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Content & Trigger Warnings


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




• Woodchippers


• Creative use of bird feeders


• Eyeballs and also eye sockets this time. Ugh. I know. If you’ve been with me for a while, I think we’ve both resigned ourselves to this one for the foreseeable future (pun intended)


• Lawn aerators


• Scrapbooking, but make it murdery


• Gardening, but make that murdery too


• Stalking and voyeurism


• Breaking and entering, including theft


• References to physical and psychological torture


• Drowning


• Hamburgers. I’M SORRY. I didn’t think it was going to happen and then it just . . . happened


• Birds that enjoy human snacks


• Vehicular collisions


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


• Explicit language and blasphemy


• Murdery use of ropes


• Sexy use of ropes


• Medical settings and details, including trauma response activities, CPR, hospitals, and long-term recovery


• Explicit sexual content, including BDSM, brat/brat tamer kink, impact play, rough sex, adult toys, pain play, and mild knife play


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





While normally my content warnings are delivered with a lighthearted hand, I want to express this one seriously: elderly loved one with Mild Cognitive Impairment (MCI) and early Alzheimer’s disease (AD). Caregiving responsibilities and challenges are also depicted. As a person who has lost multiple close family members to AD and who worked in the field of Alzheimer’s research for over a decade, I am deeply sensitive to the emotional turmoil caused by the loss of personhood due to dementia. I know how difficult it is to be a caregiver to someone with MCI/AD. While I hope to show the beautiful complexity of this elderly character, from his fear and confusion to his humor and resilience, 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.









 


When I first announced this series, so many of you asked,
“Will you ruin any foods?” and “Will there be eyeballs?”


You are truly phenomenal, and I love you.
This one’s for you.


. . . Also, YES.
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EROSION


Harper


I’M SURE NOBODY GOES ON vacation expecting to be dismembered and put through a woodchipper, but some tourists are just assholes and deserve their fate.


Like the guy in the Buoy and Beacon Pub last year who cornered Selma Dayton by the bathrooms. I was there. I heard her tell him no. When I came around the corner from the bar, he was trying to kiss her and slide a hand up her shirt. Piece of shit.


Woodchipper.


Or the guy who got drunk and high and crashed through a fence at Dale Linden’s farm and then proceeded to chase his horses through the field. They panicked, of course. One of them fell and broke a leg. Dale had to put it down. Even though he called the cops, Sheriff Yates was too lazy to do anything more than write a police report. As usual.


Woodchipper.


Or the man whose dismembered hand I’m holding now. Mr. Bryce Mahoney. I saw him at Carnage Country Grocery, trying to take pictures up women’s skirts with his phone. When I stole his wallet and looked him up, I found he’d already been discovered and charged with the same crime in two other states. And yet, there he was, traipsing around Carnage like he fucking owned the place, barely concealing the fact that he was up to the same shit yet again.


Definitely the woodchipper.


I hum to myself as I examine his palm, the skin pale, like a wax imitation of the real thing. It’s cold. Heavier than I expected, especially with such stubby fingers. I turn the severed hand over and trace the network of veins that weaves over the bones. They were full of life only hours ago. He knew their pattern. He could probably tell me how he got the jagged little scar over one knuckle. I’m sure he had a story about how he got the stitches that marked his skin with dots of scar tissue. Maybe I should feel guilty that I took those memories from him.


“But I don’t,” I say as I toss his hand into the hopper of the blue woodchipper. Cookie Monster has been my faithful tool through twelve tourists now, including Mr. Mahoney. And he’s always hungry for more. Just like me.


The pitch of the chipper drops a few notes as it chews through flesh and bone, spraying it onto the tarp I’ve set up next to the flower bed.


Maybe once upon a time, I would have felt remorse. But I left that person behind when I came to Cape Carnage four years ago. When I started a new life. When I promised to keep my past hidden and protect this sanctuary of secrets.


And I’m not about to let anyone like Bryce Fucking Mahoney ruin my town.


I cast my gaze across my garden. We’re in that in-between time of year—not spring, not quite summer. Only the daffodils and tulips and snowdrops have bloomed. And yet, the tourists have already started to come. They’re chartering fishing boats. They’re renting equipment and booking tours of the sunken HMS Carnage our town was named for and the numerous other shipwrecks hidden off the rocky coast. They’re exploring the museum. They peruse the artsy and quaint and quirky downtown. They trek up the one hundred and fifty-two steps to the Cape Carnage lighthouse. They head to the local distilleries and vineyards to sample whiskeys and wines.


It might be odd. A little macabre at times. But to me, it’s a paradise.


Our little town only has a few thousand permanent residents, including me. When the height of tourist season peaks with the Taste of Terror food festival at the end of the summer, we’ll be wildly outnumbered. And I get it, I really do. With a moniker like Cape Carnage, it makes sense that the town wants to leverage its unusual name and history to attract vacationers. These short, precious summer months will sustain us in the depths of winter when no one will come. So, I take my role in keeping the town beautiful very seriously. Just like I do keeping it safe.


I return my attention to the bloodied plastic bag at my feet. I’ve saved the best for last—Bryce Mahoney’s lower leg. There’s a cheap tattoo of a trout on the waxen skin beneath thick hair. Just a single hideous fish hiding a flat scar. I crinkle my nose and then push his leg into the hopper, readying myself for the deep sense of serenity that will inevitably wash over me as every last inch of flesh and bone is consumed by the machine.


Except that’s not what happens.


The chipper screeches and whines. My hands fly up to cover my head. The smell of burning rubber floods my nostrils. It’s an assault on my senses. Deafening and pungent and confusing. It takes an instant too long for it to click that I need to move. I hit the kill switch on the fender of the tractor to stop the PTO shaft, but not before there’s a bang so loud that my ears ring.


I turn off the tractor engine and stare in shock at the chipper.


“Jesus, Cookie. What in the ever-loving fuck?” I hiss. Breaths riot in my lungs. I stare at Cookie Monster as though the woodchipper has personally wronged me. But when I finally open the panels and access the blades, I find the problem wasn’t the chipper at all. The problem is fucking Bryce, mocking me from the afterlife. I yank his mangled leg from the machine. The bone is shattered, half of it gone. The other half is fused to a titanium plate with surgical screws. Part of the trout’s tail is still intact on the torn skin. I clearly underestimated the scar hidden beneath the blacks and grays and greens of the tattoo. It never occurred to me that the asshole might have metal plates beneath that fuck-ugly trout, and I know this simple mistake is going to chew away at my thoughts until the end of fucking time.


I drop the leg on the plastic bag and heave a weary sigh. “Motherfucker.”


Before I can spend too much time imagining Bryce’s smirking face from beyond the grave, I trudge to the shed to grab replacement shear bolts and my tools. It takes me nearly half an hour to remove the broken parts and replace them. The blades are damaged, but they’ll work well enough for now. I use my hatchet to cut Bryce’s bone above the titanium plate and de-flesh it, and then I start the motor back up and toss the rest of the leg into the hopper. This time, it goes as planned. But I’m still too rattled from the near-catastrophe of a badly broken Cookie Monster to feel much peace as I watch the last remnants of Bryce Mahoney’s body splatter across the tarp.


When nothing further flies from the curved spout, I turn everything off. As I kneel next to the pile, a familiar caw caw draws my attention to the tree near the garden gate. I glance toward a black shadow hidden among the branches. “Om nom nom. Feed me,” the raven demands.


“Give me a minute,” I say. But the raven only caws and repeats his request, his voice a near-perfect replica of my own. Turns out, when you hand-raise an orphaned raven, it’s incredibly easy to train it to speak with a little fresh meat. The only downside is that they’re very persistent when they spot something they want. “You know it’s coming. Settle down or you’ll attract the gulls.”


With a gloved hand, I scoop up some of the mess and take it to the bird feeder, a black platform with Gothic pillars to hold up a peaked roof. I made it just for Morpheus, who hops down to the stone wall that surrounds the garden to watch my every move, his inky feathers glistening in shades of black and indigo and deep forest green. I deposit the ground flesh and bone on the platform. I’ve barely taken two steps back before Morpheus lands on the feeder to dive beak-first into the muck. There’s harmony in it. A shitbag person nourishing a wild creature. There’s something in the closure of that loop that brings me a moment of peace.


I turn back to the pile that was once Bryce Mahoney and pick up my shovel from where it rests beside the tarp. One shovelful after the next, I unload the slop and shattered bone into the holes I’ve dug in the garden bed, pausing to plant flowers that aren’t yet ready to bloom. Rhododendrons. Irises. Dahlias. Lilies. Before long, the body is gone, buried among the young plants. It will feed them, just like it’s fed Morpheus. Just like it feeds something in me, something that grows hungrier with each season that passes. Something that never stays sated for long.


I clean up my mess. Put away my tools. Spray down the woodchipper with Piss-Off!, which I’m just going to assume works for blood since it bleached my outdoor plastic furniture when I used it on the cat pee from Doug, the neighborhood stray. I take the remaining piece of Bryce’s leg bone inside my cottage, wrap it in tinfoil, and place it in the fridge, and then I head upstairs. It’s not until the shower is on and heating up that I get a good look at my reflection. There are smears of blood and dirt on my face. There are bits of Bryce in my hair, gleaming among the dark strands. I look feral. Much like I did the day I got away from that house of horrors where the vultures watched from the tree. I was all wild eyes and broken heart. I might be more settled now than I was back then, less haunted by fear and raw grief, but there’s still something reckless in my reflection. Like I could take off at any moment and run into the untamed corners of the world, never looking back.


But I’m determined not to. This is my safest place. Stumbling upon Cape Carnage after trying and failing to wander away from my grief was like discovering a magical portal to a land where I could become whoever I wanted to be. Maybe not a fresh start, but as close to one as I could ever hope to find. It’s my home now. And I’m needed here.


I lean closer to the mirror, closing in on myself until my breath fogs the glass. I press my bangs back from the fair skin of my forehead. There’s a thin band of lighter hair before it transitions to brown so dark it’s almost black. Blond roots. Sometimes, it feels as though my body is fighting who I’ve decided to become.


Chewing my bottom lip, I turn my attention to my phone on the counter, logging into my sock puppet account for the Undiscovered Truths private message board, an amateur online sleuth group I keep occasional watch on. This particular group was the most active in trying to find me after I first disappeared, and every now and then my name still comes up on their site. I open the general thread where the primary conversations occur and scroll through recent posts. There’s chatter about a cold case in Washington State. Some about a serial killer who was murdered in Louisiana. A few missing people. But I find nothing specific or concerning in the stream of messages over the recent posts. Certainly nothing that mentions my fucked-up past. Even stories like mine simply fade away in time. It’s easier to disappear when you don’t have any family left to keep your memory alive.


With a relieved sigh, I make a note in my phone to pick up more hair dye before I set it down and step into the shower.


It’s just after noon when I leave the cottage on the southern edge of the estate’s extensive grounds. With Bryce’s mangled bone in my bag, I head toward Lancaster Manor, an imposing stone structure that casts a shadow of generational wealth across Cape Carnage. Even more intimidating than the house itself is the man who resides there. My favorite person in the town. My best friend.


I’m one of only two people who can simply walk into his home.


There’s nothing to greet me when I enter the foyer. A little spike of fear hits my veins. There’s usually a constant curtain of sound that seems to warm the austere stone: classical music, or old movies, or Arthur talking to himself in a low rumble. But there’s rarely silence.


“Arthur . . . ?” I call out as I enter the formal living room. There’s no answer. I frown and continue toward the library, where he spends most of his time reading beside the fire, even in the warmer weather. “Arthur . . . I’m here to make you some lunch . . .”


I’m just starting past the hallway that leads to the kitchen when Arthur springs from behind a statue with a knife clutched between his teeth, which is quite a feat for an octogenarian with a walker.


“Jesus fucking Christ, Arthur—”


He steadies himself before grasping the handle of the blade to brandish the weapon at me. “Who are you?”


“It’s me. Harper.”


He rolls a step closer with the walker and twists the knife in a threat. “If you’re here to steal from me, I’ll cut you—”


“I’m not here to steal from you. I’m Harper. Your gardener. I live in the cottage.” A fleeting wisp of confusion passes across Arthur’s weathered face at my words. “I’m here to make you lunch. Just like I do every day.”


“Lunch . . . ?”


“How about your favorite sandwich today? Pastrami on rye. Are you hungry?”


Arthur blinks, his thick white brows lifting as the fog seems to fade just enough that he lowers the blade. A little piece of my heart seems to fall with it. I reach my hand out and he stares at it as though trying to uncover the secrets beneath the lines that cross my skin. “Harper,” he finally says as he lays the handle of the knife on my palm. “Of course. I thought you were a thief.” When I raise a brow in doubt, his eyes narrow. “Someone is coming in here and stealing from me.”


I try to keep my expression neutral as I take his arm and turn him toward the kitchen. “What makes you think so?”


“My shoes went missing.”


“Someone stole your shoes?”


“Yes.”


“Why . . . ?”


“They’re Stefano Riccis,” he grumbles, as though I should know what that means.


“And someone would want to take them because . . . ?”


“Because they’re Stefano Riccis,” he says, rolling his eyes as though I’m the biggest pain in the ass to walk the earth. “They’re exquisite.”


“Okay,” I say as we enter the kitchen and I guide him to the breakfast nook. When he’s settled, I lay my bag down on the marble island before washing my hands. “So someone stole your exquisite, used, old-man shoes. But on the off chance someone didn’t break in to take your beautiful shoes, I can have a look for them later, just in case you misplaced them. Anything else?”


“My Swarovski Signum sugar bowl.”


I blink at him. “A sugar bowl. Someone stole your sugar bowl.”


“It’s an expensive piece.”


“Are we talking Pauly’s Pawn Shop expensive, or international black market sugar bowl expensive?”


Arthur glares at me, but I know how much he enjoys being needled. It’s the reason we became friends in the first place.


When I came to Carnage four years ago, I didn’t know I was supposed to be intimidated by his curmudgeonly attitude and considerable wealth, and he found that endlessly refreshing. “Pauly wouldn’t know a Wassily from a Modway knockoff, you uncouth wretch.”


“I have no idea what you just said.”


“Chairs, for Christ’s sake, Harper.”


“Not the Wassily chairs,” I say, pressing the back of my hand to my forehead. “I am aghast.”


“I thought you promised me pastrami.”


“Indeed.” I give him a little bow and head to the fridge, opening the stainless-steel door with the intention of finding the pastrami and provolone. But I find more than meat and cheese. I don’t turn around when I say, “That super-special sugar bowl . . . Is it green?”


“Yes. With a Swarovski crystal on the lid.”


I lift the lid of the bowl that sits eye level on a shelf in the fridge and sigh. “So . . . like . . . this one?” I turn to face Arthur with the sugar bowl in hand. The momentary burst of surprise in his eyes quickly dissolves into a glare, as though the bowl itself is at fault.


“I didn’t put that in there,” he declares. And though I could argue that no one is coming into his home to steal his shoes or place his sugar bowl somewhere he won’t find it, I don’t. It won’t accomplish anything more than upsetting him, because he simply doesn’t remember. Just like one day soon, he won’t remember me.


He drags a newspaper close to him, fidgeting with the corner of a page as he watches me for a long moment before finally lowering his gaze. He never used to do that. Fidget with things. Stare at me as though he can’t work me out. Ever since I came to Cape Carnage, he’s been the one person who truly understood me. But now, it’s as though walls are forming between us, ones we put up to preserve the person he still wants to be. And maybe that’s the hardest part of watching his slow decline.


I clear my throat and pull my phone from my back pocket, starting a message. “I bet Lukas put your sugar bowl in the fridge by accident. I’ll text him now to let him know.”




I’m throwing you under your grandfather’s judgy bus.





“Yes. Thank you. He mustn’t do that again,” Arthur says with a disgruntled cluck of his tongue. “It must have been Lukas. Tell him he must treat my belongings with more care next time he comes.”


My phone vibrates.




Fucksakes, Harper. One of the stills just exploded. I have literally no idea what the fuck I’m doing. I don’t need to be run over by the judgy bus.







Too late. It’ll make him happy. Under the judgy bus you go. Just lie there and accept your fate.







Fuck you.





“Lukas has been a little distracted lately, I think,” I say, then chew my dark grin into submission as the anticipation of winning a round of our game of sabotage buzzes through my veins.


“You’re right. Lukas is a bit absent-minded these days. Tell him I need him to come clean the gutters. The fresh air will do him some good.”




Judgy Bus says you’re coming to get some fresh air with the gutters.







But I hate heights.







You know, the septic alarm went off the other day. I was going to call someone out to fix it, but I could offer that instead?







Tell him I’ll be over on Wednesday.







I truly hate you.





“Done. Lukas will come by on Wednesday.” I grin as I slide my phone back into my pocket and wash my hands a second time under the weight of Arthur’s sharp, assessing gaze. His grunt of approval quickly follows. “How are things going at the distillery? Has he filled you in?”


If the revitalization of Lancaster Distillery were happening two years ago, Arthur would have given me a running list of everything going well and everything going awry. But now, he hesitates. He drums crooked fingers on the cherrywood table. “It’s fine,” he finally says, returning his attention to the newspaper. And I smile, because even though I know it’s not fine, I don’t want him to stress about something that will only manifest in other ways. Like sugar bowls in the fridge. Or a phantom shoe thief who stalks through the house as he sleeps.


“I’m glad to hear it.”


I finish making Arthur’s sandwich. He requests some light background music: Mozart’s opera Don Giovanni. Nothing like the tale of a supernatural statue besting an arrogant nobleman to set the tone for your lunch after finding your wayward embellished sugar bowl, I guess.


But who am I to complain? It makes him happy. And despite the sharp words that often cut their way free of his tongue, he’s a good man . . . I think. At the very least, a lonely man. So, I sit with him as he eats. We talk about the town. The tourists who are starting to appear. He reminisces about moments from long ago, ones that are still easier to remember with his Alzheimer’s than the more recent experiences he struggles to recall. He tells me about the Cape Carnage he used to know, when it was an isolated place. Before food festivals, and shipwreck tours, and nighttime ghost walks with lanterns and costumes. Before repainted trim on Victorian houses and karaoke at the Buoy and Beacon Pub.


He talks about the kind of town where grief was not just a legacy, but a presence, as real as the fog that obscures the rocks that rest among the waves, waiting to crush hulls and claim lives. When Arthur was young, life was never easy in an isolated fishing village like Cape Carnage, which relies on the treacherous waters off northern Maine’s remote coastline for its livelihood. Death was only a bad storm or a hidden rock or a hard winter away. It’s not the town I know, though the echo of it still remains in the monuments to lost ships erected at the top of the promontory, facing the sea. But when he tells me the tales of Cape Carnage, I feel as though I’m the steward of those stories. Like he wants me to hold on to memories he knows are slipping away.


When Arthur has finished his meal, I give him his pills and wash up before settling him in the library. Even though my stomach is growling and a caffeine headache is starting to buzz through my brain, I stay with Arthur until he falls asleep in his favorite recliner for his post-lunch nap, a book splayed across his lap.


With a final, bittersweet smile at the old man, I leave the estate and walk into Cape Carnage.


My town.









ANCHOR


Nolan


THE WIND CARRIES THE GRIT of salt from the sea. I take a deep breath and let it flood my lungs. We always think the scent of the ocean refreshes us. Cleanses us. There’s a rightness to that for humankind. We say it gives us peace when it’s really the smell of death and decay.


A smile lifts one corner of my lips as I look across the water. It’s true, I do feel reinvigorated by the scent of death.


And I can’t wait to bring my vengeance to Cape Carnage.


I head to the trunk of my rental car and grab my bags, and with a final glance toward the ocean, I make my way up the steps of the Capeside Inn. My knee is stiff from the long drive. My elbow too. When I tilt my head from one side to the other, the vertebrae crunch and crack and pop. I mentally rearrange my schedule for Day One.


First, check into the hotel. Second, go for a walk to loosen things up. Maybe find a sandwich. Third, start hunting down that bitch to give her the slow and painful death she deserves for making me suffer immeasurable grief and pain and torture and indignity. Fourth, hot tub.


My grin widens as I enter the lobby.


Every year on the anniversary of the crash that killed my brother and nearly took me too, I claim another life. She’s the final prize of my annual expeditions for justice. My most coveted trophy.


This is going to be a fucking amazing vacation.


There’s no one at the desk when I drop my bag on the crimson carpet, but a gentle snore comes from a darkened room to the left, behind the counter. I clear my throat, but nothing happens. The snores continue. I say, “Excuse me,” but there’s still no response. That’s when I notice the framed sign next to a little brass bell. RING THE BELL OR I’LL KEEP SNORING, the sign says in large print. And below it in smaller font: I’M NOT LYING. RING IT OR YOU WON’T GET YOUR KEYS.


I ring the bell.


There’s a snort in the dark. And then, “I’m here. Hold on to your britches.”


Shuffling footsteps come from the direction of the room. A short, elderly woman makes her way to the reception desk, breathing on the lenses of her glasses to polish them on an embroidered apron as she draws closer. Her cloud of white hair sways with every sliding step, her smile carving trenches into her sepia skin. When she finally stops at the desk, she slides her glasses on, then lets her cloudy eyes travel over the details of my face. Everything takes her longer than it should. Every blink. Every breath. She clears her throat. Audibly swallows. And finally: “Checking in?”


“Yes,” I say, passing my license and credit card across the counter. “Reservation for Nolan Rhodes.”


The woman takes my cards with crooked fingers and sets them down as she opens a leather-bound book. “Welcome to Cape Carnage,” she says, flipping through pages. “I’m Irene.”


“Nice to meet you, Irene . . .” I reply, though Irene doesn’t really acknowledge my words. She starts repeating my name as she trails a finger down the ledger. She leans closer to the book, and closer, and closer. Then she picks up a magnifying glass and leans closer still.


“Nolan Rhodes,” she says with a note of triumph as she finds my name. “Checking out July fifteenth. Room one-seventeen.”


“That’s the one with the hot tub, right?”


“Yes, indeed.” She turns away to a board on the back wall where keys hang from brass pegs. “You’re here on holiday?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Come to see the Carnage?”


I cover my snort with a cough. “Something like that, ma’am.”


“Water’ll still be pretty cold, but it should be clear. Wallie rents winter wetsuits if you don’t have your own. You’ll find Wallie’s Watersports by the marina. Take Harborside Road along the cliff and then follow the signs, can’t miss it,” she says as she points in the general vicinity of the sea.


I know the map of the town by memory, and she’s definitely not pointing in the right direction, but I just nod. Satisfied, she passes me the key. “Breakfast is served daily from six to ten in the dining room. There’s a kitchenette in your suite, but there are some good spots to eat out at too.” She slides a pamphlet across the counter, then rings up my credit card, declaring that she’s given me the off-season rate because she “likes the cut of my jib,” whatever the fuck that means. I just take my cards back with a bright word of thanks and then grab my bags, heading down the hall to my room.


Though run by someone who’s truly ancient, the inn gives off a traditional but sophisticated, timeless vibe. My room is a suite with pale blue walls and mahogany furniture and French doors that face the sea. There’s a small patio with a privacy fence and a hot tub that gurgles beneath a cover. I stand outside and face the cliffs for a long moment before I head back into the room, stop in front of the bed, spread my arms wide, and flop down onto the plush duvet. The handle of the knife strapped to my belt knocks against my ribs, a reminder of the amazing time I’m about to have. I wrangled a whole fucking six weeks off. Not an easy feat when you work in Search and Rescue, by the way. I’ve imagined this trip so many times over the last four years. And now I’m finally here, about to grasp the one thing I’ve been hunting for. The thing that kept me going in the darkest hours: revenge.


I pull the blade free of its sheath and turn it over, testing the sharpness with my thumb. When it nicks my skin and a bead of blood appears, I smile.


“You can’t hide from me. Not anymore.”


I set the blade on the nightstand, and I get up to fish a Band-Aid from my luggage before I unpack. I set out fresh clothes. My wash bag. My laptop and charger. And then, with a last glance around the room as though someone else could be watching, I pull out my prized possession.


My scrapbook.


I flip to the first page. I’m not the kind of guy you’d look at and think, Yeah, he’s into scrapbooking. But when you spend two months in the hospital consumed by sorrow and suffering and the need for revenge, sometimes you take up new hobbies. The first pages are a little haphazard. Photos and memories glued down with ripples in their edges or bubbles beneath their surface. Laid down by an unsteady hand. But as the pages go on, the work becomes cleaner. There are photos of my first steps as I relearned how to walk in rehab, me standing with a walker next to my sister and parents. I remember what my dad said that day with tears in his tired eyes. “We’re proud of you, son. There’s no one on this earth more determined than Nolan Rhodes.”


Perhaps it was a little hyperbolic, but he’s a good dad, and that’s the kind of thing good dads say when their son survives a hit-and-run. And he’s got a point about determination—I definitely have a lot of that. Maybe just not the way he would expect.


Most people will probably tell you that you need to find light in the darkness to recover from the kind of suffering I endured. They expected me to embrace positive ideals that would keep me moving forward after my life-altering accident. Like acceptance of things I couldn’t change. Liberation from hurt and anger. Catharsis. Forgiveness. But the idea of forgiving anyone was repulsive.


That is not what I did. Hope and positivity were not what drove me to wean myself from pain medications, or to relearn to feed myself, or to overcome the indignity I felt at having others bathe and clothe me. They’re not what helped me survive what I lost.


I never found light in the chasm of pain.


What I did find was the deepest, most lightless void in myself. A place where the man I once knew faded away, and a new one took shape.


Why should I forgive the four people who were in the car that night for crashing into me and leaving me to die a slow and painful death alone in the dark? Why should I forgive them for the brother they took from me?


“Billy.” I press a hand to my chest where it still aches every time I say his name out loud. I hardly ever do anymore. Every time my brother’s name passes my lips, it’s not our childhood memories that appear first. It’s not the sound of his lighthearted laugh. It’s not the image of his smile that I remember.


It’s his unseeing eyes fixed to mine. It’s the crimson rivulets that drip from his mouth to pool on the asphalt. It’s the quiet hiss that escapes from his parted lips. Just a final whispering breath to warm the blood in the night.


No, I will never forgive them.


So I cling to the dark. I nurture it. I give it all my bitterness. All my hate. And in turn, it nurtures me.


It gives me purpose. Strength. A goal to work toward. A mission to fight for.


I turn to the next page of my scrapbook.


Marc Beaumont.


His face is not just stamped on the page of my scrapbook. It’s imprinted in my memory, an image forever branded like a scar across my thoughts. Just like the warmth of the summer breeze, or the last light of the evening sun, or the smell of the pine needles on the steep trail that led from the beach at Calvert Cliffs in Maryland. I remember the way they crunched beneath our boots as Billy and I hiked up to the road. It was Fourth of July weekend. A quick and easy vacation to see my little brother. He’d moved to Baltimore a few months prior and I still missed him immensely. I remember thinking how good it was to hear his laugh again as I looped an arm over his shoulder. He was talking about the beers we were going to share when we started to cross the road to return to the campground. But we never made it back there. Not when that car careened around the sharp bend and struck us both.


And that moment is the brightest of all. I can still see Marc Beaumont’s shock from the passenger seat of the car. I can still hear the screech of tires the instant before the blinding pain. I can still hear my brother’s scream as he called out my name, the last sound he ever made.


It took me months to recover from my injuries. Several more to build back my strength. I spent every spare moment picking up new skills, learning how to hunt a different kind of prey. And on the first anniversary of the crash, Marc Beaumont was the first man I came for.


“Tell me the names of the two men in the car with you,” I whisper. It’s an echo of memory. I might be sitting in my room in the Capeside Inn, but it’s the terror in Marc’s eyes I see. I trace a numb fingertip over the photograph of his face. I can still hear his muffled pleas when I close my eyes. I remember the satisfaction I felt at ripping the duct tape from his mouth. “Tell me their names and I might let you live.”


“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Please, please, let me go.” The fear in his voice was an awakening. A revelation. It’s what made me realize that the vengeance within my grasp was exactly what I needed. A drug that would soothe me. One I would never get enough of.


I'd already had an idea who was with him that night in the car, but I had to be sure. Marc had claimed in the police reports that he was at home alone and not with his girlfriend when she barreled into us, even though he’d been seen with her at a party not even an hour before the crash happened. He said he didn’t know anything about the accident that claimed my brother’s life and nearly took mine. The one that supposedly claimed the driver’s life, too, when she took off but crashed a short distance away from where she left us to die, the car tumbling over a cliff and into the sea.


But I knew the truth. He was there. Sitting in the passenger seat, with two men in the back. I remember it, their forms and faces blurry in the distance as they got out of the car and argued about whether to stay at the scene or drive away.


It took only moments for them to decide to run away while the driver got back into the car and tore away with a squeal of tires. The only thing I remember from the brief moments before pain consumed my consciousness was my brother’s lightless eyes staring back at me as I screamed his name.


My gaze shifts from Marc’s photograph to the opposite page of my scrapbook.


“Trevor Fisher,” Marc had finally confessed after only a few punches. “And Dylan Jacobs. He works at the Instinctive Ink tattoo parlor in Graywood.”


I’d bound his arms to the chair and I remember the way he looked down at his forearm when he’d said it. When I twisted his skin, the lettering was still crisp, the edges healed but clean. The tattoo couldn’t be more than a year or two old.


Memento mori.


“Let me guess,” I’d said, releasing my hold on his arm. “Dylan and Trevor. They have the same tattoo, don’t they?”


“Y-yes.”


“That’s good.” I’d turned away toward the table of tools waiting to be christened with blood. “I knew I’d need a trophy.”


I take a deep breath and blink away the memories, returning to my room at the inn. I look at my knife where it now rests on the nightstand, the blade as sharp as the day I’d used it to take my first trophy. My first justice. And then I look down at the patch of thin leather, the uneven edges bound to the page.


Memento mori.


Remember, you must die.









AZIMUTH


Harper


I ENTER A SHIPWRECKED BEAN with my bag slung over my shoulder and an eye for anything out of place in the little coffee shop. There are the usual suspects. The three Roberts—Bob, Bobby, and Bert—who spend more time in the café than at their jobs filling the potholes that appear every spring. Maddison, the studious and quiet teenage barista who works full-time behind the counter for the summer. Alex, the boy who’s a year older than her, with his floppy hair and devil-may-care attitude. Maddison has the biggest crush on him, and despite several attempts at meddling with their work schedule when the Bean’s owner is occupied with his other restaurant, I can’t seem to get them together. I step into the line and try not to scowl at him. I’m pretty sure his oblivious stupidity is the only thing stopping these two from getting together. With a final perusal of the patrons, I step up to the counter.


“What can I get for you, Harper?” Maddison asks, giving me a sweet, shy grin as she grabs a to-go cup for me. She already knows I’m about to order an Americano, even starting to ring it into her point-of-sale system.


“The usual, please,” I reply, digging into my small bag for my wallet. I wince when my fingertips don’t graze it. “Shit. I forgot my wallet.”


“Don’t worry, I know you’re good for it.”


“No, it’s totally fine. I know I have some cash floating around in here.” I pull Bryce’s tinfoil-wrapped leg chunk from my bag and dig through the remaining contents until I grab a rogue ten-dollar bill, passing it across the counter with an apology. Maddison opens the till for change as my gaze pans across the tarts and cakes and glazed donuts. I deserve a little treat for my busy morning. It’s not easy work tracking down and murdering a man and chopping him up, all before lunch. Maybe a cinnamon bun—


“Anything you recommend?” a man behind me says. His voice is smooth. Decadent. Warmed with a subtle Southern accent. His tone is richer than any temptation behind the glass case. I turn. And that voice, as delicious as it is, is nothing compared to seeing him for the first time.


He’s tall enough that I notice the difference between us, not easily done when you’re nearly five foot ten. He runs a hand through his hair and it’s almost obscene. And he knows it. I can tell by his lopsided grin, the way his lips tug back at one corner to reveal perfect teeth. He’s full of confident charm. When his hand drops back to his side, his hair falls into place as though it’s physically impossible for him to look anything less than perfect, even when he’s disheveled. Especially when he’s disheveled. Shades of honey blond streak the rich brown strands that skim his cheekbones, the kind of color that can only come from time spent in the sun. He’s magnetic. And a whole hell of a lot of . . . dangerous.


I swallow, trying to gather my composure, and his attention drops to my throat, the greens in his eyes igniting with subdued amusement. An unusual wedge of brown at the bottom of his left iris is a stark contrast to the lighter shades. “Depends on what you’re in the mood for,” I say, trying to sound nonplussed. “Sweet or savory?”


His smile stretches, just a little, enough to coax out two dimples in his sun-kissed, faintly freckled cheeks. “I’m not sure, what did you go for?” At first, I don’t understand what he means, not until he nods to the tinfoil gripped tightly in my hand. “What did you get?”


“Umm . . .” I swear I only blink, but that brief motion feels like it’s about a thousand years long as my mind scours through every item on the menu I have memorized, landing on the only word I can seem to summon. “Meat.”


“Meat . . . ?”


“Ball.” The guy’s head tilts. My throat strains around a desiccated swallow. “Ballmeat. I mean, meat . . . ball. Meatball sub. Footlong. Ish.”


Our gazes both drop to the tinfoil in my hand. It’s barely four inches long and maybe two inches wide at best. When our eyes connect, I can’t help but cringe. Though he gives me a polite smile, something about it is pitying. “I might try something else,” he says.


“Maybe the turkey,” I say as Maddison passes a sandwich over the glass case to the customer in front of me. The sandwich is fucking enormous, barely contained by the wax paper wrapped around it. It’s maybe three times the size of the tinfoil I shift behind the bag that rests against my hip. Why the fuck did I lie about that? I guess I’m not about to say, “Oh, it’s some dickhead’s mangled tibia,” but still. I could have done better than that, right? I blame this guy. It’s his eyes. Those unusual green eyes with that rare seam of brown, colors that seem to spark to life when he’s amused. Just like they’re doing now.


The man’s grin is teasing. “Not the ballmeat. Got it.”


I snort. Literally.


And then I die. Not literally, but I wish.


The man chuckles as though my piggish chortle was fucking adorable. I turn away just long enough to stuff the change in the tip jar and Bryce’s bone back into my bag. I swear my skin is on fire. Sweat itches along my spine. But when I meet his eyes once more, the man just grins. Leans back a little. Surveys my face, warmth radiant in his eyes. “So, what drink do you recommend to go with my not-ballmeat sandwich?” he says as he moves closer to me and surveys the chalkboard above the counter.


“I should probably say something about tea bagging, to really round out my mortification.”


The guy bites down on a grin, glancing down his shoulder at me. “Tea bagging is really staying on brand with the balls. Kudos.”


“I’m nothing if not consistent.”


Maddison reaches across the glass counter to pass me my coffee. I take it, and when I peek up at the man next to me, I find him watching the motion of my hand, his brow furrowed, his smile fading as though this moment is about to end too quickly. Maybe he feels the same tug in his chest that I’m feeling, and he doesn’t want that thread to snap.


I should turn away. Get out of here. Leave this tourist guy behind. It’s not like I need to flirt disastrously with some random man who’s probably only here for a few days at most. That’s not my way, no matter how much I sometimes long for a connection that I’m not even sure I’m ready to make. I should leave. Continue on my walk past the lighthouse where I like to stand on the cliff and look out at the sea. Toss Bryce’s mangled bone into the ocean where it will sink beneath the surface, never to be seen again, just another memory claimed by black water.


But before I can convince myself to move, his hand is on my sleeve. Such a gentle touch. Only a whisper of heat and pressure. And as simple as it might be, that touch sets off a current in my skin. It steals my breath. Quickens my pulse and warms my belly and crashes through my thoughts, wiping them clean. Just a heartbeat ago, I was clinging to every argument I could think of to leave. And now they’re simply . . . gone.


“I’d ask if I could buy you a coffee, but it looks like you’re all set,” he says as he nods down to the to-go cup in my hand. That teasing light is back in his eyes. “But if you want company while you eat some balls, I’d love to join you.”


Heat infuses my cheeks. His eyes seem to brighten. I should say no. I know it. But instead I say, “Okay.”


“Okay.” His focus lingers on me for a moment as though he needs to be sure I’ll stay, and then he lifts his hand away, turning to face Maddison. “I’ll take a turkey sandwich to go, please, and an Earl Grey tea with two tea bags.”


A grin sneaks onto my lips and I shake my head. When I look up at my companion, his expression is a mirror of mine.


There’s something addictive about holding his attention. I forgot how fun it was to let my guard down a little. Suddenly, I find myself wanting to say something witty, or cute. Poke fun at him maybe. Like, “Turkey and tea? You sound like trouble.” No, my God, that’s fucking awful. At this rate, I probably can’t trust that anything worthwhile will come out of my mouth.


So what if I just smile a certain way instead? Hold on to those green eyes of his that break away from mine to watch my fingers fold a lock of hair behind my ear? I thought I’d forgotten how to do this. How to flirt with a man. I thought I’d shut all that away years ago. I might be only a few months shy of twenty-nine, but I thought I’d buried those skills a long time ago. I thought they’d died the day I did.


The next patron in line steps between us to order, shattering the hum in the air that crackles like a spell. My new friend moves to the pickup counter as Maddison puts his order together, and though I leave his side to put cream and sugar in my coffee at the little stand along the wall, I can feel him watching me. But I don’t return to his side when I’m done.


Instead, I pretend to observe the people around me who chat about potholes and shipwrecks and gossip from town, or museums and ghost tours and plays at the Carnage theater. But really, I’m stealing glances at him. I notice details, because that’s what I’ve trained myself to do. Like the wear on his hiking boots, the leather scuffed, the soles caked with a thin layer of dried mud as though he spends most of his time on his feet. I catalog the lighter streaks in his hair. The tattoo that wraps around one forearm, an ouroboros. The scar that follows the curve of his elbow, disappearing beneath his rolled-up sleeve. I notice the way he tilts his head from side to side, loosening some hidden tension lodged between his bones. I especially notice the way he scans the other patrons with a cold and clinical detachment, but his focus always returns to me. And every time it does, he smiles. He seems observant, but remote. It’s as though his charm is a well he can draw from when he chooses. But the rest of the time? He’s stoic, like that well is hidden in a faraway landscape. A place he keeps carefully guarded.


Maybe that should scare me. But it only adds to the gravitational force that beckons me closer.


When he has his sandwich and drink in hand, he joins me to add a splash of milk to his tea. With a sweep of his gaze around the small café, he looks at me with a crease between his brows. “Busy place. There’s nowhere to sit.”


I shrug, though my nonchalance feels forced. “Typical for the Bean, even early in the tourist season. But we can walk, if you like?”


I’m not sure why those words just exited my mouth. I barely manage to stop short of offering to show this guy around downtown. I’m not that kind of person anymore, one who puts herself out there to strangers so easily. I used to be. And then, one beautiful, innocuous August day, it cost me more than I ever thought possible.


But there’s something about this man that seems so different from the other tourists who pass through Carnage, people I only pay attention to long enough to assess as a threat to my town. Something about him is almost familiar. Maybe it’s in the way he seems removed from the rest of the busy café as he gives the room one last assessing look. Maybe it’s the way he appraises the coffee shop as though searching for threats that gives me reassurance. Or maybe it’s in the way his expression clears when his attention returns to me and he smiles. “I’d like that,” he says, and for a blink of time, a single heartbeat, the world around us disappears.


I clear my throat. Give a faint nod. Then I turn and lead the way to the door, but he reaches past me before I can touch it, pushing it open for me to pass through. And I can’t stop the flutter of excitement that dances behind my ribs.


“So, how does a person wind up in a town with a name like Cape Carnage? Is it a ‘come for the name, stay for the ballmeat’ kind of situation?” the man asks, taking a bite of his sandwich as we amble down the street toward the quaint downtown, filled with independent shops and quirky restaurants. I chance a glance up at him and I’m met with his teasing grin, and even though I expected its pull, I still feel unprepared for the magnetic force of it.


“The ballmeat is a big draw, for sure. Premium ballmeat in Carnage.” I smirk into the lid of my coffee before taking a sip.


“Not eating?”


“No, saving it for later,” I say as I pat my bag where the foil-wrapped bone is hidden. I meet his eyes only briefly, hoping my smile comes off less forced than it feels in my skin. “Is that what brought you here? The premium ballmeat?”


“Honestly, no. It was the tea bagging.” I huff a laugh and I can feel the warmth of his amusement next to me. “I’m here on vacation.”


“I never would have guessed.”


“What gave me away?”


I shrug. “I know every face in town. And I don’t know yours.”


“How many people live in Carnage?”


“Four thousand, two hundred and ten.”


“And you know every person here.”


I look up to find him scrutinizing me with narrowed eyes, the warmth in them still there, though it’s veiled by a thin layer of suspicion. “Yeah. I do.”


“Born and raised here?”


“No,” I say, flicking a wave to Diane Montgomery, the owner of the Starlight Boutique across the street. She waves back before entering the clothing store. “Just had time and motivation, I guess.” I lift a shoulder and look up at my companion, and though the suspicion still lingers in the crease between his brows, it softens. “What about you? Why are you here, of all places?”


“Bird-watching.”


I pause, staring him down with a furrowed brow. “Bird-watching.”


His eyes dance in a way that makes me think he enjoys my disbelief. “You heard me, Meatball.”


“Don’t you dare. You’ll be wearing this coffee,” I say on the heels of a groan. He smiles at my threat, taking a sip of his tea.


“What kind of birds?”


The man shrugs, his expression still a little teasing, but something about it has a glint of a dark edge to it, like a blade that catches the light. It’s as though his bird-watching is more like a hunt, the thrill of finding something elusive in the shadows of remote and desolate forests. Some distant alarm rings in the back of my head, but his expression softens and I smother my paranoia. “All kinds, I guess. Bald eagles. Osprey. But I’m not fussy. Anything from falcons to starlings interest me.”


We slow to a stop in front of the window of one of Cape Carnage’s weirder shops. My heart jumps into my throat as I deliberate on my next words. I can’t remember the last time I felt these feelings. Desire. Attraction. I don’t want to ask my next question. But I’m desperate to know. “By yourself?”


But he doesn’t hear me, not when my voice is so quiet and his own question is so much louder as he says, “Craft-A-Corpse? Is this place for real?”


I clear my throat, trying to dislodge the sensation of shrinking into myself. “Yeah,” I say, my tone too bright and breezy for the way I feel inside. “It’s new this year. Kind of like Build-A-Bear. Except . . . not.” I point to one of the displays, a row of fake hands in different stages of decay, some of them holding silk flowers, others clutching plastic weapons, others frozen in various gestures. I catch my companion’s eye in the reflection on the window, a phantom over the body parts on the other side of the glass.


“They’re for the Carnival of Carnage Gravity Race. Putting together a good corpse companion for your soapbox racer is pretty critical for style points. Going the fastest down the course is one thing, but sometimes the quality of the corpse is what clinches the win, you know? And it’s easier to build a corpse here than to travel in with fake body parts in your suitcase, I guess.”


“Huh. That’s kind of a genius business idea,” my new friend says. The shop’s owner, Henry, waves to us with a severed hand as patrons paint various body parts with fake blood. And though there are lifelike entrails and eyeballs and severed limbs strewn throughout the window display, my companion doesn’t seem fazed by the gruesome scene. He finishes his sandwich as he surveys the body parts with an appreciative nod. “I like it,” he says, though I’m not sure if he’s referring to the sandwich, or the shop, or both.


“Yeah, it’s cool. Definitely very ‘Carnage,’” I reply with air quotes. With a final wave to Henry, we turn and resume our walk.


“It is,” he says. “And I am.” When I look up at him with a question written across my face, he’s already waiting, a teasing warmth brightening the green hues in his eyes as they catch the sun. In this light I can see the wedge of walnut brown in his left iris more clearly, a slice of shadow among the green that feels like a familiar comfort. “I am here by myself.”


My cheeks warm. I can’t hide the blush with my coffee cup, but I try anyway, keeping my eyes latched to his as I take a sip of my drink. And he doesn’t let me get away with an escape. He smiles as though he’s caught me, and even though part of me wants to, I don’t look away.


At least, not until my phone rings.


“Sorry, excuse me.” I dig into my bag, trying to shove my disappointment aside that the moment between us has been interrupted. When I withdraw the phone, it’s Arthur’s name on the screen. I accept the call and hold it to my ear, casting an apologetic glance toward my companion. “Hello?”


“Harper.”


“That’s me.”


“Where are you?”


“In town. Not far from the Bean.”


“Where’s my black bag?”


My step falters, and I can sense my companion’s concern next to me. Though I dart him an untroubled smile, I don’t think it’s very convincing for either of us. Knowing what’s in Arthur’s infamous black bag, there’s no way my sudden burst of anxiety can be hidden completely. “Your bag?”


“That’s what I said.”


“Why do you need it?”


“Maria Flores’s Airbnb. The tourists staying there are awful. The man used my driveway to turn around yesterday and cut across the edge of the grass. And today, he allowed his hideous little dog to relieve itself among the rose bushes and he didn’t pick it up. Why Maria made such a grand house into an Airbnb, I will never know. It attracts the most horribly entitled windbags every summer.”


“Okay . . . well . . . I’m not sure those missteps fit the criteria for what you seem to have planned—”


“They do today. Where’s my black bag?”


My hopes for spending a little more time with the mysterious stranger next to me are quickly slipping through my fingers. Though I hid Arthur’s bag of drugs and weapons and his precious “grim-noire” in my cottage a month ago in a place I knew he’d be reluctant to look, I still wouldn’t put it past him to get into his golf cart and make his way to my house so he can have a rummage around for it. And the next stop would then be the neighboring house, where Arthur would charm his way inside only to murder the occupants. That was fine when they deserved it and he had a better memory for what he did with the bodies, but these days, he’s not such a great judge of what qualifies as a murderable offense.


I sigh and steal a glimpse at my watch. Hopefully, by the time I make it back to the manor, he’ll have forgotten his plan to kill our temporary neighbors, and if not, I’ll have to find a way to distract him until he does. “I’ll be home in twenty minutes, and I’ll help you look for it, okay?”


“Bring me a double-shot chai latte with soy milk and a sprinkle of cinnamon, would you?”


I roll my eyes. “Fine.”


“Extra hot.”


“Yes, I know.”


“With cinnamon, Harper. Not nutmeg.”


“I’m hanging up now.”


“Extra hot, Harp—”


I disconnect the call, halting as I slide the phone into my bag. My companion stops next to me, his gaze sweeping across my disappointed smile to leave a trail of heat in my flesh. “I have to go,” I say, tearing my attention away to look back in the direction we just came from. “I have to stop by the Bean again and then head to my neighbor’s place. He’s elderly and sometimes needs a bit of help looking for things. They get lost a little more than they used to, I guess.”


“I’ll walk with you,” the man says without hesitation. This time, it’s his turn to blush, as though he offered more quickly than he meant to. “If you like, I mean.”


“Yeah. I’d like that a lot.”


The electric vibration hums in the air between us, stronger than it was before Arthur’s interruption. It’s as though every moment with this stranger only strengthens its power. I know I shouldn’t let it. This man is just a temporary presence in my permanent sanctuary. But maybe that enhances the appeal. Knowing you’re going to lose something before it even starts can be a balm as much as it can be a wound.


It’s a brief walk back to A Shipwrecked Bean, and though our conversation is light, there’s an undercurrent to it that I find difficult to define. When I laugh at something he says, I feel the way he watches me, as though a piece of him soaks right into my skin. When he holds the door for me to enter the café, his arm grazes mine, and the pressure of his touch lingers on my flesh long after I step into the line with him. I order Arthur’s latte, and we stand off to the side as we wait for Maddison to prepare the drink. With every moment that ticks by, I can feel the passage of time. And I think he can too.


“I really enjoyed our walk, as short as it was,” the man says, glancing down at the cup still clutched in his hand. “Shame I couldn’t have gotten the full tour on such a nice day.”


“I’m honored I at least got to show you Craft-A-Corpse. I feel like that’s the bare minimum accomplishment for a tour guide in Cape Carnage.”


He smiles, and I can detect a hint of nerves beneath it despite the easygoing mask he tries to portray. “Maybe if you’re not busy sometime over the next few days, we could build a body . . . ?” He shrugs, like it’s no big deal if I say no. “I mean, if you’re into that kind of thing.”


I try to withhold my grin, just to make him squirm a little. But it still ignites, a fire that burns beneath snow and can’t be contained. “I’d like that.”


“Great,” he says, running a hand through his hair as a whisper of crimson rises in his cheeks. There must be some kind of sudden epiphany that occurs behind his eyes, because they widen as the color brightens in his cheeks. “We’ve been talking all this time and I don’t even know who you are. What’s your name?”


“I’m—”


“Harper?” I break my attention away from the man to look at Maddison, who holds Arthur’s latte across the counter. “Here you go,” she says, and it takes me a moment to reach for my cup. I’m still stuck in a delay, an insect trapped in amber. Because I wasn’t going to tell him “Harper.” Even though it’s the only name I’ve used for the past four years. Even though it’s my first line of defense. Even though I’ve vowed to keep my real name and the past that trails behind it hidden. But for some reason, it was right there, ready to be exhumed.


My words feel brittle when I give Maddison my thanks. Like the notes have been hollowed out. Scraped clean.


And when I turn back to the man, every hint of light has been scraped from him too.


There’s a pause as we stare at each other in silence, a suspended moment that seems to stretch into eternity. He doesn’t just stare at me. He stares into me. Like I’ve turned my back on a tiger, and suddenly it’s ready to use its claws.


Maybe I’m being paranoid. This chill that ripples through my skin might be nothing. There have been a lot of “nothing” moments in the past few years. When you’ve seen the things I’ve seen, it’s easy to think that everyone is a monster lurking beneath a mask. So it could be just a strange little moment. A weird delay. Lord knows, I’ve been weirder in the last few minutes than he has.


I’m the one who’s the killer, after all.


A memory surfaces. One of vultures in a barren tree. They scattered when I was dragged beneath the branches that pointed skyward like bleached and crooked fingers. “They come to pick your bones,” the man said as he tugged me by the hair through the dust and prairie grass. I clawed at his hands. I screamed. But he only laughed. “Pick them clean.”


It won’t be me, I remind myself when the moment clears as suddenly as it arose. I’m the killer now. I’m the one holding a piece of a dead man’s leg and pawning it off as a sad little sandwich. So maybe this nameless guy is just having a delayed reaction that will clear in the next breath. Maybe it’s just a blip.


And I could make myself believe that if it didn’t take just a moment too long for his next blink to wipe the lethal patina from his expression. His smile returns. But it doesn’t quite reach his eyes.


I take a step to the side, edging between the man and the glass case behind me. When I swallow, his eyes dart down to the motion. They brighten, but not with the kind of light that’s reassuring. “Good to meet you,” I say. But my words have a glacial edge to them. I can’t ignore this sudden burst of instinct. I won’t. I need to cut this off clean. “Enjoy your bird-watching. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”


I don’t turn my back to him. Not until I knock into another patron and I’m forced to look away to mutter an apology. And when I glance back at the man, he’s still watching me.


But his smile is gone.
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