Immediately, there were throngs of people screaming and waving. She waved and smiled at the crowd, while still walking briskly toward the exit.


  A photographer stepped close and began taking a series of photos. Kelly held up her hand and tried to push through, but he wouldn’t move. Before security could help, she saw Sloan put his hand in the man’s face.


  Instantly there was a flurry of flashes, and Kelly groaned. She could already see tomorrow’s headline. Security came and escorted Kelly and Sloan into a waiting limo.


  When she glanced at Sloan, he appeared to be in shock. His hair was disheveled, and he was scowling.


  “It’s a damn madhouse!”


  “Yes.”


  “You knew this would happen.” The tone was certain.


  “Yes.” She sighed. “More than likely someone from the studio leaked it. So much better to keep the soap’s name in the paper.”


  Kelly watched him sit back and process the entire debacle. And then she saw it. He shut himself down. His hazel eyes became distant, and she could see he was irritated. She didn’t let herself feel. She simply looked out the shaded window the entire drive to her house.


  * * * *


  The limo dropped Sloan off at his house, and he watched Kelly pull away. He was in over his head. The certainty did little to comfort him. He didn’t want to live in a fishbowl. That wasn’t the life for him.


  His head began pounding. What do I do when the person I want most is wanted by half the population?


  * * * *


  Kelly thanked the limo driver when he brought her luggage inside. She wearily turned the light on and looked around. She was home. It was a little chilly so Kelly cranked up the thermostat and went to change clothes. Unpacking could wait until tomorrow. She made sure to call her parents before she took her bath.


  She hung up the phone after a brief conversation and looked around her empty house. Her feet dragged the entire length of the corridor to her room. Sloan was foremost in her mind. And he wasn’t happy. The look on his face with the chaos at the airport wouldn’t leave her mind. Kelly sighed.


  She quickly undressed and sank into her circular tub. The hot water was helping the knots in her back and neck. Kelly closed her eyes and brought Sloan’s image into her head. God, he was attractive. Those hazel eyes. Those strong hands. She shivered in the water.


  Their time together at her parents’ farm touched her deeply. He was more than an attractive man. Sloan was charming. Caring. And utterly disgusted with her profession.


  Kelly sank lower into the water. Where do we go from here? She blew out a breath. Who knew? She groaned and stood up. Any more time in the water, and she would be one big prune. She grabbed the nearest towel and wrapped it around herself.


  Tomorrow was Sunday. She could prep herself for the week ahead and simply relax. A little time to herself would do her wonders.


  * * * *


  Sloan woke up Sunday morning and reached across his empty bed before he was fully awake. When his hand tapped the emptiness, he opened his eyes and scowled. No one was there. That’s what happened when Kelly went back to her own house, and he was at his.


  He growled and swung himself up to a sitting position. Sleep was a long time coming last night, and his temperament this morning was anything but affable. Sloan ran his hands through his hair and looked around the room. His bags were still packed in the corner. Those could wait until later.


  The phone rang shrilly a couple of minutes later, and he snatched it from the cradle.


  “Hello?”


  “Hey, Sloan!” Bob’s voice filtered through. “I’m glad you’re awake.” Sloan snorted as Bob continued. “We’ve got a lot of work to do. I hope you finished your sketches.” The sentence ended hopefully.


  “Yeah. They’re all done.” He paused. “It’s a Sunday, Bob. What does Dot think about you working?”


  Bob’s voice lowered. “She’s ticked. But Bryan is paying the workers and designers a huge bonus if we finish early. And that will go a long way toward the birthday present I’m going to get her.”


  Sloan looked at the alarm clock. “It’s barely seven-thirty.”


  “I’ll meet you at the set a little after eight. Thanks, Sloan.”


  The receiver clicked loudly in his ear. Sloan put it down and shook his head. He wouldn’t let the crew down. He knew how nice it was to have a bonus coming.


  Sloan walked to the front door and picked up his paper before he started his coffee. When he took it out of the plastic, his eye caught the entertainment section.


  “Shit.” He sat down slowly in the chair and read the headline.


  
    
      Mystery Man and Soap Diva spend weekend together.

    

  


  And there he was in all his glory. A hand was thrust out to try and protect Kelly while she huddled close to him. The article went on to speculate that Kelly finally found someone who wasn’t an actor to hop in bed with. Rumors were rampant about the secret location of their tryst.


  Sloan’s jaw locked. He slammed his fist down on the table. Well, wasn’t that a kick in the ass first thing in the morning? He shoved his chair back and started his coffee. Now everyone thought he was Kelly’s latest boy toy.


  He walked back into his bedroom and pulled on blue jeans and a T-shirt. His anger was fueled by the fact he would catch hell on the set. And what would Kelly do?


  The thought of Kelly made him stop in his tracks. She dealt with this crap on a regular basis. And what he learned about her was at odds with what he was reading. Sloan pondered the possibilities while he drank his coffee and ate his Danish.


  When he was finished, he grabbed his keys and a jacket. He pushed thoughts of Kelly to the back of his mind. His only thought this morning was building sets.


  * * * *


  That lasted exactly five minutes after he made it to the set. A paper was shoved in his face, and he scowled.


  “Yeah. I know.”


  Bob lowered the paper and grinned. “You’re famous.”


  “Shut up.”


  Bob laughed. “I knew that would thrill you.” He glanced at the sketchpads Sloan held in the crook of his arm. He rubbed his hands together. “Is that them?”


  “Yes.”


  The set designer snatched the sketchpads, and Sloan followed him into the office. Bob sat behind the desk and began thumbing through them. When he was finished with them, he sat back. A slow smile spread across his face.


  “Absolutely fantastic work, Sloan.”


  Sloan inclined his head. “Thanks.”


  Bob stood up. “We’ve hired on extra people for the building.” He looked at Sloan. “You ready to put in some hours?”


  “Sure.”


  They walked back out into the main corridor, and Bob clapped his hands loudly.


  “Listen up, guys. We’ve got the sketches. I’m dividing you into groups. We’ll take breaks and lunch together. But in the meantime, I expect quality work done safely.” He stared at each member of the crew. “Any questions?”


  “Can I go with Kelly next time so I can be inspired?”


  Laughter broke out among the guys, and Bob tried to hide his grin. “I doubt it, Chad.” He clapped Sloan on the back. “This is the main man for this project. Any questions go directly to him. Let’s get to it!”


  * * * *


  Kelly yawned loudly and kept her eyes shut. If she opened them, that meant she would have to get out of bed. That would lead to the day zipping by. That, in turn, would lead to her having to go back to work tomorrow. Rather hateful domino effect.


  She groaned and opened her eyes. There was no way she could stay in bed all day. Kelly swung her legs over the side of the bed and stretched. She walked down to the kitchen and poured herself some diet soda. As soon as she took a drink, she smiled. Maybe a little toast, too.


  She popped two pieces of sourdough bread in the toaster and took the low fat cream cheese out of the refrigerator. When the toast popped, she slathered on the cream cheese and took a big bite. Bliss.


  Kelly grabbed her glass and walked back into the living room. She turned on the stereo and sat there. Motivation would kick in any minute now. She was sure of it. It was always hard to get back into the swing of things after seeing her folks. The slower pace was at odds with her professional life. That’s why she treasured her weekends.


  Fifteen minutes later, she stood and walked back into her bedroom to dress. She pulled out a blue terrycloth jumper and pulled her hair back into a ponytail. After dressing, she took out the two portraits she bought and looked for places to put them.


  When they had been hung, she was surprised to hear her intercom buzz.


  “Hello?”


  “Kelly! It’s Wilda and Tempest. Can we come up?”


  “Sure.” Kelly smiled as she pushed the button. She missed her assistant while she was gone. And she wondered how the soap was going in her absence. Storylines could change on a dime.


  Kelly opened her garage door and trotted down the steps. Wilda stepped out first, and Kelly hurried over to her and gave her a huge hug. Her assistant was dressed in a flaming red dress that hugged her curves. Tempest stepped out next, and Kelly grinned. She was wearing a silvery dress with a sapphire blue belt.


  “I feel positively dowdy.” Kelly laughed and motioned them inside. “And to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit, ladies?”


  “How was the trip?” Wilda’s tone was curious.


  Kelly led them through the garage and into the house. “Fine. And how was work?”


  Tempest rolled her eyes. “I had no idea these people could be so demanding. It doesn’t bode well for my future.” She tossed a meaningful glance at her sister.


  Wilda shook her head. “You knew the risks.” She turned back to Kelly. “Did you and Sloan manage not to harm each other?”


  Kelly lifted her chin. “Yes. Though it was a struggle.”


  Wilda narrowed her eyes and looked into Kelly’s. She smiled slightly. “Good.” When she turned to Tempest, she sent her sister what she had picked up from Kelly.


  Tempest’s smiled widely. Her blue eyes danced. She grabbed Kelly by the arm and propelled her toward the couch. “Let’s hear all about it.”


  Kelly laughed as the women flanked her. “Not so fast.” She looked at one and then the other. “What happened on the set? Anything new and exciting?”


  “Same old thing.” Tempest tucked Kelly into the couch and then leaned forward. “About the trip…” she began.


  Wilda scowled. “Tempest.” Her sharp tone immediately gained Tempest’s attention.


  Kelly looked from one to the other and grinned. “I recognize that tone.” She looked at Wilda. “You’re the older sister, correct?”


  “Yes. But we have two more. Eden is the oldest, and Kendra is the youngest.”


  “Wow. I’m an only child.” Kelly leaned closer to Tempest. “Was it hard living with her?” She jerked her head toward Wilda.


  Tempest’s laughter pealed throughout the room. She dabbed at her eyes with a silver handkerchief. “Oh, child. You have no idea what she’s capable of.”


  Wilda’s lips twitched. “That’s nothing compared to what I’m capable of now, sister dear.”


  Kelly laughed. And then she looked at the pair and snapped her fingers. “I almost forgot. I brought you two back something from home.” She jumped up hurriedly and hustled down the hall.


  Wilda watched fondly as Kelly left. She turned to Tempest when she lost sight of Kelly.


  “Tempest! You are to let that woman tell us herself. You are not to pry. Do you understand?”


  Tempest sighed. “I know!” She glanced toward the hallway. “But it’s so hard.” She lowered her voice further. “Sloan’s the key, isn’t he?”


  “I think so.” Wilda nodded. “But we can’t push. Mortals become obstinate when that happens.”


  “Tell me about it.” Tempest’s blue eyes were calculating. “When are you going to give her the second gift?”


  Wilda closed her eyes briefly. “It’s not time yet. I’ll know when. But for now, I’m still to guide her.”


  Kelly walked back into the living room with a bag in each hand. She gave one to Wilda and the other to Tempest.


  “Here you go, ladies.”


  She watched as each woman looked inside the bag. Wilda smiled as she took out the homemade bath salts. Tempest held hers up.


  “Thank you, Kelly! These are beautiful.”


  Kelly grinned. “There’s a woman who makes bath gifts in the area. I thought you two would like them.”


  “They’re lovely.” Wilda smiled and hugged Kelly. She put her bath salts up and guided Kelly toward the couch. “Now tell us about your trip.”


  “It was nice.” Kelly’s tone was as vague as possible.


  “Nice?” Tempest echoed. She arched an eyebrow. “Is that all you have to say?”


  “Hush!” Wilda glared at her younger sister.


  Kelly shook her head. “It was nice to be back home on the farm.”


  “And how did the sketches go?” Wilda studied Kelly’s face.


  “Very well, apparently.” Kelly smiled. “Sloan seemed to get what he came for.”


  “Indeed.” Tempest snorted.


  Kelly looked from one sister to the other.


  “Is there something, anything, perhaps you two aren’t telling me?”


  Wilda sighed. “We like Sloan. And we think he would be a nice sort of fellow for you to know.”


  Kelly didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. She simply sat there shaking her head. “I have the feeling this is what it’s like in a family full of siblings.” She put one hand on Wilda’s and the other on Tempest’s.


  “I am perfectly capable of finding a nice sort of fellow. Believe me. Though I do appreciate both of your help. Really.” She patted them one last time and stood up. “Would either of you care for something to drink?”


  “Water for both of us, please.” Wilda smiled.


  “Okay.”


  When Kelly turned around, Wilda leaned forward to Tempest. “I swear that if you push any harder, I’ll come and visit your mortal. How would you like that?”


  Tempest sighed and pouted. “I’m only trying to help.”


  “I know, love.” Wilda nodded. “But this is a delicate situation. And you’re rather a bull in a China shop.”


  Instead of being offended, Tempest threw back her head and laughed. “That I am.”


  Kelly returned, grinning and holding two glasses of water. “And what do you two find so amusing?”


  Wilda took a sip of water and smiled. “Subtleties and my sister’s absolute lack of having them.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “I hate to leave so soon, but I have plans this evening.”


  Tempest looked puzzled as she stared at her sister. Wilda narrowed her emerald eyes, and Tempest nodded. “Sorry, Kelly. But we look forward to having you back tomorrow.”


  “What?” Kelly asked. “No gossip? No tantrums? I don’t get any information about what happened while I was gone?”


  Wilda stood quickly. “Sorry, Kelly. But we’ll catch up tomorrow.” She whisked Tempest up and out of the house before Kelly could scarcely blink.


  When the sisters left, Kelly walked back into the house and reset the alarm. Odd behavior from the pair of them. Made her wonder what exactly went on while she was gone. She cleaned up the living room and went back to her bedroom. Maybe a little nap would help.


  Kelly woke up later and looked over at the package on her dresser. Bryan sent over the week’s script, and it had been waiting for her when she arrived home. She walked over and snatched it up. Tearing the top, she removed it and began to read. Her smile broadened as she read page after page. It was going to be one hell of a storyline.


  * * * *


  Kelly’s alarm woke her bright and early Monday morning. She stretched and rolled over. The alarm clock mocked her. She flipped it off and then laughed. Mornings rather sucked.


  At least she had the forethought of picking out the clothes she was wearing today. The peach yoga pants and tank would be comfortable enough to lounge in between takes. And she had an overwhelming feeling that today would be one long-ass day.


  Kelly cleaned up quickly, grabbed her soda, and hit her truck at a dash. She cranked the radio and sipped her soda on the way to the lot. The guard waved her in, and she grinned and waved back.


  She parked and hopped out quickly. Her tote was swung around her arm, and she tried to balance everything. When she turned around, she ran right into someone.


  “Well. Isn’t that nice?” The voice was snide. “The queen returns.”


  Chapter 15


  Matt stood there with his arms crossed. “Nice of you to join us, Kelly. How was your trip?”


  Kelly glanced at the paper under Matt’s arm and inwardly sighed. The stupid ass was obviously in a knot because her picture was in the paper and none of it involved him.


  “Go away, Matt.” She waved her hand at him. “I’m busy. And you’re irritating.” Kelly sidestepped him and walked briskly for the stage door.


  “Hey! Wait up!” Matt trotted up beside her.


  She rolled her eyes and kept walking. He roughly grabbed her arm right before she ducked into her dressing room. Kelly turned on him with fire in her eyes.


  “Touch me again,” she warned, “and you’ll regret it.” Her green eyes flashed in her face.


  Matt’s eyes narrowed. “Listen, Miss High-and-Mighty, I just wanted to warn you.” He shook the paper in her face, and she snatched it. “No one likes actresses who sleep with the help.” He turned on his heel and strode away.


  Kelly shut the dressing room door behind her and opened the paper up. She groaned in frustration. Great. Just damn great. She threw the paper on her vanity. Interfering bastards.


  She was brooding by the time Wilda and Tempest joined her.


  Wilda took one look at her and then the paper, which was still open to the picture in front of her. She picked it up and studied it.


  “They didn’t capture Sloan’s best side.”


  Kelly looked at her and broke into laughter. She was holding her sides when Tempest walked in.


  “You are too much!” Kelly shook her head. She shook the paper out again and studied herself and Sloan.


  Wilda winked at Tempest over Kelly’s head.


  They quickly dressed Kelly for her scene and fixed her hair. As soon as she was ready, they led her out onto the sets and waited for her comments.


  Kelly stopped in her tracks and her breath whooshed out of her. The set crew had taken off the canvas covering the sets. She walked over to the wall closest to her and touched it delicately. The ivory and blue design moved gracefully up and across each wall. Small streaks of silver raced between the paint and swirled playfully along.


  A round beam of light lit up the middle of the room from above. Kelly looked up and smiled. A high-watt bulb illuminated the floor where the skylight in her castle had been.


  “It’s perfect.” She sighed.


  Bryan came up behind her and hugged her. “Sloan did a fantastic job with the sketches.”


  “Where is he?” Kelly’s green eyes darted around the set.


  “The crew worked all night, Kelly. And they’ll be hard at it the rest of this week. He’s probably home sleeping right now.”


  “Ah.” She bit down sharply on the disappointment. Her hand traced the paint pattern again, and she smiled. When she turned to Bryan, her green eyes were bright. “Let’s make magic.”


  * * * *


  Kelly threw herself into her part and embraced her character. For once, Felicia was not the one in control, and Kelly made sure every viewer saw that. Christian gave the performance of a lifetime as a love-struck man who would do anything to free the woman he loved from her life of wealth and greed.


  The first day they simply established the connection between the two. Christian would wink at her between takes as he tied her up in her “castle” and professed his desire for her. Felicia struggled against her bonds and made it abundantly clear she would have him drawn and quartered when she was released.


  At the end of the day, Kelly’s wrists were a little sore, but she was utterly satisfied with her performance. She and Christian were so caught up in acting that they didn’t hear Bryan yell, “Cut!” at first. And when they finally did, the whole soundstage broke out in applause. Christian scooped Kelly up, and they both bowed low.


  When they stood, Kelly grinned at her coworkers. And then she saw Matt and Christy huddled on the far side by the outside door. Neither was smiling, and Christy had a look on her face that could have cut glass.


  Bryan rushed over and hugged Kelly. “Beautiful, Kelly. Absolutely beautiful!” He grinned. “I’ll get that over to the Sparks as soon as possible.”


  Kelly thanked him and then hugged Christian. “Not bad, boy toy.” They watched as Bryan hurried off to print the tape.


  Christian snickered. “You better remember who has whom tied up, woman.” The smug look slid off his face. His blue eyes widened a bit.


  “Yes?” Kelly looked up and waited patiently.


  “Summer needed the car today.”


  Kelly blinked twice and waited for him to say more.


  “I need a ride please.” Christian’s tone was soft and pleading.


  “Ah, I see.” Kelly put her hands on her hip. “You’ve just had me tied up all day, laughed maniacally while tying me up, and I’m supposed to give you a ride home?”


  “Kelly, please.” He sighed. “If I’m late, she’s going to kill me.”


  “And my problem would be?” she asked.


  “Okay! Okay!” He threw his hands up. “I won’t tease you at all tomorrow.”


  Her green eyes studied his blue ones. “Promise?”


  “Yes.” He sighed heavily.


  “Good. Let’s go change, and I’ll give you a lift.”


  * * * *


  Kelly met Christian fifteen minutes later outside her dressing room door. His hand was raised to knock when she opened the door.


  Christian slung his arm around her and took her bag. “Ready to go?”


  “More than.” Kelly grinned up at him and then felt her skin prickle. She glanced around and saw Sloan walking toward them. He was wearing his work clothes, and Kelly’s mouth went dry. Her hands itched to touch his skin, and she hurriedly stuck them in her pockets.


  Sloan stopped right in front of the pair and looked from Kelly to the man beside her.


  “The sets are beautiful.” Kelly’s voice was soft as she looked up into Sloan’s hazel eyes.


  “Thanks.” The word was clipped.


  Kelly stiffened immediately, and Christian looked from one to the other. He opened his mouth to speak and then snapped it shut. Then he bent down and whispered in Kelly’s ear.


  She glanced up at him with a look of disbelief on her face. “What?” she asked. And then she realized what Christian was doing as she watched Sloan clench his fists.


  Kelly glared at Christian and then Sloan. “Men!” She stomped off and left the pair there.


  Christian looked at Sloan and shook his head. “Quit mistaking the two of them. Kelly has a heart of gold. Felicia doesn’t have a heart, or at least one she’s aware of yet. Her motivator is money.” He started to walk off when Sloan grabbed his arm.


  “So there’s not…”


  Christian smiled. “My girlfriend would kick my ass.” He nodded to the soundstage. “Nice sets, man.” Then he took off at a trot for the exit.


  Kelly was drumming her hands on the steering wheel when Christian climbed into the truck. She turned on him with a furious expression.


  “You are an utter jackass.” She shook her head. “I ought to make you walk home. So much for your damn promise.”


  “C’mon, Kel. I was just jerking your man around. We straightened it out. And besides, I promised for tomorrow. I didn’t say anything about today.”


  Kelly’s head swiveled back toward Christian. “Straightened it out?” Her voice was deadly calm. “What in the hell does that mean exactly?” She started the truck and pulled out of the lot. “You two need to straighten out your own business before you step into mine.”


  “He likes you.” Christian’s voice became teasing. “He wanted to kick my ass.”


  “God,” Kelly muttered. “I don’t need this kind of complication.”


  Christian tried one more time to start a conversation, but Kelly cranked the radio up louder and refused to look at him. They pulled up in front of Christian’s house fifteen minutes later.


  Summer was gardening in the front yard in a bikini and a pair of flip-flops. The young blonde waved at Kelly and walked over.


  “Thanks, Kelly.” She shot a glance to Christian. “Did he behave today?”


  Kelly glared at him. “Not hardly.”


  Christian smiled weakly and hurried out of the cab of the truck. He banged his knee on the door and cursed loudly.


  Kelly snickered and winked at Summer. “See if you can straighten him out.”


  “It’s a thankless job, but I’ll do my best.” Summer sighed.


  Both women watched as Christian walked up the sidewalk, heavily favoring his sore knee.


  “Cut it out!” Summer yelled. “I know when you’re acting.”


  They watched as the limping ceased, and Christian’s shoulders slumped dejectedly. Summer grinned at Kelly. “Have a good night.”


  Kelly pulled away with her mind racing. The emotional intensity of the day was wearing her down. The sets were absolutely amazing, and she could transport herself away to a different world in them. Sloan’s work was top-notch.


  But the mere thought of Sloan brought back desires she couldn’t tamp down so easily. Her body tightened in arousal and broke out in goosebumps. She had wanted more than anything to wrap herself around him and not let go. The mere thought shook her more than she would ever admit.


  History told her to leave it alone, but her mind and body wished for more. Kelly vowed to confront Sloan tomorrow and finally bring everything out in the open.


  * * * *


  The rest of Kelly’s week was a blur of costume changes, set changes, and ibuprofen. She would show up early to work and wait patiently while Wilda and Tempest fixed her hair and costume for the day.


  Her wardrobe became more ragged as the days passed. They had to make sure she looked exactly like she had at the end of the previous day’s shooting. It was tedious, but Kelly knew the result would be outstanding.


  Kelly waited Tuesday evening until five o’clock, but Sloan didn’t show up. Bob walked over and explained that Sloan had plans that evening but he would be back Wednesday. She thanked him and went home. And then she made sure the following days she was gone by the time Sloan arrived. She simply wasn’t equipped to deal with all the emotional intensity at the time.


  Twice during the week, Christy cornered Kelly and acted as though they were great friends. Kelly could see right through the façade but didn’t understand why Christy would even put forth the effort.


  Friday afternoon when Bryan dismissed the cast, Kelly slid her feet into some slippers and walked slowly over to the table piled high with snacks and food. She bit into a bagel and chewed thoughtfully.


  “Excuse me, Miss?”


  Kelly turned and looked into the baby blue eyes of a young man who was nervously holding out a piece of paper and a pen. His blonde hair flipped carelessly over his forehead and was a bit shaggy all around. He had a muscular build and was obviously on set to work on the designs for her castle. His clothes were spattered with paint, and he had a hammer tucked into his toolbelt.


  “Would you please sign this?” His gaze darted nervously around.


  “Sure.” Kelly smiled tiredly and took the pen. She opened her mouth again when Bob came around the corner with a scowl.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I’m sorry.” The young man motioned to Kelly. “I only wanted an autograph.”


  She touched Bob’s sleeve gently. “It’s fine, Bob. I don’t mind.” Kelly turned back towards the young man. “And you’re name?”


  “Steven Cross. With a ‘v’,” he added. His intent blue eyes never left her face.


  “Okay, Steven Cross with a ‘v.’” She signed with a flourish and handed the paper back. “Have a nice weekend.”


  “Thank you, Felicia.” He turned and scurried away before Bob could say anything else.


  Bob shook his head. “That boy can build sets, but he’s a dreamer. I’ve found him tracing the patterns with his hand and mumbling under his breath about fairy tales and such.”


  “You and Sloan didn’t hire him?”


  “Nope. Bryan had some part in it. He’s related to someone on the cast. I don’t even want to know who.” Bob shook his head and walked off with a chuckle.


  Kelly rubbed her eyes and shuffled off to her dressing room. Wilda and Tempest were both waiting for her. Tempest brushed out her hair while Wilda cleaned her up and slid a simple sundress over her.


  When Wilda touched Kelly’s hand to get her attention, a shock went through her. Her hand clamped down on Kelly’s.


  “Ouch!” Kelly looked up at Wilda quickly. “What happened?”


  “A spasm.” Wilda voice soothed away Kelly’s worries. “You need not worry, child.”


  Kelly stood up ten minutes later and thanked them both. “I’ll see you both Monday.” She waved wearily as she left.


  Wilda waited until she knew Kelly was out of earshot.


  “What?” Tempest’s voice was urgent, and her blue eyes were round with worry.


  “Something is going to happen.” Wilda’s emerald eyes narrowed. “Something I cannot change. And Kelly will have the chance to find out how strong she really is.”


  * * * *


  Kelly walked out the soundstage door to her truck and stopped in her tracks. Sloan was parked right beside her, leaning against his truck. He straightened up when he saw her, and she hid her smile.


  “Are you done for the day?”


  “Yes.” Kelly stopped about two feet from him. She looked up into his hazel eyes. “Can I help you with something?”


  His mouth tightened. “No.” He turned to go when Kelly grabbed his arm.


  “Wait.” She blew out a breath. “I’m sorry. It’s been a long week.” Her emerald eyes were weary.


  Sloan ran his hands through his hair. “I was wondering if you had plans this evening.”


  Kelly cocked her head to the side and studied the man in front of her. “Me and the tub.” She spoke again before she could question herself. “Care to join us?”


  * * * *


  Kelly watched Sloan in her rearview mirror as she drove up her driveway. He pulled in behind her and then turned to watch her wrought iron gates swing shut. She jumped out of the truck and opened the garage door. Sloan was behind her a second later.


  She guided him inside the house, shut the garage door, and set the alarm.


  When she turned into him, his arms tightened around her. His hazel eyes missed nothing. “You’re tired.”


  “Not that tired.” Kelly grinned and moved away from him. She held out her hand, and he took it. She led him down the hallway and into her room. When she started to take her dress off, Sloan’s hands stilled her.


  He bent down and grasped both sides of her dress in his hand and began lifting it slowly up her body. His hands brushed softly against her outer thighs as he stood slowly and lifted the dress over her head.


  Kelly sighed in contentment. “People help me in and out of clothes all day. But I’d say you’re my favorite.”


  “Good to know.” Sloan chuckled. The white lacy bra and panties accented Kelly’s every curve. He reached out and cupped her breasts in his hands while his mouth dipped to softly kiss the skin that wasn’t covered.


  She moaned and clutched his hair in her hand. “Sloan,” she murmured.


  “Shhh.” His hands were gentle as they reached around and unclasped the bra. Sloan pulled it from her shoulders and dropped it to the ground beside her. Then he bent once again and tenderly worked her panties down her legs.


  His lips brushed against bare skin as he worked his way lower and lower. Sloan held her steady as she stepped out of her panties and stood before him.


  Kelly reached out to him, but he simply shook his head and picked her up. Her arms wound round his neck, and she nuzzled closer to him.


  Sloan walked into the bathroom and sat down, Kelly still on his lap. He turned the bath taps on and waited for the warm water to fill the bathtub. He stroked Kelly’s red hair gently while the bath filled.


  When it was time, Sloan gently lowered Kelly down into the warm water and stepped back for moment. She opened emerald eyes and watched him speculatively.


  He smiled and moved down to his knees beside the tub. Sloan picked up the bath cloth and soaped it up. Kelly opened her mouth to question his intentions but Sloan shook his head, and she shut it again.


  Sloan lathered up the cloth and began moving it over Kelly’s skin. He took his time with every inch of her body. And then he washed her hair.


  Kelly sat and enjoyed his ministrations with a small smile on her face. His hands worked softly against her body and scalp. She was almost sleep when he picked her up and wrapped her in a towel on his lap.


  Sloan dried her off and then carried her back into her bedroom and laid her on the bed. Kelly tried to speak, but she felt her eyelids grow heavy and soon fell asleep. The last thing she remembered was Sloan’s hand gently stroking her hair.


  * * * *


  Kelly rolled over and told herself that opening her eyes was optional. The alarm clock didn’t ring, so it was obviously the weekend. She thought about her day yesterday and then sat bolt upright in bed.


  Her cheeks warmed as she remembered her evening and the feel of Sloan’s hands on her body. He gave me a bath. Kelly bit her lip as her body tingled in remembrance. She stood quickly and found her sea foam green robe to wrap around her bare body. And where is he now?


  Kelly walked down the hallway and glanced into the living room. Sloan was sitting on her couch engrossed in a television show. She walked slowly toward him and grinned. When she came close enough to him, she bent swiftly and kissed his cheek. He didn’t even flinch.


  She put her hands on her hip. “You were supposed to jump.”


  Sloan shrugged and still didn’t turn to her. “Heard you coming.” He took a sip of his soda and put it back on the coffee table.


  Kelly looked down at him and then swiftly walked around to step between him and the television.


  “Think you’re pretty slick, don’t you?” Her hands were on her hips, and she scowled down at him.


  Sloan looked up at her blandly. “Yes.” His hands snaked out and grabbed Kelly. He settled her onto his lap and grinned at her.


  His hands began to roam into the fold of her robe, and she smacked them down. Sloan’s lips twitched. “Possession is nine-tenths of the law, you know.”


  “Bite me.” Kelly mock scowled.


  “I plan to.” Sloan’s right hand traced her leg from ankle to thigh. “But I thought I would kiss you first.”


  He brought her mouth to his and traced her lips with his tongue. Kelly sighed, and he moved deeper inside of her mouth, flicking his tongue against hers.


  Kelly shifted closer to him and tried to move her legs on either side of him. Sloan undid the tie on her robe and spread the sides of it open. She could feel the cool breeze on her bare skin when Sloan’s mouth closed over her nipple.


  Instant heat slammed through her as he licked against the hard nub. Kelly moaned and pulled him as close as she could against his skin. When he lifted his mouth, she brought it to hers again.


  She quickly undid the buttons on his shirt, and she traced his smooth muscles with her hands. They continued to kiss while exploring each other’s bodies. Kelly’s breath caught as Sloan’s hand moved down her body and between her legs.


  He stroked her delicately, and her body tightened in pleasure. Spirals of desire shot through her, and she clutched Sloan’s shoulders as she rocked gently against him.


  Her mouth broke contact with his, and Kelly opened her eyes to find Sloan watching her. She moved her hips against his hand again, and his eyes grew darker. Kelly licked her lips slowly.


  “Sloan,” she breathed. Her green eyes dilated in pure pleasure.


  “Yes.” His voice was a low growl in the room. Sloan bent forward and nipped at her throat.


  Kelly felt indescribable pleasure build inside her and then break over her body. She quivered as the shocks ran through her over and over again.


  Their breathing was ragged in the stillness of the room. Kelly paused to find her voice. And then she looked back at Sloan.


  “Are you going to finish what you’ve started?”


  His hazel eyes widened and then narrowed. “Is that a challenge?”


  “Maybe.”


  “I see.” His voice was contemplative.


  Kelly watched Sloan roll up his sleeves to his unbuttoned shirt and then study her. He glanced to the left, and Kelly glanced there, too. And that’s when he pounced.


  * * * *


  Kelly woke Sunday in the living room with her body sprawled on top of Sloan’s. They were haphazardly covered with the comforter she sometimes kept on the back of the couch.


  The morning sun filtered through her back doors and lit on Sloan’s face. She studied him in the silence. He was utterly beautiful. Her hands traced every feature and then moved down his body. She was as far as his belly when his hand shot out to stop her.


  “You’re killing me.” His voice was amused.


  “But what a way to go.” Kelly beamed up at him.


  Sloan cupped her face in his hands. “Why don’t you cook us some breakfast? We’ll eat like civilized people. Clean up. And then jump each other’s bones again.”


  Kelly scrambled around. Sloan groaned and then his arms tightened around her. The evidence of his arousal was pressed against her.


  “Maybe that was a little premature.”


  “Nope.” She stood quickly and stretched.


  Sloan’s hazel stare followed her every move. She grinned down at him. “I’ll make food. You make yourself useful.” She motioned around her living room, which looked as if wild monkeys had invaded.


  Kelly walked around the side of the couch, plucked her robe off of it, and then stepped into the kitchen. She opened the refrigerator and began pulling out food for breakfast. When she shut the door, she glanced into the living room.


  Sloan walked around nude, picking up pieces of clothing and blankets. Kelly watched him for several minutes before he glanced up.


  “May I help you?”


  “I love your hands.”


  He chuckled. “Thanks.”


  She walked back into the living room and touched a horseshoe-shaped scar on his back. “I hadn’t noticed this before. What happened?”


  Sloan bent to put on a pair of shorts and then turned to look at Kelly. “A poor decision.”


  She arched an eyebrow. “Rather vague, set designer.”


  He shook his head. “Long story short. My girlfriend was in bed with a coworker. When I walked in on them, she explained that they hadn’t finished, and I could take over.”


  Kelly’s mouth dropped into an O.


  “Exactly.” Sloan’s expression was grim. “I told her no, using several other words, and she threw her high heel at me.” He reached behind him to touch the scar. “And that’s what I have to show for it.”


  She placed her lips gently against the scar. “I wear flats.” Kelly snickered as she walked off.


  Sloan shook his finger at her. “Laugh now. The son of a bitch bled forever.” He bent to pick up the rest of the clothes when the phone rang.


  Kelly listened as her agent left a message about a movie deal. She shook her head and began whisking her eggs. When she turned to ask Sloan how hungry he was, she noticed an odd expression on his face.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “Does that happen a lot?”


  “What?”


  Sloan motioned toward the phone. “Movie deals. Premieres. Things like that.”


  Kelly sighed. “It’s part of my job, Sloan. You have your buildings. I have Felicia.”


  “I don’t mind people entering my buildings,” he said archly.


  She threw back her head and laughed. As soon as she sobered up, she looked at Sloan. “And what are you saying?”


  “I want you to be mine.” His hazel eyes looked deeply into her emerald ones. “Only mine.”


  Kelly stepped back for a minute. “Do you know what you’re asking?”


  “That I want you to be my girlfriend?” he said hopefully.


  The familiar panic struck deep within her, and she pushed it down with an effort. “I can give that a shot.” Her tone was light and teasing even though her pulse raced.


  “C’mere.” Sloan crooked his finger. “We need to rehearse.”


  She went into his arms willingly.


  Chapter 16


  Kelly’s days settled into a schedule that she began to look forward to. Each morning she woke early and arrived on set. Wilda and Tempest would talk to her while she readied herself for the scenes of the day. When shooting was finished, she would drive home and wait for Sloan to call.


  On the nights he worked on the set, they would talk on his break. And on the nights Sloan was free, he would meet Kelly at her house for dinner.


  After the third week, Matt stopped Kelly in the doorway of her dressing room.


  “You really are stupid.”


  Kelly turned around and set her jaw. “If you talk to me like that again, you better have a doctor on speed dial. Because I’m sick of your mouth.”


  “Do you know what the rumors are on the set?”


  “I could give a shit less, Matt. Now get out of my face.” She pushed him aside and tried to shut the door.


  He brushed past her and then shut the door behind him. When he turned, his eyes were flashing in his face. “I gave you every opportunity to be with me. The publicity would have been off the chart. And now you’re screwing the set guy.”


  Kelly shook with anger. She stepped closer to Matt and put her finger in his chest. “Get the hell out of my dressing room right now. And if you continue to harass me, I’ll notify Bryan. Got that?”


  Matt moved quickly and pulled Kelly to him. He smashed her mouth into his, grinding his teeth against her. She struggled against him and kneed him in the crotch as her door opened.


  He doubled over in pain. “You bitch.”


  Kelly watched Sloan storm into the room, and she then moved backwards. There was murder in his eyes. He grabbed Matt by the hair and slammed him against the wall. Moving quickly, he snatched his knife out of his boot and brought it up to Matt’s face.


  “If you touch her again, I’ll make sure that not even the make-up lady can fix your face. Understand?”


  Matt’s gaze shifted to Kelly’s and were bright with hate.


  “Yeah,” he snarled.


  Sloan let go of him and pushed him out of the room. “And you are no longer allowed in this room.” He slammed the door shut.


  Kelly watched the back of Sloan for a minute, waiting for him to turn around. After a minute, she touched his back softly.


  She watched him turn around slowly. His jaw was set, and his pure fire was reflected in his eyes. He reached up and touched her swollen lips with his fingers.


  “Stay away from him.”


  Kelly shook her head. “I was. The asshole followed me in here.” She sat in her chair and sighed.


  “I’ll talk to Bryan.”


  “No!” She came out of her seat. “If he continues to show his ass, I’ll talk to Bryan. But I think after the whole knife incident, he’ll think twice.” Kelly watched Sloan. “Where did you learn to palm a knife like that?”


  A grin split his face. “A bored boy with too much time on his hands.”


  “Handy,” she murmured.


  Sloan moved closer and placed his lips gently against hers.


  The door flew open, startling them both. Christy stood in the doorway, wearing the tightest clothes known to man. The tank top barely covered her breasts while the shorts came inches above the curve of her ass.


  Kelly watched the girl’s eyes narrow and then a small smile spread across her face. “Small change of plans, Kelly. Bryan wants Christian and you to rehearse a new scene.” She threw a script on the vanity. “Here are the new lines.”


  “Thanks. And knocking would be nice.” Kelly picked up the papers and waited for Christy to leave. When the girl didn’t move, she waved the script around. “Anything else?”


  “Not a thing.” Christy’s smile was painted on as she left.


  Sloan sighed. “You have to go to work, and I need a nap. Your precious sets are kicking my ass.”


  “How’s your Stanton Building?”


  He smiled at her. “Wonderful. Thanks for asking.” He kissed her forehead. “I’ll see you later.”


  Kelly watched him leave and then picked up the new lines. Wilda walked in five minutes later with Tempest in tow. She walked over to Kelly and touched her mouth.


  “What happened?”


  “Walked into a door.” Kelly shook the script out and began reading the lines as Wilda picked out her clothes and Tempest fixed her hair.


  Wilda walked back over and sat down beside her. “There’s talk you’re a shoo-in for the Sparks.” She looked at Kelly with a knowing smile. “This new storyline has the fans lighting up the message boards for the show.”


  Tempest laughed. “She doesn’t seem interested, Wilda.”


  Kelly shook her head. “I’m cautiously optimistic.” She watched Tempset apply make-up to her that resembled dirt. Being held hostage by the love of her life was hell on her looks. Felicia was being held captive in a homemade castle by Christian’s character. He was attempting to break through to her and prove his love.


  She turned her head one way and then the other. “I hope Felicia realizes how much she loves him soon.” Kelly showed both women her lines. “Because it looks as though you’ll be applying dirt and ripped clothes for awhile.”


  “What do you mean?” Wilda took the script and thumbed through it. She handed the papers to Tempest and frowned.


  “How long does Bryan plan on keeping you prisoner?”


  “Quite awhile.” Kelly thumbed through the papers. “I wonder if I can talk Bryan into letting Felicia have a bath.” She glanced at the clock on the wall. “Got to run.” She stood up from the chair and walked out of the doorway.


  Wilda watched her go with a frown. “Something is wrong. But I can’t put my finger on it.”


  Tempest hugged her sister. “Everything will be fine. That’s why you’re here.”


  “I’ll make sure of it.”


  * * * *


  When Kelly arrived on the set, Bryan pulled her aside with a huge grin on his face. He opened a trade magazine and pointed to a column on the left page.


  “Read this.”


  Kelly took it and skimmed through the words. She looked up at Bryan when she finished reading. “I take it that the prisoner angle is working for us?”


  Bryan roared with laughter. “We’re kicking the other soaps’ asses. Look at this! A reader’s poll is picking you as the winner for best actress. Not to mention this soap is being touted as the trailblazer.” He hugged Kelly. “One more month, Kel. And I’ll bet you’ll be bringing home the Sparks’ trophy.”


  Christian wandered over to them and looked from one to the other. “Hey! Aren’t I nominated for something?”


  “Hush, boy toy.” Kelly snickered.


  Christian’s blue eyes narrowed. “I’m so tying you up for that.”


  Bryan shook his head with a laugh. “Let’s get down to business!”


  * * * *


  When Kelly arrived home, there were flowers in her driveway. Large, red roses burst from a glass vase. She parked her truck and scooped them up close to her face. Then she buried her nose in them and inhaled deeply.


  “Do you like them?”


  Kelly shrieked and turned around. Sloan was standing against her garage door, looking pleased.


  “You scared the shit out of me!” Kelly put her hand on her chest. She looked around slowly. “Where’s your truck?”


  “In the garage.”


  She scowled at him. “You’re an ass.”


  “Yep. But will you take me home anyway?”


  “Maybe.” Kelly slanted a glance at him. “What are the terms?”


  Sloan scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I suppose I could cook this evening. Perhaps draw you a bath. Have my wicked way with you. How about that?”


  “Good.” Kelly opened the garage and shoved her keys into Sloan’s hand. “Because I’ve already been tied up today.” She winked at him and sprinted for her garage door.


  “Whoa!” Sloan caught up with her. “You’ve already been tied up today?” He pretended to reach into his back pocket and bring out a piece of paper. “Someone’s been stepping on my toes again.”


  She moved her flowers to the side and kissed Sloan. “Park my truck.” She giggled as she took off at a run.


  * * * *


  They spent the evening together, enjoying the peace and quiet.


  “You do realize this isn’t going to last, don’t you?” Kelly was wearing a pajama set and was curled up next to Sloan.


  He narrowed his eyes and looked at her questioningly. “What, exactly?”


  “This.” She waved her hand around the room. “In one week, I’ll be expected to do the media blitz thing. Bryan will have me booked so solid I’ll barely be able to breathe.” Kelly snuggled closer to Sloan.


  She sat up abruptly and snapped her fingers. “I almost forgot. I brought you something from the set.”


  Sloan watched Kelly walk out of the living room with a spring in her step. He shook his head. That woman. He stood to get himself a drink when the phone rang. Sloan looked at Kelly’s caller ID and then picked up the phone.


  “Hello.”


  “Hello.” The female voice on the other end of the phone was unsure at first. “May I speak to Kelly, please?”


  “What? No word for the man who wanted to run away with you and your pies?”


  “Sloan!” Christine chuckled. “What are you doing?” She lowered her voice. “I take it that things between you and Kelly are better?”


  “You take that right.”


  “Wonderful! And what’s Kelly doing right now? Can I speak to her?”


  “She left the room. Hold on a minute.” Sloan turned around and his chest squeezed tightly. His body hardened at the sight before him.


  Kelly watched Sloan struggle with words as she walked slowly toward him. “Who’s on the phone?”


  “Your mother,” he whispered.


  She plucked the phone from his nerveless fingers and pressed her body closer to his. “Hello, Mama.”


  “Hi, Kelly. Is this a bad time?”


  “We’re a little busy right now.” Kelly slapped at Sloan’s hands busily wandering below the hem of her gown. “But I promise to call you tomorrow and talk for hours. How’s that?”


  “Okay, sugar. Your daddy and I send our love. Bye!”


  “Bye, Mama!”


  Kelly hung up the phone and watched Sloan’s reaction. She wasn’t disappointed. She finally brought home the amethyst negligee she loved so much from the set. The silver lining on the bodice flirted with the tops of her breasts and the material pushed them up higher. Filmy layers of purple silk fell from her waist to mid-thigh.


  Sloan cleared his throat.


  Kelly twirled slowly in a circle and then stopped in front of him. “Do you like it?”


  “Like it?” he repeated.


  She bit her lip to keep from laughing. Kelly brought her hands down the front of the negligee and stopped at mid-thigh. “Do you like it?”


  Sloan reached out and cupped the back of Kelly’s head and brought her mouth to his. “I like it,” he whispered softly against her lips.


  “Show me.”


  He groaned and turned her around so her back pressed up against him. His hands moved from Kelly’s waist down to the edge of the gown and then leisurely back to her waist, bringing the fabric up with him.


  Sloan clenched it in his hands and moved his right hand below the gown and across her bare stomach.


  Kelly gasped at the feel of his rough hand on her smooth skin and let her head drop back on his shoulder. Sloan’s left hand came up across her shoulder and threaded his fingers through her hair.


  He nipped lightly at her pulse point on her throat, and she moved her right hand to cover his. Sloan moved his hand up higher and cupped her breast. Kelly tried to turn, but he didn’t allow her to shift her position an inch.


  “You’re beautiful,” he murmured against her skin.


  Kelly shivered at the feel of his warmth breath against her. “Thank you.” She smiled softly.


  Both of Sloan’s hands moved to the straps on her shoulders. He hooked his fingers through them and pulled them down on her arms until they were even with the top of her breasts. And then he turned her so they were facing each other.


  Sloan pulled Kelly forward until their bodies were touching with not so much as an inch between them. “You feel so good in my arms.” He bent his head forward and kissed the top of each breast. Not lifting his head, he brought the straps down off her shoulders and to her waist.


  He gave attention to one breast and then the other. Kelly fisted her hands in his hair and arched her body into his. And still Sloan moved down further to her belly and rained soft kisses across her stomach.


  Kelly trembled powerlessly against him as all the sensations slammed through her body. “Sloan,” she rasped. He lifted his head to look at her. “Take me to bed.”


  * * * *


  Kelly was right about Bryan’s intentions. When she showed up Monday to work, Bryan thrust a large sheaf of papers into her hand.


  “Read these. Be at the events.” He turned to walk off.


  “Wait!” Kelly waved the papers above her head. “Don’t you have anything else to say?”


  “I’ve talked to Wilda and Tempest. Both are at your disposal.” He turned and walked off briskly.


  Kelly stuck out her tongue at his back and sighed. Bryan on a tangent was something she was used to. Every year around time of the awards shows, he was a madman.


  She rolled her eyes and turned to walk toward her dressing room.


  “Hi, Kelly.”


  Kelly’s head popped up, and she attempted to paste a smile on her mouth. Christy stood there with a bagel and a diet soda. “I’ve brought you something.”


  “Thanks.” Kelly took both and tried to walk around the girl.


  “What do you have there?”


  “A list of publicity events.” She shook the large stack of papers at Christy.


  “Can I see?”


  “Sure.” Kelly handed them over and took a bite of her bagel. She watched Christy thumb through them, nodding.


  “Looks like you’ll be one busy woman.” The words were pleasant, but the tone didn’t quite match them.


  “Yes.” Kelly snatched the papers back and turned around. “Enjoy the day.” She hurried to her dressing room and shut the door. One of these days very, very soon, she was going to smack the grin right off that young witch’s face. Her hands were itching to do it right now.


  “Planning a murder?”


  Kelly’s head shot up, and she grinned. “How did you know?”


  “You’re clutching those papers so tight, you’re going to give yourself a paper cut.” Wilda gently took the papers and smoothed them out.


  “Do you ever have the feeling some people are not what they appear?”


  “Yes.” Wilda nodded. “Many people are afraid of who they truly are. And some wear masks so they can hide.”


  Tempest walked into the dressing room, clutching a large bouquet of white roses. She placed them on the vanity and winked at Kelly.


  “Bryan thought you would enjoy these.”


  Kelly glanced at Wilda.


  “Yes. I told him that you had a preference for white roses.”


  “Thanks.” Kelly brought them up to her nose and inhaled the sweet fragrance. “Twice in one week. Now I know I’m special.”


  “Twice?” Tempest looked at Kelly with a question in her eyes. “Do tell.”


  “Sloan brought me red roses the other day.”


  “Did he?” Wilda chuckled. “I knew I liked that man.”


  Kelly shook her head. “And I wanted to apologize ahead of time for all the extra work you’ll both have for the next four weeks or so.”


  “You mean the Sparks?”


  “Yes.” Kelly groaned theatrically. “Apparently we three are going to be a staple at every event even remotely related to acting. Bryan has seen to that.” She stared morosely at the stack of papers in front of her.


  “Wonderful!” Wilda clapped her hands together. “We both get the opportunity to show off our work, and you have a chance to manipulate the publicity to your favor.”


  Kelly looked from one woman to the other with a pleased look. “You’re right. And thanks again.” She sat up straighter in her chair. “Now let’s let Felicia come out and play.”


  * * * *


  Kelly made it through her week fine and took Sloan home with her Friday. They both stepped inside her house and looked around. She was dog-tired, and even Sloan appeared more weary than usual.


  “I say we sleep.” She looked up at Sloan hopefully.


  “Yes.” He sighed and took her hand in his.


  “Then we’ll wake up Saturday and make up for lost time.”


  “You are a wise woman.”


  Kelly smiled softly. “Let’s go to bed.”


  * * * *


  Kelly woke Saturday morning to the feel of Sloan’s hands tracing her body up and down. She propped herself up on her elbows and looked down at the top of his head.


  “Is the honeymoon over?” She motioned to the bed. “I don’t even think you kissed me yesterday.” Her lips twitched. “You are seriously slipping, Mr. Set Designer.”


  “Hush, woman.” Sloan kissed one knee and then the other. He glanced up at Kelly. “I didn’t see you doing bedroom acrobatics either.”


  “I’ve saved them for today.” Kelly winced as she looked at the clock. “Later. I have an event at six o’clock this evening.” She met Sloan’s eyes. “I don’t suppose you would consider attending with me?”


  “What kind of event?” He struggled with a neutral tone.


  “Publicity for the Sparks.” She plucked at the bedspread. “You don’t have to go if you don’t want to.”


  Sloan’s hand stilled hers. “I’d love to. Formal attire?”


  “Yes.” Kelly’s tone was grateful. “Wilda and Tempest will be by around four o’clock to help me dress and get ready. Can you be ready by five o’clock?”


  He brushed his lips across her knuckles. “Yes.” Sloan glanced at the clock. “That’s an awful lot of time to kill between now and then.”


  Kelly cocked her head to the side. “Whatever shall we do?”


  “I may have a few ideas.”


  * * * *


  The pair spent the morning and afternoon in bed. Whenever Kelly threatened to get up, Sloan would wrestle her back to the bed and make her forget everything she was thinking.


  The gate intercom buzzed at four o’clock, and Kelly scrambled to get off the bed.


  “Oh shit!” She snatched her robe off the floor and wrapped it around herself.


  Sloan lay back on the bed with his arms behind his head. “Calm down, woman.”


  She shook her head. “You better put some clothes on, Sloan. I’m sure Wilda and Tempest would be more than pleased to gaze on your luscious body. But I don’t share.” She wriggled her eyebrows suggestively.


  “My luscious body?” he repeated.


  Kelly leaned down and nipped at his bottom lip. “Yes. Luscious.” She turned back toward her bedroom door. “Quit getting a big head. And get some damn clothes on.”


  She belted her robe and buzzed the women in. When she turned back toward her room, Sloan walked out into the hall with only his jeans on. The top button was undone.


  Kelly licked her lips and moved closer. Her hands flattened against his belly and moved up to his chest. “You. Me. Here. Later. Don’t be late.”


  “Wouldn’t think of it.”


  Wilda walked through the door first, followed closely by Tempest. The women looked at Kelly and then Sloan. Tempest opened her mouth but Wilda slapped her arm.


  “Ladies.” Sloan nodded his head and then looked at Kelly. “I’ll be back in about an hour.” He snatched his keys up and walked out the garage.


  The women heard his bronco leave, and Tempest sighed. “He’s rather lovely.”


  “Yes. He is.” Kelly threw her arms open wide and grinned. “C’mon, ladies. Do with me what you will.”


  * * * *


  The women worked on Kelly for forty-five minutes before they were completely satisfied with their work. Neither let Kelly even remotely near a mirror while they worked.


  Wilda smoothed down Kelly’s gown one last time and then spun her around. “What do you think?”


  Tempest was holding a full-length mirror up, and Kelly blinked twice before she realized she was looking at herself.


  She reached out an unsteady hand and touched the cool glass. She could see Wilda smiling sedately in the background.


  “I take it that you like it?”


  Kelly couldn’t find the words. Her red hair had been pulled up and fell in loose curls along her jaw line. It was delicate and showed off Tempest’s make-up to perfection. Her eyes were a deep green boldly outlined with dark black mascara. Three different shades of eye shadow accented her eyes.


  Her lips were painted crimson and shone brightly in the light. Emerald teardrop earrings dripped from her ears and softly touched her bare shoulders. An emerald choker circled her throat and sparkled brightly.


  And the gown. Kelly brushed her hands down the green silk and sighed softly. The dress hugged her every curve and fell halfway between her knee and thigh. The bodice was a strapless, sweetheart cut that plunged almost to the middle of her stomach. The fitted waist emphasized Kelly’s curves to perfection.


  She twirled in the mirror and beamed. Even the shoes were dyed to match and gave a little height to her short frame. The silky green bands crisscrossed her feet and tied at the ankles.


  “It doesn’t even look like me.” Kelly touched the mirror again reverently.


  “Oh, honey!” Wilda kissed her forehead. “No matter the wrapping, you’ll always be beautiful.”


  Tempest set the mirror down and hurried forward. “Here’s the lipstick and powder. Tuck these in your purse for touch-ups.”


  “And don’t forget the wrap.” Wilda tucked it around Kelly’s shoulders. “Perfect.”


  “Sloan is going to bite his tongue.” Tempest chuckled.


  Just then, they heard the intercom ring. Wilda hurried over and buzzed Sloan through the gate.


  “Breathe,” Wilda commanded. “You look as if you’re about to pass out.” She took Kelly by the shoulders and moved her out Sloan’s line of sight. “I want your man to be surprised.”


  Kelly took a deep breath and waited expectantly for Sloan to walk through the garage door. And she wasn’t disappointed. She heard him open the door and call out for her.


  Wilda ushered him inside and escorted him to the living room. “You handsome devil.” She stopped in front of Kelly. “And here’s your date.”


  Sloan turned around and his throat worked soundlessly as he gazed at Kelly.


  She chuckled nervously. “Are you ready to go?”


  “Yes,” he managed.


  “You’re gorgeous.” Kelly leaned forward and kissed his cheek. She loved the way Sloan’s black tux emphasized his broad shoulders and showed off his coloring to perfection. His hazel eyes darkened considerably when he gazed at her.


  “You’re absolutely stunning.” He picked up Kelly’s hand and kissed the back of it. His eyes met Kelly’s with a promise for more to come later. “I brought champagne for later, too.” He produced a bottle and held it up for her inspection.


  “I don’t drink.” Kelly winked. “But I’m sure Wilda and Tempest can find something to do with the bottle.”


  “As you wish.” His husky voice washed over her.


  Tempest sighed.


  “You two have fun.” Wilda ushered them both out. “We’ll lock up.”


  “We will,” Sloan promised. He tucked Kelly’s arm through his and escorted her outside. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.”


  “Good.” Kelly stopped in her tracks and pulled Sloan closer. “Because I think we should make an appearance and then come back here to finish the evening.”


  She moaned as Sloan slid his hands down from her throat to the front of her dress. One hand slid inside and cupped her breast.


  “Yes,” he whispered. “Now let’s go so we can come home.”


  Chapter 17


  Kelly and Sloan went to every event Bryan scheduled for the next four weeks. If Bryan pitched a fit about his sets being built, Kelly simply reminded him that the publicity would pay off in the long run. And the other guys were completely capable of handling a hammer.


  Christy and Matt avoided her like the plague, and she enjoyed every second of her new freedom. She and Sloan spent hours together on set and off.


  Two days before the Sparks, Kelly received a letter from her parents. They informed her they were coming into town to watch the awards. Bryan sent them tickets for the show and the airline.


  She shoved the letter into Sloan’s hands with a laugh. “My parents are going to be here tomorrow!” Kelly threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly. “I don’t know why they didn’t call.”


  “They did call.” Sloan rolled her over and kissed her lips.


  “They did?” She frowned in concentration. “I don’t remember that.”


  “Yes. They called my cell phone last week.”


  “You ass!” Kelly rolled over on top of him and kissed his face over and over again. “You are going to pay!”


  “Looking forward to it.” He winked at her and molded her body to his.


  “Wait a minute.” Kelly stiffened in his arms. She sat up. “My parents will be staying here.”


  “And?”


  She leveled him with a look. “They might notice the fact you’re in and out of my bedroom quite a bit.”


  “Hmm.” Sloan pondered the possibilities as he wound a lock of Kelly’s hair through his fingers. “I suppose that would cut off my pie supply. Not to mention the fact your father is a large man who could do lots of damage to me.”


  “Not to mention.” Kelly snorted.


  “Of course,” Sloan continued, “I could have already warned them that we’re spending a lot of time together. I may have mentioned the fact I’m over here more than I’m home.”


  Kelly’s mouth dropped open, and she eyed him warily. “Did you really?” she whispered.


  “Sure did.” His eyes looked somberly into hers. “They know we’re good together, Kel. And they’re happy for us.”


  She dropped down beside him again and held him tight. “You really are wonderful.” Kelly traced Sloan’s stomach muscles and smiled when she felt them clench. Her mouth soon replaced her hands.


  * * * *


  Kelly’s parents arrived Saturday, and she ushered them into her home with kisses and hugs. Sloan waited in the living room and grinned when he saw the pair.


  George shook his hand, and Christine kissed his cheek.


  “How have you been, boy?” George’s voice was gruff but friendly.


  “Good, sir. Been trying to keep your daughter out of trouble.”


  Kelly elbowed him in the ribs. Her parents laughed as Sloan rubbed the spot.


  “Pay no attention to him, Daddy.” She glared back at Sloan. “He thinks he’s my protector or something.”


  “The term is boyfriend.” Sloan winked at her, and she blushed.


  “Ass,” she muttered. Kelly shot him a glare and then turned back to her parents. “We have to shop for tomorrow night. I want to take you out and pick up something fancy for the evening. Will you let me?” She looked hopefully from one to the other.


  “Your mother has my measurements.” George looked at Sloan with a pleading expression. “I’m sure you two women can handle it all by yourself.” He cleared his throat. “Isn’t there something around here that needs mending?”


  Sloan slapped George on the back. “A man after my own heart.” He nodded toward the screen door on the back of the house. “I’ve noticed there are two places on the fence that could use repair.” He waved at the women. “Have a good time.” The men quickly disappeared.


  Kelly slapped her hands together. “Well that was easy enough.” She hugged her mother tightly and laughed. “Let’s go shop.”


  * * * *


  Kelly woke up Sunday with nerves that jumped and made her feel slightly ill. She glanced over at Sloan and smiled. At least he was here to try and keep her sane. Hopefully.


  She blew out a breath and started to get out of bed when his hand came up and grabbed her arm.


  “What’s the hurry, sunshine?”


  “Busy day.” She tried to smile.


  “Come back to bed for a minute.” Sloan tugged lightly at her hair, and Kelly sank back down next to him.


  “It doesn’t matter if you win, Kelly. You’re a great actress.”


  “Thanks,” she murmured.


  “I love you.”


  Kelly’s head shot up, and she looked down at Sloan with wide eyes. “What did you just say?”


  “You’re a great actress.” He blinked innocently.


  “Damn it, Sloan!” Kelly sat across his lap and peered down at him. “The other part.”


  “I love you.”


  She shook her head slowly. “Unbelievable.”


  “What?”


  “It’s amazing how three little words can make everything else fall to the wayside.” Kelly leaned down to kiss Sloan and murmured against his lips. “I love you, too.” She rested her head on his chest. “Tonight’s going to be crazy.”


  “I know.” He stroked her hair softly. “Let’s go wake up your folks. Then we’ll see which of us is the most nervous.”


  Kelly laughed as she stood up and belted her robe. “You’re on.”


  * * * *


  Kelly watched her parents try to be as nonchalant as possible when the limousine arrived at the house to take them to the awards ceremony. George and Christine held hands and beamed at Kelly. She winked at them, and Sloan laughed.


  “Your daughter is quite a hot commodity.”


  Christine shook her head. “Riding in a limousine. Wearing diamonds. What a night.”


  Kelly beamed at her parents. She and her mother dressed similarly. The sapphire blue gowns were made from the same material. Christine chose a more modest cut while Kelly opted for a plunging neckline and cut out back. Both women had diamonds and sapphires in their ears and around their throats.


  Sloan and George wore tuxedos with sapphire cummerbunds. Their black shoes shone, and the black silk evening attire perfectly complemented the women’s dresses.


  Kelly’s hands twisted nervously in her lap. Sloan reached over and took them in his. She smiled softly, and he winked. What would I do without him? The mere thought brought a frown to her face.


  “Stay by me,” she pleaded. “Even when the pictures are being taken, I want you near me. Okay?”


  “Sure.” Sloan leaned forward and kissed her cheek. “I’ll be right there.”


  Kelly nodded. And then the limo stopped. She pasted a smile on her face. “Let’s go.”


  Bulbs flashed all over the place.


  “Kelly! Look over here!”


  “Kelly! To your right!”


  “To your left!”


  “Smile!”


  She waved and smiled to everyone as the voices washed over her. She blew kisses at her fans and then felt Sloan’s hand on the small of her back. He guided her through the crowds, and her parents fell in behind them.


  They were checked in at the door by several guards, and Kelly tried to calm her nerves. She waited expectantly for someone to seat them and was pleased when they were situated near the front.


  The pleasure faded a bit when she saw she was sitting at the same table as Matt and Christy. Kelly pasted her best smile on and introduced her parents. Other actors from the soap were situated in a tight circle around them.


  Bryan and Bob were sitting in front of them. Sloan moved forward and bent to kiss his sister’s cheek.


  “Dot.”


  “Sloan.” Her blue gaze looked behind her and settled on Kelly. “I see this job has more perks than pecan pie.” She teased him with a grin.


  “Hush, woman.” Sloan patted her shoulder. “You still owe me sweets. And I’m not letting you forget it.” He turned around and introduced Kelly and her parents to his sister.


  They all settled back at their perspective tables, and Kelly closed her eyes for a minute. She wanted to absorb this moment into her. She felt Sloan’s hand reach out and take hers under the table.


  A smile small flirted on her lips. When Kelly opened her eyes, she met Sloan’s gaze.


  I love you, he mouthed.


  Love you, too. She grinned at him.


  Matt cleared his throat and picked up his champagne flute.


  “To the Sparks.”


  Kelly looked at her glass and frowned slightly. She moved the champagne back and then picked up her water. Everyone clinked glasses, and she sipped the cool liquid. It was heavenly to her parched throat.


  The lights dimmed, and the crowd grew quiet. Kelly looked around again, enjoying every moment of the scene in front of her. She glanced at her parents and was pleased to find them as engrossed as she was.


  An hour passed, and Kelly fidgeted in her chair. The overwhelming urge to use the bathroom rose up. She leaned forward and whispered to Sloan.


  “I’ll be in the restroom. Don’t let them announce the winner for female lead, or I’ll have to harm you.” She pecked his cheek and rose briskly. When she looked back, she smiled as a filler sat in her chair. Heaven forbid there be one empty chair in the auditorium.


  Kelly strode quickly to the restroom and tried to hurry up. If they called her category, and God forbid, her name before she came back, she would have to cry.


  She finished using the restroom, washed her hands, and touched up her make-up. She hurried out of the restroom and bumped into the back of a man on the way back to the main room.


  He turned slowly with a smile and a wink. The pinch was slight, but Kelly frowned and opened her mouth. The dizziness hit her hard, and she stumbled against the man. His arms came around her, and he whispered in her ear.


  “Hello, Felicia.”


  * * * *


  Kelly tried to open her eyes and struggled with the weight of her eyelids. She finally succeeded with a groan and looked around. Where am I?


  She frowned when she realized she was sitting in a chair with her hands bound behind her back. Her legs were bound tight, also. Panic crept with cold fingers across her body.


  Kelly struggled against her bonds but couldn’t loosen the ropes at all. She opened her mouth to yell when she saw him.


  He sat quietly on the bed, his blue eyes feverish as they met hers. In the dimness of the room, she could see another hypodermic on the bed next to him. And even in the weakness of the light, she recognized him.


  Steven with a ‘v’ watched her every move with a small smile on his face. He was dressed the same as Christian’s character on the soap. When he noticed he had her attention, he stood and walked over to her.


  “Hello, Felicia.”


  Kelly blinked twice and tried to calm her breathing. She forced a smile to her lips as best she could.


  “Hello.”


  “No!” he shouted, and Kelly flinched. “That’s not right.” He paced the floor in front of her. “You’re not happy to be here. Remember?” When he turned to her again, his hands were in fists. “Remember?”


  “Yes.” Kelly’s face hardened into a mask of Felicia, and she snarled at the man in front of her. “Let me go. Now.” She struggled against her bonds, and she noted the pleased expression on the man’s face.


  “I’ll let you go eventually, Felicia.” Steven stroked her hair softly and looked down at her. “But you’ve been bad. I’m here to help you be good again.”


  Fear jumped in Kelly’s throat, and she fought down the scream clawing inside her. At the mercy of a madman. She lowered her head and glanced around the room. What she could see didn’t reassure her a bit.


  Every prop. Every wall. Every minute detail of the sets on the soap had been recreated here. Wherever here is. Kelly brought her head up and peered into the man’s face.


  “What gives you the right?” Her words were harsh.


  “I love you, Felicia. I’m here to save you.” His hands reached over to cup her cheek, and she fought a shudder of revulsion.


  “Let me go,” she repeated.


  “I can’t.” His smile was broad in the room. “I promised I wouldn’t.” Steven walked back over to the hypodermic and picked it up.


  Kelly’s eyes widened as he walked toward her again. “Please.” Her words were soft in the room. “Please don’t.”


  “I’m sorry, Felicia.” Steven looked down into her eyes as he slid the needle deep into her skin.


  “Please,” Kelly whispered again as the darkness overtook her.


  * * * *


  When Kelly woke, the brightness of the room stung her eyes. She squinted against the light until her eyes adjusted. And then she realized that it wasn’t real sunlight but only a high watt bulb used to simulate the sun.


  Her hands were still tied behind her back, but her legs were free to move now. She was lying down on a small cot against the wall. Kelly slowly sat up and looked around some more. She fought the dizziness she was sure was an aftereffect of whatever drug he had injected into her.


  She was in a cell. A perfect recreation of where Felicia was being held prisoner on her soap. Kelly’s body shook in fear, and she bit her lip to try and steady herself.


  Sloan would be looking for her. The police. Everyone would know she had been kidnapped. If she could only bide her time with her captor, everything would be okay. Kelly clung to the fragile hope with everything in her.


  “I see you’re awake.” Steven moved out of the shadows and forward. His stare traveled down her body, and Kelly shuddered. She still wore the dress she picked out for the Sparks. And now the flimsy dress was attracting attention she didn’t want or need.


  “Let me out of here.” Kelly’s tone was commanding.


  Steven glanced up, and he smiled. “We have work to do, Felicia. You need to understand my love for you. You’ve lived in your world of wealth and privilege too long.”


  Kelly fought the fissure of fear his words brought. He was quoting verbatim from the script. And that meant trouble for her. How much did he know? How much had he absorbed from the soap?


  Steven bent down to help Kelly up from the cot. “You may use the restroom. And then we will talk.” He escorted her out of the cell and down a long, narrow hallway. At the very end, he untied her wrists and gently shoved her inside the room.


  “You have three minutes.”


  The door shut soundly behind her, and Kelly fought the tears that threatened to overwhelm her. She looked around the bare room and held onto her sanity with white knuckles and sheer willpower. She would get out of here. She had to.


  Chapter 18


  Sloan paced the room like a caged tiger. His hands clenched and unclenched into tight fists. The urge to beat another human being welled up in him until he thought he would howl with frustration.


  “It’s taking too fucking long!” He turned and glared at the police detectives who surrounded him. They were littered throughout Kelly’s house with equipment in every corner. Sloan wanted to yell at them to get the hell out of this house. Out of his life. But he couldn’t.


  Kelly was gone. And he didn’t have a damn clue as to how to find her.


  When the presenters announced they would be presenting the award for Best Actress in a Leading Role, Sloan had bit his lip to keep from laughing. Kelly was barely gone two minutes before they announced her category. They were going to take a commercial break and then be back with the list of nominees and the winner.


  Sloan expected Kelly to be back before they called her name. But when he heard Kelly’s name as the winner, and she still hadn’t show up, he stood quickly and walked toward the bathroom. Bryan accepted the award on her behalf.


  He ignored the outraged gasps as he strolled right into the women’s bathroom. Kelly could have been sick or faint. But she wasn’t. And then Sloan’s fear set in quickly. He grabbed a security guard and proceeded to explain the situation in no uncertain terms.


  Five minutes later, the auditorium was crawling with security. But Kelly was nowhere to be found. When the head of security approached Sloan and took him upstairs to look at the security tapes, Sloan’s gut clenched tightly.


  One of the tapes showed the back of a man with his arm around Kelly walking briskly out the door. The security guard they passed was quickly brought up and questioned.


  “The guy said she was drunk.” The guard looked from one man to the other. “He was going to help her out to her limo and see she got home safely.”


  “She doesn’t drink, you stupid son of a bitch.” Sloan came out of his chair quickly and had to be restrained by a couple of other guards in the room.


  When he finally calmed down, he walked back downstairs to tell Kelly’s parents the news.


  George paled considerably, and Christine wept openly at the thought of her daughter being kidnapped. Security quickly escorted the entire family into a waiting car and drove them to Kelly’s house.


  Sloan stood in the middle of clusterfuck central and fought the urge to do someone, anyone, bodily harm. It had been a long week of no clues. The entire cast of Kelly’s soap was in shock. Bryan and Bob called everyday to check on progress.


  Bryan had pulled every string available to him to publicize Kelly’s disappearance. Her face was splashed all over every newspaper, billboard, and magazine cover. And still no word.


  Sloan clenched his fist again at the thought of Kelly defenseless against the crazy man who took her.


  George patted Sloan on the shoulder and tried to smile. “She’ll be fine, son. Just fine. Kelly’s a fighter. And she’ll figure out a way to come home to us.”


  He nodded at George’s words. Kelly’s parents had rebuked the detective who suggested Sloan would be more comfortable in his own house. George let the man know, in no uncertain terms, that his job was to find George’s daughter, not order people around. And if suggested once more that Sloan leave, he could find the door himself and not return.


  One whole week. No news. And Sloan’s fear was a constant companion. He barely ate. He never slept. The thought of Kelly held at the mercy of a crazed fan scared him more than anything in his life ever had. Where was she? And what was happening to her?


  * * * *


  Kelly’s days fell into a routine that taxed her mentally and physically. Steven would act out scenes from the soap for hours on end. He would play the doting lover while she was the reluctant prisoner. And Kelly’s fear grew.


  Each “set” she was taken to was an absolute replica of the ones on the set. And she knew that sometime in the near future, Steven would expect “Felicia” to share his bed as she would Christian’s character.


  Kelly played her part to perfection. Whenever she thought she would weaken, she would slip “Felicia” on and somehow make it through another day.


  She began to tear little strips of her cotton gown off to mark the days she thought had passed. Not long after her stay, Steven had told her to change into the white, cotton gown which was now her costume of choice. Pure fear shot through her before she realized he wasn’t telling her to be his lover. Yet.


  Most of the time Steven was civilized. The only time he had raised his hand to Kelly was when they began talking about their families. She had pried into his life and infuriated him. The sharp slap across her cheek warned her to never bring the subject up again.


  Kelly didn’t let one tear fall. She simply took the pain and pushed it down deep inside herself. Never would she give this man the satisfaction of seeing her hurt. Never.


  Each evening after a dinner of Steven feeding her, she would retire to her cell and work on loosening her bonds. Just one little slip, and maybe she could surprise her captor and escape.


  Sloan was in her mind constantly. His touch. His smell. His strength. The only time she came close to crying was when she thought of him and their time apart. And her parents. Kelly would give anything to spare them any type of pain. And she knew they were suffering right now.


  She wavered between sleep and consciousness when she heard Steven begin to mumble about another set. Kelly stiffened immediately and grew still as she tried to make out the words. The only set that hadn’t been finished on the set was the seduction scene.


  The rush of adrenaline brought her awake immediately, and she began moving her hands again to loosen the knots which held her captive.


  * * * *


  “We may have something.” Detective Washington’s, the lead detective, words permeated Sloan’s brain in an instant. He ran over and stood over the man.


  “What do you have?”


  “We’ve been working quite a few angles.” The detective held up a piece of paper. “We have thirty-five individuals in the area who purchased a lot of building supplies in the last three months. Maybe our guy took the victim so he could act out what he sees on the screen. We’ll split the lists and see what we can find.”


  He paused. “We also have six detectives going through fan letters and trying to comb out the dangerous people.”


  Sloan held out his hand, and the detective glared at him. “Not even close.”


  “Give me the damn list,” Sloan growled.


  Several detectives walked over, and Detective Washington handed out the assignments. George walked over and stood between Sloan and the detective. He faced the detective first.


  “Listen, Detective Washington. We all want Kelly back. Simple. No need to get in a ruffle.” He turned around and met Sloan’s eyes and then looked down at the stack of papers between them.


  “And you, young man.” George’s eyes looked down at the papers between them again and back to Sloan. “You know we need to let these fine, young men do their job.”


  Sloan growled and shuffled his feet to hide the sound of him palming a list. “Whatever.” He turned quickly and strode out of the room.


  “He’s a little out of sorts.” George apologized for Sloan and then followed him out of the room. “I’ll go talk to him.”


  * * * *


  Sloan heard George walk in the room, and he turned around with a grin. “Pretty sharp, George.”


  The older man clapped Sloan on the back. “I’m sick of this bullshit. Let’s find my daughter.”


  They opened the paper and made a list of their own. When it was complete, Sloan ripped it in half. “Tell Christine to stay here and keep the detectives company.” He gave half the list to George and smiled grimly. “This guy better hope they find him first.”


  * * * *


  Kelly heard hammering all hours of the day. Since she hadn’t seen daylight in at least two weeks, everything was beginning to blur into a vast array of sounds and smells.


  Bacon and eggs meant breakfast. More hammering. When it stopped, it was lunch. More hammering and then she was expected to play the part of “Felicia” for her captor. The aroma of meat and potatoes signaled dinner.


  And Steven was beginning to touch her more. No matter how hateful she was or what she said, he was beginning to break down that self-imposed barrier between the characters in his head. And that scared Kelly the most.


  After a particularly wearing day, she simply curled up into a ball on her cot and wished she were somewhere else. It would be so easy to stray into her mind for a nice respite from reality. The soft voice startled her.


  “Kelly. Why do you give up hope?”


  Kelly blinked rapidly and tried to focus her eyes on the other person in the room. A soft light enveloped her friend, and she knew she was dreaming.


  “Leave me alone, Wilda. There is no hope.”


  “Child.” Wilda walked over and sat down on the cot beside her. “There is always hope.” She stroked Kelly’s hair softly and sighed. “You can escape.”


  Kelly held up her bound hands. “Untie me then.”


  “I cannot.”


  “Go away.” Kelly turned her face back toward the wall and fought the tears just below the surface.


  “I cannot give hope, Kelly.” Wilda’s voice grew stronger. “But I can give strength. And that is my second gift to you. Strength.” She touched Kelly gently on the shoulder.


  Kelly’s arm suffused with warmth, and her body began to tingle. A new resolve began to form in her. She turned back to Wilda, but she was alone in her cell. Strength. What is my strength? The thought came to her in an instant. Acting. Her talent had brought her to this point, and now she would make sure it freed her.


  * * * *


  The next morning over breakfast, Kelly smiled flirtatiously at Steven. “This breakfast is delicious.”


  Steven’s blue eyes narrowed in suspicion for a second before his features smoothed out. “Thank you.”


  She picked up her napkin and dabbed her lips delicately. The man’s eyes followed every movement.


  Kelly’s bound hands moved down further slowly, making sure her captor noticed how her breasts pushed up against the white cotton gown.


  “I may have underestimated you.” Kelly’s voice was soft and soothing in the room.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Look at this.” She motioned around the meticulous reproduction with her bound wrists. “It’s about time I realized that money can’t buy everything. I need someone to care about me for myself. And not what’s in my bank account.” Kelly’s nerves were stretched to their breaking point while she waited for a response.


  “I knew you would understand.” The relief was evident in Steven’s voice. “I told her it wouldn’t take as long as she thought.”


  Her?


  Kelly only pondered the word for a minute before she plunged headfirst into a place that would either save her or destroy her. “I think it’s time we showed each other the depth of our feelings.”


  Steven’s throat worked nervously for a minute before a broad grin split his features. He tried to stand too quickly and stumbled a bit.


  “Yes. I’ll be done with our bedroom this evening.” He rushed over to Kelly and moved her chair so it faced him. Steven knelt and put his head in her lap. “We’ll finally be together like we were meant to be.”


  “Yes,” Kelly murmured. She would make sure this nightmare would end one way or another.


  * * * *


  Sloan shadowed the police for two days before he found a couple of people on his list they hadn’t questioned yet. After knocking on at least six different doors in two days, he parked his car and laid his head on the steering wheel. No leads. No Kelly. And three weeks gone.


  He refused to think about the possibility Kelly was hurt. His mind absolutely refused to think about another possibility. He would know. Dammit! Sloan hit the steering wheel with as much force as he could. The pain in his hand didn’t even come close to the ache in his heart.


  With new resolve, he started his car and looked at the next name on the list. He had work to do.


  * * * *


  The hammering ceased sometime after lunch, and Kelly’s already stretched nerves gave her the beginning of a migraine. She had fought through the first headaches she had here. But this one wasn’t abating at all. It was growing worse rapidly.


  She strengthened her resolve and waited patiently for Steven to come to her. Because she would make sure that tonight was the last night she spent here. One way or another.


  * * * *


  The door swung open, and Kelly forced a smile to her face.


  Steven bowed low and came to help Kelly up from her cot. “Your bath awaits.” He escorted Kelly down a narrow hall and up a flight of stairs. They stopped outside the first door, and Steven flung it open with a flourish.


  A bath had already been drawn, and Kelly turned to thank him for his efforts. “It’s lovely.” She smiled and lowered her head demurely. “Thank you.”


  Steven grinned proudly. “I’ll give you half an hour to get ready.” And then his eager, blue eyes trailed down her body. “And then you’ll be mine.” He quickly untied her hands and left.


  Kelly kept her head down until she heard the door shut, but when she looked up, all the fury in shone in her emerald eyes. She looked around the bathroom and noted the utilitarian surroundings. There were no razors or sharp objects of any kind. The containers with the shampoo and conditioner were plastic and of no use as a weapon.


  The entire room looked like a set. False. Plastic. She opened the medicine cabinet and the bathroom drawers. There was absolutely nothing inside.


  Kelly frowned and rifled through every crease of the room. Nothing. Absolutely nothing. She quickly undressed and slid into the water. She would take a quick bath and then resume her search for something to end this nightmare.


  When she picked up the loofah to scrub herself, her finger caught on a piece of metal that held the sponge to the cord. Kelly picked it apart until she had a small, metal brad in her hand. It wasn’t much, but it might help if she could get close enough to Steven to harm him.


  The realization of how close their proximity would have to be set her head pounding again. Kelly closed her eyes and steadied herself. Almost there. Only a little while longer.


  She stood and quickly wrapped a towel around herself. And then she saw it. A filmy, blue negligee was hung on the hook behind the towel she grabbed. Kelly froze in her place. Her hand reached out of its own accord and touched the soft material.


  Kelly shuddered, but remained where she was. She took the gown off the hanger and pulled it over her bare body. And then she took the small, blue thong and slid it on. Her body broke out in goose bumps, and she rubbed her arms briskly.


  The performance of a lifetime. Kelly slid the brad between her fingers and prayed it would not be found. She only needed a little time to find a door. Make her escape. Get back to her family and Sloan.


  Sloan. The mere thought of the man she’d grown to love gave her strength. He wouldn’t quit looking for her. She knew that. He’d never quit. But she was going to do everything in her power to help him find her.


  Kelly turned at the knock on the door, and then she heard Steven unlocking it. The pain in her head worsened, but she plastered a sweet smile on her face that never reached her eyes.


  Steven swung the door open and stopped in his tracks. His jaw dropped considerably, and she saw his features tighten. Arousal. Plain and simple. Kelly ducked her head as if embarrassed and hoped he would forget about binding her hands again. No such luck.


  He took her hands and wound the cotton cloth around them quickly. Kelly kept her head down as he stroked her arm softly.


  “Almost time.” His words were a mere whisper in the quietness of the room. He took Kelly’s hands and led her to the bedroom.


  * * * *


  Sloan growled in frustration. The last two names on the list he tried to contact weren’t at home. His temper snapped irritably at the inconvenience. There were three more names on his list. And he wasn’t going home until he talked to all three of them.


  * * * *


  Kelly tried to slow her steps, and Steven didn’t seem to mind. When they reached the bedroom door, he opened it and swung it open for her.


  She gasped before she could take the sound back. A realization struck deep within her that somehow someone from the set had a part in this.


  The bedroom was an exact copy of Sloan’s sketches. The bed was a massive piece flush against the wall between the two large windows. A large dresser stood to her right. And there were flowers everywhere.


  The covers on the bed were deep jewel tones of red, blue, and green. The window coverings matched perfectly and were accented by the gold threads shooting down through the material.


  A nightstand on her left was decorated with brass candlesticks and lit vanilla candles. The dresser was overflowing with vases and fruit bowls.


  But Kelly’s eyes kept being pulled back to the bed with the covers folded down, as if to wait for its occupants. Her eyes began to water from her migraine, and she blinked back the tears.


  Steven walked in front of her and gently pulled her toward the bed. He sat and then positioned Kelly between his legs.


  She held out her hands. “You’re going to keep me bound?” Kelly looked up and held his gaze as tears cascaded down her cheeks.


  His expression softened, and he shook his head. “I’m not supposed to untie you.”


  Kelly looked away, showing Steven her profile.


  He sighed once and looked around as if someone else were there. “Okay. But don’t try anything. I’m a lot stronger than you are, and I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “I’ll be good.” Kelly spoke the words softly while her heart rejoiced at the chance to have her hands free.


  Steven untied her, and she brought her hands up to lightly rub her wrists. They were raw from the many nights she had tried to loosen her bonds. There were spots that had bled and scabbed over several times.


  “You’re hurt.” Steven’s tone was shocked.


  “I’ll be okay.” Kelly looked at him shyly and moved a little to her left.


  He took her hands in his and touched her wounds softly. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Steven’s blue eyes begged her to understand and forgive him.


  “I know.”


  Kelly raised her arms, as if to stretch, and watched as Steven’s eyes moved to her breasts. When she brought them slowly back down again, her left hand snatched the candlestick off the nightstand. Steven was still staring at her when she hit him on the side of the head. He fell back on the bed with a soft groan.


  Kelly leaned over him and tried to make sure she hadn’t hurt him worse than she thought. His eyes began to flutter, and she ran toward the door and yanked it open.


  “Felicia.” The word was a whisper in the stillness of the room. Kelly barely heard it above the frantic beating of her heart.


  The sound of the name didn’t stop her. It made her run faster.


  * * * *


  Sloan pulled into the last driveway on his list and killed the engine. The large house was dark, and he cursed loudly. The small sliver of the moon barely cast any light on the house or its property.


  He couldn’t stand to go back to Kelly’s parents empty-handed. The looks on their faces tore away pieces of his heart. And every time he looked at Christine, he saw Kelly.


  Maybe he could go back by the other houses. Someone might be home. He glared at the house and started his Bronco again.


  Sloan backed up slowly and hit something. He slammed the Bronco into park and stepped out. Someone had left a large piece of lumber in the driveway, and he scowled. When he walked back up to hop inside his vehicle, a small flash of blue caught his eye.


  He stilled immediately.


  Blue?


  An animal would be black, brown, or white. Wouldn’t it? Sloan squinted his eyes and hunkered over the steering wheel. Blue. It wouldn’t let him go.


  Sloan cut the engine and stepped out of the Bronco with a flashlight. He quickly cut through the lawn and toward the front door of the house.


  * * * *


  Kelly ran. She ran until she thought her heart and head would burst. The brambles and bushes cut her bare legs mercilessly, and still she ran. It was so dark. And she was beginning to lose the strength in her legs and lungs. But the mere thought of Steven finding her spurred her on.


  There was no way of knowing which direction she was headed. All she knew was “away.” Away from Steven. Away from her prison. Away.


  Her breath hitched in her throat, and she stopped for a second to lean against a tree. The throbbing in her head prevented her from opening her eyes all the way, and she squinted against the pain.


  And then she heard it. Something or someone was behind her. Twigs snapped, and a faint light swung back and forth between limbs and vines.


  Kelly flattened herself against the tree and looked around wildly. She had no way of knowing if her stalker could hear or see her. She cautiously eased her way to the left with her hands outstretched in front of her. But her foot caught in a hole, and she fell down with a small shriek.


  The light swung back toward her, and she tried desperately to crawl away from it. But the pain in her head lanced through her, and she cried out again.


  * * * *


  Sloan cocked his head to the side, following the noise in front of him. And when he heard the shriek, he quickened his pace considerably.


  His heart raced as he moved quicker and quicker. The flashlight cut through the dark, and he saw her before she perceived him.


  Kelly was deathly pale, lying on the foliage in the woods. She bled from several cuts on her legs, arms, and face. The negligee she wore was shredded to pieces in most places.


  Sloan’s heart leapt into his throat as he leaned down to gently cradle her against his body. He dropped the flashlight to gather her closer.


  “Baby.”


  * * * *


  Kelly’s eyes fluttered, and she sighed. She was warm. Her head still ached, and she was beginning to hurt all over. But she was finally warm. She opened her eyes and looked into the impossible hazel eyes of the man she loved.


  “Sloan,” she whispered. A trembling hand crept up to his face and touched his cheek. He was real. “Thank God.” She tried to burrow deeper against him.


  Neither of them heard the footsteps that stopped just outside the circle of light.


  “She’s mine.” Steven’s voice rang loudly throughout the woods.


  They both heard the gun cock, and Sloan smiled down at Kelly one last time. “I’ll be back.”


  He stood against her protestations, and she saw him palm his knife.


  Kelly grabbed the flashlight and tried to shine it on the duo, but her hand shook too badly. She clutched it with both hands and tried to raise it. And then she heard the shot.


  * * * *


  Kelly didn’t want to wake up. Her alarm didn’t go off. She didn’t want to go to work. She was tired. And sleep was nice. No thinking. No pain. Nothing.


  “Kelly.”


  The voice whispered in her head, but she fought against it. Everything outside her head was bad. She couldn’t control any of it.


  “Kelly. Wake up.”


  Sloan. He was okay. Sloan was alive. He stroked her hair.


  Kelly struggled against the cotton in her head, and squeezed her eyes open a fraction. The room was dark. What time was it? Night? Day?


  “Sloan.” Kelly croaked his name. She winced at the sound. “Sloan,” she repeated.


  “Baby.” He moved higher up so he could kiss her lips softly. “You’re awake.”


  “Are you okay?” Her gaze searched his and demanded answers.


  “Yes, woman.” Sloan chuckled and touched her cheek. “I’m fine. And you are, too.”


  She struggled to sit up, and Sloan tried to keep her flat. She frowned at him and blew out a breath.


  “I want to sit up.” Her tone brooked no argument.


  He moved back and helped her sit upright.


  Kelly looked around the room. “Where are my parents?”


  “At your house.” He stood quickly. “I’ll call them.”


  “Tell me,” Kelly demanded.


  Sloan stopped in his tracks. When he turned to Kelly, she saw all the pent-up anger and frustration he tried to hide from her. “I think it’s too soon.”


  “Don’t baby me, Sloan,” she warned. “I want to know what happened.” Her green eyes flashed hotly in her face.


  “Steven is in custody. And so is Christy.”


  “Christy?” Kelly frowned.


  “They’re cousins. She set the whole thing up. She fed Steven’s obsession for you.” Sloan sat down on the bed again. “Everything was her idea. The entire set-up.”


  “Christy,” she repeated. And then she remembered something. “The shot?”


  “I threw the knife and hit his arm. He fired wide right. I took him down.”


  “And what are you not telling me?” The question almost brought a smile to Sloan’s face. Kelly was back and bossier than ever.


  “You won the Sparks award.”


  Kelly stared at Sloan in shock for a full minute. And then she threw back her head and laughed until she began to cry. The dam of emotions broke over her in a tidal wave.


  Sloan hurried over and gathered her close to him. “Shh. It’s okay, Kelly. It’s over.”


  She clung to him tightly. “Call my parents,” she whispered. “And then get me the hell out of here.”


  * * * *


  Kelly was supposed to be on complete bedrest. She looked around furtively and then hurried out of her room and toward the living room.


  “Woman!” Sloan’s voice cut down the hallway, and she winced.


  “Dammit, Sloan!” Kelly turned to scowl at him. “I’m tired of laying there. Shit! I’m healed. My body is fine. Now let me breathe!”


  Sloan narrowed his eyes as he drew closer. “You,” he pointed at her, “are going back to bed until the doctor says otherwise.”


  “Come with me.” Kelly winked and moved closer. “Please?” She fluttered her eyelashes and pursed her lips.


  “Go back to bed.”


  “You ass!” Kelly stormed back down the hall and slammed her bedroom door shut. She was going to lose her mind. The buzz of her intercom had her sitting upright and answering it.


  “Yes,” she snapped.


  “Kelly?”


  “Wilda!” Kelly jumped out of bed and buzzed her friend in. “Get up here right now!” She fairly danced as she made her way toward the garage.


  Sloan was already by the door with his arms folded in a defensive stance.


  “Get out of the way.” Kelly’s voice was deceptively calm.


  “No.” Sloan’s tone matched hers.


  “Listen.” She poked him in the chest hard. “You get the hell out of my way before I have you escorted out.”


  “Oh, really?” Sloan arched an eyebrow. “Do tell.”


  “Let Wilda in. And then you need to leave.” Kelly reached around him and opened the door.


  Sloan growled and stalked into the living room.


  She watched him go with a grimace and told herself it was for the best. For the best. The thought echoed hollowly in her heart.


  Kelly opened the garage door and pulled Wilda to her tightly. “I’m so glad you’re here.”


  Wilda kissed Kelly on her forehead and returned the hug. “Child. I worry about you. Going and getting yourself kidnapped.”


  Kelly laughed and shook her head. “Yeah. My life wasn’t exciting enough.”


  Wilda looked around. “Where’s Sloan?”


  “Living room.” Kelly jerked her head tightly toward him.


  “You two are fighting again?” Wilda shook her head.


  “He’s arrogant. Bossy. And he likes telling me what to do.”


  “Yes, child. That’s because he loves you.” Wilda’s emerald gaze searched Kelly’s. “And you know that. Why do you still run?”


  “I’m not running.” Her voice was defiant and childish. She sighed. “Maybe I am.”


  “Will you ever love a man as you do him?” Wilda’s kind eyes questioned her.


  “No,” she whispered.


  “Then tell him.” Wilda kissed each of Kelly’s cheeks. “I must go, child.” She smiled kindly at Kelly. “Marge will be back Monday. Tempest and I must go back home for now. But we’ll see each other again. I’ll make sure of it.”


  “I dreamt of you.” Kelly looked closely at the woman in front of her. “I dreamt you helped me. Told me what to do.” She took Wilda’s hands in hers. “Thank you.”


  A small tear slid down Wilda’s cheek. “Thank you, Kelly. Be happy. And be loved.” She pointed toward the living room. “Your man is waiting.”


  Kelly turned toward the living room and then back again. But Wilda was gone.


  * * * *


  The portrait in the hallway shone brightly as Wilda’s task was finished. And a bright, red bracelet appeared around the woman on the far left’s wrist.


  * * * *


  The four guardians looked down at Earth with wide smiles and happy tears. They watched Sloan and Kelly marry. It was a small ceremony. George and Christine stood for them while Bob and Dot were witnesses.


  “She was a handful, Wilda.” Kendra smiled at her older sister. “But you picked well.” A frown creased her face. “I hope I am wise enough to do the same.”


  Wilda hugged Kendra close. “Just because you are the youngest does not mean you will fall short in this quest.” She shot a look to Tempest. “And don’t let anyone else attempt to help you.”


  Tempest frowned, and her blue eyes flashed. “I only wanted to lend a hand.”


  “You only felt the need to try and take over the assignment. You know the rules!” Wilda scolded her.


  Eden held up her hand, and the women fell silent. “Truce,” she said. “We will not fight amongst ourselves. Together we can achieve our goal.” Her stare met each of theirs. “But apart, we fail.”


  Tempest arched her eyebrow at Wilda. Eden shot a meaningful glance at her. “Tempest. Your way is not necessarily anyone else’s. Your turn will come.” Her brown eyes sought out Kendra’s blue worried ones. “But for now, we wait for Kendra’s choice.”


  Kendra stepped forward and steadied herself with a slow breath. She waved her hands, and the clouds parted for her. She was nervous. Wilda picked a mortal who was strong and had a similar personality to hers.


  Who will I pick?


  Her sisters gathered near to her, giving her strength with their mere presence. Kendra looked down and prayed there would be something that would give her a clue as to who to pick. She was unsure and didn’t want to make a mistake that would cost them all.


  “Steady.” Eden’s soft voice soothed her frazzled nerves. “You will know, Kendra. You will know.”


  And then Kendra saw her.


  Her mortal wore a smile on her face, but her heart hurt. The woman was lonely. Oh, so lonely. Kendra could almost see the pain radiating out from the woman.


  “That one.” Kendra pointed down to Earth, and her sisters looked at her choice.


  “Oh, Kendra,” Tempest whispered. “You’ll have your work cut out for you.” Her blue eyes blinked back tears. “I don’t think anyone ever taught her how to love.”


  “I will guide her. Protect her.” Kendra’s voice was certain. Her light blue gaze met each sisters’ eyes in turn. “I choose her.”
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