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Chapter
One—Maggie

 


It began like any other stakeout, or spy-by,
as we used to call our combination drive-by and spying sessions:
with Red Vines, Dr. Pepper, and my two best friends—and, of course,
a little game of Truth or Dare.

We shouldn’t have been playing at all
because, one, we were way too old and two, we were supposed to be
studying for the SATs. But the word shouldn’t has a way of
losing relevance when it’s after midnight and your head is spinning
with words that serve no purpose other than to torment you on a
test.

It was the perfect storm, really; stress,
mind-numbing exhaustion, and a massive caffeine high. That perfect
storm led to the game of Truth or Dare, which led to us standing on
my front lawn, arguing over what to do next.

“Guys, this is stupid,” Kate complained, her
breath puffing around her in the night air. Barns, dotting the
Virginia hills, winked in and out of view as clouds scattered the
moonlight. “Let’s go back inside.”

“No way. Maggie chose Dare and now she has
to do it.” Piper’s silver nose ring and dyed-red hair didn’t match
the giddiness in her voice. She stood in the driveway next to my
crappy beater car with one hand on her hip, waiting for us to catch
up.

Kate raised an eyebrow. “Seriously? You
sound like you’re ten right now.” The hint of a grin cracked
through on the last word. “Let’s go inside. We can binge-watch
Alias.”

My gaze shifted between the two of them. I
had a dare to do, courtesy of Piper, and at this point, anything
was better than studying. No one would notice us gone—my brother
was away at a two-day swim meet and my dad was working the
graveyard shift.

But it was cold outside. And Alias was the
best discovery we’d made on Netflix, ever. I’d be perfectly happy
going back inside as well.

Piper hadn’t said yet who I’d be spying on.
Our last spy-by was on Wyn Tucker, almost five years ago, at the
end of sixth grade. That spy-by ended when Piper fell out of the
tree in Wyn’s front yard and broke her leg right before summer
vacation. The plastic binoculars we’d used all that year went into
hibernation, and by the time Piper was better, spying no longer
seemed worth the effort.

Our old binoculars were long gone, so I’d
borrowed my brother’s expensive hunting ones for tonight. Illicitly
(SAT points!).

Piper’s hands flew up in a gesture of
exasperation. “Come on, Kate. Aren’t you tired of it all? Being
responsible sucks, let’s be kids again. Anyway, I think we got in
enough studying tonight. You’ve made sure we all sound like mobile
dictionaries.” Piper straightened her spine and pulled out her
British accent. “I adjure you to cease vacillating and embrace this
clandestine operation. Forthwith!”

I grinned. “Your accent is crap!”

“It really is,” Kate said, giggling.

Piper huffed, a sound both familiar and
aggravating at the same time. “Whatever. Just, are we doing this or
not?”

Kate’s lips pressed together and her nose
twitched. Her thinking face.

Piper tapped a foot on the ground and
crossed her arms, making an exaggerated show of annoyance. Her
clunky combat boots made the display a little bit ridiculous, but
we got the point.

Kate’s lips turned up at the edges and she
broke into a grin. She nodded, her annoyingly perfect blonde curls
bouncing across her shoulders. “Fine. Okay, Maggie. Time for some
spying.” She raised her hand like she was holding a glass, her
fingers curling around what was actually just her cell phone. “In
memory of our former selves.”

I let Kate pull me to the car. Once inside,
I cranked up the heat and put on some music. Taylor Swift.

“Ugh.” Piper groaned when the opening chords
struck. “Really?”

“Come on, it’ll get me in the mood.” I
turned it up. “Who am I spying on, anyway?”

In the rearview mirror, I saw Piper’s lips
pull into a devilish grin. “Marshall Parker.”

“What?” I screeched. “Lindy’s brother? No
way. Someone else.”

“Oooh, yeah.” Kate joined in, her eyes
lighting up. “Let’s spy on Marshall.”

I pointed an accusing finger at her. “Oh, so
now you’re on board?”

“What better way to forget about the SATs
than with a little danger?”

“Try a lot of danger. We’ll totally
get caught! Their dad works for the FBI.”

“He does not work for the FBI,” Piper
said. “That’s just a rumor. Anyway, who cares what their dad does?”
Piper rolled up a Red Vine and stuffed it in her mouth. “We aren’t
little girls anymore. Drive, Maggie!”

“Yeah, drive, Mags!” Kate was grinning
exactly like a little girl. “Marshall’s hot.”

“And stupid, and mean, and full of himself,”
I reminded her. “And did I say stupid?”

“So? Since when did any of that matter on a
spy-by?”

I tried to come up with a good reason why we
should pick someone else, but I couldn’t think anymore. I’d used up
my days’ worth of brain power several hours ago. Piper reclined in
the back seat of my car, kicking her legs up and resting her feet
on the center console. She pulled out another Red Vine and bit off
the end.

Kate sat beside me in the passenger seat,
her back straight and her legs crossed at the ankles. The perfect
posture of a dancer. Her eyes shone with a light that hadn’t been
there when she was drilling us on our vocab. In fact, it’d been a
while since I’d seen evidence of Kate’s infectious love of
life—she’d been so stressed lately.

Maybe she needed this. Maybe we all did.

I sighed and buckled my seatbelt. “I should
have picked Truth,” I muttered, putting the car in gear. My clunker
lurched into drive and soon we were speeding toward the Parker
mansion.

****

Fifteen minutes later, we sat gawking up at
Marshall and Lindy’s house—if you could call the gigantic Victorian
structure a house. It was really more of a manor. Or a small
castle, minus the moat. Leading up to the house was a long, gated
driveway. At the top of the hill, a stone wall stood guard around
the house. We parked at the bottom of the driveway and got out.

I kept a firm grip on my brother’s
binoculars. If I didn’t have them back on his bookshelf in perfect
condition when he got back from his swim meet tomorrow, I would
pay. Big time. My nosy older brother could get me grounded for life
if he wanted to.

We crept toward the gated driveway and found
that the gate did not extend all the way around the property. On
either side of the driveway, it was replaced by a row of tall
shrubs.

Piper grinned, then pushed her way through
the prickly trees clearly meant to keep people out. Kate and I
followed. The grass crunched beneath our feet as we emerged on the
other side. I made a fist and blew warm air into my hands.

The hill leading up to the house was steep
and the wall at the top was going to be a problem. “How am I gonna
to get over that?” I said, pointing up at it.

Piper waved a hand, shooing away the
question like she would a fly. “We’ll figure it out.”

Kate looped an arm through mine with an
exuberance that left no doubt she was enjoying herself immensely.
“Let’s go.”

By the time we reached the top, my thighs
were burning. The stone wall surrounding the house was a lot taller
than it had looked from below. We walked around it once and found
three iron gates—all locked—and not a single conveniently-located
tree we could climb. We retreated to a spot on the darkest side of
the house.

“I changed my mind, I pick Truth,” I
said.

“Ha! Nice try, but no way,” Piper said. “You
are not getting out of this.”

Kate nodded her agreement.

“Piper, I’m never going to be able to get up
there. Plus, it’s way too late for a normal spy-by. Everyone’s
probably already in bed.”

“Yeah, well, you should have thought of that
before you picked Dare. Are you really so worried about telling me
your deepest, darkest secrets?”

“Like I have any secrets from you guys. I
picked Dare ‘cause Truth would have been boring.”

“Exactly! So get up there and be not boring.
Come on, I’ll give you a boost.” Piper locked her fingers together
and held them out for me to step into.

I scowled at her, but the effect was lost in
the dark. “I’m never playing Truth or Dare with you again.”

I stretched onto my toes, set Tanner’s
binoculars on top of the wall, and then stepped into Piper’s
outstretched hands. She boosted me up too fast and I almost lost my
balance. My fingers curled around the top edge of the wall and I
attempted to pull myself up. My toes searched for footholds in the
smooth stone while my arms strained against the weight of my body.
I’d never had to scale an eight-foot wall before.

When I finally reached the top, my arms were
throbbing, my fingers numb, and one of my knees stung where I’d
scraped it through my jeans. The space at the top was about two
feet wide. It was big enough to balance on, but I still felt
jittery.

I made the mistake of looking down at my
friends. My stomach swooped sickeningly and my arms shot out as I
struggled to regain my balance. The ground was very far away. I
knelt there for a moment, catching my breath. Then I gazed up at
the house.

There were so many windows. How was I going
to figure out which one was Marshall’s bedroom? Most of the windows
were dark but, to my surprise, a handful were still lit. Through
one, I glimpsed a large dining room table and through another, a
twisting marble staircase. Maybe rich people left lights on all the
time, just to discourage burglars.

My eyes searched the house for signs of
movement while I groped around for the binoculars with my
cold-stiffened fingers. But instead of grabbing hold of them, I
knocked them off the wall. Branches snapped and leaves rustled as
Tanner’s binoculars fell into the bushes below.

“Crap!” I said, too loudly.

“Maggie!” Kate’s disembodied voice hissed up
at me. “Can you see him?”

I heard Piper hopping around in her combat
boots. “Yeah, come on, Mags,” she said. “It’s freezing down
here!”

“It’s not any warmer up here, dork.” I
gripped the edge of the wall and peeked my head over so they could
see me. “I dropped the nocs into the garden—I have to get them or
Tanner will kill me. Piper, get up here so you can pull me
out.”

I turned away and focused on easing myself
into the garden without landing directly on top of a rose bush. My
landing was significantly un-graceful—I fell backward onto my
butt—but luckily, there were no roses. Or, at least, none that
stabbed me. There was just a bush with soft, overgrown leaves. The
ground was wet, and smelled of … well … something blooming. Which
was weird. It was mid-March—technically still winter.

I wiped my hands on my jeans and got to work
pawing through the bushes where I thought the nocs had fallen.
That’s when I heard the low hum.

I froze and cocked my head, listening. The
noise was so faint that, in the light of day I probably wouldn’t
have noticed anything. But the tinny mechanical buzz was
unmistakable now that I’d heard it. And it was all wrong—not a
normal night sound.

A decorative garden gnome stood a few feet
from the bush I was scrounging around in. Was it buzzing at me?

I stepped toward it.

The gnome’s head was tilted at an unnatural
angle. A tiny red light blinked on and off behind his eyes. Then,
as I watched, the head swiveled until it faced me. Something
focused. I was staring into a camera.

My mouth went dry. The thought of being
caught snooping around Marshall Parker’s enormous house was
mortifying. Though we weren’t at the top of the school social
chain, we’d managed to stay above average so far, and being
banished to the bottom so close to senior year was not part of the
plan.

Heart thumping, I jumped from the ground and
rushed over to the wall, abandoning the binoculars. I’d make it up
to Tanner somehow.

“Piper!” I hissed. “Someone knows we’re
here, pull me out!” I reached up, waiting for her hands to wrap
around my wrists.

They didn’t come.

My skin tingled as I waited. My fingers
groped around in the dark, feeling only cold, hard stone.

“Piper? Kate?” I called out. My voice came
louder than I’d intended.

The creepy gnome hummed on.

I glanced back at him, my throat threatening
to close up. Was it my imagination or were shadows descending on
me? I clawed at the wall, searching for a handhold in the smooth
stone. My heart pounded so hard I could almost hear it, throbbing
angrily in my head.

The top of the wall lay just above my
fingertips.

I jumped, grasping for the edge, and came
down with two scraped palms. I tried again, this time hanging on to
the top while my feet scrambled against the wall, trying to gain
traction.

My fingers throbbed. My forearms burned. And
my feet slipped.

I let go and thudded to the ground, landing
in the same bush I’d been searching in before. I closed my eyes and
pressed my stinging hands together. I counted to ten in my
mind.

The thumping in my head slowed. This was
silly—it was just a stupid statue. With a camera inside, but still.
The statue wasn’t going to hurt me. I needed to focus on getting
out of the garden before an actual person found me.

I’d have to find one of those gates and let
myself out from there. Before standing up, I dug through the bush
in a final effort to avoid my brother’s wrath. When my fingers
grazed the cold surface of his binoculars, I was so surprised I
actually laughed. To find them now, after all that.

My hand closed around them and I rose.

A shadow stood before me.

I jumped, letting out a strangled scream,
and dropped the nocs back into the bushes.

“Welcome to our home,” the shadow said in a
gravelly male voice—a most-definitely-not-Marshall voice. “Won’t
you come in?”

Umm, no thanks. I tensed to run,
wondering what my odds were of outrunning the FBI. Since, clearly,
the rumors about Marshall’s dad were true.

But then the voice said the only thing that
could have stopped me.

“Your friends are inside.”

 


 



Chapter
Two—Maggie

 


My stomach churned. I folded my arms across
my middle and swallowed, staring at the talking shadow. Despite the
creepy gnome and faceless man, I told myself the only danger we
were in was on a social level. Even if Marshall’s dad did
work for the FBI, there had to be some plausible reason to explain
why we were there. They’d let us go after they questioned us,
right? I’d never been good with quick lies, but Piper was. And Kate
had a very persuasive smile. Everybody loved Kate.

I searched for a story that would explain
our presence on their property … at night. A history project,
due tomorrow, that we needed Lindy’s help with? Attempting to take
pictures of the star baseball player’s house for the school
newspaper… in the moonlight… which casts a beautiful sheen on the
historic home? I shook my head. Hopefully, Piper would have
something better.

I hadn’t responded to the shadow’s
invitation to join him, but he stepped to one side and held his arm
out. “After you,” he said, pointing toward the house. His tone left
no doubt that he was not offering me a choice.

I shuffled toward the massive house. Through
the large front window, I saw he hadn’t been lying. Piper and Kate
were in there, sitting on a posh white couch. Piper held a fat red
pillow in her lap. Both my friends were giggling and fawning over a
guy squished between them: Marshall Parker, handsome meathead with
an IQ of zero. He didn’t appear to mind the attention.

I stepped through the double front door and
into a large, gleaming foyer. My friends were in the formal sitting
room, off to the right of the entryway.

My stomach tightened as I struggled to make
sense of the scene. Was Piper flirting?

On the surface, everything looked totally
fine. Except … it was after midnight. Marshall shouldn’t have been
acting like it was normal to find three random nobodies snooping
around his house so late on a school night. Unless … maybe it
was normal for him?

And where was the FBI? I’d been expecting a
control room with high-tech equipment and a slew of surveillance
screens.

A voice rang out from somewhere above me.
Its owner sounded way too happy for someone who’d just been woken
by a trespassing trio of flirty girls. “Well, hello, ladies.
Welcome to our home. Would you like some coffee?”

“C-c-coffee…?” I stammered. Who drank coffee
in the middle of the night?

A woman appeared at the top of a gigantic
marble staircase. Classy was the only word to describe her.
She wore a slinky golden gown that reached her ankles. Her ears and
fingers shone with sparkly jewels, and her platinum blonde hair was
twisted into a fancy updo. A large chandelier glittered above her,
and minimalist paintings dotted the staircase walls, seeming to bow
in obeisance as she descended the stairs. “I see you know my
son.”

I gawked at her. Did she always sleep in a
formal gown? “Uh, hi, Mrs. Parker.”

“Oh, please,” she said, gliding to where I
still stood rooted, just inside the front door. “I prefer to be
called Calista.” She held out her hand.

I swallowed and took it.

Her handshake was limp and her hands were
cold, but she looked like the queen of the world. Around her neck
hung the largest gemstone I’d ever seen.

I dropped her hand. “Is that an emerald?”
The stone was huge—how was it not in a museum? And how had it not
been the first thing I’d noticed about her?

Calista’s lips tightened and her eyes
flashed.

I stumbled back as her polished manner
cracked, revealing something ugly beneath all the glitz.

She ignored my question, fixing me with a
cold stare before stepping into the sitting room with my friends.
“We were just about to have dinner,” she said in a fake-nice voice.
“We would be delighted to have you stay.” Her body shifted and she
cleared her throat. When she faced me again, the cracks in her mask
were gone.

Wait, did she just invite us to dinner? At
midnight?

My mouth popped open, but I had no words. I
flashed Kate the ‘Let’s Get Out Of Here’ signal, but her eyes were
vacant.

Heavy hands landed on my shoulders.

I jumped and whirled around. A set of very
pale blue eyes stared at me. They softened as their owner took me
in. “May I take your coat?” the man said.

He looked close to my dad’s age—mid-forties,
maybe—with broad shoulders and a crooked smile. Unlike my dad,
there was no trace of gray in his thick sandy hair, which grew down
the sides of his cheeks and ended in a clean-cut goatee. “Sorry if
I scared you in the garden,” he added with a wink. “You were
dangerously close to trampling my perennials. I’m Theo, by the way.
Marshall’s dad.”

This was the FBI guy? Where was his
blue jacket? His dark sunglasses? His … gadgets? Maybe the rumors
weren’t true after all. But … I gazed around at the dazzling house.
If he didn’t work for the FBI, who did he work for? I edged
away from him, the word mafia flashing through my mind.

He tried to pull the coat from my shoulders,
but I shrugged it back on. “Um, we really should be going,
actually. My father will be wondering where his car went.” It was a
lie, of course. I hurried to the couch and tugged on Kate’s hand,
attempting to break her connection with lover boy. “Kate, let’s
go,” I hissed.

“Nonsense, you must stay for supper.”
Calista spoke from across the room. Turning to the staircase she
said, “Lindy, we have guests.”

“Well, funny thing…” I said, still
attempting to pull Kate from her perch and reaching my other arm
toward Piper at the same time. “We already ate and it’s way past my
curfew, so … we really have to go.” I abandoned my lame excuses
from before, since nobody seemed to be questioning why we’d been
snooping around on their property.

A familiar form appeared at the top of the
stairs. As always, Lindy’s shoulders were slumped. Her skinny frame
wasn’t doing her any favors, and her dull hair hung lifeless around
her face. Her hands twisted in front of her.

Our eyes met. She sucked in a breath and
stood up straighter, as if someone had pressed a knife to her back.
She’d always been timid, reserved, and just a little bit off. But,
something was changing. I watched as her hands balled into fists
and her chin lifted. Her eyes became bright, as if someone had lit
a fire behind them.

Lindy closed the distance between us, her
eyes blazing.

My manners (courtesy of Kate’s mom) demanded
that I speak. I nodded and said the only thing I could think of.
“Hey, Lindy.” I wondered how long it would take for her to melt
back into the shadow she’d always been.

Marshall picked that moment to notice me.
His perfectly dimpled smile appeared and his ocean-blue eyes seemed
to sparkle.

I couldn’t help catching my breath. I cursed
him and his surfer good looks even as I felt my face flush—he was a
hottie and he knew it.

“Hi,” he said, his voice smooth and
disarming. “It’s Maggie, right?” He reached for my hand.

My legs wouldn’t obey when I told them to
step back.

He pulled me close and kissed my hand. When
his lips touched my fingers, a shiver ran up my arm, but it wasn’t
a nice shiver. It was like the kind you get during a horror movie.
When he released me, he said, “I’ll show them to the dining room,
Mother.”

I yanked my hand away and gawked at him.
I’ll show them to the dining room? Mother? Normal guys did
not talk like that. And, seriously, what was with the hand kissing
thing? I wiped my hand on my jeans, the spell broken. Why was he so
popular? He was creepy.

“Okay, so, we’re going to go.” I attempted
to pull Kate from the couch again, but Marshall stood up between
us, breaking my connection with her.

He placed a hand on the small of my back and
steered me around. “The dining room is right this way.” He held an
arm out to Kate, who looped her arm through his. Piper stood, her
eyes narrowing at Kate. She fell into step behind us. Calista,
Theo, and Lindy followed closely behind, leaving me no escape.

Soon I was sitting in a high-backed red
velvet chair, wrapped in a scent so divine I didn’t have a name for
it. It was like a rich, creamy soup, warm rising bread, and
Christmas morning all rolled into one.

My body relaxed. A lavish feast was laid
before me, and all thoughts of leaving faded to nothing as my mind
clouded over. Dinner was like a dream. I felt myself floating from
one course to the next, barely listening as Theo droned on about
his ancestors in Valstenia. I’d never heard of Valstenia, but I was
crap at geography so what did I know? I just smiled, nodded, and
stuffed my face. And looked at Marshall. He was so hot. I decided
it didn’t matter if he was strange. The hand kissing thing was
sweet, really.

Somewhere between the pumpkin soup and the
roast duck, I felt my head nod forward and then jerk up.

I’d become quite skilled at hiding my
tendency to fall asleep in class from my history teacher, but
Calista saw it. “Oh, dear. Marshall, I’m afraid your friends are
getting sleepy.” She stood and said, “Girls, why don’t you spend
the night with Lindy? We wouldn’t want you falling asleep at the
wheel, after all, and we have plenty of room. You can drive home in
the morning.”

I found myself nodding eagerly at the
thought of a bed. When I stood from the table, I had to grip the
chair to keep from falling over. Piper and Kate looked ready to
pass out, too. A sleepover would be loads of fun.

Lindy scowled at her mom. She looked like a
petulant toddler being asked to share her toys. (Petulant is such a
great word. I’m so glad Kate taught it to me.)

“C’mon, Lindy. Please can we stay?” I
asked.

“Yeah, it’ll be fun,” Kate slurred, dropping
an arm around Lindy’s shoulders. “We’re practically sisters, you
know.”

Piper appeared on Lindy’s other side,
looping an arm through her elbow like they were the best of
friends.

I dimly realized Kate had just cast herself
as the future Mrs. Marshall Parker. My eyes narrowed. I nudged her
aside, batting my eyes at Marshall as I stepped between them.

Calista rested her hand on top of Lindy’s
head and said, “There’s a good girl—do take your friends to their
beds.”

Lindy frowned and shrugged away from her
mother. After a long stand-off, mother and daughter locked in a
silent staring battle, Lindy sighed and led us up the stairs. She
stomped up the first few steps, but by the time we reached the
second floor, the fire inside her had died out.

The huge room she showed us to had way too
many beds. I tried to count them, but couldn’t think past three.
Calista hadn’t been exaggerating when she said they had plenty of
space. In the darkness, the room seemed to have no color. Lindy
didn’t turn on any lights, but I didn’t care. I headed for the
nearest four-poster and fell straight into its arms. The poufy
comforter felt softer than the fur of a baby rabbit. Or, at least,
what I thought a baby rabbit would feel like if I ever got to touch
one. Piles of fat pillows cushioned my body. A heavy canopy swung
shut, cocooning me in warmth.

I didn’t even text my dad to tell him where
I was in case he thought to check in on me.

****

My dreams were foreign, evil even. Dark
hands climbed up the side of my bed and stretched across my
sleeping body, pinning me to the mattress face up under a blanket
of black. I couldn’t move. I could only watch as hundreds of them
wove together, pressing tighter and tighter upon me. As the fleshy
blanket grew heavy from above, more hands reached through the
mattress and pulled me down.

I screamed, but no sound came out. Then I
was screaming underwater.

I watched the bubble that carried the last
of my air float to the surface as I was pulled deeper. A sinister
something called to me, inviting me to stop fighting and come
willingly. When I refused, it became angry. It wrapped me up and
tried to drag me under.

I resisted until I had nothing left. In the
final moment before the water filled my lungs, another force joined
me. A power not my own entered my body and fought against the hands
until they released me.

I floated up, finally free of the weight
that had pulled me under. I rose until I became aware of a horrible
ache in my back. The ache grew and grew, until fire pulsed up and
down my spine, forcing me to move.

I sat up in bed, awake and breathing
heavily. My lungs, still throbbing, expanded as I frantically
gulped in the air. My body ached like after weight-lifting day in
gym class. My back was full of knots and my spine tingled.

I twisted my arm around so I could knead the
pain from my back with my thumb, but my elbow knocked into
something hard on the way. The sharp jolt of pain woke me
fully.

I cried out, grabbing my elbow with my free
hand. Tears sprung to my eyes, which I squeezed shut. My head
cleared. As the previous night’s events ran through my mind, my
body trembled and I shrank into the pile of pillows on the bed.

There’d been a midnight feast. A kiss on my
hand. Thick fog in my head. Shameless flirting. A room with too
many beds.

We shouldn’t be here. We were in danger.

My heart pounded out a rhythm that shook my
skull. The darkness threatened to suffocate me, and I groped around
frantically. Why did it feel like I was inside of a box? My arm
brushed a thick velvet curtain, the fibers tickling my skin, and I
remembered— the canopy.

I swept it aside and gulped in the fresh
air. My heart slowed. Frowning, I ran a hand over the mattress.

It was bumpy.

I lifted the canopy further and peered at
the surface of the bed, now dimly lit by the moon. My mouth fell
open.

The bed was full of dozens of lumps.

I touched one, expecting it to flatten like
the lumps on a foam mattress pad, but it was hard. It didn’t give,
even when I pressed on it until my finger turned white. This must
have been what my elbow knocked into. I scraped at another one and
heard the pops and clicks as my nail grazed over tiny bumps in its
surface. The lumps felt like rocks. Or large marbles, maybe.
Whatever they were, they seemed like part of the mattress and were
scattered randomly across the surface of my bed. How the heck had I
fallen asleep?

As I puzzled it out, a cold, heavy dread
wormed its way through me. A thought struck and refused to leave.
It seemed absurd at first, but the more I considered it, the more
the pieces fit together.

We’d been drugged. That had to be it. I
never would have agreed to a sleepover otherwise, especially
without checking in with my dad. The threat of my phone being taken
away had me forever acting the part of dutiful daughter. And there
was no way I would have fallen asleep on such a horrible bed, no
matter how tired I was.

But why would Lindy’s parents drug us? So we
wouldn’t find out about their crappy beds?

I frowned, my mind whirling through an
endless loop. I slipped quietly to the floor, noting I still had my
shoes on. Further proof that I hadn’t been all there when I’d
fallen into this bed. I had no idea what time it was, but felt I
hadn’t been asleep for very long. A sliver of moonlight pierced
through the heavily curtained window and lay like a sword on the
thick woven rug at my feet.

I shivered and gazed around the room full of
beds, counting them properly for the first time. There were six.
This area of the house was not as fancy as the entryway. The thick
fabrics and dark furniture screamed Horror Movie.

Goose bumps rose on my arms. I rushed to the
bed closest to mine and yanked aside the curtain. It was empty, and
still neatly made. I ran my hand across the surface. It was full of
lumps, just like mine had been. I moved to the next one, my stomach
tightening as I searched for my friends. The next two beds were
neat, empty, and equally bumpy.

I found Piper sleeping soundly in the fifth
lumpy bed.

I held my breath as I pulled aside the
curtain of the last bed. The comforter had been thrown to the side
and the sheets were twisted into violent knots, but the bed was
empty.

My stomach clenched.

Kate.

She was gone.


Chapter
Three—Lindy

 


A part of me died long ago.

It was the part of me that feels, and it was
Calista’s fault.

What happened tonight was nothing new—innocent
victims welcomed into our home, not knowing they would never leave.
I learned long ago I could not help them, so I stopped trying.

But this time something was different. This time I
was awake, burning with a gut-wrenching guilt, as the next victims
slept downstairs. This time I knew the victims. And they didn’t
deserve what was coming.

It had always been hard for me to make friends. I’d
been called loner, loser, outcast, and freak. Even still, I
remembered Maggie offering to show me around when I first
transferred to their school. Through her, I met Kate and Piper. The
three of them were always nice to me, while other kids kept their
distance and spread rumors behind my back. I told myself I didn’t
care—I wasn’t like them.

But being a loner was lonely.

So tonight when I saw Maggie and her friends here,
something inside me snapped. Or, perhaps it was the dead piece of
me coming back to life. Now I cared desperately about what was
happening in the room below mine.

But there was still nothing I could do.

Calista usually lured in victims from out of town to
avoid arousing suspicion. Pregnant ones were a particular
favorite—easy prey, she called them. But Maggie and her friends
came here all on their own. The opportunity was too good for
Calista to pass up.

Everyone thought Calista was my mother, but she
wasn’t.

Back in my day, almost four centuries ago, Calista
had an alternate method of luring in victims. She and her husband,
Theodore, advertised for hired help with their inn. The number of
parents willing to sell their daughters into a life of servitude in
exchange for a forgiven debt or a clean slate was staggering.

My father was one of them.

By the time my mother found out what he’d done, it
was too late. There was no escape. I was bound.

My story was well known in this land,
whispered as a bedtime tale to ease children into sleep. But, just
like any other story passed down through time by rumors and idle
gossip, the fragment that survived was woefully incomplete. It
began something like this:

There is rumored to have been (once upon a time, of course) a princess, a pea,
and a tower of mattresses.

That much was true, though in actuality it
was only one mattress, not twenty. The pea was also real, though
most would call it a precious stone—an emerald, to be precise.

The gem that sealed my fate was now in the
Smithsonian Museum of Natural History in Washington D.C. Calista
was furious when she found it missing. She thought I’d stolen it
until she remembered my limits. The identity of the true thief
remains unknown.

Even though the emerald is no longer in our
possession, we are still bound to it, as it is bound to us.
Admirers of the opulent necklace where it rests don’t understand
it. Like me, the gem is a prisoner, struggling against its
fate.

I was blissfully unaware of the gem’s
existence until Rupert, my so-called father, invited me to
accompany him on a journey one morning. Until that day, he’d always
kept me at a distance, acknowledging my existence far less often
than even the animals he tended. So while his invitation was
surprising, it ignited a long-forgotten hope that he did indeed
care for me.

We departed long before sunrise in the
summer of my sixteenth year. It was 1615, in the year of our Lord.
Rupert wouldn’t let me wake mother to say goodbye, claiming she was
ill and needed her rest. He was unusually talkative as we set out,
taking our only horse and cart. When our journey took us into
unfamiliar territory, I forgot all about my sleeping mother. My
heart raced at the prospect of seeing something new.

I grew up in a remote area of Trellboro, in
a tiny town on the outskirts of the city Glasington. It was located
in the southernmost part of what was now Sweden. The nearest town
was several miles away and I’d seen little of the world outside our
small farm. I came to learn my parents were wary of our neighbors.
At times, they even seemed afraid, though I never understood
why.

The neighboring towns we journeyed through
that morning were in various stages of preparation for their
midsummer celebrations. In one town, large purple banners hung from
the fronts of every building in the town square. In another,
bunches of ribbons, in every color imaginable, danced from the tops
of poles driven into the earth. Still another had hundreds of
lanterns swinging from ropes that stretched across the sky, marking
the center of town and the location of the feast. Mother had
promised we would participate in the summer solstice festivities
for the first time that year, and I’d been marking the days.

When the sun sank below the horizon, we were
still traveling. My legs were stiff and my back ached from the
miles and miles we’d gone, the cart bouncing over ruts in the road
and knocking me repeatedly against the unforgiving wooden seat. We
settled into an inn shortly after nightfall. Rupert said we’d
almost reached our destination, though he still hadn’t clarified
where that was.

My first encounter with the woman who ran
the inn was unremarkable. I recall only that she was well-dressed,
in clothes of a very fine fabric. I’d glanced down at my own ragged
skirt, stitched by my clumsy hand, and felt shame color my cheeks.
The woman’s husband, a man with kind, pale-blue eyes, stayed mostly
in the background.

The first time I saw their son, Marsala, was
when he came to build a fire in my hearth after supper. He was tall
and muscular, and smelled of sunshine and hay. There had been no
boys my age in our forgotten corner of woods, and I couldn’t help
staring at him as he worked, how his muscles rippled under the thin
fabric of his clothes.

Warmth enveloped me, spreading like melting
butter and making me hyper-aware of my body. I looked away, but my
gaze wandered back to Marsala. I watched from the corners of my
eyes, burning up with something I’d never felt before as he
worked.

When he finished, he stood and asked if
there was anything else I needed.

My heart strained against the confines of my
own chest as I forced myself to meet his gaze.

He smiled, but the warmth didn’t touch his
eyes. His expression remained cool—lips set in a tight smile, eyes
aloof and unfeeling.

The heat slowly bled from my body, leaving
me shivering in its wake. I realized I couldn’t trust him, this boy
with the sun-bleached hair.

He bade me goodnight and I climbed into bed,
trying to figure out why his smile had seemed so wrong.

My father and I did not depart in the
morning. Even now, centuries later, I don’t understand all the
details of what happened to me that night. But it began with a
troubled slumber on a bed of enchanted emeralds.

 


 



Chapter
Four—Lindy

 


Scandinavia 1615

I’d anticipated a rest far superior to the one I’d
always had on the floorboards of my tiny loft. Sleeping on the
oversized feather bed gracing my room should have been like
sleeping on a cloud. In reality, the bed felt more like a
rock-strewn beach. In my dreams I tried to leave its shores, but
found I could not escape. The rocks pressed into my back and held
me down. They became a part of me and I a part of them.

I didn’t wake until the morning sun broke over the
horizon, throwing rays of light into my room. My fragmented dreams
washed away. I sat up in bed and rubbed my aching back, relieved to
find the rocks hadn’t, in fact, become a part of me. The fire in my
room had died to nothing and a chill filled the air. I stepped to
the floor, shivering, and pulled on my dressing gown as quickly as
I could.

A neatly folded, crimson blanket sat beside the wash
basin. Though the water was cold, it was still a luxury to have my
own basin. After washing my face, I wrapped the blanket around my
shoulders and went in search of my father.

A strong, rich scent lured me down the stairs. It
was bitter, but also slightly nutty. The front entryway was
deserted, as was the sitting room. “Hello?” I called.

I entered the dining area, also deserted, and a
woman’s voice rang out from the next room over. The kitchen, I
assumed. “How could this be the last of it?” she demanded. “Marsala
brought some in less than a fortnight ago!” Though I stood out of
sight, I could picture the pots and pans as they clanged in the
next room. “You’ll have to go for more.” A chair scraped across the
wooden floor. “I need it!”

“Beggin’ your pardon, Ma’am, but the beans are still
scarce in these parts. ‘Tis a long trip from Arabia. Mr. Han says
‘twill be another month at least ‘fore more comes in.”

A bang, like the slamming of a door, shook the
walls. A menacing voice said, “Milda, coffee is a luxury I’m
unwilling to go without. Offer him whatever he wants. I’m quite
certain he can procure some.” Another bang. Then, “I’m going to
collect the Peas.”

Footsteps approached and Calista, the woman who’d
welcomed us the day before, rounded the corner and collided into
me. She cried out, a sort of strangled bark catching in her throat.
Her hand flew to her mouth and she stood, staring at me.

Another voice called out from the kitchen, “What is
it, dear?” Calista’s husband, Theodore, appeared in the doorway,
saw me, and cursed. He clamped a hand over his mouth.

The cook followed, carrying a steaming pitcher and
heading for the heavy wooden dining table. She maneuvered around
Theodore before looking up. She gasped when she saw me and the
pitcher slipped out of her hands. It crashed to the ground,
splattering its dark brown contents everywhere.

Nobody moved.

The dark, steaming puddles slowly shrank as the
precious coffee dripped through the cracks in the floorboards.

I shifted under their scrutiny and drew the blanket
tighter around my shoulders. “I’m looking for my father. Do you
know where he is?”

The Lady’s lips pressed together in a firm line. A
too-tight smile appeared on her face. “Oh, good morning, dear!” She
glanced pointedly at the cook, who stooped to pick up the pitcher.
Theodore still gazed at me. His wife nudged him and he ducked his
head. “I trust you slept well?”

Even though I knew better than to speak my mind and
insult my hosts, somehow, I couldn’t stop myself. “I think there’s
something wrong with that bed. It was awfully uncomfortable. Full
of lumps. I had a terrible nights’ sleep.” My face flushed and I
looked down, mortified I’d answered so candidly.

Calista’s taut smile didn’t waver. “Theodore will
tend to it. Don’t you worry, Dear.” She grabbed one of my arms and
led me to a chair. “Sit down. Milda will bring you some bread and
freshly churned butter.”

“Where is my father?”

“Oh. Rupert. Ahhh … he stepped out.” Her eyes darted
to the door. “Said he had to settle some business. You just missed
him. Eat up, Dear.” She hurried from the room, her husband
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