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Chapter One
“Shh. Don’t cry, sweetie. Danni’s here. I can help if you let me. I promise, if you do, it won’t hurt anymore.”
Danni Blessing paused a few feet away from the girl who’d curled her legs against her thin chest, had locked her arms around them, and rocked frenetically. She’d known that when something had compelled her to skip the air-conditioned comfort of the gym and reach for her rollerblades despite the cloying humidity and smog advisory warning, there’d be a reason for her to be in the park.
There was always a reason. Sometimes the pull felt as strong as a compass pointing true north. Other times, like this morning, it simply appeared as a mild yen to go someplace she hadn’t planned.
The catalyst for her unexpected jaunt to the park began to gel the second she rolled onto the paved bike path. It manifested itself in the usual way. Her breathing grew shallow and rapid, and an ache, almost as though someone were tightening her bones, began at her temples and worked its way down her spine. The twinge became a dull throb as she’d skated closer, weakening her legs and affecting her impeccable balance. When she saw the child sobbing on the park bench, it was like the gate to the hell going on in her head slammed shut with a rusty clang. Her vision blurred, sweat trickled everywhere, and her teeth vibrated like they’d leap from her jaw.
This was the place she needed to be.
Steadfastly ignoring the hot agony assaulting her, Danni pushed gently with her foot and rolled to a stop beside the bench. Not more than ten or eleven, she thought, eyeing the spattering of gold hair shining on the girl’s unshaved legs and the multitudes of beaded and braided friendship bracelets that climbed her sticklike arms. Older by a few years than she’d been the first time it had happened to her.
“M…make ’im stop.” She shifted her hands, twining them in her pale hair until Danni could see stands breaking loose with her grip.
She settled on the park bench and smoothed a cool hand over the child’s feverish forehead. The limited contact sent a bolt of white heat shooting through Danni with enough velocity to nearly unseat her. Strong, she thought, just as it had been for her the first time. She’d been in a park as well, sailing skyward on the big swing.
Wayne Clark had told everyone he’d swung high enough to make the swing do a full three-sixty. No one believed him. Wayne was a liar, but Danni wanted to test it. The twenty-fourth of May was not only her birthday but also the first official long weekend in the spring. Nana had promised that if she was a good girl, she could go to the park on her own. She’d pumped her arms and legs to exhaustion, finally soaring high enough to make the chains go slack in her hands. Her stomach had plummeted as the swing dropped downward, temporarily yanking her from the rough wooden seat, and that’s when she’d felt it—a fist to the cheek that nearly rocked her head from her shoulders and flooded her mouth with a copper tang.
Her cramped, sweaty fingers had given up their grip, and she’d been flung to the rough gravel of the playground, the wind knocked out of her. She had no idea how long she’d lain there, waiting for her
breathing to resume, but she distinctly remembered the kicks and punches landing relentlessly all over her aching body.
When she’d finally managed to stumble home, she’d told Nana someone had knocked her off the swing. Nana washed her mouth out with dish soap for lying. She’d watched Danni from the back porch the entire time and claimed she hadn’t seen another soul in the park.
“Liar!” Nana had growled. “Or maybe your mama wasn’t just a whore, but a crack whore. That it, Daniela? You a brain-damaged, little drug baby?”
The fact that she’d woken the next day without a single mark on her, aside from the road rash on the elbow she’d landed on, hadn’t increased her credibility with Nana any. Nor had anything else over the years.
“Oh, please,” the child moaned. “Why is he doing this? Make him stop.”
The current ran from her to the girl and back again as strongly as though the two of them were plugged into a generator. Danni planted the brake of her rollerblade and wriggled her butt farther onto the bench. The worn planks felt hot beneath her legs, much hotter than the sun should have made them this early in the day.
“I can’t make him stop, but if you let me, I can fix it so you won’t have to see it any more.” It was the same thing Auntie Rosa had told her all those years ago. Auntie Rosa had been wrong. Danni wasn’t.
The child continued to writhe and sob helplessly.
Danni drew away as the charge between them began to sap her energy. “What’s your name?”
“K . . . Kaleigh Martin.”
“Give me your hands, Kaleigh,” Danni ordered, her voice already harsh and hoarse from the strain of ignoring her own misery. Palm to palm with the girl, the sensations rocketed through her. She gritted her teeth against the familiar heat and smoothed her thumbs over the thready pulse in the thin wrists. The sudden flow of energy seared her from head to toe.
She jerked as blow after blow landed. She reached hard to step beyond the punches and felt a murderous rage ignite her blood. He thought his woman had cheated. She hadn’t. He thought it was within his rights to disfigure her so no man would want her again. It wasn’t.
Danni battled the pain, his rage, and a surge of her own temper. She breathed deeply, ignoring the lightheadedness as sensation and information flooded her every sense. He was tiring, his rage giving way to depression. Soon he’d bury himself in a bottle. The woman would be fine. This time.
The child’s hands trembled convulsively, breaking the fragile contact. Danni slammed her palms upward, resuming her seemingly innocent touch. “It’ll be over soon, Kaleigh. We’ll go for ice cream. What’s your favorite flavor?”
“I’m l . . . lactose intolerant.”
Figures. Danni gritted her teeth against a sudden, overwhelming surge of fire that scorched through her. The flame wrapped her, cocooned her in an almost unbearable heat. The girl’s hands turned to ice and then slipped from hers as she collapsed limply against the bench.
When she opened her eyes, Kaleigh shook her head and blinked like she’d been woken from a nap.
“Did you . . . did you hurt yourself?” the girl inquired hesitantly. Their proximity suddenly disturbed her. She shifted farther away, twiddling her bracelets and shooting Danni a puzzled sidelong glance.
“No. Why?”
The girl drew farther away. “Well, you sorta threw yourself on the bench and made this horrible noise.”
Horrible noise, hmm? No one had ever told her that before. Danni worked up a smile. Her face burned relentlessly and her lips and mouth were parched. It felt more like a grimace. Judging by Kaleigh’s troubled look, it probably looked more like one, too. The kid could have been the poster girl for bewilderment. Danni’s rapid heartbeat grew slow and heavy. Had she finally managed to zap the entire episode? She’d been trying for years.
“I think I got a leg cramp.” She watched to try and gauge the child’s reaction. The girl didn’t appear to have a clue what had drawn Danni to her side. “Is that why you came to sit beside me? Did you think I was injured?”
Kaleigh’s pale brows drew together and she fiddled with her bracelets some more, keeping her eyes averted. “I don’t know,” she finally confessed. “Mommy told me to wait by the swings while she picked my brother up from soccer, but it was so hot and my head hurt. I thought . . .” She ran a hand across her brow, as though wiping away pain. “I thought if I just sat quiet for a bit my head would stop hurting.”
“Has it?”
The girl nodded. “But I shoulda had breakfast. I feel like I’m gonna hurl.”
You and me both, kid, Danni thought. She’d personally always found the pain easier to cope with than the nausea. Easier to get beyond somehow. Right now, it felt as though her stomach—along with a few other organs—had climbed into her throat.
She pointed back in the direction where she’d parked and lamented her inability to keep proper time on a wristwatch. Something in her system sent them haywire almost instantly. She had no idea how long she’d been on the bench with Kaleigh. “Back a ways there’s an ice cream vendor. He should be open by now. Maybe we can get you a cola or a Popsicle. Get your blood sugar back up and that old headache will be gone for good.” Or so she’d always found. An intense episode such as this always sent her jonesing for sugar like a junkie for smack.
The girl shook her head, edging toward the end of the bench. “I’m not allowed to leave the park.”
“I could go get you something,” she offered. “What’s your favorite flavor?”
Kaleigh’s pixie face lit with pink. “You’re very nice and I’m glad you’re not hurt and all, but I don’t think Mommy would like it if I took treats from you.” She glanced around like she sought help. “She’ll be back any second. My mom, I mean. She only left a few minutes ago and she’d never leave me alone very long.”
Ah, stranger danger. Plus she could tell something about her made the kid nervous. Smart kid. “Good call.” She screwed her face into what she hoped was a comical expression. “Weird ladies on wheels who make horrible noises could be dangerous.”
She giggled, apparently unaffected by what she’d just been through. “You don’t look dangerous.”
Danni laughed, but then sobered instantly. “Looks can be deceiving, Kaleigh. Don’t forget that.” She rose and shifted her feet around to check her equilibrium. Her legs felt a tad shaky, but her head had quit spinning.
Kaleigh stopped wringing her hands and pointed. “There’s my mom.”
“Good. See you around, Kaleigh.” She gave a solid thrust and coasted away.
The girl called, “Hey! How’d you know my name?”
A surge of joyous energy shot through Danni. She wanted to punch her fist skyward in victory. Finally! She’d finally managed to harness the ability Auntie Rosa had promised. Kaleigh didn’t remember a thing. And if all went well, she’d lead a happy, normal life and never have to experience another episode. Danni had fought to close the door of her perception so the uninvited images wouldn’t terrorize her ever again.
And she’d stepped into the battle knowing full well the images that no longer assaulted Kaleigh would come to her instead.
* * * *
“If you were sporting a white clerical collar, I’d swear I’d just witnessed an exorcism.”
His voice carried a note of resonance Danni would have called pleasant if he hadn’t chosen to sneak up on her and make her nearly jump out of her still tingling skin. She paused, one blade on and one off. “I beg your pardon?” She settled her weight on her bare foot, but glancing back at him thought better of it. He towered over her. She propped a hand on the hood of her Jeep YJ and shifted to the foot still on wheels to gain a few inches of height. She raised her brows in her best back-off-Jack expression. He failed to read the message.
“What exactly did you do to the girl?”
Danni shrugged. “You don’t look like a cop to me, and even if you were, last I checked there’s no law about comforting a scared child.” Despite his casual attire—jean shorts, battered sneakers, and a
cherry red ball cap perched jauntily backward over thick, blue-black hair—an aura of danger hung as dense as pea-soup fog around him.
Anger energetic enough to spike the hair on the back of her neck crackled from him, yet she didn’t perceive a threat. Instead, her curiosity piqued, and she barely suppressed the urge to grip the thick, tanned forearm he’d rested inches from hers to see if she could discover what fueled his fury. Wilted from her episode with Kaleigh, she knew she lacked the strength for another encounter.
“I’ve never seen a frantic child calmed so quickly. Whatever you did, it impressed the hell out of me. But then, I have reason to believe you’re pretty impressive at the best of times.”
“Do I know you?”
His crooked smile, complete with a hint of a dimple in his right cheek, would have been engaging if she could detect a hint of warmth or friendliness in the smoke-grey eyes he’d aimed at her like lasers. “No, but I know you. Or I guess I should say I know about you.”
Apprehension tickled through her nerve endings. Turning from his unwavering stare, she bent to unbuckle her rollerblade. She aimed for a nonchalant chuckle, but it sounded forced even to her. “I guess you know I skate in the park occasionally. Besides that, what exactly is it you think you know about me, Mr. . . .”
“Gabriele,” he supplied, proffering a hand for shaking. “Vincent Gabriele. Call me Vince. And I know everything about you, Miss Blessing. Everything I need to know.”
She heard a definite note of warning in his final sentence. The throbbing that had barely receded in her head began anew. Ignoring his hand, she hugged her skate against the fork of discomfort prodding her belly. How the hell did he know her name? “And I know everything I need to know about you as well, Mr. Gabriele.”
“Really?” This time the smile traveled to his eyes, sending a sparkle of light to brighten the granite.
She allowed her gaze to meet his. Immediately, her nerves receded and a smoldering mixture of emotions wafted through her, sending the familiar heat to dance in her veins. She jerked her eyes away, unprepared to cope with the hostility, heartbreak, and hazard emanating from him. “Yes. I know a man who attempts to intimidate a woman on a sunny Sunday afternoon in a park is not someone I want to know.”
Danni scooped her other skate, tucked the blades through the unzipped window of her soft-top, and hopped in the driver’s seat. She reached her keys toward the ignition and realized he’d settled a foot securely on her running board and had slung a thickly muscled arm casually over the passenger seat. “My intention was not to intimidate. I apologize.”
She fiddled with her keys, aware that she could throw the Jeep into gear and easily escape without doing more harm than knocking him over and leaving him with a few bruises. Something kept her from doing it. “Care to tell me exactly what your intention is?” She realized her curiosity about him fell secondary to her need to better understand the strange claim he’d made. No one knew
everything about her. She’d spent the last ten years making sure of that. “No, start by telling me what it is you supposedly know about me.”
“You grew up here in St. Catharines but left in your teens. You’ve only been back for a couple of years. You’re a black belt in karate and teach women’s self-defense courses several times a year. For the last three years, you’ve had an on-again, off-again relationship with your codirector at A Place For Peace, the nonprofit organization you helped organize to assist people—mainly women—when they’re at a crossroads in life. Gary Bellows, a psychologist specializing in anger management. I assume the relationship is currently on. The two of you had dinner last night on a patio in Port Dalhousie. Looked pretty cozy.”
“You’ve been following me?” She hadn’t managed to contain the shrill note of disbelief in her tone. So much for her abilities. She’d assumed the vague sense of discomfort veiling her lately was guilty conscience for the myriad of wrong reasons she’d rekindled things with Gary. Obviously having a man the size of a linebacker track her like prey had caused it. How had she missed that?
Vincent Gabriele had the sort of dark, menacing look that she’d practically made a career out of noticing. Her curiosity began to take a back seat to her anger. “Are you aware of the stalking laws, Mr. Gabriele?”
“Stalking is such a dirty word. I prefer to think of it as careful research.” The dimple in his right cheek flashed, but his eyes narrowed, giving his smile a feral quality that forced a shiver from her.
Again she reached for her keys, and again, something kept her from starting the car. Why had he followed her? “Research?”
“Mm-hm. I’m very thorough. Daniela Elise Blessing. D.O.B. November first, ‘81. Father unknown. Mother Marie Blessing. She OD’ed when you were two. They never confirmed whether the death was suicide or accidental. You were raised by your widowed grandmother, Celia Blessing and her sister-in-law, Rosa.”
He recited the facts calmly, as though he read from a cop’s pocket notebook, but his chilly grey eyes never left hers. Danni wanted to tell him to stop, but her curiosity wouldn’t allow it. Another shiver ran through her and she hugged herself, her fingers playing over the triangular scar at her elbow. A pebble had embedded itself almost completely in her skin when she’d flown from the swing. Nana had dug it out with the tip of a potato peeler. She’d been none too gentle about it either. On humid days such as this, it throbbed like a fresh wound, but Danni thought it was mostly her imagination.
“It was neither an accident, nor a suicide,” she said softly, still eager to defend the mother she had no memory of. Still eager to believe something she’d never been able to prove. “Go on.”
The brief euphoria she’d experienced from her victory with Kaleigh seeped from her as memories flooded in. She tried to contain the panic and grief they caused, but he apparently possessed a fair amount of perception. For a man. The cocky smile slipped from his face and he drew his dark, heavy brows together. “Are you all right?”
“Are you leaving?”
His lips quirked to the right. “Not until I’m done.”
Danni flagged a dismissive hand. “Then I’m not all right. Hurry up and make your point so I can be.”
“You missed a lot of school as a kid. Enough that your aunt began homeschooling you. It worked for a while, until you started getting in trouble for making prank phone calls. To the police,” he concluded pointedly. “Did they ever take you seriously?”
The soft tone and note of concern when he asked only served to piss her off. “You tell me. You’re running this episode of this is my life.”
He chuckled at her snide retort. Danni shook her head, wondering what it was about the rumble of his laughter that almost made her want to join in. “They never did. Someone decided maybe your aunt wasn’t the best influence. You resumed public school, but when you were in ninth grade you got suspended for vandalizing a school bus.”
“I did not vandalize that bus.” The urge to laugh with him was replaced by the urge to slap him. “I disabled it.” The intrusive bastard certainly had done his homework. “We’re finished here, Mr. Gabriele.”
“Not by a long shot. The day you va—excuse me, disabled that bus your science class was on the way to the Botanical Gardens in Niagara Falls. A tanker rolled on the Garden City skyway. It exploded, Miss Blessing, causing a multicar pile-up, several deaths, and numerous injuries. Right around the time your bus would have been there.”
Enough! She closed her eyes against a fresh wave of nausea. Cornered like an animal with her own past. Secrets she thought she’d buried long ago. Sweat trickled between her breasts and down her spine. She wanted to rip off the canvas top, drive like a bat out of hell, and let the breeze blow the miseries of the morning away.
He’d found her once. He’d find her again. But for now, she needed to escape and regroup. Her fingers were slick on the key as she turned it in the ignition.
Instead of leaping away when she popped the clutch and ground into first, he hopped athletically in beside her. Danni didn’t feel like she had any control over the primal growl she emitted. He shifted toward her. “Don’t do it,” she snapped, throwing the gearshift into neutral herself.
He snatched his hand back like she’d smacked him and turned to send her a wary glance. “How did you know?”
She smirked. “I know your type. You’ve no intention of letting me go until you’ve fulfilled whatever demented mission you’re on.” She sighed as she eased the Jeep into an empty parking spot near the exit. “I don’t need a mechanics repair bill in addition to whatever headaches you plan to cause me. What the hell do you want from me, Mr. Gabriele?”
“Do you see much of your aunt?”
The unexpected question speared pain through her temples again. Tears prickled behind her lids. Auntie Rosa had lost it when she’d been charged with tampering in a police investigation. She’d been so sure the young pregnant woman had been abducted by her cheating husband and drowned in the lake near the family’s summer home. Positive actually. By that time, she’d had a decent working relationship with several members of the Niagara Regional police. They’d followed her leads, dredging the lake. No one had been more surprised, or devastated, than Rosa when the young woman had been found in a motel room a few miles from her home. Floating face down in a hot tub.
“Did she ever recover?” he asked softly.
She blinked back the tears and raised her eyes to his. They were a clear enough grey she could see the tufts of cumulous clouds reflected like tiny white lights in his irises. “Never. She’s medicated enough to not remember her own name.” Or mine, she thought, a weighty sorrow settling with all her other miseries as she thought of the vague expression on Rosa’s face and the fact that she’d called Danni, Marie—her mother’s name—the last few times she’d visited.
“Shame. True sometimes what they say about the road to hell being paved with good intentions. Or maybe her intentions weren’t quite as pure as she wanted everyone to believe.”
The compassion he’d briefly exhibited disappeared like a puff of smoke, replaced by a hard glare of accusation. It was an expression she’d grown all too familiar with over the years of defending Rosa, which is why she’d eventually been forced to disassociate from her aunt altogether. There were just some people determined to believe Rosa had deliberately misled the investigators.
She sighed. “Rosa did the best she could with an ability she never wanted and never fully understood.”
“Ah, the old, I-don’t-know-my-own-power defense.”
The way he clucked his tongue, as though he were disappointed in her for marching out the lame excuse, immediately put her on the defensive. “My aunt had—has—a heart of gold, and I will not sit here and have you dredge up ancient history in an attempt to tarnish it.” She reached toward the glove compartment and yanked out her cell phone. “Get to the point, Mr. Gabriele, or I’m calling the cops.”
“I wouldn’t if I were you.” His words were mild, the accompanying smile pure acid. “Fine, I’ll buy that, your aunt is confused, weak. But you’re stronger than she ever was. Aren’t you, Miss Blessing?”
Danni bit back the automatic yes that sprang to her lips. Really, any of the facts he’d reported so passionlessly could be attributed to Rosa. Even the school bus. She could claim her aunt had warned her, urged her to tamper with the bus. Maybe he didn’t know a damn thing about her after all. “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Please don’t insult me with any more denials. I told you I’d done my research. Even a rank amateur could connect Danni Best to Daniela Blessing. I assure you, I’m no amateur.”
No, the determined slash of his jaw made it clear he’d be a man who took the most direct, professional approach to whatever he sought. “Who are you?”
“I’m a man with questions.”
Questions he obviously thought she could answer. Danni decided the most expedient way to rid herself of him would be to let him ask. “I doubt I can help you, but go ahead and ask.”
“As I understand things, it’s common in the uncommon world of psychics for a gifted person to experience the victim’s pain. To grab hold of a raggedy teddy bear and be able to find a lost kid. To feel an unexplained pain or connection, and seek out the repressed or abused woman.”
Danni tried to laugh, but it emerged a feeble warble. “Been reading your pulp paperbacks, have you? I’m sure I saw that somewhere, too. Believe me, I’m not in the habit of carting around stuffed toys, or rescuing little Timmys from wells.”
“Not on record, anyway.”
His certainty infuriated her. Obviously, no matter what she said he had no intention of backing off. “Look, Mr. Gabriele, if your kid is missing standard procedure is to call the cops. Their standard procedure will be to blame your ex.”
“No kid. No ex. And no damn luck with the cops.” He delivered the statement blandly, but then another of the rumbling chuckles spiked the hair on her arms. “Didn’t you know that?”
Thoroughly frustrated by the conversation and growing wearier by the minute, Danni snorted. “What, you think it works that way? Like freakin’ satellite TV or something. Three thousand channels of other people’s misery and secrets I can tune in to on a whim.” She made the mistake of looking at him again. Beneath his smirk, she sensed the vulnerability of a wound he couldn’t heal and couldn’t quit picking at. Again she resisted the impulse to touch him and discover what had ripped open the chasm she felt echoing inside him.
Brokenhearted guys weren’t her thing. There were much more dangerous situations to exhaust her so-called talents trying to mend. “I know a lot less about you than you appear to know about me, Mr. Gabriele. And that’s still more than I want to know. Are we done now?”
“If you’ll confirm something for me, we can be. For now.”
She didn’t like that “for now” part, but she gave a small nod. “I might.”
“Various things I’ve discovered have led me to believe you can reach past the victim and grasp hold of the victimizer. Am I right?”
Relief washed her like summer rain, loosening the tension in her aching muscles enough to make her sag. He was a reporter or something, just satisfying his curiosity. He didn’t actually want her to find someone. She’d feared he’d approached her to hunt down a cheating spouse. Then she’d had the idiotic notion she’d been about to get busted by the psychic police or something for relieving other young girls of the disturbing visions that had plagued her as a child. She didn’t steal their abilities,
per se. She’d just discovered a way to compartmentalize them until the girls reached an age where they could choose to reopen the door—or leave it forever locked.
She nodded again. Her voice feeble and hoarse when she admitted, “Sometimes one. Sometimes the other. Often both.”
“That’s pretty rare. Right?”
A zealot’s excitement seemed to light him from within, unnerving her all over again. She shrugged. “Not like I’m a member of a secret club where we compare notes or anything. I can only tell you what I experience.”
“And you can feel—or see, or whatever—the perpetrators?”
“Sometimes,” she said in qualification, not bothering to add the odds were about ninety-nine-point-nine when she tried.
He actually whooped like an excited kid at a ball game. “Excellent. Then you’re going to help me find someone.”
Again, she had the urge to slap him, or maybe toss him out on the tarmac and throw a few crescent kicks at his thick scull for his arrogant assumption she’d do whatever he ordered. “Why would I do that?”
“Because, Miss Blessing, February twentieth of this year when you went out of town you weren’t actually at a symposium on high needs children.”
Danni said nothing. She couldn’t have even if she’d wanted to. Her stomach had planted itself firmly in her throat. He’d been tracking her for six months?
He delivered a single nod, as though he’d read her panicked thoughts. “I know where you were, and I know what you did there. While I personally view your actions as quite heroic, I’m not at all certain the authorities would see things the same way. What do you think?”
Chapter Two
It took a few blocks before the quake in her limbs subsided enough for her to drive comfortably. Numerous glances in the rearview mirror hadn’t revealed anything out of the ordinary in the light Sunday traffic, but she still felt eyes boring into her. She couldn’t believe he’d followed her for six months and had stayed out of her radar.
“I know where you were, and I know what you did.”
A fresh wash of nervous sweat burst from her scalp, dampening her hair and tickling a trail down her neck. Everything she’d done for years had been a carefully choreographed dance of left, left, right. A distance of no less than three steps separated her from any of the questionable things that had gone on. She rolled her tense shoulders, drew a slow breath in through her nose, and exhaled with a soft whistle through pursed lips. Maybe he knew something, but there was no way he knew everything. Besides, she had a feeling Vincent Gabriele wasn’t the type of guy to deliberately bring himself into contact with the authorities. He’d intended to scare her, not actually report her.
Why me?
More troubling than the veiled threat he’d made was the fact that Vincent Gabriele had compiled her entire life history with his careful research. Why? If he’d simply wanted the services of a psychic, there were several in the Niagara region far more vocal about their abilities than she’d ever been. There was something more to his story, and that scared her because she’d already had more than enough of him.
Without a single touch, he’d knocked her more off-kilter than any episode of insight she’d had in her life. There hadn’t been a solitary thing she could pin down about him. Dangerous, yet vulnerable. Wounded, but far from weak. He’d feigned a casual meet-in-the-park attitude, when in reality he’d been wound tight as a cobra ready to strike. And something in his cut stone eyes had made icy fingers crawl her spine at the same time as an unexpected yearning to know everything about him heated her blood.
With another glance in the rearview mirror that revealed nothing, she turned into a Baskin Robin’s. Thirty-one ways to drown her sorrows, recoup her energy, and hopefully cool her jets.
Settled at a cement table on the sunlit patio, she barely tasted the sugar-laden concoction the pimple-faced teenager had constructed. Her thoughts were turned inward as she replayed the odd conversation with Vincent Gabriele. The man was just too damn intense for her liking. And too damn good-looking, she thought swirling her tongue around a chunk of frozen banana.
She hated to admit it, but his intensity only increased his handsomeness. Those chiseled features and his unwavering hot-cold stare had seized her thoughts. He had the sort of assertive presence that made her feel he was taking up too much of the air and space around her, but it hadn’t kept her from wanting to get closer.
Her mind immediately conjured the bunched muscles of his solid forearm as he’d rested it on her car seat, aiming for a casualness he’d missed by a mile. Beneath his snug T-shirt, she’d also seen the effort he’d expended to slow his rapid inhalations. The diaphragmatic breathing techniques she’d
learned long ago and taught often had exhibited the clear outline of what she guessed would be a picture perfect six-pack. No wonder she hadn’t been able to neatly compartmentalize him, she’d been too busy mentally undressing him.
Since when was she into muscles and barely contained power, anyway?
“You’re going to help me find someone.”
“The hell I will,” she muttered, shoveling the last gooey trickle of hot fudge into her mouth. She would meet with him though—after she’d armed herself with as many facts as she could find. Her curiosity was too piqued to do otherwise.
Disappointment soured the lingering sweetness on her tongue when she saw Gary’s Jetta parked in the single visitor spot of the four-plex where she lived. Not exactly a Juliet-esque response to a surprise visit from her Romeo.
Poor Gary. He deserved better.
With a resigned sigh, she gathered her rollerblades and climbed the steep stairs to her second story unit, not missing the fact that her jade cotton bed sheets fluttered listlessly on the communal clothesline. He’d probably taken them to his place to wash. He didn’t like the thought of her sharing a washer with three strangers.
Michael Boublé blasted from her CD player, and Gary sang lustily along while he diced tomatoes in her kitchenette. He glanced up when she gave the door an unnecessarily hard slam.
“Oh, sweetie. Look at you. You’re flushed as red as these tomatoes. What were you thinking exercising outside in this temperature?”
“I needed the fresh air.” Danni thrust her blades into the overflowing hall cupboard without opening the door completely, afraid that if he saw the disarray he’d be compelled to straighten it.
“Nothing fresh about that air. The humidity is brutal today. Didn’t you hear the UV index is nine and there’s a smog advisory?” He set aside his knife, wiped his hands on a tea towel, and rushed toward her clucking like a mother hen. “I made julienne salad for lunch, but let’s get you into a cool shower first.”
The thought of forcing lettuce down on top of the dairy-licious delight she’d just consumed flooded her mouth with saliva. A shower sounded good though. She didn’t protest as he led her to the bedroom and tugged her T-shirt from the sweaty waistband of her shorts.
“Awe, baby, you’re sweltering, and so tense.” He leaned, his lips startlingly cool against the burning skin of her bare shoulder. “You worry me, Daniela. I wish you’d take better care of yourself. How long did you skate?”
She danced away from the arm he draped around her middle, still envisioning the leap of muscles in Vincent Gabriele’s tense arm. “Not long. You’re right, it’s too hot.”
He reached toward her. His soft cool hands worked the tight muscles at the nape of her neck. She let her head drop forward, submitting to a touch she hadn’t thought she wanted. Gary was the most solicitous man she’d ever met, and often more aware of her needs than she was. She couldn’t suppress the sigh that rose as his clever thumbs hit all the right pressure points along the nubs of her spine. When he settled his lips at her neck again, she jerked away.
“I need a shower.”
“That you do.” He chuckled. “No offense, sweetie, but there’s a bit of the wild wafting off you. I find it a turn-on to tell you the truth.”
Again, she danced out of arm’s reach. She wondered if he’d still consider it a turn-on if she told him she’d shared the sweat of a wife-beater in a murderous rage, a panicked woman, and a scared child, along with a sour burst of her own nervous sweat from being threatened. And, well, maybe from something else too.
Gary’s hands were firm, yet gentle, as smooth as hers and quite cool. She thought Vincent Gabriele’s hands would feel nothing like Gary’s, and then wondered why the hell she was thinking of Vincent Gabriele—or his big, sturdy hands—at all.
Damn, she wished she’d had the strength to reach out and touch him the way she’d wanted. Perhaps she wouldn’t be so plagued with questions now if she had.
“You’re completely out of it, aren’t you?”
Gary sent her an indulgent smile and a fresh surge of guilt assailed her for the myriad of ways she deceived him on a regular basis. Stepping forward, she smoothed her palms up his chest and pressed a kiss to the small cleft in his chin. “Sorry to be so distracted. I’m—I’m glad you’re here.” The words even tasted wrong on her lips, and she eased away from him, feeling guiltier than ever. “I’ll be better after I shower.”
“I know.” He unbuttoned her shorts and turned without another glance, calling over his shoulder, “Take your time. Everything is chilled and ready when you are.”
She watched his trim, tennis-player’s physique as he headed back to the kitchen, cheerfully whistling Save the Last Dance for Me and felt let down for some reason. A normal, sweaty, exhausted woman would probably be relieved if her man declared something a turn-on and then happily wandered back to putter in the kitchen so she could shower. She’d never been a normal woman. In more ways than one.
* * * *
She’d called him a bloody, blackmailing bastard. Vince had no idea why that bothered him so much. He’d been called worse things than a blackmailer. Hell, he’d been guilty of worse things than blackmail. But somehow, the flash of utter contempt in her eyes had stayed with him, causing a strange sensation to churn in his gut. He would have identified it as guilt, if he hadn’t tossed aside his conscience years ago.
Speaking of her eyes, he’d expected them to be freaky or exotic. Maybe the arctic blue of a husky dog, or the glittering green of a cat. The warmth and softness of her doe like eyes had completely disarmed him. When shaded, they’d had the unreflective depth of dark cocoa, but when the sunlight hit them, they’d been the clear, amber-brown of a fine glass of bourbon, filled with flashes of light and fire. He wondered if he’d ever locked gazes with a woman before and felt that same bizarre mixture of innocence and invitation.
When she’d turned to him in that Jeep, he’d had the feeling she wanted to reach out to him almost as badly as she wanted to clock him. Stranger yet, he knew if she’d shown any interest, he’d have met her halfway. What was it about her that made him want to explain himself? What was it about her that had driven him into his second chilly shower of the day?
He shrugged off the uncharacteristic introspection as he dragged a razor over the foam he’d applied to his face. He reminded himself that he needed something from Daniela Blessing, and that something had nothing whatsoever to do with his neglected libido.
And the fact that you’re shaving this late in the day on the off chance she’ll actually be willing to meet with you tonight?
He ignored the annoying voice in his head. He’d been searching a long time for answers. Long enough that when she’d told him she’d be completely useless to him without a nap, he’d wanted to growl in protest. The vulnerability of pure exhaustion had shone like a beacon from her, and he’d had no choice but to let her go.
Maybe a psychic battery needed recharged the same as any other. What the hell did he know about it? He’d followed her anyway. Not because he didn’t trust her to call—he knew where to find her—because he hadn’t been able to help himself. Watching her through binoculars as she’d done in an enormous banana split had been oddly satisfying—in a twisted, voyeur kind of way.
The cell phone on the vanity beside him warbled. It didn’t take psychic abilities to know it would be her. He hadn’t given the number to anyone else. His pulse accelerated the same way it had when he’d been in the car with her. Christ, he thought with a snort of disgust, she makes me nervous.
“I’ll meet you at Marie’s in half an hour. Do you know where it is?”
He mumbled affirmatively and glanced at his watch. Midnight. The witching hour. “Little late for a seafood dinner, isn’t it?”
“They have a nice patio bar. Besides, Gary’s allergic to shellfish. He’d never go near the place.”
The click of the disconnection indicated she’d hung up with more force than necessary. His lips curved in a smile as he wiped the remainder of shaving cream from his face. He had to hand it to her she had guts. Even when he’d pressed a virtual gun to her head, she’d had the balls to put conditions on helping him. The biggest of which was that he not interfere in her life in any way. He’d agreed immediately, but he feared it might not be as easily accomplished as he’d first thought. He couldn’t seem to shake her from his mind. Admitting that had as much to do with what he wanted to learn about her as it did with what he hoped to learn from her troubled him.
He snickered as he turned his car under the gigantic neon crab that arched over the restaurant parking lot. Of course, Gary had allergies. He looked the type. He’d be a perfect fit behind the wheel of a Smart Car, clad in an argyle sweater vest and toting a brown bag, vegan lunch. Vince wondered about the guy’s job choice. He didn’t appear to have enough natural aggression to cope with people in need of anger management. Slender and blond, he looked too—harmless—to even possess a temper, never mind understand one. He shook his head. He’d been small once too. It hadn’t kept him from harboring a heaped helping of rage.
So what if the guy didn’t look like near enough man for the likes of Daniela Blessing? What difference did it make to him? Vince shook his head again as though that could somehow dislodge the unwanted thoughts as he settled on the deserted patio at Marie’s. Why did he have to keep reminding himself this wasn’t a date?
From where he sat, he saw her Jeep turn into the parking lot. He glanced at his watch again. It had been precisely twenty-nine minutes since she’d called. He liked promptness. She didn’t bother to go through the restaurant’s main entrance. Instead she circled the building and climbed the wide steps to the raised patio two at a time. Muscular thighs curving from the hem of a short denim skirt were also something he liked. A lot.
He stood, surprised again at how small she actually was. When he’d watched her from a distance, she’d radiated an energetic quality. Combined with what he knew about her martial arts background, he’d had the impression she’d be sturdy and athletic, a force to be reckoned with. Despite her diminutive size, he decided his first impression hadn’t been far off base. He grinned, trying to envision having his ass kicked by someone whose wild fall of ebony curls barely brushed his shoulder.
* * * *
The unguarded smile he sent her made something stutter inside Danni’s chest. She ignored the chair he’d pulled out and tilted her head to survey him. “For a second there, you looked harmless and happy to see me. You’re neither, are you?”
The wide smile deteriorated to his right-hooked smirk, and his eyes narrowed. “Is that plain, old women’s intuition or something more?”
She laughed. It was almost too easy to see through his tough guy act—but not the way he thought. Sliding into the chair, she waited for him to resume his seat before she spoke. “Just call it a feeling. I don’t see into people the way you see through windows. It doesn’t work like that. There’s no need to be nervous. I can’t read your mind, Mr. Gabriele.”
She bit back another smile as she saw a little of the tension ease out of his broad shoulders, but far from all of it. She’d guessed right. Whatever he’d learned about her had thoroughly unnerved him. Precisely why she never told anyone.
“Just Vince, please.”
A tired-eyed cocktail waitress meandered over. Vince ordered another beer. Danni said she’d have the same. She hadn’t missed the way he winced when she said his name. Escaping him earlier in the
park had been a two-birds mission. Yes, she’d needed to recoup her energy after the exhausting run-in with Kaleigh, but more importantly, she’d wanted an opportunity to research him and see if she could discover why he’d sought her out.
Psychic abilities only took her so far. Google completed the journey. When she’d punched in the name, dread had washed over her accompanied by a fair amount of fear. If Vincent Gabriele had stalked her, it didn’t feel like a stretch to expect he wanted to use her to stalk someone else. Like a runaway wife, for instance.
She’d begun the search looking for marriage certificates, newsworthy separations, and divorce decrees. She hadn’t found record of a Vincent Gabriele anywhere. Not even a birth registration, but she hadn’t had the time to be as thorough as she would have liked.
She figured the discomfort about his name might be a good way to get him talking. “You’re uncomfortable when I say your name. Is it your name?”
He nodded.
“Then why couldn’t I find record of your birth?”
His expression revealed she’d startled him, but he masked it quickly with another of his chilly smiles. “What could you find?”
“Precious little.”
“Which is all you need to know right now.”
“No. I refuse to deal with someone who won’t be upfront with me.”
He leaned across the table. A tea light in a jelly glass cast shadows on the planes of his face that erased the last vestiges of pleasantness she thought she’d detected in his expression. “In certain circles, Gabriele is considered the angel of death. I’ve heard you’re regarded the same way, Miss Blessing. I hardly think you’re in a position to refuse me.”
Panic soured the beer on her tongue. She swallowed it with a grimace and reminded herself of the careful steps she’d taken. At best, rumor, conjecture, and an overactive imagination were all he had. “You must travel in strange circles. I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
His smile sent ice water coursing through her veins. “Not even if I mention the name Carl Morrison?”
She folded her hands around her sweating beer bottle and picked at the label, hoping he wouldn’t notice how unsteady they’d become. “Carl was a patient of Gary’s at the center. It was a shame he didn’t mention his drug problem. We probably could have helped him if he’d been honest about it.” It was also a shame he’d been a bullying bastard with a predilection for sodomizing his nine-year-old stepson, but she had no intention of sharing that.
He snickered. “Carl Morrison had never done a drug deal in his life. He didn’t have the balls for it. How’d you get him in that hotel room with a bag full of stolen coke and pockets stuffed with cash, Miss Blessing?”
“Let’s cut the shit. Okay? You’re not going to report me.” His cockiness wavered, and she didn’t break her stare, aware that he’d once more begun to wonder just what she saw and how she saw it.
“What makes you so sure?”
She laughed. “Because there’s nothing to report. And call me Danni, or Miss Best, if you must. I dropped Blessing twelve years ago.”
“When your aunt got busted. Tell me about that.”
“No.” She wondered if he was merely curious or if it pertained to his problems in any way. Had Auntie Rosa left another disappointed information seeker in her wake? Rosa had been good—right up until she’d started believing all the hype about her own abilities. Instead of going with her gut, she’d begun to imagine, or even fabricate information to keep herself in the news.
She watched the light play over Vince’s grim face. Dark shadows circled his eyes, more the result of fatigue than age she guessed. Aside from the small crease where his dimple appeared, his face was smooth and unlined. She wouldn’t put him much over thirty, which meant he’d only been in his teens when Rosa had her nervous breakdown. She shook her head. Rosa had nothing to do with the situation Vincent Gabriele wanted to explore and she felt relieved. She had no desire to go back there. Mourning a relative who was gone but not actually dead had proved to be the most difficult thing she’d ever done in her life, except maybe having to rehash her downfall.
He leaned farther, and she resisted the impulse to lean away. He wasn’t the sort whom it would pay to show even a hint of weakness. Instead, she propped her elbows on the table inches from where he drummed his fingers and rested her chin in her hands, daring him to question her further. Unfortunately, it was a challenge he appeared only too eager to accept.
“Your aunt had an affair with Peter Grant weeks before his pregnant wife disappeared. Maybe she sent the cops on a wild-goose chase hoping the body would never be found and she could marry her lover. Not like she’d had many other prospects. A post-menopausal old maid living with her sister-in-law and a teenaged kid might be willing to go to any length to escape that.”
“And you might be the rudest bastard I’ve ever met. No, never mind might. You are the rudest bastard I’ve ever met.” Danni knew the sudden heat in her face had nothing to do with the flickering flame of the candle. “How dare you! I told you we’re not mind readers. She had no idea it was the same guy. He gave her a fake name. My aunt did not sleep with married men, and she never would have—”
He held his hands up in surrender. “You’re right, that was rude.”
She noticed he hadn’t apologized but was too distracted by the scars on his hands and arm to comment. Both palms were crisscrossed with ropelike bands that glowed white in the dim light, and his right inner arm bore markings all the way to the elbow. Why hadn’t she noticed that earlier? She
closed her eyes, trying to visualize the way he’d leaned on the Jeep and realized he’d managed to appear casual and nonthreatening by hooking his right thumb in the back pocket of his jean shorts.
Eyes still closed, she reached forward, tracing her index finger over the rough flesh of his palm. He flinched, but didn’t pull away. A small charge ran through her, more the result of the tension she could feel radiating from him than anything else. Blinking, she met his gaze as her finger traveled lightly along the knotted skin to his elbow. Nothing. She could only deduce he’d been burned—literally. Probably figuratively as well. Could the scars make it impossible for her to get a sense of anything else?
She hadn’t come to the meeting intending to do much more than answer the most perfunctory questions to get him off her back, but her inquisitiveness had grown too big to ignore. Trailing her hand upward, she quickly found the heavy pulse in his wrist and circled her thumb over it.
For a second, a desolate feeling of impotency washed over her that didn’t at all fit the overbearing mountain of a man across from her. Fear and fury engulfed her as the steady beat of his pulse drummed in sync with her own. He snatched his hand away before she could get a sense of what caused his inner turmoil. Another lopsided smile that appeared far more a sneer quickly masked the vulnerability and confusion that flashed in his face.
“I assume I have to give you a C-note now so you can tell me what I had for breakfast and where I’ll meet my soul mate. Right, Madame Zelda?” He averted his gaze and took a long pull from the fresh beer the waitress delivered.
“You had too many cups of coffee for breakfast. Black. But that’s just a guess.” She tipped her head, pouring back half of the icy beer in the hopes that it would put out the acid fire in her gut before she actually breathed flames on him. She couldn’t ever recall meeting anyone who’d elicited the same schizophrenic surges of compassion and contempt inside her. “If you have such a low opinion of psychics, why’d you seek me out?”
“Desperation.”
He tipped his head, and Danni wondered if he had any idea how much he’d given away with that single word. The discouragement indicated by his slumped posture wafted toward her in a heavy wave. “I kinda feel about psychics the same way I feel about God. I don’t want to believe, but I’ve seen just enough to make me afraid not to.”
“Well, I’m not God, and I’m sure as hell no angel, of death or of any other variety.” Her jumbled thoughts clarified like a mist lifting, and she suddenly knew he’d sought her out because of Rosa. She wondered if he was a heartbroken relative of the young woman whose death had been blamed on Rosa’s misinformation. “I’m not my Auntie Rosa either,” she added softly. “You’ve had dealings with her, haven’t you?”
He nodded a single time. If she hadn’t been so focused on him, she would have missed it when he mumbled, “Once for sure. Possibly twice.”
Again, his sense of emptiness and loss crept over her. In the dim light, his swarthy skin glowed gold, deepening a crevice between his heavy brows. She had the sudden urge to smooth her hand over it to comfort the pain mention of her aunt had brought him. “Maybe we should start there.”
He flexed his hands and stared at the palms a few minutes before folding his arms across his chest. “How crazy is she?”
“Not.” Danni relaxed her defensive posture and sighed. “If I tell you, will you tell me why you sought me out specifically?”
“Believe me, there is a reason.”
“Rosa had a massive breakdown. For years, they treated her with anti-anxiety and antidepressant medication. They think that’s probably the reason no one detected her early-onset of Alzheimer’s. She has moments of lucidity, but they’re few and far between. Mostly she lives in the past, celebrating the good things that came from her visions.”
“Were there many?”
Danni shrugged. “A few. For a while, a biographer considered telling her story, but when he began chasing down Rosa’s claims, a bunch didn’t pan out and he gave up.”
“Has she had visions since she was hospitalized?”
“There was a man visiting her regularly for a while. He said his name was Maxwell. Simon Maxwell. Rosa claims she helped him find his daughter.”
He leaned forward, the strange zealot’s light flashing along with the flickering candle flame in his pale eyes. “Tell me more. Was the guy local? How old was he? What did he look like? How old was the daughter?”
Danni held up her hand. “Whoa! Down boy. I can only handle so many questions at a time. I never met the guy. I don’t think it’s legit. I never caught wind of it in any of the papers or anything. Why?”
“How well do you know your aunt?”
“Look, you’re getting weirder and weirder. What kind of a question is that?”
“Would she help someone find his daughter even if that daughter had gone out of her way to not be found?”
Confusion and angst built inside her. She spread her hands as though reaching for an answer. “I—I don’t know. It would depend, I suppose.”
“On what?” He grasped her wrist, yanking her across the table until their noses practically touched. “Answer me!”
The fury coursed from him to her and lashed her like a whip. Hot tears sprang to her eyes, and he immediately released his brutal grip. Smoothing his fingers tenderly over her reddened flesh, he bent his head and whispered, “Jesus, I’m sorry. I can’t believe I just did that.”
When her eyes sought his to see if she could gauge the sincerity of his apology, he’d focused his gaze on her chest.
She glanced down. The humid breeze had teased open the top button of her blouse, exposing the lacy edging of her push-up bra. It glowed an ethereal white against the tanned expanse of her cleavage.
“Oh, you really are a piece of work.” She surged to her feet. “You stalk me, blackmail me, denigrate my only relative, and now you’ve got the unmitigated nerve to ogle me like a gambler would gawk at snake eyes. Lemme tell you, pal, you ain’t getting anywhere near to lucky with me—in any respect.”
She’d almost made it to the stairs when he put a hand on her shoulder. Danni didn’t hesitate for a second. He had a thick enough wrist that she could barely span it with both hands, but she managed to get a firm grasp. A quick twist and bend and he sailed over her hip, landing with a dull thunk in the damp grass to the left of the wooden deck stairs.
“Jesus Christ,” he muttered, rasping a heaving breath into his winded lungs.
She bounded down the stairs, still angry enough she wanted to kick him. The discipline of the art didn’t allow for her to let loose and further injure a man while he was down. Her self-discipline couldn’t stop her from shouting a parting shot as the cool grass tickled the toes that peeked from her sandals as she strode past. “Despite threatening me, I might have helped you if you hadn’t been a damn liar on top of everything else. No ex and no lost kid,” she scoffed. “Your name’s not Gabriele. You’re Simon Maxwell, and if Rosa didn’t help you find your lost daughter, it’s no damn wonder, you bullying bastard.”
The jerk on both ankles was sudden and violent enough to make her feet go right out from under her. She flailed her arms, hitting him repeatedly as he athletically caught her before her head hit the ground, rolled and pinned her beneath him.
“My name’s Gabriele, and so might yours have been if your precious Auntie Rosa hadn’t stepped in, kept Simon Gabriele from marrying your mother, and ruined my life. Quite the pair of murderous bitches, aren’t you?”
Chapter Three
Vincent became acutely aware of several things at the same time. When he’d caught her, he’d cradled her head in his palm so it wouldn’t bounce on the ground. His fingers remained tangled in the thick strands and Danni Blessing had the silkiest hair he’d ever had the pleasure of touching in his life. She also had the strongest legs, he thought as he flexed his quadriceps and stole a moment to enjoy how nicely his thigh had nested between her legs when her skirt rode up as she fell.
In another time and place, he would have found the position he was in a bonus, but he decided all the allure went out of heaving bosoms when the heaving bosoms pressed to you were about to heave their cookies.
She struggled beneath him, her breath coming in a high-pitched whistle and an animalistic gurgle rising past that from her throat. He shifted, still keeping her pinned with his leg but removing his weight from her upper body so she could draw a full breath.
She spewed a stream of cursing at him that made him reconsider allowing her to breathe for a second before she calmed down enough to say, “You’d better explain what the hell you just said because it sounds to me like you claimed you’re my brother.”
“No! Shit no.” He rolled off her completely and leaned back, propping himself on his hands in the wet grass. His chest remained tight from his fly off the deck, and he rolled his shoulders in an effort to expand his lungs and slow his raging pulse.
He had no idea why she had the effect on him she did. True, she made him nervous, but had he really been uptight enough to fear she’d somehow read the truth in him if he wasn’t honest with her? With a mental groan, he admitted that’s exactly what had thrown him off course. He’d already told her more than he’d ever intended and there was no taking it back now. Nor could he think of a single way to get what he needed without divulging the rest of the story.
While he indulged in pointless mental somersaults, Danni pulled in her knees and sprang to her feet like a gymnast. He rolled upright as well, taking care to not hurt her like he had earlier as he clasped her elbow. “I know I made a mess of this, but I can explain. Is there someplace we can go?”
She stared pointedly at his hand on her arm. “What, you think I’d go off somewhere with a guy who stares at my tits and then tells me he’s my fucking brother?”
The clang of beer bottles jerked both their attention back to the table they’d shared. “Um, y’all want last call?”
Danni said no the same time he said yes. “I just meant your name might have been the same as mine by marriage.” The abject horror in her face made him nauseous. He couldn’t resist reaching forward and flicking aside the single tear that slid in slow motion down her cheek. “Simon didn’t meet your mother until after you were born. I’m the one with his tainted genes, not you. Make it a pitcher,” he called to the waitress while leading the small and suddenly trembling woman back onto the bar patio.
Where to begin? Probably by averting his eyes from her cleavage and not thinking it looked like the perfect place to cushion the sudden pain in his head. Vincent couldn’t settle on a way to explain the situation without honesty after the information he’d already divulged. He’d have to tell her the truth. To a point. Under no circumstances would he share Madeleine’s humiliations and the resultant guilt he’d carried since he was seven.
Vincent nodded thanks as the waitress set a pitcher and two frosted mugs on the table. He filled them, taking a long swallow of beer. “Maxwell Motors was an exclusive car importer in Rome in the early seventies. Rumor had it they imported a lot of other things too. They had wealth. And I don’t mean hustled a Mercedes or two wealth. I mean the sort associated with connections. Their only daughter married Simon Gabriele, a man who apparently came out of nowhere, and they weren’t pleased. Months later, they weren’t alive. But the family fortune kept growing.”
Danni scratched a nail in the condensation of her glass, looking disinterested and more than a bit sulky. “I don’t mean to be rude—although you deserve it. But what does the history of a shady car dealership in business before I was even born have to do with your stalking me?”
Vincent ignored the jab about stalking. “It’s relevant, trust me.” He also ignored her rolling her eyes, indicating without words that she absolutely did not trust him. He couldn’t blame her. “To deflect negative attention, and probably to earn acceptance in a social circle he had no place in, the Maxwell-Gabriele’s were well known for tossing mega-bucks at charities. Volunteering their time, money, and often their property to those less fortunate. They took in numerous foster children. One of them was my mother. She went to live with them when she was twelve. At fifteen, she got moved to a convent. She was pregnant with Simon Senior’s child.”
He’d finally piqued her interest, and he hurried to continue before her eyes glazed over again. “They sent her away after making a large donation to the convent to insure they’d never have to see her again. They had no idea Simon Junior was obsessed with her. As soon as he turned twenty-one and got the first portion of his inheritance, he found her and insisted on marrying her, openly declaring he would parent the child his father had sired. The Gabrieles gave my mother money to get the hell out of Italy so they could live down the humiliation. She left Simon and went to France, not knowing she was already expecting me.”
Danni leaned forward, the concern on her face causing a sharp sensation to gnaw at the edges of his churning gut. “And the first child? Is she the daughter Simon wanted Rosa to find? Is that who you’d like me to find?”
“I’m getting there. Simon tracked Mom to France and I guess they lived together for a while, but things didn’t work out. Mom took us and moved to Canada. We got fostered out in our teens, but I think . . . I think my sister is still in the country. Somewhere.”
The open curiosity in her face morphed to suspicion. “You’re still not being honest. What you’re not telling me is probably the very thing I need to hear. This search of yours isn’t about reunion. It’s about revenge. It’s Simon you’re really looking for, isn’t it?”
Paranoia tickled his nerve endings, convincing him the dark glow of her eyes could see through his scull. “Stop doing that.”
She laughed, finally picking up her beer and draining half the mug. “I’m not doing anything. I asked a simple question. How the hell do you expect me to find someone if you won’t even tell me who it is you’re looking for?”
A glimmer of awareness convinced him she’d lied about not doing anything with her abilities, as did her question, asked in a low, husky voice that made him shiver.
“Why didn’t things work out between your mother and Simon, Vincent?”
“Because he’s a sick fuck, like his father.” He wanted to bite his tongue off the minute the words escaped. “Look, it’s ancient history. Totally irrelevant. My sister is thirty-two. Same hair and complexion as me. Attractive. Her real name is Madeleine Gabriele, but over the years, she’s used dozens of aliases. Last I heard she was in Montreal, going by the name Simone Gregory. Simone Gregory dropped off the face of the earth last October.”
Danni fell backward in her chair as though he’d pushed her. “The same time Auntie Rosa claimed she’d helped this Maxwell find his daughter.”
Vincent nodded a single time.
She sighed, thrusting her hands through her shining hair. “Look, I’d love to help you, even though I’m sure you’re not telling me the whole story. But it doesn’t work the way you think, Vincent. I can’t tap my heels together three times, chant a name and conjure a missing person. I have no . . . no connection to this. No spark.” She thrust her chair back and stood. “I wish I could explain it better. Aside from normal, human curiosity, I feel nothing. Sorry. I’m not the right person to help you.”
Tossing a handful of bills on the table, he bounded down the patio stairs and cornered her before she could unlock her Jeep. “But you are. I know you’re the very person I need.”
Her smile beamed a weary sympathy. “Do you have any idea how many times I heard that before I decided to move here and change my name? It’s wishful thinking, Vincent. Everyone wants to believe if they’ve had a brush with this—ability—that they can use it to their own advantage. I have no explanation for why I see what I see, and more importantly, no explanation for what I’m unable to see.”
“But you’ve got to at least give it a chance.”
She shook her head. “Forcing it has never helped. Why should I invest more time in this?”
“Because if we find Madeleine, chances are we’ll find Simon.”
“You’re just not listening, are you? Why would I want to find Simon Maxwell?”
“Because, Danni, I’m positive if we find Simon Maxwell, we’ll have found the man who killed your mother.”
A blast like a foghorn had been aimed into her ear canal sent Danni reeling back against the fender of her vehicle. When the shriek dulled in her throbbing ears, she heard music, the Van Morrison
tune Sail Into the Mystic. Beneath that, there rang a sparkling spray of laughter. She had no idea how she knew, but it was her mother’s lighthearted giggles she heard.
“You are my gypsy queen. And Daniela will be my sweet gypsy baby.”
Pinpoints of light and noise prodded the misery in her head. The world revolved, then spun, then turned gray around the edges, finally fading to a blanket of black.
Chapter Four
In the six months Vincent had lived in the walk-up above the strip mall, he’d never once encountered the three other tenants whose studio apartments shared a stairway with his own. It figured his first run-in with a neighbor had to be while he carried a beautiful and rag doll–unconscious woman up the stairs.
The young man locking the puke green door of unit C turned to nod in greeting and then stared so unabashedly that Vincent wanted to thump his acne pocked face against the cinderblock wall.
“She’s had a few too many.” He swung away, hopefully concealing Danni’s pale face as he tried to figure out how to retrieve the keys in his pocket and unlock his door without having to set her on the filthy cement landing.
The kid snickered. “Yeah. I like to get ’em after last call myself. Even if they’re not prettier at closing time, at least they’re more willing. Can I give you a hand?” He scurried over and retrieved the keys Vincent had finally managed to hook with a finger and drop. He unlocked the door and shoved it open on shrieking hinges.
“Thanks.” Vincent brushed past, kicking the door closed without another word. He stumbled into the dark room, cursing as he bashed his shin against the coffee table. Danni hung in his arms, as lifeless as a corpse. Placing her on the sofa, he switched on his reading lamp. Aside from bright red patches on her sculpted cheekbones, her skin glowed with the waxy pallor of someone who’d been embalmed and burned enough to make him feel ill when he touched her.
He jerked his fingers away from the weak but steady pulse in her neck. What to do? Body temperature had to be the biggie. A fever burning like hers could cause convulsions. Cranking up the rattling window air conditioner, he ran several towels in ice water and pressed them to every inch of her exposed skin. When that didn’t work, he exposed more skin, soaking and wringing out cold towels and pressing them to her flaming body until his hands felt chapped and numb.
The hazy light of dawn teased between the slats of his crooked blinds before she finally moved, tossing her dark head from side to side and moaning.
“That’s it. Come on, Danni.” With an arm beneath her, he eased her upright and held a glass of ice water to her lips.
She sipped and sputtered. “Cold. I’m so cold.”
The incessant chatter of her teeth made his jaw ache, and the papery heat of her skin had turned clammy and had inspired gooseflesh to sprout. She didn’t protest as he peeled the remainder of her wet clothes from her, held her under a warm shower, toweled her dry, and then tucked her into his bed. She also didn’t stop shivering until he shucked his damp clothes and crawled in beside her.
His skin felt heated enough to be feverish where he pressed to her coldness. The fact that she immediately cocooned against him scared him more than any of her other symptoms. “I think I should get you to a doctor.”
“No. It’ll pass. It’s all good.”
A final, convulsive shiver rocked through her. He hugged her tighter and wondered if she even knew who or where she was. Nerves and exhaustion overwhelmed him, until the shivers wreaking havoc with the curvy body in his arms traveled right through him. “Danni. We need to get you some help. I think you’re in shock or something.”
She stretched with a feeble mew like a happy kitten and burrowed tighter against him. “I’m fine. Hey, Vincent? Do you hear music?”
* * * *
She wanted it to be a dream, but Danni knew even before she opened her eyes in the dark, unfamiliar room it hadn’t been. She remembered it all. The hot. The cold. The laughter and music. The tender, solicitous care. How long it had gone on for, she had no idea. Judging by the sound sleep of the man next to her, long enough to be exhausting.
The muscular thigh sandwiched between her thighs and the warm, even breathing bathing her neck should have freaked her out, but it didn’t. It felt—as it had on so many occasions before when she wound up somewhere she hadn’t expected—like she was in exactly the right place. She also knew precisely what she needed to do.
A weighted heat settled over her as she rolled in his arms. It wasn’t merely what she needed to do—it was what she wanted to do. His penis jerked to attention the second she took him in her hand, and the heaviness increased inside her as he stiffened, jutting eagerly toward her. She palmed a full, throbbing erection before he stumbled awake, muttering in protest.
Danni straddled him, leaning to silence his garbled complaint with a kiss. He responded immediately, grasping her hips and sweeping her mouth with his tongue in raw male hunger. She pressed downward, achingly wet just with thoughts of what she planned to do with him. Her eagerness must have startled him. He froze, breaking their kiss.
“Daniela. Don’t. I mean we can’t. . . . I didn’t bring you here for this. You’re sick.”
The fact that he hadn’t leaped on the opportunity to take advantage of her only made her want him more. She rocked teasingly above him, thrilled when he groaned and clenched his teeth.
Leaning forward once more, she stroked her tongue along the stubble of his jaw, pausing to nip at his earlobe until he moaned again. “I want to help you, Vince. We need to make a connection. Help me make a connection.”
“I . . . I won’t. I can’t.”
Despite his protests, his hardness made it easy for her, with a simple tilt of her pelvis, to spear herself on the iron length of him. “Yes.” She sighed as her muscles convulsed around him, pulling him deeply home. Rearing up on her knees, she executed a torturous all-the-way-in, almost-out rhythm he had no choice but to respond to. With a primal growl, he flipped her, hooking her legs at his waist and driving himself relentlessly into her.
Danni pressed her shoulders to the mattress and lifted her hips, eager to meet him thrust for thrust. She stilled as the sweet weight where they were joined lifted and soared through her limbs. “Let go. You have to let go, Vince.”
With a guttural curse, he buried himself deeply and collapsed, resting his weight on his elbows. For long minutes, the only thing she heard was the breath rasping in and out of his lungs, but then he cursed again and rolled away from her. “Did you get what you needed, you goddamned witch?”
Danni laughed. “If that’s your idea of pillow talk, you’ve got as much to learn in the romance department as you do in the manners department.”
He turned to shoot her a grim look. “If fucking strange guys to make a psychic connection is a habit, I’d say you’ve got a fair bit to learn about romance as well.”
“Touché. It’s not a habit, or even something I’ve ever done before. For the record, all I got out of it was some great sex, but something told me it was worth a try.” She sprang from the bed. “Where are my clothes?”
“Bathroom. It’s the only door. On the right.”
Danni glanced away from the messy reflection of herself in the mirror. Finger combing her untidy hair, she swallowed back the regret and embarrassment she felt for her uncharacteristic behavior. She shivered as she untangled her damp denim miniskirt and blouse and pulled them on and wasn’t sure if it was the wet clothes or nerves.
Asshole! He’d wanted her as badly as she’d wanted him. He just didn’t want to want her. Except for one thing. Story of her life. Any time someone found out about her abilities, they wanted information from her, but they lived in fear of allowing her any information about them and about growing close to her.
To discover Vincent Gabriele was just another coward, afraid she might read his mind if he let her get too close, should have bothered her more than it did. Scooping her undies and bra into her purse, she stepped carefully through the dark room, hoping the direction she’d chosen would lead her to the exit.
“It was great.”
She hadn’t heard his stealthy approach, and when he spoke, inches from her ear, she jumped and dropped her purse. She heard, but couldn’t see, the contents scuttling across the cool laminate floor. “Quit sneaking up on me! What are you talking about, you asshole?”
“The sex. You’re right, it was great.” She shivered as he encircled her waist, drawing her against his warm chest. “Bet I can make it even better now that I’m conscious.”
It took supreme effort to pull away, but she did. “Forget it. I can’t give you what you want.”
“Not one thing, maybe, but you did give me something else I’ve wanted for a long time. Since the first time I laid eyes on you as a matter of fact.”
Vincent switched on a light, and Danni saw the wall she had groped her way along was ten feet from the door—which he leaned against.
“I’m sorry, Daniela. About the way I approached this. About stalking you. About everything. But even if we didn’t make the connection you were hoping for, we did connect.”
Stepping over the scattered contents of her handbag, she made her way toward him. “Are you sorry enough to tell me the truth?”
His dark brows drew together as though he were doing complicated multiplication tables in his mind and then he shook his head. “Not all of it, no.”
She had to give him credit for thinking about it, not to mention honesty. “Fair enough. If I ask a direct question, will you at least tell me the truth then?”
“I’ll do my best.”
“Guess I can’t ask for more than that.” She turned away from the enticing way the light played over abdominal muscles every bit as sculpted as she’d expected, wondering why after the most energetic and satisfying sex she’d had in months—years—maybe her whole life—she felt so damned eager to go another round already.
Peeling off her wet, icky clothes, she shrugged into a T-shirt from the jumble of clothes on his dresser and settled on his lumpy sofa. “Order a pizza or something, Vincent. I’m starved.”
Chapter Five
Judging by his apartment, none of the Maxwell-Gabriele fortune had trickled into Vincent’s hands. His living arrangements were one small step above homeless. The mildew scent of untreated leaks hung heavy in the air and streaked the circa ’60s turquoise walls. If any of his mismatched furniture got put to the curb, even a garbage man would take pause about picking it up. And yet, Vincent possessed the quiet authority of someone who’d been raised to expect—everything.
Every fact he had revealed only succeeded in showing how much remained hidden. She watched as he stepped into black athletic pants, thinking his self-possession was as tight as his fine ass. Even in the throes of semiconscious passion, he’d held back.
She’d lied to him. Whenever she focused her efforts, she always got something. Some sense of what caused people’s guilt or desires or fears. With Vincent, she got nothing, aside from the vague flashes of misery she’d felt waft from him. If he’d talk, maybe he’d reveal a thread she could grasp.
Talk to me! Telepathy had never been her thing, but she silently telegraphed the message, leaping with nerves when he turned his steel-like gaze on her and asked, “Where should I begin?”
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