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Chapter 1: Harvest
Festival

The smell hit Sage before she even opened her eyes.

Cinnamon. Nutmeg. The warm, yeasty sweetness of dough doing
exactly what it was supposed to do. She stood behind the portable
fryer at her festival booth and breathed it in like a prayer.
October in Crescent Harbor smelled like everything good in the
world.

"Order up!" She lifted a fresh batch of apple cider doughnuts
from the oil and set them on the cooling rack. Steam curled off
them in the crisp morning air. She dusted them with cinnamon sugar
while they were still warm — the window was maybe ninety seconds
before the surface moisture evaporated and nothing would stick.

Timing. Baking was all about timing.

The Crescent Harbor Harvest Festival stretched out in front of
her like a postcard. Orange and white tents lined the town green.
Hay bales sat in stacks along the walkways, and someone had
arranged a small army of pumpkins near the gazebo — fat ones, tall
ones, a few tiny gourds tucked in like children. Strings of Edison
bulbs hung overhead, waiting for dusk. A banner reading
31st Annual Harvest Festival rippled in the
breeze, one corner already coming loose.

Sage smiled. Some things in this town never changed. That banner
came loose every single year, and every single year Frankie climbed
up and fixed it with a drill and a look that said she was doing the
Lord's work.

"Those doughnuts are a sin, Sage
Holloway."

Dez appeared at the front of her booth, tweed cap firmly in
place despite the warm afternoon. He leaned on the counter with
both elbows, eyeing the cooling rack like a man planning a
heist.

"They're apple cider doughnuts, Dez. The only sin is eating them
cold."

"Then I'd better save them from that fate." He held up two
fingers. "And one of those maple pecan rolls. A man needs his
energy."

Sage bagged them up and waved off his money. "On the house. You
helped me carry all this equipment at five this morning."

"I carried one folding table."

"And I appreciate it deeply."

He grinned and bit into a doughnut, closing his eyes. A little
shower of cinnamon sugar landed on his jacket. "Oh, that's good.
That's real good. What's your secret?"

"I reduce the cider by half before adding it to the batter.
Concentrates the apple flavor without making the dough too wet."
She wiped down the counter. "Also, fresh nutmeg. The pre-ground
stuff is basically sawdust."

"I'll pretend I understood all that and just say thank you." He
tipped his cap and wandered off toward the craft tents, leaving a
faint trail of cinnamon sugar behind him.

The afternoon unfolded the way harvest festivals should. Golden
light slanting through the maples. Kids running between booths with
caramel apples and painted faces. The high school jazz band playing
something ambitious near the gazebo, the trumpet player only
slightly behind the beat. Mrs. Kimura from the flower shop had set
up a wreath-making station, and a group of women sat in a loose
circle, threading dried hydrangeas and bittersweet onto wire frames
while they talked.

Sage sold doughnuts and maple pecan rolls at a steady clip.
She'd also brought cranberry orange bread, sliced into samples, and
a new experiment — salted caramel apple butter in small jars with
hand-written labels. The jars were moving fast. She made a mental
note to double the next batch.

Shadow appeared around two o'clock.

He materialized from under the booth's back table, which was his
preferred method of arrival — already there before you noticed. He
sat on the grass beside her feet, black fur gleaming in the
afternoon light, golden-green eyes scanning the crowd with the calm
authority of a health inspector.

"Hey, you." Sage reached down and scratched behind his ears.
"Come to supervise?"

Shadow blinked once. Slowly. Then he turned his gaze toward the
crowd and held very still, watching something she couldn't
identify.

"Helpful as always," she murmured.

The festival crowd ebbed and flowed around her booth. She
recognized almost everyone. Two months ago, that would have
surprised her. A year ago, she hadn't known a single soul in
Crescent Harbor beyond a few childhood memories. Now she could name
half the town.

It still caught her off guard sometimes — how much this place
felt like home.

Owen appeared around three, carrying two cups of hot cider and
wearing his weekend uniform: flannel shirt, sleeves rolled to the
elbows, a look on his face like he was quietly pleased with the
entire world.

"Fuel delivery." He handed her a cup.

"My hero." She took a sip. Warm, tart, perfect. "How's the
festival from the other side?"

"Good. I judged the pie contest."

"And?"

"Marge Henderson's brown butter pumpkin took first. Deservedly.
The woman's a genius." He leaned against the booth and surveyed the
crowd. "Also, I ate four slices of pie in forty minutes, so I might
not be the most reliable narrator."

Sage laughed. This was her favorite version of Owen — relaxed,
dry, content. Their relationship had settled into something steady
and warm over the past few months, like bread dough that had
finally finished its rise. No rush. No pressure. Just two people
who liked being in the same place.

"Frankie fixed the banner," Owen noted.

"Of course she did."

"She looked very heroic about it."

"She always does."

They stood together in comfortable silence for a moment,
watching the crowd. Shadow had moved to the front corner of the
booth, sitting perfectly upright, his tail curled around his paws.
He was staring at something again — or someone. Sage followed his
gaze but saw only the usual festival flow. Families. Couples. Kids
chasing each other around the pumpkin display.

And one man she didn't recognize.

He stood near the food vendor row, studying a plate of food with
the expression of someone who'd ordered a steak and received a
shoe. Mid-fifties, expensive coat, silver hair cut with the kind of
precision that cost real money. Everything about him said
not from here. Not just the clothes. It was
the way he held himself — separate from the crowd, above it.

"Who's that?" Sage asked.

Owen followed her gaze. "Harrison Cross. Property lawyer from
Portland. He does business in town sometimes."

"He looks thrilled to be here."

"He looks like that everywhere." Owen took a sip of cider. "He's
good at what he does, from what I hear. Aggressive. Finds loopholes
no one else finds. Not exactly beloved by opposing counsel."

As if to prove the point, Cross was now speaking to one of the
food vendors — Jerry Park, who ran the Korean barbecue truck. Jerry
was a gentle, patient man who Sage had never seen flustered in his
life. But Cross was leaning over the counter, gesturing at his
plate, and even from thirty feet away, Sage could read the tension
in Jerry's shoulders.

"Excuse me a second," Sage said.

She wiped her hands and walked over.

"— and I specifically asked about allergens," Cross was saying.
His voice carried the particular sharpness of someone accustomed to
being right. "I have a severe tree nut allergy. Severe. As in, I
carry an EpiPen. As in, anaphylaxis. Do you understand what that
means?"

Jerry's expression was calm, but his jaw was tight. "Sir, I told
you. We don't use any tree nut products. Everything on the menu is
clearly labeled."

"Then what is this?" Cross jabbed a finger at his plate. "This
sheen. What oil did you use?"

Jerry took a slow breath. "Sesame oil and rice bran oil. Same as
always. Both are clearly listed—"

"Hi, Jerry." Sage stepped in with her best I'm
just being friendly smile. "Everything okay?"

Jerry's relief was visible. "Hey, Sage. Just a misunderstanding
about ingredients."

Cross turned his sharp gaze on her. "And you are?"

"Sage Holloway. I run The Proving Ground, the bakery on Main
Street. I also have a background in food science." She kept her
voice light. Friendly. Just a neighbor being helpful. "If you're
concerned about allergen exposure, I'm happy to take a look."

Cross studied her for a beat, then thrust his plate toward her.
"Be my guest."

Sage looked at the plate. Korean rice bowl — beautifully done,
Jerry's signature dish. Rice, marinated beef, pickled vegetables, a
fried egg on top. She leaned in and looked more carefully.

There was an oil sheen on the food. Faint, but there. Her food
science brain catalogued it automatically — the color was slightly
off. Not the pale gold of sesame oil or the neutral tone of rice
bran. Something richer. Warmer.

Huh.

She glanced at Jerry's prep station. His oil bottles were lined
up, clearly labeled. Sesame. Rice bran. Nothing else.

"Jerry's right," Sage said. "No tree nut oils in his setup. You
should be fine." She paused. "But if you're really worried, you
could stick with the baked goods vendors. My booth is right over
there. Everything I brought today is tree nut free except the maple
pecan rolls, and those are clearly marked."

Cross grunted. Not a thank you, exactly, but an acknowledgment
that she existed and had been marginally useful. He picked up his
plate and walked off toward the picnic tables.

Jerry exhaled. "Thanks, Sage."

"Anytime. Your rice bowl looks amazing, by the way."

"It tastes better when the customer isn't threatening to sue."
He managed a small smile. "That guy's been here an hour and he's
already complained to three vendors."

Sage walked back to her booth, turning over that oil sheen in
her mind. It was probably nothing. Oils could look different under
natural light. And Jerry's station was clean — she'd bet her bakery
on it.

Still. The color had been off. Just a little.

She filed it away the way she always did. A small note in the
back of her brain, tucked between recipe ideas and fermentation
timelines.

Shadow was standing when she returned. Not sitting. Standing,
ears forward, body tense. He was facing the picnic area where Cross
had gone to eat.

"What's got you worked up?" Sage murmured.

Shadow didn't move.

Owen raised an eyebrow. "He's been like that since you
left."

The afternoon light was starting to soften, turning everything
gold and amber. The jazz band had switched to something slower.
People were settling in for the evening portion of the festival —
the bonfire, the pie auction, the lantern walk along the harbor.
Sage was packing up her remaining stock when she heard the first
shout.

It came from the picnic area.

A woman's voice, high and scared. "Someone help! He can't
breathe!"

Sage's hands went still.

Then she was moving, weaving between booths and hay bales, Owen
right behind her. A crowd had already formed near the picnic tables
— a tight knot of people, some stepping back, some pushing forward.
Sage pushed through.

Harrison Cross was on the ground.

His face was swollen, mottled red and white. His hands clawed at
his throat. His breathing — what was left of it — came in thin,
ragged whistles. Hives bloomed across his neck and up his jaw.

Anaphylaxis. Sage recognized it instantly.

"Does anyone have his EpiPen?" she shouted. "He carries one —
check his jacket!"

A woman knelt beside him, already searching his pockets with
shaking hands. She found it — the familiar orange tube — and pulled
the cap off. Sage dropped beside her.

"Outer thigh," Sage said, her voice steady even as her heart
hammered. "Through the clothing is fine. Press and hold."

The woman jabbed the pen into Cross's leg. They waited. Five
seconds. Ten.

Cross's breathing didn't improve.

"Again," Sage said. "Does he have a second pen?"

"I only found one—"

"Has someone called 911?"

"I did!" A voice from behind them. "Ambulance is coming!"

Sage looked at Cross's face. The swelling was getting worse, not
better. His lips were turning blue. The single dose of epinephrine
wasn't enough — the reaction was too severe, too fast.

"Come on," she whispered. "Come on, stay with us."

His eyes found hers. Wide, terrified, searching for something to
hold onto. She took his hand.

"Help is coming," she said. "Just keep breathing. Stay with
me."

But the whistling sound was getting thinner. His grip on her
hand weakened.

By the time the ambulance arrived — seven minutes that felt like
seventy — Harrison Cross was gone.

The festival stopped.

Not officially, not with an announcement. It just stopped. The
music trailed off. The Edison bulbs came on as dusk fell, but they
lit a changed scene. Police cars. An ambulance with no sirens,
because there was no rush anymore. Yellow tape around the picnic
area. People standing in small groups, speaking quietly, holding
their children a little closer.

Chief Reyes arrived and spoke to the paramedics. Sage gave her
statement to a young officer she recognized from the bakery — Danny
Medina, who always ordered blueberry scones and never remembered to
take off his sunglasses indoors. Tonight he looked pale and very
serious, writing everything down carefully.

Owen found her afterward. He put his arm around her shoulders
and didn't say anything for a while, which was exactly right.

"You okay?" he finally asked.

"Not really."

"Yeah."

They sat on a hay bale near her booth. The festival grounds were
emptying slowly, people drifting away like leaves. Shadow sat at
Sage's feet, pressed against her ankle. Warm. Present.

Sage stared at the picnic area where Cross had fallen. The
paramedics had said anaphylaxis. Severe allergic reaction. Tragic,
but not unheard of — people with food allergies lived with that
risk every day. A stray ingredient, cross-contamination, one wrong
bite.

Except.

Sage kept seeing that plate. The oil sheen. The color that
didn't match Jerry's setup.

"Owen."

"Yeah?"

"When I looked at Cross's food earlier — when he was complaining
to Jerry — there was an oil on the food. A sheen."

Owen turned to look at her. "Okay."

"It wasn't sesame oil. And it wasn't rice bran. The color was
wrong. It was warmer. More golden."

"What kind of oil looks like that?"

Sage's hands were cold. She pressed them together in her lap.
"Walnut oil has a distinctive color. Rich, golden. It's subtle, but
once you've worked with it, you recognize it."

Owen was quiet for a moment. "Cross had a tree nut allergy."

"A severe one. He announced it to every vendor he talked
to."

"And Jerry doesn't use tree nut products."

"None of the vendors do. The festival requires it — it's in the
vendor agreement. They advertise the whole event as tree nut free."
Sage looked at him. "So if that was walnut oil on his food, it
didn't come from any vendor."

The implications of that sentence hung between them in the cold
evening air.

Owen's expression had shifted. She knew that look — the forensic
accountant in him, the part that tracked patterns and noticed when
numbers didn't add up.

"You're saying someone put it there," he said.

Sage watched the police lights flash across the empty festival
grounds. Shadow pressed harder against her ankle.

"I'm saying walnut oil doesn't just appear on a plate," she said
quietly. "If no one here was using it — and I'd bet everything that
no one was — then someone brought it. And someone added it to his
food."

The night had turned cold. A wind came off the harbor, carrying
the salt-and-seaweed smell that meant the tide was turning.
Somewhere across the green, a string of Edison bulbs flickered and
went dark.

"Someone who knew about his allergy," Owen said.

Sage nodded. She thought about Cross announcing his allergy to
Jerry, loudly, impatiently, in front of anyone within earshot. She
thought about how many people he'd apparently complained to that
afternoon.

But the allergy wasn't new information. Cross had been doing
business in Crescent Harbor for years. Lots of people could have
known.

Shadow stood up, stretched, and walked three deliberate steps
toward the dark picnic area. Then he stopped and looked back at
Sage over his shoulder.

She met his golden-green eyes.

"Yeah," she said softly, to no one in particular. "That's what
I'm afraid of."





Chapter 2: The
Victim

Sage couldn't sleep.

She lay in bed and stared at the ceiling while Shadow curled
against her hip, a warm anchor in the dark. The wind had picked up
after midnight, rattling the old windows of her apartment above The
Proving Ground. She could hear the harbor from here on windy nights
— the distant clang of rigging, the low moan of water against the
seawall.

She kept seeing Harrison Cross's eyes. Wide. Terrified.
Searching for something to hold onto while his throat closed and
his body betrayed him.

And the oil. That faint golden sheen on his plate, catching the
afternoon light.

At four-thirty she gave up on sleep, pushed back the covers, and
went downstairs to bake. Baking was the only thing that had ever
quieted her brain. In college, during finals week, her roommate had
learned that the smell of bread at three in the morning meant Sage
was either stressed or solving a problem. Usually both.

The Proving Ground was dark and still, the way she liked it
before dawn. She flipped on the kitchen lights and the space came
alive — copper mixing bowls, the big Hobart mixer she'd named
Dolly, the scarred wooden prep table she'd found at an estate sale.
The air still held yesterday's ghost — a faint sweetness from the
cider doughnuts she'd prepped before the festival.

She started with sourdough. Her starter, Clementine, had been
bubbling away in the walk-in, and Sage fed her first, then began
mixing the dough. Flour, water, salt
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