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What secrets lurk behind the innocent smiles?

When a lady biker vanishes two days before her planned wedding anniversary ride, Autumn Rain dons her leather jacket and goes undercover to investigate. Police are sure the husband is responsible, but Autumn’s ability to read emotions and experiences imprinted on certain objects gives her a different take.

Meanwhile Autumn’s fiancé, homicide Detective Shannon Martin, is investigating a series of murders, and he also needs Autumn’s unusual talent. Soon Autumn is heading down a path no one else can see, where secrets and jealousies drive insanity, and where minutes mean the difference between life and death.

Join Autumn in a case that’s her most dangerous yet.


Chapter 1

With gloved fingers, I put the final Little People wooden character in the merry-go-round next to the schoolhouse and stood back to admire my handiwork before closing the case. I bought the black tea gloves off eBay by the dozens these days, a buck a pair. Their function was twofold—they kept body oils off my antiques, and they protected me from reliving the often-incapacitating emotions imprinted on their surfaces.

After temporarily losing my psychometry ability in early May, a little over a month ago, I was careful to avoid as many casual imprints as I could. I still checked everything I put in my store to make sure any imprints they contained were positive, or at least neutral, but after that I limited contact, even with the good ones that usually made me feel revitalized. I was still healing from my mental blindness, and according to Dr. Easton Godfrey, a self-proclaimed expert in psychometry, reading any imprint was effort and could delay my progress.

Not that I’d been called on to read much of anything this past month since taking down the mobster Frank O’Donald. Truthfully, those events still had me looking over my shoulder, even though he was dead and all of his top people were in jail. I wasn’t too upset that most people coming into my antiques shop carrying objects for me to read only wanted to know if their husbands were cheating or if their bosses were thinking of giving them a promotion.

Friday afternoons at Autumn’s Antiques were always slow, and today only two customers, a blond-haired woman and a young boy, were browsing the shelves that held the music boxes. As I moved away from the Fisher-Price case, the woman left her son and approached me.

“May I help you?” I asked.

“Yes.” She leaned toward me confidentially, lowering her voice. “I’m here with my little boy. He insisted on coming. It’s my birthday soon, and I think he wants to buy me something special. I’ve tried to show him a few things, but . . .” She glanced at the child, who had moved from the music boxes and now had his nose pressed up against a case containing antique metal cars. “He doesn’t want me around while he chooses, but if you could please steer him to something that isn’t expensive? He’s been working so hard the past year doing odd jobs for my father-in-law. We’re living with my in-laws, you see, while my husband and I finish school.” A frown marred her perfect heart-shaped face, and the bleakness of her tone made me wonder if there was trouble at home. “Anyway, he’s a generous kid, but I’d like him to save for something he wants, not spend it all on me.”

“I’m glad to help,” I said. “Is there a certain limit you had in mind?”

Red stained the woman’s pale cheeks. “I don’t really know how much he has, but maybe around ten or twenty dollars?” She gave a self-deprecating chuckle. “Not much in here for that, I know. But there’s a little pewter jewelry box that I like. My wedding ring would fit in it nicely.”

I knew the piece immediately. It had belonged to an old woman before her death, given to her by a long-dead beau. The tender imprinted memories from both of them, though fading, had made me tear up the first time I’d held it.

“I’ll do my best,” I said. “Are you going to wait outside or in another part of the store?”

She smiled. “I think I’ll go next door to that herb shop. Since they have the adjoining door, I can peek in on him, and they have some black licorice Kylan really loves.” For the first time, her gaze went to my bare feet and then away again as quickly. If she thought it strange that a full-grown woman chose to go around barefoot, she was polite enough not to comment.

“I love that licorice too,” I said, giving her a smile. “Go ahead. I’ll help Kylan.”

“Thank you. I’m sure that right now he’s nowhere near what he intends to buy.” She glanced around at the boy, who was staring hard at her. “See? He’s waiting for me to leave.”

“Then you’d better go,” I said with a laugh.

After another glance at my feet, she disappeared through the double doors connecting my store with the Herb Shoppe that had once belonged to my father, Winter Rain, but now belonged to my best friend, Jake Ryan. Or my formerly-best-friend-turned-boyfriend-then-turned-friend-again Jake. We were finding our way back to friendship since my engagement to a local homicide detective and Jake’s subsequent meeting of his current girlfriend, but it was sometimes awkward. I missed the old days of being regular best friends.

Since my store was dead, our shared full-time employee, Thera Brinker, was selling herbs in Jake’s shop, and our part-time helper, Jazzy Storm, aka Jessica Sandstrom, who I’d recently put over my online sales, was off today. That left just Kylan and me.

The minute his mother vanished, the boy rushed over. He was a pretty child, with his mother’s blond hair and an appealing round face. His expression was somber, though, and he didn’t smile as he approached. He wore a T-shirt, faded jeans, and worn tennis shoes. A black backpack with frayed trim hung over one shoulder.

“I need your help,” he said, his gaze flicking past me to the Little People display with unveiled disinterest. Not even the nineteen seventy-four castle with the turquoise flag caught his attention, and it was everyone’s favorite.

“Would you like to see something?” I asked the boy, reaching in my dress pocket for the keys. “You were looking at the cars, right?” Recently, I’d taken to locking small items in cases, an action my adoptive parents, diehard flower children, would have decried.

“I don’t want to buy anything right now,” he said, which surprised me.

“Oh, okay. How can I help you then?”

He glanced toward the doors leading into the Herb Shoppe and then around my store. When he was sure no one was watching, the boy shrugged off his backpack, unzipped it, and pulled out a decidedly wrinkled white sheet of paper.

“It’s about this,” he said, shoving it at me. “I need your help.”

I knew the article the moment I saw it—the one that talked about me solving a murder at a local theatrical company. While I’d been careful to keep my connection to the recent mobster incident from the paper, this was out on the Internet for anyone to see. But Kylan couldn’t be more than nine or ten. What was he doing reading online newspapers? Kids were supposed to be addicted to games these days, not keeping up on current events.

“You need me to read something for you?” I guessed.

He nodded solemnly. “Is it free like it says?”

I removed my gloves, tucking them into my pocket. “Yes.” I usually encouraged people to buy something they loved from my store after using my special services, but he didn’t need to know that. “Come on over to the counter.”

He followed me to the back of my store, where I slipped behind the counter and sat on my tall stool. Sitting when reading imprints was always the best idea, just in case, though what he’d brought couldn’t be all that serious.

“How come your eyes are different colors?” he asked, studying me. He pointed to my left eye. That’s one’s blue, but the other is, uh . . .”

“Hazel. I was born that way. It’s called heterochromia.” In my case, it was hereditary, a condition I shared with my biological father and my twin sister.

“Oh.” Setting his backpack on the floor, Kylan bent over, nearly disappearing from my sight. Seconds later, he brought out an old chest about eight inches long, holding it carefully with both hands. He hefted it onto the counter. “This is my treasure chest. I put all my money in here. I was saving for something special—for my mom’s birthday.” His gaze again strayed briefly toward the Herb Shoppe before coming back to me.

“That’s great,” I said. The cherry-stained wood chest wasn’t anything special, antique-wise, but I could see why the boy liked it. The rounded top and the black hasp reminded me of pirates and hidden treasure. There was a place for a padlock, though he didn’t seem to have one.

“No, it’s not great.” He frowned, and moisture glinted in his eyes. Brown eyes, I noted. Deep brown, though I was sure his mother’s eyes were blue. He opened the chest and turned it around so I could see into it. “Because it’s gone. All of it except some coins.”

Inside the chest were a few folded pieces of paper, a dirty string, a crystal-shaped object that had likely been a pull to a set of blinds, a small ball, and a handful of change. Not one bill of any denomination in sight.

“I had seventy-six dollars,” Kylan said, blinking back tears. “I’ve been mowing my grandpa’s lawn and cleaning out my neighbor’s birdcage for a year and a half to get that money. Whoever took it also took my silver dollars.” He paused and added hurriedly, “They weren’t real silver, but sometimes my neighbor pays me that way. I like the big coins. They’re cool. So can you tell me who took my money? I gotta get it back, and I can’t tell my mom because she already has too much stress.”

I wanted to assure him that I could find his culprit, but if whoever had taken his money hadn’t left an imprint on the chest, I wouldn’t be able to help him at all.

“I’ll certainly try,” I said.

Not even that brought a hint of a smile to the child’s cherubic face. Instead, he nodded solemnly. “Thank you.”

“A few questions first,” I said. Getting background would help me understand any imprints I’d read. “Where do you normally keep the chest?”

“Under my bed. But everyone knows I have it.”

“Everyone?”

He bent back over until I could only see the top of his head. The next minute, he showed me a tiny notebook and a pencil covered with little cars. He stretched his arms out over the counter and opened the notebook to a page, tapping it with his pencil. “I wrote it all down—all the suspects. But I don’t think any of them would take it.”

I bent over to read the column of words that had been printed in surprisingly good penmanship: “mom, dad, aunt, cousin, grandma, grandpa.”

“My cousin is too small to get it out,” Kylan said. “She’s only one, and she’s afraid of going under the bed.”

“What about friends?”

He shook his head. “They spend all their money on candy, and they’d want to spend mine, so I don’t tell them anything. I think it must be a robber.”

“Is anything else in the house missing?”

“I don’t think so. But it’s a lot of money, so maybe that’s all they wanted.”

His innocence was endearing. “Maybe. Why don’t I give it a try?” I removed the ring Shannon had given me a month ago to mark our engagement. It was set with small stones of two alternating colors, our birthstones, and so far the only imprints on it were positive ones from Shannon. I didn’t usually imprint on most items, but removing the ring would prevent any chance of that happening.

As I reached for the sides of the chest, I could feel the tingling that indicated a strong imprint. Not at all surprising. Imprints are almost always left on objects people treasure or commonly use. I let my hands touch the wood, exactly where I imagined someone might grab and pull it out from under the bed. As always, the boy’s most recent imprint came first. Emotion took over, filling me as if I had lived the moment with Kylan. As if I were Kylan.

I clenched my teeth with determination. I was going to find who took my money. The lady at the old-things store would help. She had to.

When reading imprints, I always envisioned an imaginary calendar that highlighted the day and time of the event. If the imprint was older than a couple months, exact times were harder to pinpoint, but an approximate date was usually enough. This imprint had been left on the chest earlier today.

A second imprint followed the first, coming from only two days ago, an imprint that made me feel as if my heart had been ripped from my body.

Tears wet my face. I couldn’t breathe except in tiny gasps. It was all gone! Who had taken it? Who was so mean? I wanted to scream and yell and kick the door. I could never earn that much again. Not in time.

“Now I can’t get Mom something nice,” I whispered between sobs. It was all gone.

The part of me that remembered I was Autumn Rain sympathized with the child. I remembered too well the days that seventy-six dollars might have stood between me and foreclosure on my shop.

Then came the imprint I’d been hoping for, left on the chest just under two weeks ago.

I peered into the chest. As expected, the bills were there, all neatly stacked inside a rubber band, except for the last few scattered on top. I’d borrow the money for a few weeks like the last time. I’d get paid the Saturday before his mother’s birthday—that was plenty of time in case he decided to buy her something. The kid probably wouldn’t notice. The bills on top had to mean that the last time he’d slipped money inside, he hadn’t even taken the chest from under the bed. No one would ever know I borrowed it or what I bought.

The imprint vanished as whoever was holding the chest set it down to take the small stack of bills that must have seemed like a fortune to this little boy standing in front of my counter. Kylan was right; someone had stolen his money. Someone who knew him.

Next came a more faded emotion. Satisfaction as one chubby hand opened the rounded chest top and placed a wrinkled bill on top of the others.

There were more similar faded imprints, but when the first imprint began to repeat, I knew I’d seen all there was.

“Good news,” I said, removing my hands. “I can’t tell you who took your money because I didn’t see them or even their hands, but I can tell you it was someone you know. They borrowed your money and planned to return it before your mother’s birthday.”

It was a mean thing to do, but adults didn’t always treat children with the same respect they afforded others.

Kylan’s eyes widened. “Really? That’s great!” A line appeared between his brow. “I mean, they shouldn’t take it without asking, but I’m glad they’re going to put it back.” He sounded hopeful now.

I hesitated before saying, “You might consider getting a lock for your chest.” If the person had taken his money before, it was likely he or she would do it again.

“That’s a good idea. But I should wait until they put it back.”

I grinned. “I think that’s best.”

Setting his notebook and pencil on the counter near my cash register, he shut the chest and stowed it in his backpack. Then he grabbed his notebook and turned in the direction of the connecting doors to the Herb Shoppe.

“It wasn’t your mother,” I called after him as I slid my ring back onto my finger.

He stopped and turned around. “I knew that,” he said with the first smile I’d seen. “My mom would never do that. She knows how hard it is to earn money because she works and goes to school. She’s so tired at night that sometimes she falls asleep before she can read her half of our story. That’s why I want to get her something special.”

“What are you going to get her?” After all that, I was curious.

He glanced toward my section of jewelry boxes. “It’s over there. Do you want to see? I’m not sure how I’ll get her to bring me back here, but maybe dad will, or my grandma.”

I joined the boy from behind the counter, and together we walked over to the music boxes. These were on shelves instead of in cases. Currently, I had twenty jewelry boxes, eleven of which played music. Three of those had little ballerinas.

To my surprise, he continued past the jewelry boxes to the handheld mirrors in the case beyond that. He pointed at an ornate, silver-plated Victorian mirror. The piece was lovely, but at eighty-five dollars, it was the most expensive of all my handheld mirrors.

“I’m sure I can earn nine more dollars before my mother’s birthday,” he said. “Do you think it will still be here?”

“What if I save it for you? If you decide to get her something else, go ahead and get it, though. I can always sell it later to someone else.”

“Oh, I want it,” he assured me. “She says it reminds her of the mirror in Beauty and the Beast.”

I laughed. “That’s what I thought when I found it.” The piece had beckoned to me at an estate sale of a woman who had passed away after a very long and apparently satisfying life. She’d looked in the mirror each day, but instead of being upset at the passing years, she’d taken joy in her memories.

I put on my gloves, opened the case with my keys, and removed the mirror. “It’s a deal,” I said. “I’ll keep it in the back for you.”

He started walking away but hadn’t gone far when he stopped to say, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

I didn’t think Kylan would be back, but if he did return any time in the next two weeks, the mirror would be waiting for him. And for that show of politeness, I’d even give him a discount.

It bothered me that someone, probably a member of his family, would steal his money when the child would have most likely been willing to lend it to them. Why take it without permission? Or why not borrow the funds from an adult instead? Maybe whoever had stolen the money had something more to hide than simply taking the cash. Had I missed something important?

Well, the situation was out of my hands now. A glance at the clock told me it was almost lunchtime. My fiancé, Detective Shannon Martin, would be here soon to take me out for a late lunch. Our relationship was new and a little nerve-racking, but as long as we could figure out a way to let each other be who we really were, I was hopeful it would work out.

Both my fiancé, Shannon, and my friend Jake were charter members in the Autumn Needs to be More Careful Club, but at a time when I’d decided to quit reading imprints altogether, it had been Shannon who made me see that I wouldn’t be happy if I didn’t use my gift to help others—even if that put me in danger. Maybe he understood because his job as a homicide detective was also dangerous at times, but being a detective was who he was.

Jake, on the other hand, had gone from supportive to actively wishing I wouldn’t try to solve anything more serious than a misplaced set of keys. He would applaud using my gift for Kylan.

I had barely stowed the mirror and locked my day’s receipts into the safe under my counter when the electronic bells above my outer door rang, a deeper sound than the real jingle bells Jake kept above his door in the Herb Shoppe. Shannon was coming through my single outer door, and behind him I caught a glimpse of Kylan and his mother out on the sidewalk, probably heading home after leaving Jake’s with the licorice.

“Hey,” Shannon. He was thirty-six, only a few inches taller than I was, and broad-shouldered, his compact movements undeniably graceful. His hair was that color between brown and blond, streaked with lighter blond from his time in the sun at work and on the acre of land he owned on the outskirts of Portland. His hair was slightly curling at the ends as it always did when it grew longer than police bureau regulations. As a detective, he usually wore a suit to work, sans tie, but he must have left his jacket in the car, and probably his under-the-arm holster and gun as well.

“I’m just about ready.” I let him come to me at the counter as I put away a few items, removed my gloves, and retrieved my purse. I’d worn a floor-length sleeveless summer dress today so my going barefoot wouldn’t be too noticeable wherever Shannon would end up taking me. He was man enough to endure my eccentricities, but I didn’t feel the need to flaunt them.

Shannon’s arms came around me, and I turned into him, breathing in the faint aroma of aftershave and coffee. His eyes captured mine. There was something in the green-blue color and the heavy frame of light brown lashes that made them compelling and the most beautiful I’d ever seen. I especially liked the way his skin prematurely crinkled at the edges. He kissed me for a long, satisfying moment before drawing away with a little sigh. His face was clean-shaven today, and while I preferred the rougher look of a few days’ beard growth, kissing him freshly shaven was a lot kinder on my skin.

“I’m thinking pasta,” he said, releasing me.

“You’re always thinking pasta.”

He leaned over and nibbled my ear. “Not always.”

I laughed. “We can have pasta, but they’d better have something on the organic side.” I leaned over to dig through an organizer I kept on one of the under-counter shelves, looking for a pen. “Let me just write a note to Jazzy and Thera. I need to see if they can work more hours next week. My sister is a nervous wreck with her parents coming from Kansas, and I’ll have to be on hand occasionally to run interference.”

Shannon groaned. “Does this mean I’ll have to endure dinners and endless polite conversation?”

“Only if you still want to be my fiancé,” I said with a laugh. “Tawnia’s my sister, and that means her adoptive parents are going to be in the picture for most of our lives, even at a distance.” I’d met the couple once before at their own home soon after learning I had a sister, and they’d been kind and welcoming. I wasn’t sure why Tawnia was so nervous. “Now, where did my pen go?” Apparently, it was time to order new ones.

“Will this do?” Shannon said, holding up a pencil with a grin. The pencil was covered with little cars.

“Oh,” I said, frowning. “He left it.”

“Who?”

“A little boy. He wanted to see if I could find out who took his money. He was using the pencil to write down suspects.”

Shannon laughed. “Smart little kid.”

“Yeah. I’ll keep it for him in case he comes back.” Before I could reach for the pencil, my electronic bells jangled again.

Shannon and I both looked toward the outer door as a muscled man pushed into the shop. The first thing I noticed about him was the myriad of colorful tattoos covering the exposed parts of his chest, neck, and huge arms, which were set off perfectly by his sleeveless black biker vest. The second thing that popped out at me was that everything about him—except the vibrant tattoos—looked sad and dragging. His greasy, dishwater-blond hair was cut short, but his mustache drooped to cover his mouth, and his gray-streaked beard sagged limply to his chest. His eyebrows were so long that they looked like caterpillars over his sad, stricken eyes. Ignoring my antiques, he strode directly to the counter, a paper in his hands.

“Hello,” I said. “Can I help you?”

He set the paper on my counter, and I saw it was the same Internet article little Kylan had shown me. “Are you Autumn Rain, the psychic lady?”

I stifled a sigh. I didn’t like being called a psychic because I couldn’t see the future or things that were happening at the moment. I could only read emotions that other people left on certain objects. But people persisted in using the psychic moniker no matter what I said, so I bit back a protest.

“I’m Autumn Rain. How can I help?”

“My wife’s gone missing,” he said urgently. “I looked for her all night and all morning. Everywhere I can think of. She’s nowhere, and it ain’t like her.” He patted a black leather bag strapped to his upper thigh over his jeans. “I brought some of her stuff. Will you take a look?” A world of despair radiated in his tone, as if at any moment, this tough man might break down into tears.

“Sure.” I sent an apologetic glance at Shannon. Maybe this would teach him not to be late for our lunch dates.

“Have you gone to the police?” Shannon asked, setting Kylan’s car pencil down next to my cash register.

The biker’s gaze flicked over Shannon, taking in his dress pants and shirt. Could he tell Shannon was a cop? “I went this morning. They took my report, and I gave them a list of friends and relatives. But they haven’t called me back or come out to the house yet. They told me she’d probably come home on her own and to call all her friends to see if they’ve heard from her. No one has.” The sound of laughter came from Jake’s store as if in counterpoint to the biker’s despair.

“How long has she been gone?” I put my heel on the metal support ring of my stool and lifted myself onto it.

“Only since last night,” he said. “But we’re supposed to go on a trip tomorrow for our seventh anniversary. Today’s when we were gonna finalize our route. We’re heading to California like we did for our honeymoon. It ain’t like her to disappear.”

Shannon started to speak, but I gave him a hard stare. This was my case, not his. “Tell me when you first realized she was gone,” I said.

The biker’s expression wilted. “I was late getting off work last night and stopped to have a beer with my work buddies. When I came home, she wasn’t there. I wasn’t even more than an hour and a half late, maybe two tops.”

“Was she okay with you going out with your friends?”

He shrugged. “She don’t mind if I go out and have a beer. Long as I don’t come home drunk.”

Silence fell over us as I considered what to ask next. I was aware of Shannon watching and waiting, not impatiently but intently. Before working homicide, he’d been in missing persons, and we’d discussed his past cases enough that I knew he was thinking the same thing I was—that the woman might have more against the biker’s co-workers than he knew. Maybe she’d been angry and had gone somewhere to cool off. If that was the case, it shouldn’t take long to discover where she was, as long as he’d brought the right objects.

“Is anything missing?” I asked. “Clothes, suitcases, purse, car?”

“No. That’s just it. Nothing is gone except her bike—her Harley—though how that’s gone when I have both sets of keys, mine and hers, I don’t know. She just disappeared.”

“No money missing from your accounts?” I asked next, knowing Shannon was burning to voice the question. He believed money was the root of most marital problems, and maybe he was right.

“No. Uh, I don’t know.” The biker’s brow creased. “I can check. We set up our phones for electronic banking.” He pulled out a phone and began to punch numbers with large, clumsy fingers. “Nope. It all looks the same as when I made sure my check was put in.”

“There haven’t been any charges since yesterday?”

He looked again. “Just gas for my bike.”

“Okay, let me see what you brought.” I patted the countertop.

“Oh, right.” He unzipped the bag on his leg and withdrew a cell phone, a set of keys, a deck of face cards, and a tube of lip cream. “Sariah never goes anywhere without this stuff.”

“She didn’t take her phone?” That seemed unusual, to say the least, and for the first time, a twinge of apprehension filled me. Even I always took my phone with me, despite my adoptive father’s insistence that the emissions caused cancer.

I pushed back that thought before it could overwhelm me. Winter was gone now, and his death had nothing to do with any kind of emissions.

“No,” the biker said. “And she loves playing one game or another at stops while we’re on the road, so that makes me more worried. If she went to a friend’s house—and none of them admit that she has—she wouldn’t have left her phone or her lip stuff.” He gave me a completely serious look and added, “Sariah kind of has dry lips, especially on the road, so she don’t want to get a cold sore.”

That was the moment I knew I had a serious case. Not because of the phone, the keys, or the mysteriously missing motorbike. But because of the lip cream. In an abusive situation, a woman might leave behind her clothes, her phone, and her vehicle, but if she was prone to cold sores, she’d slip that tiny tube of lip cream into her pocket.

Wherever this man’s wife was, I didn’t believe she’d left willingly.


Chapter 2

“Okay, let’s see what we’ve got.” I removed my engagement ring once again and held my hands over the objects on the counter. They tingled with imprints, but only the keys radiated strongly.

I set a finger on the lipstick. Nothing except the impression of hurry, so I moved on. The phone had various imprints, but only one frustrating conversation two months ago with a dentist’s office was very clear. Besides this, there were only vague emotions—happiness, frustration, anger. All of it quite normal and nothing that pointed to her whereabouts now. If she’d made any emotionally significant calls, they hadn’t been on this phone. The cards held only a few glimpses of past games in various hotel rooms.

Time for the keys. I set my fingers on them, ready to jerk away if the imprint was horrible—not that I’d be able to succeed. Sometimes it was easy to get so caught up, I couldn’t pull away, but I was getting better at figuring my way out from under those kinds of imprints.

The most recent imprints on the keys were nonconsequential. Faded, hazy  that didn’t detail anything. Maybe because she usually wore riding gloves when she used this set of keys. The first major imprint was from nine months ago, but it sucked me in immediately.

I stared down at my hand, gripping the keys hard as I walked to the bike. A thousand dollars is nothing, I thought. I’ll pay him that and more. I need to know. I can’t live without knowing.

Out in front of the house, a woman waited for me, a huge grin on her face.

“Hey, Brynn,” I said.

“Ready to find that new jacket?” she asked. “You need a really awesome one to go with that awesome bike. They have cool riding gloves too. I like the fingerless ones best.”

I was more than ready, not so much for the jacket, but to finally know.

So, there was some kind of secret there, but I’d have to wait to learn what because another imprint was already coming to me.

He grinned as he handed me the keys and pointed out the window. “What?” I asked. “You know I have to—” Then I saw the bike, and a thrill rushed through me. “Manny! You didn’t! You spent your bonus on that?”

The part of me that was still Autumn registered that the biker at my counter was named Manny, but this was the only outside thought I could manage before the imprint swept me on.

Manny nodded. “Oh, yeah, baby. I did.”

I ran out the front door to the bike. It was beautiful. I let my fingers glide over the pristine leather of the dual seat and across the glistening paint. It was finally mine. This beautiful bike was all mine!

Sticking the key into the ignition, I threw my leg over the seat. The glorious sound of the powerful engine roaring to life made my pulse race. Putting the bike into gear, I sped away. The wind streamed through my hair as I heard Manny yelling at me to put my helmet on.

Not yet. Not for this first ride. Be patient, my sweet, wonderful husband. Just a turn around the block. I’ll be right back.

I couldn’t help smiling at the imprint. This event had taken place a year ago, which would have put it at the couple’s sixth anniversary. Had the motorcycle been an anniversary present? Whatever it was, it had been a good day for Sariah, and probably for Manny too.

“What?” Manny asked. “You see something?”

“Sariah really loved her new bike.”

Manny stared at me for a moment, and then his brown eyes turned soft. “We saved a long time to buy it. Before that, we always rode double. I miss having her behind me, but she has more fun on her own bike.”

“She was surprised that you’d spent your bonus.”

He shrugged. “It took us over the top is all. We both work, and all our money goes into the same pot. I’d do it again, and more.”

“There was also something about a thousand dollars nine months ago,” I said. “I think it was money Sariah was going to pay someone. It feels like she was trying to find out something she felt very strongly about.” I didn’t add that it was information Sariah felt she couldn’t live without. Emotions like those were exaggerated all the time, even in imprints. “Did she ever pay someone a thousand dollars for something?”

Manny’s forehead creased as he shook his head. “That doesn’t sound like Sariah.”

“You’d know if a thousand dollars was missing from your accounts?” Shannon asked.

Manny nodded. “Yeah, of course. We ain’t got a lot to spare, and what we have, we save for retirement, or for excursions. We want to have good memories to talk about when we’re old.” He paused before adding, “You sure about the money?”

“Yes. But it was nine months ago, so it might not be related to why she’s gone missing. It was on a day she went shopping with a woman named Brynn for a new riding jacket.”

Manny’s eyes opened wide. “If you know that, then it’s real. What you do, I mean. Anyone could have guessed about the bike, but you couldn’t have known about Brynn and the shopping.”

I’d have thought people would believe in my ability before walking through my door, but most people were skeptical until I told them something I couldn’t possibly know. Even Shannon had indulged in a hate-love affair with both my gift and his feelings for me for the better part of a year, before not-so-gracefully succumbing to my charms.

“Yes,” I said. “It’s real. Tell me about that day.”

He shrugged. “She found a jacket, a really nice one. Gloves too. Cost over two hundred bucks together. But she must not have liked the jacket because she ended up exchanging it a couple weeks later for a different one about the same price. I thought the first one was a little better, but whatever makes her happy is good for me. As for the thousand bucks, I can go back through my bank statements, but I don’t see how I could have missed something that big.” Manny’s big hand clenched on the countertop. “But didn’t you see anything about where she went?”

“I’m sorry,” I said, shaking my head. “Imprints are usually left on objects if the emotion surrounding them is significant. That’s why I could see the new bike so well. But if she didn’t touch these  as she was thinking about leaving, or when something important happened—like someone kidnapping her—there wouldn’t be a significant imprint that could tell us anything.”

His eyes reddened, and his jaw worked as he stared at me. “Then you need more  to check,” he said finally, surprising me with his astuteness.

“Yes. It’s no guarantee, but I’m willing to try. The more I read, the more likely we’ll find something that will tell us what happened.”

“Like what kind of ?” He began shoving the other items back into his bag.

“Nothing cloth, unless it was really special to her and you don’t wash it much. Cloth tends to lose bits of itself with each washing, so it doesn’t hold imprints well. Leather would be fine, however. And anything else solid or special. Also,  she might use every day.” The more often something was used, the more opportunities to imprint on it.

He thought a moment. “I have her riding jacket. And her leather pants, though she mostly wears jeans these days. She didn’t take none of it.”

“Those would work.”

He thumbed over his shoulder. “I’ll come back with more. How long will you be open?”

“Look, it would be better if I could go to your house,” I said. “I just don’t know what might have the imprint. I mean, the door at your house might be what will give me a clue. Or the floor.” Floors didn’t usually have many imprints since most people wore shoes, but it did happen.

His face brightened for the first time. “You’d do that? When? I called work already and told them I wasn’t coming in until I find her. So I can do it anytime.” His eyes begged me to come now.

I cast an apologetic glance toward Shannon, who sighed. “I guess this means a raincheck?”

“Sorry,” I told him. Turning to the biker, I extended my hand. “I learned from Sariah’s imprints that she calls you Manny, but if we’re going to be working together, I should have your full name—and your wife’s.” That should make the background check Shannon would insist on much easier. More importantly, I wanted to check out the fingerless riding gloves Manny was wearing over his large hands. If he’d done something to his wife, I’d rather know now than before I followed him to his house. “You already know I’m Autumn Rain, and this is my fiancé, Shannon Martin.”

Manny held out his hand without hesitation. “I’m Manny Barnes,” he said as he took my hand, which meant that whatever he thought might be imprinted on his gloves, it didn’t have anything to do with his wife’s disappearance. My palm touched his leather glove, and instantly, I was somewhere else. I was someone else.

I raced through the streets, my eyes searching frantically. My heart pounded as if threatening to leave my chest. No sign of her.

Screaming to a stop, I jumped off and ran up the walk. I banged on a door, trying to push back panic. A woman answered. “Have you seen Sariah?” I begged. “Please tell me she’s here.”

I barely registered a negative reply before stumbling back to my bike and driving to another house. Now my breath came only with difficulty, my mind numb to everything but helplessness and fear.

The terrible, life-consuming fear.

Dear God, she can’t be gone, I thought. She can’t have left me. She wouldn’t. She knew I’d walk over hot coals for her, that I’d even give up riding for her if it would make her happy. Where could she have gone? She has to be somewhere. Please, God, bring her home to me.

With effort, I pulled away from Manny. I didn’t need to see more—I didn’t want to see more. If the glove was any indication, he was barely holding things together enough to stand in front of my counter. No wonder he’d been desperate enough to come to a “psychic.”

“I’m sorry,” I told him gently. “I’ll do my best to find Sariah.”

“Her full name is Sariah Killigan Barnes,” he said. “Killigan is her maiden name.”

“Is her family local? Do they know she’s missing?”

“Yeah, they know. But there’s only Sariah’s mom and an aunt who lives in Vegas. And two cousins.” Bitterness tinged his voice, and I guessed there was no love lost between him and his in-laws. That might bear looking into.

Shannon inserted his face between us. “Would you excuse us for a minute?” he asked Manny.

“Sure.” Manny nodded vigorously, as if willing to do anything as long as I agreed to help him.

Gripping my arm, Shannon led me to the back room that ran the width of the shop behind my counter. “You need to take your gun,” he said in a low voice. I’d expected something more along the lines of “No way are you going there alone,” so this was a nice surprise.

“I will. Don’t worry.” I didn’t remind him that I was testing for my second-degree black belt in three weeks. He had far more trust in guns than in taekwondo.

“I won’t because I’m going with you.”

I rolled my eyes. “It’ll probably take longer than a lunch break.”

“Probably, but by then I’ll have his name run through my computer and the plates on his bike or whatever he’s driving as well. And I’ll let him know I’m a detective.”

“No,” I whispered back. “Not one word about you being a cop. You can come and play the concerned fiancé, but once you check it out, you’ll go back to work so I can do mine.”

We glared at each other for a long moment, and it was he who backed down first. “Okay, but if you need anything, let me know. I’d rather you solve this before it becomes my problem.”

In other words, a homicide. We both knew that it might already be his problem, but neither of us would say it aloud.

“You can follow me.”

“Okay, let’s go.”

Out in the shop, Manny Barnes paced before the counter. He stopped when we appeared, his face anxious as if expecting me to change my mind. I grabbed my purse from the counter where I’d left it and squatted down in front of my safe.

At least we know he isn’t a purse snatcher, I thought wryly as I opened the safe and put on the ankle holster that held my new Glock 26. He also hadn’t touched my engagement ring, which I now put into the safe.

I locked my outer door on our way out. Customers knew they could come into my store through the Herb Shoppe and pay Jake for anything they might want to buy while I was out. The same was true when he had to close early. The setup worked well for both of us, and even through the ups and downs of our relationship, we’d held that part of our association sacrosanct.

I drove my own rusty red Toyota hatchback, following Manny’s motorcycle, with Shannon’s white Mustang in my rearview mirror. I was glad not to have to find the address alone, because whatever ability I had didn’t extend to directions, even with the help of my phone’s GPS, which always seemed to show the map facing the wrong direction. My sister was likewise directionally impaired, so I liked to think it was an inherited thing.

Manny lived on the east side of Portland on Taggart Street, in lower-cost housing that was a step up from the apartments where I lived. The houses might be near the freeway and crammed close together, but they had a bit of land. Most of them also had garages, and a few even had nice porches. Manny stopped in front of a one-story house with tan siding. Everything about it was nice, from the narrow patch of grass in the front to the vibrant flowers in the carefully designed flowerbeds. Rows of colorful potted plants hung above the pristine white railing on the porch. Instead of a sidewalk up to the door, interlaid stones wound across the grass. Several small trees shaded the house. Everything about the property screamed a love of order and growing things.

The white garage door opened. It was made for two cars, but currently there was only one. Manny drove his bike inside and parked while I climbed out of my car. Shannon joined me on the sidewalk.

“A quick check hasn’t revealed anything on this guy except a speeding ticket,” he said, “but that doesn’t mean there isn’t something in his past. If his wife really does turn out to be a missing person, we’ll have to dig deeper.”

Right. Because missing people usually go missing because of someone they know.

We headed up the drive where Manny waited for us inside the garage. “Is Sariah’s bike usually in here too?” I asked Manny.

Manny nodded. “Yes. It’d move without the keys, but it wouldn’t start. So it just doesn’t make sense that it’s gone.” He hesitated. “If the bike and the keys were gone, I might not be so worried. I mean, she could have gone for a ride.”

“All night?” Shannon asked, arching a brow.

Manny sighed. “I guess not. None of this makes sense.”

“May I?” I asked, holding up my hands.

“That’s why you’re here. You’ll find out we ain’t perfect, but I love my wife more than anything else in the world.”

I began touching things in the garage. First inside the car, then his bike, the shelves, and the tools. Whatever Manny did for a living, it was clear he did his own automotive repairs, and the imprints on the tools were all his, except for a glimpse or two of a woman laughing as she hung paintings or sanded a homemade puzzle.

There was nothing on the garage floor except grease, but most of it was old and didn’t cling to my bare feet. When he took me inside, it was immediately apparent that Sariah loved figurines. There were three curio cabinets crammed into the small kitchen alone.

“We get one figure from every place we ride,” Manny explained. “Usually from garage or estate sales.”

Most of the figurines were modern, inexpensive things and held no notable imprints, except from the day of purchase. The rest of the kitchen also didn’t yield much. Sariah liked to cook, and it soothed her, so not many strong imprints there. In the sitting room was another, smaller curio cabinet filled with more knickknacks, and I did a doubletake as I recognized what looked like six Lladro figurines from the mid-eighties that I would have been happy to sell in my shop. Reverently, I touched each of the figurines. The imprints they held were nostalgic and faded, but it was clear they’d been well-loved. I checked the bottoms to make sure they were genuine Lladro.

“Do you realize that some of these figurines may be worth thousands of dollars?” I said, closing the case. “Maybe tens of thousands?” Exactly how much, I’d have to research, but the value was there.

Manny looked surprised. “Really? Sariah will be happy to hear—” He broke off, shaking his head morosely. “Most of these are from Sariah’s grandmother from her father’s side, and it’s sort of what got us started collecting. Sariah got them when she died—Sariah’s father had already passed by then, and she’s the only grandchild. But Sariah’s mother nearly threw them away. She isn’t into collecting anything but stamps on her passport.”

The figurines would have been a sizeable investment, even back when purchased, but time had made them far more valuable. “Sariah’s mother likes traveling?” I closed the cabinet.

“As long as it doesn’t have anything to do with a motorcycle. Maren—that’s her name, Maren Killigan—works for an airline and gets discounted travel, so she’s always jetting around. I tried to make her see that Sariah is just like her in that—we both love to see new things and visit new places, except we do it on our bikes, but she thinks I’ve corrupted Sariah.”

“I see.” I moved to the furniture in the room, but Shannon’s hand fell on my shoulder long before I was finished.

He drew me out to the porch, his voice lowering. “I have to go back to work now. You let me know if you need anything.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. Because if the imprints had told me one thing thus far, it was that Manny wasn’t violent. He’d never lifted a hand to Sariah. Not ever. Not even when he’d had a beer too many. Drinking only made him morose and weepy.

After Shannon left, Manny loosened up. “He’s kind of scary,” he said, looking out the window as Shannon sped off in his unmarked Mustang.

I laughed. “Not really. He’s just protective.”

“You can say that again. What now?”

I sighed. “There’s still a long way to go. If you don’t mind, I’d like to have one of those bananas in your kitchen. I’m missing lunch.” I was starting to flag, and the banana would give me a little strength. “Then I’ll need that list of friends and family you gave to the police. Yours and hers too. I want to talk to all of them.”

Manny frowned. “They’re a nice bunch, but they may not open up to you.”

“We’ll figure it out. And I want the names of other people you know who might not necessarily be friends or related. Make sure you include phone numbers, addresses, and how you know them. Include everyone, even if it’s someone you don’t socialize with but come into contact with regularly—delivery people, colleagues from work, neighbors, and the like. And if you think anyone might be important, note that as well.”

Manny went to retrieve the banana while I continued working in the sitting room. On the coffee table sat a garish ceramic bowl full of clear marbles that invited people to plunge their hands into the bowl and play. The marbles didn’t radiate imprints, but vivid tingling signaled a strong one on the bowl, so I squatted by the table and placed a forefinger on its gaudy surface.

Disgusting creature. I had no idea what my son saw in the little tramp. He didn’t see Sariah for what she was, how she was always making eyes at other men behind his back. I had to get rid of her somehow, if it was the last thing I did.

The imprint was so malevolent that I rolled back on my heels, which took my finger from the red spot on the bowl. That meant I had to touch it again and relive the imprint before I could check if there was more. There wasn’t. But at least six months ago, Manny’s mother wanted to get rid of Sariah.

I was still squatting there, recovering, when Manny returned to the room with a banana. “Are you okay?” he asked. His gaze wandered past me to the bowl.

I nodded, coming awkwardly to my feet. “Your mother doesn’t like Sariah, does she?”

He shook his head. “About as much as hers likes me.”

“You should get rid of this bowl.” No one should have something in their house that reeked of hatred that strongly.

His dark eyes were curious, but he didn’t press for more. “We never liked it anyway. It was a gift from my mother, though, and Sariah didn’t want to hurt her feelings. We put the marbles in to make it better.”

“The marbles are great. Just use another bowl to hold them.”

I ate the banana while Manny began adding to the list of names he’d given the police, not a list on a piece of paper but on his phone. His big fingers tapped away with the same awkwardness he’d shown earlier at my antiques shop. After examining everything in the room, I left him behind and continued into the hallway. I touched paintings, walls, doors, vents, and every piece of furniture. I opened cupboards, drawers, and closets, and explored everything in the bathroom. I touched coats, shoes, jewelry, and Sariah’s leather clothing. I inspected the back patio and the surprisingly large back yard that I learned was the envy of the neighbors.

Gradually, an image of Manny and Sariah’s life together came into focus. They had married seven years ago, after a whirlwind romance of barely a month. Manny had fallen head-over-heels with Sariah from the first day they’d met, and she had felt the same for him. Manny worked at a garage fixing cars, while Sariah was a secretary at a local school. They worked hard, enjoyed playing cards, watched game shows on television, and drank the occasional beer. They loved pizza and ice cream and Doritos. Manny used to smoke, but he’d quit long before his marriage to Sariah, when his beloved father died of lung cancer. They enjoyed having friends over, but mostly they loved planning trips and riding their Harley-Davidsons. They helped serve breakfast at the homeless shelter every Saturday, and Manny had fixed up and donated eleven old cars to charity over the past five years. They had no children, not from preference, but because in the five years they’d been trying, it had never happened. They’d been happy for most of their seven-year marriage. Their sometimes loud and passionate fights never lasted long and always ended in equally passionate lovemaking. Sariah was eagerly awaiting their anniversary trip. In short, they were like any other couple who were in love and on equal footing in their relationship. They were good people.

What I didn’t find was any hint that Sariah planned to leave, or that someone planned to take her.

Frustrated, I went to the front porch to touch the vibrant hanging baskets of flowers I’d noticed when I arrived. Again, there was nothing. The railing and floor were equally devoid of information. Soon, only a small watering can sat untouched in the corner of the porch, inconsequential and almost unnoticed. I picked it up, and emotion fell over me.

I focused on the water pouring over the plants as a motorcycle roared to life. I hate him, I thought. Why doesn’t he leave me alone? It’s enough to make me stop riding altogether. I have to tell Manny, but what would I tell him? That I have a “feeling” when I’m around him?

Ah-hah. This was something recent, from Tuesday of last week at four-twenty. For the first time, I might have a lead. Sariah didn’t like one of their riding friends, and maybe she had good reason. I touched it again to make sure I hadn’t missed anything.

Imprints never change, but they are fallible because what I experience always comes through the eyes of whoever imprinted on the object. Their emotions, perceptions, and biases were all a part of what they saw. For instance, I’d experienced imprints of serial killers who felt no remorse or shame in what they did, as if killing was as okay as buying groceries. I always tried to ban these horrific imprints to a corner of my mind, but inevitably, they became a part of my experience and a little more of my personal innocence died.

Was it worth it? I didn’t really know, but it was a risk I was willing to take.

As a last resort, I walked out to the mailbox and touched that too. An unexpected imprint fell over me like a net, holding me in place with excitement and worry. I’m finally going to see her today.

Just that one imprinted thought, but it was so powerful that it repeated three times before I could take my finger away. No clue as to who “she” was, but the calendar in my mind narrowed the date to early January, six months earlier.

Manny came out on the porch. “I think I’m finished,” he called, holding up his phone.

So was I. Except for one more thing. I met him at the bottom of his porch stairs. “Can I see what you have so far?”

“Want me to text it to you?”

“Yes, but let me see the list first.”

What I really wanted was to touch his phone. I believed in him after touching his gloves and everything in the rest of his house, but I had to be thorough. His wife or whoever had taken her could have imprinted on his phone as well.

He passed me the phone, and in the next second, I regretted my request as more panic and fear filled me, from the deep recesses of my heart to the tips of my toes and fingers. Manny had used this phone to call everyone he knew, often sobbing by the end of the conversations.

I endured it all, going back several months before handing back his phone. I was lucky the frantic images of his panic were preceded by normal, fainter ones, or I might have collapsed altogether, clutching the phone in a grip I wouldn’t be able to release until I passed out. If I’d had any lingering doubts about this man, they were utterly decimated.

He gazed at me a little warily. “What was that all about?” When I didn’t answer, he said, “Oh. The, uh, imprints are that bad, huh?”

“Sometimes. And you’ve been very worried about Sariah.” Reluctantly, I added, “I need to see your keys and wallet too. I have to rule everything out.”
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