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      April 1720

      Mediterranean Sea

      

      “I thought I'd find you here.”

      Viola shaded her eyes and looked into the bright light of the morning sun. Her father stood above her, his bushy sideburns bursting from his straw-brimmed hat. His small spectacles were perched on the end of his nose, and his eyes smiled at her over the rims.

      “And here I thought I was hiding.” She smiled and closed her book.

      “We both know there's no hiding on the Grand Saint-Antoine. Unless, of course, you want to join the rats in the cargo hold. You might find a bit of privacy there,” he jested.

      Viola stood. “Dr. LeClair,” she said, addressing him by his formal title as ship’s surgeon. “Don't tempt me. I may find the rats more agreeable.”

      “Ah,” he said, rocking back on his heels. “That would not surprise me at all. I’m afraid I’ve allowed you more leeway than what is proper for a young lady. Your mother would have seen to a more respectable life, God rest her soul.” He removed his hat and held it against his heart.

      “I’m perfectly happy, Father,” she reminded him. She couldn’t imagine any other life than one at sea with her father. Still, he worried. She could see the strain of raising a daughter alone in the creases of his eyes.

      Her father replaced his hat and got to the real reason he had sought her out. “I need you to go rouse your brother. He's needed on deck.”

      “I'm sure I could manage whatever it is you need, Father,” Viola said, eager to be doing something useful.

      He engaged his professional face. “Let me see your hands,” he said, holding out his weathered palms. She placed her chapped hands in his. He turned them over for further inspection, then cast her a disapproving look.

      “Look at your hands. They're almost as rough as a sailor’s. How am I ever going to find you a suitable husband with hands like these?”

      She sighed and buried her hands in the folds of her skirt. What did she care of a husband at sixteen? Her father was determined to keep her in a glass case like a prized porcelain vase. Still, she loved him dearly, and found it hard not to do her best to please him.

      “Now go fetch Sebastian.”

      Viola curtsied. “Yes, Father.”

      She crossed the freshly scrubbed top deck and dropped below to where her brother slept. He wasn't her blood brother but an orphan her father had taken in after catching him trying to pickpocket the passengers exiting at port. She was ten at the time, and she found the idea of a brother exciting. Traveling the seas with her father and a bunch of rough sailors wasn't the ideal playground for a young girl. And with no mother at hand, Sebastian was a godsend.

      Her father had loved Sebastian unconditionally and so had Viola. All had been wonderful until the last few years. Sebastian had grown tall, lean, and handsome. His voice changed, and he began to treat her differently—look at her differently. Now, there was something uncomfortable between them, and she didn’t understand what it was.

      She checked her ankle where she kept her dagger, making sure it was quickly accessible. Better safe than sorry when traveling dark passages on a ship full of men.

      She slowly pushed the bunk room door open with her fingers and was greeted with a stale sweat odor and the rumblings of the men’s snores.

      The hammocks of the night watch swayed like large sacks of lumpy potatoes. She shimmied through the long rows of hanging bulges to the end where her brother slept. He was curled into a ball. His crop of long, black, curly hair fell over his face. She gingerly reached her fingers into the hammock and pulled back his hair. His eyes flew open, and he grabbed her wrist. Viola gasped and instinctively pulled back. Sebastian looked frightened for a minute, then recovered himself and released her. She took a step back. He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the hammock.

      “Sorry,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “Old habit from sleeping on the streets all those years.”

      He jumped down and landed with a thud in front of her. His assuming frame towered over her. She could feel the heat of his warm body.

      “Father wants you on deck,” she said quietly. She curtsied and turned to leave.

      He seized her arm, and she drew in a deep breath.

      “Wait,” he said.

      Her breathing quickened. She knew she shouldn't be afraid, but she was. It was the way he looked at her. She didn’t understand why it made her feel—different.

      “Don't go,” he pleaded.

      He gently pulled her toward him. She closed her eyes. “Father is waiting for—”

      “Viola, kiss me.”

      Her eyes flew open and meet his. “What? No, never,” she said, trying to pull away.

      He held his grip on her, but remained gentle. “You must know how I feel about you. Why do you torture me?”

      She scanned his dark blue eyes. “Father,” she said.

      “Please, Viola. One kiss and I shan't ever ask again.”

      Could it be that easy? One innocent kiss and all would be well again between them?

      “Do you mean it, Sebastian? Can we be friends again?” she asked hopefully.

      He smiled. “Of course, we can.”

      She was terrified, but she so desperately wanted her friend back that she relented with a nod.

      “Close your eyes, Viola.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut. He drew her closer to him and put his warm mouth on hers. His lips were soft, his arms strong. She was surprised to find that his kiss instilled a pleasant feeling—like the feel of rain on her face after a long drought. He ran a hand through her red hair. She became frightened again and tried to push him away. A voice shot through the darkness.

      “Sebastian! Unhand her!”

      She stumbled backwards and froze. “Father,” she whispered.

      His face was hard and tight. His fists were clenched at his side. He spoke to Viola without removing his eyes from Sebastian. “Go topside, Viola.”

      Viola looked at Sebastian, unsure of what to do, what to say.

      “I love her,” Sebastian said through clenched teeth.

      Her hands flew to her mouth to stifle the sob that fought to escape her lips. Her father removed his belt, his body rigid with anger.

      “Go topside. Now,” her father ordered her.

      She glanced at Sebastian. He stood his ground. Sorry neither in temperament nor in statute.

      “Father,” she pleaded. She was afraid for Sebastian. She had seen that look on her father's face before. The look that came from a sailor's betrayal of trust. Her father ignored her and moved toward Sebastian. He bent the belt in half holding it tightly in his hand. Terrified, she fled from the room, frantically pushing hammocks of awakening sailors out of her way. She hit the darkened hall, closed the door, and leaned against the wall, crying into her hands. She could hear her father's angry voice through the door.

      “You dare defile your sister!”

      Whack.

      “I took you in, made you my son.”

      Whack.

      Viola started sobbing uncontrollably.

      “I’M NOT SORRY!” Sebastian screamed.

      Whack.

      She ripped herself from the wall and fled to the upper deck. She ran all the way to the bow and collapsed in tears.

      After that day, Sebastian avoided her. The few times they passed in the narrow passages below, he drew by her as if she were a ghost. Sebastian had ruined everything. She had lost a brother and her best friend. She was alone again. She hated herself for kissing him. Giving him hope where there was none. She would never hurt her father. Not for Sebastian, not for anyone. She withdrew into herself and passed the days in silent torture.

      Days later, fate changed everything. She was reading Chaucer on deck one early morning. A soft, southerly breeze and clear skies had brightened her mood, and she had lost herself in the pages of another world. Her peace was soon broken.

      “Boat adrift starboard!” The boatswain called in alarm.

      All deckhands scrambled starboard and gazed over the edge of the ship. Viola hurried toward the disruption and pushed her way through the crowd of men. Sure enough, fifty feet out floated a small boat with a man seemingly unconscious. The crew parted for the captain, quartermaster, and Viola’s father. The captain withdrew an eyeglass and inspected the floating mystery.

      “Is he dead, cap’n?” one of the men asked.

      The captain handed the eyeglass to Viola’s father. After staring through it for brief moment, her father collapsed it with an abrupt snap. “There appear to be signs of life,” he said. “I'll take a boat out and see what his condition is.”

      The captain called out the order even as the crew murmured their disapproval.

      The quartermaster lowered his voice, but Viola was close enough to hear. “Captain. We don't dare bring him aboard. What if he be ill?”

      The captain kept his attention on the lowering of her father’s boat and made no comment. It was clear that he would leave the decision to bring the man aboard to her father.

      The men all watched as a crewman rowed her father out to the man’s small boat. Viola’s father was a godly man, and she knew it was unlikely that he would abandon the stranger to the sea.

      After several tense minutes and a quick examination of the lifeless man, her father nodded to the captain.

      “Bring him aboard,” the captain called out. The men scrambled.

      “The crew won’t like this, captain. They’re of the suspicious sort,” the quartermaster whispered.

      The captain retreated, with the quartermaster falling behind him.

      As soon as Viola's father returned, he made for the captain. Viola grabbed her skirts and chased after him.

      “Go prepare my cabin,” he instructed her.

      “Father, you would give your cabin to a stranger?”

      He stopped briefly, his face stoic. “Just until we know more about his condition. Now go.”

      Viola curtsied. “Yes, Father.”

      She went to her father's cabin and readied the bed. She put his bedclothes away and opened the porthole to bring in fresh air. Two men arrived with the unconscious stranger on a cloth stretcher. They heaved him onto the bed and then rolled him from one side to the other to remove the stretcher. His overgrown, coarse white hair and bushy gray eyebrows accentuated his dark, wrinkled face. Turkish, probably. His gray, prickly beard encased his swollen, cracked lips.

      The men left, and her father ducked into the cabin. He cut away the man’s salt-encrusted shirt and pressed his ear to the man’s chest. She stood quietly by the bedside bureau. She often accompanied her father when he saw patients, serving as a makeshift nurse. Her father examined the man's eyes and mouth. Checked his hands.

      “If he wakes, give him water.”

      “Yes, doctor,” she said, using his formal title, as was her habit when they were with patients.

      For the next two days, Viola administered to the stranger. She washed him and shaved him. In the rare moments when he showed signs of consciousness, she poured water into his mouth which was made easier by the lack of bottom front teeth. He’d swallow, but his eyes remained closed. Then he’d drift away again.

      Despite the fact that he had no fever, the discontentment of the crew remained. A few men had grown ill, but her father had insisted it was nothing to do with the stranger. The captain continued to stand by her father’s decision.

      On day three, he opened his eyes while she sat by his bedside reading. She was taken aback by his eyes. They were gray and empty. He stared straight ahead.

      “You are?” he asked.

      She closed her book and stood. “Viola, sir.”

      He held out a hand in front of him as if searching for something. “Well, come here so I can see you.” She realized the man was blind. Her father had failed to mention it.

      She took two steps to the bed, propped him up with more pillows, and sat down, anxious but unafraid. She put her hand on his arm, and he turned his face toward her and searched for her face with one hand. His hand felt rough, but he was gentle as he touched her eyelids, her nose, her lips. Lastly, he pulled a strand of her hair through his hand. He dropped his hand to the bed and stared straight ahead.

      “You're a real beauty—young. Is your red hair from your mother or your father?”

      “Sir, how could you—?”

      “Know?” he said, wetting his lips. “Experience, dear. Reds usually have a certain texture.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “I hate to impose, but I need to take a piss something awful.”

      Her face flushed. “Of course, sir.”

      She removed the bedpan from the bureau, and placed his hand on its cool surface. “Can you manage, sir?”

      “I should think so.”

      “Very well, sir. I'll wait just outside.”

      She stood outside the cabin until the man called her. She took the pan from the man's shaking hands and set it in the hall.

      “Can I trouble you for a glass of water?” he asked.

      “Of course, sir.”

      While she was filling a glass, there was a knock on the door. She handed the water to the man and pulled open the door. It was Sebastian.

      “May I come in?”

      Those were the first words he had spoken to her in a month. She nodded and stood aside for him to enter. Upon seeing that the man was awake, Sebastian removed his hat and stepped up to the man's bedside.

      “Sir, this is my brother, Sebastian,” she explained.

      The man held out his hand, his soft gray eyes blank and unmoving. Sebastian glanced at her uncertainly. She nodded for him to take the man's hand. Sebastian stepped closer and gave the man his hand.

      “Lean down so I can see you,” the man said.

      Sebastian dropped to one knee beside the bed, and the man moved his hands across Sebastian's face. “Are you sure this is your brother, my lady? His bone structure is nothing of yours.”

      Sebastian stood. “I'm adopted.”

      “I see.” He nestled against his pillows.

      “My father will be pleased that you are awake,” Sebastian said.

      The man shifted in his bed. “Well, I'm not of this Earth much longer.”

      Sebastian fiddled nervously with the hat in his hands. “You are still feeling poorly then, sir?”

      “No, I'm much better, but I'll be leaving soon.”

      “Will a ship come for you?” Viola asked, confused.

      The man chuckled. “No.”

      Viola and Sebastian shared a look but neither pushed the man further. Perhaps he was delirious.

      “Say, my lady. Would you mind fetching me a bite this morn?” the man asked.

      She curtsied, then realized her mistake. The man was blind, after all. “Of course, sir.”
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      As soon as Viola left the room, the man spoke to Sebastian in a different tone. Steadier. One of authority and not aged. One with his wits about him.

      “You're keen on your sister,” the man said.

      Sebastian was shocked. How could a blind man conclude such a thing after only a few minutes? “She's not my sister,” he snapped.

      The man spoke as if he hadn't heard him. “Yet, she only sees you as a brother.”

      Sebastian quickly became agitated. “Has she discussed this with you?”

      Again, the man ignored him.

      “What would you give to see into her very soul?”

      “Sir, I don't understand you.”

      “If you could know her you would know how to make her love you. Do you not wish for her to return your affections?”

      Sebastian was practically crushing his hat in his hands. “Why, yes but…”

      “What if I could give you the knowledge that would make her love you?”

      Sebastian's heart flew into a rapid beat. This was madness, he knew. He stepped closer to the bed. “Then pray tell, sir. Give me this knowledge.”

      “It will cost you.”

      Sebastian’s stomach dropped. To be offered hope only to have it dashed to the ground.

      “Sir, I have no money.”

      “Not money.”

      “Then what? I have nothing to offer you.”

      “Ah, but you do.”

      “Then tell me, sir, and I shall give it to you.”

      The man stared off into nowhere and did not speak for a time. Sebastian took his hand. “Sir, do not make me wait any longer. Tell me what I must do.”

      “Are you willing to sacrifice a life for her?”

      He did not like where this was going. “A life? Whose, sir?”

      “Your father’s.”

      He dropped the man's hand and stepped back.

      “Is it not something you have thought of before? Slitting his throat in the night? Poison in his food?” the man asked as though this was a normal conversation.

      Sebastian's forehead dampened, his breathing quickened. “Sir, how could you possibly know?—even so, I would never…”

      “It wouldn't be by your hand,” the man said, as if sensing Sebastian’s horror.

      “Then whose, pray tell?”

      “The crew will turn on him this very night for allowing me on-board. They know who I am and plot to rid the ship of me. Your father stands in their way.”

      “What? Sir, how can you know this?” He stared nervously at the door, worrying that Viola would return any moment.

      “You have a choice—allow it to happen, the girl is yours. Stop it, and she's lost to you forever.”

      “Who are you?” he asked, suddenly afraid.

      “The decision is yours. You must choose.”

      Sebastian hurried from the room and raced to the upper deck. His stomach lurched and he lost his breakfast over the side. He gasped for air as if the only air was buried deep in the ocean. The man could read his deepest thoughts. Could see his selfish heart—his dreams. The crew whispered that the man was evil. They were afraid. Sebastian had witnessed their uneasiness and displeasure with his father.

      Even so, pride filled Sebastian's heart, and he knew before he had left the man's cabin what his choice would be.
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      That night, Viola tossed and turned in her bed. The crew had been on edge for the past few days. Now that the stranger was awake, the tension among the crew was palatable. She had seen small groups huddling, whispering. Talks of the stranger being evil. Whispers quieting whenever she drew near. Her father seemed unconcerned by the uneasy crew, though several more had grown deathly ill. Long voyages often created times of bad morale and sickness was inevitable, but this felt different, like a calm ocean with no wind for the sails. An eerie quietness. A stench that spoke of illness and death.

      Unable to sleep, she lit a lamp and made her way to the makeshift storage compartment her father was currently using to sleep in. The ship was like a living casket at night. Dark, creaking and moaning, yet silent. She knocked lightly on her father's door. There was no answer, so she opened it slowly, lifting the lantern high to set the room in light. The hammock hanging to the side was gently swaying. She approached quietly, afraid of startling her father. He was turned on his side away from her. She shook his shoulder gently. “Father,” she whispered. There was no movement. She tried again, more forceful this time. “Father,” she said, shaking him. Still he did not move. She wondered if he might be ill and pulled his shoulder to turn him toward her. His body flopped to his back. His eyes were wide open, his throat a slit of red from one ear to the other. Her light flickered and went out. She screamed and dropped the lantern, running from the room.

      Her heart pounded against her ribs. She flew down the dark corridor, barefoot, falling blindly into the dark walls. Someone had killed her father. It was impossible. A bad dream. If only she would wake up.

      She was virtually blind with tears by the time she reached the bunk room. She rushed through the swinging hammocks bulging with sleeping men. The men’s snores were mere whispers against the sound of her heart pounding in her ears. She reached Sebastian's hammock and shook him violently.

      He woke quickly, grabbing her arms. “Viola? What is it? What's wrong?”

      “It's father. Come quickly.”

      Sebastian scrambled from the hammock and threw on a shirt without buttoning it. They ran hand-in-hand down the darkened corridor to their father's room. Sebastian frantically fumbled through the room to find their father's lantern and then lit it.

      She cried aloud now. “He's dead! He's dead! Oh, Father!”

      Sebastian brought the lantern to the hammock and held it over the corpse of their father.

      “Sebastian. What are we going to do?” she asked.

      He stood frozen, staring at their father as if unbelieving. “The man. He did this.”

      “The man?” she asked. “How could he have done this, he's blind? He can barely walk.”

      “I didn't believe him.” Sebastian spoke dispassionately.

      “Believe what? What are you saying?” she asked, pulling on his arm.

      He held the lantern up between them. “He said Father would die tonight.”

      “What? How?” she asked, wiping tears from her face.

      “The crew did this. The old man said they knew who he was and wanted to remove him from the ship. Our father stood in their way.”

      “Who is he? I don't understand.”

      “Neither do I.”

      She turned to leave. “We must go to him now.”

      He grabbed her arm and held her. “No!”

      “If he had anything to do with this, he must be arrested,” she said, growing angry.

      “Viola, he's not…”

      “He's not what? Let me go,” she said pulling against his grip. She jerked her arm away and ran out of the room, straight for the old man's cabin.
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      Sebastian hurried after her. He had known his father might be murdered and had done nothing. He was as much responsible for their father's death as anyone. How could he have let this happen? He tried to tell himself that the old man was crazy, but deep down he knew there was something different about the stranger. He ignored it because he wanted Viola. Oh, what a wretch he was.

      Viola burst into the cabin, Sebastian right on her heels.

      The man was sitting up. His eyes were opened, glazed. “I knew you would come.”

      Viola's breath came strong and heavy. She stood wide-eyed, glaring at the man. It was then that Sebastian noticed her bloody feet. Cuts from her broken lantern in their father's room.

      “What have you to do with this abomination?” Viola asked, angrily.

      “I wish I could take credit for it, but I must give all the accolades to Sebastian.”

      She spun around. “What is he talking about?”

      “Nothing… I don't know.”

      “I told the boy that your father would die tonight by the hands of the crew. He had a choice to stop it, or let it happen.”

      Her face dropped, grew white. “Is this true?”

      “I…I thought he was crazy.”

      Grief flooded Viola’s face. “How could you not tell me about this?”

      He held out a hand to her. “I didn't do this, Viola, but now we can be together, there's nobody to stop us.”

      Tears rolled down her cheeks. He reached a hand out to her face, and she slapped it away. “You think I would ever be with you? That I would ever dishonor our father?” she snapped.

      He sat the lantern on the bureau and took Viola by the arms. “I love you. Let me love you.”

      Her emerald green eyes cut through him. She took a step back and slapped him across the face.

      He held his cheek, and anger swelled inside him.

      “The crew on the ship killed your father, not Sebastian,” the man said.

      Viola spun around, her face full of bitterness and anger. “No, sir. You did this. Ever since you came on the ship there's been nothing but hardship and sickness.”

      She put her bleeding foot against the man's bed and removed the black dagger she kept strapped around her ankle.

      “Viola, what are you doing?” Sebastian asked nervously.

      “Now, you will pay. The crew was right. You’re evil.”

      The man smiled. “Aw, yes. You will do just fine to carry on my legacy. I’ve been ready to go for some time. I thought Sebastian was the one, but I see now it was you all along. Come now, my lady. Finish what you’ve started. Just remember, the dagger you bear has the power to spare.”

      Viola hesitated at the man's strange words. Yet, she held the dagger firmly in her hand.

      “Viola, don't,” Sebastian pleaded.

      The man lay back and closed his eyes. Viola hovered over him and raised the dagger above his heart. “Tell me who you are that the truth might set you free.”

      The man's eyes opened. “I'm pestilence, my lady. Your father was dead the minute I boarded the ship.”

      Viola’s rage poured into the knife as it came down. Sebastian lunged and wrapped his hands around Viola’s as the blade pierced the man's heart. They stood together, hands on a sheath of death, binding their fates together forever. There was a horrible screech. The next thing Sebastian remembered was waking up in a small boat on the open sea with Viola.
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      It was Hardy’s first day of classes at Ellery University. After everything that had happened over the past few months, he decided to stay on the island for college. The choice had been easy. Darcy was still hooked up to a machine. He knew it was just her body that remained—a shell. He had watched her spirit go. His newfound ability to see the spirit of people right before they died wasn't something he had wanted, but it belonged to him now, and he had no choice but to embrace it.

      He hadn't been back to visit her since the day he said goodbye, because he knew she wasn't there. Still, he couldn’t leave the island without feeling like he was leaving her behind. Somehow staying seemed like the right thing to do.

      He had withdrawn for much of the summer, avoiding pretty much everybody. Losing Darcy had crushed him. So, he kept to himself. He got his lifeguard certification and was able to get a summer job at a local pool. But instead of saving lives, he spent his days blowing his whistle at unruly children and cleaning the pool when some kid puked in it. Everything seemed pointless, like he was just going through the motions. But now classes were starting, and he felt a kind of dull optimism that college would be a new start for him, and he would finally be able to move forward.

      “Hey, Cricket. Don't you have class?” Hardy asked. He poked the lump on the lofted bed across from the bunk he shared with their other roommate, Matt.

      Cricket groaned. “Not until one o'clock.” His mop of blond hair appeared from under the covers. He squinted at Hardy. “What time is it?”

      “Seven-thirty.”

      “Dude.” Cricket rolled over and shoved his pillow over his head.

      Hardy eyed Matt’s empty, disheveled lower bunk. He wondered if Matt was going to turn out to be a slob. They were three to a room in this dorm whether Hardy liked it or not. Space was valuable on an island, even one as big as Greene Island.

      Matt was an okay guy as far as Hardy could tell. He came from the north-west corner of the island and, so far, kept mostly to himself.

      Hardy left Cricket sleeping and made his way across campus to his first class of the day—Global Health in Human History. Ugh. He entered the student-filled lobby of Blalock Hall and took the elevator to the second floor with about ten other people. He squirmed at being trapped in a small box with strangers. He stared at the squared-tiled ceiling, trying to ignore the fact that he was sardined in, and made a mental note to take the stairs next time.

      He shuffled out of the elevator with the mass of other students and took a deep breath. He hurried down the hall, looking at his schedule to make sure of the room number, when he plunged headlong into someone. Books clattered to the floor.

      “I'm so sorry,” he said. He immediately dropped to one knee. Unfortunately, so did the girl whom he ran into. Their heads collided. Mortified, Hardy grabbed the girl by her shoulders as she rubbed her forehead. He recognized her immediately. It was Emma. Emma Snow. The girl from the prom, the one in that horrible accident that had left her in a coma in the room near Darcy's on that fateful night. Emma had recovered; Darcy hadn’t.

      “I'm so sorry…Emma, right?”

      She smiled. “Yeah. Hey.”

      Apparently, she remembered him. He helped her pick up her things and they stood in awkward silence as students weaved around them.

      “You shaved,” Emma said, blushing.

      Hardy rubbed a smooth cheek. “Yeah. It was time for a change.” He stuck his hands in his pockets. “I…um…didn't know you were coming to Ellery.” He hadn’t seen her since prom night, the night he saw the light spinning on the wall of her hospital room. She never returned to school after the accident.

      She smiled.

      He was temporarily paralyzed by her striking green eyes and red hair. She was quite the vision in her lime-green sundress and sandals. Another awkward moment ensued as they stared at each other. Emma’s eyes dropped to her books.

      “Anyway, sorry about the whole crashing into you thing,” he said.

      “It's okay. I wasn't paying attention,” she said, daring a glance.

      “Same here,” Hardy said, looking at his schedule again. “What class do you have?”

      “Global Health in Human History with Dr. Simmons.”

      “Oh, me, too,” he said, rubbing the back of his head where his old stitches had been.

      Emma avoided eye contact and made a jerky step forward, to go around him. “Well, I better…you know.”

      “Yeah, sure,” he said, stepping out of her way.

      He watched her move down the hall thinking that she seemed different than he remembered her on prom night. Then she had been forward, opinionated, easygoing. Now she seemed—shy. Perhaps it was the coma that had changed her. Her prom date had been drinking. It was a miracle she survived the accident.

      He snapped to, realizing he needed to get to class and that he was going in the wrong direction. He followed Emma into his first official class as a college student.

      The stadium seating of the large room was intimidating. He picked an end seat in the middle of the room. Someplace where he could draw the least attention to himself and escape the quickest. He flipped up the small desk that was stowed underneath the seat. He removed his textbook, notebook, and one number-two pencil and laid them neatly in front of him. He was ready to get serious about school now. No more screwing up. His left leg bounced up and down.
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      Emma watched Hardy fidget in his seat a few rows in front of her. He had remembered her name. Wasn't that a start? Her heart ached. She choked back her desire to cry—again. The last several months had been hard. She was still Darcy inside, but outside she was Emma. She was still trying to wrap her head around how to live someone else’s life.

      Emma was an only child. Her parents had been so happy when she recovered from the accident. Yet they seemed devastated when she had no memories of the past. The doctors called it retrograde amnesia—a temporary condition. But she knew it wasn’t temporary. She had none of Emma’s memories because she wasn’t Emma. She was still Darcy, and nothing could change that. Eventually, she pretended to be happy when her parents tried to help her recall old times. It gave them hope.

      She thought that she would love Emma’s parents and that they would love her. She believed she could start over again with a new family. But it had turned out differently than she expected. Feelings couldn't be manufactured. Emma's parents were strangers to her.

      Now, without warning, she faced Hardy for the first time. She had missed the rest of her senior year, but she knew Hardy was going to Ellery and it was only a matter of time before their paths crossed. But of all the ways she had imagined their first meeting, none of those included a collision in the middle of a crowded hall on the first day of class. He had taken her by surprise, and everything she had planned to say evaporated. Their proximity to each other, him taking her by the shoulders—it was too much. She could barely manage a simple hello.

      She was lamenting the lost opportunity to reconnect with Hardy when a cute blonde stopped next to Hardy's row.

      Great.

      “Is someone sitting there?” the girl asked, nodding toward the seat next to Hardy.

      Hardy grazed the back of his head with his hand and looked at the seat next to him. “Um…well…no. But you should know that I’m socially awkward.”

      Emma's mouth fell open. Did he really just say that? The blonde girl rolled her eyes and quickly ascended to the furthest possible row from Hardy. Emma fumed. She slammed her book shut, collected her things, and walked down to Hardy's row. She pushed past his long legs and planted herself into the seat next to him.

      “Emma,” Hardy said, raising his eyebrows.

      All nervousness had dissolved. She was angry. “Really?”

      “What?”

      He seemed to be unaware that she had overheard his entire conversation with the blonde.

      “You should know I'm socially awkward?” Emma repeated.

      Hardy tugged at his ear. “Oh.”

      “You're not going to make any friends with that lousy line.”

      He frowned. “Well, for your information, I wasn't trying to make—”

      “Attention, everybody.”

      Hardy was interrupted by the professor's entrance.

      The classroom quickly quieted down as the professor walked to the whiteboard. He wrote his name on the board. “Professor Simmons has decided to retire due to medical reasons. I'm Dr. Finch.”

      When he set the marker down, the class erupted into a small firestorm of nervous chatter. As soon as he turned around, Emma recognized him. Same cropped gray hair, round glasses, pretentious bow tie and jacket. She looked at Hardy. He sank down in his seat so far that she thought he might slide onto the floor.

      “If you're not here for Global Health, then you're in the wrong class.” He paused and looked out among the students. A girl in the front row got up and rushed out of the room. Hardy picked up his pencil and tapped it feverishly on top of his notebook.

      Finch took hold of the sides of his lectern. “I would like to clear the air before we begin.” He waited for the class to quiet down.

      “Many of you are probably aware of who I am from recent events which have been covered extensively in the news. For those of you who have been living under a rock for the past few months, I'll summarize as briefly as possible.”

      Finch stopped and looked over the students to see if he had their attention. The class was rapt.

      “Early in my career, I was involved in secret research on the now infamous toxic dandelion. Being one of the few that protested the disturbing direction in which the research had turned, I subsequently found myself implicated in the death of one of my dear friends and fellow researchers. Shortly thereafter, I lost my medical license. My reputation was ruined. I had no recourse.”

      Finch adjusted his glasses and continued.

      “It has recently been uncovered that the toxic dandelion was being used to rid our island of the weak and elderly. Since then, new information has come to light that has cleared my name of a murder I did not commit, and my medical license has been reinstated. So, for those of you who harbor thoughts of me somehow being involved in the involuntary euthanasia of innocent people…”

      At this point, Finch look directly at Hardy. “Let me assure you, I was not, nor have I ever been, anything more than a firm believer in the value of life.”
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      Hardy was already nervous about his first day of class, now he was hot, sweaty, and nauseous. He couldn't believe it. Finch was going to be his professor? So much for his plan to make straight A's. Finch no doubt knew all about Hardy's involvement in exposing the truth about the toxic dandelion. He’d likely figured out that it was Hardy and friends who broke into his office looking for evidence against Finch. Hardy originally thought it was Finch who was behind the toxic dandelion. Instead, it had turned out to be Finch’s old colleague, George Bolt.

      Any optimism he felt that morning had been replaced with dread. Maybe he should go see Finch—clear the air. It was probably something he should have done over the summer. The truth was, he owed Finch an apology.

      He wondered if Emma could sense his anxiety. He had no idea how much she knew. The papers kept his name out of it since he was still a minor, but things had a way of getting around on the island. Especially when it had anything to do with Viola and the curse she put on the island almost three-hundred years ago.

      There were scattered murmurs throughout the classroom.

      “Now that that's out of the way, let's take roll, shall we?” Finch said.

      Emma leaned over to Hardy. “Are you okay?” she whispered.

      Hardy looked at Emma. She was pretty, and her freckles were distracting. She was way out of his league, and he wondered why she had planted herself next to him. He choked on his words, and now they were staring into each other's eyes.

      “Um…” Her lips were perfectly curved. Speak, Hardy. Out with it.

      He swallowed and distracted himself by opening his notebook and writing down the date. “I'm fine.”

      Now that he realized how stunning Emma was, he felt even more uncomfortable. He felt trapped between Finch and Emma. It was like being back on the crowded elevator. He was suffocating. Where was a brown paper bag when you needed one? His leg started bouncing again. He pulled at the neck of his T-shirt. Why is it so hot in here?

      Finch wrote Black Death on the whiteboard then faced the class. “One of the worst diseases ever in the history of mankind. We’ll study its long history, its impact on the societies it invaded, and the possibility of a renewed pandemic in the 21st century.”

      Hardy scribbled away, grateful to have something solid to focus on. He wrote down Black Death, underlined it twice, and then looked up.

      Oh no. No. No. No.

      It was as if the words Black Death created a spark. A pinprick of light circled behind Finch on the whiteboard. The death spiral. Tiny stars danced at the corners of Hardy's eyes. He glanced around nervously, looking for someone in distress. His leg bounced uncontrollably. Before he knew what he was doing, his hand shot into the air, interrupting Finch mid-sentence. Finch’s mouth snapped shut. Hardy's hand dropped to his lap.

      “Mr. Vance,” Finch said, frowning.

      Hardy could feel the eyes of the class drilling into him.

      “Please save your questions until the end of my lecture. Now, as I was saying…”

      Emma elbowed him, but he would not be deterred. He knew what that light meant—someone was dying. He raised his hand again.

      Finch noticed the hand and frowned. “Mr.—”

      Hardy stood. “I need to speak with you—privately.”

      Finch's face reddened. “Come see me during office hours.”

      Hardy sat down. The light on the wall grew larger. Finch must be the one dying. He needed to do something. He had to.

      “What are you doing?” Emma mouthed silently.

      He couldn't let Finch die, could he? It was now or never. Finch was writing on the whiteboard again. Hardy stood. Emma reached out and grabbed his sleeve. He shook her off.

      “Hardy,” she whispered.

      He jogged down the steps, right up to Finch at the whiteboard. Finch's eyes bulged behind his glasses. “Mr. Vance, you are interrupting my class. I simply will not stand—”

      “This is an emergency,” Hardy whispered.

      Hardy cut his eyes to the room of students. Some were smiling, others frowning. So much for first impressions and hopeful optimism.

      Finch spoke more harshly this time. “Unless someone is dying, there is no emergency that can't wait until after—”

      “Someone is dying,” Hardy said fiercely, keeping his voice barely above a whisper.

      Finch froze, and the color drained from his face. His eyes wrinkled with understanding. Hardy had a feeling Finch knew all about Hardy’s “gift.” It was time to come clean.

      Hardy moved closer to Finch and kept his voice low. “Remember the incident in Town Square when we were talking by Viola’s statue and a man at one of the outdoor cafés started choking? His friends thought he was fooling around?”

      Finch nodded.

      “I went to him and called for help because he was dying. You resuscitated him. I passed out. Afterwards, you said I was hiding something. I was hiding something. I can see when people are dying. And trust me, that guy was not headed to a good place.” He figured the truth was better than a lie. He waited for Finch to tell him he was crazy. Instead Finch stuck a finger in his collar and tried to loosen his stiff bow tie.

      Finch cleared his throat. “Are you certain someone in the class is…dying?”

      Hardy nodded, surprised that Finch was taking him seriously.

      “Who?” Finch said, peering out at the room of students.

      “I think it's you.”

      Finch glared at Hardy. “What? Don’t be ridiculous, I'm fine,” he said a little too loudly. “I'm fine,” he whispered.

      “Then who?” Hardy asked.

      “You can't pinpoint…?” Finch asked.

      Hardy scanned the room. “No…apparently not. At least not this time.”

      “Very well. I'll handle this.”

      Finch composed himself and turned to the class. Hardy started biting the nail of his ring finger.

      “I apologize for the interruption. It is come to my attention that someone in this class may be seriously ill. If there is anyone who is feeling unwell, please raise your hand.”

      The students shifted around in their seats looking for the mysterious ill person. A low murmur spread across the room. Some seemed to find it humorous, as if Finch and Hardy were play acting and this was all part of some attempt to make a point. When no one raised a hand, Hardy leaned close to Finch. “I don't think that's going to work.”

      Finch grimaced. “I can see that. Thank you for your astute observation.”

      The mumbling and whispers grew louder. The looks of confusion spread like a wave.

      “They could be highly contagious,” Finch threw out into the growing disturbance.

      Students begin standing up looking and looking around them, gathering their things. Someone yelled through the chorus of voices. “It's him!”

      Finch lifted his chin, trying to see over the sea of students who were now all standing and looking to the back of the room. It was dark in the far left corner where the identification had been made.

      “Go up there and see who it is,” Finch instructed Hardy.

      Hardy hesitated. “What? You said it was contagious.”

      “Don't be ridiculous. I just said that to flush out the victim.”

      Hardy gaped at Finch.

      “Go on. It's you who started this whole mess.”

      Emma showed up at his side. “I'll help.”

      Hardy and Emma pushed through the students standing in the aisles and made their way up to the back row. A small crowd followed them. What appeared to be a male in a gray hoodie was slumped over with his head on his desk. Hardy scooted past the empty seats. The closer he got to the lifeless figure, the stronger he felt the pull of death. The circle of light on the whiteboard hadn’t grown but was still swirling. Death came slowly this time.

      Chill bumps pricked his whole body. Nausea rose in his throat as he reached out his hand. He shook the hooded figure by the shoulder.

      “Hey,” Hardy said.

      The figure moved under his touch but didn't respond. Hardy swallowed and shook the body harder.

      “Hey, buddy. You okay?”

      This time the figure in the hood slowly raised his head. His eyes were bloodshot. His face was red and sweaty. Hardy recognized him immediately. “Matt?” He had no idea his roommate had the same class, or that he was sick. No, not sick—dying.

      Hardy took Matt’s arm and lifted him up. “Come on, Matt. Let's get you to a doctor.”

      Matt looked at him through glassy eyes. “Mom?”

      Hardy shoved a shoulder underneath Matt’s arm and helped him stand. “Yeah. Okay. Come on.”

      Once out into the aisle, Emma propped herself under Matt’s other arm, and they dragged him down the steps until they reached Finch. The light continued its monotonous spin. There was a chance Matt would be okay. They laid him on the floor. Finch knelt down next to him and unzipped his hoodie.

      “You know him?” Finch asked, pulling Matt’s arms out of the sleeves.

      Hardy nodded. “Yeah. He's my roommate.”

      Finch squinted up at Hardy. “Who you failed to notice was ill?”

      Hardy shrugged.

      “He's burning up.” Finch held Matt’s wrist and looked at his watch. He turned Matt’s head from one side to the other, examining his neck. Hardy saw it at the same time Finch did. A large, black bulge stood out on the side of Matt’s neck. A look of horror spread across Finch's face as he sat back on his heels. “Call 911,” he said.

      Emma immediately pulled out
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