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    PROLOGUE


    SHE HAD TO REACH Duncan—before it was too late.


    She had to clear her mind. It was the only way. She had to get beyond the panic and focus on the vision, or she would never find him.


    The traffic light still glared red through the rain. She clutched the steering wheel with an intensity as fierce as the vision hurtling toward her from a black and endless tunnel. A jagged pain sliced through her head.


    The street vanished. She was there with him....


    A decayed apartment building, the dull glimmer of a single light bulb, the odor of cooking—grease and onions. She can see Duncan climbing the stairs. He stops on the second floor, pauses and looks at the note in his hand.


    Gerard and Thirty-sixth. Number 216.


    A television blares. Someone shouts and a baby wails upstairs. Duncan’s found the apartment. Panic rises in her throat, tasting of bile. This isn’t right. He shouldn’t be here without backup.


    He knocks.


    No answer, and he knocks again before unclipping his holster. “Detective Carvello, NYPD. Open the door.”


    The fear is strong now, wrenching up from inside her like a scream. If only she could call out to him, warn him—


    The connection snapped. Reality surged through her as the street shimmered into focus. The driver behind her leaned on his horn. The light was green.


    Gerard and Thirty-sixth. She knew where he was now, only minutes away. She jammed the car into gear, sped through the intersection, then barreled down one dimly lit street after another. Beyond the thrashing wipers, the street signs slid past into the darkness. Thirty-second Street. Thirty-third.


    Without warning, the vision racked her again. She managed to pull over to the curb, seconds before a sharp pain cut through her head. She pressed her fingers to her forehead, struggling to see through the painful haze, desperate to hold her link with Duncan.


    A flash of lightning, and she was with him again....


    Duncan is in the apartment now. He’s smiling, talking to another man in a suit.


    “What’s this all about, Wayne?” he asks. “Was that you who called the station?”


    The man nods.


    “What is this place, anyway?” He scans the murky room. A lamp reveals a tattered sofa and a stained coffee table.


    “Just someplace to talk.”


    Duncan walks to the floor-to-ceiling window and looks out. Across the empty street a neon sign blinks, muted by the sheets of rain—Ruby’s Bar. Parked at the curb is Duncan’s pickup, steam rises from the hood.


    “Look, Wayne, I don’t know what’s going on here. You place an anonymous call at the end of my shift, tell me you’ve got information on the Farthing murder, and then drag me clear across the city. Couldn’t we have talked at the precinct?”


    “Let’s just say this is personal, Carvello. I’ve got a proposition for you. Have a seat.”


    Duncan remains at the window. “No, thanks. Why don’t you just cut to the chase? Is this about Farthing or not?”


    “You might say so. Let’s just say it’s a one-time offer.”


    “Go on.” Suspicion creeps into Duncan’s voice. He watchs a car pass below.


    “Could mean an early retirement, if you’re interested.”


    Duncan says nothing. Wayne’s hand glides under his jacket.


    “And if I’m not?” He turns, but it is too late. The other man’s gun is already drawn and Duncan lifts his hands. “Easy now, Wayne. I don’t know what the deal is, but we can talk, all right?”


    “Hand over your piece first, Carvello. Slowly.”


    Duncan unholsters his revolver and slides it across the floor. “Okay now? So talk. Is this still about Farthing?”


    “Yeah, it’s about Farthing. Bastard had it coming to him. The man didn’t pay his bills, if you get my drift. But you already know that, don’t you, Carvello? You were onto me weeks ago. If it’d been up to your partner, the investigation would never have gotten this far. But you just had to keep digging and digging.” He waves his gun wildly.


    “You know we weren’t getting anywhere with the Farthing case. You asked me about it last week.”


    Lightning flashes nearby. Duncan takes a deep breath, then slowly exhales. “Listen, Wayne, Gary’s on his way here. Why don’t you just put the gun away? We can talk later.”


    “Before or after you turn me in, Carvello? You think I’m stupid? I didn’t ask you here to listen to a confession. You’re either with me or you’re not. There’s big bucks in this, if you play your cards right. Lots of guys out there are just dying to give away their money, if you know how to play the game. Farthing was only one. You’ve got a badge, Carvello. May as well use it.”


    “And you’ll show me how, right?” The sarcasm in Duncan’s voice taunts Wayne, and he raises his gun.


    She can feel the tension thick in the room. Her pulse quickens.


    “Don’t say I never gave you a chance, Carvello.”


    Everything shifts into slow motion. Duncan’s hands come up, protective, useless. Lightning flashes behind him. A crack of thunder, louder this time. And then the roar of the gun.


    She can only watch, a scream exploding in her throat.


    Duncan’s face twists with shock and pain. His eyes roll as the impact of the bullet hurls him back through the window. A burst of shattering glass glitters like a thousand daggers around him as he falls.


    Her scream, real and piercing, brought her back. She gasped for air, the throb in her head forgotten as a new pain consumed her—Duncan’s pain. Frantically she tore away from the curb. Vacant storefronts and abandoned buildings rushed past in a blur. Another sickening wave of pain surged through her. Duncan was near. She could feel him.


    And then she saw his pickup, parked beside the neon sign. There were people now, drawing in a cautious circle around the dark huddle on the pavement.


    Breaking abruptly in the middle of the street, she leapt from the car and raced to where she knew Duncan lay. Torrents of rain washed over her, drenching her clothes, soaking her hair, mingling with her tears. The other people said nothing, or if they did, she didn’t hear them. For her, there was only Duncan.


    Even as she stared down at him writhing in a pool of blood that no amount of rain could wash away, even as she saw the gaping wound in his chest, she clung to a small shred of hope. His hand reached out for her.


    Broken glass stabbed through her jeans as she took his hand and knelt beside him. A small cry escaped her throat when she touched him. Her hand trembled as she wiped away the blood from his pain-stricken face. She lifted his head, cradling it in her lap as she whispered his name.


    “Hold on, Duncan. You’ve got to hold on.” Her hand found his again, and she bit back another cry when she saw the blood staining his gold wedding band. “The ambulance is on its way. Just hang on. Please.”


    He squeezed her hand, and his voice was a ragged whisper. “I’m sorry, Ali. I really...I don’t think I’m going to make it....”


    “Don’t say that, Duncan! Don’t!” Her voice shook as she caressed his face.


    “I shouldn’t have...”


    “It doesn’t matter. Just be still.”


    He licked the rain from his lips as his body shuddered for air. “Wayne. It was...”


    “I know, I know. I saw it all, Duncan. I was with you. Please, just lie still.”


    His eyes closed and she heard her own stifled whimper. “Damn it, Duncan! Don’t do this to me!” Again she felt his hand squeeze hers, more weakly this time, and his eyes opened slowly. “You promised me this wouldn’t happen, Duncan. Remember? You promised.”


    His lips twitched as if to smile. “I know, Al. Shouldn’t make promises I...can’t keep.”


    “You can’t leave me, Duncan. You can’t. Just hang on! The ambulance will be here any second. Promise me you’ll hang on!”


    Then there was Gary. He’d come out of nowhere and knealt beside her. “God, Duncan, what the hell have you gotten yourself into?” She could see her own shock reflected in his eyes. “Hang on, partner, hang on. Ali, stay with him.”


    And then he left her side. She heard him splashing back to his car, heard him on the radio. “...better get here fast....”


    Duncan took a rasping breath. A moan escaped his lips, and he gripped her hand harder.


    “Ali?” he whispered.


    She rocked him in her arms, brushing his wet hair back with shaking fingers.


    “I...I love you, Ali.”


    She felt his breath on her skin, the smooth warmth of his cheek against hers. Her lips touched his ear. “Please, Duncan, I love you. Please don’t leave me.”


    But even as she heard the distant wail of the siren, she knew she was losing him. His life was slipping away with the rain.


    “Duncan,” she whimpered. “Please, Duncan...”


    The sirens grew closer. Louder and louder. A shrill pulse piercing through the wet blanket of night. Perhaps the ambulance would reach them in time. Perhaps it wouldn’t be too late.


    Ali called out Duncan’s name one last time, called out into the darkness. One final, breathless cry.

  


  
    CHAPTER ONE


    “I THINK you’d better let me lead on this one, Sammy.”


    Detective Sam Tremaine pulled his gaze away from the two-story brick house and looked over at his partner on the passenger side of the old Buick Skylark’s bench seat.


    “And why’s that?”


    “Look, I know you don’t agree with Harrington’s decision. So I think it’d be better if I talked to the woman. Wouldn’t want you ruining our only chance with that skepticism of yours.”


    Matthew Dobson had been unusually impatient all day. From the moment Chief Ed Harrington had suggested that the two detectives call on Alessandra Van Horn, Matt had been champing at the bit. And considering Sam’s reservations, Matt was probably the best man to take charge of the situation.


    It wasn’t often that Sam disputed Ed Harrington’s suggestions. For as long as Sam had known him, the chief had proved to be a clear-thinking and prudent administrator of the Danby Police Department. But the chief’s latest maneuver on the Munroe case was not something Sam could really agree with.


    Psychics.


    He gazed across the quiet street again, his eyes following the walkway that led to the front door of the Nolans’ house.


    Well, he couldn’t really blame the chief for grasping at straws. There hadn’t been any fresh leads in the Munroe investigation for almost four weeks now—no leads and nothing conclusive enough to warrant the arrest of their only suspect, Peter Munroe. Still, that hardly justified turning to some oddball psychic for advice. But Harrington had been determined to acquire the aid of Alessandra Van Horn.


    From the moment Harrington had heard about Van Horn’s track record from one of the junior detectives and then discovered, through Matt’s contact at the Herald that she was actually in town house-sitting for her sister and brother-in-law, Vicki and Richard Nolan, he’d been resolute in his decision to use the woman. The psychic was their last hope, he’d told Sam that morning over a mug of cold, burned coffee—their last chance of uncovering anything that might even resemble a lead in Jacqueline Munroe’s murder.


    As Sam had driven to the Nolan house, he wondered how much of Harrington’s argument was really the chief’s. If Sam’s hunch was right, Victor Ballantyne, the victim’s father, was the man behind this sudden shift in their investigative procedures.


    Harrington was too rational, too careful. Certainly not a person who, overnight, developed a belief in clairvoyants and psychic detection. But Victor Ballantyne had been exerting pressure from the very start of the investigation, and because he was one of Danby’s senior city councillors, his voice held significant weight with the chief of police. It was understandable, then, that with no immediate answers in sight, Harrington had been persuaded to consult Alessandra Van Horn.


    Sam turned off the ignition. He raked his fingers through his hair and stared at the pristine house across the dead-end street.


    It didn’t feel right—consulting some psychic about Jacquie’s murder. No matter how acclaimed Van Horn’s reputation, it wasn’t enough to convince Sam. They were wasting their time.


    Of course, there would be no talking Matt out of this. Sam’s partner sat quietly beside him in the faded brown Skylark that the Danby Police Department refused to replace. They’d been driving this car together for more than three years now, and it had seen its share of rough rides. Then again, so had their partnership. And after those three years, Sam would have sworn he knew his partner better than anyone.


    Perhaps what surprised Sam the most this morning wasn’t so much that Matt supported this psychic thing, but that he was actually enthusiastic about it.


    “So, are we going in or are we just gonna sit here all afternoon?” Matt’s voice was tinged with the same impatience that lurked in his eyes.


    Sam drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “You’re really into this thing?”


    Matt paused as if weighing his partner’s beliefs against his own. “What, the psychic? Yeah, I guess I am. It’s a shot in the dark, but at least it’s something. I don’t know about you, Sammy, but I’m getting damned tired of trying to dig up stuff on Peter Munroe and coming up empty.” He nodded to the house. “Who knows? Maybe this woman can give us what we need on Munroe and we can put the man away once and for all. It’s worth a try, isn’t it?”


    Matt waited a moment and then, realizing that his partner was still unconvinced, removed his hand from the door handle. “Man, I really don’t get you. Of all the guys on the force, Sam, I would’ve thought you’d be the one willing to try anything to get Jacqueline’s murderer. After all, you and Jacquie—”


    “Don’t start, Matt, okay? There’s nothing personal in this case for me, you know that.”


    But Sam knew Matt saw through the facade of indifference he’d attempted to put on from the moment he’d walked into that bedroom five weeks ago, from the moment his eyes had looked down into Jacquie’s lifeless stare.


    “Look, I told you before,” Sam explained, “I’ve read about these psychic-assisted cases, and they’re nothing but sensationalism. People will say or do anything to get the media excited these days. It makes good television—but it’s all a publicity stunt, nothing more.”


    Matt’s expression remained set. “Okay, Sam, if that’s what you wanna believe, fine. But we’re doing this. For the chief. Victor Ballantyne’s been on his back from day one to get something on Peter Munroe. If you’re that opposed to seeing this psychic, then just let me do the talking. If she refuses, we can at least go back and tell Harrington we tried.” He looked at the house again.


    Sam followed his gaze.


    Except for the immaculate lawn and flower beds, the house appeared deserted. The Herald lay where it had been tossed that morning and the blinds were still drawn. With any luck she wouldn’t even be home.


    “Look,” said Matt, “maybe this woman is a fraud, okay? But you can’t ignore her track record. She’s worked on some pretty major cases, and if you ask me, Van Horn is closer to the real thing than anyone I’ve ever heard about. Besides, what’ve you got to lose?”


    A hot, early-July breeze worked its way sluggishly up the street and through the open window of the car. With it came the laughter of children followed by excited barking farther down the block.


    Sam nodded, resigned. Matt was right—they had to try. Matt could do the talking, and considering that he’d never been the persuasive one in their partnership, maybe he wouldn’t be able to convince Alessandra Van Horn to join forces with the Danby police. Then they could forget this ridiculous psychic business once and for all.


    “Come on, Sammy.” Matt slapped his shoulder and reached for the door handle. “What’ve you got to lose, hey? I’ll even spring for beers at Morty’s afterward, all right?”


    “Well, you’re probably going to need one after this,” Sam remarked, taking Matt’s lead as he opened the passenger door. And as he walked up the path to the front porch, Sam couldn’t rid himself of the image of some heavyset woman with flowing garments and a kerchief wound around her head greeting them at the door and ushering them into a candlelit parlor.


    * * *


    ALI VAN HORN set the sweating glass of iced tea on the corner of the table and dried her hand on her shorts. She capped her drafting pen and wiped at the beads of perspiration on her forehead. By keeping the blinds drawn, she’d managed to block out most of the mid-afternoon heat, but even this seemed to have had only a minimal effect on the temperature inside.


    Still, it was paradise compared to the top-floor apartment she’d left back in New York. She smiled, wondering how her friend Jamie was faring with the record highs she’d read about in yesterday’s paper.


    She studied the drawing on the table in front of her and picked up the pen again. In spite of the heat, her work was going well. Almost better than she’d imagined when she’d finally agreed to house-sit for six weeks while Vicki and her husband traveled overseas.


    Now, two weeks later, Ali was beginning to realize just how much she’d needed to get out of the city. How much she’d needed to get away from the phone calls, the concerned friends, the endless nightmares and the memories. Especially the memories.


    The laid-back atmosphere Danby offered was exactly what her tired mind had craved. The quiet, dead-end street on which her sister’s house was situated lent itself to full days of uninterrupted work. Ali had Jamie to thank—he was the one who’d pushed her to accept her sister’s invitation to Danby in the first place. And if all went well, she’d have four more drawings finished and sent by courier to New York before the end of the next week.


    Tucking a stray curl behind one ear, Ali uncapped her pen and began working again. Her hand moved deftly, laying down the ink in bold strokes, outlining the characters of Jamie’s next children’s fantasy book in preparation for the color to be applied later. The pen danced along the surface of the paper, skipping from the goblin hiding behind a pile of boulders, to the dragon looming in the stormy sky above.


    The success of Jamie’s books over the past five years had launched Ali’s career in illustration beyond anything she’d thought possible when she’d graduated from Parsons School of Design with her degree in visual arts almost six years ago. She’d considered herself lucky when she’d landed a job at Stinton Graphics upon graduation, but after signing a four-book contract with Jamie Ackerman, a friend from college, Ali had been able to go free-lance.


    Within weeks of Jamie’s first book hitting the shelves, Ali had found herself with so many offers she’d had to start turning people away. Children’s books, magazine illustrations, advertisements—all were lucrative work. But none were as rewarding as illustrating Jamie’s books.


    Ali’s hand jumped at the shrill ring of the telephone. In silent prayer, she looked from the phone back to the drawing, hoping that her pen hadn’t skipped on the page. Releasing a long sigh of relief when she saw it hadn’t, she capped the pen and crossed the living room.


    “Hello?”


    “Hey, Al, it’s Jamie. Just thought I’d call to check up on you. Haven’t heard from you in almost a week. How’re you doing?”


    Ali’s lips curved into a smile at the sound of his voice. “Working hard, how else?”


    “Well, that’s good to hear. Any new drawings for me?”


    “I should have some to you and Logan by the end of next week,” Ali said, thinking of Jamie’s agent, Logan Whitman, and the man’s impatience once a project was under way.


    “We got the first three drawings last Thursday. Logan loves them,” Jamie told her. “In fact, he was so impressed he’s given your name to one of his new writers. I’m sure you’ll be hearing from somebody soon. Hope you can handle the extra work.”


    “It’s not a problem, Jamie.” Ali tucked the receiver under her chin and began pacing the length of the living room. “I can use the work right now,” she admitted, knowing that Jamie understood full well what she meant. Drawing was the only thing that kept the memories at bay, the only activity that allowed her to forget the past and the emptiness that was now a part of her life. “Besides, I’m ahead of schedule on your drawings—I could handle another project right now.”


    “So you’re really doing all right, then?”


    “I’m fine, Jamie.”


    “The solitude hasn’t gotten to you yet?”


    “No. Besides, I’m not alone. I’ve got the dog,” she said, looking over at the sleeping golden retriever Vicki had left in her care. Tash had taken well to Ali, unlike Hector, her sister’s ungrateful tomcat who lived strictly by his own rules. Ali was thankful for the canine companionship while staying alone in the big two-story house.


    “And the nightmares?”


    Ali stopped. Unconsciously she sought the gold wedding ring on her left hand. Her fingers rubbed the smooth, warm band. Eleven months since Duncan’s death, and still the dreams persisted—recurring nightmares, haunting images of his murder. She had them almost every night and sometimes she thought she’d go crazy. In desperation she’d decided to take Jamie’s advice and get out of New York, out of the apartment she and Duncan had shared since their wedding only three short months before his death.


    She turned and caught sight of the photograph of Duncan on the mantelpiece. His smile now seemed hollow, lifeless, nothing at all like the vibrant man she had loved.


    “Ali?”


    “Sorry, Jamie.”


    “I was asking about the nightmares. Have they stopped?”


    “Yeah,” she lied. “Yeah, they’ve stopped. I’m doing fine, Jamie, really. You were right. I just needed to get out of the city.”


    When Tash gave a sharp bark, Ali looked at the dog. Her ears were perked forward even before the doorbell rang.


    “Listen, Jamie, I’ve got to go. There’s someone at the door. I’ll talk to you soon.”


    “I’ll call. And I want to come and see you. Maybe in a week or so.” Ali could hear him leafing through his day book.


    “Sure, Jamie. I’ll talk to you then.” She said goodbye and replaced the receiver.


    During her short time in Danby, Ali had been grateful for the solitude. But she didn’t mind the occasional interruption—Mrs. MacGregor next door, with her generous offerings of vegetables from her infinitely productive garden, or kids on a bottle-drive to support their Little League team. She’d welcomed these brief visits as breaks from the routine of drawing.


    Fully expecting to see Mrs. MacGregor’s round, jovial face beaming above a bundle of zucchini, Ali felt her staged smile disappear when she opened the door. Through the false protection of the screen, she saw two men on her front porch.


    “Can I help you?” she asked, her voice wary as she pulled Tash back from the door.


    “Ms. Van Horn?” One of the men stepped forward. At first Ali had thought he might be a salesman with his clean looks, his blond hair clipped short and his shirt freshly ironed. An awkward smile played on his smooth-shaven face. In one hand he held the morning paper. With the other he reached for something in his shirt pocket—a gesture Ali was only too familiar with.


    In that instant she knew why they had come.


    “Yes?”


    “Good afternoon.” He drew out his badge. “I’m Detective Matthew Dobson, and this is my partner, Detective Sam Tremaine. We’re with the Danby Police Department.”


    Ali unconsciously took a step backward. With one hand still on the knob, she felt the room begin to spin. Through the blur of the screen she watched the detective’s smile fade to an expression of concern.


    She knew why they were here. She had tried to avoid listening to the news, tried to ignore the daily paper that, in spite of her request, Vicki had forgotten to cancel before she’d left. The Jacqueline Munroe case had been a major headline in the local news even before her arrival.


    She’d read that there had been little development on the case that had caused a quiet panic to ripple through the small upper-state city. And Ali wasn’t surprised to see the two Danby detectives standing on her front step. What was a surprise, however, was that they were seeking her help so soon. Jacqueline Munroe had been murdered only five weeks ago. It usually wasn’t until all leads were cold and a case was considered practically unsolvable that the police pursued other alternatives to their standard investigative procedures.


    “Could we come in, Ms. Van Horn?”


    Ali hesitated, her knuckles turning white as she gripped the door handle. “Can I ask what this is about, Detective Dobson?”


    “We’d only like a word with you. It won’t take long. Just a few questions.”


    “What kinds of questions?”


    The young detective shifted his glance to his partner and then back to Ali. “We’re here about a case we’re working on, Ms. Van Horn.”


    “And how does this case relate to me?” she challenged, hoping that the steady harshness in her voice would be enough to usher the detectives off her front porch.


    “Well, it has nothing to do with you personally, but we were hoping you might offer us some assistance.”


    “Look, Detective, I have a pretty good idea why you’re here, but I have to tell you there isn’t anything I can help you with. I’ve just been in Danby for two weeks and—”


    “I promise we’ll take only a moment of your time, Ms. Van Horn,” the other detective said, sincerity detectable in his firm voice.


    Ali looked at him. Through the screen, she saw the flash of dark eyes, but the instant they met hers the detective turned his gaze to the street and fidgeted with the small notebook he gripped in one broad hand.


    Had it not been for Detective Dobson’s introductions, Ali would not have pegged the other man as a cop. He shifted his weight impatiently, hooking one finger through a belt loop of his creased slacks. His tousled hair was too long for what Ali would have considered police standards, and the rumpled shirt contrasted sharply with the immaculate appearance of his partner.


    When he brought his gaze to hers again, offering a smile that seemed apologetic, Ali felt a strange tingle travel through her, and she shivered, despite the heat of the afternoon.


    Her grip on the handle of the screen door began to relax, and reluctantly she swung it open.


    “I have to warn you, Detectives,” she told them as they stepped past her into the house, “you really are wasting your time.”


    “Perhaps you would just hear us out, Ms. Van Horn,” Detective Dobson offered, loosening his tie as he looked around the ornate entrance hall and then up the winding stairs to the second floor. “So, you’re house-sitting for your brother, then?”


    Ali pulled the door shut and stepped back, suddenly aware of Detective Tremaine’s closeness. “He’s my brother-in-law, actually.”


    “Oh, right.” Detective Dobson gave her a quick smile. “I haven’t met your sister. I know Rick Nolan through the paper. What is he—senior editor now? Anyway, I heard they were heading off on a second honeymoon or something. It’s a good thing they’ve got you to take care of this big place for them.”


    Ali cleared her throat. “So, what is it you’ve come to see me about, Detective Dobson?”


    He took a last glance around the house as if checking for other occupants. “Please, call me Matt. And this is Sam.”


    Ali met the other detective’s dark stare just before he looked away.


    “Could we go and sit down, Ms. Van Horn?”


    Ali stood her ground for a moment, crossing her arms over her chest. They wouldn’t need to sit down. It wouldn’t take her more than a minute to say no to the question she knew they’d come to ask. But when she caught Detective Tremaine’s quiet expression, she found herself nodding. “This way.” She motioned to the living room.


    The two detectives walked in and sat on the couch, while Ali lowered herself into the large wing chair opposite.


    Matt lifted a hand to wipe his forehead. “They don’t have air-conditioning in this place?”


    “It quit on me last week. I’m afraid I haven’t gotten around to getting it fixed.” She paused. “I take it this isn’t a routine ‘welcome to Danby’ call on the department’s behalf, am I right?”


    “No, I’m afraid not. We’ve come to ask for your help.” Matt moved to the edge of the couch. “Your reputation with the New York Police Department precedes you, Ms. Van Horn. Detective Tremaine and I found your track record extremely impressive.”


    Ali wondered just how many cases the two detectives had reviewed. Did they know about the times she’d failed. As was most often the situation, the police, even the NYPD after working with Ali and recognizing her success rate, usually came to her too late. They didn’t dare consult some psychic until all possible leads were long dead, until all other procedures had failed to turn up anything, and until any hope of finding the perpetrator was lost. By then, it didn’t matter if Ali wanted to help them or not—it was usually too late.


    Not only that, the police were fanatical about keeping their occasional use of psychics off the record and definitely out of the hands of the press—especially when those cases had gone wrong. No doubt the two detectives sitting with her this afternoon had not read about the failures. No one wanted to hear about a missing child found too late or a serial killer stopped only after eight senseless murders, murders that might have been prevented had it not been for the police department’s slowness to act on Ali’s advice.


    “I don’t suppose that, after reviewing my track record, you took the time to contact the NYPD?” Ali asked, catching Sam’s stare and then looking back to Matt.


    He shook his head.


    “Well, if you had,” Ali went on, “you might have saved yourself a bit of time this afternoon. They would have told you I’m out of the psychic business.”


    “Ms. Van Horn, please, hear us out. Sam and I are only here as a last resort. If there was any other way...”


    “As a last resort.” How many times had she heard that line?


    She let her gaze stray from Matthew Dobson to Sam Tremaine. He was silent, lounging back on the couch, attempting to appear comfortable as he let his partner try the persuasion game Ali was all too familiar with. She recognized that, under normal circumstances, Sam Tremaine would be the cop trying to persuade her. She could tell from the hardened expression on his face that he was the leader of the team. But for now, he remained silent, and Ali knew why.


    She’d seen more than enough skeptics in the NYPD to recognize it. He had no more faith in her abilities than he had in winning the New York lottery.


    Dark eyes met hers again. Ali held his gaze this time, intrigued by the secrets that seemed to lurk there. Eventually he turned away. A muscle flexed nervously along his square jaw as he looked around the room, obviously aware of her eyes still on him.


    “...and I’m sure you’ve seen the paper’s coverage of the Jacqueline Munroe case.” Matt’s voice crept back into Ali’s awareness and she pulled her gaze from Sam.


    “Yes.” She cleared her throat. “Yes, I have.”


    “Jacqueline Munroe was found suffocated in her mother’s home five weeks ago. She’s survived by her husband, Peter Munroe, and their five-year-old daughter, Cassandra. She was in her mid-thirties and respected citizen of Danby. Her father, Victor Ballantyne, is one of our senior city councillors. We’ve yet to establish any motive behind the murder, but we’re certain it wasn’t the bungled robbery attempt it appeared. There was no evidence of sexual violence or even forced entry into the Ballantyne home. Other than Peter Munroe, who stands to get a healthy insurance claim, no one had anything to gain by Jacqueline Munroe’s death.


    “Right now, we’ve been working on the case for five weeks and we’ve still got nothing. No witnesses, no leads. We’ve been over everything a thousand times and we’re still hitting dead ends.”


    Matt leaned closer to Ali. “You’re our last hope, Ms. Van Horn. Our chief, Ed Harrington, is anxious to have you on the team with us. All we need is a direction. A different angle, something fresh to go on. Anything. Right now, we don’t even have enough to get an arrest warrant for our chief suspect, Peter Munroe.”


    “Then perhaps he isn’t the man you should be focusing your investigation on, Detective Dobson.” Ali’s voice was calm and matter-of-fact. Through all her work with the NYPD, the most important lesson she’d learned was that, from the onset, all predetermined theories surrounding the case had to be cast aside. Only after that would she submit to the impact of the visions and the draining migraines that accompanied them.


    But she’d left all of that behind her now.


    “I told you before, Detective Dobson, I’m not in that line of work anymore. You really are wasting your time.”


    But when Ali glanced at Sam Tremaine again, she felt compelled to offer him an apologetic look. For a moment she wondered if she might have agreed to help had he been the one begging her for assistance. There was something in his expression, something that made Ali realize that, for this detective, there was more than a professional interest in Jacqueline Munroe’s murder.


    He pulled himself up from the couch, either satisfied with Ali’s resolve or, more likely, nervous from being near her, and extended his hand. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Van Horn. We’re sorry to have interrupted your day.”


    “That’s all right. I’m just...I’m sorry I can’t help you.” The warmth of his hand gripping hers lingered, and once again, Ali found herself meeting the detective’s gaze.


    She’d always been grateful for the limitations of her abilities, but now, more than ever, Ali was thankful that she couldn’t “see” Sam Tremaine’s thoughts. In his brooding silence, she recognized his commitment to this case. She sensed that, in spite of his obvious skepticism, he was oddly disappointed at her unwillingness to become involved. But what his true motives were she didn’t know—and didn’t wish to know.


    “Yes, well, thanks, Ms. Van Horn.” Matthew Dobson took her hand and gave it a cursory shake before following Sam to the front door. “If you do happen to change your mind, though—” he turned as Sam held the door open “—here’s my card. Call me anytime, day or night. They’ll page me if I’m not at the station.”


    “Right.” Ali fingered the small white card, then slipped it into her pocket, making a mental note to throw it out when she did the laundry.


    “Have a nice day, Ms. Van Horn,” Detective Dobson said, following his partner down the wooden front steps.


    Ali lingered in the doorway for a moment. A hot breeze tugged at Sam Tremaine’s cotton shirt, outlining his muscular physique. His dark hair brushed the back of his neck as he glanced down the quiet street, and only when he looked once more at her did she turn away.


    She couldn’t make out their words, but she could tell the two detectives were arguing as they got into the Skylark.


    When she closed the door, Ali heard the car’s engine start up. She listened to it fade down the street and breathed a sigh of relief as she dropped a hand to stroke Tash’s head.


    But even as Ali returned to her desk and took up her pen, she knew she hadn’t seen the last of Matthew Dobson and Sam Tremaine. It was not a premonition, just her own intuition. And for the first time during her stay in Danby, Ali regretted having followed Jamie’s advice to leave New York.

  


  
    CHAPTER TWO


    “YOU COULD USE some sleep, Tremaine. You look like hell.”


    Sam’s pen paused in mid-sentence. On the verge of finishing a double shift, he was hardly in the mood for motherly advice. Besides, he’d already paid for that with his last telephone call to Florida.


    He tossed down the ballpoint. His gaze swung from his backlog of paperwork to the young detective perched on the only clear corner of the desk. Nancy Peterson gave him an enthusiastic grin, and Sam shook his head. There seemed no end to the energy Danby’s newest detective had displayed in the short time she’d been with the department. On more than one occasion, Sam had been thankful she was Coleman’s partner and not his. She’d been running circles around the older detective for six months now, and the guys were beginning to wonder if Coleman would file for early retirement, after all.


    Sam shook his head again. He tried to remember if he’d ever been as optimistic as Nancy. If he’d ever possessed the faith that drove her, the belief that every case had an answer, that every criminal could be caught, and that through a conviction, the crime would somehow seem vindicated.


    Nancy hadn’t experienced enough dead-end cases in her young career to tarnish that vision yet. Even three years as a rookie with the NYPD hadn’t hardened her. Soon enough, though, she would encounter the kinds of cases that had clouded Sam’s own attitude—cases like Jacquie’s murder. Nothing could make her death seem anything but senseless.


    A phone on another desk buzzed, sounding more like a manic cricket than the latest in technology. Sam jumped. Hoping Nancy hadn’t noticed, he got up quickly from his chair and began pacing the detectives’ wing, empty but for him and Nancy. He was on edge, had been since Jacquie’s death. That much he would admit to, but the last thing he needed now was to get the reputation of being a nervous cop.


    “You’re pretty edgy, Sam,” Nancy noted, pushing herself from Sam’s desk and crossing the floor to her own. “You really should get some sleep. I don’t think I’ve ever seen you like this.”


    With an audible groan, he sank back down in his chair and rubbed his eyes. “Your concern is duly noted, Nance.”


    He reached for the paper cup that had been perched on the corner of his desk for the better part of the afternoon and tipped its contents into his mouth. Cold bitterness slid over his tongue. He grimaced and tossed the stained cup into the wastebasket.


    “I mean it, Sam. Maybe you should take some time off. Even if it’s only a couple of days. Maybe you could work on your house or something. Get your mind off the job.”


    “I can’t right now, Nance. You know that. We’re short-staffed as it is. Harrington would never agree.”


    “Oh, come on, Sam.” She gave him a knowing smile as he spun his chair around to face her. “You know that’s bull. Harrington would be the first one to agree that you need a break. Besides, Matt’s off right now. What’s he up to? Probably at the lake with the latest entry in that little black book of his. Is it still that babe from the Herald?”


    Sam shook his head, grinning at Nancy’s locker-room attitude, and looked up at the precinct’s high ceiling. After two shifts, he had no energy left to argue.


    “Not that it matters who he’s with,” she went on. “All I’m saying is the same kind of therapy wouldn’t do you any harm. Maybe when Matt gets back you should let him handle your caseload for a couple of days. You could go up to the lake, kick back a bit, maybe even meet someone. It’s not like you’re past your prime or anything like that, Tremaine, but you’re wasting precious years, if you ask me.”


    Sam gave a short laugh and let his chair snap into place as he turned back to his desk. “Nance, your concern is appreciated. So is your vote of confidence. But right now, as long as I have these cases hanging over me, I wouldn’t be much good to anyone, anyway, all right?”


    Nancy was silent—a pleasant change, Sam thought as he glanced at her one more time. Her blond hair was pulled into a ponytail, the few loose strands lending a softness to her sharp features. The smile on her thin lips faded slightly, as she leaned forward to look squarely at him.


    “All I’m saying, Sam, is that maybe you need a change of pace for a couple of days. I don’t care if you go out and get laid or not. I don’t care if you work on that house of yours or do nothing but sit around on your couch for three days and watch Oprah and Donahue. But I do know that you need a break to find a new perspective on the Munroe case. It’s been darkening your desk, not to mention your mood, for the past five weeks.”


    Sam let out a long sigh of frustration. “Don’t start about the case, Nancy, okay? For both our sakes.”


    “For both our sakes?” Nancy slid her chair and stood up abruptly, walking over to Sam’s desk again. Her arms were crossed over her chest. “Sam, this isn’t for both our sakes. I’m asking you to take a break for all our sakes. I doubt you’ve noticed, but you’ve been impossible these past few weeks. You’re exhausted, short-tempered, impatient, on edge.”


    The phone rang, and Sam knew Nancy saw him flinch.


    “Look, Nancy. I’m all right.” Sam reached over and squeezed her arm, hoping she understood his appreciation. “I’m sorry if I’ve been on a short fuse lately, but I can’t let this one go, okay? Under different circumstances, I’d agree with you. But I can’t drop this case right now.”


    “You know you can, Sam. You know that a day or two isn’t going to make any difference.”


    He shrugged. There was more truth in Nancy’s words than he cared to hear. “Trust me, Nance. I know my limits. I don’t need a break.”


    He looked at the unopened file on his desk. Jacquie’s file. He had no idea what he was going to tell Harrington when he got back from the conference in Baltimore. They’d gotten nowhere with Alessandra Van Horn, and remembering the determination in her voice, Sam doubted there would be any convincing her. Then again, no matter how much he wanted to find Jacquie’s killer, a part of him was relieved that Van Horn had turned them down. The thought of having a psychic on the case—


    “So you still haven’t made any headway on the Munroe case, huh?”


    Sam shook his head.


    “And you didn’t get anywhere with the psychic?”


    “How do you know we went to see her?” Harrington had been adamant that they keep silent about using a psychic on one of the department’s most talked-about cases.


    “Hey, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out where you guys were going the other day. And it certainly didn’t take Freud to see that you’d been turned down by Van Horn when you got back in the afternoon.”


    Sam leaned back in his chair and laced his fingers together to cradle his head. “Well, if you hadn’t gone to Harrington with Van Horn’s name in the first place, we wouldn’t have wasted our time the other day.”


    “Trust me, Sam, you’re not wasting your time. Getting Van Horn on the Munroe case is probably your only way of closing it.”


    “And what makes you so sure? You know this woman?”


    Nancy shrugged. “Not personally. But I did assist on a case with Gary Breckner when I was working with the twenty-first precinct in New York.”


    “Gary Breckner?”


    “Guess you didn’t get around to reading Van Horn’s file, did you?”


    “Guilty,” Sam admitted, shaking his head. He’d had the file on his desk for two days and hadn’t been able to bring himself to open it. Matt had filled him in on more than he wanted to know, anyway.


    “Breckner’s the guy who brought in John Fisher, that serial killer in New York two summers ago? He’s also the detective who finally nailed Martin Burack after that killing spree.”


    “And you’re going to tell me Van Horn helped crack those cases?”


    “More than just those two. She worked quite closely with Breckner for a few years. The Burack and Fisher cases were only two of many she helped him with.”


    Sam studied Nancy as she slipped off her holster and walked back to her desk. After six months, he still hadn’t figured her out. There was definitely more to her than the casual attitude with which she seemed to handle everything.


    “Come on, Nancy. You’re not going to tell me you believe in this psychic stuff, too?”


    She slid her gun into her top drawer and looked up at Sam.
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