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Praise for Gun Brooke’s Fiction

Fierce Overture

“Gun Brooke creates memorable characters, and Noelle
and Helena are no exception. Each woman is “more than meets the
eye” as each exhibits depth, fears, and longings. And the sexual
tension between them is real, hot, and raw.”—Just About
Write

Coffee Sonata

“In Coffee Sonata, the lives of these four
women become intertwined. In forming friendships and love, closets
and disabilities are discussed, along with differences in age and
backgrounds. Love and friendship are areas filled with complexity
and nuances. Brooke takes her time to savor the complexities while
her main characters savor their excellent cups of coffee. If you
enjoy a good love story, a great setting, and wonderful characters,
look for Coffee Sonata at your favorite gay and lesbian
bookstore.”—Family & Friends Magazine

Sheridan’s Fate

“Sheridan’s fire and Lark’s warm embers are enough to
make this book sizzle. Brooke, however, has gone beyond the
wonderful emotional explorations of these characters to tell the
story of those who, for various reasons, become differently-abled.
Whether it is a bullet, an illness, or a problem at birth, many
women and men find themselves in Sheridan’s situation. Her courage
and Lark’s gentleness and determination send this romance into a
‘must read.’”—Just About Write

Course of Action

“Brooke’s words capture the intensity of their
growing relationship. Her prose throughout the book is breathtaking
and heart-stopping. Where have you been hiding, Gun Brooke? I, for
one, would like to see more romances from this
author.”—Independent Gay Writer

September Canvas

“In this character-driven story, trust is earned and
secrets are uncovered. Deanna and Faythe are fully fleshed out and
prove to the reader each has much depth, talent, wit and
problem-solving abilities. September Canvas
is a good read with a thoroughly satisfying
conclusion.”—Just About Write

The Supreme Constellations Series

“Protector of the Realm has
it all; sabotage, corruption, erotic love and exhilarating space
fights. Gun Brooke’s second novel is forceful with a winning
combination of solid characters and a brilliant plot. The book
exemplifies her growth as an inventive storyteller and is [sure] to
garner multiple awards in the coming year.”—Just
About Write

“Brooke is an amazing author, and has written in
other genres. Never have I read a book where I started at the top
of the page and don’t know what will happen two paragraphs later.
She keeps the excitement going, and the pages
turning.”—MegaScene
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Synopsis

A high-stakes romance among the jet-set crowd of
actresses, producers, and world-famous entrepreneurs. Carolyn Black
– an actress driven by her ambition, desperately wants the starring
role in an upcoming film based on a series of famous novels. With a
reputation for being willing to do anything to get a part, the
actress sets out to impress the woman behind the project. Annelie
Peterson – the wealthy publisher with a mysterious past – owns the
film rights and will decide who wins the much-coveted role. When
Annelie meets Carolyn, the woman she has idolized for years, sparks
fly. How far is Carolyn prepared to go for the dream part of a
lifetime? And just how far will Annelie bend her principles in the
name of desire?
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Prologue

“That role is mine! I am
Diana Maddox!”

Carolyn Black planted her hands on her agent’s desk
and stared at him like a chained panther defending a bloody meal.
The meal in question was the hottest movie role on offer for an
over-thirty actress since The Hours.

“I know you are, and so do all the fans,” Grey
Parker tried to reassure his best client. Carolyn had always been
goal oriented and ambitious, but she seemed almost desperate over
the new Supernova Productions feature. He could understand her
agitation; at forty-five, she was staring down the barrels. Most
actresses her age were already playing Mom in television movies of
the week.

“You’re my agent, and I pay you a lot of money,” she
hissed, abandoning his desk to pace the luxurious office. “I want
this role. I have to have it.”

“We don’t have a script yet,” Grey said in a
soothing tone. “They’re not casting until—”

“Oh, please. They’re casting. Read the goddamned
tabloids. Annelie Peterson is taking actresses to lunch. Sylvia
Goodman was on E! News dropping hints.” She stopped in her tracks
and spun to face him, a signature move from her small-screen days
as soap goddess Devon Harper. “I’ve earned this, Grey. I’m the one
who should bring Diana Maddox to the big screen. Make it
happen.”

“Don’t you worry about a thing, my dear.” He masked
an uncharacteristic lack of confidence. “Consider it done.”


Chapter One

Annelie Peterson sipped her champagne and gazed down
at the crowd thronging the ballroom below.

“I think we’re a hit.” She smiled at the
boyish-looking man next to her.

Gregory Horton was the CEO of one of her companies
and a trusted friend.

“Three hundred and fifty guests, a thousand dollars
per plate.” He rolled off the numbers with patent satisfaction.
“And that’s not counting the auction later. We should see half of
that again with those first editions and the paintings. Of course
it helps that you’re the hostess—the woman everyone wants to
meet.”

Annelie shot her employee a mock glare. Gregory had
worked for her for seven years, ever since she came to Florida, and
they shared an easygoing camaraderie as well as a smooth work
relationship. In his early thirties, like herself, he looked more
like a surfer than a seasoned executive. His unruly blond hair
attracted the attention of both men and woman, as did his green
eyes and broad smile.

“We should mingle,” he continued. “It’ll pay to
shake some people’s hands before we sit down to dinner.”

Annelie sighed. The mingling was the tough part. She
would never get used to the kind of meaningless exchanges and
air-kissing that went on at charity galas like this one. But she
had spent six months planning the event for the Nebula Circle, a
philanthropic trust she had established several years ago. A little
mingling wouldn’t kill her.

Pulling at the skirt of her ice blue Ungaro evening
dress, she walked through the crowd, smiling faintly as she shook
hands. She had met very few of these people personally, as she
normally kept a low profile, but most of them seemed to know who
she was—A. M. Peterson, the owner of Key Line Publishing Inc., the
woman whose empire was growing so fast Fortune magazine had labeled her the next Ted Turner.
Annelie wondered if she would ever get used to people regarding her
with awe—and if she did, what that would say about the person she
had become.

Certainly the large mirrors lining the ballroom
walls confirmed that she looked the part. The softly flowing dress
fit her like a glove, and a chignon covered with a white gold web
of diamonds held back her long blond hair. Annelie disliked rings
and never wore any, but a breathtaking diamond necklace drew
attention to her plunging neckline, and a matching bracelet
encircled her right wrist. She was taller than most women and some
of the men there but kept her head high, a posture she had
perfected along with the rest of her carefully constructed public
image.

Annelie continued to work her way through the
glamorously dressed crowd. Being used to men staring at her
curvaceous body, she ignored their stares yet greeted each man
politely. The envious looks from some of the women disappeared when
they discovered she was just as friendly toward them.

When she finally reached the other end of the
hallway and scanned the crowd for Gregory, she noticed him talking
to a couple and recognized the woman standing to his left. Carolyn
Black wore an elegant black dress decorated with a cascade of
rhinestones stretching from her left shoulder down around her waist
and onto the form-fitting skirt. Her auburn hair was intricately
piled on top of her head, with thin tresses caressing her neck. The
actress had an obvious, quite overwhelming, charisma, which clearly
held all around her captive and made Annelie catch her breath as
she approached.

Gregory performed the introductions, and Annelie
shook hands with Carolyn and the man she was with, Jared Garrison.
As they exchanged pleasantries, she wondered if the rumors about
Carolyn and Jared were true. They didn’t look like lovers, but
Annelie wasn’t sure what gave her that impression.

“We’re delighted your audio version of the Diana
Maddox books has become so successful, Ms. Black,” she said,
thinking how young the actress seemed. Carolyn’s flawless skin,
lightly dusted with freckles, looked satiny smooth. Her steady
blue-gray eyes, able to portray any emotion required on stage or
screen, swept Annelie up and down.

“Well, thank you. And please, call me Carolyn,” she
said in the low, smoky voice that had convinced Annelie to hire her
for the audiobooks. “Of course the role came very naturally to me.
I think, in many ways, Diana and I are kindred spirits.”

Annelie smiled inwardly. The actress might as well
have announced her interest in the film role on a foghorn. “Your
voice was perfect,” she said. “I knew it would be after I saw you
in The Greenhouse three years ago.”

Carolyn’s mouth stretched into a brilliant smile.
“You handled the casting decision personally?”

“Of course. The Diana Maddox books are pivotal to my
company.”

“And you’re planning to bring them to the screen
now. How brave of you after the V. I. Warshawski fiasco.”

A warning shot? Either Carolyn really cared about
the character or she wanted it to seem that way. “Well, I haven’t
hired a moron to direct my film or hacks to write the screenplay,”
Annelie said coolly. Was it her imagination, or was this actress
actually interviewing her—assessing her
competence to extend the Diana Maddox franchise onto the
screen?

Carolyn’s expression was serenely self-possessed.
“I’m sure, if you can attach the right cast, you’ll have the
distributors eating from your hand.”

“Thanks.” Annelie was aware her voice held an edge
of sarcasm. She wasn’t accustomed to having anyone imply she might
lack the skills to pull off a project. Mildly irritated, she
steered the conversation back to social pleasantries. “I’m so glad
you could be here tonight. What are you doing in Florida, by the
way? Are you filming here?”

“No, I’ve just closed a play in New York, and I need
a break. So I’m reading a few scripts and spending some quality
time with Jared.”

Apparently Jared Garrison had missed the change of
topic. “Do you have anyone in mind for Maddox yet?” he asked
Annelie, oblivious to his date’s unmistakable glare. “I hear
there’s a lot of interest. Even Meryl Streep and Sally Field.”

Annelie had to hide a smile. She knew Jared
professionally. The good-looking lawyer was a senior partner at a
firm that did pro bono work for Nebula Circle clients. Her charity focused on children born with HIV and
shelters for women, so they always needed volunteer legal help.
She’d had no idea Jared was involved with Carolyn Black until she’d
read some gossip recently. For a moment she pitied him. The actress
had a reputation for chewing men up and spitting them out.

Annelie smirked faintly. “I don’t see either Streep
or Field as a potential Diana Maddox,” she told him. “They’re
wonderful actresses but not the right age, to start with.”

She could almost hear the wheels turning inside
Carolyn’s head, but the perfect face revealed nothing. Sweeping a
quick assessing look around, she made an expansive gesture and
projected her voice as only a Broadway star could, declaring,
“Wonderful night, Annelie. I’m so glad I could come.” She took
Jared’s arm. “Now I really mustn’t keep you from your guests.
Perhaps we’ll chat later.”

By some strange magic the crowd parted as she moved
through it, people turning to gaze at her, a few even clapping.
Annelie was astounded to see even the most sophisticated of her
guests looking starstruck at a smile or nod from Carolyn Black. If
the woman was trying to make a point, she’d succeeded. She was the
consummate performer. A star.

But was she Diana Maddox? Annelie had her
doubts.

 


*

 


“You look like the cat that ate the proverbial
canary,” Gregory remarked as he followed Annelie off the stage
after the auction.

“I’m overwhelmed,” Annelie said, checking her Palm
Pilot. “Someone paid $12,000 for those signed first editions of the
Diana Maddox books.”

Gregory grinned. “Yup, and that was none other than
Diana Maddox herself, or should I say, Carolyn Black. She must want
the part in the worst way.”

“Gregory! Behave.”

“Don’t look now, but she’s on her way over here.
Don’t make any promises you can’t keep.”

Annelie turned around and saw Carolyn approaching,
this time without her date.

“Annelie.” The throaty voice seemed to caress her
name, making Annelie shiver. “I wanted to thank you for this
evening. It looks like all your hard work paid off.”

“I’m thrilled,” Annelie said. “And everything will
go directly to the children we’re supporting. The hotel even
donated the ballroom.”

“That’s wonderful.”

“Your bid was extremely generous. It was very kind
of you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Carolyn wasn’t going to ask about the Diana Maddox
role. Annelie admired the actress’s steely nerve. It wasn’t often
she encountered a woman with as much strength of mind as she
herself possessed. She could sense that strength in Carolyn and was
drawn to it. “How long will you be in Florida?” she asked.

“I’m due back in New York in two weeks.”

“Are you staying in the city?”

“I’m at Jared’s condo on Bal Harbour. I was hoping
to swim every day since that’s my favorite way to exercise. But the
wind has been too strong.” Carolyn smiled with faint
self-deprecation. “I’m so used to swimming pools that I find the
large waves intimidating.”

Annelie reached into her small purse for a business
card, an idea taking rapid shape in her mind. “Tell you what. I
live near Jared, on Golden Beach. You’re more than welcome to come
use my pool. I’ll leave word at the gate that you’re on my guest
list.” A small, wry smile lifted her mouth. “Needless to say,
that’s a very short list.”

Carolyn’s eyes widened, and Annelie could hear
Gregory cough in surprise behind her.

“That’s very generous.” Carolyn said. “I don’t want
to impose—”

“You’re not. I promise. Any day is fine. My
housekeeper will let you in. She’s off on Sundays and Mondays, but
I’m usually home till lunch then.”

Carolyn’s polite hesitance vanished. “So, would
tomorrow be all right?”

Annelie smiled at the unabashed question. Being
rather direct herself, she found Carolyn’s manner refreshing.
“Sure, why don’t you come around eleven? We could have lunch
afterward.”

“Are you sure it isn’t too much trouble?” Carolyn
briefly touched Annelie’s arm. “I mean, after tonight and
everything?”

“Quite sure.”

Gregory coughed again, but Annelie ignored him.

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” Carolyn looked
delighted. “Good night.”

As the actress vanished into the sea of departing
guests, a soft male voice behind Annelie inquired, “What are you
doing?”

“Running my business.”

Gregory seemed unimpressed. “You’re going to offer
her the part?”

“No. I’m going to make it very attractive for her to
agree to terminate the audiobook contract.”

Gregory frowned. “Why? The sales have been
huge.”

“Once I have an actress playing Maddox on screen,
we’ll need to rejacket all the print books and redo sound on the
audio series for the Diana character. I want the same actress doing
everything. It’s the only thing that makes sense, and our marketing
people agree.”

Gregory grimaced. “You can’t seriously imagine
Carolyn Black is going to take that lying down. She won’t
terminate. She’ll sue.”

“We’ll see.” Annelie said. “I can be very
persuasive.”

Gregory put his arm around her waist and gave her a
quick squeeze. “Just be careful. Promise me that.”

She smiled at him over her shoulder. “I
promise.”

 


*

 


“Did you remember to call Beth back?” Jared pulled
out into the night traffic.

Carolyn groaned. “No, I forgot. I was running late
but that’s no excuse. Did she say what’s up?”

Beth, her eleven-years-younger sister, was a nurse,
far from Carolyn’s glamorous world. Married for six years, she and
her husband, Joe, lived in D.C. with their four-year-old daughter,
Pamela.

“No, just that she needed to talk to you about
something. It didn’t sound like an emergency.”

Carolyn leaned back, resting her head. A familiar
throbbing in her temples made her reach for her purse and pull out
a nasal spray. If she disregarded the early symptoms, the throbbing
would inevitably escalate into a full-blown migraine attack,
incapacitating her for several days. She took her medicine,
noticing Jared’s concerned glance in her direction.

“Are you okay?”

“I’ll be fine. Just a precaution.” Carolyn gave a
muted sigh. She needed to relax; she was tired after doing six
performances a week for eleven months. If she wasn’t careful she
would end up with permanent bags under her eyes.

“Heard from your brother lately?”

“No, not in a while. He’s into one of his creative
spells, I think. If my sister-in-law didn’t drag him to my shows,
he’d never get around to watching any of my work.”

“You go to every one of his exhibitions.”

Carolyn chuckled at the implied criticism. “That’s
different. John is a genius. It’s my duty to admire him, even if I
think his sculptures look like deformed pieces of junk.”

Jared shook his head. “You can try to sound
sarcastic, but it’s not working. I know you’re proud of him.”

Carolyn smiled. “Yes, I am.”

She had been twelve years old when their mother
died, hit by a car while crossing the street. John was six and baby
Elisabeth just eleven months. Their father had lost his moorings
when his beautiful, vibrant wife was killed, and Carolyn had soon
found herself in her mother’s role, taking care of her
siblings.

Shawn Black had suffered a massive heart attack when
Carolyn was twenty-one, and she’d dropped out of college to look
after her teenaged brother and young sister. Life had been a
struggle, but she had never regretted making that choice. Even now,
she was proud that she’d been able to raise John and Beth without
help from anyone.

Jared pulled into the parking lot beneath the large
apartment building where his ocean-view condo was. After they took
the elevator up to the fifth floor, Carolyn leaned against the wall
and closed her eyes briefly as he unlocked the door.

“Some evening,” she mused. “I don’t think I’ve been
in a room with so many people dressed fit to kill since the Golden
Globes.”

“Half of Palm Beach was there.” Jared sounded
admiring. “Annelie knows how to raise money, and she’s passionate
about those kids. I heard she even volunteers at the hospital when
one of them is admitted.”

“Remarkable,” Carolyn said. “I’m amazed she invited
me to use her pool while I’m here.”

Jared stopped on his way to the kitchen and faced
her. “I’ve got to admit I’m curious about two things—her motives
for inviting you, and yours, for going.”

“To swim, of course,” Carolyn said lightly. She
could see Jared wasn’t buying. He knew her too well to accept the
explanation at face value.

“Carolyn,” he chided. “Since when did you share your
precious private life, unless there’s a payoff?”

“I spend hours with you, don’t I?”

He laughed. “We both know it’s very convenient for
you to have our names linked in the media. Like I said, there’s
always a payoff.”

Carolyn produced a mock-innocent shrug. “If it helps
Annelie Peterson see I’m the only sane choice for Diana Maddox,
I’ll be thrilled to swim in her pool as often as it takes.”

“Are you sure you really want to do this?” Jared
looked uneasy.

“What do you mean?”

“It’s a well-known secret that Annelie Peterson is a
lesbian.”

Carolyn blinked. “Are you sure?”

“As sure as I can be without actually asking her to
her face.”

Carolyn pictured the tall blonde in her blue dress,
moving with perfect grace from one person to another in the marble
hallway of the hotel, shaking hands, smiling. Her jewelry had
sparkled but hadn’t managed to draw attention from her ice blue
eyes or her melodious alto voice. Annelie was not just attractive,
she was stunningly beautiful. And gay?

“Carolyn?”

She raised an eyebrow. “If you’re waiting for me to
be shocked, don’t hold your breath. I work in show business, for
heaven’s sake!”

Jared gave her a pointed stare. “Actually, I was
waiting for the announcement about how you plan on using the
information to your advantage.”

A flash of anger burned through the effect of her
medication. Feeling her left temple begin to throb again, Carolyn
glared at him. “Thanks a lot. You make me sound like a callous
bitch.”

“You’re nothing of the kind. You’re a wonderful
bitch.”

“You horrible man,” she muttered. “You make me so
angry sometimes.” She rubbed her temple.

“Only because I see you the way you are, and not the
way you want to be seen. You’re very good at playing Carolyn Black. It’s the role of a lifetime, if you ask
me.”

He was an unbearable tease. Still, she felt herself
relax as he put his arm around her shoulders and ushered her into
the kitchen. “Let me make it up to you with a café latte,” he said.
“You’re the only person I know who sleeps better after a healthy
dose of caffeine.”

Carolyn perched on a stool next to the kitchen
counter, watching as he ground aromatic coffee beans. “Tell me
something. What did you mean when you said you were curious about
her motives for inviting me?” she
asked.

Jared placed a cup in the espresso machine. “Does
she want to get to know you before she decides whether to offer you
the role? Or is there some other agenda?”

“Such as?”

“You’ll have to ask her. But if I were a lesbian,
I’d probably enjoy having you swim in my pool.” He handed Carolyn
her latte.

She sipped it with a show of nonchalance. Could
Annelie Peterson be attracted to her? If so, she wouldn’t be the
first lesbian Carolyn had had to politely discourage. On the other
hand, this could be exactly the opportunity she needed. If there
was one thing show business had taught her, it was how to convert
lust into an acting contract.

 


*

 


Annelie stepped out of her blue dress and hung it
carefully before taking off her lace underwear and putting on a
white terry-cloth robe. She walked outside and switched on the jets
in the Jacuzzi, dropped the robe on a garden chair, and climbed
into the hot water. Screened from view by palm trees and high
walls, her hot tub was located directly off the patio near the
swimming pool. Annelie loved the sense of being in her own little
world, naked outdoors. With a contented sigh, she leaned back and
gazed up at the starry sky, amazed at how close it always seemed.
This was one of the things she loved about Florida—in New York, you
could barely make out the constellations because of the bright city
lights.

Shifting in the water, she allowed the jets to reach
every part of her body, teasing and caressing her flesh, rippling
along the entire length of her spine like a thousand tiny kisses.
Steady blue-gray eyes and auburn hair invaded her thoughts, and she
closed her eyes, not surprised that Carolyn Black had lodged in her
mind. The actress was more than a famous beauty; she was
devastatingly sexy. Something about the way she moved, and the way
she looked at Annelie, unsettled her in a way she was not used to.
Face-to-face, Carolyn had made her feel like she was the only
person in the room, nailing her with those amazing eyes, pulling
her in and claiming all of her attention. It had taken an effort
for Annelie to remain calm, at least outwardly, and just thinking
about the encounter still made her heart hammer in her chest.

She wondered if Carolyn knew she was a lesbian.
Annelie realized people automatically assumed she was gay just
because she published an extensive range of widely successful
lesbian books and never used token males as escorts to any of the
functions she attended. It was not something she attempted to keep
a secret, but she was not officially out either. Reserved by
nature, she neither confirmed nor denied her sexual preference to
anyone. It simply wasn’t anybody else’s business.

Annelie hadn’t reached her present position in
society overnight. Winning one of the largest ever multistate
Powerball lotteries nine years ago had altered her life forever.
After surviving the media circus with its interviews, followed by
the obligatory letters and phone calls from begging strangers and
acquaintances, she’d decided to drop below the radar.

Assuming her Swedish mother’s maiden name, she’d
moved to New York, living in Manhattan for two years while she
attended Barnard College’s Comparative Literature Program. During
that period, she’d learned how to move among the rich and famous as
if she belonged, taking lessons in deportment and public speaking.
A regime of beauty treatments, massages, and regular visits to the
gym changed her looks and movements.

The girl who had once been Annie Clint, bank-office
clerk during the day to help pay for her literature studies in the
evenings, became Annelie Peterson, businesswoman. She started a
call center named Quasar Inc. at the beginning of the outsourcing
boom. The business rapidly become so successful she was able to
sell it at a handsome profit and look for a new business
opportunity, something less crazy. Annelie never spoke about her
past and had confided the truth to only three of her best friends,
knowing they would never betray her. She’d learned a few difficult
lessons early on, especially that people treated her differently
because of her money and few had genuine motives.

As she arched her back, she tilted her head into the
Jacuzzi, allowing the jets to massage her scalp. Her naked breasts
rose above the surface, her nipples pebbling in the humid night
air. Shivering slightly, she sank once more into the seductive
warmth of the water and released a satisfied moan. She had never
regretted her decision to move on. Much as she’d loved Manhattan,
she had longed for a slower pace. Having visited Florida several
times and fallen in love with the cosmopolitan way of life in
Miami, she decided to make it her home.

She bought a medium-sized publishing company, Key
Line Publishing, and promptly branched out from nonfiction and
children’s books to publish gay and lesbian literature as well as
mainstream novels. Her strategy paid off, soon making Key Line a
thorn in the sides of the industry heavyweights.

Annelie returned to her condo in New York
periodically, enjoying catching up with her friends. She kept a
close check on the business endeavors she was still involved with
and also worked with several charity organizations. Most of her
fortune remained tied up in a wide stock and bond portfolio, and
under the auspices of her savvy investment manager, her net worth
had almost quadrupled since her lottery win.

Annelie did not flaunt her wealth the way many of
Miami’s newly rich did. Her financial status made her the target of
opportunists, and showing up on Forbes’s
list of businesswomen of influence was no help. It was always a
struggle to balance her need for privacy, which sometimes led to
inadvertent solitude, with her need to do business effectively and
provide active support to the charity organizations she had
endowed.

Turning in the water, she pushed herself up over the
side of the Jacuzzi, then into the swimming pool, needing to cool
down. The hot water in the whirlpool was soothing, but it also made
her lethargic if she wasn’t careful. She swam over to the other
side of the pool, completely submerged, relishing the water’s
silken chill against her flesh. When she reached the ladder, she
climbed up and sat on the ledge, wringing out her hair as the balmy
night once more surrounded her.

Droplets ran down her arms, glistening against her
pale skin as they followed the rounded curve of her full breasts.
They stopped at the puckered skin of her nipples, and the cooling
effect of the water made her shiver. Annelie smoothed the rivulets
away, running her hands over her body. The touch was oddly
soothing, yet had a bittersweet tinge to it. She rarely felt
lonely, but tonight she was all too aware of what was missing in
her very full life. Suddenly Carolyn’s eyes were there again,
looking at her, her head slightly tilted as if Annelie were the
most interesting, worthwhile person in the world. Not quite sure
why the image of the actress was etched on her retina, she
envisioned the smaller woman dressed in that elegant black evening
gown, the rhinestones accentuating her figure. In person, she was
everything Annelie had imagined, maybe even more.

Disregarding a sudden twinge deep inside, Annelie
got to her feet and padded over to the Jacuzzi to turn off the
jets. A set of patio doors opened from her bedroom, and she picked
up her robe and went through these, heading for her bathroom. After
a quick shower, she dried her hair and brushed her teeth before
sliding into bed. For a moment, she lay completely still, enjoying
the feeling of the crisp linen against her naked body; then she set
her alarm for six thirty. She had a lot of work to do before
Carolyn arrived to use the pool and she wanted to be clearheaded
for this visit, so she could not afford to oversleep.

She hugged a pillow tight as she curled up beneath
the covers, letting her mind wander to Carolyn Black once more. The
actress had done a lot for Key Line, playing the role of criminal
investigator Diana Maddox in their hugely successful audiobook
series. It was hardly surprising that she saw herself as the
logical choice for the lead in the movie.

Annelie’s stomach clenched at the thought of having
to disappoint her. Carolyn obviously wanted the role, and she had
the necessary acting credentials. She’d won a Tony in her younger
years and various film awards later in her career. But her
impressive record cut little ice with Annelie’s potential
distributors. They’d already decided a younger star would have more
box office appeal and had their sights set on Sylvia Goodman, an
up-and-coming actress who’d attracted attention for her supporting
roles in several major films. The fact that Diana Maddox was forty
plus in the novels made no difference. In screen adaptations,
everything was up for grabs.

Fastening her grip around her pillow, Annelie
sighed. She was trying to keep an open mind about Goodman. The
tall, fair-haired beauty had been pronounced the new Sally Field by
some gushy columnists, and she certainly had the right look for
Maddox when she wore a dark wig as she had in several recent
supporting roles. Still, in Annelie’s mind she lacked certain key
sensibilities Carolyn Black possessed in abundance. Carolyn brought
maturity and dimension to her roles that few younger actresses
could equal. But what did that really buy these days? Audiences had
been trained to accept shallow performances as long as a movie was
exciting and delivered some titillating sex scenes.

Annelie wanted to make more than one Maddox film, so
everything depended on how the critics and the audience received
the first movie. As far as she could see, sacrificing Carolyn for
Sylvia came down to simple pragmatism. Annelie didn’t have the
luxury of indulging her own personal preferences; too much was at
stake.

 


*

 


Carolyn reached for the phone, automatically
checking the bedside clock. Her heart leapt into her throat when
she saw the caller ID. What was her younger sister doing calling at
two in the morning?

“Beth? Are you all right?”

“I’m fine. Really.” Her voice was high-pitched.
“Sorry to call you so late, but I just couldn’t wait to tell
you.”

“It’s okay.” Carolyn elbowed herself upright. She
could hear a male in the background, her sister’s husband Joe.

“I’m pregnant!” Beth’s voice cracked, and she
started to cry.

“Oh, honey. That’s wonderful! I’m so happy for you
and Joe.”

After a muted rattle, her brother-in-law started
talking. “Hi, Carolyn. Beth just got a little emotional. She’ll be
fine, but I wish she could’ve waited until tomorrow to tell
you.”

The actress felt a pang of guilt for not remembering
to return Beth’s call earlier. “Is everything okay with her and the
baby? When did you find out?”

“This morning. Everything seems normal this time.
But she’s only six weeks pregnant, so she’s nervous. We both
are.”

“I know.” Beth had suffered two miscarriages in a
row, both in her eighth week. After the second, she had fallen into
a deep depression. “Put her back on, would you, darling,” Carolyn
said, thinking quickly.

“I’m here.” Beth’s voice seemed a little
stronger.

“Beth, honey, listen to me. Why don’t you take a
leave of absence until you’re past the first trimester? I’ll help
with the bills. You and the baby are all that really matter right
now. Please, kiddo?”

“Oh, Lyn. I don’t think Joe would like that, but
thanks anyway.”

“Talk to him. Joe only wants what’s best for you. He
knows this isn’t about his pride. Please.”

“All right.” Beth paused. “You’re happy for me,
aren’t you? You don’t think I’m asking for trouble, trying
again?”

Carolyn’s heart almost broke at the tentative voice
of her little sister. Beth had needed her more than ever when their
father died. She was only ten and heading for puberty. A cousin of
their father had offered to raise the young girl but was not
interested in their teenaged brother John. Not about to let anyone
break up what remained of her family, Carolyn resisted and became
her younger siblings’ legal guardian.

She had carried the burden of supporting them on far
too narrow shoulders. Maintaining their childhood home swallowed
most of the monthly allowance from her father’s life insurance, and
she’d constantly hunted for part-time work until she landed the
daytime soap role that had launched her career.

Like her, her brother John grew up too quickly, and
she sometimes thought this was why his behavior was so often
spoiled and childish now. Beth was different. Always interested in
and proud of Carolyn’s professional achievements, her warmhearted
sister made it clear in her unaffected way that she loved Carolyn
deeply regardless of her star status. The fact that her sister was
now a grown woman of thirty-four didn’t matter. Carolyn still felt
responsible.

“I’m delighted for you, honey,” she said. “Now you
be careful and take good care of yourself. I promise to be better
at keeping my cell-phone battery charged in case you need me, all
right?”

“All right. Thank you, Lyn.”

“Don’t be silly. You’d do the same for me, and
more.”

“In case you became pregnant, you mean?” Beth teased
with a glimpse of her normally wicked sense of humor.

“Smart-ass.”

They continued some of their usual sisterly
bantering, easing the mood.

After hanging up, Carolyn curled onto her side. Her
neck and her temples hurt a bit, so she was relieved to be swimming
tomorrow. It usually kept her headaches at bay. Yet again she
wondered why Annelie had invited her. She had no trouble picturing
the statuesque blonde. Annelie had looked down at her, masking
whatever was going on behind those pale blue eyes. Carolyn sensed
something was on Annelie’s mind, a special reason the publisher was
making her welcome this way. It had to be the movie.

This was her chance, her shot at proving they didn’t
need to consider anyone else for the role. Surely it was obvious to
Peterson—and if not, could it be all that hard to make her see
reason? The readers already knew Maddox’s voice through the
audiobooks; they already identified her as Maddox. She wondered
about her competition. Could Supernova seriously be considering
anyone else? Whoever it was, she had to convince Annelie no one
else could do Diana Maddox justice. She was the one. And she would
not be going home without the role.


Chapter Two

Carolyn lowered the backseat window as the cab
stopped at the gate and the security guard stepped out of the
booth.

“Carolyn Black. Annelie Peterson is expecting
me.”

The guard ducked back into the booth, then motioned
the cabdriver through the gate.

Looking around the exclusive residential area,
Carolyn saw several different types of architecture. Most of the
houses were either white or pastel and screened by large palm
trees. The torpid Miami heat was already gathering, and she could
hardly wait to get into the pool.

The cab stopped at the end of a cul-de-sac at a
large white house set back from the road in a lush tropical garden.
With its tall windows creating an exciting façade, the house seemed
to wrap around its semicircular driveway. A brand-new-looking, red
vintage sixties Ford Mustang sat in front of the house. She glanced
to the right, spotting a vast garage with a garage apartment.

The grounds were enclosed by a high concrete wall
punctuated with ornate black wrought iron. Carolyn raised an
eyebrow, thinking about Jared’s comments. Annelie was obviously a
very private person. Was her rumored lesbianism the main reason, or
was she one of those wealthy people who preferred to keep the world
at arm’s length? Either way, it was amazing that she’d invited
Carolyn here, and little wonder Jared was speculating on her
motives.

Carolyn paid the cabbie and stepped out into the
Florida humidity, tossing her bag over her shoulder. Dressed in
white city shorts and a light yellow tank top, she walked up to the
gate and rang the bell.

“Carolyn,” Annelie’s voice sounded from a nearby
speaker. “The gate’s open.”

Annelie appeared at the front door before Carolyn
reached it. She looked relaxed and casual, sporting a modest
ponytail, an azure blue T-shirt, and black shorts.

“Welcome. Come on in and have something to drink
before you change. It’s even hotter today, isn’t it?”

“It sure is. What a difference from New York this
time of year!”

Carolyn followed Annelie inside, looking curiously
around the hallway. A blue, white, and black Persian rug adorned
the oak parquet in front of the large living room’s entryway, which
was flanked by four-feet-tall Chinese urns full of decorative
reeds.

Annelie led Carolyn into her French country-style
kitchen. Opening the refrigerator, she glanced back over her
shoulder. “What can I get you, Carolyn?”

“Any mineral water is fine, thanks.”

Annelie pulled out two bottles of Perrier, opened
them, and poured them over tall glasses full of ice. “Here you go.
This’ll cool you off.”

Carolyn sipped the water while peering at Annelie
over the rim of the glass. The younger woman looked impeccable even
dressed like this, in the privacy of her own home. Her pale skin
suggested she didn’t sunbathe, and her lean muscles showed she was
in good shape.

“You can change in my spare bedroom. Let me show you
where it is. While you’re in the pool, I’ll go through my e-mails
and then we can have lunch. How does that sound?”

“Excellent.” Carolyn followed Annelie through the
kitchen and out into another, smaller, hallway.

“You can reach the patio and the pool through that
door. There’s a guest bathroom with extra towels if you need some.
I’ll be out there with my laptop.”

The room was a dream in blue, white, and gold. A
soft carpet covered the floor, thick enough to almost hide her toes
when she took off her sneakers. Carolyn changed quickly into her
black swimsuit, checked her makeup, and grabbed a towel from her
bag. Twisting her shoulder-length hair up with a large hair clip,
she slid the glass door open and walked outside.

The large, multileveled stone patio held several
tables surrounded by chairs. Closer to the pool stood six deck
chairs with thick cushions. Annelie occupied one of them, a laptop
sitting on a low tray table on wheels pulled across her legs.
Off-white parasols provided shade.

The pool was large and rectangular, with an
octagonal Jacuzzi close to the deck chairs.

“What a beautiful patio. Your home is really
lovely.”

“Thanks.” Annelie nodded. “I enjoy decorating.”

“It shows. I wish I had more time for that, but I
seem to always be on location or working odd hours.” Carolyn
glanced at the pool. “And this looks truly divine.”

Annelie made a gesture of invitation. “Enjoy!”

Carolyn flashed her a broad smile, fully aware of
how it changed her face. Feeling Annelie’s eyes on her, she removed
her towel and tossed it on a chair, then strolled toward the deep
end of pool. As she posed on the edge, she took her time before she
dived in, giving her host a chance to see just how good her
physique was. Women half her age had trouble keeping in the kind of
shape Carolyn was in. Effortlessly, she swam half a length under
water before surfacing and starting to crawl with long, powerful
strokes.

 


*

 


Annelie returned her attention to her laptop, the
image of Carolyn’s perfect dive and fluid swimming still in her
mind’s eye. She knew the actress was forty-five, but her long legs
and narrow hips were firm and well exercised. Though not very
curvaceous, she was incredibly feminine, and she looked amazing in
the black swimsuit.

Browsing through her private e-mails, Annelie smiled
to herself as she saw Kitty’s name in the inbox. Her Australian
friend usually wrote the most outrageous e-mails, which always made
her laugh out loud.

 


From: Kitty McNeil

Subject: One week and counting!

 


Hi gorgeous!

Just wanted to let you know I finally made flight
reservations. I swear the online booking system will be my
downfall. I do e-mails, I use word processors, but let me loose on
the Internet and I’m bound to cause havoc. For some reason I don’t
seem to be compatible with these Web sites that claim to be so
idiot-proof. I thought booking a flight to Miami would be a piece
of cake. How I first ended up with a ticket to Madrid, I’ll never
know! Don’t worry, babe, I straightened it out.

Sam is coming with me since we thought we’d mix
business with pleasure. We’ll be staying in Orlando cause my babe
has a soft spot for Disney World. *groan* I’m sure I’ll live, as
long as I don’t have to shake hands with Pluto or Goofy. So, bella,
see you in a little less than two weeks!

Kitty

 


PS. Saw the TV commercial about the Diana Maddox
audiobooks. God, the voice of that woman!

 


Annelie smiled and shook her head. Kitty McNeil, one
of her authors, was also one of her best friends. She wrote
feminist fantasy and science fiction that had a large following,
both gay and straight. Like many Australians, she was refreshingly
candid, and it didn’t take Annelie long to feel as if she’d known
her all her life. Kitty’s partner, Sam, an artist who specialized
in metal sculptures, had already sold Annelie two of her
mobiles.

Annelie looked up from her computer and watched
Carolyn turn elegantly at the far end of the pool and swim back.
Wondering how many laps her guest usually did, she admired her
graceful style and fitness. Annelie enjoyed swimming but generally
stuck to the breaststroke.

After a while, Carolyn swam over to the ladder and
climbed out of the pool. Clinging to her frame, the wet swimsuit
showed every muscle, every curve of her body. She was boyishly
built in some ways, yet so incredibly feminine. Water streamed down
her slender thighs, and Annelie found it impossible to avert her
eyes.

Carolyn leaned forward, arching her back as she took
the clip from her hair and allowed it to flow in disheveled auburn
locks before she toweled it in slow movements. Annelie swallowed
hard when Carolyn’s raised arms made her small, pert breasts strain
against the swimsuit. The outline of her nipples was obvious as
they hardened against the cooling fabric.

Draping the towel over her shoulders she sauntered
toward Annelie as if she had no idea of her own appeal. “Oh, that
was fantastic! Thank you again for letting me borrow the pool. I
just can’t get enough of this particular kind of exercise.”

“As I said, you’re welcome to use it while you’re in
Florida. Mary’s around most of the time, and on her days off,
either I’m home or you can use a key card. Remind me to give you
one later.”

Carolyn’s eyes widened, and Annelie watched them
turn bright blue.

“This is really kind of you, Annelie. I’ll certainly
take you up on it. If any time is inconvenient, you’ll have to
promise to let me know.”

“I will. Now, how about lunch? Do you like
seafood?”

Carolyn ran her fingers through her hair. “Sure, and
I’m starving. I’ll rinse off first and get dressed.”

“You can use the bathroom in the spare bedroom. The
hairdryer’s in the top drawer.”

“I won’t be long.”

Annelie walked into the kitchen and slid a tray of
assorted seafood out of the refrigerator, then sliced large
baguettes and arranged them on a plate. Small bowls of mayonnaise
and crème fraiche completed the meal. After she set one of the
tables on the patio with her blue china, she placed the meal in the
middle of it.

Sipping her mineral water, she had to wait only a
few minutes before Carolyn joined her. Predictably, the actress’s
makeup was impeccable, and the two ivory combs holding back her
hair drew attention to her face.

Annelie regarded the actress with outward calm, but
the way Carolyn’s face changed when she smiled, the way her narrow
lips became lush and inviting, caused her breath to catch.

“Mmm, this looks tasty. Crab is my favorite
seafood.”

“Then you’ll love these. There’s nothing like stone
crabs.”

Carolyn sat down and buttered her bread sparingly.
“How long have you lived here?”

“Almost six years. My first year down here, I lived
in a condo near Jared’s. I wanted to buy a house, but it took me a
while. As soon as the real-estate agent showed me this one, I knew
it was my dream come true.”

“So you make quick decisions once you know they’re
right?”

Not sure they were still talking about the house,
Annelie nodded calmly. “Yes, I do. So far my instincts haven’t
steered me wrong.”

“That’s pretty obvious. You must be thrilled with
your decisions about the Diana Maddox series.”

“Yes, it’s all turned out wonderfully. But without
the authors and the books, it wouldn’t happen. It’s really all
about teamwork.” She hesitated for a second. “I’m curious. Had you
read the Maddox books before you agreed to do the audio
version?”

“Only the first one, Dying for
Fame, since it was such an instant hit. And also, the
setting tied in to my own profession. After that, I intended to
read the other two as they came out, but I was in constant
rehearsals and never found time.”

“What did you think when we approached you about the
audiobooks?”

Carolyn carefully wiped her mouth. “As you know,
I’ve done regular audiobooks before and enjoyed it, since I really
love to read when I can.”

Annelie leaned back in her chair. “You’ve probably
guessed I love books too, since I’m in the publishing business. How
was it, doing the audiobooks like radio plays?”

“Both challenging and fun. I enjoyed working with
Helen and Harvey. I’d met them before, of course, but had never had
the chance to work with them.”

Annelie cocked her head. “How did you feel about
doing the love scenes with Helen, even if it was only
sound-wise?”

Carolyn seemed to give it some thought. “I’ve never
played a lesbian before, so I had no idea how it would seem. But
then again, this was also my first role as a criminal investigator.
When Helen and I recorded the love scenes, we actually stood very
close and used the same microphone. I felt very safe and
comfortable with her. We’re both pros.”

Annelie considered this. It was a straightforward
and honest reply. “So you didn’t feel awkward at all?”

Carolyn gave a smile. “Perhaps I felt a little
self-conscious the first time I indicated kissing her. Harvey took
care of that.”

Annelie raised an eyebrow. “What did he do?”

“He snuck up behind me, and when I was supposed to
have ended the first, long kiss, he grabbed my waist. On tape, my
gasp of surprise sounds very passionate!”

Annelie couldn’t hold back a laugh. Carolyn’s low
purr was done tongue in cheek and utterly irresistible.

“It certainly worked for the audience. I suppose
you’ve seen all the fan Web sites and message boards devoted to
Maddox. There must be thousands.”

“I confess, I’m not into computers, and I don’t use
the Internet. New technology just isn’t my thing. It’s hard to
fathom how much information the fans can get hold of this way.”

“We have a pretty good overview of it all. There are
Diana Maddox lists, Carolyn Black lists, and several lists about
the other characters.”

“Honestly, I had no idea.”

Annelie paused for a moment. “The Internet is a big
part of our overall marketing strategy. We’ve also established a
new company that will be organizing Diana Maddox conventions. All
in all, she’s quite a franchise.”

Carolyn looked cautious, as if she couldn’t quite
see where Annelie was headed, sharing all this business
information. “I’m impressed,” she said. “You’ll have every angle
covered once you release the movies as well.”

“Precisely.” The perfect opening, Annelie thought,
carefully composing her next sentence. “Which brings me to
something I need to discuss with you.” She detected an immediate
flicker of excitement in Carolyn’s eyes and felt bad. What she was
about to say was not what the actress was expecting to hear. “We’re
going to have to take the current audiobooks off the market.”

“What?” Carolyn blurted out in an incredulous tone
of voice.

“Whoever plays Maddox in the movie will also have to
feature in the audiobooks, so we’ll be dubbing her voice in.” She
met Carolyn’s stunned gaze without blinking. “We have no choice. We
have to maintain homogeneity to bring readers and audience along.
It would confuse them if the voice in the audiobooks is not the
same as the actress’s they watch on the screen. I’m sure you
understand that.”

A ringing sound came from the house and Annelie rose
quickly. “Sorry. I left my cordless in the kitchen. Be right
back.”

She ran into the house, anticipating that once
Carolyn was over her shock, she would rise to the bait and make her
play for the role. But by the time the discussion ended, she would
accept the inevitable and take the deal Annelie planned to offer
her.

 


*

 


Carolyn leaned back in her chair, stunned. Annelie
had all but told her she was out of the running. Her eyes prickled
and she turned her head, looking over the pool area to the
well-kept gardens beyond. Tall palm trees were scattered at the
perimeter, and tropical flowers bloomed abundantly in the flower
beds. Annelie obviously employed a competent gardener.

Her thoughts whirled as a realization struck her. If
Annelie intended to cease audiobook sales and allow the contracts
to run out, where did that leave her? Thanks to a profit percentage
deal, she received a steady income flow from them. She needed that
money for Beth.

Rising from her chair, still holding a glass of
mineral water, she walked to the edge of the lawn, her stomach
churning. Annelie could do exactly as she pleased and there wasn’t
a damned thing Carolyn could do about it.

Except get the starring role in Dying for Fame.

“A penny for them?” Annelie’s voice coming from
behind her made Carolyn jump. “Oh, sorry, I didn’t mean to startle
you.”

Carolyn took a long, steadying sip of the mineral
water. “Let me understand this. You’ve
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