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For those of you who knew there would probably be more eyeball shit, and yet you still came back.

This one’s for you . . .




Content & Trigger Warnings

As much as Harvest Season is a dark romantic comedy and will hopefully make you laugh through the madness, it’s still dark! Please read responsibly.

 

• Woodchippers (Cookie Monster is BACK, baby!)

• A raven who still very much enjoys human meat snacks

• Dismembered bones

• Eye . . . stuff (why are you surprised?!)

• Murdery gardening

• Breaking and entering, including theft

• Dismembered bodies

• Toes. Yep, toes

• Chili peppers . . . ? I dunno. You be the judge!

• References to physical and psychological torture

• Poison and its unpleasant effects

• Stalking (or, according to Nolan, “hunting”)

• Drowning

• Forced captivity

• Alcohol, and sometimes weird things in alcohol . . .

• Detailed Search and Rescue/recovery activities, including depictions of loved ones experiencing the stress and grief of a missing family member

• Details of a hit-and-run vehicular accident and drunk driving

• A plethora of weapons, including axes, knives, guns, garrotes, and three-hole punches

• Explicit language and blasphemy

• Explicit sexual content, including brat/brat-tamer kink, impact play, adult toys, anal sex, oral sex, pain play

• Suicide—though please know that this is not due to complicating factors of mental health issues. In this circumstance, it is defined as self-inflicted injurious behavior with the intent to die

• This is a story of two serial killers falling in love, so expect general murder and mayhem

As with Tourist Season, the preceding book in the series, I want to express this one in greater detail: elderly loved one with Mild Cognitive Impairment (MCI) and early Alzheimer’s disease (AD). Caregiving responsibilities and challenges are also depicted. Please know that some readers might find this exploration of memory loss triggering. More detailed information that you might find helpful:

Mild Cognitive Impairment (MCI)—subtle changes in memory and thinking that may indicate a transition to other dementia conditions, such as Alzheimer’s disease. The term may be used interchangeably with “early Alzheimer’s disease.”

Alzheimer’s disease (AD)—a progressive, degenerative neurological disease with symptoms such as memory loss, difficulty thinking, mood and behavioral changes, psychological challenges (paranoia, depression, hallucination), restlessness, and many others not listed here. It is divided into three primary phases: Mild, Moderate, and Severe. Though not explicitly stated in the story, and complicated by other medical conditions, the character in the book who has this illness exhibits symptoms of Mild to Moderate AD.

Dementia—an umbrella medical term for a number of distinct neurological conditions that represent the impairment of at least two brain functions. MCI and AD are classified as dementia conditions.

A portion of the royalties from the sale of this series will be donated to the Alzheimer’s Association (US) and Alzheimer Society of Canada.
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THRESH

Harper

Having a serial killer for a boyfriend comes with many benefits.

Nolan provides great support when getting rid of enemies, for one. He doesn’t mind trampling over a few laws for my benefit. He’s not put off by blood or guts. Keeps calm under pressure. Has steady hands—that one was particularly useful when he pierced my nipples. Sure, he might have taken his time with the needle, but I like the pain, so it was a win-win.

But do you know when it’s not so great?

When you’re the one in danger of being serial killed.

Maybe I should go back to the “boyfriend” part and amend that to “frenemies with benefits.”

The raven watching me from the branches of the oak tree caws a warning just before the back door of my cottage slams shut with more force than is necessary to close it. As I work among the rhodo­dendrons and irises on the grounds of Lancaster Manor, I look over the stone wall and catch a glimpse of Nolan stalking through the garden. I glance toward the imposing Victorian mansion on the hill, hoping Arthur, my aging mentor, is deep in a nap and not about to roll down the slope in a golf cart he shouldn’t be driving so he can star in my next drama. Tugging off my gloves, I pull my phone from the front pocket of my overalls and open my most recent text exchange with Nolan from this morning.

We need to talk. Now.

Sensing something brewing, I’d tried to lighten the mood.

About how good the nipple piercings look?

No.

Obviously, my attempt was not very successful. That stamp of a single word remains his last text, which he sent over an hour ago. If not even the reminder of our super-hot shibari and nipple-piercing night is enough to tempt him, I’m pretty sure he’s here to murder me.

I sigh and pick up my ax.

The hinges of the garden gate squeak as Nolan enters the grounds of Lancaster Manor. He rounds the corner, ferocity carved into his features. His height seems more imposing than usual, his muscles coiled with tension. His defined jaw is clenched, his full lips set in a grim line. He’s even more beautiful when he’s enraged.

As soon as he sees me, he lurches to a halt. We stare at each other for a beat of silence as he takes in the scene before him. The raven drops to the garden wall, his head tilting from one side to the other. He’s assessing us and is ready to bet on a winner.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Nolan finally asks.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” I retort.

“Murder,” the raven says in his perfect impersonation of my voice as he walks across the stone wall toward the flower beds, staring down at the bloody tarp at my feet. “Pretty murder bird.”

I resist the urge to roll my eyes. “Thank you, Morpheus. Great timing, as always. You’re a credit to corvids everywhere.” I gesture to the dismembered body parts lying on the tarp, ready for the woodchipper. “I’m disposing of Arthur’s little mistake. The tourist guy from the cemetery.”

“‘Little mistake,’” Nolan echoes.

I shrug. “We couldn’t leave him in the shed forever. Arthur doesn’t like it when bodies stay in the freezer for too long. It’s kind of a high-risk storage place, you know?”

“Right. Sure.” Nolan nods sagely, the motion steeped in sarcasm. “As high-risk as, let’s say, putting a body through the woodchipper in broad fucking daylight?” He takes a step closer, though there’s still so much space left between us. And for some reason, it feels like it grows bigger with every second that passes, a chasm of unease that threatens to consume me.

“Would a woodchipper running at night cause more suspicion, or less?”

“Perhaps you could consider not fucking running it at all.” He drags a hand down his face, the strain of controlling his anger radiating from him, as though he wants to pace in agitation but checks himself. “Aren’t you worried about the drone operator coming around and seeing you?”

“I figured he’d be busy with other stuff since he probably knows Sam is dead by now.”

“Well, you’d be right about that. He is indeed busy with ‘other stuff.’ Like the fucking afterlife. Because Vinny Meschino is also fucking dead.”

I figured it wouldn’t be long before the news about Sam Porter’s death worked its way around town—a documentarian-slash-­amateur investigator was always going to be a gossip heat score, and nothing is more titillating to a town like Cape Carnage than an “accidental” death. But his drone operator, Vinny? That’s truly unexpected. Especially as I was the one who hit him in the head, and though it’d been hard enough to knock him out, I didn’t think it would kill him. The last I saw Vinny, he was unconscious in the parking lot of the Capeside Inn as I drove off to rescue Nolan from Sam.

Though I’m as shocked by this revelation as Nolan must have been when the news reached him, I do my best not to let it show. Sometimes, it’s better not to let another predator catch you off guard, even if they are on your side. Theoretically. “Well, that’s good, I guess.”

Nolan’s eyes darken.

“It’s not good . . . ?”

He shakes his head, and I let the ax drop to the lawn with a thunk. “Okay, so why don’t you tell me what it is, since you seem to know so much more about this than me?”

Nolan moves closer, each of his steps slow and purposeful. His eyes never leave mine, not even when he tears the ax from my grasp and tosses it behind him. I stare into their mossy-green depths and the brown wedge that slices through the bottom of his left iris. He stops so close to me that my chest could brush his with every breath if the air weren’t trapped in my lungs. “All I know is that he’s dead too, and now there’s a murder investigation.”

“Oh . . . kay. That’s . . . something.”

Morpheus croaks in the silence that blooms between us, settling on the tarp in a rustle of feathers. Though I glance over to watch the bird peck at the man’s severed thigh, I know Nolan still doesn’t take his eyes off me. His gaze heats the pulse jumping in my neck. It feels like a noose is tightening across my skin.

“Was it me?” I ask. “Did I kill him when I hit him in the parking lot?”

Nolan’s expression doesn’t soften, a crease etched between his lowered brows. “I don’t know. All I’ve heard is that he’s dead too. So maybe it was you. But which you?”

My heart crashes against my ribs. “What do you mean?”

“Would they find Harper Starling if they were to lift one of your fingerprints or collect your DNA?” Nolan looms over me, taking up all the space in my field of vision. I know what he’s about to say before the question slips free of his lips. “Or would they find Autumn Bower?”

Even though I knew it was coming, those two words still strike me like a slap. Autumn Bower.

Memories bombard me of the night I left that woman behind. The bodies on the road. The scent of burnt rubber. Nolan’s desolate cries in the night. The fear that flooded me when I realized my fragile freedom would vanish if I stayed at the site of the crash. And panic now that my mask is being torn away.

“How . . . ?” is all I manage on a thick swallow.

“I found your van when the tide was low this morning,” he says. “The identification number is still there. It didn’t take me long to put the pieces together on the Sleuthseekers Discord server. They made plenty of posts about that van four years ago, when you first dropped off the radar. Complete with lots of links to your old YouTube channel too. Autumn and Adam’s Vanventures . . . it’s certainly catchy.” I press my eyes closed, a flood of guilt and shame washing through me. When my focus returns to Nolan, his hard stare is still drilling right into me. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he whispers.

Fear slides down my throat. I’m not sure what I should say. I don’t want to lie to him—at least, not any more than I’ve already been lying by omission—but I’ve spent the last four years trying to forget that name and all the horror and heartache attached to it. And I’ve done everything in my power to keep my promise to Arthur—to not unveil my past to anyone. But it’s just so fucking lonely living as a ghost. Sometimes, I feel like my memories could drown me. Like I’m always trying to keep my head above the past: the loss of my parents and the grief that followed. The terror of being trapped in serial killer Harvey Mead’s house. The guilt of escaping the cellar when my boyfriend Adam did not.

Nolan watches me, waiting, and I think he would stand here for an eternity if that’s how long it took for me to let down my defenses. There’s no more running from my past, at least not when it comes to him. He’s cornered me in the refuge of shadows. And maybe it would be nice to let in just a sliver of light.

“I couldn’t,” I finally whisper. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry,” he says, but the inflection isn’t what I expected for the fury that seems to be eating him alive. “You’re sorry.”

“Y . . . yes?”

His hands are on my face in an instant, framing me in warmth. There’s a glint in his eyes, a glassy shimmer at his lash line. My brow furrows. When Nolan gathers the composure to grit out his next words, he pauses between each one, as though he needs to imprint them into my very soul. “I. Almost. Killed. You.”

I feel like I’ve been shoved off my axis, and nothing quite makes sense at this angle. I knew he wanted to murder me when we first met, but it’s different to hear him admit it with anguish in his face. Of course he did. He thought I was Harper Starling, the woman who killed his brother, and I let him believe the lie.

Though I force a smile, it feels fragile, ready to crack. “I mean . . . maybe you were planning to, but I probably would have killed you first.” My half-hearted attempt at humor does little to dampen the storm swirling behind his eyes. “I don’t think you tried very hard, if that’s any consolation.”

“It’s not.”

“I’m sensing that.”

“Did you also perhaps sense it might have been a good idea to fucking share that small detail about your true identity with me at some point?” he asks. “Or were you just never going to say anything? Were you going to let me keep believing you killed my brother and nearly killed me too? I thought you were the woman who drove away—”

“But I did,” I say, my confession hanging in the air.

The moment I left Nolan to die alone on that road four years ago is one of my worst memories. Maybe I didn’t have a choice when it came to losing my parents or Adam—there was no way for me to help them. But with Nolan, I did have a choice. And I didn’t choose him.

My nose stings, a burn flaring in my throat. Nolan is not the only one whose tears are on the verge of falling. “I saw you. On the road. I was at my campsite when I heard the crash and then raised voices. I heard a few guys freaking out and a woman arguing with someone. By the time I got there, three men were running toward a trail down the road. The car had driven away. You were . . .”

I shake my head, but Nolan doesn’t let go like I thought he might. His steady warmth still blankets my cheeks, and though I try to look down, his gaze pierces me, refusing to let me go. It feels like he’s trying to resurrect the lost memory. And the least I can do is give him the pieces to fill in the blanks.

“You were screaming,” I say, starting again as the first tear slides down my face. “Screaming in this terrifying way I’ve only heard once before. Like you were being torn apart. Like . . . like you weren’t going to make it. And I was afraid. Afraid of what would happen when people found out who I was.”

A rush of guilt washes through me, burning like the kiss of acid. But somehow, there’s freedom in the raw wound it leaves behind.

“I heard another crash down the road, and I left you. I ran to find it. There was a woman behind the wheel of the car. As soon as I opened the door, I smelled the booze. When I found her wallet in her pocket, I took out her driver’s license, then I realized how much she looked like me.” I shrug, still trying to evade his scrutiny. “The car was just teetering there, ready to go over the cliff. I didn’t think anyone would miss another drunk driver. So I kept her ID and sent her over the edge.”

Nolan shakes his head in my periphery, though I still can’t meet his eyes. “Why?”

“Everyone wanted a piece of me—journalists, people on social media, true crime junkies, even a fucking clothing company that wanted me as the face of their plaid shirts . . . it was exhausting enough as it was. I figured if I passed myself off as someone else and stuck to cash jobs, maybe I could escape from my past. For a while.”

Nolan’s hands slip from my face as he expels a long breath, his chin dropping toward his chest. He turns away, shaking his head as he looks off into the distance. Though in some ways, it feels like a weight has been lifted from my chest, another one slips into the hole left behind, growing heavier with every moment that Nolan keeps himself shut off from me.

When he finally turns to face me, his eyes are still haunted. “Why didn’t you tell me this earlier?”

“No offense, but shoving a guy’s decapitated head into my bird feeder didn’t give me major trust or confidence vibes,” I argue. “You had spent years hunting me down. Would you have believed me if I did?”

“Every day I was fighting the impulse to wrap my hands around your neck and squeeze until you died between my palms. And you know it. You could tell, I could see it in your eyes. So wouldn’t it have been worth it to try?”

“I couldn’t,” I whisper, receiving a vicious, doubtful glare in reply. “I promised Arthur—”

“Jesus fucking Christ—”

“I gave him my word, Nolan. Maybe that doesn’t mean something to everyone. But it means something to me. I promised to never tell anyone who I really was.”

“Even if it killed you?” he asks, but I don’t respond, biting the inner surface of my lower lip until the iron tang of blood snakes across my tongue. “Who else knows?”

“Lukas.”

An exasperated breath leaves Nolan’s lips as he leans back and drags a hand through his hair, the sun-bleached strands among the chocolate brown catching the light.

“He’s the one who helped me get rid of my van. But he doesn’t know anything else about . . . this,” I say gesturing toward the heap of body parts on the ground. “He doesn’t know about his grandfather’s hunting proclivities either. He just thinks he’s . . . quirky.”

“That’s rich,” Nolan says on the heels of a derisive laugh. For a long moment, there are no words between us, only a long look that grows heavier with every heartbeat. “So I guess if you’re willing to risk dying for a promise, then you’re going to stay put in this town, even if I tell you that you should leave. Is that right?”

I give Nolan a conciliatory shrug, and he presses the heels of his palms to his eyes, a heavy sigh filling his chest. Part of me wants to rage against him for proposing I break my word to Arthur. There aren’t many people left in the world who are willing to keep their promises, even when the price is high. But I’m one of them. “I know the risks, Nolan. Yates could pull his head out of his ass at any moment and figure out that the trail of Sam and Vinny and even this guy leads straight back to us,” I say, gesturing again to the body at my feet. “But I can’t abandon Arthur. You, though . . . you can leave whenever you want.”

“You honestly think that?”

“You’re not even from here. You’re a tourist.”

A little flash of hurt passes through his expression. My words have sliced deeper than I meant for them to go. He reins it in, but an echo of the sting remains. “You really don’t get it, do you?” he asks. “I’m not fucking going anywhere, Autumn—”

“Harper.” My cheeks grow hot. My skin is burning. A fresh wave of tears floods my eyes.

“If you stay here, you’re going to have to face her,” Nolan says, grasping my shoulders. He ducks his head to meet my eye level, as if he could force me to see the world the way he does if we’re on the same plane. “More of the Sleuthseekers are coming. With Sam and Vinny both dead, they will descend on Cape Carnage, and it’s only a matter of time before they know who you are. If Sheriff Yates doesn’t figure it out first.”

“Is that why you’re so pissed off at me?”

“I’m pissed off at you because you’re making it fucking impossible for me to look after you.”

“Who said I needed you to do that?”

“I did. I said it when we were at the park, after the theater. And I fucking meant it.”

It’s the first time the realization truly sinks beneath my armor that Nolan has made a promise too. And maybe he is like me—intent on keeping his word. I had never considered that he might be willing to defend his promises with the same ferocity that I defend mine. And the distress in his eyes, the anguish and determination, it’s familiar to me too. It’s the same expression I’ve seen in the mirror when I’ve wiped the blood from my skin and weighed my sins against my past and future. He looks the same as me, ready to put his life on the line for a vow.

But no matter how hard we try, maybe we aren’t destined to succeed.

Not when a siren wails in the distance.

It’s a sudden shock of sound. Nolan’s fingertips dig into my shoulders. His eyes widen, and I’m sure mine do the same. My blood crystallizes, ice dancing beneath my skin. A thousand questions race through my mind in an instant. Are they coming here? Should we run? Can we hide? How could I possibly explain why there’s a body lying at my feet? And how can I protect the man who’s standing in front of me, or the one who lives on the hill?

“It’s an ambulance,” Nolan says a heartbeat later, breaking a moment that felt years long. Even though we know it’s not a police siren, a tremble still remains in my flesh, a surge of adrenaline unwilling to subside. And I don’t think he feels any better about it either, not with the way his pulse thrums in his neck.

“Everything is okay. We’re okay,” I say with an unsteady breath. “Right . . . ?”

Nolan swallows. We break our locked stare to shift our attention to the dismembered body on the tarp. The raven tears a strip of defrosting flesh from a bone. When we look at each other once more, Nolan’s hands drop from my shoulders, leaving an even deeper chill behind.

“We need to cover our tracks. Not make new ones,” he says, and then he pulls my gloves from me before heading to the tractor to start the engine. “So no more murder.”

A beat passes before I nod. It might be a declaration. But in a town like Cape Carnage, I don’t think it’s a promise either of us is willing to make.

He’s still burning with anger. I can almost feel the heat in the void between us. And though I beg him in my thoughts to reach for me, to pull me into an embrace, he puts on the gloves and heads to the tarp instead.

Piece by piece, Nolan loads the body into the woodchipper, the knot of dread in my stomach twisting tighter with every hunk of frozen flesh that’s chewed by the machine. And when it’s finally done, he leaves without another word.




TILL

Nolan

Numb. I am numb.

My body feels anesthetized as I drive away from Lancaster Manor and return to the Capeside Inn.

I have to get away from that fucking cottage for a little while if I have any hope of figuring this out. I’m not sure I intend to stay away from Harper for very long, or that I even could. It feels like there’s an invisible line that always reels me back to her. But I can’t remain there either, not with our history crashing into us. I need to keep her safe, and I can’t do that if I’m not able to think clearly about the next steps.

When I park, it takes me a long moment before I exit the car. I just sit and stare at the dark water that stretches to the distant horizon, the midafternoon sun reflecting off the waves. But I’m not really seeing it. I’m searching for Harper in my memory. I’m looking for her presence in that night four years ago when she left me behind on the road, though maybe not in the way I first thought. Her hair would have been blond. Maybe it would have stood out among the shadows of the trees that lined the ditches. But no matter how hard I search for her, I can’t find her in my memory. There’s only pain, and grief, and fear. Only a flash of her face in the dashboard lights, a trick of time, a warped past. It was never her.

With a heavy sigh, I leave the vehicle, taking my backpack with me.

The space next to my SUV is empty. There’s a stain on the ground that crosses the painted white line that separates the parking spots. Not oil or coolant, though it might look that way to a passerby. It’s dried blood, and plenty of it. This must be where Harper hit Vinny in the head. Maybe she did murder him. And whether she killed him last night or not, our connections to murdered or missing people are everywhere in this town, if anyone looks closely enough.

I mark it on my ever-growing mental to-do list to clean that stain up at night when no one is watching, and then I walk toward the inn.

When I enter the lobby, Irene has just finished checking in a couple who are making their way to the staircase with their luggage. They look about my age. The woman wears a sparkling diamond but neither wears a wedding band. They’re smiling at each other when they turn enough to be viewed in profile. I doubt they’re Sleuthseekers—they’re not really giving off the vibe of armchair detectives who have come to seek answers for the deaths of Sam and Vinny. It’s probably too early for amateur investigators to show up anyway. But they will. And maybe it won’t be so easy to tell the newcomers who are harmless from those who are threats when they do.

I was right, we need to get rid of evidence. And I need to start with my own. The trail that leads straight to Harper Starling and the woman who is living in her shroud.

“Mr. Rhodes,” Irene calls. I turn to face her, suddenly realizing that I might have been staring at that couple for a little too long. “Are you all right?”

I do my best to force an easygoing expression. “Yes, ma’am.”

“You sure do keep a tidy room. At first I thought you’d checked out and I’d somehow forgotten.”

“No ma’am, just . . .” I falter as Irene raises her brows. I suspect she might already know I’m spending a lot of my time with Harper, but I don’t want to encourage more speculation. More whispers. More eyes turning toward Harper with questions. It makes my stomach twist uncomfortably. “I don’t like clutter. Thought I’d take everything to the laundromat anyway.”

Note to self: Spend an abysmal afternoon in the laundromat.

“Must be from your days in the firehouse. My grandson Jamie is a firefighter in Atlanta. I don’t think the boy knew how to make a bed until he ended up there. Now his home is neat as a pin.”

Though I shouldn’t be surprised she knows this detail about my past, which she could have learned from Sam, I don’t love it either. When I smile, it feels brittle around the edges. “Well, I’d best be on my way—”

“Say,” she interjects, two deep lines etched between her brows. She pushes her glasses up her nose, leaving me feeling assessed. Scrutinized. “Have you heard the goings-on? About Sam? And his helper?”

“Yes, I did hear something about that, but not many details,” I say as I slide my hands into my pockets and walk closer to the reception desk, keeping my steps slow and even. My heart riots in my chest. I’m afraid to find out if our efforts to stage Sam’s death as an accident were futile. But this is information I desperately need. “Do you know much about it?”

“Not too much, only that there’s an investigation going on at the distillery.”

I nod. The urge to take out my phone is nearly overwhelming. If there’s an investigation at the distillery, Harper needs to know, if she doesn’t already. But I don’t. I just wait for Irene to continue.

“The distillery is under renovation,” Irene finally says when the silence stretches too long. “At first I thought it was a construction accident, but then I heard that Sheriff Yates is in the hospital with a serious injury. Someone said he was stabbed by one of the men and then shot him. Can you believe it?”

I snuff out the little flame of hope that appears with her words before it can burn too brightly. I’ll admit—after talking to Yates a few times, I’ve had my doubts about Harper’s assertions that he’s inept. But maybe she’s right if he managed to get himself stabbed by a fucking amateur investigator. Nonetheless, my shock is still genuine when I say, “Really?”

Irene shrugs. “Who knows? Gossip can take a turn in a place like this.” She tsks and shakes her head, as though she has nothing to do with gossip, only facts. “But it probably won’t be long before we find out what really happened. The truth always has a way of coming out in the end.”

Her words stick to my brain like tar, a grim film over my thoughts. “I’m sure,” I say with a nod. “Hopefully, it will all blow over soon.”

With a tip of my head, I make my way toward my room.

It feels like I’m not able to take a full breath until the door is shut behind me. Even then, my fears constrict my chest, a vise that refuses to let go. And at the center of it all is Harper.

For a long moment, I just stand in the center of the room, thinking about how every concern, every desire, every emotion has somehow become tied to her. She’s woven into the fabric of me. And yet, though it enrages and intrigues and terrifies me, I don’t even know who she truly is.

When I finally break free of my inertia, I scan the suite and realize I don’t have any alcohol. I could really use a drink to sedate the nest of hornets that has taken up residence in my skull, if just for a moment. As I sit on the edge of the bed, I slide the backpack off and drop it between my feet. Then I just stare down at it, willing myself to look inside.

I haven’t opened my bag since Harper gave it back to me. My heart used to race with anticipation when I’d take out the weapons hidden inside, or when I’d add to my scrapbook of trophies—maps and photos, names and the crimes they’d committed, tanned slices of skin I’d harvested from my victims. But now when I look at my bag, I think of all the things I came here to do to Harper, and I only feel dread.

With a deep breath that does nothing to calm me, I grab the zipper and slowly pull it down. Every tick of the unlocking metal teeth is like a countdown toward an inevitable doom.

When the bag is open, I reach inside and pull out the garrote I used to kill Jake Hornell at Harper’s property. Even then, I’d tried to convince myself it had nothing to do with the fact that he was watching Harper’s intimate, private moment without her knowledge or consent. I told myself it had everything to do with wanting to scare her with his dismembered remains.

The truth is, if Jake hadn’t crossed my path that night, I’m not sure what I would have done. But in that moment, my desire to kill Harper was overcome by jealousy and the need to protect her.

I run my fingers over the thin wire. What if Hornell hadn’t triggered something inside me? Could I have killed her? I might have. It’s what I came for, after all.

I hang my head and press my eyes closed, letting the truth sink into my marrow before I set the garrote on the bed and reach for the next weapon.

A knife. A hammer. Pliers. The cheese slicer that I would have used to take a piece of skin for a trophy. I realized pretty quickly upon arriving in Cape Carnage that Harper didn’t have a Memento mori tattoo like the men who were in the car that hit me, a reminder of the night of the crash that claimed my brother’s life. I’d figured that had made sense—Harper had faked her death and run to Maine, while they’d remained in Maryland. She had no more points of connection with them. But it wouldn’t have stopped me from taking a piece of her.

I set the cheese slicer to the side with a trembling hand. And then I pull out my scrapbook.

Heavy heartbeats throb in my head as I flip the cover open and stare down at the first page.

Marc Beaumont, front passenger side.

Dylan Jacobs, rear passenger side.

Trevor Fisher, rear driver’s side.

Harper Starling, driver.

I run a finger over Harper’s name, tracing the letters I wrote nearly four years ago. I still remember what I’d felt when I’d carefully laid down each name. Rage. Determination. An unwavering commitment to avenge my brother, Billy, and a future that felt stolen from me.

Unbidden, an image of Harper, bound and at my mercy, rises to choke the air from my lungs. But this isn’t the kind of incapacitation that she craves from me. This is the kind that was meant only to destroy. I imagine the fear in her eyes. The panic in her voice. The sweat on her brow and the pain in her face. I imagine having that cheese slicer in my hand and pressing it to her forearm exactly as I did to Marc, and Dylan, and Trevor. I imagine squeezing her bound wrist with one hand and dragging the sharp edge of the blade through her skin. Her desperate scream pierces my mind.

I slam the book shut and run to the toilet, falling to my knees on the tile as vomit spatters across the white porcelain.

I’m shaking when I finally stand a few long moments later to flush the toilet and head to the sink. I grip the edge of the basin, trying to steady myself. I stare at my reflection. Bloodshot eyes. Pale skin, red blotches fading beneath a misty sheen. I could try to convince myself that maybe I’m getting sick, or I accidentally swallowed seawater when I went diving for the van that revealed Harper’s true identity as Autumn Bower.

But I know it’s none of those things, and I don’t want to lie to myself anymore.

It’s the fact that I could have killed a woman who had nothing to do with Billy’s death or my life-altering injuries. A woman who is so fiercely loyal, so determined to keep her promises, that I know I could have tortured her and she still wouldn’t have told me her name. I could have killed her, and all her secrets and truths would have followed her into the grave I dug for her along the Ballantyne River.

I nearly made the most egregious mistake of my life. And though I didn’t follow through, I’ve still treated her with contempt. I’ve said unforgivable things to her. Uttered accusations and hateful words, threats against her safety. And because I killed Jake Hornell, the gym bro douchebag who watched her from the shadows, people will be asking questions. I’ve put her in danger.

And I’m not the only one who has.

My eyes narrow as the name Arthur Lancaster blazes through my thoughts like an alarm.

He’s not only a danger to tourists he decides are worthy of elimination. He’s a danger to himself. And more importantly, a danger to Harper. He’s irrational. Impetuous. And manipulative. Maybe some of these qualities existed long before his diagnosis of Alzheimer’s disease, but they might only become worse and more unpredictable with his condition. And he might just care more about what he can get from Harper than about her safety and well-being. If he really loved her the way she thinks he does, wouldn’t he want her to leave? Wouldn’t he release her from a promise he knows she can’t bear to break?

My grip tightens on the edge of the sink, my knuckles bleaching. Though it’s tempting, I don’t think I can kill him. It would devastate Harper, and I can’t live knowing that I’m the one who delivered that blow, even if I could guarantee she’d never know it was me. But I need to get her away from him. And I need to ensure he doesn’t kill again, creating more secrets for us to bury.

How? I have no fucking idea. But I’ll fucking figure it out.

With a determined nod at my reflection, I clean myself up and return to the bed, pulling out my phone as I sit. There’s a recent text from Harper that must have come through while I had my head in the toilet.

The cops are at the distillery.

The three dots of her next message in progress appear. They stop. They start again and stop a final time. When they don’t reappear, I call her.

“Hi,” she says on the second ring. I hear so much emotion beneath those two letters that land softly in my ear.

“Hi.” I blow out a long breath as tension seems to crackle through the line. “I heard about the distillery from Irene. Rumor has it that Yates was injured in a stabbing there.”

“What? How? By whom?”

“My guess is that it has something to do with Vinny, but I don’t know much aside from the fact that Yates shot the man who attacked him. I didn’t really want to pry for more information, just in case it seemed suspicious.” Another silent moment stretches between us, and I can imagine Harper chewing on her lip as she thinks through all the scenarios that might have occurred at the distillery. “Are you okay?” I ask.

It takes her a beat to answer. “Yeah. I think so. You . . . ?”

I look over at my scrapbook lying open next to me on the bed, turned to a fresh page. The one I would have used for Harper. I close my eyes. “No,” I admit. “I’m worried about you.”

“You are?”

“Of course.”

“I thought you were pissed off at me.”

“Maybe a little,” I say, running a hand through my hair to grip the back of my neck. “But I can be pissed off at you and still worry about you at the same time. And I can be even more pissed at myself, it seems.”

Harper’s breath of a laugh threads through the line. “Yeah. Me too, I guess.” Silence stretches for a long moment. Apologies and secrets and revelations seem to hang in the blank space between us, but none of those words feel ready to bear fruit. “Lukas is freaking out about the distillery. He’s on his way to the manor house. I’m going to meet him there—I’m sure he’ll have questions about the state of Arthur’s face unless I can convince the old man to go for a nap before he arrives. But I’ll keep you posted, if you want.”

I nod, even though she can’t see it. “Yeah, that would be—”

“Gotta go. Talk to you later,” Harper says, and just as I’m taking a breath to say her name, she hangs up.

I let out a long sigh, staring down at my phone.

Then I tear out every page of the scrapbook until only blank sheets are left. I burn them in the bathtub, watching as memories die in flames.

When the ash is washed away, I slide what remains of the book into my backpack with the weapons and leave the hotel room.

I walk past the sound of Irene’s gentle snore from her office next to the reception desk, thinking through everything I’m going to do today. I’ll go back to the cottage. I’ll help Harper with Lukas and Arthur. We’ll start talking through this mess that surrounds us. Figure out how to tie off our loose ends. Maybe then I’ll find a way to convince her to come to Tennessee with me, at least for a little while. Determination drives me through the lobby doors and out into the sun. But my steps falter when I see the sheriff’s pickup parked next to my SUV.

The urge to turn back into the hotel nearly overtakes me, but the driver’s door opens and Sheriff Yates steps out. Just what I need. He turns to give me a bright smile as he slides his aviators off. I force myself to cross the parking lot, the bag of weapons growing heavier with every step I take until I come to a stop in front of him.

“Mr. Rhodes,” Sheriff Yates says. He closes the door of his truck, his cowboy boots scraping across the white line that’s smeared with blood. His arm is strapped against his body in a sling. “Just the man I’m looking for.”

My heart twists against my ribs. “Really?”

“Yes indeed, son.” His boots scuff the stain as he turns to face me fully. Though I don’t look down at the mark he stands on, it still snags his gaze and he glances down, shifting his feet to get a better look at the droplets and streaks. When he looks up, a smile kicks up one corner of his lips. I have a little moment of relief that he might be as incompetent as Harper claims, but that quickly evaporates when he says, “I have a question or two for you.”

The urge to attack him nearly overwhelms me. A thousand thoughts scatter through the confines of my skull. I could lunge for him. He’s got an inch or two on me. Despite being in his late fifties, he clearly stays in shape. But I could use his injury to my advantage. Shoot him with his own gun. Could I get away with it? Could I make it long enough to grab Harper and force her to come with me? Could she disappear into a new life a second time? Or do I just take all the blame to keep her safe? Would that even work?

Yates squares his shoulders, his eyes darkening as though he can see right into my mind. “Cape Carnage is a pretty small place, if you hadn’t noticed. I’m sure you already heard I took a knife to the shoulder last night. Word gets around quickly in a town like this, especially when Irene is the source.”

I nod once.

“Thought so,” he says with a good-natured shake of his head. “You’re a Search and Rescue specialist, aren’t you?”

I clear my throat when my heart stutters in my chest. “Yes, sir.”

“When are you due to head back home to Tennessee?”

“Fifteenth of July, Sheriff.”

He scratches his stubble with his good hand and looks out across the sea. Nodding, he draws out the moment, my pulse surging in my ears with every second that passes. “Well, I could use some help, if you’re up to the task.”

“I . . . I’m sorry . . . ?”

“We don’t really have the crew for something like this. An extra hand to help out would be appreciated.”

“Something like . . . what?”

“A man was just reported missing, and his wife is raising all hell about it. Seeing as we also have an ongoing homicide investigation at the distillery, we’re about to be a magnet for the press. We have to get this shit tied up quickly. I need someone who can organize a search. Someone experienced.” He pats his injured arm and gives me a weary, half-hearted smile. “I’m not as young as I used to be. This wound won’t heal so fast—I’ll be in this dang sling for another two weeks, at least.”

My mouth opens. Closes. It opens again, but no sound comes out.

Yates gives me a disheartened smile. “Not really the enthusiastic response I was hoping for,” he says as he claps a hand on my shoulder, “but I understand. This is your vacation, and it’s a big ask. I thought maybe you might want to do it for Harper’s sake.”

That spike of fear returns, driving right through my ribs. “Sir?”

“I thought you’d want to stick around for her. I heard you’ve been spending a lot of time at her place. It’s Cape Carnage—you can’t do much around here without people talking.”

“I’ve gathered.”

He pats my shoulder. “No worries, son. I’m sure I’ll figure it out. Maybe I’ll see you around at Harper’s cottage, I should probably check in with her. Between Arthur’s fall and that terrible crash with the soapbox car, she’s had a lot to deal with lately. And Cape Carnage is a ‘community that cares.’”

The sheriff taps on his badge, where Caritas Communitatis is engraved into the center ring, and then he starts to move past me, headed toward the inn. He only takes two steps before the words are tumbling out of my mouth like they’re chasing after him. “Wait, I can help.” Yates pivots a slow turn on his heel and faces me, his brows raised in an unvoiced question. “I’m sorry, I was just a little surprised you’d ask. But I’m happy to lend a hand. Of course.”

For a moment, Yates is expressionless. An unreadable, blank mask watches me back. And then, his features seem to bloom, their harsh angles and edges softening. “Really?” he asks, and I nod. “That would be a big help, son.”

I plaster on a smile, one I hope straddles the line of helpful and heartfelt. “Sure. Whatever I can do, just sign me up.”

“Great, then hop in the truck.” Yates slides his sunglasses on and pivots toward his driver’s side door.

“Now . . . ?”

“No time like the present, Mr. Rhodes. We’ve got a missing man to find.”

Sweat itches at my spine. The bag of weapons burns at my back. I shrug off one strap and then the next as I head to the passenger side and step up into the truck, laying the bag at my feet.

A country song I don’t recognize blares to life when Sheriff Yates keys the engine.

“Oh, hot damn. I nearly forgot,” Yates says as he twists the dial to turn the music down. He presses a button on the remote speaker microphone strapped on his injured shoulder. “Dispatch, this is Sheriff Yates, over.”

A moment later, a woman’s voice crackles through the slats of the speaker. “This is dispatch, over.”

“Send Deputy Collins and a crew over to the Capeside Inn with a field kit. Looks like there’s blood in the parking lot.”

“Ten-four.”

With a fleeting grin toward me, Yates turns the music up and throws the truck in reverse.




CULTIVAR

Harper

“Tell me again how it happened . . .” Lukas whispers as we stand at Arthur’s bedside, the gentle cadence of his snore washing through the room.

“He said he tripped when he was walking and hit his head on a tree,” I reply.

“It looks like he was punched in the face.”

“Ha . . . you should see the other guy,” I say with an exaggerated voice and an elbow to Lukas’s ribs like I’m in some old-timey slapstick comedy. Inwardly, I cringe. I don’t even know the name of this tourist who Arthur killed last night. But I can confirm that his face still bore the imprint of Arthur’s bespoke cane handle when Nolan threw his head into the hopper of my woodchipper. While Nolan tossed the frozen bits of corpse into Cookie Monster, he left the job of dealing with the resulting muck to me. It took a couple of hours to bury it all and plant a new row of dahlias above the mulched remains. At least my flowers will be doing great this year, I guess.

“Please God, no. The last thing I need is my grandfather getting into fights.”

I turn away before Lukas can see that my smile is more like a grimace and lead him out of the room.

Lukas closes the door to Arthur’s bedroom with a quiet snick, then leans against the wall. The gold threads in the damask wallpaper shine in the dim light of the vintage Victorian wall sconces. “This is so bad,” he says, running a hand through his inky black hair. “First the fucking shit show at the distillery, and now this.”

I blow out a long breath and chew my bottom lip as I watch Lukas rest his head against the wall and stare up at the ceiling as though it has the answers to all his complicated problems. “I’m sorry. It’s all my fault.”

His gaze lands on me, softening in a weary apology. “It’s not your fault, Harper. It’s not like you made anyone break into the distillery and get themselves killed. And Arthur is not your responsibility.”

Though I know Lukas is trying to take the guilt from my shoulders, a sense of failure settles on them instead. He doesn’t realize the chaos at the distillery had anything to do with me, of course. It’s my job to keep Cape Carnage safe. It’s the promise I made, one I can’t even keep now if another shitbag tourist shows up. As much as I hate it, Nolan is right—we can’t keep killing. The Sleuthseekers will come, and they could be crawling around town in a matter of days, looking for answers to the deaths of Sam and Vinny and all the other secrets buried here.

The best thing I can do now is find ways to lead them away from us. From Arthur. He’s my best friend. My mentor. And I’ve not just let Lukas down. I’ve let Arthur down too. I’ve let him get himself into trouble. Despite what Lukas thinks, his well-being feels like my responsibility. But maybe it shouldn’t be. Maybe I’m causing him more harm than good.

“What are you going to do?” is all I can reliably get out.

He looks at me with an inexorable kind of regret. “I wonder if it’s time to talk to the Whispering Pines Care Home.”

I hesitate a beat before giving a slight, single nod, swallowing the burn in my throat.

“It doesn’t mean he needs to go into a facility right now,” Lukas says, sensing my fraught emotions, even though I fight to keep my brow from furrowing and the tears from glazing my eyes. “I just mean, it might be good to have a conversation with them and see what they offer. They probably have a waiting list. I heard they have a really great dementia program.”

I give Lukas another nod and force a smile. I know he’s just doing what’s best for his grandfather, even though we both know Arthur would hate it. Getting the Lancaster Distillery up and running again is no small feat, and it’s not going to be any easier now that there’s an investigation on the premises. It’s not like I’m Arthur’s blood relation, no matter how much he feels like family to me. And I know I’ve dropped the ball. I’m spread too thin. Someday very soon, making Arthur’s meals, bringing him double-­shot chai lattes with soy, and checking on him a few times a day isn’t going to be enough. 	

“Yeah . . . I mean, it’s worth a conversation, of course,” I say, managing to keep my voice steady.

Though a bittersweet cloud hovers in Lukas’s expression, I can still sense his relief. “You’ll come with me, right? I mean, if you want to.”

“Of course.”

Lukas lays a hand on my arm. “Why don’t you go home for a bit? You need to look after yourself. You look tired.”

“You flatter me. Thanks so much.”

“What I mean is that I’m sorry,” he says with a good-natured eye roll. “You shouldn’t have to shoulder so much of the caregiver responsibilities alone. I’ll figure this out, I promise.” With a last squeeze of my arm, Lukas heads down the hall, and a moment later, I hear the dull thud of the front door closing. It’s only then that I’m able to take a full breath.

“If you send me to Whispering Pines, I’ll take you out of my will,” Arthur says, so close behind me that his breath stirs the fine hairs on my neck.

“Jesus fucking Christ, Arthur,” I hiss, slapping a hand over my rioting heart as I spin to face him. “I thought you were asleep.”

Arthur puffs out his chest and stabs his cane onto the parquet floor with a decisive stamp. “Well. At least my advanced age hasn’t diminished my acting skills. I’m old, you see.”

I snort an unamused laugh. “I know for a fact that’s exactly the line you gave Nolan when you convinced him to hand over your murder bag so you could lure the tourist staying at Maria’s Airbnb into the cemetery and kill him. The same tourist I just mulched into compost. You’re welcome, by the way.”

Confusion washes over Arthur’s cloudy gray eyes. “Who is Nolan?”

“Nolan Rhodes. He’s the guy you met at the Carnage Theater when we went to see Beauty and the Beast the other night.” Though I hope this will jog his inconsistent memory, I’m not sure it really works. But I know how Arthur thinks. I’ve given him enough information to use to save face if he’s feeling embarrassed.

“Ah, yes,” Arthur says, nodding sagely. “Mr. Rhodes.”

A skilled actor indeed. I can’t tell if he legitimately remembers Nolan or if he’s just taken the opportunity to use his surname, but he barrels on nonetheless. “I should have my bag in my possession at all times anyway, Harper.”

His tone is chastising, but there’s no way I’ll be intimidated into returning his bag of weapons and poisons and the bespoke murder journal he affectionately calls his “grim-noire.” I’m worried the judgy bus—Arthur’s signature withering disappointment—is about to run me over for a second time in a week when I still have those fucking topiaries to deal with, but Arthur passes by me and starts making his way down the hallway.

“Regardless, I’m not going into a retirement home,” he snarls over his shoulder.

I trail after him, my cheeks burning. “Don’t you think maybe—”

“No.”

“But Lukas—”

“‘But Lukas’ nothing. What happened with the horrible little man in the cemetery was his fault. He attacked me. I was just prepared. Thanks to Mr. Rhodes.” His menacing eyes pin me with admonishment before he refocuses on the grand foyer of the manor and the corridor that leads to the kitchen. And I know better than to pursue an argument when his mood is this foul. The Arthur I met when I first washed up in Cape Carnage four years ago is not the same man as the one before me now. He was always fierce, formidable. But he was rational. And more and more, that part of him is slipping away.

My heart feels pulled apart, unable to reconcile into a single, beating force. It’s not my place to question Lukas’s decisions. And it’s not in my nature to deny Arthur his autonomy. Even hiding his bag in my cottage felt wrong, though necessary.

Maybe a care facility is the best place for him. Or maybe it will thrust all his secrets into the light, an autopsy of everything we’ve buried. And whether he stays here or goes to Whispering Pines, there’s so much guilt left to grapple with. Guilt for not doing enough. For letting Arthur and Lukas down. For worrying about what more it will take to look after Arthur if he stays at Lancaster Manor. For wanting something for myself that’s not stitched to some kind of responsibility.

Like Nolan.

I stall in the foyer. Arthur shuffles ahead toward the kitchen without me, his grumbling complaints echoing down the hall.

My cottage isn’t mine. Neither is my garden, nor the woodchipper that feeds it. My responsibilities, my promises—I made them, but they don’t belong to me. Even my name is someone else’s identity that I’m merely inhabiting.

Nolan is the first thing I’ve had to myself in years. But what if that’s not something I deserve? What if that’s why it’s so hard to hold on to him? It’s not just about the promises I’ve made or the need to keep him safe. It’s the fact that I know I’m not worthy of what’s blossoming between us.

Maybe he was never meant to be mine.

I pull my phone from my pocket and open the last text I sent to Nolan. The cops are at the distillery. As soon as I’d sent it, I’d deliberated about telling him to run. I’d
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