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      “You want to get married in Sleeping Beauty’s shrine?” Josh Gabriel asked. He gazed incredulously at the impossible jungle tumbling into one of California’s normally arid canyons.

      Blonde and willowy beneath her safari shirt and shorts, his fiancée continued snapping photos. “Stand over there so I can show the height of that bougainvillea,” Willa ordered.

      As a Hollywood fantasy director, Josh appreciated the setting. He almost imagined a blond, spike-haired sprite peering from beneath a rose bush until he realized he was conjuring a face from a past best forgotten. His childhood had been as abnormal as this greenery. He ought to grow up and forget it. Except he had fond memories of chasing dragons and trolls through a Hollywood-landscape, wooden sword in hand. He meant to recreate those days of innocence in this next film. He was damned tired of violent superheroes and exploding buildings.

      Which was why he was standing here now with Willa Powell, the queen of coins, who shared his dream—or the financial end of it anyway. He’d been dazzled by her beauty when they first met, terrified by her ambition when she agreed to take on his project. But their goals had clicked, and over the past months working together, they had realized they had more than a film in common.

      “Shouldn’t there be a glass casket or a few dwarves down there instead of rocks, or at least a bubbling spring of nubile nymphs?” he asked, relishing his fantasy.

      “The camellia is still blooming! This is perfect,” Willa crowed, snapping more pics.

      “A cauldron and witches, maybe,” Josh mused, standing where ordered but still studying the famed vortex below that had apparently made this hick town a destination wedding site. “You realize our guests will have to sit on rocks? I can’t see your father agreeing to that.”

      “They have stadium cushions.” Willa was a producer, but she had developed directorial tendencies with this wedding business. “Look at the roses! I’ll have to use them in my bouquet.”

      “And of course, you won’t be sitting in the dirt,” Josh said, amused despite himself. His fiancée had a very Germanic need for order she’d inherited from her dictator of a father. Josh was always amazed when she strayed from the beaten path. “I trust you aren’t planning on gliding down the aisle wearing heels, or you’ll need those walking sticks everyone up here carries.” Her heels put her an inch taller than he and were a bit of a sore point.

      “Just think of the spread we’ll have in Tinseltown Today. The publicity alone will make your new film.”

      Well, yeah, there was that. Willa had a good head for publicity. He shoved his hands in his pockets and tried to picture the logistics of a wedding ceremony in a valley of rocks. But this was Willa’s production, not his. If he were doing this, he’d build a set and add dinosaurs.

      Psychologists had told him that he was living the fantasies he’d been denied by his stressed-out, impoverished childhood. Woo-hoo.

      “What about me?” he asked. “Do I drop to the altar by helicopter? Swing in like Tarzan? Or do I parade down the aisle with you?” He rather fancied swinging in like Tarzan, but weddings were supposed to be about the bride, he supposed. His own directorial propensities were showing.

      “Hillvale has done this before. I’m sure they have it all worked out. I’ll have Brad take photos of you at the jewelry store when you buy the ring. Theodosia Devine Designs are as divine as her name. I don’t know why she’s hiding up here, but her shop is the first one as you go into town.”

      They had an entire crew in Hillvale to plan this wedding stunt, including Brad, Willa’s favorite contract photographer, a wedding planner, Willa’s secretary, assistant, and the vice president of her company. Josh wondered if he should hire his own entourage.

      But he had looked at the cost of Devine rings online—only a goddess could afford them. He didn’t have wealthy parents and lived on borrowed money. Up until this production, his films had had modest budgets. Entourages were out of the question, but he really wanted to start out on the right foot by giving Willa the romantic ring she deserved. “How much of this wedding will the publicity budget cover?”

      “Quit being such a tightwad. The film will earn it all back and then some.” Accustomed to wealth, Willa shoved aside a straying strand of flaxen hair and turned her telescopic lens on the rock platform below that resembled an altar. “Your credit is good for it.”

      “Marrying for my credit line is uncool, my love,” he warned with a laugh.

      He returned to picturing the amphitheater filled with trolls and elves watching the witches stir their cauldron. How would all the greenery and hedonistic floral arrangements work with witches and elves? A mating ceremony for a virgin and a powerful shape-shifting dragon, maybe. Damn, that aroused him. Could he persuade Willa. . . ?

      He eyed his fiancée with interest. Tall, too slender for her enhanced breasts, wearing an expensive tangle of golden curls and weaves, Willa would pass for a movie star, except she had too many brains to become one when she had alternatives.

      The sex—well, it was good, even if it was tough fitting two Hollywood egos into one bed. They’d work it out. Since Willa’s goal was to run her father’s production firm, and his was to get rich, drop out, and write books, he figured she considered him a stepping stone to her future. Maybe he was, but for however long their marriage lasted, it would be a good ride.

      Besides, he’d tried romance once and failed beyond abysmally. Since he was making some headway with the business side of life, he’d continue down that pragmatic path.

      “You have the wedding planner and PR department to work out details,” he told her, bored with the photo shoot. He preferred being behind the camera these days, not in front. “I want to go into town and take a look at the ring selection so we’re not dithering, then check into entertainment for our guests. I’m guessing we’ll do the bachelor parties in the city?”

      “Definitely.” She gingerly took a few steps down the rocky trail in her five-inch heels. “But the restaurant here has an excellent reputation. We can do the rehearsal dinner there.”

      “Rehearsal? If It’s just you and me, babe, what is there to rehearse? We walk down with our nearest and dearest, get hitched, and an eagle carries us to Narnia.”

      Okay, that one earned him a gorgon glare and a blast of silence. She continued down the trail. Laughing at Bridezilla, Josh headed the other way in hopes the town with three hundred souls and countless ghosts had a bar.
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      “Aunt Amber, please, you have to take me in!” the breaking voice of her adolescent nephew pleaded through the phone. “Granny is a monster!”

      Holding the receiver on her landline, Amber Abercrombie studied the glittering amber rings on her fingers. Each one represented a battle won in her determination to be healthy and whole again. The smallest one represented the years it had taken her to lose the pounds to cross the invisible line from obese to just hefty.

      She’d bought the biggest piece the day she’d moved to Hillvale and hundreds of miles out of her mother’s life—her mother, the monster to whom Zeke referred.

      Amber and her sister had repeated the epithet often enough for the kid to use the term—which made Zeke’s plea all the more poignant. Amethyst had never named his father, so with his mother’s death, he had no one but a monster and an impoverished aunt for family.

      “When is school out?” she asked, deliberately not reacting to his emotional entreaty. Abercrombies were known for their emoting abilities, and her nephew wasn’t exempt from the family drama.

      “Next week,” he whispered into the phone, as if his grandmother were in the next room, which she probably wasn’t. Crystal Abercrombie liked crowds, wealthy ones, in expensive venues where kids didn’t belong.

      The crappy house Crystal actually lived in had never held her mother’s outsized, demanding personality, but good schools were important for Zeke, so it had seemed safe to leave him there.

      “I don’t know what you’re picturing, kid. I live in a tiny cottage. Hillvale has no school.” She tried to warn him, hoping he had alternatives he could call on in the larger world of LA.

      Even though she had no child-rearing experience, she knew she would be better than her mother, only she was living on rainbows and promises these days. She’d never be able to sell her rings for what they were worth.

      “I’ll dust and sweep and wash dishes, and you’ll never know I’m there,” he wheedled. “Please. Granny wants to take me to her friend’s movie set next week, and you know what that means.”

      Amber closed her eyes to the iridescent crystals, beautiful colors, and quiet harmony with which she’d feathered her nest. It had been over fourteen years since she’d abandoned Hollywood, and she still recalled vividly and painfully the torment of being forced into a mold that didn’t fit. And she’d been a good actor. Zeke was not.

      “She can’t make you. You’re underage and don’t have a union card,” she argued, because that’s what she did, looked at all sides of the argument.

      “She had a friend forge ID and a card,” he whispered. “Mama warned me.”

      And there was the final nail in her coffin. She had promised Amethyst to look after Zeke if anything happened to her. And things always happened to her big sister—because Amethyst had put herself out there the way Amber no longer did.

      Zeke’s mother had died in a tragic fire in an unregulated warehouse rock concert last year.

      Amber hated fighting. She had hoped she’d never have to go into battle again. But for Zeke, she’d gear up and wield whatever feeble weapon came to hand.

      Zeke was hundreds of miles away, and she didn’t drive. Problem Number One.

      “Then I’m glad you called, Zeke. That was extremely smart of you. Decide what you want to bring, but it can’t take up more than two bags. I’ll arrange transportation as soon as the school year ends. We’ll figure something out together.”

      She smiled at Zeke’s youthful shriek of joy and gratitude, while her stomach knotted in the old familiar patterns of her youth as she hung up.

      How would she feed and clothe a growing teen? He could sleep on the futon in the spare room, but even she knew the kid wouldn’t want to spend his summer dusting crystal balls. Recalling her own adolescence, she knew teens were large, demanding babies who required an enormous investment in time and money. She loved Zeke and she would protect him with her life, but. . .

      She’d have to leave her comfortable nest in Hillvale, venture into the cruel world she’d left behind. She was stronger now, but returning to her former reality was impossible. She’d thrown away her crown of fame, fortune, and beauty for a life of anonymity, poverty, and health—mental and physical.

      She might never overcome the humiliation and shame that had sunk into her marrow and lived in her nightmares. Consequently, she’d never be able to return to the only work she knew unless she lost her multiple chins.

      Unfortunately, losing weight was a losing proposition for her. She’d had years of counseling to accept that which could not be changed.

      But she rebelled at leaving Zeke unprotected, disillusioned, and all alone—as she had been.

      She loved her little shop with its rainbow colors, lush velvets, and delicate laces. She’d created the scented candles with her own hands. Men weren’t much prone to consulting psychics, so her shop was as feminine as she was.

      Zeke would hate it. He’d been little more than a toddler when he’d been here last. He was probably remembering the lodge’s ponies, not the dusty highway and half-empty town.

      But now that her sister was gone, Amber couldn’t abandon Zeke to the monster who had raised them. She’d hoped, since Zeke was male, that Crystal would let him be. Goes to show how little she grasped her mother’s ambition, even after years of counseling.

      Maybe she could sue the crazy old bat if she got custody of Zeke.

      The bell over her shop door chimed, and she pulled herself from her pillowed nest, just in case it was a customer.

      The flash from the past crossing her portal hit her with the force of a physical punch. Despite the years since she’d seen him last, she’d recognize those sharp cheekbones, that square jaw, and ever-curious cobalt eyes anywhere. Josh.

      Oh filth, damn, crap, and dragon juice. What had she done to deserve a day like this? Why didn’t Fate just smite her with a mighty hammer?

      While he blinked to accustom his eyes to the dim interior, Amber surreptitiously studied her former colleague. He’d filled out nicely from the eighteen-year-old she last remembered. Despite his years of childish determination, Josh hadn’t reached six feet, but he seemed taller than she recalled. His shoulders had developed muscle, and his chest—that was pretty danged spectacular from what she could see under the stylish gray blazer. He’d kept up his workouts, as she hadn’t.

      “May I help you?” she asked, because an Abercrombie seldom had the sense to flee. Instead, she waited to see if the Jacko she’d once loved had survived and thrived or become another pestilence on the face of the earth.

      Josh swung away from snapping a photo of her army of crystal fairies. Of all the men in the universe, creative Josh Gabriel was the only one who might admire her collection.

      “Sorry, didn’t see you there. Interesting shop.” He stepped closer to the counter.

      She dropped back into the shadows. “Thank you. Are you looking for a gift?”

      “I was actually looking for a psychic. We’ve scheduled a Hillvale wedding, and I thought some of the guests might enjoy the entertainment.”

      A wedding—Josh was getting married. Of course he was.

      She winced as his comment let her know he didn’t recognize her. She didn’t know if that was a disappointment or a relief. “I’m not an entertainer,” she said as pleasantly as she was able. But knowing how desperately she needed extra cash, she added, “I would be happy to make individual appointments for your guests. My card is on the table with the crystal globes.”

      He ignored her business cards to examine the globes and take more photos. “I don’t suppose anyone makes sand globes. Maybe with little palm trees inside. We could give them as party favors.”

      “Try Florida,” she said, her tongue dry in misery. “You’re looking at hand-blown scrying glasses for those whose gift it is to see beyond the immediate. The crystal in the one you’re holding was found here in Hillvale and processed by one of the best glassmakers in Austria.”

      He looked at the price. “Not a party favor,” he agreed. “People actually buy this stuff?”

      “Obviously, they haven’t bought that one yet. I’d hoped I could use it myself, but my gift is with the tarot, not crystal.”

      Damn. She had to keep flapping her lips, defying fate. Her words must have triggered a memory. He gently put the glass back and turned to face her dark corner. “I knew a girl once. . .” He came closer.

      She was an actress. She knew how to don an insouciant mask. She could even call up a smile to make him think she didn’t care in the least who he was or if he remembered her. But she couldn’t hide her own shattering heart from herself when his long-lashed cobalt eyes widened and his lips pulled tight—in disgust? Hate?

      “Ginger?” he asked in incredulity. “I spent ten years of my life hunting for you and you’ve been hiding here in plain sight?”

      She read people with cards, not body language. But his balled fists and rough voice had to mean intense emotion of some sort. She shivered and defiantly lifted her chins. “Ginger James was a make-believe construct, concocted by my mother and our producer. She never existed.”
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      Josh considered how many ways he could explode. He made a living at detonating objects in films and books—but shattering from a barrage of emotions, that was a new one. He’d have to work out the details later. He still couldn’t unclench his fists or he might leak fury.

      The girl of his teenage dreams stood there telling him she didn’t exist? That his entire adolescence had been a fallacy?

      “A construct?” he asked, holding back his temper. “Like a robot? I don’t think it was a robot I made love to. And robots don’t run and hide the instant a friend turns his back. What the hell happened?” Damn, he hadn’t thought all that pressure was still in there.

      Looking like a riotous sunset with surprisingly colorful hair and Gypsy clothes, she stepped back. She’d always been sensitive to his moods.

      His anger still simmered. “I came back from the horrible Romania shoot and you were gone! I almost called the police to ask them to dig up the lot to see where your body was buried.”

      He could remember the day he returned to the Jack and Ginger set as clearly as if it were yesterday—it had been completely dismantled. The production crew had gone. And Ginger had vanished as if she really had been a fantasy construct. He’d seriously imploded.

      She stared at him as if he were the AI. Then she blinked, and the Ginger face returned—the mind-melting, dimpled smile of the imp who’d captured the hearts of teen America, not to mention his. Outrageous as Orphan Annie or Pippi Longstocking on screen, she’d been as tragic as Judy Garland off-screen. He’d dreamed of that smile far longer than had been good for him.

      “Watching the cops bulldoze the lot might have been interesting,” she admitted with that devastating smile. “But I wasn’t there and would have missed the fun. I don’t have a TV.”

      Her dismissal of his very real terror raised the horrible rage of his nerdy adolescent years. But Josh had learned confidence since then. An old teenage crush didn’t have power over him any longer.

      With the half-smile that once slayed his teenage audiences, he returned her indifference. “That’s a pity. Cable streams great film these days, anything from fairy tales to superheroes, none of that pathetic crap we did.” He waited to see if her eyes might light with recognition of some of his work.

      They didn’t. “I hope you went on to better things,” she said softly, in her real voice, not the fake upbeat Ginger one. “And I’m very sorry I wasn’t there when you returned. I thought you’d left for the career you deserved. You really didn’t need me holding you back.”

      Damn, and there was the caring sprite he’d known behind the façade, the good-natured mediator who’d understood him and had prevented him from killing people, or at least, his career. “You were the only thing keeping me sane at that point,” Josh admitted, against his will. “But you’re right. Dell was a prick, and his show had run its course. Looks like we’ve both successfully moved on. Did you have to murder your mother to do it?”

      She blinked again, not in fake-Ginger mode but in what appeared to be astonishment. Score one for him. This time, a genuine dimpled smile brightened her translucent redhead's complexion. “In effect, almost. I hired a lawyer, got emancipated, took charge of what was left of my money and contracts, and moved on without her.”

      “And I couldn’t find you as Ginger James because you changed your name?” He’d spent nearly all his Romanian pay trying to prove Dell, their producer, or Crystal, her mother, hadn’t killed her and buried her on the set. The show’s bigwig lawyers must have really suppressed the scandal of genial Ginger suing her voracious mother.

      His teenage dream offered a soft, plump hand. “Amber Abercrombie, my ridiculously real name.”

      He shook hands without thinking these days, but her soft hand. . . wiped away years.

      “If my mother had an ounce of compassion in her dragon bones, she would have told you what happened. I should find it hard to believe she and Dell told you nothing, but I’m afraid it’s not difficult to imagine them chuckling up their sleeves and letting you rage. I’m really sorry I put you through that. But I was only sixteen and just didn’t think it would matter.”

      The Jack and Ginger Show had started when they’d been in grade school, an homage to old comedy-drama shows like Lassie or Andy Griffith. It had lasted well into their adolescence and probably should have ended sooner if everyone concerned hadn’t needed the money.

      He wasn’t ready to forgive her desertion, but he was an adult now. Josh beat down the physical thrill her touch had always engendered and released her hand. “Man, suing your mother and walking out on the show took guts. Good to meet you at last, Amber. If we must give your mother any credit at all, she picked a name that suits you.”

      Now that he’d cleared his addled brain of tempests, he could admire the thick layers of silky copper falling over her shoulders. He remembered how her pale blond hair had naturally waved—until Dell had ordered it cut and spiked, to suit the tomboy Ginger character. “Is the red natural? It’s perfect.”

      From what he could tell in the dim light, her cheeks colored, and she ran a nervous hand through her luxurious mop. “Mama used to bleach it. She said men liked blondes, and that Ginger shouldn’t really be a ginger because no one liked redheads.”

      “Oh yeah, that makes perfect Crystal sense. Damn, I’m glad you escaped the hag. Did you come straight here after you escaped Dell’s hell?”

      He studied the set she’d built for herself. It was pure Ginger—Amber. Colorful, coordinated, feminine, intriguing. . .and that was just the shop. She’d draped herself in amber and gold beads that hung down over a frilly, off-the-shoulder gold blouse that set off the plump breasts he’d drooled over as a kid, sometimes literally. They’d grown up together. Her plumpness had always been a part of her, just as his lack of height had been. Size had never been an issue when they turned to each other for sanity.

      Shutting down his lust, Josh noted her skirt was in the autumn colors she’d loved but no one had allowed her to wear. As tomboy Ginger, she’d been forced to wear denim and mud brown all the time, even off camera, in case a photographer caught her. She’d despised jeans. Instinctively, unobtrusively, he tilted his camera and snapped this colorful glory, hoping one of the shots would come out.

      Covered in dangling gold and copper bracelets, her creamy bare arm gestured at her rainbow-hued shop. “I’m not hiding from my mother. She knows where I am. I was born in Hillvale. She grew up here but fled when I was just a kid. The town always fascinated me, and the rent was cheap, so I decided to settle here and learn more about my other talent.” She waited, almost defiantly.

      Josh wanted to drag her from the shadows, into the sunlight of a café where they could drink coffee and talk about dreams as they once had. But he’d been young and stupid back then. He was an adult who knew what he wanted now. Marriage would bring him one step closer to a dream that obviously no longer interested her.

      “You’ve elevated tarot cards and Ouija boards to a career?” he asked, trying to sound upbeat and not incredulous.

      “My abilities are not perfect, by any means, but I’m good. I have repeat customers. And this town suits me.” Her melting smile and dimples disappeared. She picked up and shuffled a pack of well-worn cards sitting on the counter. “Shall I prove myself to you again? A simple spread, past, present, future.” She held the cards for him to shuffle.

      “Just like old times?” Warily, he took the deck, shuffled and divided it into three stacks the way she’d taught him all those years ago.

      He was oddly eager to see how she did what she did, now that he was no longer a superstitious youth. He’d been older than her, but she’d always pretended to be wiser with her card tricks. Of course, she’d kicked the crap out of him the first time he’d tried to kiss her. The fight for supremacy had been pretty damned fair since he couldn’t kick her back. He hid a smile at the memory.

      She flipped over the top card on the first stack and nodded. “The Hierophant. You were always a student, always learning new things and eager to know more. Did you go on to college?”

      “I did, haphazardly, between acting jobs. Not exactly the normal college experience, but I now have a useless degree to hang on my wall. How about you?”

      She shook her head. “They don’t give degrees in being a psychic. My degree is in hard knocks.” She flipped the top card from the middle stack and frowned. “The Hanged Man, two major arcana cards in a single draw—you’re giving off some really powerful vibrations. This is not a good card to draw on the eve of a life-changing event like marriage. From what I’m reading from you, you feel as if you have no other choice. I’m picking up a sense that you’re still into negativity, you’re entangled in a pattern of negative behaviors, relationships, thought patterns. . . There’s no love here.”

      Josh shrugged, hiding his discomfort at her accuracy. She was even better at seeing through him than she’d been when they were kids. “Love is about as reliable as those cards. Willa and I understand each other, and that’s what matters.”

      And they were marrying because they didn’t believe they could succeed any other way—negative thinking maybe, but pragmatic.

      She shot him a glance from beneath her long lashes but mercifully, didn’t argue. He remembered her youthful self arguing passionately about love and life and what was important, but back then, arguing was all they could do because they had no control over what happened to them. As adults, they had the freedom to act on their beliefs instead of talk about them.

      She flipped the top card of the last stack. Even Josh recognized the skeletal knight—Death. She paled, and he waited with interest to see how she interpreted it. If he remembered rightly, the death card was a metaphor. Translating the metaphor required considering the other cards—and Amber’s own psychic interpretation.

      “Don’t put a lot of money in this wedding,” she said, shuffling the cards together again.

      The finality in her voice gave him cold chills. Josh shrugged it off. “Most of it is coming out of the publicity budget for the next film. Why don’t you come up to the lodge and have dinner with us? You can meet Willa before she turns the entire town into Wedding Central.”

      Her smile stayed gone, and Josh felt its absence like a cold north wind.

      “I wish you happy, Josh, but no one here knows me as Ginger, and I want to keep it that way. If we appear in public together, someone is likely to add two and two.”

      After those damned cards, her rejection had him bubbling and foaming, but he’d never been able to yell at Ginger/Amber. She was like a cuddly puppy who did the most awful things and got away with them because she was so damned cute. To him, anyway. To Dell and Crystal. . . They were inhuman monsters who’d never met a puppy they wouldn’t crush.

      Perversely, he refused to give her up now that he’d found her again. After what she’d put him through, she owed him a few hours of company. “Okay, no public reunions, got it. Do you still swim? I can persuade the lodge manager to let us have the pool for a private session. It’s enclosed with darkened windows for night use. I need to keep up my exercise schedule and you were always good at challenging me.”

      They’d had some of their most spectacular fights in the swimming pool—and even better make-up sessions afterward.

      Her big turquoise eyes widened, until she lowered her long lashes to hide them. “Don’t be ridiculous. Your bride should be the one challenging you.” She stepped away, almost into the curtain divider behind her.

      “Willa won’t go in a pool, says it wrecks her hair. The pool closes at ten and opens at six. It’s the only way I can wind down, so I have permission to use it after hours. Ten at night or five in the morning?”

      This time, she glared at him. “We are no longer teenagers pretending we can make ourselves acceptable by playing in water. I haven’t had a need to swim for fourteen years.”

      “You should be over the fat shaming thing by now!” He knew Ginger. She’d always had to be pushed into revealing attire. What the hell was he doing pretending they could turn back time?

      “Don’t be absurd. I like exactly who I am—anonymous, amiable Amber, without a bathing suit to my name because there is no ocean and no pool.” She yanked the cards away to shuffle them.

      Josh relaxed now that he had a familiar reaction. Ginger had always been ambivalent about everything. She just needed nudging to pry her from her comfort zone. “Swim naked. Swim in your nightgown. It will be just us and I won’t care. Bring dry clothes to change into and it’s all good. Where do you live? I’ll send a car for you just before ten.”

      She looked as if she wanted to hit him, and he was practically dancing in anticipation. No one had ever challenged him the way Amber had. He could almost see her as Amber now—much more colorful than spiky-haired blonde Ginger, way more voluptuous, and all grown up—telling him to take a flying leap off the tallest building or daring him to.

      “A fancy car on my small-town street would call more attention than dancing naked on the square. Are you not hearing me?”

      Oh yeah, there was the kid who’d defied him for years. He needed closure, damn it. They’d been peas in the same pod for eight years, and she’d split without telling him where she’d gone, leaving him literally terrified that she’d died. “I hear you. I’m all ears. My car will wait for you out in the parking lot. Blue Prius, boring as hell, no one will notice it. I’ll have the driver bring you around to the private entrance. Wear black and tie on a white apron and pretend you’re a maid, if that makes you happy. We have a lot of catching up to do.”

      Josh slapped his hand on her glass counter and glared down at her. “You owe me, Amber Abercrombie,” he repeated the familiar catch-phrase from their show that had always got the characters into the worst trouble. “We missed out on over a dozen good years because of your cowardice. See you there.”
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      Josh stalked out. Aries—angry impatience and frustration, she mentally recited. Easily stressed, hence the need to work out, but so honest and direct that she never had to worry about what he really thought. Some things hadn’t changed, including herself. Her reaction to Josh was still that strong. She wanted to swim and talk to him again. Those were some of the best memories of her life.

      She collapsed into her chair feeling as if she’d just been run over by a bulldozer and maybe a street sweeper and a train engine.

      She was shaking. She hadn’t been this out of control since she was a kid. She’d spent these last years piecing herself together, strengthening her backbone, learning to like herself again. She might look pleasant and helpless, but she would not be bullied, and certainly not by Jacko, as she’d once called him.

      Josh’s demands were startling enough—bathing suit? Was the man blind? But she could tell him to jump in his own pool without a qualm. No, that particular demand was more ludicrous than terrifying—it was the black aura of death surrounding him that terrified her. His cards were far darker than she’d dared tell him. He was blithely skipping along the brink of hell and utterly unaware of the danger.

      Josh had been her one and only friend when her mother and her producer had constantly criticized her looks, the way she dressed, her acting ability. Without Josh, she wouldn’t have survived the torment. She couldn’t abandon him again, not when he was in very real danger.

      As if drawn by Amber’s turmoil—quite possible given the psychic resonance in Hillvale’s energy fields—Cass and Mariah appeared shortly after Josh’s departure.

      One of the town’s oldest residents, self-appointed queen of the Lucys, as they called themselves, Cassandra Tolliver appeared as regal and well-kept as any aging movie star. Tall, slender, her silver hair knotted and held with a silver pick, she strolled in with her skirt barely swaying around her trim ankles.

      Mariah, on the other hand, was around Amber’s age and everything Amber was not—tall, muscled, black-braided, and swarthy, with the hooked nose of her native ancestors, a mind almost literally like a steel trap—and seven months pregnant. Her talent involved computers, which suited her perfectly. But she also had one foot on the Other Side. She and Cass communicated mentally in ways the rest of the Lucys couldn’t duplicate.

      “He upset you, why?” Cass demanded.

      “I just looked him up,” Mariah answered for Amber. “You don’t have to tell us anything except whether we need to push him off a cliff.”

      So, now Mariah knew about Jack and Ginger and wasn’t giving away her identity. Amber relaxed a smidgeon at this goodwill from her friends. This was the reason she lived up here, where people would never tell her she was a fat airhead with no style.

      She shook her head in denial. “Joshua Gabriel won’t hurt me. He’s the one in danger. He has the death and the devil cards in his present and future, and they’re giving off very bad vibes.”

      Mariah muttered an obscenity. Cass looked concerned. “Could we send him away?” Cass asked. “We don’t need any more evil polluting the vortex. We’ve had enough death. I understand celebrity weddings might help the town, but not if it means another person dying here.”

      Amber shook her head. “Personally, I wish we could send him away, but how can I ask the town to give up this opportunity if I’m wrong? Josh doesn’t live here. I could be picking up on something that will happen in LA.”

      Mariah nodded agreement. “Willa Powell’s family is Hollywood legend. Her wedding will be the event of the year. As a destination wedding site, we can fill the town’s coffers, maybe even give us a chance to build a school.”

      Which was important to Mariah now that she was having a baby. If they wanted young people to move here, a school was a necessity. And now that she might have Zeke. . .

      “Besides, from the sounds of it,” Amber added in resignation, “the wedding is already a full-scale production in progress. How would I put a stop to that?”

      “If you really think we need to, I could remove the ghost-catchers at the lodge,” Mariah said. “Once the poltergeists gather force, they’ll terrify the princess bride and her staff. Have you met her? Fiona says she’s a holy terror, and Dinah is considering closing the restaurant for maintenance to avoid her demands.”

      “Does Fee say any of them smell fishy?” Amber asked, worrying at her beads, trying to decide what to do.

      “No, they just reek of wealth and privilege or some such. She’s feeding them beans, I think out of meanness.” Mariah twisted her crystal-knobbed walking stick in her hands as she did when she didn’t have a keyboard handy. “We should call a meeting.”

      Fiona ran the lunch counter and café next to Dinah’s upscale restaurant. She’d only been living in Hillvale for a few months, but she’d made her reputation by snaring the town’s mayor and saving a kidnapped child. Fee had a gift for sensing character by smell and feeding everyone what they needed. Amber could swear she’d lost a few pounds these last months just eating what Fee prepared for her. But admittedly, the little cook had a dangerous tendency toward vengeance.

      “Find out more,” Cass commanded. “This wedding business is good for the town in more ways than profit. Love, hope, and excitement counter the evil energies from the mountain. I don’t want to see Amber’s friend hurt, but he’s not from here. As Amber says, he’ll go home at the end of the day, and whatever darkness is surrounding him may go with him.”

      Amber didn’t want Josh to suffer anywhere, and she didn’t want his Hollywood friends laughing at her. That made her a less than objective party to this conversation, so she stayed silent on any decision. Admittedly, her business would thrive with more tourists, but at this point, she doubted it would be enough to raise a teenager and hire a lawyer to sue the crap out of her mother.

      “I’m supposed to see Josh this evening,” she told them. “But I need the cards to read him, and he’s not likely to ask for them again. Could you look into the bride some more? She’s part of the picture, but I don’t know in what way.”

      “Don’t let him talk you into leaving Hillvale,” Mariah warned, her expression showing she understood what Josh was to her. “You belong here as much as I do.”

      “I know that,” Amber said softly, but the other two women were already making plans and heading out the door.

      If life had taught her nothing else, it had taught her that every battle had its price. The last battle had cost everything she held dear. Could she afford another?
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      “It’s Josh,” Amber told her enemy, the mirror. “I can’t abandon him if he needs me.”

      She waited for the image to angrily toss her hair and walk away—as she’d done all those years ago. Walked, anyway. She hadn’t had long hair to toss back then.

      Unfortunately, the unhelpful glass revealed the fifty-pound-heavier version of her real self, not the sturdy teenager who’d been too hefty already. Once upon a time, she’d starved and worked herself to death in an attempt to keep off the pounds. She’d quit torturing herself after she’d left Hollywood.

      She’d had enough counseling over the years to know that wasn’t the whole truth.

      “Josh doesn’t need you,” the teenager behind the mirror said with scorn. “He has money, a filthy rich bride, tons of friends, probably lawyers out the wazoo. He never needed you.”

      That had been the argument that had allowed her to run away without telling her best friend where she’d gone. She’d been a bit misleading when she’d told Josh that her mother knew where she was. All those years ago, Amber hadn’t told Crystal or anyone her location until she was settled and comfortable. That had taken years. By then, everyone had forgotten her, which was exactly what she’d wanted.

      The rebellious, careless teenager had died fourteen years ago and did not need to be resurrected.

      So, the adult needed to take responsibility for her actions. She’d obviously hurt Josh more than she’d realized. His cards indicated danger and a tragic life decision. She had to let him know she was there for him. And he’d offered a way to do it privately, so the public didn’t know who she was—who she had been.

      But a swimming pool? She sighed and turned to her limited wardrobe. She liked lace and frills. The Gypsy look suited her. Spandex did not. But like every woman who occasionally wanted to wear something sexy, she owned garments that held her in and up. They were probably as substantial as any flimsy bathing suit. She’d look like one of those old-time ladies in their thigh-length bathing outfits, maybe, but she’d had Josh’s admiration long ago and had thrown it away. This was for her, because she needed his friendship. And he just might need hers, although that was probably reaching into daydream country.

      So, for Josh, she tugged on black fat-crushers, then dug out her prettiest gauzy caftan, one that floated like a turquoise cloud when she walked. She’d spent her youth in front of mirrors, and counseling had taught her not to be afraid of them now. Since she didn’t have a chance to wear her pretty clothes often, she admired the result in the mirror, sticking her tongue out at the unhappy teenager. And because her cleavage looked damned good in the low-cut gown, she pinned her naturally orange hair up, leaving only a few dangling curls.

      She turned to her wall of beaded jewelry, but this was a casual pool date, not an evening out. If she had to actually get in the water—and if Josh hadn’t changed much, that was a certainty—she didn’t want to be taking jewelry on and off.

      “This is how an adult behaves,” she told her image.

      “You’ll never see him again once he sees you looking like that,” the teenager griped.

      “You sound just like my mother. Go away, little girl.” Shoulders back Amber floated from her tiny bedroom into her only slightly larger main room. She could still do heels, if she didn’t have to walk far. But just in case, she grabbed the crystal-headed walking stick that declared her as one of Hillvale’s Lucys.

      The teenager inside her wept and wailed with fear and shame, but Amber ruthlessly crushed the little brat. She’d never been weepy Snow White or Cinderella. In the stories she and Josh had acted out, she’d been the powerful witch who saved the knight who slayed the dragon and saved the day.
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      Josh ate his dinner alone, not for the first time. Willa had called saying she had an emergency and was heading back to the city, taking her crew with her. As a busy producer, she had a lot of demands on her time. Until filming started, he didn’t, so he kicked back and made notes on his script while he waited for Amber.

      Damn, he couldn’t believe he’d found her after all these years.

      He remembered the first time he’d seen Ginger, looking like a golden-haired princess in a fluffy pink gown at the audition he’d been dragged to. He’d been ten and just becoming aware that his father was a drunken loser, and that his little sister cried all the time because she was hungry and couldn’t keep down beans and rice. He’d seen the desperation on his mother’s lined face when he’d balked at going on a stage.

      And then the eight-year-old princess had grinned, pulled up the froufrou dress, and offered him a chocolate bar from a pouch she’d tied around her bare waist. It had been the start of a not-always glorious friendship.

      The Jack and Ginger Show had been a financial success that had pulled both their families out of poverty, but it had stolen their childhoods, robbed them of self-respect, and shattered dreams. He’d have thrown a champagne party for thousands when Ginger had walked—if he’d been there when she’d done it.

      Returning from that miserable experience on the snowy, isolated set in Romania to find she’d vanished had nearly broken him. Josh slashed at the script he was working on and rewrote rather than contemplate what had driven a sixteen-year-old girl to the extreme of divorcing her mother and running. At the time, he’d had plenty of reason to think her mother or Dell or the two in cahoots had killed her—probably with diet pills and ruinous exercise.

      He was kind of proud that she had escaped—and royally pissed that she hadn’t told him where or why.

      So he waited to see if she’d rise to the challenge and show up tonight. If she didn’t, he’d have to hunt her down again. He wasn’t particularly superstitious, but it seemed like Fate had a plan when it had thrown his childhood fantasy on his doorstep at this juncture in his life.

      A few minutes before ten, he wandered out to the private entrance where the valet was supposed to drop Amber.

      The Prius rolled up, and Josh breathed a sigh of relief. He had lots of acquaintances—everyone wanted to know an up-and-coming director. But true friends. . .didn’t happen often.

      Amber had ripped a huge hole in his life. He didn’t trust easily these days.

      She climbed out wearing some kind of flowing caftan thing and carrying one of the crystal-knobbed walking sticks he’d seen around town. She hadn’t lost that imposing princess impression she’d possessed even at age eight. Tonight, in the light from the security lamp, she looked like a regal goddess with her scepter, striding toward her worshippers. Amber was short even in heels, but her graceful carriage had always given the illusion of height. With all that gorgeous hair piled high, she reached past his chin.

      He belatedly discovered that she still had a slight hitch in her stride, but he was too focused on tracing the changes in her face to notice more. He’d always wanted to lick her as if she were vanilla ice cream, her complexion was that delicious—and still devoid of cosmetics. She’d despised the crap the studio had painted her with.

      “I have guards at ze doors,” he said in his best sinister voice. “No one vill disturb us.”

      “I might,” she said serenely, taking the arm he offered. “What does your fiancée think of your secret hideaway?”

      “Willa?” Relieved that she was still a voice of reason, he returned to his normal tone. “She’s at her own secret hideaway this evening, apparently. I got stood up for dinner. You could have joined me, and I could have trounced you at Monster Pavilion.”

      He understood the glance she sent his way. He had always been the more idealistic of the two. She wouldn’t understand why he’d settled for this relationship with Willa. Pragmatist that she was, she didn’t question.

      “I haven’t played video games in over a decade,” she said as they traversed the hedge-lined path. “You would have to give me a handicap. You don’t really want me to swim, do you? I haven’t been in a pool since I left La-La Land. I can’t believe I used to worry about my weight when I was young and toned.”

      They’d had late night discussions like this when they were teenagers, griping about their flaws. He’d wanted to stretch his height on a rack. She’d wanted to lose five pounds. Then ten. But the sessions had always ended in parody and laughter.

      “You didn’t worry,” he reminded her. “Your mother and Dell-the-Damned Producer did. You grew up and filled out, and they didn’t like it. The show needed Shirley Temple, and you were turning into Marilyn Monroe.” Josh opened the door to the pool room and locked it behind him. “But since it meant that they allowed you in the pool with me, I didn’t complain.”

      “I’m lazy. I hated exercising, but you made it fun.” Dismissing his flattery, she glanced around at the pool enclosure. “Can we turn down the lights?”

      “Ah, secret moonlight rhapsody. Got it.” He switched off the mains and dimmed the rest. “Shall I turn on romantic music to set the mood?”

      “You wish,” she said.

      He almost smiled at the memories her defiance stirred. By the time he turned from the switches, she’d left her caftan gracing a poolside chair and was already in the water. Without thinking, he grabbed the small camera that was practically a part of him and took a few snaps.

      “I’ll give you a fifty-yard handicap on this first lap.” He stripped down to his bathing suit. Recreating his youth was probably a stupid move, but he needed this break after the pressure of the past week.

      “I’ll be lucky to stay afloat,” she grumbled, striking out.

      He’d been a ninety-pound weakling, but Amber had always been a strong swimmer, despite her grumbling. Tonight, she wasn’t up to her youthful form, he noted, but this was all about the company, and Josh didn’t care. He jumped in when she was halfway across the pool.

      They stroked in silence, as they always had, not really competing but encouraging each other to keep going. Of course, back then, Josh realized, a certain level of sexuality crept in as they aged and developed hormones. Amber had developed a voluptuous figure, and the cool pool water was the only way to hide his horniness.

      Some things hadn’t changed a hell of a lot.

      Obviously gasping for air, she quit after only two laps and let him continue until he had his full workout. She sat on the pool steps, with the water concealing much of her entertaining underwear.

      Once he was done, he climbed out and rummaged for towels, throwing her several and draping himself before collapsing in a lounge chair. “Pity we don’t have anyone serving mai tais. Think I can persuade room service to deliver out here?”

      “You’d be drinking as many calories as you just worked off.” Tucking a large towel around her waist and draping another around her neck, she took the chair beside him and pulled a bottle of water from her bag. “I’ll share.”

      “Sensible,” he grumbled, taking a swallow and handing it back. “I hope you aren’t still doing that diet thing. It made you grumpy.”

      She gave him a loud raspberry, just as she used to do, and he had to drop a towel over his lap.

      “I’m not you,” she said. “You burn calories like a steam engine. I don’t. And we don’t have fancy gyms up here, so exercise doesn’t come easily. I just eat in moderation these days.”

      “Want me to ask management to let you use the pool?” he asked, because that was easier than all the other questions he wanted answered. Influence, he could do.

      “No. I am nobody here, and I want it that way. I’m not asking the Kennedys to treat me special. This isn’t a community pool. It’s for paying guests. Tell me what you’ve been doing since I saw you last. How did you meet your fiancée?”

      Josh wished the water was a beer, but he had never been anything less than honest with Amber. “You don’t keep up with the weeklies anymore? It’s all there.”

      She blew another raspberry. “No, I don’t read that sensational trash. I know you’re a romantic at heart, so tell me you love her more than life itself.”

      Josh laughed at the notion that he could still be that naïve. Amber had pretty much ground those fantasies to dust. “That’s not how the world works, Blue Eyes, and you know it. Willa and I are like the couples in those romances you used to read, the ones where the noble aristocrats marry because of power and wealth. I’m good with that.”

      “A marriage of convenience?” she asked, incredulity coloring her voice. “I’m not believing you’ve changed that much. Tell me she’s your rebound after a disastrous love affair, and I’ll accept that you’re currently feeling jaded and mean.”

      He snorted. “Okay, then you were my disastrous love affair, because I am jaded and mean. I couldn’t get where I am any other way.”

      “That’s sad.” She took the bottle and sipped it while staring over the shadowy waters of the pool. “We were babies then. We never would have lasted. You should have had a glorious love affair in college and married and had your own babies by now.”

      “That’s your fantasy, not mine. I grew up watching my mother work her fingers to the bone to keep a roof over our heads. I wanted enough money to keep my family safe, but I didn’t want to be in the power of pricks like Dell for the rest of my life. So I worked my tail off while taking classes when I could—no fancy college experience there. And by the time I got that degree, I was easing into production. I’m too short and too bad an actor for anything but the side-kick role, and that got old fast.”

      “Bull hockey,” she said with a snort. “Tom Cruise is no giant, and you have more to offer than he will ever have. Go back to telling me you didn’t want more Dell-the-Damned Producers running the show. That, I’ll believe.”

      Since he was marrying a damned producer, he had to bite his tongue. “Enough about me. Tell me why you ran away. I thought you told me once that your family never had the sense to flee.”

      He’d counted on her being there when he got back. He’d spun fantasies of how he’d rescue her once he had the film money. Instead of buying an engagement ring as he’d planned, he’d spent those earnings trying to find her, caught up in that rescue fantasy. He’d obviously hired the wrong people because, dammit, it looked as if she’d saved herself.

      “I told you, once your career took off, I didn’t want to hold you back,” she said without a hint of regret. “It was time for me to look after myself. I was pretty mature for a sixteen-year-old, just handicapped by too many laws. Did you know I couldn’t even open a bank account on my own? So I found ways of earning cash my mother didn’t know about, hired a lawyer, slapped her with a big, fat lawsuit, threatened criminal action, and escaped.”

      “What the hell did you do to earn cash?” he asked in suspicion.

      She snapped him with one of her towels. Josh grabbed it and whipped it away, leaving more of her cleavage for his perusal. The straight-as-a-stick teenager had developed a glorious prow. If Dell hadn’t been into little boys, he’d have seen he had a budding sex goddess he could have exploited far easier than tomboy Ginger.

      “Voice-overs, mostly,” she said in what almost sounded like anger. “And I had a pretty good side gig making others pay me to read lines with them. I persuaded the scriptwriters to slip me cash every time I caught a loophole or anachronism. I’d been on the show longer than any of them, so I knew what Ginger and Jack would do and had done. I even got my mother to give me an allowance by telling her I was bribing the costumers.”

      “Damn,” he muttered. “But that would barely earn enough to pay for a single hour of a decent lawyer’s time.”

      He turned in time to catch her smile of satisfaction.

      “But once the lawyer heard me out, she took the job on the basis of how much she could screw out of my mother and the show. My case was so solid, we never even went to court. I settled for almost nothing after paying the lawyer, but I was free.”

      “Nothing
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