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Imprints Series Books 3-5

Upstaged (Imprints Series Book 3)

In a world of make-believe, only imprints can uncover the truth

Autumn Rain’s unique ability to read imprints is put to the test as she attempts to find a missing actress—and ends up discovering a murder. When her investigation leads to an eight-year-old mystery that involves more missing actors, Autumn becomes embroiled in a make-believe world where it’s difficult to tell fake imprints from real, and where everyone appears to have something to hide.

To learn the truth, Autumn must team up again with the handsome Detective Shannon Martin, complicating their uncertain relationship and testing her loyalty to her best friend Jake Ryan. Why are both men so annoying?

Life takes another unexpected turn when Autumn discovers a clue to her own past that may explain her unusual abilities. But her mixed feelings about this discovery are put on hold as she finds herself in a deadly struggle to keep from being upstaged permanently.

Under Fire (Imprints Series Book 4)

Some secrets are best left alone

Autumn Rain is back to work, along with Detective Shannon Martin, the man she’s begun dating, but this time her investigation is personal. Autumn must prove whether or not her biological father, is responsible for the disappearance of a young girl. Cody Beckett’s past record makes him the main suspect, even if there’s not enough evidence to arrest him, and Autumn’s extraordinary ability to receive impressions from objects that have special meaning to their owners might be the only way she can uncover the truth.

What Autumn discovers is far bigger than either she or Shannon expected. Secrets, lies, lost evidence, and more than one missing girl all point to a conclusion they don’t want to accept. But while Autumn struggles with her own volatile emotions regarding her family, time is running out.

Blinded (Imprints Series Book 5)

Sometimes clear sight comes only after you’re blinded

When a rash of elderly deaths occurs in Portland, Autumn Rain is called upon to use her ability to read emotions imprinted on physical objects in an attempt to track down the killer. The antiques shop owner and part-time police consultant is more than willing to go undercover with the infuriating Detective Shannon Martin, the man she just might be falling for.

Crime boss Nicholas Russo is also back in town to claim the favor Autumn owes him. If she doesn’t pay, her life and those of her family will be at risk, but helping Russo might mean the deaths of other innocent people.

A chilling repeat imprint of a murder and a fiery near-death has Autumn rethinking everything she’s learned about her ability and what it has made her become.

And then things really get crazy.
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To my daughter, Lisbon, who was the reason I wrote this entire book from bed—and who has brought to our family more blessings than I can count.


Thank you to early readers Cátia, Julie, and Gretchen, who encouraged me even while pointing out inconsistencies. You’re good, ladies!

To Brent Rowley, who accepted my invitation to a concealed weapons class and who then ended up being the one to teach me about guns.


Chapter 1

I lifted the Ruger LCP .380, racked it quickly, and fired. Three shots in rapid succession—boom, boom, boom. Three more shots emptied the magazine. My target jerked repeatedly. Not unlike the jolting of my heart.

“Not bad.” Detective Shannon Martin looked over my shoulder at the man-shaped paper target. Four of the rounds had hit the chest. Another went through the head. Only one was missing. “You sure you haven’t done this before?” he asked.

“No,” I snapped. “Just now and the last time.” Truth was, I didn’t want to be doing this now. My consulting position with the Portland police had led to my being imprisoned in an underground cellar, shot in the leg, and injured in numerous other ways, but carrying a gun was going too far. With my flower child upbringing, I doubted I could shoot anyone, even if my life depended on it.

“What’s wrong?” Shannon’s eyes went from my face to the Ruger and back again. “You aren’t picking up any imprints, are you?”

We were alone inside the range, so I pushed off the earmuffs he’d insisted I wear to protect my ears—great idea, it turned out. “No imprints,” I said.

Well, there was one faint feeling of satisfaction that Shannon had left when he’d shot the gun a week earlier, and even now I was probably leaving a few of resentment and maybe a little pride. Fortunately, these less vivid imprints didn’t bother me.

“The older lady I bought it from said she’d shot it only a few times,” he added.

“You know that if I ever actually used this on someone, I’d never be able to use it again. I’d have to relive the memory every time I touched it.”

He shrugged. “I’d just find you another one.”

I guess as a police detective that didn’t bother him—shopping for guns, the possibility of shooting someone. All of it bothered me. I believed people had the right to defend themselves, but it was quite another thing to be the one actually pulling the trigger.

“Can we quit now?” I started to hand him the gun, barrel down, the way he’d drilled me these past few weeks as I’d practiced gun safety off the range.

“Not yet. You have to shoot at least a hundred rounds a month to stay in practice—and that’s assuming you’re hitting anything, which you are, fortunately. Now load her up again.”

“A hundred? Please tell me rounds are individual bullets and not a whole clip.” We’d been shooting together only once before, and I couldn’t remember the terminology.

My faulty memory might have a remote—a very remote—connection to his unusual eyes. There’s something about them. Something, perhaps, in the green blue color that illuminated his face. Or maybe it was the framing of his light brown lashes that made them so compelling. It was hard to think about anything else if I became caught in his gaze, so mostly I tried not to look.

“Magazine,” he corrected. “It’s not a clip. I know people call them that, but that’s not what they are. The magazine is what holds the rounds—in this case, six rounds. And yes, rounds are individual bullets.”

So six bullets went into the magazine, which in turn slid into the bottom of the gun grip, or handle as we rookies called it. Not rocket science by any stretch. Sighing internally, I pushed the magazine release button, placed the gun on the small stand in front of me, and began forcing bullets into the magazine.

Shannon stopped me when I went to put it back in. “Visually check the chamber first, just to make sure nothing’s caught.”

I did as he asked before proceeding to shred more of my target. Like the previous time we’d come to the range, Shannon seemed more puzzled than pleased at my success.

I didn’t see what was so hard. You aimed and you shot. It was, well, rather easy. Kind of fun too, which I would never confess to Shannon. I derived a strange sort of contentment from irritating him, a trait he definitely shared when it came to me.

I shrugged. “I have good eyesight.” Once again, I had to raise my voice to near yelling because of our earmuffs.

“All those herbs?” he mouthed a bit derisively, pushing the box of bullets at me.

I didn’t take offense. Everyone was entitled to his opinion—even the annoying Detective Martin. My adoptive parents had been self-proclaimed hippies who owned an herb store, so naturally I’d consumed more than my share of herbs. Growing up with them had been unusual, but I wouldn’t have traded it for anything—well, except maybe the opportunity to grow up with my twin, but that couldn’t be changed now.

“Satisfied?” I asked when the man-shaped target finally tore in two at the chest and fell to the ground.

Shannon allowed himself a grin. “I’ve seen longtime police officers do worse.”

Not exactly a compliment, but Shannon was careful that way. Maybe it was because he liked me far more than he wanted to. Or maybe because he’d finally started to trust both me and my weird gift of reading imprints—and begun to realize that there was nothing holding him back from his attraction to me now.

Nothing except my boyfriend, Jake, and my own reluctance to trust a man who until a few months ago thought I was mostly nuts.

Shannon was staring at me with those eyes that were probably responsible for more convictions than any detective work he’d ever done. I looked instead into his hairline. His hair, usually somewhere between brown and blond, was on the darker side now that we were in November. He needed a haircut, and the ends were beginning to curl with the length.

For a long time he didn’t speak, though the air was suddenly heavy with whatever he’d left unspoken. Carefully, he began packing things away. He handed me the Ruger, zipped in a lightly padded cover.

“Keep it in your purse until I get you an ankle holster. There’s an extra magazine in there, too. I’ve filled it with hollow points for a bigger impact.”

“No way.” I pushed the weapon back at him. “I don’t even use a purse half the time.”

“Well, you can’t carry it on you without a holster.”

“I’m not going to carry it at all.”

“What do you think that class and all that fingerprinting was about? Your concealed-carry permit arrived in the mail, didn’t it? You should have it on you at all times, whether you’re carrying or not, in case you end up with a gun while working a case.”

Okay, I had taken a class on gun safety and found it interesting. Since I’d been shot in the leg during our last adventure and had somehow ended up with the gun, albeit unloaded, I’d wanted to feel more comfortable with handguns in case such a thing ever happened again. But I wouldn’t have taken the class at all if I’d known Shannon was going to insist that I carry a weapon.

“I’ve got the permit in my wallet, but I read that women who own guns are more likely to be shot than those who don’t,” I told him.

He snorted. “That’s only women who aren’t trained and who aren’t going to practice every few weeks.” He scrubbed a hand over his hair, and I followed the motion. “Speaking of which, there is a more intensive training I’d like you to attend. It’s only three days. You get great target practice in a lifelike town. With popup targets and stuff.”

“No, no, and no! Look, I have a niece now, and I can’t have a gun around my apartment or at my store. If you make me take it, I’m just going to put it in my glove compartment.”

“You don’t even lock your car.” The way he said car left me no doubt that he didn’t believe my rusty Toyota hatchback was worthy of the name. He might have a point. It was always breaking down.

“Oh, right. Guess that sets me up for all kinds of liability.”

“Yeah, the jail kind.”

He was kind of cute when he was upset, though that was certainly not why I was arguing with him.

“Look,” he continued, “your niece is only, what, three months old? It’s going to be a while before she can rack and shoot a gun. By then you’ll have a safe installed.”

“At the department’s expense?” They’d agreed to start paying me a consulting fee for reading imprints, but it wasn’t a lot.

“Sure.”

At this point, he’d say whatever he needed to make me take the gun, but I doubted the safe would come from the department. They didn’t care if I carried a gun. They’d probably rather I didn’t. But Shannon was president of the Autumn Needs to Be More Careful Club, which meant he cared about me. I wished he didn’t. It made my life more complicated.

More exciting.

I took the gun and put it in my coat pocket. “There’s not a bullet in the chamber, is there?”

“No. You’d have to rack it before you could shoot. But you should have checked yourself if that’s the way you plan to carry it. Remember the class?”

“Oh, right.” I wouldn’t carry the gun with a bullet in the chamber like he did, though my permit gave me license to do so. I didn’t trust it not to go off accidentally, but unless I racked it, it couldn’t fire, so I was safe.

Outside it was raining. Again. The wind was also doing its thing, which made Portland bitterly cold this time of year. Shannon glanced instinctively at my feet, perhaps forgetting that during the most bitter winter months, even I usually wore something to cover my feet when I went outside. Instead of my customary winter moccasins, today I wore the boots my sister, Tawnia, had given me—no heel, fur-lined, and advertised as footwear that made you feel as if you were barefoot. They were almost like wearing thick socks, but unlike the socks I occasionally resorted to, they were waterproof. I hated not feeling a connection with the earth as I normally did in bare feet, but cold weather like this usually convinced me to use the boots or my moccasins.

I’d begun using gloves as well, something I’d occasionally done before in winter, though not for the same reason I used them now. Gloves protected me from accidentally finding random imprints and reliving experiences that weren’t mine.

Of course, I wasn’t prepared to wear gloves all the time. My shoe-hating, herb-loving, spirit-connected-to-the-universe upbringing wouldn’t let me go that far. But sometimes after stumbling on a particularly virulent imprint, I was tempted.

Zipping my coat, I ran to Shannon’s truck. Yes, a truck. I knew his house was built on an acre of land, so it made sense he might need a truck for something related to that, but I’d been so accustomed to seeing him in his white, unmarked police Mustang that when he’d come to pick me up, I’d felt a little taken aback. For some reason the blue truck made him seem more real—normal, maybe. Almost as though I’d seen a part of him that was too private to share.

It’s just a truck, I told myself.

The weight of the Ruger felt heavy in my coat pocket. At least it could sit in a drawer at my antiques shop while I was working. My niece wasn’t old enough even to crawl yet, much less open a drawer. Before much longer, though, it’d have to be in a safe or in a holster.

The idea of needing a gun was enough to make me seriously consider getting out of the imprint business. Except I didn’t choose to read imprints. That just happened.

Psychometry was the official name of my ability to pick up scenes and emotions left on certain beloved objects or on objects involved in extremely emotional situations. I used my talent to find missing people, and the police used it through me. Some scientists believed that people like me developed part of our brains that ordinarily remained inactive. For all I knew, they were right. I suspected it was also hereditary, though because I was adopted, I wasn’t sure where the ability had come from.

“Who’s that?” Shannon asked.

We’d arrived outside my shop, where a bundled figure was pacing in front of my store. My employee, Thera Brinker, should be inside, but even if she wasn’t and the door was still locked, all my customers knew they could reach Autumn’s Antiques from the Herb Shoppe next door, owned by my friend and current boyfriend, Jake Ryan. Or I should say maybe-boyfriend, because even nearly six months into our relationship, we weren’t exactly sure where things were heading.

The person outside was not a customer, then, but someone else waiting to see me.

“I don’t know.” I peered at the tall figure. Besides the fact that the person was likely male, I couldn’t see much beyond the coat and the beanie he wore. I started to open the truck door.

“Wait. I’m coming with you.”

I sighed. Shannon had been annoying before he’d stopped being so suspicious of me, but this was ridiculous. Ignoring him, I jumped from the truck and hurried toward my store. The figure stopped pacing when he saw me.

“Autumn,” he said, giving me a tentative smile. “Hey, are your eyes two different colors or is it just the light?”

I’d know that smile anywhere—and the familiar greeting. My eyes were a different color, but only those who really saw me ever actually noticed. “Is that you, Bean Pole? Did you grow another three inches? Long time no see.”

It’d been months, in fact, since I’d seen Liam Taylor. At least seven.

Liam nodded. “I need to talk to you. It’s important.” Before I could respond, his gaze went beyond me to Shannon, who’d finally caught up to us.

“Is he a cop?” Liam asked in an undertone.

If Liam hadn’t been so serious, I might have laughed. He’d made Shannon as a cop dressed in civilian clothes on a Saturday afternoon. In the rain. That said a lot about Shannon—or about Liam. I hoped it was about Shannon and not Liam because I’d thought he’d come a long way since I first caught him shoplifting in my store.

“Why? You got something to hide?” Trust Shannon to make a comeback like that.

“Shannon’s a friend,” I said to Liam, throwing Shannon a glare. “What do you need to see me about?”

Liam shivered. “Can we go inside? I brought you something to, uh, see.”

He meant something to read, as in imprints. A knot formed inside me. I hoped he wasn’t in trouble. Either way, I had to get Shannon out of the picture.

“Okay, just a minute and we’ll go inside.” I turned to Shannon. “Thanks for the lesson.”

“You sure you don’t want me to stay?” He was using his eyes to full advantage, as if he knew their effect on me.

“I’m fine. Jake’s next door if I need help.”

Shannon stiffened. Wrong thing to say, but he knew my feelings for Jake, and I wasn’t going to start hiding them now simply because I was also attracted to Shannon.

“Liam’s harmless,” I added. “He used to work for me.”

Only a little bit of a stretch. I’d put Liam to work after I’d caught him shoplifting one of my antique music boxes last year. He’d seemed sincere when he said it was to send to his sister for her birthday. I hadn’t simply given it to him like my father would have done—or invited him to dinner and ask if he needed a place to stay. I was too poor to go that far. But I had let him work off the music box in exchange for helping move and arrange my displays. I even gave him the music box wholesale so he wouldn’t have to work more than a few days.

After that, I’d given him several more odd jobs I could barely afford whenever he was desperate, just enough to keep him honest. Then he’d graduated from high school and found a real job for the summer. He was supposed to be in college now, living on a merit scholarship and a bit of help from his parents.

“I’ll call you about the safe.” Shannon’s eyes followed Liam, who was already opening the door to my store.

“Okay.”

It was awkward leaving Shannon, though it hadn’t always been. Now I never knew if I should hug him or say something to push him away. Lately, I’d really, really wanted not to push him away, but there was still Jake, and I didn’t want to hurt him.

I followed Liam into my store and motioned him to wait in the back room so I could help Thera with the rush of people. Normally, I would have taken time to at least wave to Jake, but there was no chance of that now. Saturday mornings were always brisk in the antiques shop, and I had to hurry from my early morning taekwondo class to get there in time to help. The afternoons usually picked up from there. It was good for my pocketbook, though it made it hard to dart out at lunchtime for a brief shooting lesson. Unfortunately, Saturday was the only time Shannon was available during the day, and an evening seemed too much like a date to me.

“How did the lesson go?” Thera asked. As usual her white hair was swept up in an elegant knot, and she was wearing all blue, which she insisted was a calming color.

That reminded me of the weight in my coat pocket, one I couldn’t rid myself of in front of my customers. “Apparently, I’m a natural.”

“I thought you might be. You have good instincts.”

I shrugged off the coat and set it under the counter, followed by my boots. I wiggled my freed toes and sighed with relief.

“Well, about most things,” amended Thera, glancing at my feet in disapproval. She was always worried I’d catch my death of cold, even in midsummer, or contract some strange illness, no matter how many times I told her I washed my feet more than most people washed their hands—and how she touched a lot worse things on doorknobs. She didn’t want to hear it.

“I hope you got a chance to grab some lunch,” she added, “because it’s been like this the whole time you were gone.”

“I did.” We’d eaten sandwiches Shannon had bought on our way to the range. I felt bad for leaving Thera on a day when it was so busy, but Shannon had been insistent. He obviously still felt responsible for the last time I’d been hurt.

When we were down to the last customer at the register and two more who were browsing, Thera turned to me, waving a blue-clad arm. “I can take care of the rest. That boy seems kind of anxious. He’s poked his head out half a dozen times already.”

“Thanks.”

In my narrow back room, which ran the width of my store, Liam wasn’t sitting in the comfortable easy chair that beckoned to me with an almost hypnotic call. He’d taken off his coat and laid it on the long worktable but was pacing from the shop door to the bathroom at the far end. He was as lanky as always—college life hadn’t improved that—and his hair looked as though he hadn’t combed it in a week, though it didn’t seem greasy.

“So what’s up?” I asked, ignoring my easy chair and going to heat water on the stove so I could make a nice soothing herbal tea. I wanted to ask if he was in trouble, but he’d come to me, and I’d let him tell me what he wanted in his own time. I took two mugs from the overhead cupboard.

“It’s Rosemary, my sister.”

I turned to look at him more closely. His brown eyes were worried and tinged with red that probably came from too many late nights and cram study sessions. “Is it her birthday again? Do you need a present? How about another music box?”

My attempt to lighten the mood didn’t even register. “She’s missing,” he said.

“What makes you say that?”

He stopped pacing and pulled at the side of his hair. “She was supposed to meet me yesterday for lunch when she had a rehearsal break, but she never showed up.”

“Maybe she forgot.”

“She wouldn’t do that. We haven’t seen each other in like a year. She’s not even answering her cell. I’d go to her apartment, but I don’t know where she’s staying. My parents say she’s a flake and not to worry, but that’s only because they’re still mad about how she dropped out of college to tour with that theater company a couple of years ago.”

I had to play devil’s advocate. “What makes you think they’re wrong?” I placed loose tea in the infuser. Lemon balm, Liam’s favorite, with no caffeine or anything else to get him more worked up.

“She’s only been back a few weeks, and she wouldn’t leave without seeing me. We’ve talked a lot on the phone, and she was all excited about a new part she was trying out for with some other theater company. Said it was a smaller outfit but with better connections. She practiced day and night to get the part, and then she did. She was so excited. I know she wouldn’t just disappear. I went over to the company, but she hadn’t shown up to rehearsal yesterday.” His eyes held mine. “Please, Autumn. I don’t know who else can help.”

“Maybe the police.”

“That’s why I asked if that guy was a cop. I thought I recognized him from the newspaper article about that real estate fraud business going on last summer. I was hoping he was and that you might get him to help.”

Oh, I’d read that situation completely wrong. I’d been thinking Liam’s problems were the kind that bordered on unlawful and that it’d be easier to convince him to make good without Shannon hovering over us menacingly.

“Well, she’s an adult with a history of taking off, so the more proof we have, the better. But if your sister really is missing, we’ll need to let the police search for her. They have information I don’t have access to.”

“Yeah, but they can’t read imprints.” He crossed to the worktable and yanked a plastic grocery sack from the pocket of his coat—a deep pocket by the size of whatever was in the bag. “She had a cubby at the theater company. I took these from it when they weren’t looking.” Liam flushed. “It wasn’t stealing.”

“Of course not.” I took a deep breath. Probably these imprints wouldn’t tell me anything. Since the items had simply been sitting on her shelf, it wasn’t likely I’d have to relive a murder or a kidnapping.

I hoped.

Liam waited, the sack extended. Before taking it, I removed the antique rings I wore to dull any unexpected imprints I might accidentally touch when I was out and about. When I wasn’t wearing gloves, that is. The rings held comforting imprints that would counter any negative ones, but they would also get in the way of my perception if the imprints I wanted to read weren’t very strong.

Months had passed since I’d come across a seriously evil imprint, but I remembered how it had sapped my strength. I’d wondered what might happen if someday I went too deep, if the imprint was too intense, too horrible.

There was no one to ask, so I had no clue. I’d been helping Shannon and his partner, Paige, on cases, but I suspected Shannon had deliberately kept me from consulting on the really bad ones—murders, rapes, brutal muggings. I hadn’t pushed. Now I felt guilty. While I was protecting myself, how many more people had been hurt?

I reached for the grocery sack. Liam watched me intently, not pushing. He was that sort of kid. Patient, studious, dedicated to his sister. Dedicated enough to steal an antique music box for her.

Gently, I shook out the contents of the sack onto the worktable—a worn copy of a play script, a square bag with a makeup brush peeking from one end of the zippered top, a pair of leather gloves, a brush, and a small see-through purse filled with elastics, hair clips, and bobby pins. It wasn’t much, but if she’d used these objects every day, there might be imprints.

Probably not on the gloves, though they were leather and had a better chance than regular cloth. Clothes that were often washed and things easily dismissed or forgotten never evoked enough emotion to hold imprints. Fortunately, or my life would be a living nightmare. I’d have to wear gloves to buy fruit and milk at the corner grocery.

There were definitely imprints on the objects. I could feel them radiating, beckoning. What I couldn’t tell without touching them was if they were positive or negative imprints. If I could figure that out, my life would be a lot simpler.

“Autumn,” came a voice from the door.

I lifted my gaze to see Jake’s good-looking face, framed by his black, finger-sized locs, or dreadlocks as some people called them, that always made people stop and notice. In his customary snug T-shirt, he looked strong and a little dangerous, but anyone seeing him help fragile old ladies in his herb shop would change their minds about that in a hurry. He’d been my best friend for nearly two years and a little bit more than my friend since this past summer. I’d trust him with my life.

“Hi, Jake.”

His eyes took in the objects Liam had brought and the antique rings I’d set down next to them. A flash of hurt registered on his face. Once he’d been my biggest supporter where imprints were concerned, but after our summer run-in with a branch of organized crime and a crooked attorney who’d stooped to kidnapping and illegal adoption, Jake had begun to exhibit reluctance about my reading imprints.

He no longer brought in anyone who wanted imprints read, and he didn’t encourage me to talk about helping people. I knew his guilt ran deep about having been unable to protect me, and nearly dying himself hadn’t helped matters, but I figured that was something he would have to get over on his own. I’d finally been honest with myself about what I now saw as my calling, and I couldn’t let his fear stop me, even if I knew it stemmed from love. Besides, what he didn’t know wouldn’t hurt him.

Or so I’d thought.

There had been a time when, if Jake had found me about to read something, he would have put his arms around me and drawn me close for a strengthening kiss—and a part of me still wished he’d do that. But he knew I wasn’t sure of my feelings, and that was enough for him to back away. Not completely, though. He’d made it clear how he felt about me. Now it was my turn. He was my best friend, and I loved him, but I didn’t know if I loved him enough. As much as he loved me.

“You remember Liam,” I said to cover the awkwardness.

Jake dragged his eyes from the table. “Oh, yeah. Hey, Bean Pole, how you been?”

“Okay.” Liam nodded a greeting but didn’t elaborate, anxiousness exuding from him in waves.

I’d better hurry, or he might lose it altogether. “His sister’s missing,” I told Jake. “I’m going to—” I shrugged. “You know.”

Jake’s gaze came back to me. “You should have called me. I’d like to help.”

I understood what it cost him to say that, but I wasn’t sure I wanted him to stay—though if the imprints were bad, it’d be safer for me if he did. He knew what to do.

Jake glanced out the door into the store and frowned as though remembering something.

“Did you need help in the Herb Shoppe?” I asked. He could be here only to see me, but when I’d come in, he’d had more customers than I had, so I suspected another reason.

“No.” His face became more animated, but the line of concern on his brow deepened. “There’s a woman in the Herb Shoppe. Her name is Suzy Olsen. She came in looking for your mom.”

“For Summer?” My adoptive mother had died when I was eleven, and I was surprised one of her acquaintances hadn’t heard.

“Well, she didn’t want Summer. Or not exactly. She was looking for Summer only to ask her about Kendall. She says she knew her.”

All at once there wasn’t enough air in the room. Kendall was the almost sixteen-year-old who’d died after giving birth to my sister and then to me—twins who’d been separated by the attending physician and given to two adoptive couples. I knew little more than that, and every lead we’d researched had gone dry.

Until now.


Chapter 2

When I first learned I had a twin, I’d tried to track down my birth mother’s family, but so far the only clue I had was from a former adoption agency worker, BervaDee Mendenhal, who had placed my mother with Winter and Summer Rain during her pregnancy and who later took my sister, Tawnia, to her adoptive family in Kansas. Though BervaDee and Dr. Loveridge later became romantically involved, he never confessed his secret, and she hadn’t known our birth mother, Kendall, had delivered twins until we appeared on her doorstep seeking our identity.

After Dr. Loveridge’s death, BervaDee found a letter in his belongings from Kendall meant for her child but opted not to forward it to Tawnia, the one baby she was aware of, because it clearly stated that Kendall had changed her mind and wanted her child to be raised by her foster family, Winter and Summer Rain, and not the couple she’d contracted with in Kansas.

In the end, Kendall received her wish, as I had been adopted by Summer and Winter. The contract with the other adoptive parents in Kansas had also been honored by Tawnia’s placement. Only Tawnia and I had lost out on each other in the deal, though I wouldn’t have given up my life with Summer or Winter for anything, and Tawnia felt the same about her parents.

At first I was so grateful to have found Tawnia that nothing else really mattered. Yet in the past year since my talent emerged, I found myself more and more curious about my biological family. Now I struggled with the past, while Tawnia expended her energy in caring for her husband and new baby daughter.

“Autumn?” Jake asked.

I wanted to rush out and question the woman, but Liam was staring rather desperately at the items he’d brought. “Can you ask her to wait?” I said. “I really do want to talk to her.”

“Sure.” Jake glanced again at the table and then at Liam. “I’ll be right back.”

I was going to tell him he didn’t have to return because I knew he had customers, but the truth is, I was relieved. I nodded, and he squeezed my shoulder before leaving.

“If you gotta go talk to her, I can wait,” Liam said, which was nice of him, since he was practically oozing worry. I can’t read people the way I can the imprints they leave, but I didn’t need any talent to read him.

“It’s okay.” I’d waited thirty-three years—what was a few more minutes? Besides, I really liked Liam, and his presence here told me he had nowhere else to turn. I poured Liam a cup of tea before refocusing my attention on the worktable.

“Thanks,” he muttered, clutching the cup as if it were a lifeline.

I stretched out my hands, my fingers tingling in anticipation.

Wait. Had Jake called the woman Suzy?

In the letter from my birth mother, Suzy was the name of one of the owners of the café where she’d worked during her early pregnancy. I’d searched for the café, hoping the owners knew something about my biological family, but without luck. It had to be the same woman.

Concentrate, I told myself. I needed my wits about me to remember what I experienced. Imprints always repeated themselves in exactly the same way, so if I paid attention, I wouldn’t have to reread something in order to tell Liam about it. That was a good thing because reading imprints—at least negative ones—was exhausting.

I dropped my eyes to the script, which proclaimed For the Love of Juliet! in large lettering. This seemed the most likely to have imprints, or it would if she’d cared about the part. No reason for more delay. I picked it up and the imprint began.

Excitement. I had gotten the part! Now all I needed to do was to impress the right people and I’d be on my way to Broadway. No more second-rate theater companies or staying in rundown motel rooms crammed with other actors. My chance at last! I was going someplace. My parents would finally understand my dream. And Liam would be proud. A wave of love and longing for my brother filled me.

“What is it?” Liam asked anxiously.

I shook my head, indicating that he should wait. Another imprint was coming on the heels of the other, a slightly older one, as I always experienced the most recent imprint first.

Anger. Resentment. Fear. All aimed at a sheet of paper tucked inside my script, the words blurry with my tears. It doesn’t matter. I’m going to do my best, regardless. I deserved this chance. No way would I throw the audition because of a little threat.

The imprint faded, followed by others that were much older by at least four years. Apparently they recycled these plays, but the previous actors’ emotions hadn’t been forceful enough to give me an image. No matter. They wouldn’t have anything to do with Rosemary’s disappearance now.

I took my hands away before the imprints could replay. If imprints were really bad, I could get stuck in a loop and wouldn’t be able to let go. This one had been mild by comparison, and Rosemary’s love for Liam actually strengthened me.

Jake had reappeared in the room and was staring at me anxiously, ready, I knew, to hand me something with a positive imprint if it looked like I should need it. I found his concern both touching and annoying, which made me feel sad. I hadn’t always resented him for knowing me so well. Or had I?

“Rosemary did get the part three days ago,” I said, “and was really excited about it. She thought it was her big break.”

Liam frowned. “Must be the connections then, because that place is kind of a dive. Not even as respectable-looking as the other theater place she was at.”

That was odd, but I put it in the back of my mind to think about later. “There was an early imprint from last week that was strange,” I continued. “I believe someone threatened her about auditioning.”

“Threatened her?”

“Yes. Inside her script, I saw a sheet torn from a small notebook. She was upset about it, but unfortunately, I didn’t see what it said or receive any indication of who had sent it. She was determined to go through with the audition despite the threat.”

“Maybe the note is still here.” He picked up the script and flipped through it without finding anything. “Guess that was too much to hope for.”

“Maybe she didn’t keep it. Or it’s wherever she’s staying.”

“A threat could mean she’s in trouble.”

I hated to admit it, but he was right. “I’m sorry.”

“What about the rest?”

I touched the square makeup bag. Nothing but a feeling of haste. Opening it, I felt the same urgency tinged with anticipation on the contents. I shook my head. Nothing from the gloves, as I’d expected, and the see-through mini purse with hair accessories radiated more hurry and a hint of frustration. Only the hairbrush was left.

Brushes were often good imprint-holders. Not because people cared about them so much but because they had all sorts of strong emotions while using them and staring into mirrors. Thoughts about their appearances, the people they were going out with, the people they were angry with. This brush was no different.

He’ll hate this, but I don’t care! I stared into the mirror as I dragged the brush through my long brown hair. Who does he think he is, anyway?

A noise and someone coming into the room. The briefest glimpse of a man’s shadowed face. Turning to see who it was.

Sudden darkness.

Had she let the brush drop, cutting off the imprint? Or had something happened to her? I’d felt no pain, but the cutoff seemed too abrupt for her to have simply let the brush go. One thing for sure, whoever the “he” was, she’d felt so strongly about him that I’d been swept up immediately into the imprint. There’d been no separation between Rosemary and me. I always saw things as though I was experiencing them, but only with the strongest feelings did I temporarily forget who I was. It was always strange, even if it happened only for a few seconds.

More imprints followed on the brush—a dissatisfaction with skin tone, frustration at a blemish, annoyance with another actress, anticipation of a performance. Nothing unusually important and already fading. I withdrew my hand.

“Well?” Eagerness filled Liam’s voice.

I shook my head. “She was really angry at someone two days ago—Thursday afternoon—but the imprint cut off. I can’t tell why. She could have dropped the brush.”

“That was the day after she got the part.” He frowned. “What should I do?”

“In light of the threat, I think you’d better go to the police.”

“What if they think she just took off again?”

I felt for him. I mean really felt. Not the normal emotion I usually experienced for him but also the love Rosemary had left imprinted on the script. It had become my memory, and unless I wanted to consciously fight against it, I would keep feeling that way for him. I didn’t bother fighting the emotion. They say once you help someone, you become responsible for them. Maybe that had something to do with my feelings now.

“Tell you what,” I said. “You talk to the police—I’ll give you the name of someone—and I’ll go to the theater company this evening and see if I can find out more information.” If anything violent had happened there, I’d probably be able to pick it up. “Tell me where they’re located.”

He set his half-finished tea on the worktable and pulled out his phone. “I have the address here. Do you have anything to write it on?”

“Text it to me.” I gave him the number, feeling a bit guilty that already I was thinking not about his sister but of the woman I hoped was waiting out in the shop for me. Not that I didn’t plan on helping him. I would—as soon as I talked to her.

“And if you have a picture of Rosemary, text that to me too,” I added. “It’ll come in handy when I ask people about her.” Besides, I’d never actually met her in person, though I almost felt I knew her because of Liam, and it would be nice to see a picture up close.

Jake handed me my antique rings, and I automatically put them on, feeling the comforting buzz of positive emotions. Strange how this extra sense was normal to me now, like seeing or breathing. While it was often a curse, I wouldn’t want to live without it.

I wrote down Shannon’s name and number for Liam, promising to let him know if I found anything at the theater. He gave me a weak smile as I led him from the back room.

“Thanks,” Liam said. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

“It’ll be okay. We’ll find her.”

Thera eyed Liam as we emerged, but when she spoke it was to Jake. “You’ve got a lot of customers. I don’t think Randa can deal with them all, and I’ve been too busy myself to get over there.”

Jake looked through the double connecting doors that Winter and I had put in when Winter had owned the Herb Shoppe. “I’ll go with you tonight,” Jake said. “Okay?”

“Sure. If you don’t have anything else to do.” With his locs and chiseled physique, he looked tough, even though he was the most gentle man I’d known besides Winter, and having him back me up was always a plus.

He smiled and squeezed my arm. My stomach flopped a bit at the smile, which was why I was still confused about my conflicting feelings for him and Shannon. Any way I looked at it, I loved Jake.

Tearing my eyes away from his retreating figure, I looked over my browsing customers, finally coming to rest on the stocky woman standing near my antique music boxes. Her shoulder-length blond hair was pulled back into a ponytail, the hair thick enough for the style to be attractive, though she had to be pushing sixty and by rights should have thinner hair. Her jeans and fitted T-shirt under her ski jacket were casual, but her confident bearing screamed self-assurance, as though she might be wearing a suit or designer outfit. She was paying more attention to us than the merchandise, so I figured she must be Suzy.

She met my gaze with a smile and came toward me. “Are you Autumn?” she asked, holding out her hand.

I nodded. “You’re looking for Kendall?”

“Yes. I’m Suzy Olsen. Kendall lived with us for a bit in Hayesville before she came here. I was hoping to talk to the couple she was placed with during her pregnancy. I thought maybe they’d kept in touch with her after she left. I’ve always wondered what she ended up doing.” Suzy stared at me with an unusual intentness that was unsettling.

“Summer and Winter . . . they’re no longer here,” I said, stumbling uncharacteristically over the words. “Summer died of breast cancer a long time ago, and Winter died last year in the bridge collapse. I’m their daughter.”

Suzy’s brow furrowed. “I’m so sorry to hear it. I didn’t know them well at all, but the two times I did meet them, they seemed nice. Kendall wrote me a few times, and she spoke a lot about them. Good things. Excuse me if I seem to be staring, but you look a bit like Kendall. It’s kind of strange. Like going back in time. But I don’t understand how—”

“I’m Kendall’s biological daughter. Winter and Summer adopted me.”

Suzy’s smile returned. “That explains a lot. I thought she’d decided on a couple from out of state, but it’s great that you’re here. Have you had any contact with your birth mother?”

There was nothing else to do but to tell her that Kendall had died from complications the night I’d been born. But I was glad not to have to explain it alone. The connection I always felt with my sister, the invisible line that seemed to link us and that I’d only ever felt with Winter and Summer, was becoming thick in my chest. I couldn’t explain where in my chest or what caused it, but I envisioned this link as a cord between us, and feeling it this way meant she was nearby. Tawnia wasn’t due to pick me up for dinner for a few hours, so Jake had probably called her.

I tried to be irritated that he’d been so presumptuous, but how could you fault a man like that? He was always looking out for me. The smothering had to come from my imagination.

Sure enough, Tawnia was approaching the door to my shop now, her daughter, Destiny Emma Winn, in her arms. I’d won the battle against a boring name for my niece, but in the three months since her birth, her parents mostly called her Emma, a name I didn’t have anything against, but it seemed odd to give a child a first name and then not use it, so I called her Destiny. Tawnia didn’t mind—a good thing since it was the baby’s name.

Suzy followed my gaze. “I can wait if you need to help that customer.”

“She’s not a customer.” I watched Suzy from the corner of my eye as Tawnia approached and saw her do the familiar double-take.

Since losing weight after her pregnancy, Tawnia and I looked more alike than ever. She had medium brown hair, a slim build, freckles on her narrow face and upturned nose, and her eyes were large and oval, set slightly too far apart for perfect beauty. She kept her hair long, and I opted for short, with red highlights on top, but our identical facial structure was unmistakable. Not to mention the color of our eyes.

“I don’t understand,” Suzy murmured.

“You wouldn’t be the first.” I greeted Tawnia with a smile and took Destiny from her arms. “Let’s go to the back room to talk.”

Destiny cuddled into me. Besides her mother, she loved me best, even before her dad, which wasn’t too surprising since biologically I was practically her mother. Tawnia and I must feel similar to her. Of course it helped that I spent every moment I could with them.

Suzy kept looking between us. As we passed the counter, Thera gave me a wink, amusement and curiosity on her face.

“I’ll be in back, if you need me,” I said unnecessarily. We both ignored the fact that she already needed my help with the customers.

After Tawnia and Suzy had shed their coats in the back room, I invited Suzy to sit in the easy chair while I took the table and Tawnia chose the folding chair. I tucked my feet under me, Indian style, and laid the baby in the cradle formed by my legs before making the introductions, gratified at the surprised expressions on their faces. For Suzy’s benefit, I also explained our separate adoptions and about Kendall’s death shortly after our birth.

By the time I finished, tears stood out in Suzy’s eyes. “That poor thing. She was never given a fair shake. First to be assaulted in her own house and get kicked out by her mother. Then to separate her babies . . . Oh, that poor, poor girl.”

A tight feeling squeezed my chest, but I wouldn’t let that get in the way of what I wanted to know. “What about her mother? Kendall left us a note that mentioned her mother was willing to take her back if she chose to place us for adoption. Her mother claimed to have stopped drinking. Do you know anything about that? Or where she lives?”

Suzy shook her head. “Not really. I mean, I saw her mother when she came in. I heard the fight—everyone in the café did, even though they took it outside—but Kendall didn’t want to put her baby up for adoption. It was only later when she realized she couldn’t do it on her own and that it wasn’t fair for her baby that she changed her mind. She was only fifteen when it happened, you know.”

Tawnia nodded. “We searched for your café,” she told Suzy, “but we didn’t know where Kendall was from, except that she had to get to Portland by bus or that sometimes you drove her. We’d hoped to find Kendall’s mother, but the last name we had— Eaton—didn’t go far. There were too many listings, and without a location, it was impossible. The adoption agency wouldn’t give us an address. We were lucky to get the name from a former worker.”

“Kendall told us her last name was Drexler. Not that it mattered; we paid her in cash.”

Had Kendall purposely given the adoption people the wrong name, or were either of the names actually hers?

“So how did they allow a minor to give up a baby for adoption?” Tawnia asked. Between us, she was always the more detailed. “Wouldn’t they have needed her mother’s signature?”

“She became a ward of the state after her mom kicked her out,” Suzy said with a shrug. “They weren’t as rigorous about those things back then. Not like now.” She paused. “My, this chair sure is comfortable.”

I laughed. “Wait until you try to get out. So did you ever notice Kendall having any odd sort of . . . talent?” I could feel Tawnia’s eyes on me and wondered if she feared I’d spill her secret. She didn’t need to worry. I wouldn’t tell Suzy mine, either, despite how good she’d been to our birth mother.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” Suzy said. “She was a capable worker. She learned all the meals and drinks within a few days. She was friendly, though shy around men—especially those who tried to flirt. She spent a lot of time reading under the tree behind the café. But I knew her for only a few months. I regret to say there wasn’t time to get very close.”

Which meant if Kendall had an ability, she’d kept it secret.

“You were close enough,” I said. “You gave her a place to work and saw that she was taken care of. That’s more than her family did.”

“What made you look her up now?” Tawnia asked. I’d been wondering the same thing.

Suzy shrugged. “My husband died a few years ago, and I sold the café. Too much trouble to run alone at my age. I’ve spent a lot of time visiting our children, and my daughter moved here last year. That’s why I’m in town now, visiting my grandchildren. I drove by the other day and recognized the Herb Shoppe. I started wondering about Kendall. I really liked her. She was a good kid, and that’s why I tried to help her. I knew Dr. Loveridge, and I figured Portland was far enough away from her mother that she could start fresh. I’m just sorry things didn’t work out better for her.”

There was nothing we could say to that. Kendall had been a victim, but she was also a hero to us.

“Are your eyes a different color?” Suzy broke the silence, looking from me to Tawnia.

Heterochromia was what she meant. Our right eyes are hazel, the lefts blue, a hereditary condition in our case, though we didn’t know who gave it to us. Before meeting me, Tawnia had used a contact in her left eye to make both eyes hazel.

“We know Kendall didn’t have eyes like ours, but what about her mother?” Tawnia asked.

Suzy shook her head. “Not that I know.”

So far we hadn’t learned anything. “Is there something you can tell us about Kendall that might help us find her mother?”

“I dropped Kendall off at her house once. They lived in Hayesville, on the other side of town from my café. I don’t know the exact house, but I can pinpoint the area more or less, if you have a map. That is, if they haven’t torn it all down. It was bad thirty years ago. I’ve been living in Salem the past few years since I sold the café, so I really don’t know.”

“I can show you a map,” Tawnia said, rising. “Autumn has Internet access on her computer. If you’ll come out here with me—?” I left them to it. Tawnia was the computer whiz, doing much of her design work from her computer. She’d gone part time since the baby and now mostly worked from home.

I looked down at Destiny, who’d fallen asleep in my lap, and thought about the young girl who’d given me life. She’d taken the harder, selfless path, and for us it had worked out. I was grateful.

I adjusted my position on the table, my hand coming against the script that Liam must have left. Rosemary’s emotions flooded me again. I sighed. Whatever Tawnia and Suzy Olsen came up with would have to wait until tomorrow. Tonight I had a theater to visit and a missing woman to find.

I wondered if the play, For the Love of Juliet! was related to the original Romeo and Juliet. If so, I sure hoped Liam’s sister didn’t face as tragic a fate as the characters in Shakespeare’s play.


Chapter 3

After closing my shop, Tawnia and I had dinner together at Smokey’s, the organic restaurant across the street. Smokey’s was a light, airy place with spotless tables and a long snack bar along the wall opposite the kitchen area. The restaurant always smelled heavenly. We often had lunch there during the week, but her husband, Bret, was out of town on business and she’d wanted company for dinner. I enjoyed eating with her because she was the one person I knew who delighted in food as much as I did, though I tended toward natural choices while she reveled in anything with ample amounts of white flour, sugar, and preservatives.

“So, when should we check out Hayesville?” Tawnia frowned over the copy of the map she’d printed. “It’ll take about an hour to get there. We could go right now, if you’re not doing anything tonight.”

“Can’t. Jake and I have plans.” I didn’t want to tell Tawnia about the theater or Liam’s sister. If I did, she might insist on coming along, and I didn’t know what I was up against. When I used my talent, things had a way of turning, well, ugly, and no way did I want my only sibling to be caught in the middle.

Tawnia wiggled her eyebrows suggestively. “Does that mean you two are back together?”

I sighed. “No.” The fact is we hadn’t exactly broken up so much as backed off.

“You’re going to have to choose eventually.”

She meant between Jake and Shannon, but I wasn’t taking the bait. I experienced enough internal chaos about them without her adding to it.

She shrugged when I didn’t answer. “There’ll be time to look for Kendall’s mother tomorrow morning. Better to do it in the daylight, anyway, especially if we’re going door-to-door asking for information. We’re going to look a little odd.”

“Maybe you could try a drawing,” I suggested. “Might save us time finding the right place.”

Tawnia frowned as she always did when I mentioned her ability—not her ability to draw but the other talent that came with it. She didn’t have much belief in her unusual gift.

“I’ve been drawing,” she said. “Nothing weird, though. I only drew things like that when you needed help. It was probably just a heightened connection to you because of my pregnancy.”

I suspected otherwise. Her ability to draw a scene that had happened across town or to people she’d never met was the reason I believed our gifts were hereditary. Our talents had evolved differently, but both were real. While I could read imprints left on inanimate objects, she drew scenes from the immediate past, and some of her drawings had helped me find the missing people I was searching for. In one notable case, her drawing had helped Shannon reach me in time to save my life.

I’d saved his since, though, so I didn’t owe him anything. At least that’s what I told myself.

“You aren’t drawing anything because you don’t want to,” I said. “You never want to unless someone you know is missing or in danger.”

Tawnia shrugged. “Think what you like, but I’m sure it’s gone, whatever it was. Maybe it was giving birth to Emma, or maybe it just went. I don’t know.”

It wasn’t like my sister to be so deeply in denial. Then again, she’d spent a lifetime trying to fit in, while I’d been taught to celebrate my differences.

She peeked under the table. “I see you’re wearing the boots I got you.”

“They don’t hurt my back.”

“Ha. The only reason you’re wearing them is that it’s freezing out there.” She glanced through the window, where rain once again pounded the dark streets. It was a night when even single people would prefer to stay in and curl up with a good book.

I, however, had a theater to check out. I glanced at my watch. “I hate to cut this short, but I’d better get going.” Jake and I hadn’t actually set a time, but the sooner I got this over with, the better.

“Where are you going?”

So much for not telling her. I’d have to give her something. “To a theater. You know, the kind that puts on plays.”

“Oh? What are they performing?”

“Actually, I don’t know. I—uh . . .” I didn’t even know if anyone would be at the building practicing, much less putting on a live play this evening.

“Well, I’m sure it’ll be good. If Bret were home, I’d leave Emma with him and go with you.” She smiled mischievously. “Or maybe you’d rather I didn’t.” There she went with the eyebrows again.

I rolled my eyes. Sometimes married people had no idea how irritating they were. “Definitely, three’s a crowd tonight.”

Tawnia laughed and bent to pick up the car seat where Destiny lay snug and sleeping. “I took care of the tip,” she said, “so don’t worry about that.”

We hugged at the door, and she plunged into the night, a useless umbrella over the car seat. The wind blew the rain in every direction, and though Destiny probably wouldn’t feel it on her well-wrapped body, she’d likely awake and object to the rain hitting her face. If I were a vindictive person, I might wish she’d scream all the way home to pay Tawnia back for her prying.

Pulling my coat around me, I hurried to where I’d left my old Toyota hatchback, praying it would start. Tonight would definitely not be a good time for it to break down again. The wind pushed the rain inside my coat and chilled my body, and my teeth chattered at the onslaught. At this rate my jeans and the inside of my boots would be wet before I got to the car. I shoved my hands deep in my pocket for the keys, only to hit the weight of the Ruger still there. Darn that Shannon. What was I going to do with the gun?

Thankfully, the car started. I’d pulled out my phone to call Jake, but the passenger door opened, and he climbed inside. “Saw you leaving Smokies,” he said. “I was catching up on some ordering.” He thumbed toward his shop.

“Did you eat?”

“I had a late lunch. I’ll grab something later. This isn’t going to take long, right?”

“I hope not.”

As I drove, we talked about Suzy and the possibility of finding Kendall’s mother. Now that we had a real lead, I felt a sort of strange dread. Maybe we should leave well enough alone.

“Uh, Autumn, I’m pretty sure this isn’t the right way.”

I pulled my attention back to the road and looked at Jake, who was studying the address I’d pulled up on my phone. I didn’t question him, because Tawnia and I had both long ago admitted that we were directionally impaired. “Which way, then?”

“How come you don’t use the GPS on this fancy new phone of yours?”

“I’m not exactly sure how it works.” The new phone had been one of the conditions of my consulting with the police department. They wanted—Shannon wanted—me to have the latest gizmos and probably to track me too, but I turned off the GPS locator first thing. No way did I want Shannon to pinpoint me at the push of a few buttons on his phone.

“Here we go. Push this application and put in the address here. Wait, first we have to turn on the GPS. Looks like it was off.”

Following Jake’s directions, I drove through the dark streets, which appeared even darker with the storm. “Are you sure it’s here?” I asked. “This neighborhood is . . . well, there’s nothing here. Just a bunch of old abandoned buildings and—”

“There.” Jake pointed at a building awash with light, a beacon on the other wise deserted street. Near it I spied the sign, a sad-looking fluorescent affair about three feet long, that announced Live Performances by the Portland Players Touring Theatre Company. There was another sign beneath, this one unlit, that might or might not contain relevant information.

“Do you think they actually perform plays here, not just practice them?” I asked. “Who’d come here to watch? No wonder they have to tour.” I pulled into one of the parking places near the entrance and shut off the engine.

“It says live performances,” Jake said. “But I wouldn’t drive all the way out here.”

Even the darkness couldn’t hide the poor condition of the building. The area directly around the entrance had been painted recently—probably during the past summer—but even that was already beginning to peel again, as though no one had bothered to remove the old peeling paint beneath it before slathering more on top.

At least the rain had abated slightly, I noted as I climbed from the car. We walked onto the rickety porch and up to the double-door entrance, my eyes darting back and forth as I contemplated any potential danger as I’d been taught to do in my taekwondo training. Always alert and prepared. We sounded like Boy Scouts or something. With my earlier training as a teen and my recent intensive private and group lessons, I’d reached black-belt level in skill, though I had several tests yet to take before the rank was official. I felt confident with my training, especially as I’d come out on top during recent bouts with the black-belt students, but that was in the light of day, not in the dark at a place that looked straight from the set of a werewolf movie.

The front door was locked. What a letdown.

“It says it opens at seven for tonight’s performance,” Jake said, reading a printed paper taped to the door. “That’s only a half hour from now. I mean, assuming this paper is current. It doesn’t look too old.”

“Let’s check around back. With all this light, someone has to be here.”

Jake nodded but more to appease me than because he wanted to go. He’d been dragged around enough in my adventures. If I were less selfish, I wouldn’t have let him come.

As we retraced our steps, I was able to read the lower unlit sign: The Comedy of Errors. I wondered how long it had hung there.

Around the back of the theater, a dozen cars crowded into a tiny lot. A back door was propped slightly open with a brick, so I pushed at the door and went inside. I couldn’t see much, as the room was poorly lit by a single, uncovered fluorescent tube on the ceiling, but at least it was significantly warmer inside. The room was filled with racks of clothing, tables full of props, and pieces of sets.

“Hello?” I called, glancing behind me at Jake, who fingered a set of swords on a narrow table.

He grinned. “Painted wood.”

“Figures.” I circumvented a rack of clothing, searching for a door leading somewhere else. On the other side of the rack, I ran into a short, rounded, balding man dressed in an ill-fitted dark suit. Beads of sweat stood out on his forehead.

“Oh,” he said, peering up at me through the gloom. “Who are you? What are you doing here? The theater doesn’t open for seating until seven. You’ll have to wait around the front.”

“I’m not here to see the play. I’m looking for one of your actors.” I motioned behind me. “The door was open.”

He gave an exasperated sigh and pushed past me. “I don’t know how many times I’ve told them to stop propping the door open. Money to heat this place doesn’t grow on trees.” He hesitated when he saw Jake, who could be very intimidating with his locs, especially while holding a sword—even a fake one.

“Excuse me,” said the little man. He stalked to the door, kicked at the brick holding it open, and pulled it shut.

“But Cheyenne isn’t here, yet,” said another voice behind me. The clothing rack that had cut off the path through the tables and pieces of sets rolled aside, startling me.

“Sorry,” the newcomer said. He was also dressed in a suit but was taller than the other man by a few inches. He had a friendly smile, intelligent eyes, and what I could only describe as presence, despite his nondescript hair color and wiry build.

“I don’t care if Cheyenne shows up at all,” growled the short man, returning from closing the outside door. “If our actors can’t be here by final call, they don’t deserve to be in the play at all. One of the others will have to do her part. It’s easy enough.” He glared at me as if it were all my fault before adding, “How many times have I told you to have your friends come at a better time?”

The taller man shook his head, barely concealing his impatience. “I don’t know these people, but for all we know, they may be with the press.” To me, he added, “I’m Paxton Seaver, the director. This is Carl Walsh, our producer and stage manager.”

“I’m Autumn Rain, and this is Jake Ryan.”

Walsh’s attitude changed abruptly. “Nice to meet you.” He smiled so wide his teeth seemed to take up his entire face. A frightening thing to behold, and I wondered if he was wearing dentures. “I would be glad to answer a few questions for the press, but it’ll have to be quick. We’ll be seating people in a few minutes, and our play begins shortly after. We’re performing The Comedy of Errors. It’s one of our most well-received plays when we’re touring, and we like to do it frequently for our supporters when we’re in town.”

“We’re not with the press,” I said. “I’m investigating the disappearance of Rosemary Taylor.”

Walsh’s round eyes narrowed. “Well, when you find her, tell her she’s out as Juliet. We’re giving the role to Cheyenne, as we should have in the first place instead of trusting an unknown, no matter how talented she might be. People who don’t show up for rehearsals even once are out, and she missed yesterday and today. These actors think they’re all irreplaceable, but they aren’t. We definitely made a mistake casting her.”

“So you haven’t seen her?”

Walsh shook his head. “Not since Thursday when we did a blocking of our next play as we always do at the first rehearsal.”

“For the Love of Juliet!” I said, remembering the script Liam had brought me.

“Yes. It’s a modern play that we don’t typically put on, as it only uses four actors, but I’ve been wanting to do it for years.” He straightened and took a breath that puffed up his chest. “It’s a special favorite of an important family member.” His confiding tone seemed to indicate that I should be aware of this person and should hold him or her in as high esteem as he did.

I glanced at Paxton Seaver for a clue as how to proceed. He smiled at me and shook his head, his expression of disgust vanishing as Walsh looked his way. “I haven’t seen Rosemary, either,” Seaver said, “and as Carl mentioned, now is not a good time to talk, since we are about to open.”

I felt it prudent not to mention the lack of cars or patrons in the front. “I would appreciate if I could just look around on my own,” I said. “I won’t be long.” Anxiety emanating from the prop room had worked its way into my voice. Imprints buzzed all around me, and I wished I could know before I touched them which might have something to do with Rosemary.

Walsh looked heavenward and shook his head. “I don’t have time for this. Paxton, handle it. I must make sure the doors open on time and that Lucas and Millie have made up. I won’t have their antagonism ruining the play.” With that, he took another self-important breath and hurried down the path and through the door.

Seaver’s nostrils flared, but he didn’t say anything about Walsh’s request, though I didn’t think getting rid of unwanted guests typically fell under the duties of a director. “Perhaps you can come back tomorrow?”

For all his apparent friendliness, I had the distinct feeling he didn’t want me here. I’d rather have dealt with rotund Walsh, who was at least transparent.

“I’m sure you know that the initial hours after a person disappears are the most important. Rosemary’s been missing more than a day.”

Seaver arched a brow. “Are you here in some sort of official capacity then?”

I could tell he didn’t think so, what with my jeans and Jake’s locs, and he would have been right, but I didn’t want him to refuse to cooperate. “I do consulting for the police department,” I said. “My investigation is not yet official, but Rosemary’s brother is talking with a detective now. Depending on what I find, I may call them in.”

Jake cast me a look that said he was fighting not to roll his eyes and laugh. With a return stare I dared him to do so.

Seaver frowned. “I think you’ll find no one here knows anything. She was new to our company. None of us knew her well. In fact, Cheyenne knew her best, and she’s not even here yet.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “If I can’t speak to the cast, I’d like to at least see where Rosemary might have stored any personal belongings or anyplace where she might have spent time.”

He shrugged. “There’s a women’s dressing room next door. Look around, but please don’t move anything or upset the cast. Actors are funny—the littlest thing can set them off, and we do have a performance tonight.”

“All I want is to look around. You won’t even know I’m here.”

He gave me a flat grin. “That I sincerely doubt. As I said, actors are very aware of the unspoken. They’ll assume something nefarious happened to Rosemary.”

Nefarious? I bet before becoming the director, he’d been an actor himself.

“Come on,” Seaver said. “I’ll show you the room. Oh, wait, I need to prop the door open again for Cheyenne so she can get in. The door automatically locks, and our actors don’t have keys.”

“She’ll be in the play anyway?” Jake asked, setting down the sword.

Seaver nodded. “Carl may be the producer, but I’m the director, and I have final say about who’s in the play. Cheyenne’s a great actress, and her part, though small, is crucial. Anyway, he’ll barely notice.” The derision in his voice was clear, and I wondered how he could stand to work with someone he obviously didn’t like or respect. At any rate, it was a question that might or might not be related to Rosemary’s disappearance. I filed it away in my mental bag of evidence.

“I only gave Cheyenne a small part in the first place because I’d expected her to take the lead in the Juliet play,” Seaver continued. “That was before Rosemary auditioned, of course. With Rosemary missing, it’s fortunate I did it that way. Cheyenne will need all her attention for her Juliet character.” Without waiting for a response, he brushed past us, heading for the outside door.

While we waited for him, I removed my antique rings, shoving them into my pocket before reaching out to let my hand run over a table of props. Imprints immediately jumped to life, but I let my hand stay on each item only long enough to determine that they had nothing to do with Rosemary. There were strong imprints on many of the props—jealousy, rage, love, excitement, expectation, hope. But, strangely, I couldn’t tell if the events were real or lived only by the actor playing his role.

“Autumn?” Jake yanked my hand away from a glass that contained a particularly virulent imprint of someone planning to poison someone else. I knew it wasn’t real since I’d experienced several retakes of the same scene, and yet it felt real.

It was the first indication I’d had that imprints could be faked. Or rather, that fake imprints could seem real if the actor was good enough at his job.

“I’m okay.” I looked past Jake to where Paxton Seaver had returned and was watching us. “Ever thought about going on stage? Either of you?” he asked. “You have the right look, and presence. The chemistry between you is . . . good.”

I wanted to laugh. Plays had been Tawnia’s thing, not mine. She’d been involved in theater in college and had performed in community theater when she’d lived in Nevada, but pretending didn’t sit well with my personality. “No, I haven’t,” I said.

“Me either.” Jake’s voice held mirth and a bit of mockery, but I doubted Seaver would be able to tell.

“If you’ll come this way.” Seaver indicated behind us.

He led us past the rack of costumes, through a door, and into a narrow hallway illuminated by an even dimmer light. Our feet clunked on the wood floor as I touched the wall to guide myself. I was relieved when Seaver tapped on a door on the right and opened it a crack. “Coming in!” he shouted, waiting mere seconds before pushing the door all the way open.

This room had ample light, which revealed half a dozen women sitting in front of mirrors or standing about in various stages of dress—petticoats, tights, and numerous layers seemed to be the theme. Only one woman had stepped behind a dressing screen for privacy, and even as we walked into the room, she reemerged to ask another woman to zip her up. Except for a few curious glances at me and a couple of admiring ones at Jake, no one paid us any attention. They were apparently accustomed to interruptions and lack of privacy.

The room seemed familiar, and I realized I’d seen it before in Rosemary’s imprint on the brush, though only a slice of the room had been visible in her imprint, which probably meant she’d been sitting at one of the vanities close to the wall. Other actresses could have been present during the brush incident, and I wouldn’t have seen them if she hadn’t been thinking about them or looking in their direction.

Seaver gestured toward the back wall, where a built-in bookshelf had been labeled with names. “That’s where they put their things, but everyone knows we aren’t responsible if something left there goes missing. Rosemary might not have used it at all. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to get dressed myself. I’m in the second scene.”

“You’re in the play and you direct it?” I asked, pulling my eyes from a woman with her red hair in an elaborate updo and so much eyeliner that her eyes dominated her face.

He shrugged. “We’re a small company. Everyone does double duty.” As he spoke, a blonde in a maid uniform walked over to the woman with the red hair and began to lace up a decorative bodice over her full dress.

“I won’t be long,” I told Seaver. He nodded and left the way we’d come in.

Jake and I walked to the back of the room, now garnering more looks from the actresses as we encroached upon their territory. A slender woman with black hair and a pale face arose from a stool where she was applying makeup to another woman. Her hair was barely an inch long and dipped into a sharp point in front of each ear, which emphasized her small nose and heart-shaped face. She looked like a delicate faerie.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

I nodded. “My name is Autumn, and I’m looking for wherever Rosemary might have put her things.”

“The new girl?” She pointed at the bookshelf. “There, I guess, but it doesn’t look like she left anything. I thought I saw something there yesterday, though, so she must have come in to get it.”

“Think that means she’s sacked?” asked the redhead.

“Probably.” The faerie woman shrugged. “You know how Walsh and Seaver are about missing rehearsals.”

“Yeah, but Seaver thought she was his ticket out of here,” said the woman who had been behind the privacy screen, pausing in her attempt to form blond ringlets on either side of her face with a tiny curling iron.

“And what of it, Millie?” asked the faerie, bitterness oozing from her young voice. “We all want a ticket out of here. That’s the only reason we stay with this lousy outfit. Otherwise, we’d kiss this stinking theater goodbye forever. Rosemary was just in the way, and I’ll admit it—if none of you will—that I’m glad she’s gone.”

“Gosh, Erica, tell us how you really feel,” said Millie.

“Just don’t let Walsh hear you,” added the redhead.

“Walsh,” Erica snorted. “He’s nothing but an overweight womanizer in a bad suit. Anyone who falls for him is dreaming. He’ll never leave his wife. Or should I say her money.”

Everyone suddenly became busy and wouldn’t meet my eyes. I wondered what sort of relationship this woman had with the producer that she would dare to talk about him so condescendingly in front of everyone. Was she speaking from personal experience? She seemed rather young and pretty to succumb to his questionable charms. I’d give her maybe twenty-five or twenty-six. With only a few exceptions, they all looked about that age.

Jake shook his head slightly at me. I know, I thought, something isn’t right here. What had Rosemary stumbled into? She wouldn’t have been welcomed easily by this lot, so why had she accepted the role in the first place?

The faerie I now knew as Erica turned back to her makeup job. “Look around if you want,” she said, dragging an eyeliner beneath her subject’s left eye. “But I can tell you there’s nothing to see. She wasn’t around long.”

“So none of you really knew Rosemary?” I asked.

She shook her head, eyeliner poised in the air. “She was someone Cheyenne knew—Cheyenne’s one of our actresses. But some friend Rosemary turned out to be, taking the Juliet role right out from under her. We shouldn’t even be doing that stupid play, as I keep telling Walsh. Only four actors. What are the rest of us supposed to do?”

“The Comedy of Errors,” retorted the redhead, “on the off night. Fat lot of good it will do us. It’s old—no one important comes to see it anymore.”

“At least we’re doing what we love,” Millie said, moving to stand next to Erica.

“Doing what we love?” spat the redhead. “Easy for you to say since you have a part in that stupid play—and a chance to be noticed.”

Millie shrugged. “You know that’s not my fault.”

The redhead didn’t deign to respond but turned back to her mirror. The other women in the room who hadn’t spoken averted their gazes from her, as though not wanting to risk her wrath.

Okay, I thought, exchanging a wary glance with Jake.

“Did Rosemary have an assigned vanity?” Jake asked.

Erica shook her head. “We share them.” She capped the eyeliner. “All done,” she told the actress in front of her. “Sit down, Millie, and I’ll do you.” The women exchanged places.

Convinced that was the extent of the help we would receive, I began to do what I do best: touch things. One of the women had left a vanity, so I started there. I was aware of the heavy, subtle stares from the actresses as I intruded upon their space, though they averted their gazes if I glanced their way.

Imprints. A lot of them but old, faded, or irrelevant to my investigation. Resentment, excitement, and friendship were the reigning emotions, which, given the competitive and yet family-like nature of theater, seemed about right. There were no imprints regarding Rosemary. The redhead and some of the others might be resentful toward her, but there was no imprint that indicated foul play. Since she’d only recently won the part and had come only for the tryouts and one rehearsal, it was unlikely she had left many imprints in this room.

Still, I tried, trailing my fingers over everything until I could feel the animosity build in the room to a point that I became uncomfortable. Erica, now wearing a long raven wig that matched the color of her own faerie cut, had given up all pretense of doing anything and simply watched me. At least she didn’t look away as the others did when I met her gaze.

Jake was looking around, too, inside the closets and cupboards that were built into the walls. When I finished the vanities, I started doing the same, but by then I’d lost hope of finding anything useful. Rosemary simply hadn’t been here long enough. I’d need to find some other place to pick up her imprints.

“It’s nearly curtain time,” Erica said, bending to retrieve a dress that was spread over a chair. “What exactly are you looking for?”

“Something she might have left behind,” I hedged. “There was a threatening note someone left her. Maybe it’s here.” It was probably a clue I wouldn’t have divulged if I’d been a real detective.

“A threatening note?” Erica asked. “Poor thing. I had no idea.” A few others nodded in agreement. The animosity fell a notch.

I opened another closet door. This closet had only top shelves and was home to a bucket, mop, broom, and a large round plastic garbage can lined with a black bag. Oddly, a high-heeled shoe stuck out from behind the garbage can.

It still had a foot inside. A foot that wasn’t moving.


Chapter 4

I drew in a quick breath and reached for the can, my heart pounding furiously in my chest. Oh, Rosemary, I thought. What am I going to tell Liam?

Jake appeared at my side, helping me pull the plastic can from the closet. Tucked in the small corner space behind it sat a woman propped against the wall, her head tilted at an uncomfortable angle that told me she wasn’t sleeping, though I couldn’t see any blood or notable injury. She had long brown hair and was wearing some sort of costume. I didn’t recognize her, but that did nothing for the anger I felt that someone could have hurt this poor woman and stuffed her in a closet. Behind a garbage can, no less. I felt no imprints from the garbage can, which was a good thing given the circumstances.

Because there was no one else around to do it, I knelt and put my fingers to her throat to confirm what I already knew. No pulse.

“She’s dead,” I announced.

I heard a scream behind me and turned in time to see the redheaded actress falling to the ground in a faint, her beautiful hair twisting in an unnatural angle. A wig.

“Vera!” shouted several of the actresses, rushing to the fainted woman’s side.

I looked back at the woman I’d found in the closet

“Rosemary?” Jake asked me in a low voice.

The hair was similar, but I didn’t think this was the face I’d seen in the mirror when reading the brush, though it was possible I hadn’t been reading Rosemary’s brush at all. Liam might have taken someone else’s by mistake.

I turned to Erica, who had come to stand behind us, her pale face even whiter. “Is this . . . ?”

“Not Rosemary,” she said in a weak voice. “That’s Cheyenne.”

Ah, the actress who’d missed this evening’s final call. There was no stench, and I assumed she hadn’t been here long, since they’d all been expecting her to show up any moment, and no one had mentioned her missing rehearsals.

“We need to call the police.” I fished for the phone in my coat pocket.

“Wait,” Erica said. “We’d better talk to Paxton first. We’ve got a play tonight.”

“Who cares about the play?” Millie came toward us, tucking a blond ringlet behind her ear. “We’re calling the police now, not after.”

“You’re right, of course.” Erica shook her head. “Who cares what Walsh wants? Poor Cheyenne. I can’t believe someone would do this to her.” She ran a fingertip under one eye, as if blotting a tear. “I’ll go tell everyone else.”

Millie knelt next to me. “She looks so uncomfortable.”

Her hand reached out, but I pushed it away. “Don’t move her.”

Millie blinked. “Oh, yeah.” She stood and backed away to stand with the other women who were either staring or helping the fainted redhead.

I stood and pushed Shannon’s number on my cell phone without even considering calling anyone else. Jake watched me, his brown eyes occasionally going past me to the body.

“Hello,” Shannon said. “What’s up?”

I could hear rock music in the background. “I have a problem.”

“Oh.”

I had the faint sense that he was disappointed, but what did he think, that I was suddenly going to start calling to ask him out? I hadn’t come that far in my acceptance of my feelings. Or his. Or become that careless of Jake’s.

“Does this have something to do with that pup you gave my number to? Did you absolutely have to give him my cell number?”

“Sorry. I meant to give him the precinct. Actually, his case might be connected to the reason I’m calling. It’s hard to tell, but it probably is. I think.”

“Spit it out.”

With a dead woman in the room, I was entitled to babble, but his words got me back on track. “I’m looking at a corpse right now.” I wasn’t actually, since my back was to the closet, but it was the same in principle. I’d actually touched the poor woman.

“Where are you?”

How nice of him not to ask for details, because I had nothing more to tell him. “I’m at the theater where Liam’s sister had just started working before she disappeared, but it’s not her.” I gave him the address.

“Don’t touch anything.”

“I need to see if there are any imprints.”

“Later. After the police finish. And don’t let anyone else touch anything.”

“Okay.” I hung up, for once glad to comply. My stomach felt queasy, and I wondered if I was going to lose my dinner.

I looked at Jake, but his face was inscrutable as it often was where Shannon was concerned. Once the two men had openly baited and mocked each other, but after the last case where Shannon and Jake had fought members of a Japanese crime family side by side, they’d become friends, much to my consternation.

“He says not to let anyone touch anything,” I said.

Jake stepped in front of the closet door and folded his arms, looking official and more than a little breathtaking.

“I knew we shouldn’t do that play,” Vera was saying. She was conscious again, and the other woman had helped her to a chair. Her red wig had been completely removed, and I saw through the hair net underneath that she was also a brunette, though her hair was slightly lighter than that of the victim’s.

“Really Vera? Do we need to go there?” Millie said. “The play didn’t kill her.”

“No, but it’s bad luck,” Vera insisted with a sniff. “At least for us. You know what happened the last few times this company tried it. People ended up dead! Now it’s happening again. Walsh has to cancel.”

This was interesting. A play evoking such bad luck that people died? “What do you mean?” I asked.

Before Vera could reply, an older actress whose name I hadn’t learned knelt in front of her and gently dabbed at Vera’s tear-stained face with a tissue. This was the sense of family I’d experienced in some of the imprints earlier. When things got tough, love and loyalty overrode jealousy and competition.

“It’s ridiculous,” Millie said. “A play can’t be bad luck.”

Vera didn’t take the bait but let her gaze fall on each of us in turn, as if aware that she now held center stage. “It’s not ridiculous. I wasn’t here then, but I’ve heard the stories. Every time the Portland Players tried to perform this play, something terrible happened. The first time two of the characters—the ones playing Juliet and Alex—missed final call on opening night. They were never found. That was like eight years ago. Two years later when they tried to do the play again, Juliet died of some mysterious illness. Then last time, four years ago, Juliet broke her leg during rehearsal, and the Ginger character was in a car accident and died. They’ve had to cancel the play every time.”

“Chloe died because she had cancer,” Millie said. “That was right before I started here. And car accidents and broken legs happen. I bet you those first two ran off together to work for another acting company. Good grief, Vera, it’s just coincidence.”

“Coincidence? Three times in eight years? And now a fourth time? I don’t think that’s coincidence. That play is cursed.” Vera looked at me. “What else can it be?”

I would have thought it coincidence, if not for the fact that this time someone had obviously put Cheyenne in the closet. But whatever I might have responded was swallowed in Carl Walsh and Paxton Seaver’s arrival. Seaver, the director, was wearing makeup and some kind of medieval outfit, complete with tights up to his knees. He was followed by Erica and one of the male members of the cast, also in costume and makeup. The new actor was broad and tall with dark, wavy hair, the epitome of what I’d always expected from an actor.

“Where is she?” Seaver demanded, his voice gruff. A line of anxiety creased his forehead.

I motioned toward the closet Jake was guarding. “Don’t touch anything. The police are on their way.”

Seaver and the male actor hurried to Jake, their gazes locking on what was inside the closet. With a muffle exclamation of disbelief, Seaver’s hand grabbed at the door frame, as if he needed support.

The rotund Walsh clapped his hands together. “I know this is a tragedy, folks, but we have a play to put on tonight. We’ve got a full house out there. Curtain call is in fifteen minutes.”

“We’re still doing the play tonight?” Vera wailed.

“Of course we’re doing the play,” Walsh said. “We sold the tickets, and if we don’t do this play now, we won’t have money to pay you.”

“Again,” mumbled someone, but I couldn’t identify who. Neither could Walsh, apparently, because he ignored the remark.

Seaver turned from the closet, his lips clenched together and eyes glittering with unshed tears.

“Are we sure she’s dead?” asked the good-looking actor.

I almost smiled because his voice didn’t match his looks but was at least two octaves too high for any man. If I’d been watching a play, I’d expect a character with his voice to be the comic relief.

“Oh, Lucas, of course we’re sure.” Millie shot him an evil look, which reminded me of something Walsh had said about Millie and a male actor being at odds with each other. Apparently they hadn’t made up, though fighting with Lucas didn’t seem to go with the rest of her positive character.

Maybe it’s his fault, I thought.

“Well, she could be unconscious.” Lucas shivered.

“Someone killed her and put her there,” Vera said.

Lucas shook his head. “She could have had a heart attack.”

“And then walked to the closet?” shot Millie. “And hid behind the garbage can?” Lucas obviously wasn’t the brightest bulb on their marquee.

“She’s dead,” I said. “I checked for a pulse. And someone definitely hid her here.”

“Does this mean I don’t get to be Alex?” Lucas asked in his falsetto. “I mean, if we have no Juliet, we can’t do the play.”

Silence as everyone stared at him. He shrugged uncomfortably and said to me, “Who are you? Are you a new member of the cast?”

I sighed and shook my head.

Walsh clapped his hands together again. “Never mind. Everyone, back to your places. I’m opening the curtain in a bit, and you’d all better be ready.”

With an accusatory glare at me, he marched to the door. “Come on, Lucas, before the others find out what’s going on.” By others I assumed he meant the rest of the male cast.

“The detectives will want to interview everyone,” I said to no one in particular.

Seaver sighed. “They’ll have their chance.”

“After the play,” retorted Walsh. “Now get going, ladies!”

I wondered how Shannon would react to that. Certainly this was a murder scene and no one would be allowed to leave, not even the customers I was sure were figments of Walsh’s imagination. Well, that would be Shannon’s responsibility and his call. I was sticking around only for the imprints.

“Hey,” I whispered to Jake, “can you keep an eye on things here while I look around? Now that everyone’s going to be on stage or busy, I might find something more.”

He nodded. “Be careful.”

How did I know he was going to say that? I didn’t bother to remind him that I was perfectly able to take care of myself now. I’d been training for months. Besides, the killer had to be long gone or at least wouldn’t attempt anything more now that everyone was aware of the murder and the police were on their way.

The backstage of the theater was alive with movement. Actors scurried past me carrying props and costumes, and two were working on a wooden set. One cluster of actors practiced lines, Lucas among them, and I was surprised to learn he could lower his voice so well. It sounded a bit fake, sure, but then all acting did to me.

I didn’t see Walsh and Seaver as I nosed about, my hands once again trailing over everything from props to walls and spare costume pieces someone had dropped on the floor. It was exhausting to experience the lives of a group of people who as a matter of course blurred the lines of reality and make-believe. Some scenes I knew were faked because of the language, but others made me shiver with the realism.

I knocked on each door that I entered but besides a small office and the men’s dressing room, now deserted with the preplay frenzy, there wasn’t much to see. Nothing I touched pointed to Rosemary’s disappearance or poor Cheyenne’s death. I even went onto the darkened stage and touched the props there. Nothing.

Peeking through the curtain, I saw that the seats in the small stadium theater were indeed full of patrons. Whatever opinion I had of Carl Walsh, he had apparently come through in dredging up an audience. Of course, none of the attendees knew there was a dead woman in the women’s dressing room. Shaking my head, I headed back to the prop room to see if I’d overlooked something there.

“That must have been terrible,” came a voice from around a bend in the hallway. “I wish I could have been there for you.”

“It was horrible! She was just sitting there, stuffed in a corner. I didn’t really like Cheyenne, but to end like that—behind a garbage can in a closet. It isn’t right. And now there’s a killer on the loose. I’m so scared!”

“It’ll be okay. I won’t let anything happen to you. I promise.” Abrupt silence that probably meant kissing.

I kept walking, wanting to know who these actors were, though I already suspected the identity of one. They pulled apart as I rounded the corner.

“Hi, Vera,” I said. She had replaced her red wig and fixed her makeup—all but the lipstick that was now shared by the male actor next to her. Or maybe it was his lipstick. One never knew with actors.

“Oh, it’s only you,” Vera said, her voice slightly hostile.

“Who is this?” her friend asked. He had blond hair and was a little on the short side for a man, but he was broad and strong looking and had a certain appeal in the way he smiled.

“She’s looking for Rosemary,” Vera said, pushing her lips into a pout. “She’s the one who found Cheyenne.”

“I’m Autumn Rain,” I said.

He smiled again and held out his hand. “Beautiful name.” Trust an actor to say that. People usually thought my name was odd. “I’m Trenton Cauley. Nice to meet you.”

“You too.” He shook hands well, not like a limp fish, and I found myself liking him more than I liked the dramatic Vera. “Well, I’d better let you two go,” I said. “I know your play is starting.”

“Oh, no! She’s right. See you later, love.” Vera grabbed the sides of her dress and fled down the hall, apparently all her fear of murderers having vanished. I tried not to roll my eyes.

Trenton Cauley gave me an obviously admiring look, which in my book made him a player, a ladies’ man, and I wasn’t interested in more drama.

I nodded and moved down the hall toward the prop room. The large space was as dim as ever but now it held a sense of foreboding I hadn’t experienced earlier. Murders do that to you—not that I knew much about murders. Most of the cases I consulted on involved missing people I eventually found alive.

This time I ran my hands close to the props, not touching them unless I felt a prominent tingling that signaled a stronger, more recent imprint. Anything connected with a murder or kidnapping would be strong. Usually, I’d avoid clothes altogether, as they weren’t good receptacles for imprints, too often being washed, discarded, or taken for granted, but costumes were different, so I made sure to check all the clothes racks.

Then I felt her—Rosemary. She was trying on a dress in front of a mirror, her contentment palpable.

I finally get to be Juliet. So what if it’s a modern play and I have to fall in love with a muse instead of a real man. It’s a good part, and I just know it’s going to mean my big break when Mr. Walsh’s aunt from New York sees it. It’s my turn at last!

The recent imprint faded to earlier emotions that were irrelevant, and nothing else on that clothes rack shed more information.

So Rosemary had come to the Portland Players with an agenda, a hope that it would be her big break. Liam and the script had already hinted at such, but now I had solid confirmation. No way would Rosemary have left of her own free will.

A noise pierced my consciousness. “Hello?” I called. “Is anyone there?” I paused to listen and heard nothing. The noise had probably come from the hallway. Of course if someone was in the room with me and was trying to hide, I wouldn’t be able to find him in this decades-old collection without more light and several helpers. It would be too easy to duck behind a rack or slide under a table.

Goose bumps rose on my skin. Nothing like the dark to evoke images of crouching attackers or more bodies hidden in closets. Instinctively, my hand went to the gun in my pocket, but that brought up the whole question of whether I could actually use it to shoot someone.

Shaking my head, I bent to the table near the rack of clothes. Something seemed out of place here, but what? There were dishes, a box of costume jewelry, a slew of hats, and a hammer—a hammer that radiated strong imprints I would have to read.

The moment I reached for it, I heard a rushing sound. Something heavy hit me, spinning me against the rack of clothes that shot away with the impact. Thankfully the rack and clothes were heavy enough not to go far, and I didn’t hit my face on the concrete floor when I fell. Or at least not too hard. My body protested the jarring, even as I forced it to move, trying to shove away from my attacker, fear arching through me. The dark-clad figure reached for something on the table.

Jumping to my feet, I sidestepped another rush. My attacker stopped short of running into the rack and whirled to face me, hammer in hand. The figure was wearing all black, including a ski mask and a thigh-length coat that hid his build. The hand with the hammer jabbed in my direction, but I blocked it and threw a punch that landed with a satisfying crack. The figure curled momentarily in pain, dropping the hammer.

I took two steps forward and kicked it away. Now we were on equal footing, and with my training, I might have the advantage. I still had my gun too, though I worried it might end up being used against me at this close range.

The attacker launched at me again. Not exactly an intelligent martial arts move for the untrained, so he either knew nothing or was sure of himself. I turned before the impact, grabbing his arm and using his forward movement to roll him over my back where he slammed onto the floor. His grunt of surprise filled the quiet. My shoulder ached where his boot had caught me on the way over, but I reached for his mask. He jerked away, rolled from me, jumped to his feet, and ran to the outside door.

I sprinted after him, reaching the door as he rounded the side of the theater. By the time I got to the front, he was nowhere in sight. Only the full parking lot and cars lining the street both ways for a quarter of a mile greeted my arrival. Puddles of water reflected the tiny slice of moonlight peeking through the overhead clouds. He could be hiding anywhere.

At least it wasn’t raining, though my breath came in soft white clouds. My shoulder throbbed, and my face felt slick. When I touched my right cheek, my hand came away wet with blood. I’d hit the floor harder than I’d thought, or perhaps I’d been scraped by something sharp on the clothes rack.

I searched the darkness, though I had no idea what I would do with the attacker if I found him. A car so far down the street that I couldn’t identify the make roared to life and sped out of sight.

I kicked at the ground in frustration. He’d gotten away, leaving only the hammer behind as evidence, but since he’d been wearing gloves, it wasn’t likely he’d left an imprint.

As I debated what to do, two police cars and two unmarked vehicles drew up in front of the theater, blocking the street. Two officers emerged from each car, and Walsh hurried from the front of the theater, where he must have been watching for them. I knew Shannon would be among the officers and detectives and that he’d want to talk to me, but an idea wouldn’t leave me alone and I had to take care of it first. When the assailant had grabbed the hammer, had he been trying to hide evidence or simply searching for something to stop me from doing whatever he thought I was doing?

There was only one way to find out.

A coroner’s van pulled up as I turned to go around the theater and back inside the prop room. The hammer lay where I’d kicked it. I knelt beside it and touched my finger to the handle.

I gasped at the mental image.

Hate and rage filled me, so great there was no way to contain it. I felt the hammer in my hand, saw it rise. In front of me was the back of a woman’s head, her identity obscured by her long brown hair. I brought the hammer down hard, and she crumpled at the impact. The hammer fell to the ground.

I snatched back my hand as the images disappeared, my body shaking all over at the terrifying scene. The hammer had definitely been used as a weapon, but for the life of me, I couldn’t identify either who had received or who had delivered that terrible blow.


Chapter 5

I hadn’t fainted, and I’d been able to remove my hand from the hammer without help from either Jake or Shannon. That meant I was learning something or that the imprint, though horrendous, had been too short to hold me in a repeating loop. I suspected the latter, but for whatever reason, I was grateful Shannon wouldn’t find me mopping the floor with my face—again.

Now to find something to wipe my cheek before Shannon and his crew showed up looking for me.

I was too late. Already I could hear Walsh coming in the back door, complaining about the brick holding the door open, how it was impossible to stop the show, and his concern about inconveniencing his customers.

I stood and grabbed the nearest thing I could find for my cheek—a winter scarf that was so full of dust, I’d have to wash my wound thoroughly later to be sure it didn’t become infected.

“Autumn?” Shannon peered through the dimness. “That you?”

He came toward me, sturdily built and compact, each movement unwasted and undeniably graceful.

“Hi, Detective Martin.” Better to keep it formal in front of Walsh and the other three police officers.

“I thought I told you to stay with the body.” He took several steps closer.

I shrugged. “Jake’s got it. No one will have touched anything.”

“I can personally vouch for all my actors,” Walsh said. “None of the people in my company has anything to do with this dreadful act. We vet our actors very carefully.”

Which likely meant he hired any halfway decent actor willing to accept substandard pay, but Shannon would discover the truth about the company’s financials without my interference.

“I’m sure you do,” Shannon said dryly, his eyes not leaving mine. “What happened to your face?”

“I, uh, was looking around in here and had a little run-in with a guy in a black mask,” I told him. “I chased him outside, but he took off in a car just before you arrived.”

Shannon’s expression darkened. “You get the license plate or a make?”

“Too far away. Too dark.”

Everyone was interested now, especially Walsh, who looked ready to accuse me of lying.

“I did, however, find something of interest,” I added. Something I didn’t want to talk about in front of Walsh. “If I could talk to you privately.”

Shannon finally dragged his gaze from my face and waved the other officers to go on without him. “You know the drill. I’ll be along in a minute.” He smiled at Walsh. “If you’d be so kind as to show them the way.”

Walsh’s jaw jutted from his round face, but he didn’t object. I wondered if he was as compelled by Shannon’s eyes as everyone else always seemed to be. Okay, maybe not everyone. Maybe just me.

“Let’s have it,” Shannon said when they were gone. “What happened?”

I told him everything, from the moment I arrived at the theater to reading the imprint on the hammer.

“Don’t you have your gun?”

“I didn’t need to shoot him.” The weight of the small pistol weighed more heavily than ever in my coat pocket.

“He tried to hit you with a hammer.”

“Rather ineptly.”

His hand went to my chin, turning my face so he could examine it. “Then what’s this?”

His touch burned my skin, but I couldn’t tell if that was a good or a bad thing. “That was me falling.”

His hand dropped. “Okay, so where’s this hammer?”

I pointed to where I had kicked it earlier, nearly under the table. “You won’t find any of my attacker’s prints, though. He was wearing gloves, those thin, socklike ones.”

“You sure it was a he?”

“Actually, no. He wasn’t really big, so I suppose it could have been a she. At any rate, I didn’t receive any other imprints when I touched the hammer. Just one of someone attacking a woman with long brown hair.”

“Our vic?”

“I’m not sure. She does have long hair, though, and it’s the right color. Like Tawnia’s, only longer. It could be anyone. I couldn’t identify the person wielding the hammer, either. All he concentrated on as he struck was the hair.”

“He or she.”

“Right. As for the murdered woman I found tonight, I didn’t see any blood.”

“You might not if she was killed somewhere else and then shoved into that closet. In fact, that’s likely. Who attacks someone in a closet? The murderer might have thought to hide the body until there was time to dispose of it without being caught.”

Body. How sad to be reduced to such a word. Not woman or man. No names, just “body” or “vic” or “it.”

“We’ll know more once we have the cause and time of death.” Shannon took a glove from his pocket. He and his coworkers seemed to carry around disposable gloves the way most people carried chewing gum. The glove was followed by a plastic bag to hold the hammer. He marked on the outside with a pen.

It said a lot about his increasing trust in me that he didn’t spend fifteen minutes trying to talk me out of what I’d seen, and that warmed my heart much the way his hand had warmed my chin. Time was when he’d have threatened to lock me up for trying to sway the investigation with my ulterior motives, whatever they might be.

“Where’s Paige?” I asked, realizing I hadn’t seen his partner.

“It’s her day off. Mine, too, before you ask.”

I knew that meant he’d come in because I was involved, not because he was the most successful detective on the force, though that could very well be the case. “Well, I’m glad you’re here.”

He smiled and suddenly the space between us was too small. I swallowed hard and looked away.

Jake is here, I reminded myself. He’s my boyfriend. Except that he wasn’t, not really, not anymore, though he wanted to be, and I wanted him to be. Maybe.

“Anything else you want to see here?” Shannon asked, his voice thick with amusement—or perhaps something more.

There were many items I should probably touch, but I was feeling reluctant. “Not unless I have to. The imprints here are strange. It’s hard to tell which are real and which took place on the stage.”

“What about the hammer?”

“That was real.” But I was already beginning to doubt myself.

If I touched it again maybe I could verify . . . No. I knew what I’d seen. That was real rage, and the woman must have been seriously hurt. The strength behind the blow had been real.

Without further discussion, I led Shannon to the women’s dressing room, where his men had already finished with pictures and were well into dusting for prints in the closet and on the garbage can.

Jake was standing back from the others, his hands in his coat pockets. He blinked at my face, taking two steps toward me. “What happened?”

“A guy knocked me over in the prop room. I scraped myself on the floor. Don’t worry. I’m okay.” That explanation would have to hold him for now.

His jaw worked, but he nodded without further comment. Then his gaze met Shannon’s and his head dipped. “Shannon.”

“Jake. Thanks for guarding the body.”

“No problem, but next time I’ll go with Autumn.”

“Next time?” Shannon arched a brow. “Let’s hope there’s no next time. Not for this.” He chuckled, and Jake grinned.

It still unsettled me to see them act so civilly when once they’d been at each other’s throats. Fact was that with my indecision, they both had more reason now to dislike each other, but apparently saving each other’s lives this past summer had created a permanent bond between them. It made things horribly awkward for me.

We were joined by an incredibly young medical examiner, who knelt near the body. Shannon didn’t feel a need to insert himself into the activity around the corpse but seemed content to wait for the initial conclusions. Meanwhile, his sharp eyes took in the two actresses still present—Erica, who looked out-of-time with her long black wig twisting along her face in gentle ringlets, and a woman with blond hair I’d overlooked before.

“You will try to be discreet with this investigation, won’t you?” Walsh came to stand before Shannon, twisting his hands. “I don’t want my customers disturbed. In fact, I’d rather they didn’t find out.”

Shannon shrugged. “Depending on time of death, we may have to detain them all.”

“Not necessary. Some of my ladies were in here at least an hour before any of our guests arrived, so it must have happened before then. Our guests have nothing to do with this. This murder had to have been accomplished this afternoon when we left rehearsal for an early dinner.” His nostrils flared in distress. “If this gets out, it’s going to ruin us. Simply ruin us!”

I stifled an urge to roll my eyes. “Think of it this way,” I said. “You’ll probably be more packed than ever once people hear a real live murder happened here. Do you have any murder mysteries in your repertoire? Maybe you could start a murder dinner theater.”

Walsh glared at me. “Why are you still here?”

“Where else would I be? I’m a witness now. Besides, I still don’t have any clue where Rosemary might be.”

“Believe me—I want you to find her. With Cheyenne gone, I don’t have anyone else to play Juliet.”

“Look,” Shannon asked, “did any of your actors not show up tonight—or leave early? Someone was prowling around a short time ago in your prop room.”

“Everyone showed up on time—except for Cheyenne.” Walsh’s brow furrowed. “And everyone is still here and accounted for. I gave one of your officers a full list, including my director and the janitor.”

Shannon nodded. “So earlier on our way in you said Cheyenne was here for your afternoon rehearsal. Did she leave with everyone else?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t see when everyone left. I told them they could go and then went to my office to get my keys. But I already told this to your officers. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I must get back to my duties. Can’t have any actors missing their cues. Erica, come with me. You’re on soon.”

Erica reluctantly followed him, her eyes lingering on Shannon. “I gave a statement to one of your detectives, but I’ll be back, if you want to talk to me yourself.” Gone was the woman with the attitude I’d met before. This woman was from another time—warm, compliant, soft.

Must be the costume, I decided.

“Thanks, ma’am,” Shannon said.

Erica frowned and left the room, the ma’am title apparently not falling well on her shoulders. I stifled a laugh, though she was a beautiful woman, with or without the wig, and if she decided to pursue Shannon, there was absolutely nothing I could do about it. He might even appreciate the attention in light of all the trouble I gave him.

After a moment’s hesitation, the unnamed blond actress also hurried from the room.

The medical examiner arose from the body, shaking his shaggy dark head. “I believe the cause of death is poisoning. There’s no other apparent trauma, and with her skin still so pink and that bitter almond smell, it’s almost a given for cyanide.”

“I didn’t notice any smell,” I said.

The doctor pushed up his glasses and gave me a flat stare. “The ability to smell cyanide is genetic. I am particularly sensitive, and I know what to look for.”

“Autumn, this is Paul Carter. Paul, I think you’ve heard of Autumn Rain.”

Paul nodded. “Nice to finally meet you,” he said without real emotion, though his gaze was intent.

I could think of a whole lot of things I’d rather be doing. “You too,” I said, feeling a bit dissected with the way he was staring at me. Probably the scientific part of him wondering what made me tick.

“So no wound on the back of her head?” Shannon said.

Paul’s gaze shifted back to Shannon. “Not a thing. She’s been dead at least three hours, which puts the time of death around five. We’ll know more after the autopsy.”

“When you’re ready, move her out.” Shannon turned to his other men. “None of the theater personnel can leave until you get a full statement and contact info from everyone. I want prints, alibis, and whatever else you think is necessary.”

“So the patrons can leave?” asked an officer.

“Yes, but we’ll need to make sure they’re really patrons. Inform the suits outside to keep an eye out for anyone who seems suspicious.” Shannon looked at me. “The guy in the black mask, was his car here when you arrived?”

“I don’t think so. There were no cars out front or parked along the street at all. Only those in the back.” I frowned. “But that means he was likely not responsible for the murder.”

“Maybe he came back, thinking to move the body while everyone was busy with the play.”

“But if he killed her when no one was here, he should have taken care of it then when no one was around. It doesn’t make sense to return or to hang around until the body is discovered.” My mind was racing. “Maybe he’s not connected to the murder at all. Maybe he has something to do with Rosemary’s disappearance instead.”

“Could be.” Shannon looked skeptical.

“I don’t see how he could be involved with Rosemary,” Jake said. “She was barely here a few days.”

“Are you actually agreeing with each other?” Oops. I’d said that aloud.

“The poison may have been administered somewhere besides this room,” Paul, the medical examiner, said into the silence that followed, as though there had been no interruption in his report. “We haven’t found anything related in the closet or garbage bin. But given the signs, death was quick, so the poisoning likely took place in this theater.”

I sighed. “Cyanide basically doesn’t allow the body to use oxygen, right?” You learn the oddest things as the child of hippie parents who owned an herb shop. “Are you saying she smothered to death while her killer watched? And then he moved her here?”

“Her heart probably gave out before she suffocated.” Paul gave me an apologetic smile, which made me like him a tiny bit more. I guess you had to develop a cold outer shell when you worked that kind of job. I knew Shannon had. “She probably went into a coma and then was moved here so time could finish the job.”

“We need to tear this place apart looking for any signs of poison,” Shannon said. “We’ll also have to check the homes of the entire acting company. Look for any possible cyanide connection.”

Poison. What a terrible way to go. “Wait,” I said, remembering something from earlier. “Could the cyanide have been administered in a glass of lemonade?”

Shannon, Paul, and Jake’s eyes were all on me now. Paul nodded. “The addition of the acid in the juice would help it work even faster.”

“There was a glass,” I said, “in the prop room that had an imprint. I saw freshly poured lemonade and someone stirring in a white powder. I thought it came from a play.” I hadn’t paid a lot of attention to the imprint, but I remembered the fear beating in the actor’s heart and impending triumph as he or she mixed the liquid. Of course, the imprint had ceased after being set down, so I hadn’t witnessed the result, and since similar earlier imprints had repeated afterward, as though the events had taken place during a rehearsal, I’d assumed it was fake, though the more recent imprint had felt vivid. Perhaps the murderer had simply acted out his plan several times before finally committing the deed. Then again, it could be completely unrelated.

“Show me,” Shannon said.

We hurried down the hall, accompanied by Jake, but when we reached the prop room and the table where I’d seen the glass, it wasn’t there.

“I remember the glass,” Jake said. “Autumn looked, well, involved while reading it.” Which meant I’d freaked him out, something I’d done a lot of this past year.

“The guy in black,” I said. “He must have taken it.”

“Maybe.” Shannon looked thoughtful. “Or someone else already here could have taken it when you found the body. That means it may still be here. I’ll get everyone looking.”

“What about Rosemary?” I asked.

“She doesn’t yet seem to be connected to the murder.”

“She received a threatening note, and there was something else weird in one of her imprints.” I explained about the hairbrush and how the scene had shut off so abruptly.

Shannon studied me in silence for a minute. “What does Rosemary look like?”

“Narrow face, wide forehead. Green eyes. Long brown hair.” Lightheadedness assaulted me as I thought about my description, though neither of the men could possibly see my reaction in the dim light.

I took a deep breath before adding, “Her hair was long enough that she could have been the woman I saw hit with the hammer.”

If so, given how hard she’d been hit in that imprint, we might not be looking for Rosemary but her body.


Chapter 6

Everyone looked for the drinking glass. That is, the officers and detectives searched while Jake and I waited. At least they’d taken away the body and most of the theatergoers had cleared out. The police had even begun allowing the actors to leave. I hadn’t been permitted to touch anything on the body, but they had allowed me to test the closet for imprints. There was nothing. Cheyenne had definitely been unconscious when she was carried there.

Jake yawned. “This could take all night.”

“You’re right. We should go home. They can contact me later if they find the glass.”

“That’s the best idea I’ve heard all night.”

I was convinced my attacker had taken the glass, but even if he hadn’t, I didn’t know what more I could see if I read it again. Maybe looking at the person’s hand as he or she held the glass would tell me if it was a man or a woman. Otherwise, the police would have more success with their forensics.

“There is one thing,” I said. “I’d like to talk to Erica. I still don’t have any clue about where to keep searching for Rosemary, and with the murder on their hands, finding her isn’t going to be a priority for the police. Didn’t Erica say something about Cheyenne knowing Rosemary and that was how she came to be here?”

“Something like that.” Jake stifled another yawn. “There’s Erica now. While you talk to her, I’ll go tell Shannon we’re leaving.”

“Good idea. I’ll meet you out front.”

I cornered Erica by the door to the women’s dressing room. She’d removed her wig, but the heavy makeup she still wore contrasted sharply with her casual jeans.

“Leaving?” she asked, running a hand through her pixie cut.

“Yeah. But I wanted to ask you a question first.”

“Shoot. Though maybe I shouldn’t answer. You brought a lot of trouble down on us tonight.”

“Better now than when the trail was cold. Or when the body started stinking.”

Erica grimaced. “Thanks for that vivid picture. What do you want to know?”

“You said Rosemary was someone Cheyenne knew. How close were they?”

“I heard them talking about Rosemary sleeping on her couch. Maybe she let her stay a few nights. I really don’t know. Rosemary showed up for tryouts, but Cheyenne wasn’t happy when she got the Juliet role.”

“So who’s going to do it now?”

She snorted. “Not me.”

“I thought you didn’t believe in a role being cursed.”

“No use tempting fate. Why don’t you do it? You could investigate us all better that way. You might find out what happened to Rosemary.”

“What’s so important about that play?”

Erica rolled her eyes. “Walsh has a connection on Broadway, an aunt, and every year she and her friends come to visit and to watch one of his plays. Several times in the past they’ve offered actors jobs, and it makes their career. Except they haven’t chosen anyone in the past five years, and Walsh is getting desperate. The chance of being chosen is the only reason most of us still work here.”

“I see.” Rosemary’s choice of this dive was making more sense now.

Erica laughed at my expression. “What, you didn’t think we stayed for the great working conditions and the excellent directing, did you? Our actors are good, though, far better than this company merits. But if there isn’t a real chance of actors being chosen to star in New York, no one is going to work for Walsh, and his business goes under.”

“So why that particular play?”

“He heard it’s one of his aunt’s favorites.”

“Did anyone else try out for the part beside Rosemary and Cheyenne?”

She shrugged. “You’ll have to ask Paxton. He and Carl held the auditions. Some of the others watched, but I wasn’t there that day. I suggested doing another play, one that used more of us, but no one listens to me.”

“With so few roles, you’d think everyone would fight over the parts.”

“Well, on the whole, we’re a superstitious bunch, and they really haven’t had a lot of luck with this play. If they want a Juliet now, I bet she’ll have to come from the outside.”

“Could you tell me where Cheyenne lived? Maybe her neighbors know something about Rosemary.”

“Maybe. Or Cheyenne’s roommates. Six of them rent a house together.” Erica gave me general directions to Cheyenne’s as she walked me to Walsh’s office to write down the exact address. I was glad for the explanation.

Thankfully, the annoying Walsh wasn’t in the office, though a uniformed policeman on his hands and knees was searching under the desk. “I’ll need these drawers opened,” the detective said, pointing to the desk. “Two are locked.”

“Walsh usually leaves his keys here.” Erica retrieved a set of keys from a cup on the desk and tossed them to the detective, who nodded his thanks. Then she opened a notebook and began copying Cheyenne’s information from it onto a sticky note. I’d expected her to bring up an employee file on a computer, but apparently Walsh didn’t have one.

Cast pictures and posters of their past performances filled the office walls. They seemed to be organized by the year, and as I went back in time, I could identify many of the actresses I’d met today. After a few years, only a couple familiar faces cropped up, and after six, there was no one I knew. I went back further, just to make sure.

Wait. Was that a younger Erica? The woman had long black hair and her face was rounder, but the nose and eyes could be the same. I stepped closer for a better look, squinting my eyes. It was hard to tell in a picture.

Erica came to stand beside me, the sticky note in her hand. “Is that you?” I asked, pointing.

She laughed and shook her head. “I wish. I was in college then, studying hard. I didn’t join the cast until two years later. Here.” She pointed to a poster where she was lying on the ground and an actor was trying to pull her to her feet. “That was me six years ago.”

It looked like her—the heart-shaped face, short hair, small nose, and large eyes. She’d been younger and those brown eyes held a glint of mischievousness that was missing now, but it was her.

“That was my first real role—out of college, that is.”

“Didn’t the company try to do the Juliet play that year?” I might have remembered wrong what Vera, the actress with the red wig, had recounted about the play’s history.

She nodded and pointed to a woman in a picture next to the poster. “That was Chloe, the actress who died—of cancer, they say. I didn’t know her well.”

My eyes shifted back to the picture from two years earlier. “So which of these actors were the ones who went missing on the opening night of the play the first time they tried it?”

She shook her head. “I really don’t know. Walsh or Seaver might. Anyway, here is Cheyenne’s address.”

“Thanks.” I tucked the sticky note into my pocket.

Erica was still looking at the old picture, a blank expression on her face. I wondered if she was thinking about the girl who resembled her, who perhaps Walsh and Seaver had been trying to replace when they’d hired Erica. Or was she thinking of the couple who’d gone missing?

I turned to leave, but her voice stopped me. “Hey. You seem to know that cute detective—is he seeing anyone?”

The officer going through the desk stopped searching and stared at us, as if awaiting the answer himself.

Her interest probably explained why she was being so helpful. I swallowed hard. “Not that I’m aware of.”

“Good to know.” Turning, she preceded me from the room, her hips moving in an exaggerated swing.

In the hall, I walked resolutely toward the front of the theater. Unfortunately, the only way I knew to go was through the stage, where I found the director, Paxton Seaver, in an armchair watching officers comb the seating area.

He looked up when I appeared. “What are they looking for?” he asked.

“The murder weapon.” Though the glass wasn’t actually a weapon.

“And what would that be?”

“I can’t say.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

I shrugged. “Same thing. Ask Detective Martin.”

“I don’t know if Carl is right about us losing business by Cheyenne’s death, but we need to find a new Juliet.”

“Before Walsh’s aunt visits?”

He gave me a tiny grin. “You get around, don’t you?”

“I hear things. Some I just guess. Right now I’m guessing that you and Cheyenne were more than friends.” His reaction at seeing her body in the dressing room had been unmistakable.

His eyes dropped to his hands, and several heartbeats passed before he looked up again. “She was furious when I gave Rosemary the role of Juliet, but Rosemary was exactly right for the part—sarcastic, witty, and the chemistry with both male actors was great. Cheyenne is more the good fairy type, you know. The sweet character, the one knights fight over and the evil villain tries to conquer, only to have her hero sweep in and save her at the last minute. She didn’t understand. We fought. Now she’s gone, and I’ll never be able to tell her I’m sorry.”

I wondered if his not choosing Cheyenne had more to do with keeping her in the company than with Rosemary’s talent. “What did Walsh think?”

“He was thrilled to find Rosemary. That only made Cheyenne more upset. She confronted him several times. With both of them gone, he’s not sure what to do now.”

“The play is that important?”

“To Walsh it is.”

That went with what Erica said and also brought up an angle I hadn’t considered before. If Walsh had the most to lose by Rosemary’s disappearance and Cheyenne’s death, someone might be trying to destroy him.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“You would be perfect for the role.” Seaver stood and took my hands. “Come back on Monday, okay? We’re having new tryouts. I’ll walk you through it. Think of it as saving the theater.”

“I don’t know a thing about acting.”

“Yes, you do. Every day you act. We all do.” His comment unsettled me, but I couldn’t pinpoint why.

“With any luck, I’ll find Rosemary for you.” I pulled my hands from his and sauntered to the steps leading down from the stage. Feeling Seaver’s eyes digging into my back, I hurried up the aisle, through the lobby, and to the front door where Jake was pacing.

“There you are,” he said. “I was wondering if you’d had another run-in with a man in a mask.”

I laughed. “I think he had enough the first time.”

“So, you up for a late snack?”

“I can’t.”

“What? You turning down food?” Jake brought a hand to his heart and staggered. “Never thought I’d see the day. Though I guess I can’t blame you after what happened tonight. Kind of feeling a bit sick myself.”

“It’s not that.” I could always eat. “It’s Tawnia. She has plans to find where our birth mother’s mother lived. To see if we can contact her. She’s picking me up bright and early tomorrow.”

He gave me a half grin. “How do you feel about that?”

“I do want to know, but now that we have a real lead . . .” I shrugged. “It’s just been so long. I want to know about my roots, especially since Winter and Summer are gone and they don’t have any extended family to speak of, and I’d like to learn more about Kendall. But at the same time, I wonder if I should leave well enough alone.”

He snorted. “Like that will ever happen.”

I punched his arm with a little more force than I’d intended.

“Ow.” He took my hand. “Kidding. Of course you have to follow the lead, or you’ll always wonder. I’ll take a rain check for the food, but let me know how it goes tomorrow.”

“I will.”

I dropped Jake off in front of our stores where he’d left his car. “Call me if your car breaks down on the way home,” he said.

Normally he would have kissed me, and for a moment I wanted him to. I wanted to feel normal, to not have to think of Cheyenne dying or about Rosemary out there somewhere, possibly fatally wounded. I didn’t want to think about a certain detective.

He hesitated, as if he could sense my uncertainty, or as if he too wanted something more. Then he smiled and gave me a wave and sauntered to his car.

I watched him go, torn between calling him back and going home to make myself a nice cup of lemon tea to drink in bed. Rain began falling again, and he hurried to his car, making my decision for me. I pulled back into traffic and began driving for a while without noticing where I was going.

I was heading home. At least that’s what I thought, but ten minutes later as I looked around me, I realized my subconscious had other plans. Fortunately, my subconscious was better at directions than I was and when I stopped to examine the map on my phone, I wasn’t far off the mark.

The section of town I was looking for was filled with small, older houses. Bungalows, really, some in a sad state of disrepair. Flowers in pots lined the porch of one bungalow, and though the contents were long dead, the colorful pots, illuminated by the streetlight, gave character to the house, which I suspected by the light of day might look rather garish.

According to Erica, Cheyenne had lived here with her roommates.

Shannon was going to kill me, especially if I let hints about Cheyenne’s death mess up his investigation. But I wasn’t here for Cheyenne. I simply wanted to know if any of her roommates had information about Rosemary. If she’d been the one hit by the hammer, she could be lying somewhere hurt, if she wasn’t already dead, and if she was out in this cold rain, her prospects would be worse. I couldn’t go home and curl up in my comfortable bed unless I at least tried the only lead I had.

It was late, but these women were presumably single, like me, and that meant ten-thirty was early. They might not even be home yet from their dates or wherever they spent their Saturday nights.

Flipping up my hood and pulling my coat tighter around me, I went up the uneven walk, my flat boots splashing in shallow puddles of rainwater. The smell of rain on the pavement filled my mind with images of clean. I wished it were warm so I could pull off these confining boots and feel the wet pavement against my feet.

On the covered porch sat several wood chairs, one of which was broken. There was also a pair of soaked boots, which I hoped signaled that at least one roommate was home. Ignoring the bell, I knocked on the door in the off chance someone was sleeping; a knock was easier on the nervous system than a doorbell.

My phone buzzed with a text, and I glanced at it. Found glass in dishwasher at the theater. No fingerprints. Saving it for you.

Great. I guess it wouldn’t hurt me to read the glass again. Simply washing didn’t remove imprints from most objects, perhaps because they were embedded deep within the atoms that weren’t overly disturbed by a little hot water. Often I’d had to pass up great antiques for my store because of negative imprints I knew I couldn’t remove or stand to be around. I wouldn’t sell such things anyway, though no one would know the difference, at least not consciously. Clothing and other things made of fabric were the exception, as they lost a bit of themselves at every washing, making even strong imprints fade rather quickly—if anyone had cared enough about them to imprint something in the first place, which didn’t happen often.

Though I never saw anything more on subsequent readings, I hadn’t been paying close attention the first time I’d read the glass because I believed the imprints had come from playacting scenes, not real life. They still very well could have.

I didn’t answer Shannon’s text. He’d catch up to me eventually.

Shannon was like that. Always turning up when I least wanted to see him. Must be his profession.

I heard a brief creaking, and the door opened abruptly with no footsteps to warn me. A woman stood framed by the light. She was tall and model thin, with long golden blond hair and a figure I suspected hadn’t come naturally. Eyebrows plucked to perfection, makeup artfully applied, and a sleeveless red dress that screamed “Look at me!” In her hand she carried spiked heels.

“Oh,” she said in a low, husky voice. Obviously she’d been expecting someone else. “May I help you?”

“Sorry to disturb you so late. I’m an acquaintance of Cheyenne’s. Is this her apartment?”

“Yes, but she’s not here. She had a performance tonight.” The woman peered around me into the rain, as though looking for someone. “She performs practically every night or is rehearsing. She’s an actress, you know.” She squinted at me and did a double take at my hurt cheek, which I ignored.

“I just came from the theater.”

“You did? Then why would you come here to see Cheyenne?”

“The play’s over, so I came to ask her about my friend Rosemary. Someone mentioned that she knew Cheyenne. Said maybe Rosemary had slept here a time or two.”

“Yep. She did. She was looking for a place to stay, and right about that time one of our roommates up and got married, so Rosemary took over her contract.”

I couldn’t believe my luck. “Rosemary lives here now?”

She shrugged. “Yeah. Haven’t seen her in a few days, but I don’t keep the same schedule as Rosemary and Cheyenne. I leave for work while they’re still sleeping, and I’m home after they’re gone. Then I’m either asleep by the time they come home or still out if it’s the weekend.”

Not much help there. “Look,” I said. “Here’s the thing. No one has seen Rosemary since at least Thursday. She didn’t show up for Friday rehearsal. Everyone’s worried.”

The woman’s brow furrowed. “That’s strange. Anyway, Cheyenne might be able to tell you more. She’s the one who knew her.”

What to say to that?

A familiar white Mustang drove up to the curb.

“Look, my date’s here,” she said. “I’m sorry, but I can’t talk to you anymore, and I can’t let you wait here alone for Cheyenne. You’ll have to come back later. You understand.”

Of course, I understood. I could be some wacko with a secret agenda and a gun in her pocket. “It’s not your date,” I said. “It’s the police.”

She blinked at me. “Are they looking for you?”

“Do I look like I’m running?” What was it about me that she assumed I was a criminal? I was even wearing shoes, for crying out loud.

“No need to be rude.”

“I’m sorry. I just need to see Rosemary’s room. She’s missing, and she could be hurt.”

The woman was no longer paying attention to me. Shannon and an Asian detective who had also been at the theater reached the porch, badges in hand. “I’m Detective Martin with the Portland police,” Shannon said. “This is Detective Huang. What has she told you?” He shot me a blistering stare.

“Only that Rosemary is missing,” I said before the roommate could answer. “This is her apartment, by the way, and I’d like to see her room.”

Shannon relaxed. “If you don’t mind,” he said to the woman, “we’d like to take a look around.”

She frowned. “I don’t understand. What’s going on?”

“I’m sorry to have to tell you,” Shannon said. “Cheyenne’s been murdered.”

The woman gasped and put her hand to her lips. “Oh, no! How? Why? Who would hurt her?” She clung to the doorknob for support.

“That’s what we’re trying to find out. The sooner we take a look, the closer we’ll be to figuring out what happened.”

“Don’t forget Rosemary,” I added. “She’s still missing.”

Though I’d already said it several times, this information finally seemed to register as a concern for the woman. “Missing? Do you think we’re in danger, that they’re after all of us?”

“Until we know more, we really can’t say.” An impatient note had crept into Shannon’s voice. “We won’t even know for sure what killed Cheyenne until they finish the autopsy.”

The woman turned a shade paler but still made no move to let us in.

“Look,” Shannon added, “I know this is a surprise, but this is a murder investigation.”

“Oh, of course. I’m sorry. Come in.” She opened the door wider, looking past us to the street outside. Her date was apparently late. “There’s no one else home at the moment.” She gulped as though remembering that Cheyenne would never be coming home. “What should I do?”

“Just tell us which room was hers.”

“And Rosemary’s,” I said, removing my winter gloves and stuffing them into my coat pockets.

“Cheyenne shares with Courtney over there.” She waved a french-manicured hand toward a narrow hallway. “First door on your right. Rosemary’s in the end room with Bonnie.”

I headed immediately to Rosemary’s room, but Shannon reached out to stop me. “I’ll go first.” He glanced at the other detective. “Huang, you start in our victim’s room.”

Well, at least he hadn’t ordered me to come back after his investigation was over. Of course, that didn’t mean he was happy with me.

“I can’t believe you came here,” he said when we were alone in Rosemary’s room. His eyes flashed a bit dangerously, which instead of making me want to back off gave me a little rush of excitement.

“I’m helping a friend.”

“There’s a murderer loose.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Exactly. Rosemary might be in danger—if she isn’t already dead.”

Ignoring me, he scanned the room. “Nothing seems out of place.” He pulled on disposable gloves and opened a few of the drawers in the dresser. “Clothes are still here.”

“Closet looks divided in two,” I added. “Half for each roommate. No big gaps.”

“If she really is missing, you’re right that it’s probably connected to the murder. I’ll need fingerprints before you disturb anything. I have more detectives coming.”

“I can’t read imprints unless I touch things.”

“I need to help process the other room. You’ll have to wait.”

“Can’t he do it alone?”

“He’s not that experienced yet.”

Huang had been around for as long as I’d been consulting with the police, so what did that say about me?

I rolled my eyes. “You’ve got to be kidding.”

He wasn’t.

The roommate’s boyfriend, or whoever she was waiting for, hadn’t shown, so I sat with the now-sullen woman in the small living room, waiting for the detectives. I learned her name was Mallory and that she worked as a paralegal at a law firm. I was a bit surprised that she wasn’t a model or a wannabe actress, and I felt a little chastened at my chauvinistic attitude. Just because a woman looked like a model didn’t mean she had aspirations to be one. Some beautiful women had as much brains as beauty.

When Mallory arose to check the street once more, I went with her, more out of sheer boredom than anything else. As we emerged onto the porch, a shadow at the corner of the house caught my eye.

“Did you see that?” I asked.

“See what?”

“I thought I saw someone go around your house.”

She scanned the street. “There are no new cars out here. Maybe it was just the moon breaking through the clouds.”

“I don’t think so.” I leapt from the porch, my leather boots squeaking and making me long to remove them. My steps led around to the side of the house where the narrow space between houses made me feel almost claustrophobic. Had I really seen anything? Or was it just a shadow?

My gut told me I’d seen something, and investigating Rosemary’s disappearance made it my job to find out what. Adrenaline kicked in, overriding the frustration I’d been feeling with my enforced wait. After the attack in the prop room, I was itching for a fight.

The rain was still coming down, though less convincingly. The dead grass beneath my feet felt soggy and unsteady. Rounding the back of the house, I spied a figure dressed in black, standing on a stepladder and doing something to a window.

It was Rosemary’s room.

“Stop!” I shouted, running toward him. This time he wasn’t getting away.

The masked face swiveled in my direction, holding oddly still for what seemed like several long seconds. Then he launched himself at me from several rungs up the ladder. My breath fled in one gush as we fell to the ground.


Chapter 7

We struggled on the wet grass, dampness seeping through my jeans. He aimed a punch, but I moved my head to the side and used his momentum to push him off. I followed up with a kick—a difficult move from a prone position—and was rewarded with a fist to my right ribs.

Ow.

So he wanted to get serious, did he?

I didn’t know much about wrestling, though we did some in our taekwondo classes just to cover the basics. It was all about position and leverage. He grabbed my right arm, and I relaxed enough to set him off guard before I took hold of him with my other hand and rolled him over me to the other side. We tumbled like that several times, around and around on the sparse, waterlogged lawn, neither getting in a good punch. He wasn’t trained, I could tell that much, or at least not well trained, but he wasn’t giving up easily either. He was strong enough that I would have to wear him down. At least he didn’t seem to have a knife or gun on him.

With a deft twist, he broke free and was up and running before I realized what he was doing. I dived after him, barely catching the bottom of his boot. For a moment, I feared I’d be left with only the boot, but he fell, splat, onto the soggy ground. I gave a low chuckle.

He kicked at me and started to his feet again. I jumped up and landed a blow to his abdomen, halting his progress. A shove and a bit of maneuvering, and he was face down into the grass—mud now—where we’d been struggling.

I jumped on top of him and twisted his arm around his back before he could roll away, forcing it up toward his shoulder blades. He howled.

“Sorry,” I said quite insincerely, spitting out mud that had somehow worked its way into my mouth. My uncovered hands felt like ice cubes. Was this really the same guy from the prop room at the theater? Though he was dressed similarly, I couldn’t say for sure.

“Are you finished?” asked a bored voice.

I turned to see Shannon and Detective Huang standing behind us, the gleam of cuffs in Shannon’s hands. Even Mallory had braved the rain, though she now wore boots and held an umbrella; she must have been the one to give Shannon warning. I’d have to thank her later.

“About time you got here,” I muttered.

A partial grin touched Shannon’s mouth. “You don’t enjoy mud wrestling?”

From what I could see of myself in the lights coming from the surrounding houses, I was a mess. I was also freezing. “It’s fun. You should try it sometime.”

“Who’s your friend?”

“He was trying to get into Rosemary’s room. He might be the same guy who attacked me at the theater.”

Detective Huang picked up something from the grass, showing it to Shannon. “Looks like he did plan to get in.”

Shannon squatted and snapped the cuffs on the arm I was holding before forcing the other arm in as well. “Glass-cutting equipment,” Shannon said to my captive. “You aren’t very smart, are you?” He motioned for me to get up and pulled the man to his feet. I tugged off his mask.

I expected to see someone from the theater, though that didn’t make much sense once I thought about it. All of them would have had access to the prop room and the entire theater without resorting to a mask. This man I had never seen before. He was short for a man and slender, but his face was perfect, and his brown hair was cut in the long shag that seemed to be so popular among the twenty-something crowd.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” The man glared first at Shannon and then at me. “Either of you.”

“Why don’t you tell us what you’re doing here?” Shannon asked.

“Yeah, why don’t you?” Mallory’s husky voice was tinged with anger. “You were supposed to pick me up half an hour ago.”

I blinked in surprise. “This is your boyfriend?”

“Just a date. His name is Grady Mullins. I met him when he helped Rosemary move in. I thought they were dating, but when he called me this morning and begged me to cancel plans with my girlfriends so we could go out, he told me they were just friends.”

“I can explain,” Grady said. “I left something with Rosemary, and I need it, but she’s not answering her phone. No one seems to know where she is. When I saw you had company, I thought I’d just get it from her room first, so I wouldn’t have to make a big deal out of it.”

I snorted. “Cutting open the window isn’t a big deal? Tell us another one.”

“I bet whatever it is, going out with me was just an excuse.” Mallory gave him a deadly look. “What, did you think I’d invite you in for a drink, and you could search Rosemary’s room at will?”

Grady didn’t deny it.

With a small cry, Mallory turned and stalked around the side of the house, her boots making squishing sounds in the grass.

His loss, I thought. I couldn’t understand what the golden-haired beauty saw in Grady Mullins anyway besides his pretty face. She was already half a head taller, and the heels she’d had in hand when she answered the door would definitely make the night awkward. Besides the physical difference, his character obviously wasn’t much to appreciate.

“When was the last time you saw Rosemary?” I asked Grady.

“Wednesday before lunch. She came to tell me she’d gotten the part of Juliet.” He grimaced as though the words tasted bitter.

“Came where?” Shannon asked.

“To the theater—her old theater where she’s been working for the past two years. She came to let us know we’d have to cast someone else for the part she was supposed to play.”

“Oh, you’re an actor.” That explained a lot.

Shannon’s lips quirked at my words, but he didn’t comment.

Grady drew himself up to his very unimpressive height. “Yes, I am.” He darted a look in the direction where Mallory had disappeared. “I’m Rosemary’s boyfriend, too. We’ve been dating a year now.”

“Then why don’t you know where she is?” I asked.

His gaze dropped to the ground. “We had a little disagreement.”

“What about?” I asked.

“Nothing important.”

“What are you here to get?” Shannon pressed. “You were just about to tell us, right?”

Grady shook his head. “I know my rights. I don’t have to say anything.”

“Unfortunately, the law also says that breaking and entering, or attempting to do so, is against the law. We’ll question you further at the station.”

“What about her?” Grady pointed at me. “She attacked me!”

“Oh, and I thought it was you who jumped off that ladder and flattened me into the mud.” I rolled my eyes.

“I want to press charges,” Grady insisted.

“Shut up.” Shannon shoved him roughly forward. “You’re lucky she didn’t shoot you.”

Oh, that’s right. I had a gun.

Grady blinked. “Fine. Take me in. But I’m not saying a word.”

“Your decision, but while you’re sitting in the car waiting, you can think about telling us what you were doing at the theater and what you had to do with the murder there.”

Grady’s jaw dropped. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Oh?” I said sweetly. “Then why aren’t you asking who’s dead? I mean, if you care so much about Rosemary.” I wished we had more light so I could see his expression better, but it was enough to have him stunned into a short silence.

“Well, it wasn’t Rosemary, was it?” he asked finally.

No one answered. Shannon motioned for his companion to take Grady. “Oh, and don’t put him in my car. I just had it cleaned. Wait till the others get here, and put him in the back of a squad car.” He turned to me, grinning, his face as unguarded as I’d ever seen it, though maybe it was the lack of proper lighting.

“Paige is going to hate that she missed all this,” he said lightly.

“There’s always next time.”

He lifted a finger to my chin and wiped off some mud. I shivered inside, a thing I knew couldn’t be blamed solely on the cold. “You want to go home?” he asked.

I shook my head. “I need to look at Rosemary’s room. If she was hit by that hammer, she might not last much longer.” Provided she wasn’t already dead, of course.

He took another step, his eyes glittering even in the darkness. A warmth shuddered through me. The tension between us was so taut that I could almost see it like a line tying us together, bringing us closer. Moments ticked by. I could see the rugged planes of his face, maybe even the premature crinkling of the skin around his eyes that told how much he was in the sun. Droplets of rain clung to his sandy hair, making the ends curl even more than usual. If one of us didn’t come to our senses soon, we might do something we’d regret.

He shook his head, and a few drops of water sprayed me. “I’d better get back to work.” His voice was so low and soft, I barely heard him. I wanted to reach out to stop him from leaving, but that would be totally stupid, wouldn’t it? Besides, he was working. So not the right time, even if I had things clear in my mind.

Some women might think that having two guys in my life wasn’t all bad, but for me it meant limbo because I wasn’t a player. I didn’t want to hurt either of them, though maybe I was fooling myself about that possibility where Shannon was concerned. Any way I looked at it, he was tough.

I walked with Shannon around to the front of the house, neither of us speaking. The strain between us was heavy, and I almost longed for the days when that awkwardness came from wanting to rip the other’s head off instead of the tension we felt now. On the porch, I removed my coat and boots, which would at least prevent me from ruining the carpet. My pants, hair, and face were still caked with mud.

“The guys will finish soon,” Shannon said. “Why don’t you clean up in the bathroom?”

I passed a pouting Mallory sitting on the couch, noticing that the other detectives had arrived and were heading with their crime kits to the back room.

The bathroom was small, and towels hung on every available space—the towel bars, the shower curtain rod, the edge of the sink, and the side of the tub. Cosmetics and makeup crammed the sink counter, top of the toilet tank, and the mirrored medicine cabinet, which had been left open. Thin lines of mold had grown around the plastic baseboard, though the shower and tub combo was scrubbed clean.

I looked worse than I’d expected. The two-inch-long scrape on my right cheek was already turning purple, even beneath the layer of mud. My hair was plastered to my head with mud in the back, and bits of mud were scattered throughout the rest. Good thing I didn’t have long hair. Picking up one of the towels, I used it to turn on the water. Faucets weren’t usually good carriers of imprints, except in domestic violence cases, but I didn’t want to risk any ugly memories until I was halfway decent. If someone had to pick me up off the floor, I’d rather be a bit less repulsive.

Muddy water filled the sink as I washed my hands and then more gingerly my face. My wound stung, but I wanted to get out as much mud as possible since I wouldn’t be able to put comfrey salve on it until later. When that was clean, I set about pulling as much mud as I could from my hair. The lukewarm water felt hot on my cold hands, but at least the feeling in them was coming back. Only a good washing could salvage my jeans, and I didn’t bother to do anything with them except scrape off the biggest splotches of mud on the knees.
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