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​DEDICATION

For those who dig deep—

into the soil, into the past,

and into the truths that others would rather leave buried.

Author’s Note

While the University of Arkansas is a real institution, the characters, academic departments, faculty, and events depicted in this story are entirely fictional. Willow Hollow, the Reznik Vineyard, and all individuals and investigations featured in the book are products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, places, or events is purely coincidental.

Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

​

Part I

ROOTS & RUMORS
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The First Day, Last Warning

With her pack slung over one shoulder, Addison tapped on the office door of the Czech born professor, Dr. Marek Svoboda. Thank goodness—she was on time. Another teacher’s assistant, Jillian Tran, had warned her that Svoboda was a stickler for punctuality. It was one minute before her appointment.

The office door jerked open, making Addison jump. Her smile and greeting died on her lips. Svoboda’s expression was grim. His light brown hair stuck out wildly, like he’d been raking a hand through it, and his brown eyes narrowed in a squint as he glared down from five foot eleven.

“You’re late,” he snapped, the words rolling off his tongue with an odd English-Czech brogue.

Addison raised an eyebrow and tapped the screen on her phone. She wasn’t about to take guff from the professor—not on day one. His last TA had transferred to another university just to get away from him. Addison, raised in a Children’s Home, had long since learned to stand her ground. She figured if she set the precedent now, their working relationship would fall in line accordingly.

The skin around Dr. Svoboda’s left eye twitched in a rapid, involuntary flutter. Addison inhaled deeply to suppress the laugh that bubbled up. He probably wouldn’t appreciate her pointing out that his twitch was known as myokymia, and that Botox injections were known to be an effective treatment.

He huffed and turned back into his office. Without a word, he snatched up a tall stack of booklets and handouts, shoved them into Addison’s arms, and stormed past her.

“By the time we reach the classroom, we’ll be late,” he said slowly, as if speaking to a kindergartener. “Don’t be late again.”

“Yes, sir,” Addison called after him, rolling her eyes as she followed.

Set your alarm ten minutes earlier, girl, she thought.

But still, she grinned. Nothing—not even Dr. Svoboda—was going to ruin her first day on the job.
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Marching into the classroom, Dr. Svoboda threw a glare over his shoulder at Addison. The students were still mingling—some looking out the windows, others huddled in quiet conversations. Not a single one was seated.

His glare seemed to say, “We’re late—and this chaos is your fault.”

In his mind, everything was already out of control. And Addison was to blame.

Without waiting for instructions, Addison moved through the room, placing notebooks and syllabi on each desk. As she worked, the students began drifting into their seats. She caught herself before sticking out her tongue in Svoboda’s direction and thought instead, Nanny nanny poo poo. But she kept it to herself, exhaling and moving to the front of the room beside his desk.

Svoboda, apparently forgetting his earlier annoyance, launched straight into his lecture.

“Our assignment is a one-day field practicum near Devil’s Den State Park,” he said. “The widow, Lenka Reznik, has graciously agreed to allow our Forensic Anthropology class access to her property. Former vineyards—most of it overgrown since her husband passed.”

He paused and gestured toward the syllabi.

“You’ll see this course involves two phases: Excavation & Documentation, and Evidence Collection and Preservation. The excavation will take place on Mrs. Reznik’s property. The second phase—lab work—will involve analyzing finds, measuring bones, weighing materials, and properly photographing and recording all data.”

A student raised a hand. “Dr. Svoboda, where do we get the kits for the excavation and documentation?”

“They may be purchased at the university bookstore.”

Groans rippled through the room.

Without warning, Dr. Svoboda slammed a book down onto his desk. The crack echoed like a pistol shot. The room fell silent.

He strutted down the aisle, weaving through the desks like a general on inspection, then returned to his place at the front.

“This is not an undergraduate course,” he said, arms crossed. “If you don’t purchase the required kit, you will not be able to complete the excavation at the dig site. You will fail this class. Am I understood?”

The students nodded, quiet now.

“I’ve reserved a bus from the university’s Physical Plant. It will depart promptly at eight o’clock in the morning to take us to Mrs. Reznik’s property.”

He turned toward Addison and arched an eyebrow.

“If you’re late,” he said, “you’ll be left behind.”

A boy near the back raised his hand. He wore a crooked grin and winked at two girls seated beside him.

“So, Dr. Svoboda... you said the vineyard’s all overgrown. Is it, like, haunted or something?”

Svoboda didn’t answer. Instead, he marched straight to the boy’s desk, leaned down, and locked eyes with him—only inches away.

The boy’s mouth opened and closed, gaping like a fish out of water.

“You think you are funny?” Svoboda asked, each word slow and deliberate.

The boy shook his head. “No, sir.”

Svoboda straightened, his Czech accent thickening. “Anyone acting out... shenanigans”—he stumbled slightly on the word—“will find themselves off the bus and out of this course.”

A few students chuckled at the pronunciation.

Dr. Svoboda didn’t appreciate it. He huffed, slapped a palm against the desk, and said, “There will be no pranks or mischievous behavior tomorrow. Understood? Class dismissed.”

There were a few polite nods, a couple of muffled snickers, and a few other students who just shook their heads in disbelief. Somewhere near the back, someone muttered, “Is it too late to drop this class?”

Addison had no idea then that the difficult professor—Dr. Marek Svoboda—would soon become the key to everything waiting beneath the vines.
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The Widow Appears

Loaded on the shuttle, a Ford Glaval bus—the class had plenty of room to spread out across the thirty-two seats. The overhead compartments were stuffed with gear, each bag wedged in place for the ride.

The driver took U.S. Route 71, bypassing the spreading metropolis of Fayetteville and Springdale, dodging the worst of the morning traffic.

They had barely traveled ten miles when he turned onto Highway 74. Just a few miles in, the bus crawled nearly to a halt.

“What’s going on?” a student called out.

“Look at all the cars,” another added.

“Darn Hog-eye Festival and Marathon,” the driver muttered. “We’ll lose this traffic when Highway 112 intersects.”

One of the out-of-state students had pulled up Hog-eye, Arkansas on his phone. “This place isn’t even incorporated,” he said with a laugh. “Thirty thousand people come to this wide spot in the road every year to attend the festival?”

That set off a wave of chatter. Several students started planning a visit to see what was so fascinating about Hog-eye.

Once the bus reached the intersection with Highway 112, the congestion cleared. The driver pressed the pedal, and they were on their way again.

“How far are we from Devil’s Den?” someone called.

“Thirteen miles, give or take,” the driver replied.

The road began flat and straight but soon transitioned into rolling hills, switchbacks, and high-country vistas. They passed small farms and cattle pastures nestled between wooded ridges.

“There’s the park entrance!” someone shouted.

But the bus drove on.

Two miles later, the driver turned onto a gravel road. A rusted metal sign swayed from a post: Reznik Vineyard.

The bus slowed as they neared a two-story white frame house with a red metal roof. The paint peeled in long curls, and the roof could have used a good cleaning.

Dr. Svoboda stood and addressed the driver. “The road narrows ahead. You’ll need to pull over and park. We’ll walk the rest of the way.”

The Czech-born professor’s clipped accent carried easily down the aisle—a reminder to Addison that he was as exacting in the field as in the classroom.

Tension and excitement swirled in the air. Students pressed their faces to the windows, taking in the vibrant patchwork of trees, vines, grasses, and wildflowers woven together in an untamed tangle.

“There’s a herd of deer!” Addison pointed, calling out over the chatter.

The driver stopped and opened the electric entry doors just as students grabbed their gear and poured out of the bus. They clustered near the road, watching the deer graze.

Some of the younger ones kept feeding, but a mature doe stomped a warning. After a few tense moments, loud snorts erupted, and the entire herd bounded into the thick forest.

“Line up in rows of five,” Dr. Svoboda called.

Once six rows of five students had formed, he paced in front of them like a general about to send troops into battle.

“Devil’s Den State Park encompasses twenty-five hundred acres,” he began. “Widow Reznik’s property borders it directly—another five hundred acres. If you get separated and lost out there...” He gestured toward the forest, raising an eyebrow as he scanned the group. “It could be days before a rescue team finds you. Stay together.”

He turned and marched ahead, expecting everyone to follow.
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When they reached the vineyard, excitement swelled. Dr. Svoboda assigned each group a section of the land. There were laughs and eager chatter as the students settled into their areas, unpacking their tools and preparing for the dig.

Addison remained with Dr. Svoboda, watching as the groups got started.

“Circulate,” the professor said. “You go left. I’ll go right. Check on each group.”

“Yes, sir.”

Addison had barely answered when something beyond the thicket caught her eye—a broken-down fence just past a dense patch of brush. She glanced over her shoulder. Svoboda’s back was turned.

She couldn’t help herself.

She ducked past the thicket and stepped over the fallen fence.

Barely three feet ahead, a large upright stone stood at an angle among the underbrush. Addison dropped her pack and slipped on her gloves. Kneeling in front of the rock, she began brushing away a thick layer of dead leaves and tall grass.

The stone was still obscured. She reached into her pack for her hand pruners. The shrub around the stone was tangled with thorns—possibly a rose bush, long overgrown. Not wanting to destroy it, she began clipping the canes with care.

Cutting away the last long tendril, Addison sat back with a sudden intake of breath.

Viktor Reznik.

The name was etched into the stone.

But it wasn’t just the marker that unnerved her. It was the ground at the base of the grave—cleared of leaves and overgrowth now, but visibly unsettled. The soil there didn’t look like the rest—looser, darker, uneven in a way that didn’t match the rest of the quiet plot.

She hadn’t noticed it while tugging out the rose canes or sweeping away debris. But now, crouched low to the ground, perfectly still, it was impossible to ignore.
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“What are you doing?” A decidedly foreign feminine voice demanded from behind her. The tone was sharp, laced with anger and something else. Worry. Distrust.
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Caught off guard, Addison gasped and fell backward onto her bottom. She stared up into the sun-browned, wrinkled face of a woman who had clearly known a hard life.

The woman wore a red printed headscarf tied under her chin. A strand of once-blond hair—now silvered with age—escaped from beneath the scarf. Her eyes, narrow and piercing, scanned Addison with the same intensity as a hawk eyeing its prey.

Addison's mind rushed to recall her research on Czech customs. She remembered that many women of that region traditionally wore Turkish-style scarves—particularly with folk clothing known as kroj. Those scarves often symbolized marital status. But this
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