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For my husband Doug

Chapter One

––––––––

Asia stood on a pier at Holly Cove and looked down at the old man in the sailboat. He was tall, with frail arms and a head of thin white hair. He wore a short-sleeved, white polo and a pair of khakis too big in the waist. This was the last person her mother had seen before she was murdered.

Andrew “Woody” Wilson moved slowly, fastening the black clips of the dark green cover he had put on the mainsail. He appeared to be securing the boat for winter though fall was barely upon them.

The day was cloudy, and the air was laced with the briny scent of seaweed and white wood from the forest above. Gulls circled overhead as if anticipating fish scraps from the man.

When he finally noticed her standing above him, he stopped and studied her while he scratched his arm.

“Hmm,” he said, then continued with his work.

His response puzzled her. “Hello,” or “Can I help you?” was more what she was expecting.

“Excuse me?” she asked, wondering if she had missed something.

He fastened the final clip of the cover and then lumbered about the deck.

“You look like her,” he said with a wave of his hand.

“Who?” Asia asked, frowning.

She quickly read his aura. Blue. Sincerity.

“Your mother,” he said, coiling up a rope in record speed with his blue-veined hands. 

When she didn’t say anything, he glanced at her, and then stowed the rope away under a seat.

He had caught her off guard. She had never had the thought that she favored her mother. Her mother was blond being the obvious reason. The other—her mother had been afraid. Asia wasn’t.

“It’s the eyes,” he said, looking at her.

Asia shuffled her feet. She wasn’t sure how to proceed.

“Твоя мама была красивая женщина,” he said. Your mother was a beautiful woman.

“You speak Russian?” Asia asked, surprised.

“Немного.” A little.

“Я хотела бы знать почему она приходила к тебе,” she said. I want to know why Natasha came to see you. 

The man smiled, his teeth yellow with age. “I’m impressed,” he said. “Most kids don’t bother to learn a parent’s native language.”

He took one final look around the boat and pulled himself up to the dock with a pained expression.

They stood face-to-face now. He was a few inches taller than her. At one time, he was likely a tall man, but age had shrunken his shoulders.

“It’s been years since your mother came to see me,” he said, pulling up his waistband.

He flared yellow-green. He’s curious. He wonders why I’ve come.

She was ten when she had walked into her mother’s room and found her on the floor, Sebastian standing above her. Her eyes were still open, but Asia understood that her mother was dead. There was no aura except for a muddy gray glow which flickered and faded into nothingness. Gray. Fear. In that last moment Natasha had been afraid. When she turned her eyes to Sebastian, he had flared red. Anger. Hate. She knew then that he had killed Natasha. 

She put away the painful memory and tried to focus on the old man. 

“I just need to know what you told Natasha,” she said.

He rubbed a hand across his bristly chin, considering. “I’m afraid there’s not much to tell.”

His aura flared blue. Truth.

Your mother betrayed me. Those had been Sebastian’s words to a ten-year-old. What kind of father would think those words would be all that was needed to soothe a child staring down at her dead mother?

She looked at Woody, her eyes pleading. “Please,” was all she could manage to say.

Woody’s unruly eyebrows twitched upward a few times—an apparent nervous habit.

“Very well.” He motioned up beyond the cove. “Let’s go to the house.”

She breathed a sigh of relief.

They walked side-by-side across the rocky shores of Holly Cove and headed up the small paved road. Woody wheezed with each step.

“Heart’s not what it used to be,” was the only comment he made.

After a steep and curvy climb, they came to his cottage. Asia’s car was parked on the side of the road.

The house was engulfed in green vines. Only the dormers remained visible, like periscopes attempting to break the surface of the water. 

She followed him up the gravel driveway to the back of the house where a detached garage sat in disrepair. Weeds grew in front of the doors, the garage a long forgotten relic.

There was no car to be seen. She wondered how he got around.

He pulled a set of keys from his pocket and navigated the stone walkway which led to the back door. He seemed to have read her mind about the lack of a car. He said, “A young fella delivers my groceries. Never have to leave the house much, which is fine by me.”

Asia stood behind him and fidgeted with the leather bands on her wrist, trying to keep her hands from trembling. He pushed the key into the doorknob. A loud screech pierced the quiet wooded setting. Asia jumped and reeled around, scanning the surrounding woods for any unsavory auras. All was calm, except for green flecks and tiny yellow dots. She had determined over the years that these auras were insects. Still, she had an uneasy feeling.

“Darn owls. People talk about how adorable they are. A nuisance, I say,” Woody said.

Keys clanged together as he jiggled the knob. Finally, the door creaked open. He switched on an overhead kitchen light.

***

Sebastian watched Asia from the trees. She stood at the door with the old man, looking anxious. She’s trying to find a way to kill me—just like her mother. Anger swelled inside him and a new kind of power coursed through his veins. He felt alive. Invincible. Something in him was changing, growing. Ever since the night at the asylum when Viola pulled the dagger he held in his hands straight into her heart, he had felt something new building inside him. Was it possible he had absorbed her power?

The old man fumbled with the lock. 

Sebastian placed a hand on a tree trunk and dug his nails into its hard surface. I’m getting stronger. I feel stronger. He pulled back his hand; the wood was dust. He let it fall through his bloodstained fingertips. Betrayed. Betrayed again.

His chest heaved and rattled. Then by instinct, his throat released his anger, and the sound of his fury burst into the air. The sound was primal—animal. Asia turned to the woods, searching. He shot out an aura of yellow and green dots to disguise his presence and disappeared into the woods like a beast sprinting into the darkness.

***

“Have yourself a seat,” Woody said. He proceeded to wash his hands, and then dry them on a hand towel. “My name is Andrew Wilson, but you probably already know that.”

She nodded. The name was scribbled in her mother’s calendar. A permanent reminder of her death.

“My friends call me Woody,” he added.

Asia wrapped her arms around herself. Natasha had stood in this very kitchen. Hopeful. Unsure. I wonder if she realized what she was risking by coming here.

When he saw she wasn’t going to sit, he said, “Not much of a sitter then.” His eyebrows twitched twice. “Living room is this way.” He motioned for her to go first.

She walked slowly into the dark room. It smelled musty. The curtains were open, but the wide window at the front of the house was engulfed by vines. No light penetrated the room. Woody turned on a floor lamp with an old-fashioned bowl-shaped glass shade.

A floral sofa sat in the shadow of the lightless window, its once vibrant pattern now faded and worn. An empty cherry wood coffee table, a shabby recliner, and a grandfather clock completed the room. 

The clock ticked loudly. The mechanisms grinding out each second like an artificial heartbeat. It was a somber sound—cold and isolated.

“I don’t use this room much,” he said. He walked over to a small entry table by the front door and picked up a picture. He handed it to her. She took it and looked at the little blond girl sitting on the beach with her shovel and bucket. The toddler was smiling so big that her eyes were squinted shut.

“That’s my daughter,” he said. “Vivia’s grown now, of course. I haven’t seen her since she was a little girl.”

“I’m sorry,” Asia said, handing the picture back.

He returned the picture to its place of honor, pausing, reluctant to let go of the memory.

“I wasn’t a good father,” he said, still looking at the picture. “I made some bad mistakes.” He drew in a deep breath and turned back to Asia. “But that’s not why you’re here now, is it?”

She shook her head, and he eyed her warily.

He stuck his hands in his pockets. “Your mother came to see me because she was looking for information about the Curse of Viola.”

“I assumed.” I just don’t know why my father killed her for it.

He scratched his head, contemplating how much he should share.

“I suppose it doesn’t matter much now if I tell you. There’s only two of us left. The society is all but a memory now.”

“The society?” Asia asked.

“The Secret Society of Hunters. It was our mission to find and kill Viola.”

Asia’s eyebrows rose in surprise. 

“Don’t be so shocked,” he said, growing agitated. “You know the stories. Viola’s roamed the island for centuries. Plus, that brother of hers, Sebastian, is out there somewhere too.” He flicked out a hand in an effort to erase his thoughts.

This was what her mother had been searching for? A Hunter? To what? Kill Sebastian?

“I suppose you think we were crazy?” He rubbed at his temples.

“No,” she said quickly. “But how? How were you going to kill Viola?” 

The idea of ending her father had been mulling around in her mind for years. She knew now that the curse could be passed by a dagger, but what could end the curse? What could end her father without him simply entering another body? He was a Shifter after all.

“Ah,” he said, holding up a finger. “That’s the tricky part. It must be the dagger.”

“What dagger?” Asia asked. Her heart beat faster. 

Woody studied her face, then frowned. His aura turned bright yellow. 

Crap. He’s changing his mind.

“I’ve said too much,” he said, shaking his head. “Your mother sought the dagger. The society never found it. That is all I can tell you.”

He abruptly turned and headed into the kitchen. He opened the back door for Asia.

“Woody, please. I need to know more,” she said, trailing after him.

“I’m afraid there’s nothing more. I told your mother everything I knew.” He waved her toward the door.

Asia wasn’t sure why he was suddenly so anxious to get rid of her. Maybe it was simply the disappointment of failing—as a father and as a Hunter.

“Tell your mother I’m sorry,” he said as she stepped out the door. “There’s nothing more since her last visit.”

Asia turned. “She’s dead,” she said flatly.

His eyebrows twitched twice in quick succession, then he closed the door.

She stood there and considered trying again, but she knew by Woody’s aura that he would not be persuaded to share more. Perhaps the past was too painful for him. She understood that all too well.

Sebastian’s words from the night he killed her mother rang like an echo. Your mother betrayed me. Asia was beginning to understand. If Sebastian knew her mother was looking for a way to kill him, he would have seen it as a betrayal. 

A dagger—that’s what her mother had been looking for. But not just any dagger—the dagger. One that could end her father. Woody hadn’t given her much, but it was a start. 

I’ll make it right, mama. I promise.

Chapter Two

––––––––

Hardy watched Darcy dance in the frothy water that spread onto the sand of Dunwoody Beach. She giggled and held her face to the sun. She had risen from the ashes. Yet, Emma was gone. He felt joy and great pain. This was his paradox.

Darcy kicked her bare feet in the water. She was a beautiful miracle. She turned and smiled at him, her hair blowing in the wind like a sail made of sunlight. He waved a weary hand and dug his feet into the sand. How could he explain to her that he was grieving for a girl who never existed? She wouldn’t understand. He didn’t understand it himself, but the ache in his heart was as real as Emma had been. Except Emma was never real—she was Darcy. He felt like he was in a bad dream he couldn’t wake up from. But, when he looked at the carefree way Darcy played in the water, it made him smile. She was his hope. And though he had yet to open up to her about how he was feeling, he knew he would—eventually. He stood when she took off running after a seagull down the beach.

***

Darcy had never felt so free. Her grueling rehab was over; she’d been given a second chance at life. A second chance with Hardy. 

She breathed in the salt-scented air and filled her lungs with the glorious freedom it represented. She untied the blue ribbon at the back of her neck and let her hair float free. She held the ribbon in her hand and let the breeze carry it behind her. She was Darcy again, and she would never again wish to be someone else.

She kicked up water with her foot, splashing like she was experiencing the mystery of the ocean for the first time. She was free from Emma, from the lie. But as she glanced back at Hardy sitting in the sand, she could see the damage she had done reflected in his half-smile and timid wave. He’s trying to be happy, but he’s not.

They had barely discussed that night. That horrible night at the asylum when Viola had tried to pass on her curse to Emma, and then Hardy. They had both made difficult decisions. Darcy had chosen to end Emma’s physical life rather than become the curse, and Hardy had chosen to take the curse out of anger, only to have someone stop him—a man.

She shivered and rubbed the salt spray from her bare arms. They still didn’t know who the man was, and neither of them had spoken of what they both knew to be true. If the man killed Viola, then he was out there somewhere carrying Viola’s curse. It was like knowing a tsunami was coming but having no idea when it would hit.

She spun around in circles, closing her eyes to the sun. Instead of living in fear, she chose to believe in goodness and in Hardy. She was sure he loved her though he hadn’t said it since the prom, months ago. He just needs time.

A sudden burst of wind ripped the blue ribbon from her hand and it floated away from the shore onto dry sand. A seagull circling above spied the mysterious object and landed close by. It waddled toward the ribbon. She ran to rescue her ribbon, her feet sinking into the powdery white sand. But upon seeing her approach, the seagull quickly snapped up the blue trimming and flew away.

She chased it down the beach, wondering where it would go. Instead of being annoyed, she found running to be strangely freeing. She was running! Just a few months ago, she could barely walk after coming back to her comatose body.

Other seagulls fell in with the thief, checking out what all the fuss was about. She ran all the way to the cliffs where the bird perched high above her on a craggy rock. It dropped the ribbon from its mouth and called out a warning, daring her to try and steal his new treasure.

She breathed heavily, her lungs stinging. She looked back down the beach. She hadn’t realized how far she had run. She could barely see Hardy. He was a mere speck. She zoomed in on him with her computer eye. He was standing, looking her way with a worried expression on his face. He started walking toward her.

That’s when she heard the voice. Dar-cy. The words wrapped around her. She turned around in circles looking for the source. The seagull cocked its head as if it heard it too. It could’ve just been the wind shearing through the cliffs. A mind trick. Then she heard it again. Dar-cy. She looked back. Hardy had picked up his pace and was coming for her.

She went further down the beach around the crook of the cliff and stopped dead cold. Someone stood there like a glowing mirage in the middle of a desert. She shielded her eyes against the sun, unable to make out any features within the glare. Only that it was—someone. A shadow. Something which seemed out of place.

“Darcy!” Hardy called from the distance.

She drew closer to the shadow, trying to see. 

The blur was tall, blond, and lean. He smiled. His blue eyes sparkled.

“Darcy!” Hardy’s voice sounded more urgent.

She glanced behind her, expecting Hardy to emerge from around the cliff. When she turned back, the mysterious man was gone. She spun around, searching, but no one was on the beach.

Hardy appeared from the cliffs and ran up to her, panting and out of breath. “Are you okay?”

She smiled. “I’m fine. I just got a little carried away chasing a seagull.”

He looked relieved. “Come on, we’ve been out here long enough. Vivia will be expecting you back soon.”

She nodded and they walked back down the beach. She looked behind her. The beach was still empty. The thieving seagull called out from the cliff, making sure it had the last word. She had completely forgotten about the ribbon.

I may have imagined the voice, but I know I didn’t imagine those blue eyes.

Chapter Three

––––––––

Darcy was staring out the window, lost in thought. Hardy took the opportunity the silence offered to enjoy the feel of driving a real car. His parents had finally broken down and bought him a used Honda. It had 90,000 miles on it, but he didn’t care. His bike was already rusting at the spokes—retired for good as far as he was concerned. 

He was taking Darcy to her new home—Tate and Vivia’s home. He found it hard to believe that Vivia had talked his older brother into taking Darcy in. Tate was the athletic type, well-respected, but he bore the same reddish hair and stubborn streak as their dad, Tom. Not great father material as far as Hardy was concerned. But somehow, Vivia had convinced Tate to go through the steps to becoming foster parents. Vivia had been injured when she had gotten in the way during a violent argument between her parents when she was younger which left her unable to conceive. So having children of their own was not an option.

Once Darcy woke up from her “coma,” Vivia immediately made the arrangements to foster her.

Hardy wasn’t sure how he felt about it. He definitely didn’t want Tate knowing his business, and now Darcy was family of sorts. It complicated things a bit, but he was glad for Darcy. Glad that she would be safe and away from her abusive brother, Nash. Vivia would be good for Darcy. Tate, he wasn’t so sure about.

“When are we going to talk about it?” Darcy asked suddenly.

It took him a second to realize what she meant. Heat rose to his face. Oh no. She wants to talk about the night Viola died. He played dumb. “Talk about what?”

She turned from the window and looked at him. “Emma. Viola. All of it.”

He glanced over at her. Her cheeks reddened. 

Why did she pick now to have this conversation? He didn’t want to talk about Emma, Viola, or the plague. It felt like it all had happened yesterday, even though it had been two months ago. He knew he couldn’t avoid the topic forever, but he was hoping to put it off a bit longer. He was just starting to get used to normal again. Whatever that was.

“I don’t really want to talk about it,” he said.

“You don’t?” she said, sounding annoyed.

“Nope.”

He glanced at her again. It was a mistake. Her expression had taken on a sharp look, like a cat about to scratch his eyes out. Her blue computer eye seemed to be calculating just the right angle to attack. She crossed her arms in her cute Darcy way. There was something comforting in her small display of anger.

“Well, I want to talk about it,” she said forcefully.

“Why?” he asked. “What good will it do? Things happened. It’s over.”

She sighed. “You’re such a guy.” 

“I’ll take that as a compliment.”

“It wasn’t meant as one.”

“Should I be offended then?” he asked.

“Probably,” she mumbled.

They fell silent again. A bead of sweat rolled down his temple. He rolled down his window and breathed in the earth-scented air of Greene Island. He propped his elbow on the windowsill. He was just starting to think he’d put off the inevitable when—

“Why don’t you want to talk about it?” she asked.

He winced. “Fine,” he said, relenting. Let’s get this over with.

Darcy could be stubborn when she wanted to be, and he knew she wouldn’t stop until she was satisfied they had “talked.”

“I’m sorry,” she said softly, “that I lied to you about being Emma.”

“I know. I forgive you.” At least I think I have.

Her blue eye twitched. He knew she was trying to detect whether or not he was being truthful.

“But I lied to you,” she said. “I was Emma the whole time. Then I killed her...I mean, technically, I killed myself. But not really, because it was still Emma’s body.” She sighed heavily.

“Now you know why I didn’t want to talk about it,” he said.

“What about Viola?” she asked.

He gripped the steering wheel a little tighter. He definitely did not want to talk about her or any other part of that night. The darkness still haunted his dreams.

“She’s finally dead. End of story,” he said, growing irritable.

“I know, but you never said what happened, exactly. Just that a man stopped you from killing her.”

Yes, Hardy. How did Viola die? You didn’t actually see it happen. Just the man standing over her.

He looked over at Darcy and wished that he could protect her from that night—from the truth. But it was too late for that. It had been too late a long time ago when George shot her in the woods, and he thought he’d lost her forever.

“There was a man,” he began.

She was focusing intently on his face. “I know that much,” she said.

“I didn’t see his face. He pushed me away from Viola, and I hit my head and blacked out. When I woke up, Viola was dead. The man was standing over her.”

“You were going to do it, weren’t you? Kill Viola? Take the curse?”

He nodded.

“I’m glad the man stopped you,” she said softly.

“Me too.”

He looked over and the wind lifted errant strands of her hair like graceful feathers of golden light. She was beautiful, and his heart stung with gratitude that they had been given a second chance. She smiled at him and that was the end of the talk.

Still, he felt the weight of the one thing neither of them dared to voice. The thing they both knew to be true. If the man killed Viola, then he held the curse. And the burning question, the one they dared not ask, was what would the man do now that he held it?

***

When they arrived at Tate and Vivia’s cottage, Vivia was curled up in a chair, crying. Tate was sitting on the armrest next to her with an arm around her shoulders. Darcy rushed to Vivia’s side and knelt at her feet.

“What’s going on?” Hardy asked.

Vivia blew her nose into a tissue, then sniffed.

“Her father passed away,” Tate said, scowling.

Hardy’s stomach did a nosedive. Death had been his constant companion ever since his grandfather Olen was murdered. He wondered if the shock of death ever got any easier.

“Oh, Vivia,” Darcy said, rubbing Vivia’s knee.

Vivia smiled at Darcy and rubbed a hand over Darcy’s golden hair. “It’s okay. You know the story. He wasn’t a good man.” More tears came.

Hardy stuck his hands in his pockets. This was one of those social situations where he was virtually useless. He used to like to pretend he lived in a world where no one died. But now that he could see dead people, the grim reality was undeniable. There would be no more pretending. 

Darcy took Vivia’s hand. “What can I do, Vivia?”

Vivia shook her head. Tate went into the kitchen and ran water into a teakettle. Vivia jumped up and Darcy came with her, still holding her hand.

“Forget tea. I need to go to Holly Cove and get Woody’s will so we can make arrangements.”

Tate turned off the water. “Now?”

Vivia nodded. “It’s best to take care of these things quickly.”

“I want to go,” Darcy said.

Vivia frowned slightly. “It will be a quick, boring trip, I’m afraid.”

“It’s okay. I want to go,” Darcy assured her.

“I’ll go too,” Hardy said.

Darcy smiled at him. That was worth the trip alone.

“Okay. Well, I guess we’re all going,” Vivia said, looking at Tate.

Tate set the kettle down. “I’ll get the car started.” He grabbed his keys.

***

Holly Cove was one of the tiny coastal villages north of Greystone on Greene Island’s eastern coast. The small fishing community sat above a cove of blue water lined with small boats. Andrew, or Woody, as Vivia referred to him, lived up a small winding road which overlooked the cove. The small cottage was so overtaken by ivy that only the dormers peered from above the green blanket.

Hardy didn’t know much about Vivia’s father except that he had been a professor of some kind, and had retired and moved to Holly Cove. Vivia referred to him as a functioning alcoholic, and she’d had very little contact with him over the years.

Hardy followed Tate’s truck up a steep gravel driveway and pulled up next to him in front of a closed-up detached garage. Vivia got out and stood with her hands on her hips, surveying the surrounding woods which seemed to be strangling the house. He and Darcy stood by quietly, waiting.

“Well, he obviously wasn’t into home maintenance,” Vivia said.

He saw Darcy’s eyes light up at the possibilities that the mysterious cottage held. They walked down a narrow stone pathway surrounded by green weeds. Vivia pulled out a key and opened the door. Immediately, the smell of her father’s years behind the hidden walls escaped into the warm air—a musty combination of old oak and upholstery. Vivia flipped on the light in the small kitchen, revealing a 1950s Formica table and red vinyl chairs. The white counters were spotless. Not even a coffee mug sat on the pristine surface. An old, brown fridge hummed. That was the only sign that the room might be a place where one prepared meals.

Vivia looked around as if seeing her father for the first time in years. Hardy guessed Woody Wilson’s remnants were a sad reminder of the father she’d never had and only really knew as the man who’d left her unable to have children.

Vivia disappeared into the living room. Tate trailed after her.

“What should we do?” Hardy asked Darcy.

“Look around.”

Darcy headed down a narrow hallway past the kitchen. Before he knew it, they were climbing a set of creaky steps lit only by the light coming from the dormered window above. Their footsteps banged out a direful march.

They reached the top and stepped into an alcove of sorts. It was a small room with a desk and built-in bookcases which lined one wall. Hardy gazed out the window. He had a clear view of Holly Cove. A beautiful semi-circle filled with boats which, from this distance, looked like a two-ticket kiddie ride at the park.

The office itself was a cluttered curiosity. Dozens of plaques and pictures lined every square inch of wall space. Many were black and white photos of sea life and native plants. Evidently, Woody was somewhat of an amateur photographer. 

Not surprisingly, Darcy was scanning the books in the bookcases. He swore she could smell a book a mile away.

He stepped over to the desk and picked up a glass paperweight with a sea urchin encased inside.

“What kind of books did the old man like?” he asked as a way of making conversation.

“Weird ones,” Darcy said.

He set the paperweight down and went behind the desk to sit in the chair which was no doubt as old as the man himself. It squeaked and rattled as he shifted to get comfortable.

“Hmm,” Darcy mumbled.

Hardy leaned back and propped his feet on the desk. He was starting to think that Vivia’s father had gotten one thing right—move to a small village and disappear, and live day to day by your own wit and resources. He put his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. He listened as Darcy slid books in and out of place.

“Hmm.”

“You already said that,” he said.

“You should look at these,” Darcy said.

“Books? Bor-ing. No thanks. I’m fine right here.”

He felt himself starting to doze off when a giant thud startled him back into an upright position.

“Geez, Darcy,” he said, frowning.

She motioned with her eyes at the offending book that she’d dropped in front of him on the desk.

He sighed. “I’m sure it’s a riveting read. I’ll pass.”

“Look at the title,” she said.

“Fine.” He leaned forward and rotated the book so he could read the spine. “World Encyclopedia of Knives, Daggers, and Swords.” He looked to her for an explanation as to the significance.

She plopped another book in front of him.

“Knives, Swords, Bayonets—The History of Knives,” he read. “Wait,” he said, holding up a finger. “I think I’ve got it. What are knives for $500?”

“Hardy,” she said, exasperated. “This isn’t some game. He has dozens of books on the subject.”

“Psst. So? He likes knives.”

She returned to the bookshelf and pulled out another armload of books. “He also likes Greek mythology.” She dropped the book in front of him. “The History of the Plague.” She tossed it on top. “And the pièce de résistance, The Grand Saint-Antoine.” The book landed with a thud. “That’s the ship Viola was on. Remember the journal we read in Dr. Finch’s office?”

She now had his attention. He popped up and studied the bookcase’s contents for himself. Woody had what looked like hundreds of books on disease, Greene Island history, mythology, and ancient weapons.

“Okay, this is weird,” he said, beginning to feel uneasy.

“It’s like we’ve discovered the tomb of Viola’s past. This has to be more than just coincidence,” Darcy said.

Hardy rubbed his chin stubble. “It could be nothing. Research or something.”

“It doesn’t feel like nothing.”

“What then?” he asked.

“I don’t know. Not yet, anyway.”

Chapter Four

––––––––

“Are you going to tell Hardy and Darcy?” Tate asked her.

“Tell them what?” Vivia said, looking through her father’s bedroom drawers.

“That Woody was a Hunter.”

She straightened. “No. They’ve both been through enough.” 

“Okay,” Tate said. 

Vivia thought he sounded as though he disagreed. She rifled through another drawer. Her father said it was in his bedroom—the will. At least that was what the drunken message he’d left her five years ago had said. Followed later by an envelope with a key to the cottage.

She looked over at Tate. He was sitting on the bed, bending the brim of his baseball cap.

“What?” she asked. 

“Nothing.”

She got on her knees and looked underneath the bed. There was a single shoebox. She pulled it out and sat down next to Tate on her father’s bed.

“Hardy can see dead people,” Tate said.

“I know,” she said quietly. “What does that have to do with my father?”

“We both know something fishy happened with Hardy’s friend Emma. And Darcy? People don’t come back from that, Vivia. I’m the last one to believe that Woody’s quest to find and kill Viola makes any sense, but lately...I don’t know. After the whole dandelion fiasco and the weird plague, maybe there is something to the curse.”

She looked down at the shoebox and nodded. Tate reached over and squeezed her hand.

“I guess it just seems unimportant that he was a Hunter. Woody is gone. He never found Viola or the dagger.” She rubbed a hand over the smooth surface of the shoe box. “It’s possible he was just crazy,” she added.

“Yeah, maybe.”

***

Hardy paced while Darcy searched every nook and cranny of Woody’s office.

“It has to be here,” Darcy said, opening and closing desk drawers.

“What has to be here?” Hardy asked.

She stopped and looked at him. “I don’t know, but I’ll know when I find it.”

“Wow. Genius.”

“A little help would be nice,” she said, sighing slightly.

“Fine.”

He looked behind the short, dusty curtains hanging on the window.

“Really?” Darcy said, looking annoyed.

Hardy shrugged. “What? People hide things behind curtains.”

She rolled her eyes.

He moved each little picture on the wall to look for a safe or secret compartment. “Can’t you just use your eye x-ray thingy to search for whatever it is you’re looking for?”

He glanced behind him. Darcy was staring at him.

“I keep forgetting I have it because I was so used to not having it with Em—”

“You can say her name, you know.” 

“I know,” she said, standing a little taller. “Emma. There. I said it.”

He winced slightly at the name though he hid it with a smile.

She spun around and began a robotic scan of the bookcase, starting on the far left. She sidestepped to the next section, then the next. He went back to his picture flipping.

“Hardy. I think I found something!”

He watched as Darcy knelt down and started pulling books off the bottom shelf of the last bookcase by the desk. He squatted next to her and took the books from her, stacking them behind him.

She reached out and knocked on the back of the bookcase. A hollow sound rang out.

“A hidden compartment,” he said. He just hoped there weren’t any dead bodies lurking behind it.

They both worked with their hands, trying to pry loose what was obviously some kind of panel.

“We need something sharper,” Hardy said. His lack of fingernails was making the task impossible.

Darcy returned to the desk and rummaged through the drawers. She knelt back down beside him and shoved a long silver blade in front of his face. “Dagger,” she said.

He startled and hit his head on the shelf above him.

“Darcy!”

“Sorry,” she said, grimacing.

He rubbed the top of his head and took the dagger. Holding the blade in his hand took him back to the night Viola died. The night he’d held the dagger over her and she’d whispered the strange words to him—the dagger you bear can also spare.

“Hardy?” Darcy said, bringing him back to reality.

He ducked back under the bookcase and dug the knife into the edge of the panel. It immediately popped out. He handed the panel to Darcy and looked inside. Warm air spilled out over them. It appeared
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