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Critics have fallen under the spell of Jude Deveraux’s New York Times bestseller—her most magical novel


Forever…


“Irresistibly eerie, yet decidedly a love story, Deveraux’s offering bursts with high-spirited repartee and bizarre but bewitching characters.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“[A] modern fairy tale…. This is Deveraux at her most pleasurable.”


—Booklist


“Exciting…filled with humor, romance, and the paranormal. Settle in for some exhilarating reading!”


—Romantic Times


…and her other sparkling bestsellers

Wild Orchids


“Incredible, wonderful, fantastic, superb are just a few adjectives I can use to describe Ms. Deveraux’s ingenuity in the penning of Wild Orchids…. It’s an unforgettable read.”


—Romance Reviews Today


“This is a spooky, scary story that will keep you on the edge of your chair. A not-to-be-missed novel.”


—Rendezvous


“Forget garden-variety ghosts and poltergeist—the devil himself makes an appearance in bestseller Deveraux’s latest romantic suspense novel…. [Deveraux] does a superb job of building up to her chilling conclusion.”


—Publishers Weekly

The Mulberry Tree


“Deveraux’s touch is gold, and her protagonist combines innocent appeal with wry experience in a way that readers will surely find irresistible.”


—Publishers Weekly


“A twisted, unpredictable story…indicative of Deveraux’s penchant for telling fresh, new stories each time out.”


—Romantic Times


“Mystery, romance, and good cooking converge in [The Mulberry Tree] by perennial bestseller Deveraux.”


—People

The Summerhouse


“Deveraux is at the top of her game…. [She] uses the time-travel motif that was so popular in A Knight in Shining Armor, successfully updating it with a female buddy twist that will make fans smile.”


—Booklist


“Entertaining summer reading.”


—The Port St. Lucie News (FL)


“Jude Deveraux’s writing is enchanting and exquisite in The Summerhouse.”


—BookPage


“Once again, Deveraux gives us a book we can’t put down.”


—Rendezvous


“Jude Deveraux takes a fascinating theory and runs with it…a very compelling and intriguing story.”


—Romantic Times

Temptation


“An exciting historical romance that centers on the early– twentieth century women’s rights movement…. Filled with excitement, action, and insight…. A nonstop thriller.”


—Harriet Klausner


“[A] satisfying story.”


—Booklist


“Deveraux[’s] lively pace and happy endings…will keep readers turning pages.”


—Publishers Weekly

High Tide


A Romantic Times Top Pick


“High Tide is packed full of warmth, humor, sensual tension, and exciting adventure. What more could you ask of a book?”


—Romantic Times


“Fast-paced, suspenseful…. [A] sassy love story.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Exciting…. Fans of romantic suspense will gain much pleasure.”


—Midwest Book Review


“[A] fantastic read.”


—Rendezvous
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Darci


Chapter One





HE WAS LYING. I DIDN’T KNOW HOW MUCH OR ABOUT what, but I was sure he was lying.


Also, he was acting. More than that, he was playing the character he portrayed on TV, the shy, likable, brilliant detective, Paul Travis. The gorgeous-but-doesn’t-know-it Paul Travis. He was dipping his head down and glancing up at me as though he expected me to swoon over the sheer beauty of him, but I wasn’t even close. When you’re married to a man like Adam Montgomery, other men don’t compare.


I sat down across from him and began concentrating to try to force him to stop acting and tell me the truth.


This wasn’t what I wanted to be doing but my mother had sent me a letter. It was the first letter I’d ever received from her so of course it had an impact on me. It said, “You owe me.” Stuck in the letter was a photo of the actor, Lincoln Aimes.


The letter puzzled me for days. Of course I knew what she meant: You owe me for saving your life, so pay me back. But what did she want me to do with the beautiful black actor?


Was my mother asking me to do what I could to get the man to be her next lover? That didn’t make sense because my mother certainly didn’t need anyone’s help in getting a man, even a man much younger than she was.


After I received the letter and photo, I got on the Internet and ordered the DVDs of the first four seasons of Lincoln Aimes’s TV show, Missing. The character Paul Travis didn’t appear until the sixth show of the first season and then only in a small role, but he was such a hit that they asked him to become a leading character. At least that’s what the brochure that came with the DVDs said. When I searched the Internet I read that the actor had had problems finding roles that cast him as anything other than a body and a face.


Poor guy, I thought. We should all have such problems.


It seemed that Lincoln Aimes wanted to play meaty parts. You know, something like a society outcast, the guy who was given bad parents and poverty, but manages to rise above that and become the first American president with no scandal attached to him.


Instead, casting agents took one look at Lincoln Aimes’s perfect face, his perfect body, and cast him…well, as a sort of dumb blond. With honey-colored skin.


I read that Lincoln Aimes took a few roles, none of which he liked, then was out of work for a couple of years. I guess he got hungry because he finally accepted a small part on the hit detective series Missing, which each week looked for a missing person. After just one appearance, he became one of the three main characters.


What made the role work was that, in a way, it made fun of Lincoln Aimes’s exceptional beauty. When the cast was working on a case, the character of Paul Travis was all business. He unraveled clues, was great at sizing people up, and had a real knack for putting himself into the mind of a missing person.


What he didn’t know was that behind his back, everyone was talking about how gorgeous he was. It was a running joke throughout the show. The other characters constantly used him for such things as getting the angry woman in records to put their requests on the top of the pile. Paul Travis, or just Travis, as everyone called him, would hand the woman the request, speak to her in a businesslike way, then walk away. The camera would show her sighing and saying, “Yes, Travis,” then immediately feeding the info into the computer. The next second she’d take the head off some ugly guy who complained that he’d been waiting for the same information for three days.


The whole premise was hokey and bordered on the ridiculous, but it enlivened a show that was like too many others already on TV. It was fun to see witnesses do double takes when they saw Travis. And it was fun to tune in each week to see what the writers came up with to show off Lincoln Aimes’s beauty.


Yes, it was a good show, and I, like most of America, watched it regularly. Of course no one believed a person could be so good-looking and not know it, but it was a nice thought. It made the viewer smile when Travis said in wonder,“That man offered me a job as a male stripper. Weird, huh?” We viewers chuckled with the characters in the show. And each week we tuned in to see if maybe they were going to tell us something about Travis’s personal life—but they never did. We saw other characters’ wives, husbands, apartments, kids. But never anything at all about Travis’s personal life. If it didn’t happen to him at work, it was never shown.


So now the actor who played Paul Travis was sitting in my living room, looking at me shyly, as though he thought I’d believe he was who he played. But he was lying to me.


I stared at him hard and concentrated, and was soon rewarded with seeing him raise his head and look at me straight-on, with no head-ducking.


“Your mother said you could help me find my son.” He had to take a deep breath to get the words to come out, and I could feel that he was very nervous. About what? I wondered.


As for the child, I wondered about that. From what I knew of the actor, he wasn’t married, never had been, and had no kids.


Of course he had a girlfriend: Alanna Talbert, the darling of the screen, “the woman most men wanted to have an affair with,” as some poll said. She was tall, thin, had cheekbones that could cut glass, and was as perfect physically as Lincoln Aimes was. She, too, was African-American.


“I didn’t know you had a son,” I said as I stalled for time. I wanted to know how much my mother had told him about me.


“Neither did I,” he said, then gave me another look in the character of Paul Travis.


“You want to cut that out and tell me what it is you want?” I snapped at him.


He blinked at me a few times and I could feel his consternation. Obviously, he wasn’t used to being spoken to like that by a heterosexual woman. The truth was, I have certain, well, abilities that make me able to see…I hate to say that I can see “inside” a person, but I guess that’s what happens. I can’t read minds but I do have very, very strong intuition. And right now my intuition said that this man thought he could talk me into doing anything he wanted.


Maybe if I gave him an itty-bitty bit of a headache he’d stop posing, I thought. Maybe he’d tell me what he wanted, I could say no, then he’d go away. I wanted to get back to doing what I did every day, which was lie on the couch in my bedroom and concentrate on my missing husband.


“I—” he began, then stopped as he got up to walk around the living room. It was a pretty room, done in peaches, yellows, and blues. Until a year ago, it was the happiest room on earth. He looked back at me and I could feel that he’d released some of the hostility I’d sensed when I first met him, but I could still tell he thought I was someone not quite trustworthy. I couldn’t very well hold that against him, could I? Not after what that…that man had written about me. The whole world called me the Hillbilly Honey. I was the laughingstock of America. Until my husband and his sister disappeared, that is. Then I became the most hated person in America. People believed I’d murdered my husband to collect his inherited money. I told everyone, the police, the reporters, all of them, that I knew in my heart that my husband and sister-in-law were still alive, but no one listened to me.


So now here I was, alone, hiding from the world, and this man was asking me to help him find his son.


And I knew that he was either lying or hiding something big.










Linc


Chapter Two





SHE DIDN’T LOOK THE WAY I THOUGHT SHE WOULD. I expected her to be larger, more menacing. I expected to see something in her eyes that would show me the woman all of America was talking about.


I’d first heard of Darci Montgomery from Alanna. She’d tossed a thin paperback book down on the floor and said, “That poor kid.” This surprised me, as Alanna didn’t usually feel sympathy for people. Any sympathy Alanna had went to herself.


I picked up the book and looked at it. How to Snare a Billionaire was the title. I’d been so busy arguing with the producers of Missing that I was probably the only person on earth who hadn’t read the book. I’d spent weeks talking, yelling, and even begging the producers to stop with the Travis-is-beautiful crap. I said the whole thing lowered the tone of the show. CSI didn’t need such a gimmick and neither did Law and Order, so why did we have to have it? Their answer was that if you take away the jokes about Travis’s beauty all you have left is a second rate Law and Order. I came up with some different jokes they could use. How about a really stupid rookie cop? They couldn’t get rid of him because he was the commissioner’s nephew. How about a female cop who’s a stripper at night? How about a genius kid who helps solve the crimes?


One by one they shot my ideas down. Stupid brings in a stupid audience who’d not like the highly technical investigation we do on the show. Showing a woman stripper would get us taken off the network. They could show naked men, but women had to keep their clothes on. As for kids, go talk to Disney.


So, anyway, I was late reading the book that had all of America talking. It seems that some kid, a journalism major, had conned his way inside the elusive, wealthy Montgomery family enough that he was invited to join the family for a couple of weeks during the summer. He admitted in the introduction of his resulting book that his plan had been to write a tell-all about them. He wanted to sneak around and listen to fights, get the servants talking and find out about scandals. He wanted to report on extravagances that middle-class Americans could only dream about.


But after three days with the Montgomerys in their big marble mansion in Colorado, he was ready to go home. All he had to report was that they were a nice bunch of people. Yeah, they were wealthy and they had servants, but their servants were treated well and paid very well. Try as he might, he couldn’t get one of them to say anything bad about their employers.


The Montgomery kids were polite and considerate—and they didn’t own cell phones or receive Jaguars for their sixteenth birthdays.


It wasn’t until the fourth day that the writer began to see the possibility of a story. He’d already read about the great tragedy of the Montgomery family, when a child had been kidnapped and later his parents had disappeared. The child, Adam Montgomery, had been found wandering in the woods in Connecticut, so ill he nearly died, and later he remembered nothing of his ordeal. His parents were never found.


The writer stayed because this Adam Montgomery was arriving and he wanted to see if the man had been affected by his childhood trauma.


The minute Adam Montgomery and his family stepped out of the car that had picked them up at the airport, the writer knew he had a story. His nose began to itch and his ears started tingling.


Adam Montgomery was a tall, distinguished-looking man, a young Charlton Heston. Beside him was his petite wife. She was very pretty, with wide-set eyes and short strawberry-blonde hair, but she had a way of staring at people that was decidedly odd.


With her were two little girls who he thought were hers, but one was her niece. Two more people got out of the car. One was a tall, elegant woman who looked downright fierce. When one of the Montgomery women reached out to touch her, the tall woman jumped back, not allowing anyone to get too near her. She backed against a man who was inches shorter than she was, but from the way he put his arm around her waist, he seemed ready to fight for her.


Days of lethargy left the writer and he decided to forget about going back to his girlfriend and to stay to see what he could find out about this odd-looking group.


What he found out was not what he expected. Yes, the story of the tall woman, Boadicea, having been held captive all her life was interesting, but all the Montgomerys were so protective they would tell him nothing. And they were just as protective of Adam’s young wife. Try as he might, the writer could get nothing out of any of them, but he knew there was a story there.


It took days of work, but he finally found a man who’d once worked for the Montgomerys and had been fired for pilfering who was willing to talk—for a price. It seems that, besides stealing, the man had been good at listening at doors. He said that all the Montgomerys teased Darci about money and the writer had wanted to know why.


What the writer heard so dumbfounded him that he could hardly speak. It seemed that Adam had been told by a psychic that he had a sister who was being held by a witch in a coven in Connecticut. The witch had a magic mirror but it could only be read by a virgin.


By the time the writer had been told this part, his mouth was hanging open in shock. Laughing, the man told how Adam had been attracted to the young virgin the psychic had helped him find, but he knew he couldn’t touch her or she wouldn’t be able to read the mirror.


In his book, the writer told the story of how Adam Montgomery had staved off the many sexual advances of the young woman as he heroically tried to find his sister. The book described Darci’s obsession with money. There were silly scenes like the time that Darci, malnourished all her life, made a racket with a candy machine as Adam was trying to search the underground tunnels where the witch was said to be hiding.


By the end of the book, the reader felt that Adam Montgomery was a saint who had single-handedly, in spite of all Darci Monroe could do to thwart him, rescued his sister and saved several children who had been missing for months. The kicker was that on the last page, the reader learned that Adam had married Darci.


Of course the Montgomerys sued and the book was taken off the stands. But that just made people more anxious to read it and almost immediately it was available in its entirety, for free, on the Internet. The Montgomerys’ attorneys made sure that what money the writer received from the book went to pay lawyers’ fees, but that didn’t matter. He wrote three other books in quick succession and they sold millions based on his name.


I read the book about a year after it came out. Alanna’s copy was old and dog-eared, passed from one hand to another. Like everyone else who’d read it, I had a hard time understanding it. Why in the world had a man like Montgomery married a dingbat like Darci Monroe? In the midst of their adventures did he take her virginity and, like some hero of old, feel he had to marry her? They’d had a daughter soon after they were married. Was the pregnancy why he married her?


Not long after the book came out, Adam and his sister, Boadicea, got on a small airplane, with Adam piloting, and were never heard from again. They had left a flight plan but it was soon discovered that Adam had not followed his charted course. His plane had been seen by the control tower at an airport two hundred miles in the opposite direction, but when the spotter tried to contact them, there was no answer.


About three days after the disappearance, a tabloid printed a full front sheet photo of Darci laughing, a drink in her hand. The headlines said that Adam’s widow would inherit nearly a billion dollars. The implication was that party-girl Darci had had a hand in her husband’s disappearance.


Once again the Montgomerys sued, but the tabloid had been smart. They hadn’t accused Darci of anything. That the photo had been taken before Adam disappeared was not their fault, they said; it was the only one they had. In the end, the paper agreed to publish a retraction, not in the back but on the front page.


The next issue of the paper wrote, “We apologize. She inherits only two hundred million, and this photo was taken before he flew away forever.” The photo had been reprinted, uncropped, this time showing that Darci had been dancing with a man who was not her husband.


Sometime during all of this, Darci was dubbed the Hillbilly Honey, and it was the general consensus of the world that she’d killed her husband for the money.


None of this had touched my life. During the day I was fighting with my producers to change my role, and during the night I was fighting with Alanna. I wanted a couple of kids; she wanted to do four films a year.


Two weeks ago Jerlene Monroe was a guest on Missing. Of course I’d seen her work. She’d seduced Russell Crowe in one of those extravagant epics he got to star in because he was white and had that voice. Sorry. My role envy is showing. He got those parts because he deserved them. Great actor.


Anyway, Jerlene Monroe was to do a guest shot with us and we were all foaming at the mouth to get to meet her. Every critic alive had agreed (now there’s a cover story!) that Jerlene had stolen the movie she’d been in with Crowe. When Crowe had to kill her in order to save the world from her treachery, the audience cried right along with him.


None of us could figure out why she agreed to do a TV show, so as we gathered around her, it was one of the questions we asked. “I promised someone,” she murmured in that silken voice of hers.


It was hard to believe, but she was more beautiful in person than on screen. One thing you soon find out in this business is that an actress without makeup is pretty ordinary-looking. She’ll show up for work with frizzy hair jammed under a baseball cap, skin like a teenager’s after a grease-eating spree, and wearing ratty old jeans and a T-shirt. You look at her and think, She made how much on her last film?


But not Jerlene. She arrived looking like little girls thought movie stars should look. She never lorded it over anyone, never demanded anything, but we all ran to do whatever she even hinted that she wanted. She smiled dazzlingly at the cameraman, said nothing, just smiled. The SOB made her look better than he’d ever made any of us look.


On the show, Jerlene played the wife of a rich man who’d been murdered, and at the end, we found out she did it. The script, like all the others, had us handcuffing her and leading her away. You know, we were smart and she was dumb.


On the second day of shooting, Jerlene said, “What a shame to incarcerate her. Her husband so very much deserved to die.” She didn’t complain, just voiced that one opinion and the next second the director was head-to-head with the writer.


The script was completely rewritten; Jerlene’s role got bigger. The new story was that she got together with three of her husband’s discarded mistresses and together they killed him. They alibied each other. We cops knew Jerlene had done it, but as we uncovered disgusting facts about the man, we were ready to kill him ourselves.


Toward the end of shooting, Jerlene said, “Perhaps it would help the story if I were to enjoy one of the men.”


We were all dumbstruck. What did that mean? “Enjoy”? Have sex? With one of us? The entire male cast (and two women) stood up straighter, eyes wide. Silently, we were shouting Me! Me! Me!


“Perhaps him,” Jerlene said and pointed to Ralph Boone. Short, old, beer-bellied, chain-smoking Ralph? He’d had one triple bypass and when Jerlene pointed at him he started coughing so hard we thought he’d be back in the hospital by evening.


Politely, the director said,“How about Linc?”


She didn’t look at me, just turned away and said, “Perhaps.”


She was acting, but then I soon learned that Jerlene Monroe was always acting. In her mind, she was always on camera.


We didn’t have an affair for real. Not because I wasn’t willing to but because she said no. Sexily, prettily, she said no. I was fighting a lot with Alanna then and she punished me by withholding sex. The result of having two women tell me no was that Jerlene and I played some pretty hot sex scenes. So hot, so realistic, that that show and Jerlene’s performance were considered Emmy material. I’m ashamed to say that I told people I thought I should be nominated, too. Ralph, my costar, said, “Everyone could see you weren’t acting. Not for a minute.”


One thing good about my skin color is that it’s hard to see when I blush.


Anyway, because of our on-screen affair I ended up spending some time with Jerlene. Okay, so I admit it. I told her we needed to rehearse in her dressing room—which was bigger than mine and had been freshly painted just for her.


It was during the first day I was alone with Jerlene that the Best Boy knocked on the door and handed me a letter. He said it was from my agent, which surprised me. When had Barney learned to write?


I opened it. “Your kid’s missing,” it read.


For a moment I just sat there looking at the note and couldn’t think what it meant. My kid? I don’t have a kid. Slowly, I remembered. Oh yeah. Connor. Or was his name Conan? She’d named him something to do with Schwarzenegger. That woman loved movies—which had caused the whole thing in the first place.


When Jerlene took the letter out of my hand, I didn’t protest. She read it and for the first time I saw a genuine expression cross her beautiful face. “Your child,” she whispered, horror in her voice. She loves her daughter! I thought in surprise.


Of course I, like the rest of America, knew that Jerlene Monroe was the mother of the Hillbilly Honey, but the knowledge only fed the mystery of the woman. How could someone as elegant as Jerlene have given birth to such a greedy little golddigger as Darci Montgomery? And risk her life to save her?!


At the end of the book all of America had read, Adam Montgomery had worked with some of his Montgomery cousins, Jerlene, and a man from her hometown to rescue Darci and the children. They’d arrived just in time, killed the bad guys, and taken an unconscious Darci to the hospital.


In other words, Darci’s qualification of virginity to read some mirror that didn’t exist hadn’t been needed. Adam Montgomery’s sleuthing and bravery had found and saved his sister, then he’d had to risk his life again to save dingbat Darci.


The book had shown Jerlene to be a true-life heroine, risking her own life to save a daughter who had done nothing but cause a lot of people a lot of trouble.


“Tell me everything,” Jerlene said in that voice that came from deep within her throat.


Who could resist an entreaty like that? Certainly not me, so I told her my big secret about a job I’d once had when I was desperate for money and the result of it. Yes, I had a son but I’d never met him or his mother. All I knew of the kid was his age, seven, his name, Connor, I think, and I had a photo of him with his mother. My son had sandy hair and hazel eyes. His coloring was more like his mother’s—blond, blue-eyed—but slap a little pancake on the kid and he’d look just like me at that age.


After I told Jerlene about how I came to have a kid, I used my cell to call my agent Barney. Since I’d just signed a new contract, he didn’t have much time for me. When I was up for renewal, I was his best friend.


Anyway, Barney told me that my son and his mother were missing, and the private investigator he’d hired to keep track of them had told him a couple of weeks ago. He’d been waiting for a ransom note to appear, but since one hadn’t, he hadn’t thought to pass the info on to me before now.


“So why write me a letter? Why not just call and tell me?” I asked.


“Letter? I don’t even send my mother letters. Why would I send you a letter? Look, kid, I told you, so I gotta go.”


I hung up, stared at Jerlene for a moment, then looked at the letter again. There was nothing on it to indicate it was from my agent and now that I looked at the paper, I saw that it was top quality, not something Barney would shell out for.


Jerlene didn’t have to ask me to tell her anything, I just did. When I’d finished, she said, “Stay here,” then went outside. She returned minutes later and said that a short, fat man smoking a cigar had given the letter to the Best Boy and said it was from my agent. Jerlene said no one else on the set had seen the man.


I didn’t know what to think about the odd letter, much less what to do about it—if anything. Jerlene advised me to wait a few days to see if anything else happened. I think she meant that I was to wait to see if a ransom note arrived.


Of course I’d pay it. I had to. The kid was my own flesh and blood.


I waited, but I was jittery and jumped at everything. I lucked out because in the season’s final episode of Missing, Travis was being stalked by some woman who had the hots for him. When someone dropped a stack of papers I jumped half a foot. When the woman sneaked up behind me and held a gun to my throat, I sweated for real. When I asked her not to kill me—which wasn’t in the script—I wasn’t acting. I was thinking about my kid out there somewhere, being held by some madman all because he had a famous father. Me. I was causing some cute little kid to be tortured.


I was aware that everyone on the set was looking at me weirdly, but my head was too full of my own thoughts to try to understand what was going on. Jerlene’s episode had finished so she’d gone back to her house in Malibu to look at the many scripts she’d been offered. She’d told me to call her if I heard anything.


Two seconds after the last show wrapped I called her. I had heard nothing. She told me to come to her house and I went. I missed the season’s big wrap party but I was too nervous to care.


Jerlene plied me with booze and a lot of food, none of which she touched. She told me that she’d been thinking and wondered if maybe my child had been taken randomly rather than because he was my son.


That made me feel worse. A kid who wasn’t taken for ransom would have been taken for…for other reasons. I drained my bourbon and poured myself another.


“I want to know everything you know about the child and the mother,” Jerlene said.


I was a little worse for wear by then, what with the tension of the last week and four double bourbons. “Her name is Lisa Henderson and the boy’s name is Conan or Connor—he would be seven now. She’s a movie buff. Loves them. She—”


“How does she support herself?” Jerlene asked impatiently.


“I don’t know. I can’t remember. My agent had a PI check her out and they sent me reports. She never seems to have a job for long. She’s worked in department stores, as a receptionist, as a bus driver, as a—” I smiled in memory. “She broke her arm one time so she got a job on the telephone. You ready for this? As a psychic. You know, over the Internet. She was called Crystal Spirit or something like that and she told people what they wanted to hear.”


When I saw Jerlene’s face turn white, I remembered what I’d read about her part in the witch-thing in Connecticut. Her daughter had been kidnapped by a so-called witch. Not one of the modern-day “good” witches, but like the scary ones in fairy tales. No one knew the full story of what happened that night, but when it was over, four people were dead. Had Jerlene had to kill someone to save her daughter?


“Look,” I said, “the woman wasn’t psychic any more than I am. She just needed a job that she could do while her arm healed.”


That’s when she told me I had to go to her daughter and that her daughter would help me find my son.


After that I was dismissed. As regally as though she were a queen and I her subject, I was dismissed. She pushed a button by the phone on a side table and instantly a tough-looking man appeared. “Virgil,” she said, “would you please drive Mr. Aimes home?”


I was in no condition to protest, so I let the man pull me up and lead me out to my car. He drove. The next morning I awoke in my own bed, fully dressed, with a hangover.


By afternoon, I was feeling better and I began to think the whole thing was a dream—or at least I told myself it was. There was no way on earth I was going to contact the Hillbilly Honey and ask for help. The woman probably killed her husband and sister-in-law for the money she’d get. No, thank you. I didn’t want to be involved with her.


I probably would have dropped everything, and even forgotten all about my son if two things hadn’t happened. I’d done a good job of rationalizing everything, telling myself that the boy’s mother had probably taken the kid away from wherever they were to go to another job. I promised myself I’d look into it when I returned from Scotland with Alanna, and if the mystery hadn’t been cleared up by then, I’d—I wasn’t sure what I’d do, but I swore I’d figure it out.


Meanwhile, I was working with a travel agent—a guy so exclusive he had an unlisted number—to plan six weeks alone in the Scottish Highlands with the woman I loved.


Alanna had made five films back to back, each one in a different tropical climate. We’d hardly seen each other in the last year. Between my schedule and hers, it was nearly impossible to get together. Every time I talked to her, she’d cry and say she missed me and that she was very tired. And hot. She said she was sick of hot climates and all she wanted to do was rest somewhere cool and private. “I want to go somewhere where no one knows me, where the two of us can be alone together,” she said over and over.


Fool that I am, I believed her. I secretly rented a castle in the cool, remote, private Highlands. It would be just us, a housekeeper-cook, an old man who kept the fires lit, another man who looked after the 200 acres of woodland, and a whole bunch of funny-looking cows.


I presented the package to Alanna over candlelight and champagne. She looked at me like I was crazy and said she was leaving the next day for Key West to do a movie with Denzel Washington.


I’m not prone to violence but I nearly lost it that night. Loudly, I told her I’d turned down two movie offers so I could spend those six weeks with her. That both scripts portrayed me as handsome but dumb was something she didn’t need to know. I told her she meant more to me than any movie in the world and she ought to feel the same about me.


Coolly, Alanna said, “How long do you think I’ll look like this? When you’re sixty you’ll be offered roles as a leading man, with some twenty-year-old falling in love with you. When I’m thirty-five they’ll be asking me to play Denzel’s mother.”


She had a point.


But I didn’t like it. I had completely cleared my schedule for six weeks so I could go to Scotland with the woman I loved. So now what was I to do? Call my agent and grovel? He’d yelled at me that I was a fool to turn down big screen work during the series hiatus, but I’d said—I’d rather not think of what I said. Not since the king of England abdicated for a woman had anyone gushed so much.


That was the first thing that happened. The second thing was that Jerlene sent the man named Virgil to my house with a thick packet. I thanked him—while praying I’d never meet him on a dark street—and took the package. Instinct told me I’d better pour myself a drink before looking inside, so I did.


Jerlene had hired a private investigator to find out about the woman who’d had my child. I skipped through most of the first pages because I’d seen them before. Lisa Henderson, mother of my son, had had two to three different jobs each year since my son had been born. She’d lived in four states.


“Tough life,” I muttered. My son had been dragged around all his little life. I’d been right in ignoring that note about my son being missing. Lisa had obviously moved yet again.


“Wonder where she is now?” I asked aloud as I sipped my bourbon.


The last page nearly made my heart stop. It was a newspaper clipping. There was a photo of a car that had smashed into a tree and a picture of my son’s mother. She was pretty in a bland way, with long, straight blonde hair and big blue eyes.


Picking the clipping up, I looked at the photo and thought she should have had better lighting.


I knew I was putting off reading the article. I took a deep drink of the bourbon, then read. Weeks ago, Lisa Henderson’s car had run into a tree, and she’d been killed instantly.


Stapled to the article was a second clipping, this one about funeral services, so I read it, too.


Between the two articles, there was quite a bit about Lisa Henderson—at least about her life at the time of her death. I was surprised to see that she’d been an active member of a church and had served on several committees. Since she left no money behind, her funeral had been paid for by the church and her coworkers. “She will be missed,” was to be carved on her tombstone.


Okay, so what about my son? What was to happen to him? And why had I missed the mention of him? I reread both articles. The obituary said Lisa had left behind “no known relatives.”


I read the clippings another time, then I went back and read every word on every page. Nowhere in any of it was a mention of my son. Puzzled, I went to the safe in my bedroom to remove the file my agent had sent me years ago.


Nearly eight years ago, Lisa Henderson had been working in a cryo clinic in Los Angeles. I’d been a starving actor and, well, I’d earned some money by “donating,” well, sperm. My name was anonymous to the people who used it, but those of us who gave had to agree that if a kid resulted, at eighteen he/she could have our names.


I loved this idea; it appealed to my sense of drama. By the time the kid was eighteen I planned to be a bigger star than Mel Gibson. I loved to imagine the thrill the kid would get when he was told who his father was.


When my name was becoming known, one day, laughing, I’d told my agent Barney that someday some kid was going to get the surprise of his life, then I’d explained why. Barney hadn’t laughed; he’d gone ballistic. He started calling people who called people. The result was that all my frozen semen was destroyed and number 28176 was taken off the books.


However, Barney told me that one of the women who worked at the clinic had seen me in a bit part in a movie and recognized my name. “She had your kid!” Barney bellowed at me.


I was kind of pleased and wondered what the child looked like, but Barney ranted on and on about lawsuits and what she could someday demand and how this could someday hurt me bad. “Real bad.” He said some unpleasant things about why couldn’t I have taken up sheep rather than paper cups, but I didn’t listen to him.


A month later Barney sent me a file about Lisa Henderson and every year since then he’d added a page or two. I’d put every paper in the safe I’d built into each house I’d owned in the last six years.


But now, when I reached for the file, it wasn’t there. I knew I hadn’t removed that file. The last time Barney’d sent me new pages I’d barely glanced at them before shoving them inside the leather folder I kept all those papers in. The folder even had a lock on it.


I emptied everything out of the safe. There were some deeds, last year’s tax returns, the engagement ring I’d planned to give Alanna in Scotland, but no file on Lisa Henderson and my son.


I sat down on the bed, trying to figure this out. Did someone break into my safe and take the papers? No, of course not. What kind of thief would take papers and leave a $25,000 ring?


Wait a minute, I thought. Barney probably had copies. The man was terrified someone was going to cheat him out of a penny so he made sure he had a copy of everything.


As I picked up the phone by my bed, my cell rang. It was Alanna.


“Change your mind about Scotland?” I said. I didn’t want her knowing I was still upset about the canceled trip. Plus, she had no idea about my having a child and I didn’t want her to know.


“You haven’t heard,” she said flatly.


Neither have you, I wanted to say, but I played it cool.


“About what?”


“Barney’s dead. His office caught fire and he went up with it. Sorry. I’ll call you later.”


I was left with a dead phone in my hand. As I said, sympathy was not one of Alanna’s strong points. After she read the book about Darci Montgomery, when she’d said, “That poor kid,” she’d meant it was a shame that Darci had been caught.


I didn’t think about what I was doing when I pushed the button to call Jerlene. She answered on the second ring. I was respectful. I didn’t ask how a scatterbrained, maybe-killer like her daughter could help find someone. I just said, “How do I go about getting your daughter’s help?”


After I put down the phone, I went to the gym. Maybe a long, hard workout would calm the jitters I felt. I knew, as well as I’d ever known anything in my life, that Barney had been murdered and all his files burned because of me and my illegitimate son. And I knew that Lisa Henderson had been killed for the same reason.


Three hours later I felt better. I checked the messages on my cell. Jerlene’s lovely voice gave me an address in Virginia and said I was to go there tomorrow at three, that her daughter would meet me. Again she said that her daughter would find my son.


I didn’t want to think anymore. I just called my personal assistant, told her to look after things until I got back, then I booked a flight to Virginia. I did it myself because I didn’t want anyone to know where I was going. I tossed some clothes into a bag, then I went to a hotel. My own home didn’t feel safe anymore.


The next day I was ushered into a very pretty living room and I met Darci Montgomery for the first time. I still wasn’t sure why I was there or what I wanted from her, but I did know I needed to be cautious. I planned to tell her as little as possible and to gloss over the bad parts.


After all, what could the woman do? Read minds?










Darci


Chapter Three





LINCOLN AIMES’S MIND WAS HARDER TO PERSUADE THAN most people’s were, but then since that book came out, people put up barriers against me. They’d made up their minds about me and I knew that nothing I could say—or do—would sway them.


Few people knew the truth of what had happened in that tunnel full of witches in Camwell, Connecticut, and I knew it was better that they thought what they did. It was better for people to think that my husband and his cousins had been the ones to kill the witch and her cohorts. People thinking my mother had rescued me certainly hadn’t hurt her career any.


Yes, it was better for people to think what they did than to know the truth of my involvement in those deaths. If they knew the truth, I wouldn’t just be laughed at or spit on as happened to me the last time I left the grounds, they’d probably light torches and drag me out of the house and—I didn’t want to think about that.


However horrible destroying the witches had been, the best part of my life had come out of it. I’d found my father and he’d married Boadicea, the sister of the man who was to become my husband. Bo and I’d had babies at nearly the same time.


For a while my life had been wonderful because we were a family. Perhaps we were a little strange, since my father was a world-renowned expert on psychics, my sister-in-law had been raised in captivity, my husband had gone through unspeakable horror as a child, my daughter and niece had the power to make things fly around, and I—I was the strangest of them all.


We weren’t unusual to each other, though, and we had great love among us. They had protected me from the outside world, loved me, and they’d known the truth about what happened in Connecticut. That had made everything all right.


But they weren’t here now. Over a year ago, my husband had come to me and I could feel he was very excited about something, but I was, yet again, between nannies so I was taking care of the girls by myself. I’d volunteered for this after I found Bo showing the three-year-olds how to shoot a crossbow. Being raised by a truly evil woman had caused Bo to have some gaps in her mothering skills. We’d had to give up fairy tales in our house because Boadicea knew the true stories. (She told the girls the sister of the witch from Hansel and Gretel was alive and living on East 23rd Street in NYC. And, yes, she too ate children.)


Anyway, that day Adam was very excited and I was distracted because my daughter and my niece were making their stuffed toys dance on the ceiling. I just said,“See you later,” when he said he had to go somewhere. I didn’t know until hours later that Boadicea had gone with him.


That night, alone in my bed, I awoke suddenly and knew that something was wrong. You see, I have the ability to talk to my husband in my head. He can hear me and in return I can sense him. This used to annoy him because I always knew where he was and, for the most part, what he was doing. It was the ultimate invasion of privacy. And my husband had always been a very private man.


When the connection between Adam and me became…not broken, but strained, I awoke in fear and ran to my father’s bedroom. His bed was empty, and hadn’t been slept in.


I knew that he was, as always, in his study, locked away with that blasted Mirror of Nostradamus, his “souvenir” from the witch. He was always studying it and writing about what he saw. I figured Boadicea was with him, as she often was, asleep on the couch.


I gave a quick knock on the study door, but when there was no answer, I got the key from inside the vase on the hall table and opened the door. As soon as I saw my father slumped at the big, carved desk, I knew that something was wrong. When I saw that Boadicea wasn’t in the room, I knew that she was with my husband—wherever he was.


I woke my father and minutes later the house was ablaze with light and policemen. A few hours later, Montgomerys and Taggerts, my husband’s family, started arriving from all over the country in planes, helicopters, cars and boats.


Somewhere in the confusion, my father pulled me into the study and leaned against the door. “The mirror is gone.”


That hit me so hard I had to sit down. If both Adam and his sister were gone and the Mirror of Nostradamus as well, then there was evil involved. True evil, not just some kidnapper who wanted ransom money. I could have handled a kidnapper.


When I started shaking, my father held me. After a while, Michael Taggert came into the room. He was my husband’s cousin and one of the few people who knew the truth of what had happened in Connecticut—and knew the truth about me. He knew what I could do with my mind and what I had done—all that I allowed anyone to know, that is.


Michael held my hands, looked into my eyes, and asked me to tell him what I felt. I loved Mike for that. With most people, if they find out I can intuit things about them, they’re scared to death. They have nasty little secrets they don’t want anyone to see. But not Mike. He didn’t care what I saw; he had nothing he was ashamed for people to know about him.


I told him I felt that Adam and Bo were alive, but they were trapped in some way, and I couldn’t figure out how. Underwater? In a cave? In an evil-protected place?


A search was launched, millions spent, but Adam and Boadicea’s plane was never found.


During the first months, I hardly slept. Adam’s cousins took care of the girls. Adam, Dad, Bo and I had worked hard to hide from people, including relatives, what the girls could do. But we’d underestimated the Montgomery-Taggert clan. They laughed at the girls’ antics and shielded them from the public.


I concentrated day and night on trying to find where Adam and Boadicea were, but I knew someone was hiding them—and hiding them in a magical way that made it impossible for me to find them.


After they’d been missing for three months, I awoke at two A.M. and knew that something had happened. My heart was racing, the blood pounded in my ears, but at first I couldn’t figure out what I was feeling. I had to force myself to be calm and concentrate.


After a while I realized it was the mirror. The mirror was no longer with Adam and Boadicea. It had become separated from them and it was…it was traveling. I could almost see it. Desert. Sand. Camels. Trucks.


I ran to wake my father, but he was at his computer in his study. He missed his wife so much that he rarely slept. Quickly, I told him what I’d felt.


“If we find the mirror it could lead us to them,” he said, then had me go over everything I’d seen in my vision. By late that afternoon he was on a plane to the Middle East to begin his search for the mirror.


It was after he left and I was alone in the house with two children and a couple of employees—search headquarters for Adam and Boadicea had been moved to the family home in Colorado—that I first heard how I was being accused of having done something to the plane. It was said that I wanted to get rid of my rich husband and my sister-in-law so I could have the money I so dearly loved.


Once again, Michael Taggert came to my rescue. He fired the people who worked for me because they’d made sure I saw the tabloids, and he begged me to go to Colorado with him. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t leave the place where I felt close to Adam. I told Mike I wanted to stay in Virginia and raise the girls and do what I could to find Adam and Bo. I said that my father and I were in daily contact, and I promised that if he found anything I’d call in the reinforcements of all the Montgomerys and Taggerts.


I meant every word I said, but I soon found out how impossible it was to do. The first time I took the girls to see a movie, a woman spit on me. I had to grab my daughter in one arm and my niece in the other for fear they’d try—and succeed—in turning the woman upside down and shaking her.


For a few months after that one of the Montgomery cousins lived with us and took the children back and forth to their nursery school, but after there were “accidents” in the classroom that I knew the girls had caused, I removed them from the school.


Finally, Susan Montgomery, the woman who’d raised my husband after his parents disappeared, flew to Virginia to talk to me. She suggested the children go to Colorado, and until the girls learned to “control themselves”—she was so polite—they’d be homeschooled.


I protested that I could arrange that in Virginia.


All Susan did was look at me and I saw myself through her eyes. I was a mess. When I wasn’t putting myself in a trance as I tried to locate Adam and Bo, I was crying. I’d had a lonely childhood, then I’d found a man who loved me, a father who loved me, and a sister-in-law who needed masses of love. Added to this were two little girls who were love personified.


Yet in one day I’d lost it all.


I sent my niece and daughter to Colorado to be with their relatives. The children needed some laughter in their lives. Since their father’s disappearance, there’d been nothing but tears in our house.


That had been months ago. I’d flown—privately, on the Montgomery jet—to Colorado several times and had spent a lot of time with the girls, but I’d always returned to Virginia to continue trying to use my mind to locate Adam and Boadicea.


I talked to my father every day that he could get to a phone. He’d been tracking the mirror for months now. It had been close to him several times but it had always eluded him.


As for me, I’d stopped crying every minute I wasn’t in a trance and was now at the stage where I just plain missed my husband. I didn’t go out, was never seen in public, because I couldn’t bear what was thought of me. Reporters still camped at the end of the driveway and now and then the alarm system would go off because someone had come over the wall.


Now, after all these months, my mother had written me that I owed her and she wanted me to help some actor. I wanted to tell her I couldn’t leave my search for Adam, but I’d come to realize that whoever—whatever—was holding him was in control. All my concentrating of the last months hadn’t made a dent in the field around them. I was beginning to think that Adam and Bo were asleep. If Bo were here, she’d probably tell me the truth behind the Sleeping Beauty story. No doubt Ms. Beauty’s descendants were now living in Minnesota.
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