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Chapter One

Hardly a Council of
War

 


Lindy

 


1623—Valstenia

(Southern tip of
modern-day Sweden)

 


The Baltic Sea sparkled below as I
clung to the side of a cliff.

Though, perhaps, cliff was too strong
of a word. Precipice, maybe. Or overhang. No matter what it was
called, clinging was definitely required.

My fingers went numb, my arms shook,
and my feet strained to find purchase on the rocky wall.

And I loved every minute of
it.

Since my father had died, this was the
only place I could go to be alone. To think. To work through the
seemingly unsolvable problems I’d been left with. The better cliffs
were farther north and to the west, but they were a day’s journey
away at best. And I couldn’t be gone that long.

So I resorted to this … precipice …
whenever I needed to think.

It had been a week and a day since my
father, King Edvin, had died. In the seven years I’d been home
since Maggie defeated the Emerald that had held me bound for four
centuries, I’d grown to enjoy life in a castle. I’d bonded with my
parents and younger siblings, Carina and Felipe. I’d learned to act
like royalty, though I still found myself slipping up after my long
years of servitude.

But I had not learned how to be
Queen—had certainly not expected I’d be Queen so soon. No one had.
And now my Uncle Oliver—or O, as my brother Garon called him—was
back, claiming a stolen Topaz posed a dire threat to our
kingdom.

I’d wanted to tell him to get in line.
Drought posed a threat to our kingdom. A lack of funds posed a
threat to our kingdom. Thieves attacking at our borders were a
threat to the kingdom. And certainly, I, inexperienced as I was,
posed as dire a threat to our kingdom as there ever was.

But with my brother Garon gone and my
sister Yelena married to a German baron, I was next in line for the
throne. My mother, with her quiet strength, had been a great
comfort to me in this new and unexpected role. But it had actually
been Borov, my father’s most trusted guard, who had best helped me
transition to Queen. He nudged when I needed it, supported when I
needed it, and corrected—gently—when I needed it. He’d been
training me to be Queen since the moment I’d returned, without ever
saying anything outright.

A voice floated to me on the breeze.
“Queen Shalyndria,” it called. Then, more urgently, “Queen
Shalyndria, where are you?”

Oh, no. It was Lillian, my handmaid.
How had she found me?

I finished my climb, pulling myself to
the top and heaving my body over the ledge. And there, right in
front of me, were Lillian’s worn shoes—dusty, and with the ties
coming undone. She held a horse by the reins.

“Highness, what are you
doing?”

I stood.

She sucked in a breath.
“What are you wearing?”

Well, I couldn’t exactly rock climb in
a dress. So I’d been doing it in my undergarments—white pantalets
and a linen shift top.

Lillian’s eyes went wide. “Where are
your stays, child? You’re positively indecent.”

I grabbed my dress from the branch I’d
thrown it over, but my stays—early cousins of the corset—were
hidden under my bed, where I’d stashed them a few days ago. “Don’t
tell Mother.”

She helped me back into my dress while
the wind whipped a lock of her hair free from her cap. “Of course,
Your Highness.”

I cringed. I could do without everyone
calling me that, especially this woman who was twice my
age.

“Borov requests your
presence in the council room at once.”

I glanced at the sun—it was sitting
well above the horizon—and my heartbeat ticked up a notch. Waves
crashed on the shore below us. “Oh, no. I lost track of the
time!”

“The council members are
just arriving. Take the horse. I’ll walk back.”

“We can both ride.” I
mounted and held my hand out to help her up.

“With respect, Milady,
I’ll walk.”

I huffed. “Lillian, you get on this
horse right now.” It wasn’t exactly proper for a servant to share
my horse. But, really, what was the big deal? I wasn’t going to
make her hike all the way back up to the castle—it was my fault
she’d had to come find me in the first place.

It was a walk I enjoyed. I’d risen
before the sun in order to make it. And I’d left myself plenty of
time to get back—had I been paying attention to the
time.

Lillian eyed the switchbacks leading
up to the castle and then sighed. She grabbed my outstretched hand
and I helped her onto the horse.

“Good choice.” I urged the
horse onward, and he carried us back to my family’s castle. The
closer we got, the steeper the terrain became. Our castle was built
into a mountainside, with the front facing the town of Korona, and
the back looking out over the sea.

Mare
Balticum. It was a sea which was
constantly being fought over for control of trade routes. Our
position on it made us strong, giving us free access to the trade
routes, and the ability to see a seaside attack long before the
aggressor got close enough to fire. For this reason, we were rarely
attacked from the sea.

We started up the switchback trail
that wound up and around the side of the castle, shifting our body
weight forward to ease the horse’s burden as he climbed.

My mind mirrored the switchbacks,
winding back and forth around the knowledge that, like some
horrible twist of fate, I was once again responsible for stopping a
threat that involved one of Oliver’s creations. As soon as we
reached the castle, I’d be expected to explain this threat to the
members of the council my father had relied on to assist in matters
of safety to the kingdom.

A voice inside my head insisted that I
should not be the one in charge. That I’d already failed my country
once by letting the Emerald live on when I could have stopped it,
and that I was going to fail again.

But failure was not an option. I was
all my country had.

At least this time my Uncle Oliver was
here. He’d been hesitant to tell me much about the Topaz, but if I
was going to stop it, I needed to know everything he
did.

Today was the day. I had to get him to
talk.

The horse clomped across the
drawbridge that spanned the chasm separating the front of the
castle from the path leading into town. As soon as we entered the
front gates, I slid off the horse.

Captain Borov was waiting
for me, standing at attention and exuding precisely the right
amount of authority—his broad shoulders squared and his features
stern, mixed with a trace of submissiveness in the bow of his
head. His hair, which had slowly gone gray
since my return to Valstenia, only increased his authoritative
appearance. He was the most loyal of guards—my father had been
right to trust him with his life.

“All the arrangements have
been made, Your Highness. Please, come with me.” He didn’t mention
the fact that I’d disappeared on a very important morning, or point
out that my hands were dirty.

I stepped into the grand hallway,
letting him trail behind me even though I much preferred walking by
his side. My proper place as Queen was at the head of any
entourage, even a two-person one. Tapestries and ancient weapons
hung on the stone walls, adorning the bare spaces from one wooden
door to the next.

Borov spoke as we walked. “Madam
Hansen was back this morning. Says the royal chickens are still
getting into her grain.”

“She’s only after a new
fence, at our expense.”

“Still, she must be
pacified. She’s the largest supplier of grain in Korona. And then
there’s King Qadar. He continues to press for a marriage
alliance.”

I scowled. A faraway king whom I’d
never met wanted to marry me, and I couldn’t figure out why. Which
made me leery.

“I’ll give him an answer
soon.”

“Additionally, the troops
in Duke Christoph’s territory are due for leave, but we don’t have
the funds to hire replacements. It appears the tax relief your
father instituted was not sustainable.”

I stopped walking. “I’m not raising
taxes.”

“The reserve is drying up,
Your Highness. We must act quickly, or we run the risk of the men
deserting.” The Captain nudged my elbow.

I continued down the corridor. “There
has to be another way. We’ll find it somehow. Is everyone here for
the meeting?”

“Everyone except Duke
Christoph, who sends his apologies. He felt it best that he stay
and rally his men, given the fact that no replacements are coming.
But Oliver is in the council room, along with King Jershon of
Trellboro, and the council of five that your father formed to
assist in matters of war. And of course, your mother and elder
sister.”

My head rose sharply. “Yelena is
here?”

“Yes, Highness,” Borov
answered. “Your mother thought Yelena’s presence would be a comfort
to you. It is your first council of war.”

“This is hardly a council
of war, Captain. My uncle’s missing gem is a minor threat to our
kingdom’s security, nothing more.” I said the words, hoping I’d
believe them more once they were out of my mouth.

I didn’t.

For years, my Uncle Oliver had been
referred to simply as O, while he traveled the country as an
elusive and mysterious medicine man. He’d been back at the castle
only a few days, and he was still very much a mystery. I didn’t
know how forthcoming he would be.

“All the same, Highness.
It is my job to ever prepare for the worst.” Borov halted outside
of a heavy, steel-studded door. “Ready?”

I lifted my chin and gave a slight
nod. He opened the door.

Nine people stood as I entered the
room. My mother and sister smiled. Oliver grimaced. King Jershon,
the grizzled old man from the country east of ours, looked like he
might fall asleep. But the five council members’ faces were tight,
their expressions guarded. Tension rolled off their bodies and
filled the air.

There was an empty seat where Duke
Christoph usually sat.

I glided to my place at the front, my
hands clenched by my sides, and reminded myself to keep my eyes up.
After four centuries of servitude, my natural tendencies were
anything but queenly. I caught my mother’s gaze, and her expression
was tender—like she was watching me take my first steps.

“Be seated,” I commanded,
noting that I’d kept my voice from wobbling.

I waited for the group to settle.
“There is a threat to Valstenia’s security. You have been summoned
in the hopes that, together, we may quench this threat peacefully
and maintain good relations with all of our neighboring countries.”
I nodded toward King Jershon of Trellboro, with whom my father had
been discussing a merge before his untimely passing. Not that a
merge with the tiny Eastern province would have done much good.
Trellboro had even less resources than Valstenia did.

I turned to my uncle. “Oliver, would
you explain the nature of the threat to our esteemed allies and
council members?”

Oliver stood. His movements were
stiff, and his expression tight. “Certainly, Highness.” He bowed
his head slightly, then turned to face the council.

“I am the late King
Edvin’s younger brother. I am a healer. An alchemist. Some also
call me a magician.”

One of the council members said, “Is
it true you use blood magic?”

There was a collective intake of
breath.

Oliver squared his shoulders.
“No.”

“Please, no questions
until he’s done talking,” I said. “Go on, Uncle. We must know all
there is to know.”

Oliver continued. “As a youth, I
traveled widely, seeking knowledge. I studied physics, chemistry,
alchemy, and medicine. I learned all I could of the earth’s laws,
plants, and minerals. I sat in council with the great thinkers of
Europe. I traveled through the Ottoman Empire, and into Asia where
I sought spiritual enlightenment at the hands of holy men.
Additionally, I consorted with thieves, soothsayers, and
harlots.”

Murmurs circled the room. My mother’s
lips came together in a tight line.

Oliver’s chin jutted out. “There is
much to be learned by knowing all classes and types of people. I
have made mistakes, and done things I’m not proud of. But I’ve done
some good as well. Additionally, I made some fantastic
discoveries.”

He paused.

I leaned forward, watching my uncle
closely.

It seemed he was waiting for the very
eyes of heaven to be trained on him before he continued. Then
slowly, almost reverently, he said, “I have created three
artifacts. Through the use of these artifacts, one can control
wealth, beauty, and age.”

A collective gasp echoed throughout
the room.

“Unholy,” I heard someone
whisper.

“It’s witchcraft,” hissed
another.

King Jershon’s eyelids popped
open.

Oliver paid them no mind. “Your Queen
was unfortunate enough to learn the negative unforeseen
consequences of one of my discoveries, but she has put the threat
of wealth to rest.” He glanced at me and his features softened. “At
great personal sacrifice, I might add.”

I looked down at my hands while images
of my four hundred years of servitude surfaced in my mind. Watching
Calista and Theo lure innocent girls into their cursed inn and
being powerless to stop it. Seeing their stolen lives encased in
the newly created emeralds I was in charge of harvesting. Those
girls had been trapped—some of them for centuries—before Maggie set
them free. Did they have lasting memories of the harrowing
experience?

I thought of all the time I’d lost
with my family. My brother who’d tried to help me and become
trapped in time because of it. And Maggie—had she been able to move
on from the nightmare she’d endured at my hands?

King Jershon, now fully awake, leaned
forward in his chair. “What form does the current threat
take?”

Oliver squared his shoulders and
looked directly at him. “Beauty.”


Chapter Two

Game Plan

 


Lindy

 


1623—Valstenia

 


At the news that we were dealing with
a threat of beauty, the tension bled out of the council room. All
around me, shoulders slumped, sighs escaped, and bodies leaned back
in their chairs. A few council members actually laughed.

I alone remained tense—fully aware
that just because the danger wasn’t obvious didn’t mean it wasn’t
there.

Oliver said, “The threat comes from a
Topaz that grants beauty to its bearer.”

A member of the city council voiced
the sentiment for everyone but me. “Beauty is hardly a
threat.”

“Those were precisely my
thoughts when I created the gem that grants beauty to its bearer,”
Oliver said. “But ponder, for a moment, on the power possessed by a
beautiful person. A woman, perhaps. Does she not achieve, with
relative ease, whatever she seeks? Do men not go out of their way
to assist her when perhaps no assistance is required? Could such a
woman take advantage of the spell she casts on others and work
mischief where they least expect it?” Oliver was breathing hard,
his face flushed. “Make no mistake, my friends, one who holds the
gift of beauty is a formidable foe.”

I sensed there was more to it than
that. Something Oliver was keeping back.

My mother, the former Queen Maren,
spoke for the first time. “And who now possesses this unnatural
gift? I gather you no longer have the cursed Topaz?”

“Sadly, it fell out of my
care through … ahm … poor judgment.” Oliver cleared his throat.
“The woman who now possesses it holds a grudge against the royal
family. I believe she plans to seize possession of the crown and
take command of Valstenia’s armies. But she will be subtle—you will
not see her coming until it is too late.”

My sister said, “So, what is to be
done?” Her tone was steely and her gaze pinned Oliver in place
until he squirmed. My sister would have taken to the crown like a
thief to an open market.

“Security must be
increased,” a councilman volunteered.

Another added, “The markets must be
purged of riffraff.”

The council members began speaking
over one another.

“The King’s Guard needs
new recruits.”

“Large cities should
prepare for siege by storing food and water.”

“Husbandmen must be
alerted and given means to protect the kingdom’s crops.”

My head spun. “In order to destroy
this threat, we need to understand it.”

“No, Highness, first we
must find it,” Oliver said.

“We need to understand it
before we go looking for it. For example, are there any lasting
consequences or side effects from its use? Does it do anything in
addition to granting beauty? Did you build in a fail-safe with this
gemstone like you did with the Emerald? Is there a path already in
place for its destruction?”

Oliver flinched. “Destruction is not
necessary, Highness. All we must do is recover the Topaz—get it out
of the wrong hands.”

“But what if it falls into
the wrong hands again?” councilman number four asked.

“I agree. It’s a risk I’m
not willing to take,” I said. “Not this time. The gem must be
destroyed.”

Oliver’s face went ashen.

I tried to match Yelena’s steely glare
as I held his gaze. “You came to us for help. This is what we must
do.”

“But my work—my
discoveries—they can do so much good.”

I kept my gaze steady. “And also, not.
Destruction is the only way to ensure this never happens
again.”

Oliver took a breath, then hesitated.
“Can I speak with you in private?” he finally said.

“Absolutely not,” my
mother said. “Whatever you have to say can be said in front of the
council. We must all understand this threat.”

Oliver fidgeted. His gaze darted from
my face to my mother’s, to Borov’s, and back to mine.

He approached my mother and bowed.
“The thing is, Queen Mother…” He wrung his hands together. “That
is—my sister—for you are my late brother’s wife.” He cleared his
throat.

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,
please be frank,” my mother said.

Oliver’s hands dropped to his side. “I
don’t know how to destroy it.”

The room went silent.

My body suddenly felt full of
sand—heavy—like I might burst apart and sift through the
floorboards.

King Jershon was the first to find his
voice. “You expect us to believe that the enlightened, educated
wanderer doesn’t know how to destroy one of his own
creations?”

“I could venture a guess,”
Oliver said. “That is, I know what I’d do if I wanted to … destroy
it.” Oliver choked on the word destroy. He trailed off, clearly
with no intention of sharing his guess anytime soon.

“We’d like to hear your
idea now,” I said.

“You’re missing the point,
Highness. Every moment we spend talking is a moment lost
searching.”

I raised an eyebrow and
waited.

We needed him to talk. Had to know
everything he knew. How could I get him to talk?

The moments ticked by, faster and
faster, matching the heartbeat in my chest. “We will not begin our
search until you enlighten us.”

Finally, Oliver huffed and pushed a
hand through his hair. “Fine. The Topaz was created the same way
the Emerald was. I weakened the atomic bonds and introduced a
foreign substance that enhanced the original molecular
structure.”

“What foreign substance?”
I pressed.

“A flower that possesses
uncanny healing properties. It altered the Topaz so it would ‘heal’
any perceived inadequacy in the bearer, causing those who see the
bearer to see them as perfect and beautiful. There is no built-in
way to destroy it, as there was with the Emerald, but once the
Topaz is back in our possession, I can remove the plant, which
should return the gem to its original, innocuous state.”

“You really think you can
remove all traces of the flower?” my mother asked. “What if pieces
have broken off over time, or disintegrated throughout the
gemstone? Won’t that make it extremely difficult to
remove?”

One of Oliver’s eyes twitched and he
brought a hand to his face to stop the tic. “It’s still in one
piece. And if it’s not, for some reason, any number of other
substances could be added to counteract the healing effects of the
flower. Or, as a last resort, the atomic bonds within the Topaz
could be weakened to the point of separation, effectively
disintegrating the gem.”

There was a beat of
silence.

Oliver gazed at the faces in the room.
“If there are no more questions, can we please get on with finding
it?”

His logic seemed sound. Garon had
tried to teach me how to weaken the atomic bonds of a substance, as
he’d taught Maggie, but I hadn’t caught on as quickly as she had.
I’d need some lessons from Oliver.

But first… “Yes, Uncle, we must find
it.”

“Good. I volunteer to
accompany you on a journey to find the Topaz thief and stop her
from taking your crown. I believe I know where she’s taken
refuge.”

“If you know where she is,
why haven’t you gone after her already?” Yelena’s glare was like an
arrow. Sharp and deadly.

Oliver met Yelena’s look with a steely
one of his own. “I felt it was my duty to alert the Queen to the
threat as soon as I became aware of it. If I were to go after the
gemstone alone and fail, the knowledge of its existence and
probable whereabouts would die with me. Then, when the threat
arrived on your doorstep, you would be completely
unprepared.”

Nobody moved. Nobody
breathed.

They were waiting for me to
speak.

Clearly, I’d be safer inside the
castle walls. We could send a party of soldiers after the woman,
guided by Oliver. The soldiers would be better equipped to fight
than I was, if needed.

But was I better suited to address
this particular threat because of my experience with the Emerald?
Was there something Oliver wasn’t saying—couldn’t say under the
scrutiny of my mother and Borov—that I should understand
implicitly?

Or was there something he’d held back
on purpose that I had yet to discover?

Oliver’s lips were set in a firm line,
his gaze locked on mine.

I looked to Borov, but his expression
was unreadable.

My mother was studying me. Her
expression was calm, but her hands were clasped a little too
tightly.

I squared my shoulders. Regardless of
the danger, this was a fight I needed to fight. I would not cower
in my castle.

“Yes, we must go after
her,” I said, keeping my voice even but strong. “Oliver will be my
guide. Will anyone else join—?”

Borov stepped forward before I’d
finished my request. “I will accompany you, Highness, along with a
hundred of my best men.”

A hundred? That seemed extreme. All we
needed to do was steal back a gemstone.

It was what I’d sent Maggie to do all
by herself. Another lifetime ago.

Oliver voiced my concern. “The woman
is hiding deep within the forest. Stealth will behoove us, and it
will be difficult to achieve with such a large company.”

Borov’s brow furrowed as he studied
Oliver, eyes boring into him.

Oliver didn’t flinch.

Finally, Borov said, “Very well.
Myself and fifteen of my finest men. You will be our guide, but
will remain under constant supervision. I will command the guards.
And the Queen will have final say on any decisions to be
made.”

Oliver nodded. “Naturally.”

Borov turned to me. “We leave at dawn.
Who would you appoint to reign in your stead?”

“Yelena should have the
honor.” The throne would have been my sister’s place, after all,
had she not been married off to a foreigner at such a young age.
“My mother will advise her as needed, as she currently does for
me.”

“Very well.” Borov stood
and bowed his head. The others in the room followed
suit.

I waited the customary ten seconds. It
always felt too long, so I had to count in my head to be sure I
didn’t cut the show of respect short. “Rise,” I finally commanded.
“You are all dismissed.”

The council members filed
out.

“Oh, Borov?”

He turned to face me.

“Send a hundred men to
Duke Christoph at once.”

“We don’t have a hundred
extra men.”

“What about the hundred
you offered to send with me?” I smiled, knowing I had
him.

Borov’s features froze in place. But
then his mouth twitched up into the tiniest of grins. “Well played,
Your Highness. You are learning quickly. I’ll pull them from the
Eastern border and send them North at once.”

“Thank you.”

Two guards escorted my uncle from the
room. As he passed me, he said in a low voice, “We must prepare for
any possibility. These things are unpredictable.” A third guard
joined the group and nudged Oliver forward.

A chill ran through me as I watched my
uncle leave, surrounded by guards. The unpredictability of O’s
magic was something I knew of all too well.


Chapter Three

What the What?

 


Maggie

 


Present
Day—Virginia

 


Internet stalking took on a whole new
meaning the summer after The Emerald Incident. You were supposed to
stalk hot guys. Frenemies. Maybe the occasional college
recruiter.

Not dead princesses.

But I couldn’t help stalking Lindy,
even though she’d technically been dead over four hundred years. To
me she’d only been gone a few months. She’d saved my family and
become my friend, and I would never get to say thank you, or
goodbye.

I stalked when I should have been
studying. I stalked right before bed. I stalked first thing in the
morning. I often didn’t realize what I was doing until my computer
was already queued up to the history of a little-known country
called Valstenia.

But history didn’t change. Lindy had
lived a good life, and now she was gone. The end.

On a scale of one to
crazy, I wasn’t sure just how high ‘stalking dead princesses’ ranked. It
was probably certifiable. I
was probably certifiable.

Oh well.

“Maggie, you’re going to
be late for work!” my dad yelled.

My hand hovered over the computer
mouse. “Just a sec!”

I also had Lindy to thank for the fact
that my dad no longer lived in a grief-induced stupor. Shortly
after The Incident, my boyfriend Garon had called, pretending to be
the lawyer for a recently deceased—fictional—great aunt, with a
handsome inheritance for me and my brother—money we’d actually
gotten from selling the emerald Lindy had given me. My dad had been
hyper-attentive ever since.

Even though I couldn’t get away with
much anymore, I wouldn’t trade him for the ghost he used to
be.

Unfortunately, he’d refused to use any
of the money to update my bedroom, or buy me new clothes. He only
caught up on the mortgage payments, then put the rest into the
bank, insisting it was for us, not him.

As in, it was for college, not for
fun. Ugh.

My fingers flew across the
keyboard without my permission. I clicked on the link that was my
new best friend and went to find my shoes while my computer thought
about obeying me. My dad also refused to buy me a laptop.
“Waiting teaches
character,” he said whenever I complained
about how slow my old desktop was.

I found my shoes underneath a pile of
clean clothes that hadn’t quite made it into my drawers yet. The
shoes were tan suede ankle boots—with three inch heels—and I hated
them. But they went much better than my sneakers with the khaki
mini-skirt and starched white shirt I had to wear to my summer job
at the Gap. I scowled at the shoes as I worked them on.

When my feet were properly confined, I
sat up and glanced at my screen. “Stupid, slow computer! Oh,
wait…”

I peered closer.

“Page not found?
Really?”

Piper said I should stop
talking to my computer, but I kinda liked having someone—okay,
something—to yell
at whenever I wanted to. It helped me avoid thinking about the fact
that Garon had given up his whole life—his destiny, even—to be with
me.

I was glad, of course.

Well, at least, the selfish part of me
was. But another part of me wondered what I was keeping him
from.

“Why couldn’t you find the
page?” I yelled at my computer. “I’ve only been on it like a
thousand times a day for the past three months!”

I hit refresh.

Page not found.

“Ugh!” I clicked the
search box and typed, Queen Shalyndria
Valstenia. I slid a clip into my hair to
pull it away from my face. My bob was too short for the mandated
ponytail, but my boss insisted I make some sort of effort to put it
back each day. I glossed my lips and did my mascara.

It was really time for a new
computer.

“Maggie, I’m
leaving now!”

“I’m coming, I promise!”
My car had refused to start yesterday and was now sitting in the
repair shop awaiting a prognosis. So today, I was at the mercy of
my dad for a ride to work.

Finally, the page appeared. But the
link I’d clicked on months ago was no longer there. The top result
used to be a Wiki page listing the details of Valstenia’s final
years, and the benevolent Queen Shalyndria who had peacefully led
her country until it became part of Sweden in the late 1600s. That
was the page I’d memorized word for word in the time since I’d last
seen Lindy.

But now the top result was a page on
Valstenia itself. Holding my breath, I clicked on it and scanned
the text. There was no mention of Lindy—er, Queen
Shalyndria—anywhere. My pulse quickened as I re-read the passage.
Garon and Lindy’s father, King Edvin, was mentioned only briefly.
After his death, several names were listed as rulers, but none that
I recognized. I kept reading:

“In the late 1600s,
Valstenia became part of Denmark…”

Wait, what? Valstenia had become a
part of Sweden, not Denmark. A chill slipped down my spine. What
was going on?

“Maggie, if you’re not in
the car in one minute, you’re taking the bus to work!”

Eep! I hated the bus. But … I couldn’t
leave now. All traces of Lindy had vanished overnight. I had to
figure out what was going on.

But if I took the bus, I’d
be late, and I’d already been late twice in the two weeks since
summer had started. There was a huge stack of job applications on
my boss’s desk in the event that I ‘Didn’t
work out,’ as she’d put it.

I grabbed my phone and ran from the
room. The garage door clanged to life below me, and my dad’s car
started. My ankle turned when I landed on the bottom step, but I
grabbed the railing and managed to avoid falling. Stupid,
fashionable shoes.

“What took you so long?”
My dad said when I hopped in the car. “I’m going to be late for
work.”

I ducked my head. “Sorry.”

“Garon’s bringing you
home, right?”

“Yeah.” My dad was
surprisingly cool with me riding around on the back of my
boyfriend’s motorcycle. I suspected it had to do with Garon’s
impeccable manners. The seventeenth-century charm had won over my
modern-day dad in a single day.

I started to pick at my
nail polish but heard my boss’s voice purr in my head:
Your hands are a very important piece of your
uniform, and they can make or break a first impression. Our
customers expect perfection in every way. I slid my hands under my thighs and let the trees blur in my
side-vision as our car sped toward the mall.

****

Six hours of folding shirts into
perfectly uniform squares did nothing for my nerves. My boss had
promised to train me on the registers soon, which would make my job
way more exciting, but she kept putting me off. So right now, my
entire job consisted of trailing customers around and re-folding
the t-shirts, jeans, and sweaters they picked up and discarded at
random.

The store was annoyingly neat, which
was probably why my room was such a mess these days. A girl could
only handle so much neatness.

My worry for Lindy only grew as my
hands worked with each piece of fabric. I’d gotten so good at
folding that I no longer needed the little square board I’d had to
use at the beginning to get the proportions right. While I worked,
three possible explanations for Lindy’s disappearing page rose to
mind.

Theory one: The Internet was under
attack by cyber terrorists, who were altering pages at
random.

Theory two: I hadn’t had enough sleep
and a simple typo had led me to the wrong information.

Theory three: Something
had gone terribly wrong and Lindy was in trouble. Or, she used to
be in trouble. I wasn’t sure how to think of it since, either way,
it would have happened ages ago. And if she was in trouble, or had been in the
past, what could I possibly do to help her now?

“Maggie!” My head snapped
up.

Corbin, my coworker, eyed me. “You’ve
been folding and unfolding that sweater for fifteen minutes! Better
move on before she sees.” He jerked his head toward the back where
our boss had emerged from her office.

“Oh, thanks.”

“Sure.” He looked at
something behind me and his smile went stale. He nodded toward the
store’s entrance. “Looks like your ride’s here.”

I glanced over my shoulder. Garon,
with his perfectly messy brown curls and naturally tanned face,
stood outside the store. A giant map of the mall, with a Hollister
ad at the top, was his backdrop. But Garon looked so much better
than the models they had on those things.

I finished folding the shirt I was
working on, trying to tame the crazy grin that surfaced whenever I
saw him. “See you tomorrow, Corbin.”

Corbin waved and then turned his
attention to a stack of jeans that had been massacred by a trio of
skinny-legged girls. I hurried to the back and clocked
out.

A minute later, I was in Garon’s arms.
The scent of his t-shirt jolted me from the clothes-folding stupor
I’d spent the last six hours in. He always smelled like the forest,
though I didn’t know how he managed it. There must be a
forest-scented Tide or something. He’d spent the morning at the
kennel where he worked so, really, he should smell like dog, not
pine trees.

“Hi.” I laced my fingers
together behind his back.

He kissed me, and my insides went all
warm and syrupy.

He pulled away too soon—it was always
too soon when he stopped kissing me—and handed me a smoothie.
“Pomegranate Passion,” he said.

I eyed the smoothie, debating if I
really wanted to stop kissing him in order to drink it. But
Pomegranate Passion was my favorite. And Garon wasn’t going
anywhere.

I took the smoothie. “You’re the best.
Want some?”

He shook his head. “How’d it go on the
registers today?”

I scowled. “She didn’t let me
on.”

“But she promised,” Garon
said. “She was going to train you today, right?”

“That’s what she said
yesterday.”

“Lame. I’m sorry.” He slid
an arm behind my back, navigating me toward the mall exit. “Want to
take a drive? We could go to Chesapeake Bay. I don’t want to take
you home yet.”

We pushed through the doors and a wave
of summer heat blasted my face. “Actually, you should take me
home.”

He tensed.

“Don’t worry, I just need
to show you something in my room.”

He quirked an eyebrow. “Oh, really?”
We stepped off the curb into the parking lot.

I elbowed him. “Not like that. It’s
about Lindy.”

He stopped walking. “What do you
mean?”

A car honked and I pulled him to the
side of the road. “I found something. Before I left for work… But
it might be nothing. I didn’t have time to check it out, and I left
my phone in my dad’s car when he dropped me off.” I stopped
walking. “Oh, wait, where’s your phone? I’ll show you.”

“It’s dead,” Garon
said.

He had a cheap phone, with a really
crappy battery life. My phone was cheap, too, but at least the
battery didn’t die every hour without a charge.

“What did you find?” Garon
pressed.

“It was really more like
what I didn’t find.” I tugged on his arm. “Just, come on. I really
need to show you.”

We sped home, Garon leaning into the
turns more aggressively than usual.

I prayed my computer was feeling
compliant as we headed upstairs. I’d left the page up from this
morning and, after a moment of rebellion, my computer woke up and
refreshed the text I’d seen earlier.

“I did a search on
Valstenia this morning, and this is what came up.” I pointed to the
computer screen, and read the text out loud. “In the late 1600s, Denmark became part of Valstenia…
Wait a sec…” I looked closer at the tiny print.
“That’s not what it said this morning.”

Garon rolled the chair closer to the
monitor and I settled on his knee. We both scrutinized the
screen.

“This morning it said
Valstenia became a part of Denmark, not the other way around. I’d
thought it was weird because Valstenia actually became part of
Sweden.”

Garon’s forehead creased as he studied
the screen. He reached for the mouse, a slight tremor in his
hand.

“If Denmark became part of
Valstenia, then what happens if we…” He typed into the search box
and we waited for a map of Denmark to load.

The search brought up the
page we’d just been on—a history
page, not a current map. He scrolled down to
reveal a series of maps at the bottom of the page, showing the
gradual takeover of Denmark by Valstenia between the years
1624-1630.

A pit settled in my
stomach.

Garon’s hand shook harder. He made a
fist, flexed his hand. Then searched for a map of
Valstenia.

My knees bounced while we waited for
the page to load. Finally, a map of Valstenia came up on the
screen, and it was ten times larger than the tiny country had ever
been. According to this map, the country of Valstenia spanned the
southern half of Sweden and continued throughout the whole of
Denmark.

And this map was
current.

Today, this was what the country of
Valstenia looked like.

Garon’s face drained of
color.

The floor tilted beneath me. I grabbed
onto the edge of my desk. For grounding. For stability. To make
sure my house wasn’t crumbling into some dark hole, or portal to
another dimension.

Nope. Everything was as it should
be.

Except for the map on the
screen.

How? Why? What was going
on?

Finally, I found words.
“The map did not look like that this morning.”

Garon’s voice was husky, like he had
something lodged in his throat. “Valstenia’s growing.”

We fell silent. Silence was the only
option.

Finally, Garon said. “My sister would
never do this. She loved our homeland, but she’d never go conquer
others. She didn’t do this.”

It didn’t need to be said, but I said
it anyway. “Then who did?”
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Garon refreshed the map we’d been
studying.

Again, Valstenia grew.

In the next refresh, words
appeared.

“Valstenian Empire,” I
read aloud. It now took up all of Denmark, most of Sweden, plus
some of Norway.

“This can’t be happening.”
Garon’s eyes were wide. His gaze darted around my room, as if an
explanation might be hiding under a pile of clothes or old
magazines.

He typed his family
name—von Thurne—into the search box and read aloud when he found
the right page. “The von Thurne family
ruled until 1623, after which the rule changed hands several times.
Many are credited with bringing the Valstenian Empire to the glory
it enjoys today, and the country now stands as a testament to the
power of many working against the one.”
Garon banged his fist on my computer desk. “What does that even
mean? I have to go back. Find out what’s happening—” He caught
himself. “What happened.”

“I’m coming with
you.”

“No way, you have a life
here. And time travel is dangerous.”

“Garon, look how fast this
is spreading. Whoever is responsible, they’re not going to stop
with just Denmark. Assuming this is happening in the 1600s, America
is just an idea in a few colonists’ minds. They’d be easy prey for
whoever is systematically overthrowing Europe. I could wake up
tomorrow to find myself in a land where my future doesn’t even
exist. Please. Let me come with you.”

Garon pulled me into a hug. “It’s not
safe.”

That didn’t make me feel
better. “What about you? If you get hurt, I won’t even know.” My voice was rising in
pitch. “What if you never come back?”

“I’ll time my return for
right after I leave. It’ll seem like I’m only gone a moment. Even
if this takes years to sort out, you’ll never know the
difference.”

“Years?”
I squeaked out.

Garon winced. “Sorry, not the right
thing to say. My point is, don’t worry. I’ll sort it out and be
back before you know it.”

He pulled out the lighter he always
kept in his pocket—his ‘escape pod’ as he’d called it when I asked
about it a few months back. Apparently, when the flame flicked on,
it created a surge of energy—a surge he needed in order to time
jump. Matches worked too, as did lightning. But the lighter was
more reliable.

He gave me a final squeeze, a
whisper-light kiss, and then he was gone, with a crack like thunder
that rocked the air around me.

I could still feel the pressure of his
hand in mine. The warmth that was there one moment and gone the
next. I waited for him to return. For him to make good on his word
that he’d be back a moment after he left.

But he was not back a moment
later.

****

He was not back a day
later.

He was not back even a week
later.

I could no longer feel his hand in
mine.

Every morning, I checked the map of
Scandinavia. Some mornings, the Valstenian Empire was smaller.
Other mornings, it had grown. One morning, Denmark was back and I
found a reference to Trellboro, the tiny country Lindy had been
taken to when her wet-nurse kidnapped her as a baby.

But both Denmark and Trellboro were
gone three hours later.

A week-and-a-half after Garon left, a
new country appeared. I was home alone—my dad was at work and my
brother Tanner was at the local pool where he was a lifeguard—when
I saw the new name appear on my computer.

“Boryn,” I read out loud.
The new country was small, and located at the southern tip of the
Valstenian Empire. It looked oddly close to where my mother had
grown up, in Sweden.

I typed in another search
I’d done a thousand times: Alette Sparre,
Listevia, Sweden.

My computer thought … and thought …
and thought.

Finally, the search engine
displayed a list of results. None of the links were familiar, but
at the top of the page, Google asked if I’d meant
Alette Sparre, Listev province, Boryn.

There was that name
again—Boryn.

I clicked on the suggestion and a page
loaded that was familiar. My breath hitched. I’d seen this one
before.

My mother’s family had never reached
out to us—not before or after she’d died—but I’d done some research
and found the home my mother had grown up in. It was in a small
town in southern Sweden, where she’d lived her whole life before
coming to the U.S. for college. The home was apparently considered
a valuable piece of Swedish architectural history, and you could go
there for tours—though I had no idea who owned it.

But now the house wasn’t in Sweden. It
was in Boryn, apparently, even though on the map it was still in
the same spot as before.

My gaze wandered to a little sidebar
that listed visiting hours and facts about the structure. There
were audio tours available in twenty different languages. If you
came on a Tuesday, you could have tea in the garden before your
tour.

A few years ago, my dad had suggested
we visit Sweden—tour the house, see where Mom went to school, those
sorts of things. We’d gotten passports and everything. But we’d
never actually gone. There was never enough money.

I clicked on a tab that said ‘History’
and started scrolling through pictures. The earliest picture, at
the bottom of the page, was from 1857 and showed a grainy black and
white image of a smaller version of the house. I scrolled back up
and found some pictures taken in the 1920s, when the house was
being renovated and expanded into the mansion it was
now.

My gaze caught on one picture, which
showed the nearly completed mansion. Five workers were lined up in
front of the house, faces serious, thumbs hooked in the pockets of
their overalls or behind their suspenders.

But it wasn’t the workers I was
focused on.

I peered closer. There was a figure in
the background headed toward a line of trees, glancing back at the
camera. I tried to enlarge it, but that required more brainpower
than my computer had, apparently, because nothing
happened.

But it didn’t matter—I could see well
enough.

And I recognized that face.

It was Garon.

At my mother’s house, almost a hundred
years ago.

My palms went clammy. Was this another
change in history? Had this happened since he’d left a
week-and-a-half ago? Or had this picture been here all along and
I’d just never noticed it?

And—the biggest question
of all—why had
Garon gone to my mother’s house?

A few months ago, after we destroyed
the Emerald, Garon told me that he’d visited my mother when she was
a young woman. He was hoping she’d be able to break the curse
because of her noble blood. Could that visit explain the
picture?

I studied the image again.

No, this shot had been taken long
before my mother was born. But what other explanation could there
be?

Footsteps pounded up the stairs and
started down the hallway. A second later, my brother Tanner barged
into the room, smelling like Banana Boat and chlorine. His hair was
messy—like it’d dried in the sun with a little spray sunscreen
mixed in.

If I’d had a laptop, I would have
snapped it shut.

But my desktop was
currently operating in slower-than-death mode, and there
wasn’t much I could do to hide the screen. I tried clicking out of
the website displaying the picture, but it was still thinking about
enlarging the image like I’d asked it to do thirty seconds
ago.

I spun to face Tanner, placing my
elbow on the desk and my body in front of the monitor. “Learn to
knock.”

“Why? You never
knock.”

“I do so! I could have
been changing.”

“But you weren’t.” Tanner
ran a hand through his sunscreen-encrusted hair.

I scrutinized him. “Why are you
home?”

“My shift’s
over.”

“No, it’s not, it’s only…”
I glanced at the clock on my computer screen. “Oh, crap. Crap,
crap, crap! I’m going to be late for work! How did it get so
late?”

“Dunno. You must have been
having fun.”

I whirled into action, digging through
the pile of clothes on my bed. “I can’t be late! Geez, what am I
going to do?”

“I’ll give you a ride,”
Tanner said, his eyes twinkling with a teasing glint.

Tanner didn’t have a car. He rode his
bike to work. “Unless you got turbo boosters on your Schwinn since
I last saw it, I’ll be better off taking the bus.”

“Now that is a great idea,” Tanner said.
“Turbo boosters, I mean. Not taking the bus.”

Why had Garon been at
Mom’s house in the 1920s? Why, why, why?

I pulled my sneakers off and stuck my
feet into my ridiculous work shoes, then twisted a few sections of
hair away from my face, anchoring them down with bobby pins. My
head felt just as twisty on the inside.

What had he been doing
there? Was he stuck in time again?

“Time for you to leave,” I
said. “I have to change my shirt.”

Tanner was peering at the computer
screen, his eyebrows pulling together. “What’s this?” He pointed at
the picture with Garon in it.

“It’s a house. Now get
out.” I put my hands on his chest and shoved.

He didn’t budge. Instead he stepped
closer to the computer, his mouth hanging open a little. “Is that
Mom’s house?”

I sighed. “Yeah.”

He grabbed the mouse and scrolled up
the page to some of the more recent pictures. The traitorous
machine complied.

“I didn’t know the house
used to be smaller.” Tanner eyed me.

I bit my lip.

“You don’t have to hide
this from me, you know. You’re not the only one with mommy
abandonment issues.” I could tell he was trying to make his tone
light—joking. But there was an undercurrent of hurt.

“I know.” My voice was
quiet.

The clock in the hallway ticked and
tocked, marking the silence that stretched between us.

Then Tanner said, “We should go
visit.”

I stared at him. “What, just pick up
and go?”

“Sure. Why
not?”

“Because that’s crazy. We
can’t just pick up and go to Sweden!”

His brow furrowed in confusion.
“What’s sweedin? Mom grew up in Boryn.”

Ugh. I did not have the energy for
this. History had changed and so Tanner had never heard of Sweden.
My ability to remember things other people forgot was really
getting old. Garon thought it was some residual effect of being
touched by the Emerald’s magic.

“Right. Boryn. We can’t
just go to Boryn.”

“Why not?” Tanner said.
“I’ve been saving money all summer and I know you have, too. Let’s
go. We can tell Dad we need some brother-sister bonding time before
I leave for college.”

“You can’t spend all your
college money on a trip to Swe—Boryn. You already had to start over
again because of…” I trailed off, realizing my slip too
late.

“Seriously, why do you
keep saying stuff like that? I never had any money saved
up.”

Tanner didn’t remember what had
happened only a few months ago. How my best friend had been
captured and Tanner had helped me rescue her. In the process, I’d
lost his life savings by leaving it in my hotel room when the cops
came after me. But I’d already tried explaining it to him, and he
didn’t remember. Kept saying I must have had some super lucid
dream.

Garon and I were the only ones who
remembered what had happened last year. And sometimes, I thought,
Piper and Kate did too, even though they never said anything
outright. Every now and then one of them would make a comment—about
emeralds or spy-bys or broken glass—that made me think they had the
memories buried deep inside, just locked away in a place they
weren’t ready to go yet.

Tanner was still waiting for my
answer.

“Sorry, I don’t know why I
say stuff like that.”

“I don’t need the money
I’ve saved, Mags. Not really. Dad’s got that money from
great-aunt…” Tanner paused, scrunching up his nose. “Well, I can’t
remember her name, but great-aunt somebody who gave us a bunch of
money so we could pay for college. I’ve just been working for fun,
really. I mean, what guy wouldn’t want to spend his summer watching
girls lay out in the sun all day?” He wagged his eyebrows up and
down.

“Gross,
Tanner.”

“Come on, let’s go on a
trip. Find out what we can about Mom. It’ll be fun.”

Fun. I didn’t know if I could have fun
with Garon missing, and history changing, and my boyfriend’s past
life inexplicably intertwining with mine.

Wait.

What I needed was answers. And what
better place to find them than the scene of the crime?

A smile tugged at the corners of my
lips. And maybe, in addition to discovering what the heck Garon had
been doing at the Sparre house in 1920, visiting Mom’s house would
tell me something—a bit about my history—that would help me
understand my connection to all the craziness of last year. “Okay,
let’s do it.”

Tanner play-punched me in the arm.
“Yes! Sibling trip! It’ll be sweet, Mags, just wait.”

I rubbed my arm, pretending he’d hurt
me.

“Okay, I’ll leave now. You
can get dressed for work.”

I glanced at the clock, deflating.
“I’ll never make it in time. I’m going to get fired anyway, why
bother going?”

Tanner grinned. “Don’t be a defeatist,
you’ll totally make it.”

“How?”

“I said I’d give you a
ride, remember? I have Dad’s car.”

I punched Tanner for real.
“Seriously? You could have told me you had a car!”

“I just did.” He dodged
away as I swung at him again. “But I have to pick up Dad too, so
you’d better get ready fast!”

“You are such a turd!” I
shouted as he left my room. But I was smiling. Hopefully our
passports would still work in this crazy new world where Boryn and
Valstenia were countries and Sweden was not. Maybe I’d get some
cool stamps to christen my empty passport pages.
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