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      Hardy was socially awkward. Every day he sat behind Charity Hill in history class he was reminded of that glaring fact. He tried to talk to her—once—in second grade. He spent all week working up the nerve. He approached her on the playground and offered her a small bird’s nest that he’d found after a storm. She laughed and skipped away, her blonde ponytail swinging. He supposed that’s why they called them crushes. Because that’s what ultimately happens to the poor sap who dares to long after a beautiful girl. She crushes him beneath her shoe like a bug and never looks back. The truth was, crushes didn’t matter much anymore. A few more months and he would graduate from high school and start preparing to leave for college.

      He straightened his black-rimmed glasses and rested his head in his hand while he doodled in the margins of his history book. Mrs. Reid’s voice droned on in a maddening, flat tone that played at his ear like a buzzing mosquito. To make matters worse, she was going on and on about Greene Island and how their clean energy and responsible land management served as an example to the rest of the world. They should all be proud of the island’s accomplishments. Hardy hated history. He hated the island.

      “Hardy?” Mrs. Reid’s voice pierced the room.

      Hardy jerked to attention, knocking his history book to the floor with a loud thud. A ripple of laughter traveled through the classroom. He quickly picked up the disheveled textbook, his face burning. Mrs. Reid pretended not to notice his clumsiness and waited with rapt attention for his answer.

      He cleared his throat into his fist. “Um…yep…don’t know.”

      This was his standard answer when he had no idea what the teacher had just said. The odds favored a question. Hardy was a man of odds.

      Mrs. Reid raised an eyebrow, frowned and called on her next victim.

      Bullet dodged.

      He glanced over at his best friend, sitting two rows over. Cricket flipped his sandy blond hair out of his eyes and mouthed Brilliant, grinning like an idiot.

      Hardy sighed, slouched down in his seat, and stuck his pencil between his teeth. Boredom pressed against the back of his eyelids. He was sure that Mrs. Reid could have a second career lulling babies to sleep. Just as he felt himself falling into a nap, Charity turned in her seat and whispered “Hey.”

      He pushed himself back up in to his seat, clamping down on his pencil like a patient preparing to have his leg amputated. She stared at him with her blue, catlike eyes. He quietly regretted his decision to wear his T-shirt with the hole in the armpit, and crossed his arms in an attempt to hide the gaping hole.

      “Would you mind massaging my shoulders for a quick second? I think I slept wrong or something,” Charity said quietly, rolling one of her shoulders.

      “Su…” He realized the pencil was still in his mouth and quickly removed it. “Sure. No problem.” Three words. Good. He had managed three words to Charity without choking.

      She smiled and turned back around.

      Hardy looked up at Mrs. Reid and wondered if she would notice, but she was so absorbed in her dissertation that he doubted she would. He pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose, and ran a hand through his mop of black hair. He stared at Charity’s delicate shoulders feeling nervous, yet astounded at his good luck. He raised his hands, then lowered them. What if he did it wrong? He had never massaged anyone’s shoulders. And this wasn’t just anyone. It was Charity Hill, daughter of the Governor. His secret crush since grade school. In other words, untouchable. Just do it, Hardy. How hard can it be?

      He reached up and placed his hands on Charity’s shoulders and gently squeezed once or twice. I’m actually doing this. I’m massaging Charity Hill’s shoulders. He increased the pressure. To his surprise, her shoulders began to relax beneath his fingers.

      The sound of a single cricket echoed across the room. He recognized his friend’s unusual talent—thus the nickname. Without breaking the rhythm of his gentle kneading, he cut his eyes over to Cricket. The chirping stopped. Cricket shook his head back and forth and sliced his hand across his neck.

      Hardy frowned at Cricket’s attempt to ruin—

      “Hardy Vance.” Mrs. Reid’s voice rang out.

      Hardy’s fingers froze. Cricket shrugged his shoulders, and gave him an I told you so look. Hardy turned his attention to Mrs. Reid who stood with crossed arms glaring at him. A quick look to his left and right revealed that he had awakened the class and sparked a curious interest.

      “Is there a reason why your hands are on Miss Hill?”

      He quickly removed his hands and placed them in his lap. “Um… She um…asked me to massage her…um…you know…shoulders.” He didn’t know how to explain the impossible. He bit his lip in an attempt to punish himself for sounding like an idiot.

      Several people giggled. All girls by the sound of it.

      “Charity, did you ask Hardy to massage your shoulders?”

      “No, ma’am,” she said, sounding distressed.

      “That’s what I thought,” Mrs. Reid said with confidence.

      Hardy shot up out of his seat as if by some involuntary reflex and pointed a finger at the back of Charity’s head. “She’s lying!”

      The room exploded into stifled laughs.

      “Hardy, you have earned yourself after-school community service for inappropriate physical contact.”

      “Mrs. Reid!” he protested. “I… She…I…” His stammering incited more snickering.

      “Class, that will be enough,” Mrs. Reid said, raising her voice.

      He took a deep breath. Good. Now she would hear him out.

      “Leave my class,” Mrs. Reid said, sternly.

      The realization of his predicament came to him like a giant punch to the gut. He looked around at the smug faces of the other students. This isn’t happening. There’s been a mistake.

      “I’m talking to you, Hardy. Leave my class immediately and report to Administration.”

      His face flushed in anger and embarrassment. He bit the inside of his cheek, grabbed his backpack and history book, and headed toward the door like a dog with his tail between his legs.

      “Okay, students. Now that that distraction is over, I’d like to offer a free lunch pass into the city for anyone who can find the cricket that seems to have made camp in our room all year.”

      The door slammed behind him.

      

      Hardy made his way down the empty corridor, kicking lockers. His father was going to kill him. Tom had been very clear—mess up one more time, and there would be no leaving the island to go to college. Plus, he was supposed to take care of his grandfather after school. How was he going to do that if he had community service? It always felt like he was playing hide-and-seek with trouble. Trouble always found him.

      Why had Charity lied? Why throw him under the bus? Who was he kidding—she didn’t even know his name. Hardy took off his glasses and rubbed between his eyes, imagining how the conversation would go with his father.

      You see it’s like this, Tom. This girl was in serious pain, and being the kind, generous person I am…

      She forced me to do it, I swear.

      Mrs. Reid is a complete—.

      None of his ideas were going to work with his father. Tom enforced a strict code of “no excuses” and was a stickler for the “three strikes rule.” Hardy had already been in trouble at school twice this year—a fact Tom would no doubt remind him of before dropping the ax on his college plans. It hadn’t even been bad trouble. The first time, he and Cricket had been innocently kicking around a paper ball before class when Hardy’s shoe flew off and hit Ashley Hinton in the head. She cried, of course, so Hardy was immediately the bad guy. It wasn’t like he meant to hit her, but that didn’t matter to Mr. Bell. He got detention anyway.  Then, there was the time in English when Josh Fountain took Hardy’s pencils and threw them like darts into the ceiling tile. When Hardy stood on the desk to retrieve them, the desk buckled and collapsed to the floor. That landed him in after-school detention for destruction of school property.

      No, there would be no talking his way out of this one. He would have to figure out something else—in other words, he’d have to lie. All he wanted to do was graduate and get off the island once and for all. He wasn’t going to let some girl ruin that for him.

      He opened the door to Administration and stepped inside. The glass walls and skylights filled the large room with natural light. The sweeping view of trees and rolling hills outside the back wall was a stark contrast to the industrial, white tables and chairs that dotted the room.

      Hardy eyed the round reception desk at the center of the room. A line of students waited impatiently, shifting uncomfortably as they tried to balance books and backpacks. He decided to find an empty seat and just wait.

      All the tables were occupied except for one at the back where a girl sat with her head buried in her arms. He wove through the other tables and quietly took a seat across from her. He stared outside at the new blooms of the apple trees that were lined up behind the school. His grandfather Olen always said there was wisdom in trees. Well, Hardy needed a big dose of wisdom right now, and no stupid tree was going to help him with that.

      He had zoned into a non-blinking stare when the girl across from him bolted straight up. She didn’t say a word, she just glared at him in silence. Her eyes were shocking. One blue. One brown. He didn’t know which one to look at. Her white-blonde hair hung below her shoulders in a great flowing mass of loose waves. Her coloring was pale. Her lips the color of raspberries. Feeling awkward, Hardy crossed his arms.

      “Hardy Vance,” she said methodically.

      He squeezed his eyebrows together. “Sorry, do we know each other?”

      “You don’t know me,” she said.

      He uncrossed his arms and scooted his chair closer to the table. “And how is it that you know me, exactly?” Nobody else does.

      The strange conversation was cut short by the appearance of the Principal, Mr. Bell. He motioned with his fingers. “You two, come with me.”

      They both stood simultaneously, each a little surprised that the other had been included in Mr. Bell’s instruction. Hardy eyed the girl’s long, black floral skirt and baggy tee. He was fairly certain she was barefooted. Who was this girl?

      They followed Mr. Bell through one of the glass doors on the other side of the room into an office that held nothing but a large, oval table surrounded by plastic chairs.

      “Have a seat,” Mr. Bell said, settling his large frame into a chair. Hardy and the girl both dropped into seats across the table from him.

      Mr. Bell had a bushy mustache that kindly hid his lack of an upper lip. His tousled salt-and-pepper hair indicated that he had likely been under some stress recently. He plopped a laptop on the table, opened it up, and started typing.

      “Hardy Vance, meet Darcy Page, your new best friend,” Mr. Bell said without looking up.

      “I think there’s been a mistake,” Hardy said.

      Mr. Bell stopped typing and leaned back in his chair. “Mrs. Reid said you would say that. Genius, that woman,” he said, pondering the thought. He shot forward again and continued typing into his laptop. “You two will be assigned to Hill Home for the elderly for the next two weeks. Assignment begins Monday at four o’clock sharp. Hill Home of Dunby. Don’t be late.”

      Hardy couldn’t believe this was happening. Charity was the one that had gotten him into this, now he was going to be volunteering at one of her family’s elder care facilities. He looked at the door, hoping somehow Charity would find the decency to show up and save him.

      “As for today, you will both go to the town hall in Greystone to volunteer. Final bell will be ringing any minute. Any questions?” he said, looking up.

      Hardy was about to open his mouth, but something about Mr. Bell’s small, dark eyes prevented him from speaking. He decided he would be better off trying to find Charity and getting her to clear things up.

      “Fine then,” Mr. Bell said, satisfied. “Hardy, since you’re a senior and Darcy a freshman, I will hold you responsible for making sure she does her service. She’s been known to…how shall we say it?…skip out on occasion.”

      Hardy almost blurted out “That’s not fair.” But Mr. Bell was known for his witty answer to that remark: “Of course life isn’t fair. That’s what makes life fair for everyone.”

      “Make haste.” And with that, Mr. Bell closed his laptop and left.

      Hardy turned to the girl. “Darcy, is it? Look, I need to find somebody before we go.”

      “Okay,” she said robotically.

      There was no way he was going to take care of old people for two whole weeks. He was going to find Charity and make her fix this.

      As soon as they stepped out into the hall, the bell rang, signaling the end of school. Hardy made out for Mrs. Reid’s classroom, dodging the oncoming flood of students headed in the opposite direction. He was frantic to get there before Charity had a chance to leave. He bumped into more than one person. “Jerk,” one of them called after him. He got to the room just as Charity was leaving with two of her friends. By this time, he had already broken out into a nervous sweat and was breathing heavily through his mouth.

      “Charity,” he said, stopping in front of her. “I need you to come to Administration and tell them what really happened.”

      Both of Charity’s friends smiled.

      Charity feigned confusion. “I’m sorry, do we know each other?”

      “You’re kidding, right? Tell me you’re kidding.” Hardy said, agitated.

      “Come on, girls.” With that knife to the heart, she skirted around Hardy, and her lackeys followed close behind.

      Unable to process what had just happened, Hardy leaned against the wall and put his hands on his head.

      “You’re upset,” Darcy announced.

      He had forgotten about Darcy. She was standing off to the side glaring at him with her weird eyes. He wondered why she thought that stating the obvious was somehow helpful.

      “Of course, I’m upset,” he snapped.

      “We should go,” Darcy said.

      Charity had made a fool out of him, and there was nothing he could do about it. This was happening whether he wanted it to or not. “Fine,” he said, peeling himself off the wall.

      They made their way in silence out of the building to the bike racks. Darcy grabbed her bike and followed Hardy to retrieve his.

      “Listen, I’ve got something I have to do,” Hardy said.

      “Okay.” Darcy started to turn her bike around.

      “Wait. Where are you going?”

      “Home.”

      Hardy sighed. “You can’t go home. We’ve got to report to the town hall.”

      “You said you had something to do.”

      “I do, but…” Hardy was stuck. He was supposed to go check on his grandfather Olen, but he also couldn’t let Darcy leave. Mr. Bell said he was responsible for her.

      “Will you go with me to do my errand?” he asked.

      He heard Tom’s voice echo in his head as soon as the words were out of his mouth. Never tell anyone about Olen.

      Darcy stared at him with an unmoving, blank face. Hardy’s eyes shifted back and forth between her blue and her brown eye. He decided the brown eye was less intimidating to look at and focused on that one.

      “There’s just one small thing,” he said.

      Darcy’s face remained emotionless.

      “You can’t tell anybody about where we’re going.”

      “Why?”

      Hardy tugged at his right ear. He would have to be careful with his explanation. If Darcy thought that Olen was some big secret, she was more likely to blab. He decided on an alternate truth.

      “If my parents find out that I got in trouble at school again, I won’t be able to leave the island for college. The less people who know what we’re doing, the better.”

      Darcy raised and dropped her hands. “Okay.”

      Relieved, Hardy smiled. Darcy would tag along on days when he had to check on Olen. His new excuse for being home late would be study group. Problem solved. He might just get away with this without Tom knowing.

      Hardy rubbed his hands together. “All right. Let’s go then. Hopefully you can keep up.” He detected a slight movement in Darcy’s face, something like a smirk, but it was hard to tell by her flat expression.

      

      They walked their bikes through the meadow of solar panels that sat behind the school. A handful of sheep grazed among the rows—Nature’s lawnmowers. Greene Island was a beautiful place, no doubt. The crystal-blue seas surrounded green hills and fertile farmlands. It was as if a beautiful piece of the mainland had broken off and floated out to sea. One could easily forget that they were on an island when they were inland walking in the woods, away from the rocky shores that held back the vast ocean.

      But, despite its beauty, the island had one lingering problem. Its undying reputation for being cursed. The instrument of that curse was an angry princess named Viola who had lived on the island nearly three hundred years ago. The idea that she had cursed the island had become so ingrained in their society that it now became a convenient excuse for whenever anything bad happened. If a farmer lost one of his prized animals under any kind of superstitious circumstances, it was always blamed on The Curse of Viola. The same with anybody who died too young—it was Viola herself wielding the sickle of death. Some islanders went further still and fed the belief that Viola continued to roam the island, shifting to a new body as she pleased.

      Hardy didn’t buy into any of it. There was only one unexplained phenomenon that Hardy couldn’t ignore—Cricket. The thing that he could do was beyond explanation, and it wasn’t making cricket noises. It was a secret that nobody knew about except for Cricket and Hardy. That’s the way they meant to keep it. Hardy never believed Cricket’s strange ability had anything to do with Viola’s curse. Still… He wondered sometimes.

      At the far edge of the meadow, Darcy followed him up a short footpath through some trees that led to a bicycle path. The trail was the former home of an old railroad that used to run from the north island to the south. Now the tracks were gone, and in its place was a dirt path edged on both sides by a waist-high thicket of freshly sprung weeds.

      Hardy mounted his bike. He waited and watched Darcy, wondering how she was going to ride a bike in a long skirt. Without missing a beat, she dragged the back of the dress up through her legs and tied it in a knot near her waist. Sandals had miraculously appeared on her feet.

      Not so big on looks. Ditto on modesty.

      Darcy had no problem keeping up. In fact, at times she rode far ahead of him. That explained the smirk earlier when he offered to slow down his pace.

      He just hoped she would keep her mouth shut about Olen. He pushed away his doubts in bringing her along by reminding himself that it was a necessary risk. He had several balls in the air right now, and he couldn’t allow any of them to drop.

      The tall grasses soon gave way to towering trees, encasing them in a kind of protective wall of nature. It was beautiful riding underneath the open sky between the regiment of trees. He thought perhaps he would miss this, anyway. It occurred to him that someone else would have to check on Olen after he left for college. He supposed his older brother Tate would pick it up again. It certainly wasn’t going to be Tom.

      After a long ride, they stopped and pushed their bikes into the woods. Hardy propped their bikes against a tree, and they continued without speaking down a steep bank that led to a small river. Even though the silence between them was awkward, Hardy was grateful for it. He hated small talk.

      He sidestepped down to the river bank and lifted several piles of dead brush, tossing them aside. The old, weathered canoe had stayed well hidden. He lifted its bow up onto the bank.

      Darcy studied the canoe. “We’re going downriver?”

      This is it. She’s going to get scared, panic, and then bail.

      Hardy put his hands on his hips. “Yes,” he said. “That’s where my grandfather lives.”

      To his surprise, she seemed pleased. And by ‘pleased’ he meant there was no sign of displeasure. She skirted around him and stepped into the canoe, seating herself at the front. He wondered how someone could have the face of an angel and the demeanor of an ax murderer. He thought maybe he should be scared of her. He could be playing right into her hands. She’d get him alone and then slit his throat, with the knife she kept hidden underneath her long skirt. No one would know. That was one possible scenario, anyway.

      He realized he was staring at her and quickly untied the canoe’s rope from a large root and threw it into the boat. He dropped his backpack in, scrambled to the center seat, and pushed offshore with the oar that was lying in the hull.
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      Darcy was pleasantly surprised that Hardy’s errand turned out to involve a trip downriver. It was a little curious that his grandfather appeared to be a kept secret, but then she knew about secrets. She had been living with hers now for the past five years. She only wished the eye wasn’t blue. It was too different from her real brown one. People tended to stare at such strange things as a girl with different colored eyes. But she had learned to live with the stares and the secret.

      She focused her blue eye on the passing trees.

      Quercus robur. Oak.

      Pinus radiata. Pine.

      “You don’t talk much, do you?” Hardy asked after several long minutes of rowing in silence.

      Darcy ignored him and continued to stare at the parade of trees that marched along the banks of the narrow river. Virtual images flashed in front of her until a tree hit a match. Corylus avellana. Hazel.

      There was no room for conversation when her eye was engaged. No one could understand her mind, and she didn’t expect that Hardy would be any different. She had given up trying to make friends a long time ago. It was just easier—keeping to herself. Besides, she knew Hardy had just become her glorified babysitter. There was no need to try to be friends. She held her face up to the cool breeze and continued to identify the trees.
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      Hardy wondered what Darcy was thinking as she stared out into the trees. As soon as she had entered the boat, she had become completely entranced by the river. It was as if it was her first time in a canoe. Maybe he could—teach her a few things. Big brother and all that. If nothing else, he could score some Brownie points with Mr. Bell by keeping her in line.

      Like a small child, Darcy leaned over the side, checking out each small fork in the river as they passed it. It was a virtual maze of water back in these woods. That was probably why his grandfather had stayed so well hidden all these years.

      Getting close, Hardy steered the canoe toward a dense thicket on the river’s edge. He stuck the paddle’s blade behind him and dragged it forward to slow the canoe. “You’ll have to duck to get past the Snake,” he said.

      Darcy looked tentatively behind her. “Snake?”

      “You’ll see,” he said, smiling.

      Hardy guided the canoe right into the bank of shrubs. “Duck down,” he instructed.

      Darcy bent over and the canopy of green brush grazed across her back. They melted into the thick foliage and glided under the gnarled, twisted trunk of a large oak that bowed over the water like a giant sea serpent.

      “That’s the Snake,” Hardy said as they cleared the tree.

      “It must be two hundred years old,” Darcy said, studying the twisted trunk.

      Hardy raised an eyebrow and cleared his throat. “Uh, yeah. Something like that.”

      A few feet past the ancient tree, Hardy drew the canoe up next to a sandy bank, put on his backpack, and made the jump to dry land. He grabbed the stern and pulled it onto the shore of sand and small rock.

      He held his hand out to Darcy. “Okay. Come on.”

      Darcy stared at his hand like the concept of helping someone out of a boat was foreign to her. She finally took it and stepped out onto the soft bank.

      Hardy pointed to a narrow footpath that led up a steep slope that was covered in pitch pines and hickory trees. “This is it.”

      “Your grandfather lives here?” Darcy asked, looking around.

      “You promised to keep this under wraps,” Hardy reminded her.

      “I said I would.” Darcy untied her skirt and let it fall back over her legs.

      Hardy took a deep breath and released it. “Good.”

      He led her through the trees up the rutted pathway until they reached a clearing of tall, thick weeds. A roof and a small columned porch appeared above the overgrown thicket. He put his arm out to stop Darcy.

      “What’s wrong?” Darcy whispered.

      “Just wait.”

      Hardy cupped his hands together against his mouth and mimicked the sound of a mourning dove: “Coo-oo, ooo ooo ooo.” This was the signal to his grandfather that Hardy was there. You didn’t want to take him by surprise. Olen had a shotgun.

      All was quiet in the woods. There was no movement from the small rustic cabin.

      Hardy cooed once more. He had never had to do it more than once. He started to worry that something was wrong. Finally, the door opened and Olen’s hunched frame, crowned by his shoots of white hair, stepped out onto the porch. Despite the warm afternoon, he wore a gray, button-up sweater and burgundy bow tie.

      “Come on,” Hardy said, relieved at the sight of Olen. They walked through the weeds into the mostly dirt front yard and climbed the three steps to the weathered porch. Olen was squinting intently at Darcy. Darcy seemed equally enamored with Olen. Hardy felt like the uncomfortable third wheel.

      “Darcy, Olen. Olen, Darcy,” Hardy said.

      Olen peered at Darcy over his thin glasses. “Well, boy, I didn’t think you had it in you.”

      Hardy blushed. “What? No, Olen, that’s not—”

      “She’s a bit of a sprite, mind you, but the petite ones are often little firecrackers inside.” Olen smiled with his yellowed, stained teeth and winked at Hardy.

      Hardy wanted to find a rock and crawl under it. Darcy’s expression seemed little affected by Olen’s remark.

      “It’s not like that,” Hardy tried to explain.

      “Eh?” Olen said, peeling his eyes off Darcy and looking at Hardy.

      “I’m kind of… watching her.”

      “Whatever you say, boy.” Olen grinned.

      “You’re dead,” Darcy said abruptly, focusing on Olen.

      Hardy’s stomach lurched into his throat. Either she knew Olen’s secret, or she was the psychopathic killer Hardy had imagined her to be.

      Olen stopped smiling and narrowed his eyes. He took a step toward Darcy, studying her face. “Well I’ll be,” he said, looking surprised. “I thought you had Heterochromia, but you don’t, do you?”

      Darcy didn’t reply.

      “Wait. Hetero—whatever that is you said. What’s that?” Hardy hoped it wasn’t contagious.

      “Heterochromia of the eye. The irises are two different colors. Surely you’ve noticed, boy.”

      “Oh, that. Yeah, of course I noticed,” Hardy said, feeling inadequate. “So what?”

      Olen took Darcy gently by the shoulders and looked into her eyes.

      “By George, you’re an Illuminator, aren’t you?”

      Darcy nodded like she knew what Olen was talking about. Hardy was still trying to wrap his head around what was happening.

      “You better come inside,” Olen said, turning and opening the screen door.

      “Wait! What?” Hardy asked.

      Darcy and Olen ignored Hardy and went inside.

      Hardy wondered if bringing Darcy along had been one huge mistake. Did she know about Olen? That he had died in a drowning accident thirty-two years ago? Now she knew the secret—Olen wasn’t dead. But how? Hardy had never met her before today. Then again, she had known his name. He spun around in a frantic circle. Taking a deep breath, he pulled the screen door open and stepped inside.

      The cabin was just as it was the last time Hardy had been there. The back wall held built-in bookcases full of dust-covered books. The ladder in front of the bookcases led up to an unused loft. Hardy tried to imagine his father as a child climbing the ladder to go to bed, but his mind was never able to picture it. Maybe because Tom never talked about his childhood.

      An unmade single bed sat underneath the window on the right wall. Olen hurried to straighten it, tossing the covers back in place. On the left side of the room was a cast-iron stove and a small room, basically the size of a closet, which served as a kitchen. The only other furniture was an old burgundy lounger that sat next to the kitchen door, and a small table with two wooden chairs pushed up against the wall between the two front windows.

      Olen apologized as he scurried about the room picking up clothes. “Sorry about the mess. I’m not used to having company.”

      Hardy took his backpack to the kitchen and quickly unloaded the sugar, flour, and strawberries Olen had asked for. He needed to get Darcy out of there—stat. If Tom knew that Hardy had exposed Olen by bringing Darcy…Well, he didn’t want to think about it.

      “Did you bring the strawberries?” Olen called out.

      “Yes. We can’t stay, Olen. We have to be somewhere. Listen, I forgot your newspaper, I’ll remember next time.”

      When Hardy reappeared, Darcy was sitting in a chair by the table, facing into the room. Olen was pulling up a chair in front of her.

      “Do you mind if I examine you?” Olen asked Darcy.

      Hardy dropped his backpack on the floor and rushed forward, grabbing Olen by the arm. He lowered his voice to a whisper so Darcy couldn’t hear. “What are you doing? Darcy doesn’t need a doctor. Whatever it is you think she has—”

      “It’s fine, Hardy. I want him to,” Darcy said.

      Hardy dropped his hand from Olen and looked at Darcy.

      “Please,” Darcy said.

      Hardy held up his hands and stepped aside. “Fine. Whatever.”

      Olen shuffled to the back wall and pulled an old, black doctor’s bag off a lower shelf.

      Hardy locked his hands on top of his head in disbelief. He had lost complete control of the situation, and he didn’t even know what the situation was.

      Olen planted himself in front of Darcy. He pulled out a stethoscope that looked prehistoric and stuck it in his ears. When he slid the scope up Darcy’s shirt, Hardy turned away and started pacing. All was quiet except for the flapping of Hardy’s tennis shoes against the rough, planked floors.

      Olen stopped and turned to Hardy. “I need quiet, Hardy.”

      Hardy stopped and stood, staring at the bookcases, his jaw tensing with impatience. After what seemed like several minutes, but which in fact had only been a matter of seconds, Olen cleared his throat.

      “Your heart rate is strong. Fascinating. May I look at the eye?”

      Hardy turned around and watched Olen grab Darcy’s face and peer into her blue eye.

      “How long have you had it?” Olen asked.

      “Since I was ten.”

      “How is it powered?”

      “Mostly solar. But there is an auxiliary hook-up if I need an emergency charge.”

      Hardy started biting his nails. Power? Solar? He had no idea what they were talking about. Olen pulled down hard on Darcy’s lower lid.

      “I see the auxiliary hook-up,” Olen said. “Come see, boy.”

      Hardy wasn’t sure he wanted to see anything, but he was too curious not to look.

      “Look left, Darcy,” Olen instructed.

      Hardy peered over Olen’s shoulder and then jumped back. “What the—what’s that?”

      “An auxiliary hook-up. A tiny hole similar to the ones on cellphones.”

      Olen released Darcy’s eye and placed his hand on her cheek. “You’ve been given a great gift. Make sure you use it wisely.”

      Darcy placed her hand on top of Olen’s and smiled.

      Hardy was surprised to see she had teeth and that her smile made her look… pleasant.

      “Would someone please explain to me what is going on?” Hardy asked impatiently.

      Olen stood and returned his stethoscope to his bag. “Darcy here is what you call an Illuminator.”

      “You said that already. What does that mean?” Hardy asked, watching Olen return his bag to its shelf.

      Olen turned back to Hardy. “It means her eye is, for lack of a better term, a computer.”

      Hardy glanced at Darcy. She sat quietly and appeared to be scanning the books on the back wall.

      “She’s connected at all times to the island’s network,” Olen continued. “She can access virtually anything they’ve given her access to. You could say her reality was augmented.”

      Hardy laughed. “That’s ridiculous. How would you know this, anyway? You’ve lived in the woods like…forever.”

      “The research started back when I was practicing medicine. I was privy to certain projects. I just never thought I’d live to see the day that it would actually come to fruition.”

      “Is he right?” Hardy asked Darcy.

      “Yes.” Darcy stood and walked past Hardy to the back bookcase. He stared after her in disbelief. “What about what you said about Olen? You said he was dead. What does that mean?” Hardy knew what it meant but he wanted to know if she did—if she was actually this Illuminator thing.

      Darcy pulled a book from the shelf and rubbed the front cover with her hand. Olen dropped himself into the old lounger and pulled the lever to recline like he was settling in to watch a movie.

      “As soon as you told me his first name, my search engine automatically pulled up the article about his drowning thirty-two years ago. Plus, I have facial recognition even if there’s been age progression.”

      Hardy felt like an idiot. Here he thought he had something to offer this girl, teach her something even. This was the second time today a girl had made a fool out of him. Fool me once, shame on me. Fool me twice—

      Hardy was furious. “You didn’t think your illumi thingy was important to tell me about?”

      “Illuminator,” Olen corrected.

      Hardy gave Olen a chastising look.

      Olen pushed the lever down on the side of his chair. “I’ll get us some tea,” he said. He shuffled toward the kitchen.

      “We’re not staying,” Hardy barked.

      Darcy flipped through the book she was holding. She seemed to be ignoring Hardy.

      “Well?” Hardy pushed.

      Darcy looked up from the book in her hands. “No, I didn’t think it was important.”

      “Well, it is!”

      “Why?” Darcy asked innocently, closing the book.

      “Why?” Hardy repeated, struggling to find the words. Because now you know Olen’s not dead, and I feel like a fool. “I don’t know, it just is.”

      “Will you treat me differently now that you know?”

      Hardy felt like she was doing something weird with her blue eye, like scanning his face to see if he would be truthful. He wondered if she could read minds.

      “No.” He lied. “I mean, you can’t like, read my mind or anything, can you?” Hardy bit hard into his index fingernail.

      “No. Don’t be ridiculous,” Darcy said, narrowing her eyes.

      “X-ray vision?” Hardy said, casually crossing his arms across his chest.

      “No,” Darcy said loudly. “It’s not a super power.”

      “It is to me,” Hardy said fiercely.

      Darcy sighed, and dropped the book to her side. “Well, it’s normal to me. It’s not a big deal.”

      “Yeah, but now you know Olen’s not dead,” Hardy whispered harshly.

      “And now you know I’m an Illuminator.”

      Hardy relaxed a little. “People don’t know?”

      “No.”

      Olen returned balancing a bowl of strawberries and three Ball Mason jars of brown liquid on a piece of scrap wood. “Here we go. Sorry it’s not much,” Olen said, setting the makeshift tray on the small, wooden table.

      Darcy approached the table and set the book down. “Thank you.” She took one of the jars and drank the full contents.

      Hardy’s mouth fell open. He knew what Olen’s supposed “tea” tasted like—dirt. Darcy set the empty jar down and shoved the tip of a large strawberry into her mouth.

      “I’m curious as to how you two came to know each other,” Olen said.

      Hardy shook his head at Darcy, indicating his desire for her not to say anything.

      She paused only long enough to swallow. “Hardy got after-school community service for inappropriate touching. I got it for sleeping in class. We stopped here first.” She bit into the rest of her strawberry.

      Olen peered at Hardy over the top of his glasses.

      Hardy sighed. “It’s not what you think.”

      “How many times is this now?” Olen asked.

      “It wasn’t my fault. This girl—”

      Olen held up a hand. “No need to explain.”

      “Tom can’t find out. He said if I got in trouble again, I wouldn’t be able to leave the island for college.”

      Olen smiled. “There’s little chance of it coming from me. So, who was the unfortunate girl?”

      Hardy snatched his backpack off the floor. “No one.”

      “Charity Hill,” Darcy blurted out.

      The smile disappeared from Olen’s face. “Is that right, boy? Was it Charity Hill?”

      Hardy’s lips tightened with agitation. He gawked at Darcy and her big mouth. She held his gaze and shrugged.

      “Hardy,” Olen said.

      Hardy squeezed his eyes shut and took a deep breath. “Yeah…but I told you, it’s not what you think.”

      Olen stuck his finger in Hardy’s face. “Stay away from that girl. Do you hear me?”

      Hardy turned his head away from Olen’s annoying finger. “It’s not a big deal. It was just a misunderstanding.”

      Olen dropped his finger. “I have no doubt it was.” He went back to the table and picked up a jar. “Promise me you’ll stay away from her.”

      “Why? How could you possibly even know who she is?” Hardy asked, perplexed and annoyed by Olen’s concern.

      Olen took a sip of his tea and smacked his lips together. “I don’t have to know her. I know the Hill family.” He set the jar back on the table. “And I know what I’m talking about.”

      Hardy wanted to be done with this conversation, and this visit. “Time to leave.”

      Olen picked up a strawberry. “I want to show Darcy something before you go.” He walked to the screen door and blew a short burst of whistles.

      Hardy flung his empty book bag across one shoulder. “Were leaving now, Olen,” he said sharply.

      Olen held up a hand. “Be patient, boy.”

      The sound of little clawed feet hitting the steps was followed by the appearance of a whipping, rust-colored tail, until finally the tiny face of a red squirrel peered up and over the last step. It stood on its hind legs and sniffed the air.

      As Hardy stared at the little rodent, a weird sensation came over him. A rush of pins and needles ran through his scalp. A slight dizziness settled into his vision. He took a step back. The stress of the day was apparently getting to him.

      “There you are, Angus. Come for your treat, have ye?” Olen motioned for Darcy to come over to the screen door. He handed her the strawberry. “Here. Give it a try. He’ll take it right from your hand.”

      A blurry white light started pulsing around the squirrel’s head. Hardy seemed to be the only one noticing it. He watched the whole exchange in a kind of tunnel vision.

      Darcy slowly opened the screen door. Angus turned and darted down a step. Darcy looked back at Olen who urged her forward with his hands. She took two steps forward and kneeled down, holding the strawberry out on the palm of her hand. Angus jumped back up onto the porch and crept cautiously toward her. He quickly nabbed the berry with his tiny paws and sat on his hind legs. He turned his prize until the stem was down and sank his small, white teeth into its soft flesh.

      Darcy twisted around and grinned at Olen.

      Hardy was unable to tear his eyes from the flickering, white fire that surrounded Angus. This weird vision thing had happened once before, about six months ago when Cricket’s dog got hit by a car. The eye doctor had said it was migraine aura. A rare but real sign that a migraine was approaching.

      Olen must’ve noticed the strange look on Hardy’s face. “You okay?”

      “Um… Do you… See that?” Hardy asked.

      Olen looked back out the screen door. “See what, exactly?”

      Hardy wasn’t sure how to describe it. “Um…Flickering light.”

      “Around Angus?”

      Hardy nodded.

      “I suspect you’ve been told it’s migraine aura,” Olen said. “Have you had it before?”

      “Once.” Hardy tore his gaze from the squirrel and looked at Olen. Without saying anything, Olen returned to the table and scribbled something on a pad of paper. He ambled back to the bookcases and rummaged through a wooden box until an envelope appeared in his hand. He shoved the note into it and licked the tip of the flap.

      Hardy had no idea what Olen was doing. Surely he wasn’t trying to write him a prescription for migraine medication? Maybe Olen was getting senile.

      Olen returned to the table and picked up the book Darcy had chosen from his bookcase.

      Angus finished the last of the berry and dropped the stem on the porch. He hopped up to Darcy and stood on his hind legs, looking to see if more treats were available. She held out her empty hand which he quickly sniffed. Then, with a quick snap of his tail, he bounded down the steps and out into the woods. The blurry light seemed to follow and disappear with the squirrel. Hardy’s vision returned to normal.

      Darcy stood and wiped her hand on her long skirt. She was still smiling. Hardy pushed open the screen door, and Olen followed him out onto the porch.

      “Come on. We’ve got to get back to town,” Hardy said to Darcy.

      Olen held out the black book to Darcy. “I want you to have the book.”

      Darcy stared at it like she wasn’t sure what the proper thing to do would be. She shook her head.

      Olen gently took Darcy’s hand and laid the book on her open palm. “I insist.”

      Darcy smiled and wrapped her fingers around the book. “Thank you.”

      She quickly embraced Olen who froze in place, surprised at the sudden affection. Hesitantly, he patted her on the back.

      Without another word, Darcy turned, ran down the steps, and headed toward the river.

      Hardy placed a hand on Olen’s shoulder. “I’ll see you Monday, okay?”

      “Sure. See you Monday.” Olen was staring into the woods after Darcy.

      Hardy sensed a certain sadness in Olen’s voice. Maybe it wasn’t always easy living alone. He promised himself that next time he would stay longer.

      He raced down the steps and was almost out of sight when Olen called to him.

      “Hardy!”

      Hardy spun around. “Yeah?”

      “Wait.” Olen rubbed his hand across his mouth and stared down at the envelope he was still holding.

      Hardy stood impatiently, shifting his feet from side to side. He didn’t want Darcy disappearing on him.

      “Give this to your father,” Olen said, holding out the envelope.

      “Okay,” Hardy said, making his way back to the cabin and up the steps. Olen had never sent a message to his father. Ever. Hardy didn’t even know the last time they had seen each other. He was pretty sure it was when his father had run away from the tiny cabin at age fourteen and told everyone that Olen had drowned.

      Hardy took the envelope from Olen’s frail hand. He couldn’t help but wonder how the day could get any weirder.
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      Olen watched Hardy disappear into the woods. The Program would come for him now. The girl had seen him—identified him. He had awakened with the great hope of the morning, and now his day would end with the great dread of death. He was surprised it hadn’t come earlier. When his son had walked out of the woods years ago, Olen had thought that he would be found out then. But Tom had been clever. They had believed his story. Tom had explained how he had lived in the woods with his father for fourteen years. Olen had drowned, and Tom had no choice but to come out of the woods. Tom was a bright kid. He had planted a shoe downstream and a shirt caught up in the brambles. There was an old hunting shack near the supposed drowning. No doubt Tom had shown it to the officers as the place where they had lived. Tom had at least tried to keep Olen from being found out. That’s how the papers had explained it, anyway.

      They had been happy, just the two of them, for a long time. But children grow up, start asking questions. In the end, Tom had just wanted the truth. Why did they have to live in the woods? But the truth was dangerous, and Olen never wanted him to have to carry the burden of that truth. He had tried to explain to him that they had to live in the woods because there were people out there that wanted to harm them. That wasn’t enough for Tom. There was no stopping the boy after that. Olen figured Tom spent a good two months planning the day he would leave.

      He walked down the steps of the cabin and looked at the innocent beauty that surrounded him. The strong oak and the spring pine. He never got tired of it, and he would miss it. He stuck his hands in his pockets and held his face to the remaining rays of sunlight that broke through the treetops. He never regretted his decision to come to the woods and bring his son. They had been safe there. But he did have one lingering regret. He had never told Tom that he loved him. Yes, he had cared for him, supplied his basic needs, but he had withheld the one thing that Tom needed the most. If he had only said those three little words, trusted him with the truth, maybe Tom would have never left. And just now, when he had called to Hardy, he wanted to send Tom a different message than the one he handed to Hardy. He wanted his only son to know that he loved him. Pride could be an evil thing in a man. And even now, on the eve of his death, he couldn’t push past its great wall. He supposed it was the idea that it was too late to fix the past. He feared the words would ring hollow, and Tom would hate him for saying it now instead of years ago when he should have.

      Olen walked into the woods. At least he had gotten to know his grandsons. First, Tate, who was married now. Then Hardy, who took over checking on him. He was surprised the first time Tate had shown up. Surprised not only that he did have a grandson, but also that Tom had felt some sense of obligation to the crazy old man who lived in the woods. It was probably more than Olen deserved.

      Ah, there it was. The great oak tree with its rotted-out hole. The perfect hiding place and home for his beloved squirrel, Angus. They were hidden here—the papers. He felt comfortable with the fact that at least The Program wouldn’t find them. There was a small hope in the back of his mind that perhaps Hardy would find the papers. The boy was a bit of a scatterbrain, but Olen was hoping his mischievous nature would be enough to lead him to the tree. Hardy had a knack for trouble, after all. And this was trouble. Big trouble.

      Olen rubbed the rough bark of the tree with his hand then stuck it blindly into the black hole. Woven sticks jutted out at odd angles. Angus had built himself quite a fortress. Olen moved around it, his fingers finding nuts, something slightly wet. He dug past the refuge and scraped below the pile of treasures until his fingers found the smooth texture of plastic. He felt the sharp edges, the seal seemed to be intact. Good. Angus hadn’t destroyed it. He pulled his hand out and brushed it off on his pants. He looked around, taking it all in one last time and headed back to the cabin. The idea was crazy. After all, he was leaving it up to a kid to do what he should have done a long time ago. And even if Hardy was able to reveal the truth, would anyone believe it? It was a long shot, no doubt. But even long shots won races sooner or later.

      Olen dragged his tired feet through the dried leaves of last fall. New green life was peeking through the dead of winter and renewing the forest once more. When the cabin came into view, he stopped and stared at it like a stranger. His bones ached. He was tired. The truth was, he was getting too old to survive in the woods. He could barely make it down to the river to bathe anymore. Some days his hip hurt so badly all he could do was lie in bed all day. A new home without this body began sounding more like a relief. Besides, it was time to be reunited with the love of his life. His wife, Sarah. The Program had killed her. Now, they would come for him—at last.
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      Hardy strained to pull the oar against the gentle current. Between Darcy pronouncing Olen dead, the discovery that Darcy was some kind of virtual genius, the strange letter to Tom that was currently burning a hole in his pocket, and the throbbing in his left temple, he was feeling a bit worn-down and irritable. He cast a bitter stare at Darcy, focusing on her sparkling blue eye.

      “Please stop staring at me,” Darcy said.

      “I’m sorry. I’m just a little freaked out about the whole eye thing. Who else knows?”

      “My family.”

      “That’s it?”

      “Yes.”

      “Why is it such a big secret?”

      “I don’t know. I’m supposed to be some kind of secret prototype. It would be easier if you would just treat me like you didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, it would. But it’s too late for that.”

      Silence settled between them. Hardy’s oar parting the water and birds whistling their songs across the water were the only sounds.

      “So…in class…you basically know everything already?” Hardy asked.

      “Yes.”

      Hardy whistled. “Lucky.”

      “Boring.”

      Hardy took a break and let the oar rest in his lap. “Why do you have to go to school then?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Well I would certainly ask if I was you.”

      Darcy stared down at the book she held in her lap without responding.

      Hardy sensed that he had hurt her somehow. “Darcy, I—”

      “I did ask questions at first. But there were no answers given, so I stopped asking,” Darcy said quickly.

      Hardy dug the oar back into the water. “Sorry,” he said.

      “For what?”

      “I don’t know. Having to go to school when you don’t need to, I guess.”

      Darcy stared out into the passing trees.

      “So…back there…how did you know Olen was a doctor?” Hardy asked.

      Darcy tapped a finger next to her blue eye without looking at him.

      “Right—access.”

      After that, Hardy left her in peace. The conversation had deepened the lines on her forehead, and he felt bad for pushing for information.

      Darcy held on tightly to her book and scanned the trees that lined the river. Her blue eye darted back and forth. They didn’t speak again until they arrived in Greystone.
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      “That was fun,” Darcy announced, looking refreshed and exuberant after their long bike ride.

      Hot and irritable, Hardy wiped his forehead on his sleeve. If only he had a car. But Tom had insisted that there was nowhere Hardy needed to be that wasn’t within a thirty minute bike ride. Well, Tom was wrong. Whatever. No car—Just something else to hate about his life.

      They dismounted at the traffic circle in front of Greystone Town Square and pushed their bikes into the bricked open-air market. The statue of the veiled lady stood before them—the legendary Princess Viola who had supposedly cursed Greene Island almost three hundred years ago. A few people stood staring at her—tourists. Locals never lingered near the statue, much less looked at her. They were too superstitious.

      A ladder leaned against her side. Apparently, she was due for some maintenance. Hardy felt for the poor chum who got that chore. Superstitious or not, the statue was eerie with its ghostly face that peered at you from behind its veil of stone.

      The square itself was flanked by three-story buildings washed in pale pinks and yellows, capped off with clayed tiled roofs. Second- and third-story window balconies held boxes full of spring flowers. Sidewalk cafés bustled with people enjoying afternoon tea at the end of a cool spring day. Waiters laid new white tablecloths as the tables emptied.

      The town hall sat at the back of the square—a Gothic marvel of brick arches that supported a second-story, white-columned balcony. A clock tower stood at the hall’s right corner. Climbing the steep steps to the top of the tower was popular with school kids and tourists. The reward for the climb was a close-up look at the antique clock’s metal workings, and a picture-perfect view of downtown Greystone and its harbor.

      To Hardy, it was all old and boring. He just wanted to get this over with so he could go home. They slid their bikes into a rack and passed through the center arch of the town hall.

      They both stood in the cavernous lobby unsure of where to go. Now that he was there, Hardy found himself fuming again over the injustice of what Charity had
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