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            Where Were We?

          

        

      

    

    
      At the end of A Sea of Risk and Ruin, Moira and Hook intended to sail to the Fairy Village to discover the Spinner, whom Moira hoped would restore her to full health. However, Moira intended to steal a vial of fairy dust from the Lost Boy Geo—thanks to the machinations of Tinker Bell—before setting sail for the Fairy Village. It would be her insurance policy, a way back to the mainland if things went south.

      She snuck away from Hook’s Hideaway to meet Geo and steal the dust, but Peter was there waiting for her. He’d drained Geo, and intended to take Moira back to the cave and continue draining her, as well.

      Hook arrived to save Moira from Peter’s grasp, but Peter told Moira that Hook was the reason for her mother’s death—and Hook didn’t deny it.

      In a tailspin from that revelation and reeling from Peter’s murder of Geo, Moira is stolen away by Peter’s shadow, torn from Hook and Peter who were locked in a duel to the death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            An Isle of Secrets and Shadows

          

        

      

    

    
      This island holds secrets in its dark heart, ones that threaten to destroy all of Neverland and me with it. Peter has weakened me, Hook has beguiled me, and there’s no one else I can trust. Even so, I can’t stop my search for the fae or for the heart of the island. I have to find answers. But like everything else in Neverland, answers come at a price.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Peter’s shadow is locked around me, its arms and legs holding me tightly as we soar away from the fight below.

      I shove and kick at it, trying to free myself from its grip, but it slithers close to my skin, the darkness coating me in black oil. It’s like an inkblot, a two-dimensional shape that wraps around me like cloth.

      “Get off!” I don’t want to fall to the trees below, but I have to get away. Going back to the cave won’t end well for me, and I don’t think I can return to Hook either. My eyes sting with tears at the thought of it, at the thought of spending one more minute with the man who hurt my mother. I crumble inside as I realize what I’ve done, what I’ve given the man who always told me he was a villain. I just didn’t want to believe it. But now I know.

      “I said get off!” I fight more, trying to reach the cutlass at my side, but the shadow constricts, keeping me bound as we aim straight for the Nevertree.

      When we get close, the shadow dives toward the ground at a frightening pace. I scream before my breath is stolen from my lungs from the sharp descent.

      It flies me past the grove, then down the shaft where Tinker Bell led me the night I first ran into Hook. I scream as I fly past a confused Tootles, then scream again as the shadow takes me down a long, dark tunnel I don’t recognize. It eases its grip somewhat, and I reach for my sword right as it dumps me on the ground.

      I hear something creak, and then the sound of a metal door clanging shut. “Hey!” I get up, but it’s completely dark in here. I don’t know where I am or where the shadow is.

      I draw my sword. “Stay away!” Holding it out in front of me, I slowly back up. I ease one foot out behind me slowly, feeling for a dropoff or anything at all, but there’s nothing until I bump into a stone wall. At least I know nothing can creep up behind me as I flatten myself to it.

      A light begins to glow to my right. Then I catch the sound of footsteps.

      “Tootles?” I call.

      “Moira? What’s going on?” He quickens his pace, and then I see him appearing down the dark tunnel with a candle in one hand.

      I’m in a cage, some sort of jail fashioned out of bits of metal and wood that have been jammed against the cave wall. I hurry to the door and yank on it. It creaks but doesn’t give way.

      As Tootles gets closer, I realize Peter’s shadow is just outside the door. I jump back and raise my sword again, my hand shaking as I stare down the darkness that seems to be looking at me with its eyeless, featureless face.

      “Don’t you fucking touch me.” My voice trembles.

      The shadow doesn’t move, just stands eerily still.

      Tootles finally arrives and lifts the candle up to get a look at me. “Why are you in there?”

      “That thing brought me here.” I point at the shadow with my sword.

      “Oh.” Tootles seems to finally notice the shadow. “Hello.”

      The shadow doesn’t move. It still seems to be staring at me, sending a chill creeping along my skin.

      “It’s Peter’s shadow,” Tootles says.

      “I know. I have to get out of here. Unlock the door for me.”

      “Sure thing, Moira.” Tootles steps forward, but then the shadow turns its head toward him.

      Tootles stops. “I don’t, um, think I’m supposed to.”

      “Tootles.” I move closer to the door. “Let me out. You know me. I’m not supposed to be in here.”

      “Yes.” He glances from me to the shadow and back again. “But maybe I should wait for Peter.”

      “No!” I move to the side of the cage away from the shadow and try to think quickly. “Peter’s in danger. That’s why he sent the shadow here with me. To protect me from Hook.” I glance at the shadow. It’s not like the damn thing can talk. I may as well go all out. “But he needs me. I mean, us. He needs us. He’s fighting Hook right now. We have to help him!”

      “Right now?” Tootles blanches.

      “Yes! He’s in danger. I can take you to him.” I grip one of the bars. “Let me out so I can show you.”

      He waffles, his gaze darting to the shadow again.

      “Tootles! If you don’t let me out right now Peter could die!”

      He jumps. “Okay. Okay. I’ll, um, I’ll let you out.” He steps toward the door, but the shadow turns, blocking him.

      “Just push it out of the way or something.”

      “Why is Peter’s shadow acting like this?” Tootles asks.

      “It’s just being overprotective. You know how Peter is.”

      “Brave.” Tootles nods.

      “Exactly.” I point at the shadow. “So we have to get it out of the way. Come on. Peter’s counting on you.”

      “Can’t you just tell me where he is so I—”

      “Tootles!”

      He jumps again then swallows hard. “Okay, all right.” When he moves to sidestep the shadow, it moves with him, blocking him.

      “Come on, Tootles.” I reach through the bars while the shadow’s back is turned, but there’s a rusty lock on the door. “Wait, do you have the key?”

      He lifts the candle and looks at the wall across from the cage. “It’s just here. I’ll grab it.”

      “Good.”

      He takes the key and tries once again to move around the shadow.

      The shadow puts its hands on its hips and stands in front of the door.

      “We need to help Peter,” Tootles explains.

      The shadow doesn’t move.

      “Just poke through it or something!” I yank and pull on the door to no avail.

      “Poke through it?” Tootles winces. “I can’t do that.”

      “I don’t care what you do as long as you get me out of here. Just, just throw me the key.”

      “Okay.” Tootles rears back with the key in his palm.

      The shadow jumps him, knocking the candle out of his hand as it tackles him to the hard stone floor.

      “Tootles!”

      The shadow engulfs him, holding him down as the candle flickers on the damp floor.

      “Get off him!” I reach through the bars and grab at the shadow, pulling it away from Tootles as best I can, but it’s like sand through my fingers. It drips through and reassembles around the Lost Boy who struggles to free himself.

      “Stop!” I reach through again, grabbing and pulling as the shadow falls away over and over. It covers Tootles’s mouth and face.

      He fights and kicks, but his movements are growing sluggish.

      “You’re killing him!” I can’t use my sword without risking Tootles. “Leave him alone!” I pull and pull.

      Tootles rolls onto his side, momentarily jarring the shadow. It moves from his face and wraps around his neck. Tootles takes in a deep breath, his face red, and reaches toward me, key in hand.

      I stretch for it, jamming my shoulder against the bars as I try to grab the key from him. I have to get out of here and help him. I have to.

      He uses his other hand to claw at the shadow around his throat as his face turns purple.

      My fingers graze the key. I almost have it.

      Tootles kicks weakly, his eyes rolling back in his head.

      “Stop!” I scream. “Please!”

      The candle sputters and dies. Darkness falls so completely it seems endless.

      I can’t feel Tootles anymore, not his hand or the edge of the key, even though I reach as far as I can toward him. But I hear a faint gurgling sound as he tries to get air.

      Then the tunnel goes silent.

      “Tootles?” I keep straining toward him. “Tootles?”

      The silence is deafening as tears well in my eyes.

      The shadow is still there. I can’t see it, but I can feel it looking at me. Something brushes against my hand, the touch of ice-cold fingers.

      I pull back as if burned. “Tootles?” My voice is a whisper as I grip the bars and try to peer through the deep black of the cave. “Tootles, please say something.”

      He doesn’t. There’s no sound, only my breathing and the faint drip of my tears on the hard floor. I drop my sword, the sound ricocheting down the cavern as a sob catches in my throat. This can’t be happening. I can’t be caged while Tootles lies dead only a few feet away.

      No. This isn’t real. It can’t be. I tell myself this as I rock back and forth. I don’t see the cinderblock wall. I see nothing. I see death in hues of impenetrable black. A curtain of it all around me. Holding my head in my hands, another sob escapes though I try to hold it in. The cave walls mock me as it echoes back.

      I scream when something brushes against my face, but when I try to pull back, I realize someone’s reached through the bars and grabbed my hair. I’m yanked forward, my face pressed to the metal as I yelp.

      “I’m so glad you’re home.” Peter’s voice wraps around me even more tightly than his shadow, and all I can do is scream and scream and scream into the endless dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “I left the neverberries out this time.” Slightly slides a plate of pancakes in front of me. “Want some syrup?”

      “Please.” I inhale deeply. “These look amazing.”

      “Eat up. Now that you can see the food, I’m going to really start showing off what I can do.” He winks and returns to the stove.

      I take a bite, chewing the springy pancake. They’re sweet, the syrup still warm as it hits my tongue.

      “Did you sleep well?” Peter pours me a glass of some sort of juice.

      “I did.” I offer him a bite of my pancakes and don’t mention my headache. It’s not like he can do anything about it, and I don’t want to seem whiny. He hates it when I whine. “Want some?”

      He smiles, that boyish charm rolling off him in waves. “Sure.” He opens his mouth for me, and I slide the pancake in. He takes it and chews, his brown eyes on mine. “Delicious.”

      I can’t stop the blush that creeps into my cheeks.

      Nibs clears his throat. “We’ve made all the changes you asked for, Peter. I’d be happy to take you around to do an inspection later.” He grabs a pancake-filled plate from Slightly.

      “That sounds like a good idea.”

      “Changes?” I eat more of the delicious pancakes. “I thought the cave was perfect already.”

      “That’s sweet of you, Moira.” Peter runs his finger around the edge of my pancakes and licks the syrup from the tip. “But we can’t have pirates or anyone else sneaking up on us, not when you’re here. I promised to keep you safe, remember?”

      “Right.” I put my fork down and wipe my mouth with my napkin. “I’m stuffed.”

      “Good.” Peter smiles, his youthful face absolutely adorable.

      Wait, did he say pirates? I look down at my plate. Pirates. My head begins to throb, and I rub my temples. There’s something about pirates I need to tell him. But what? I don’t know anything about them. Just that they’re vicious and cruel.

      “What is it?” Peter reaches out and takes my hand. “Something wrong?”

      I blink hard a few times. “No. I guess I’m just too full to think straight. Don’t worry about it.”

      He squeezes my hand and lets go. “I want you full and happy.”

      “Done and done.”

      “I can’t wait for your story tonight.” He rises from his spot at the table. “Can you tell one of your own? Those are my favorite.”

      “Sure.” I’m beyond flattered that he likes my stories, but I try not to preen too much about it.

      “Great. Come on, Nibs. Show me the fortifications.” Peter claps him on the shoulder.

      Nibs takes a final huge bite of his pancakes and follows Peter out of the kitchen.

      I look around the table. “Where are Coy and Foy?”

      Slightly pauses what he’s doing at the stove, and Curly rises abruptly.

      “I’m going to the lagoon.” Curly hurries from the kitchen, leaving only Slightly and me.

      “Weird.” I finish my juice and take my dishes to the sink. “What’s gotten into Curly?”

      “Nothing.” Slightly keeps his back to me as he flips his pancake. “Nothing for you to worry about.”

      “I’ll wash these.” I grab the dish cloth, but Slightly turns and puts his hand on mine. “You already do plenty, Moira. It’s all right.” His tone is soft, almost sad.

      “Are you okay?”

      He meets my eyes, and I realize he has dark half-moons beneath his.

      “Oh, Slightly. You look sick. Are you getting enough rest? I can tell Peter to go easy on—”

      “No.” He takes my hands in his. “I’m fine. Don’t worry about me, Moira. I don’t deserve it.” He squeezes my hands. “Go on now. I’ll handle the dishes.”

      “What do you mean? Of course you deserve it.” I smile up at him.

      His eyes water, and he clears his throat. “Just go, Moira. Please. I’ll clean up. I just need a little space is all.”

      I don’t understand, and I want to dig deeper, but I’m not going to ignore his request for space. “Okay. I’m around if you change your mind.”

      He nods. “Thanks.”

      I walk out of the kitchen and toward the room with the waterfall. It feels like I haven’t been here in ages, but of course I have. I’ve been here for … Well, now that I come to think about it, I don’t remember how long I’ve been with Peter. Long enough to know this is where I belong, I suppose.

      I keep going, passing through the room with all the tree trunks and farther until I double back. When I get to our bedroom, I lean against the doorframe.

      Where is Coy? I was hoping I could talk him into taking me back to the town today. And if that doesn’t work, I suppose I could try to trick Tootles again.

      Tootles.

      Why does that thought fill me with icy cold dread? Tootles is harmless. I rub my temples again, the ache beginning anew. I try to think back to when I woke up. Was Tootles in his usual bunk? But I can’t remember waking up at all. The last thing I remember is—I get a flash of something dark, some sort of a … A shadow or a—

      “There you are.” Peter embraces me from behind, his arms going around my waist.

      “Hey.” I can’t help but smile. “Did you and Nibs get everything straightened out?”

      “We did.” He nuzzles my neck, sending goosebumps down my back. When he grazes his lips against me, I sigh.

      Wait. Is this a thing we’re doing now? When did we start?

      He turns me around and pulls me to him. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

      “Me too.”

      He kisses me, his lips warm and firm. I let my eyes fall closed as he cups my cheek and delves his tongue into my mouth. There’s no urgency in him, no burning need to claim me. Nothing like Hook.

      That thought shakes me, and I open my eyes and pull away.

      “What?” He runs his fingers along my jaw. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” I try to wriggle out of his hold, but he only grips me more tightly.

      “Don’t lie to me, Moira.” His jaw goes tight.

      “I’m not. I just had this weird thought is all. It’s nothing.” The ache in my head moves between my eyebrows, like a drill pressing into my skull.

      “What was it?” His tone has dropped, the intensity in him swirling like an approaching hurricane.

      “I-I …” I’m afraid. I don’t know why. I shouldn’t be afraid of Peter. After all, he’s never harmed me. What’s wrong with me?

      “Moira. I’m going to ask you one more time for the truth. If you don’t give it to me—” His grip on my cheek tightens painfully. “Then I’ll be very disappointed.”

      “You’re hurting me.” I whimper and try to break from his hold, but I can’t.

      “Tell me what you were thinking of.” He leans closer, his eyes flashing with a wild sort of rage. “Who you were thinking of.”

      “No one. Just you.”

      He smiles slowly, his gaze flitting to my mouth before returning to my eyes. “I see.” With a hard shove, he sends me flying backwards onto the bed.

      Before I can scramble away, he’s on top of me, his hands around my wrists as he holds me down.

      “Peter, stop!” I scream, and when I close my eyes, I see someone else. A pirate. One with dirty blond hair and a gold tooth. Calico Jack. But I see more. So much more. I see Hook. And Coy. And Tootles. And Peter. The real Peter.

      He turns and yells over his shoulder. “Tink, get in here!”

      “Let me go!” I try to buck him off, but he’s so much stronger now. Or maybe I’m so much weaker. Have I told more stories? How long have I been here? My traitorous heart jumps to another question—is Hook all right?

      “I told you, Moira. You’re mine. You’re staying here.” He snarls in my face. “You’re going to tell stories and do whatever else I want.” He leans down and fastens his perfect teeth to my throat.

      I scream again, the sting of his bite bringing tears to my eyes.

      “Stop fighting,” he murmurs against my aching skin. “I could rip your throat out, Moira. I could, but I don’t want to. I want you to give in. Just give me what I want.”

      “Never.” I struggle to get him off me, but it’s no use. I’m tired. So damn tired. Because of him. That memory is a gut punch, one that knocks the wind out of me and then spurs me to fight harder.

      “You’re only hurting yourself.” He pulls back and stares down at me. A stranger, that’s what he is. Someone who wants to hurt me. A monster.

      The tinkle of a discordant bell reaches my ears as a small gold orb floats into the room.

      “I need more of the potion,” he snaps at her.

      She pops into her full form, her face in a severe scowl. “I only have a little left.”

      “Give it to me.”

      “No.” She puts her hands on her hips. “You don’t have to drug her. Just drain her.”

      “What?” I scream. “No!”

      “Don’t start with that. You know I can’t. Quit playing games and hand over the rest of the potion.” He lets go of one of my wrists to reach out to her.

      I slap him as hard as I can, my palm stinging from the impact.

      He roars and grips my wrist again, this time so hard I fear my bones might crack.

      A scream of pain rips from me.

      “Ugh!” Tinker Bell reaches behind her and pulls out a small vial. “Here. Give it to her. I can’t stand to hear her ugly voice.”

      Peter yanks my wrists above my head and pins them in place with one of his hands. Then he grabs the vial from Tinker Bell and pulls the stopper with his teeth.

      “Drink it.” He presses it to my lips.

      I turn my head as far as I can.

      “Moira, drink it.” He squeezes my wrists against each other, his pressure increasing until tears swim in my vision. “I’ll hurt you so much worse than this if you keep disobeying me.” He bares his teeth. “Is that what you want?”

      My wrists hurt so badly, but I keep my lips shut tight.

      “Fuck!” Peter takes the vial and drinks it.

      Tinker Bell gasps.

      I do too.

      That’s when I realize he didn’t swallow whatever is in his mouth. He kisses me hard, his tongue swiping into my mouth and delivering the poison onto my lips and deeper.

      I fight him and try to spit, but he pulls back and clamps a hand over my mouth and nose. “Swallow, Moira.”

      My breath is caught in my chest, and I can taste the syrupy sweetness of the potion. It seems to grow, filling my mouth until there’s nothing I can do. I have to swallow. It’s the only way for me to breathe again.

      It rolls down my throat, coating it like a spoonful of cough syrup.

      Peter removes his hand, and I sputter and cough to try and get rid of the potion. But it’s too late.

      My head goes hazy, my body relaxing.

      I stare up at Peter. Peter. Funny name for a person. Sort of like Dick. Or Johnson. A slight giggle escapes me.

      He lets up on my wrists but stays on top of me, resting on one of his elbows as he cups my face. “Hi.”

      “Hi.” I smile up at him.

      Tinker Bell flits away, though I don’t remember her being in the room.

      “What’s going on?” I ask. “Oh, no!”

      “What?” he asks.

      “You’re hurt?” I run my fingers across his reddened cheek. “What happened?”

      “I took care of it.” He kisses my forehead.

      I love it when he kisses me. “Peter. You’re so good to me.” I move my legs, spreading them so he can nestle between them.

      He does, his hard cock pressed against my sex. “I am.” His cocky air is one of the endearing things about him, not to mention his dimples.

      “Are we in love?” I ask. I realize it’s a silly thing to ask after the words have left my mouth.

      “Yes,” he answers quickly.

      “Good.” I sigh, content that Peter loves me above all others.

      He kisses me, his mouth warm against mine. My lip aches for some reason, and I think I taste blood for a second. When he increases his pressure, I whimper.

      “What?” He pulls back, his eyes on my mouth.

      “It hurts.”

      He runs his thumb along my lips, and it comes away slightly reddened.

      “Is that mine?”

      “Yes.” He licks it away.

      My breath hitches. Why is that so sexy? I’m hot now, my body aching for more of him. I move my hips, getting a little sizzle of pleasure right where I need it.

      “Do you want me, Moira?” he asks, his mouth on mine again.

      “Yes.”

      “How badly do you want me?” He cups one of my breasts, his mouth more urgent as he rocks his hips against mine.

      I hear a voice in my head. One that doesn’t sound anything like Peter. It’s rougher, deeper, coarser, and accented in a way that sends a shiver through me. “I wished for love.” Who told me that? “And the island gave me you.”

      Whatever fog I’m in begins to melt away.

      “Moira, tell me how badly you want me.” He slides his hand lower along my body. “And I’ll give you everything you ever dreamed of.”

      But I don’t dream of Peter. I dream of a man with black hair, blue eyes, and a cold heart that’s filled with embers in its depths. A man who betrayed me. A pirate who’s stolen my heart and vowed to never return it.

      “Get off me.” I shove him.

      Caught by surprise, he moves back enough for me to scoot away from him.

      “Tink!” he yells again.

      “Leave me alone.” I gasp and hold my hands out to ward him off. “Stay away from me.”

      “Moira, that’s not how you really feel.” He creeps closer.

      “Stop!”

      “Hook did this to you,” he seethes. “This isn’t who you are.”

      “I can’t tell if you’re gaslighting me or yourself, but either way you need to stay the hell away from me.” My voice shakes, but I mean every word.

      “Where is that fucking fairy?” He stands and points at me. “Stay right there. Don’t move.” He storms from the room and yells for Tinker Bell.

      I jump from the bed, my body aching in all sorts of places. Reaching up, I feel the back of my head. Dried blood is crusted in my hair from when Peter hurt me in the grove. Where Peter and Hook fought. My skin goes cold as I remember them dueling. If Peter’s here, what happened to Hook?

      But I don’t have time to worry about that, not when Peter is still bellowing down the tunnels like a madman. I have to get out.

      Easing from the bedroom, I try to figure out where Peter is by the sound of his voice. It doesn’t work. In the cave, voices carry and bounce in odd ways. He could be just ahead or several tunnels away.

      I think back to where I’d found Tinker Bell’s room when I went exploring. I think it’s straight ahead and then to the left somewhere far past the kitchen. That means I need to break off from the main hall and search for a way out, somewhere far away from wherever Peter is headed.

      “Moira?” Slightly appears ahead of me, his face grim. “Don’t try anything. Peter sent me to …” He trails off.

      “To what?” I snap back at him. “To hold me prisoner?”

      He winces. “You’re drugged.”

      “No shit.”

      “Hook poisoned you. That’s why you’re acting this way.”

      I gawk at him, then a laugh bubbles up from me as I advance on him. He didn’t count on that, because his eyebrows hit his hairline when I poke my finger into his chest.

      “Peter drugged me. Not Hook. Peter is a fucking villain. Did you know that?” My voice breaks, changing from laughter to anger in a heartbeat. “Did you know what he was doing to me?”

      He stares down at me, and for a moment I think he might strike me. But then he shakes his head.

      “Not at first.” He sounds defeated. “At first I had no idea. But then …” He runs his hand along his youthful cheeks. “We started to get young again. But you … You were looking worse and worse.”

      “You knew, and you did nothing,” I hiss.

      “You don’t understand.”

      “I understand that you and Peter and all the rest of the Lost Boys have been using me like a fucking battery,” I snarl at him. “You all knew, and you let it go on. Even …” God this hurts to think, much less to say. “Even Coy.”

      He doesn’t deny it, and that’s all the confirmation I need.

      “I’m leaving. Get out of my way.”

      “I can’t.” He backs away a step, his arms out, blocking the hallway.

      “You can.” I step to him and eye the blade he has strapped to his belt.

      “Like I said, you don’t understand.” He grimaces. “I can’t help you. Coy tried. He went to Peter—we all did—and asked him to stop, to let you go back to the Mainland.”

      “What?”

      He nods. “Coy didn’t want this anymore. I didn’t either. If I had to age and die, then I could accept it. But Peter wouldn’t have it.”

      I’m struck not by what he’s saying, but by what he doesn’t realize—he’s already dead. But I don’t have time for this. I’ve already been here too long. Peter and Tinker Bell could be on their way back.

      “Let me pass.” I move toward him, but he sidesteps to block me. “Slightly, I swear to god—”

      “I can’t.” He winces. “I can’t, Moira. I’m so sorry. Peter—I can’t disobey.”

      “Why not? What will he do to you?”

      “No, it’s not like that.” He shakes his head. “It’s not that I won’t. It’s that I can’t.”

      When he says it, it’s like a rubber band pops in my brain. So much becomes clear in that one millisecond.

      “You have to do what Peter tells you. That’s what it is, isn’t it? You can’t disobey him?”

      He shakes his head. “We never could. I don’t know what it is. A curse, or maybe Tinker Bell—but we can’t go against him. It’s why we couldn’t tell you what he was doing, why we couldn’t stop it.”

      “Holy shit.” I swallow hard. “No wonder.”

      “Coy was the only one who got close to standing up to him, but he still couldn’t. Peter’s curse is too strong. He wanted to tell you. We all did.” His voice is tortured, but he still blocks my way.

      I step to him. “I have to go. Now. I can’t let Peter get me again. If he does, I’ll be lost, too.”

      “I know.” He nods. “But I can’t let you go. He told me to keep you here. I can’t disobey.” He steps toward me menacingly, as if his body is rebelling against the revelations spilling from his lips. “I’m too strong for you. You can’t outrun me, either.” He glances at the knife on his belt. “Take it. Hurry!” His hand starts to move toward the blade, and I can tell he’s fighting it. I don’t want to hurt him, but he’s under Peter’s thrall. He can’t break it, and neither can I.

      With a quick movement, I snatch it from him, then back up.

      He doesn’t look surprised. If anything, he looks … relieved. “Do what you have to, Moira. Please. If you don’t, he’ll make me hurt you again.” Tears shine in his eyes. “I don’t want to hurt you again,” he whispers.

      I see it now. None of the Lost Boys wanted to hurt me. If anything, they wanted to save me from Peter. I think back on how Tootles said Peter could get angry, how none of them ever talked back to him, how every Lost Boy—even Geo—still fell into line behind him despite their misgivings. They had no choice.

      And now, I don’t have one either.

      “Make it count.” He steps toward me again, his voice tortured. “If I can get up, I will. I’ll do whatever it takes to obey Peter.” He lurches forward, his arms swinging for me. “Moira, do it!”

      My eyes are filled with tears, my hand shaking as I raise the knife.

      “Please,” he cries. “Don’t let me hurt you.” When he lunges forward, I drive the knife into him, the blade slicing through his tunic and his flesh.

      He stills, then slides to the cold floor. I follow him, my tears overflowing as I swipe the hair from his eyes.

      “Slightly.” I cup his cheek. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” He looks up. “I’m okay. Everything will be all right. Go. Please, Moira. Go, or this will have been for nothing.” He grips my hand, his body still trying to obey Peter. But I peel his palm off and back away. “Run!” he yells, and in him I hear Coy’s voice. He told me to run, too. I thought he meant for me to run away from Hook. But maybe … Maybe he wanted me to run from Peter. Maybe in the end, he tried to save me.

      I back away from Slightly who’s still reaching for me.

      “I won’t let him get away with this.” I keep our eyes locked. “I promise you, Slightly. I’ll avenge you and the others. He can’t hurt you anymore.”

      He gives me a faint nod. His eyes close as he lies back, his chest moving once more before going completely still. Another piece of my heart cracks off and falls away, a glacier dropping into an icy sea.

      But I can’t stay and mourn for Slightly. I have to run. I have to make good on my promise.

      I have to make Peter Pan pay.
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      The cave seems to go on forever, and I feel as if I’ve been wandering for hours. Every so often, I hear Peter calling for me. Each time, I freeze, my heart hammering as I peer around in the dim stillness. The candle I found along the way is almost out, the flame barely giving enough light for me to see just ahead.

      Even so, I press on. I can’t give up, even if it feels like I’ve been going around in circles, barely missing colliding with Peter at each turn of the stone wall.

      There has to be a way out. I’m going to find it. When I do, I have no plan, no way forward. Even if I get up to the surface, where will I go? A flash of deep blue eyes flits across my mind, but I shove that shit down with a vengeance. I’m not running back to Hook. I realize Peter’s a liar, but when he spoke of my mother, I saw the look on Hook’s face. I saw the guilt. No, I won’t be returning to pirates. Besides, as far as I know, Hook may be dead. Peter may have killed him. That thought sits like a brick in my gut.

      I’m getting ahead of myself. First, out of this hole and away from Peter. Then, if I survive, I’ll think of something.

      The floor slopes upward a bit, and I stumble, my toe catching on a jutting bit of rock. It stings, but I add it to the list of maladies I’ve collected ever since I came to this hell of an island. I’m always hurt here. And now, I’ve hurt someone else. Maybe I set Slightly free, but it didn’t feel like I was saving him. It felt like murder. Like death. Like his blood on my hands will never come off.

      “Focus.” I grit my teeth and keep going, then sigh as the floor slopes downward yet again. A darker area to my left suggests an offshoot. When I get closer, I see it’s a narrow passage, one I’d have to turn sideways to get into.

      “Moira!” Peter’s voice shocks me with how close it sounds.

      I whirl and hold out my candle.

      “You’ll be safe with me. I’m not mad about Slightly. I promise. Just come back. I’ll protect you.”

      God, I was such a fool to ever believe him. I should’ve relied on myself, not some charming asshole who wanted to use me. My rage, an untamed beast that I’ve never truly become acquainted with, rises inside me like a snake from the sea.

      “Moira, I’ll take care of you. You know me.” His voice is softer, a lover’s whisper.

      It only goads me more as I stare into the crushing dark just beyond the reach of my sputtering candle.

      “What did you wish for?” I yell, my throat aching with the force of my anger.

      My voice bounces back to me a hundred-fold, and I swear I hear it echoed in other voices too, quiet whispers of creatures unseen.

      “Moira, don’t say that word.”

      “Tell me what you wished for!” I scream again, my throat shredding with the sheer force of it, the hate like blades pouring from my mouth.

      “Moira.” The tenor of his voice changes. Deepens. Darkens. “You aren’t going to escape me. Not this time.”

      “Fuck you!”

      “You almost did.” He laughs, no more boyish charm in it. Only a sinister caw of a wily crow. “I was close, though I must admit, I wouldn’t have enjoyed it quite as much now that I know you’ve already been used by Hook.”

      “I’ll never let you touch me,” I snarl at the shadows. “Never!”

      “You will. You’ll beg me to. All I have to do is catch you, and I will. I can smell you, taste you on the air. I’m on your heels. You can feel my breath on your neck. I’m right here.”

      I spin as his voice balloons around me. “Stay away!” I see nothing, only darkness.

      “Right here, little darling girl.” He snickers. “And soon I’ll sink my teeth into you, and this time I won’t let go. No more playing nice. No more playing at all. I’m going to use you all up. And when I’m done, I might dump your corpse at Hook’s feet. That would be fun to watch.”

      I close my eyes and breathe deeply. Hook’s alive. I shouldn’t be so relieved. Not when he took my mother from me, but I’ve discovered the human heart can beat to more than one tune, even though it harms it to do so.

      “Come back now, Moira. You’re just wearing yourself out,” Peter taunts. “You don’t even believe in the island, remember? None of this is real.”

      “Fuck you.” I say it silently this time. I won’t help him find me in this maze of stone and inky night.

      I hold up the candle and look over my options. Continue straight ahead as the tunnel slopes downward or try the left. The side path is painfully narrow, and may lead to me getting stuck, but I can tell it moves in a more upward direction. If it closes off, I’ll have to retrace my steps and hope that Peter hasn’t made it to this area yet. But it’s a chance I’m willing to take.

      Moving sideways, I hold my right hand in front of me, shining the low light on the way ahead. The stone brushes against my back as I move deeper, my right foot feeling for solid ground before I take another step, then another. I have to duck in a few places, my knees hitting the opposite wall with painful little bursts. The rock has no give, and I’m already beat up. That makes for slow going. I maneuver farther, the tunnel opening a little before squeezing in tight again.

      Sweat drips into my eyes, and I snake my left arm up to wipe it away. Right when I do, the candlelight jumps, flickers, and finally dies.

      “No!” I scream on the inside.

      It’s truly dark now. Completely unbreachable black all around.

      I force myself to breathe, to stop panicking, to stop imagining Peter standing right behind me. If I get stuck in my own head now, I’ll be trapped here forever. I promised Slightly, and I mean to make good on it. This is not where I end. I won’t allow it.

      My feet move, shuffling me along as I drop the candle bits and use both my hands to feel my way through the crevice.

      “Moira!” Peter’s voice is still taunting me, demanding I give in.

      I won’t. I’d rather die in this infernal tunnel than get caught in his web again. So I push onward, gaining more scrapes and bruises as I climb over stone and duck beneath it, contort my body to fit and stretch toward freedom like a weed toward the sun.

      Water. I smell it before I feel it dripping along the sides of the cave.

      I gather some with my palm and draw it to my mouth, swallowing little by little as I keep moving. When the cave widens more, I can turn my body and walk forward. I drag in a deep breath, the claustrophobia abating for a moment as I look up.

      More water pours from somewhere overhead, and when I lean this way and that, I see an opening where the moon peeks through.

      Moving carefully, I pick my way along the rock that slowly turns to clay and then into a dark pool. The sounds of splashing grow louder as I move into the cool water. When my feet no longer touch the bottom, I strike out and swim slowly, hoping that nothing lives in this underground lake, especially nothing with sharp teeth.

      The moonlight is steadier now, shining through tree branches and vegetation overhead and piercing the cave in rays of silver. I keep going toward the sounds of a waterfall. When I swim around a large outcrop of rock, I find it. It’s a tiered waterfall set into stone. The top of it must be at least thirty feet overhead. That’s where I have to go.

      I kick harder, pushing toward it. Once I reach a small shore, I pull myself out and sit on the sticky clay, my lungs burning as I try to regain my strength.

      My name eddies around me. Peter haunts my steps. I don’t know how, but he’s getting closer. He must’ve found another way to this chamber, because there’s no way he could’ve fit down the tunnel I took.

      With a pained groan, I get to my knees and then my feet. I can already tell the stones here are slick with water and lichen, but I have to try to get to the top of the waterfall. It’s the only way out. Slogging through the mushy clay, I get back onto solid rock just at the edge of the water’s spray. Already soaked, I step onto a higher rock, then climb onto another, and then another. To keep going up, I have to maneuver more into the drenching water. It pounds on my head and shoulders as I feel for another handhold.

      My palm slips, and a bit of rock tumbles into the pool below. I redouble my efforts, reaching as far as I can until my fingers glance off a spot that seems promising.

      I steel myself, then heave my body to the side, the water trying to knock me back. Fighting it, I get my hand between two stones, gripping as best I can despite the burning in my fingers. I pull myself up and press against the rock. It gives me a slight reprieve from the water that pours behind me.

      Wiping my eyes on my sleeve, I peer deeper under the waterfall. There are more handholds here, the water wearing dips and divots into clay and rock over the years.

      My legs burn, and my arms are shaking, but I climb higher, picking my way as carefully as I can. I slip when I reach for the next tier of stone, my body sliding along the smooth rock until I can grab on.

      I hang on and press my torn toes into the clay that coats the crevices. Everything hurts. Every last thing. If my anger could carry me to the top of this cave, I’d already be there. Hell, I’d be halfway to the moon. But it can’t. Only this body, the withered bit I have left after what Peter stole. I can’t tell if it’s water or tears in my eyes, but it doesn’t matter. I will rip myself apart trying to get out of here, like a bear stuck in a trap that chews off its own leg to escape. I reach up again and pull, climbing slowly as the water pelts me and my aching skin is turned to ribbons on sharp handholds.

      When I finally inch out and away from the cascade, I see roots above me. The forest floor. I’m here. I reach, my fingertips only tickling the edges of the dark roots. I find more footholds and struggle upward, trying to keep away from the rushing water. The spray coats me, making everything just as slippery up here, but I keep pushing. With a dangerous lunge, I grab a decent hold of a thick root.

      My heartbeat is loud in my ears as I find my footing again and simply rest against the rock, my body on the verge of collapse. I want to quit. I’ve never wanted to quit so badly before in my life—and I’m talking even in high school when my sadistic gym teacher made us run five miles on a hot day. This is worse. This is pain to the point of confusion, to the point of hate. All of it directed at one man, at one monster. Peter.

      With that thought, I surge upward and grab onto another root, then dig my toes against the wall and shove myself upward.

      I gasp and grab another handful of roots, then another, and then I scrape away moss. It slips through my hands, and I reach again, grabbing hold and pulling. The moon shines on me now, a glow in the forest as I heave myself out of the abyss.

      I’m so close. I reach up again and grab another root. This is it. I’m out. All I have to do is pull the last of the way. I yank on the root to pull myself up and over.

      It breaks in my hand, and I scream as I twist back, only one hand on a root, and that root already giving way. If I fall now, I’m dead. It’s too far, and the pool is dotted with jagged rocks beneath me. With a kick against the stone, I spin myself around and grab onto more roots, but they, too, pull free and fall.

      My grip is failing, the strong root sliding out of my wet hand as I struggle to grab onto something, anything. I reach and pull, but all of the mossy top layer shreds as I try to pull on it, dirt coating my face and getting into my eyes.

      I can’t make it. I slip farther, my hand already numb.

      With one last gasp, I reach for a handhold. But once again, the roots crumble in my palm.

      I’m done. I can’t make.

      My hand slips, the root slicing through my skin, and then I fall, my scream weaving through the pounding waterfall as I rush to meet my death.
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      “I knew you were stupid. Just not this stupid.”

      My scream dies in my throat as I float up and out of the cave, then land on solid ground beside a thorny thicket.

      I’m shaking, my entire being shot through with adrenaline and terror.

      Tinker Bell appears before me in her golden flash, her eyes narrow. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “I-I-I-” No rational thought comes to my mind. I can only see the sharp rocks beneath the waterfall, the way they seemed to grow larger as I fell.

      “Shut up.” She crosses her arms over her chest. “I saved your life. You owe me.” She reaches into some hidden pocket in her dress and holds out a vial. It’s the same one I took from Geo.

      “What’s this for?”

      “Go home.” She points through the trees. “To the mainland. Never come back.”

      I stare at the vial. It’s my ticket out of here, a way back to the world where everything makes sense. No Peter. No Hook.

      “Go!” She stamps her foot.

      I look up at her. “Why? Why would you save me? I thought you wanted me dead.”

      “I do.” She huffs. “But the island doesn’t. So, instead, I want you gone. Far away from here and far away from Peter. So get going!”

      “All this because you love Peter?” I gape at her. “Because of him.”

      Her eyes flash. “Peter is mine.”

      “You keep saying that, but I don’t understand it. Why would you want him? You know what he’s done to me, to the Lost Boys. Those shadow children—he created them when he drained the Lost Boys, isn’t that true? He’s damned their souls to wander Neverland forever. He’s a monster. Why would you ever—”

      “You think I don’t understand what he is?” she hisses and comes closer. “You think I forgot about this?” She runs her hand down the scar on her cheek.

      I shake my head. “But he said Hook gave that—”

      “Peter!” she yells, the discordant bell of her voice hurting my ears. “Peter did this. Peter made me hunt down my own kind for him, he made me watch as he drained them, he made me—” Her voice breaks and she floats up a short distance and takes a deep breath.

      That’s when it clicks, when I realize how wrong I’ve been. “When you say Peter is yours,” I say quietly. “You mean he’s yours to kill.”

      “Yes!” She shoots back down to the ground, her feet thumping against the turf and shaking the trees around us. “I hate him. I will free myself of him, and then I will kill him. Do you understand? You will not take that from me.” She bares her fangs. “I will sever our tie and then sever his head. It will not make up for what I’ve done. My people will never forgive me, and I don’t want them to. I only want the chance to end his reign, to destroy him and allow the island to live again.”

      The menace in her, the pain—all of it is one. She’s a thrall to Peter just like the Lost Boys. All along, she’s been just another one of his victims.

      “When you gave me that potion earlier, you made it so that it would wear off quickly, didn’t you? So I could escape?”

      “It took you long enough.” She schools her features, putting her mask of disdain back into place. “I can’t kill you. The island still speaks to me sometimes, but only faintly now. Only in the quiet when I think of all the fairies who took their last breath in my presence. It warned me not to kill you, so I won’t, even if you are Peter’s boon. But I can’t have you here either. If he drains you, we are all finished. The island will die, and Peter will live on forever. You must go. Now.” She flutters down and yanks me to my feet with a surprisingly strong grip.

      “Moira? I’m coming, my darling.” Peter’s voice rises from the waterfall, and my body goes rigid.

      “Go!” Tinker Bell hisses, then flashes back into the golden orb and flies away through the gloom.

      The fairy dust in my palm promises a quick escape. All I have to do is use it. With dirty, trembling fingers, I reach for the stopper. Popping it open, I catch a small whirl of golden dust floating up from it.

      I stare. Then I realize I have no idea how to actually use fairy dust. I never saw Peter use it. What do I do? Snort it? Surely not. Dump it on my head? Drink it? I don’t think that’s a thing, not when the contents look dry and airy.

      Then again, if I use the fairy dust—no matter how—I’ll fly away from this island. I’ll leave Peter behind. I clench my eyes shut. That’s when I see Coy. Tootles, too. And now Slightly. They’re all staring back at me. If I leave now, they’ll always be there. They’ll be my own version of my mother’s cinderblock wall. Haunting me. I can’t let Peter hurt anyone else. Not if I can stop him.

      I pocket the fairy dust and take off through the trees, hurrying as best I can even though my energy is gone and my feet burn with each agonizing step.

      Animals growl and wings flap overhead, but I can’t focus on them. I can only focus on getting away from Peter. However fierce these beasts might be, Peter is far more vicious. Cunning. Heartless. At least the monsters in the trees would make it quick. Not Peter. He’d make me suffer in ways I can’t contemplate, not when I’m running for my life.

      I stumble out onto a hilltop that slopes downward at a sharp angle. The ground is dark with vines and bits of ghostly pale stone. It’s going to hurt. Everything on this island does. But I can’t stop now. I ease my way down the hill, but quickly realize being careful is eating too much of my time. Instead, I stand up and move quickly, tearing my skin anew on the rough ground as I skitter down the slope, sometimes rolling, sometimes skidding. Once I’m at the bottom, a familiar scent makes it to my nose—the bog.

      There’s no way I can make it through there even though Hook taught me its secret. Instead, I turn what I think is more inland and crash through thickets and patches of moss. I catch the glint of a small creek and follow its path, keeping to its bank where most of the vegetation is only knee-high. Something screams in the trees behind me, sending a shiver down my spine. But I don’t turn to look. I keep barreling ahead.

      The scream comes again, closer this time, and I push myself as hard as I can, sprinting and stumbling, groaning from the constant pain. I splash into the cool water and cut my foot on something deeply enough to make me pause. But when I turn around and see a set of yellow eyes not far behind, I run. I hurtle forward even though the pain slows me down.

      A hiss meets my ears, and I know the sound all too well. Falling water.

      The shadowy monster at my back howls, and my hair stands on end as I fall forward into the water. It’s deeper here, and I swim hard, my body moving more easily through the water though I can hear the creature splashing into the pool behind me.

      The stream opens wider, the waterfall sound growing louder.

      I decide then and there to keep swimming, no matter what. If I stop, I’m dead.

      More howls answer, the trees alive with those yellow eyes creeping closer and closer. I’m surrounded, and I feel the scrape of claws against my calf.

      I scream and kick harder, landing a blow onto something hairy and cold. The kick gives me a burst of momentum, and before I even realize it, I’m tumbling over the edge of the waterfall. Straight down.

      I don’t know how long I fall, but the impact of the water below is like a crushing grip, squeezing my ribs and almost knocking me out. I struggle, my arms working feebly as I pull myself toward what I think is the surface.

      I make it and gulp in more air as I drag myself along the rocks at the edge of the pool and then into the black sand. Once there, I roll over and lie on my back, my gaze on the sliver moon overhead.

      Movement catches my eye, and I see the beast at the top of the waterfall. It’s huge. A wolf with its teeth bared. But no ordinary wolf at all, because it stands on its hind legs and howls sharply before plunging into the pool beside me.

      “No!” I turn and crawl away, tears mixing with the water in my eyes as I try to make it to safety. But there is none. Only more of those yellow eyes waiting for me at the forest’s edge.

      When the wolf grabs my ankle and yanks me backwards, the only thing I leave behind are claw marks in the sand.
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      I plunge beneath the water again, my body at the breaking point as an arm wraps around me. The fangs will come next, and then I’ll be nothing more. Just another one of Neverland’s victims.

      But the bite doesn’t happen.

      Opening my eyes, I can barely see in the dim water. But I’m being pulled away from the falls and the shore. Away from the yellow eyes of the wolves.

      When we finally surface, I drag air into my lungs, then sputter and cough. Before I can even get a look at who has me, I’m pulled under again. Right as I am, I see those yellow eyes on the bank nearby, a whole pack of werewolves pawing at the creek.

      We continue through the water until my lungs begin to burn. Then I’m whipped around, and I finally get a glimpse of flowing hair and pale skin. Shiner kisses me, her breath pouring into my lungs and giving me life. Then she takes my arm again and pulls me along beneath the surface. We swim a good way farther before she drags me to the surface, and we both gasp for air.

      I spin, looking for the yellow eyes in the dark trees.

      “They won’t come—” She gasps in more air. “—this far. They know.” She points, and up ahead I see the familiar shape of the Guardian village. The round building sits in the middle with smoke rising lazily from its chimney.

      Dazed, I doggy paddle toward the bank as Shiner swims by my side. She makes it first, then offers me her hand and drags me from the water.

      I collapse on the black sand. She lets out a high whistle of complicated notes, then drops beside me, her back to the village and a blade in her hand as she watches the trees.

      “How did you find me?” I can barely get the words out, my body shutting down and my mind going blank.

      “Stay awake,” she snaps, and I hear the worry in her voice.

      “Awake.” I try to nod, but I slip down to the sand on my side.

      “Moira.” She puts one hand on my shoulder and shakes me. “Just hang on.”

      “Yes.” That’s when I realize I’m not speaking. I haven’t said a word. I’m trapped in my mind. My eyes close, and there’s the familiar cinderblock wall. At this point, it’s almost a comfort. I know it well. It’s not trying to hurt me.

      “Moira!” Shiner’s voice is coming at me through a long, dark tunnel strewn with debris and weeds draped from the ceiling. More of a cave than a tunnel, one with water dripping all around and clay that makes you sink up to your knees. Then farther and farther until it’s to your chest, then your neck, then covering your mouth and nose as you suffocate, becoming forever part of this island. Part of Neverland.
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      I wake screaming. Strong hands hold me down, and I’m unable to fight to free myself.

      “Breathe!” A female voice. One I recognize. “Please, Moira. You’re safe. You’re all right.” Tiger Lily appears in my vision and kneels beside me. “Bunk, let her go.”

      Bunk, who looms over me, releases his hold on my shoulders and backs away.

      I’m in the round building beside the fire. Lifting my hands, I see they’re bandaged. My feet too, though I can’t see them through the blanket. I can feel the gauze between my toes.

      “What happened?” I lie back and focus on Tiger Lily. On the now.

      “Shiner found you and brought you here. You’re in bad shape, Moira.” Tiger Lily doesn’t mince words.

      “I know.” I realize my voice is squeaky, weak.

      “We have to get you to the Fairy Village. If we don’t …” She doesn’t have to finish the sentence. I see it in her eyes.

      “I’ll die.” I breathe out in a slow whoosh and turn onto my side, my whole body rebelling at the exertion.

      “Yes.” She wipes a cool washcloth across my forehead. “We’ve treated your wounds on the surface, but we can’t undo what Peter has done. We can’t give that back to you. Only the Spinner can.”

      “She won’t make it.” Wraith glowers at me from the shadows. “A slight breeze would knock her over.”

      Tiger Lily cuts him a glare, then returns her gaze to me. “You’re going to rest here. We’ll try to get word to Hook so—”

      “No.” I bite the word off and spit it out.

      “No?” Tiger Lily seems taken aback. “Why not?”

      “I can’t trust him.”

      For some reason, she smiles. In it, I see a more youthful version of her, one that must’ve existed when Wendy came to Neverland. It fades a little as she wipes my forehead again. “You don’t have to trust him, Moira, but you do need his ship. It’s the only way you’re going to get to the Fairy Village alive. The Silver Mountains are too treacherous, even for our strongest warriors.”

      “Like I said, she’ll never make it.” Wraith comes into the light.

      Cobweb steps beside him and rests her palm on his arm, a warning look in her eyes.

      “I’ll get there.” I stare up at him. “Even if I have to crawl. I’ll get there. I’ll get strong. And then I’ll make Peter pay for everything he’s done.”

      “Shh.” Tiger Lily wrings out the washcloth. “Rest now. We’ll make plans later.”

      “He’ll come for me.” I fold my bandaged hands beneath my cheek. “Peter won’t stop searching, and he’ll find me. What will you do?”

      Tiger Lily’s face turns back into that beautiful, yet grim, visage I’m used to. “We’ll deal with him. The Guardians will always defend themselves. And we’ll also defend the island.”

      “He’ll bring all the Lost Boys he has left.” I sigh. “He won’t stop until you’re all dead.”

      “He can try,” Bunk grunts.

      “He knows what will happen if he spills blood in our village.” Tiger Lily gestures for Cobweb to hand her a cup from the little table on the floor beside my cot. “We’ve fought him before.”

      “Not like this.” I groan as she helps me lift my head and brings the cup to my parched lips.

      She only lets me have a few swallows before pulling it away. “That’s enough. Go slow.”

      I keep my gaze on her, on the mystery she represents. She defends the island, hears it speak to her, but she still doesn’t know what part I’m meant to play. Why won’t the island tell her? Why won’t it say decisively “Moira’s a threat” or “Moira’s a keeper”?

      “Tinker Bell said the island told her not to kill me. Has the island told you the same?”

      Tiger Lily’s dark eyebrows go up, and she motions for everyone else to leave us. They do, melting into the shadows and out of the room.

      “You saw Tinker Bell?”

      “She helped me escape. Peter had me trapped in the cave again. Drugged. Some potion of hers that he was giving me. She tricked him—gave me a watered-down dose—so I could escape, and then she helped me climb out.”

      She sits back on her heels, her brow furrowed. “I suppose that’s how we found this in your pocket.” She pulls the small vial of fairy dust from a satchel at her waist.

      “Yes. She gave it to me and told me to fly away back to the mainland and never return.”

      Tiger Lily puts the vial on the small table. “But you didn’t. Why?”

      “Peter.”

      “Peter?” She shakes her head. “How so?”

      “He killed Tootles. Right in front of me.” I can see him as if I’m still in that cage in the cave. “Geo—killed him too.” He drained so many Lost Boys, trapping them here forever. They’ll never get to see their loved ones again in whatever sort of life comes next—if there is one. I don’t know, but I know whatever it is, it’s better than being a ghoul child with fire red eyes that rises each full moon. “He’s hurt me so badly, tricked me in ways that stole parts of my soul. I’m tainted by him. I … I killed Slightly.” My body shakes violently as I confess, but the shudders settle, and I continue. “So I could escape. Slightly—he’d never hurt anyone.” I let the dissonance in that statement sink in. “Except he did, didn’t he? He hurt me.” I push my bandaged knuckles into my eyes and rub. “Because Peter made him do it. The Lost Boys have no choice. They’re forced to do horrible things by Peter. Peter is the reason for all of it, even though I don’t know why. I don’t know what he wants. I wish I did.”

      Tiger Lily’s eyes widen when I use the dreaded word.

      “But it doesn’t matter anymore. I don’t care what he wished for. I don’t care what his reasons are. All I know is that I want him dead.” I pull the blanket up to my chin. “I want him to die for everything he’s taken from me and so many others.” My words are so vicious, so unnatural coming from my own lips. But what’s worse is that I find I mean every single one of them. I want to avenge Coy, Tootles, Slightly—all of them. All the lives Peter has taken. A memory cuts through my train of thought. “He killed fairies. Did you know that? Tinker Bell told me he made her hunt down her own kind. Then he forced her to watch as he drained them.”

      Tiger Lily’s face goes pale in the firelight.

      “She wants him dead as much as I do, but she’s under his control, too. That’s how he operates—control.”

      “Surely, she’s lying.” Tiger Lily runs a hand down her face. “The fae—they’re sacred. The closest thing the island has to physical embodiments of its magic and its will. To kill them, to drain them… If he’s done that, Peter is cursed. The island will not forgive him.”

      “Is that so?” I’m growing tired, my voice hoarse. “Then why does the island let him run wild? Why does the island do nothing as he kills his way through the fae, the Lost Boys—”

      “My people,” she says quietly. “We started finding them drained and some simply murdered. It was soon after Hook went into the island’s sacred heart. We thought it was him for the longest time. It made sense. His deal with the island set so much darkness into motion.” She stands and paces beside me. “If I could go back, I would’ve cut him down right then and there. It would’ve stopped all of this from happening.”

      “Is that true, though? I don’t think so. All these things were already in motion.” I let my eyes fall closed and listen to the quiet sound of her feet moving back and forth. “Peter’s evil didn’t just spring up overnight.”

      She turns sharply, still pacing. “That’s true. He’s always had … tendencies. A prideful streak. Some cruelty. But Peter had a code, one he lived by above all others—fairness. He believed in fairness, as if it was his personal touchstone. So much so that he’d change sides mid-skirmish if he found the Lost Boys far outnumbered their foes.” Another sigh. “But that was long ago, long before Wendy Darling came. His code vanished, right along with our friendship.”

      “Do you think Wendy has something to do with all this?”

      “Of course.” She sinks beside me again and wipes my forehead. “Your line is tied to the island. When she came, I feel as if she awoke something here. And it grew and grew, pulling in Peter, Hook, and anyone who came near. Hook succumbed first, visiting the heart of the island. The sun stopped rising, the creatures became more vicious than even our elders could remember. And then Peter followed, making things so much worse.”

      “He wished for love.” I’m drifting now, my mind dark at the edges. “Hook. He wished for love, and he thinks the island gave me to him.”

      Her hand stills. “Love?”

      “Mmhmm. He told me.” I don’t mention what Hook and I did after he told me, though I suppose Tiger Lily can work that out on her own. She heard it that night at Hook’s Hideaway.

      “Do you suppose Peter made the same request?” she asks.

      “No.” I answer so quickly it startles me back into the pain of being awake. “Peter would never ask for anything like that. He’d only ask for something for himself, something he could use.”

      “And the island gave you to him, too?” she prods.

      “I don’t know.” I meet her eyes. “I don’t know what the truth is. I never have, apparently. Peter said …” I swallow hard. “Peter said Hook is the reason my mother faded away, the reason she succumbed to her illness.”

      “I see.” She wipes my cheeks as if she can swipe my fever away with gentle strokes. “But you must remember, Peter is a liar.”

      “So is Hook.”

      “Fair.” She puts the cloth in the bowl of cool water. “But who does your heart believe?” Rising again, she stokes the fire then turns to me. “Rest. We’ll protect you. If Peter shows up, I’ve already instructed Bunk to get you as far away from here as possible.” Her eyes are sad, the weight of the island resting on her shoulders. I suddenly wonder what the rest of her story is. Has she had love and lost it? Something in her demeanor tells me yes, but she turns and walks away before I can even formulate a question. Tiger Lily remains a mystery. But I’m beginning to suspect she may also be turning into a friend.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re looking better.” Shiner sits beside me and spoons me something with the consistency of oatmeal. “Not great, but better.”

      “Thanks, I guess.” I take another spoonful. It has the slightest bit of heat, as if the cook knocked over the hot sauce bottle into the pot before setting it upright again. But it’s also sweet. I actually enjoy it, though I won’t tell Widow or Cookson. Which reminds me. “Where’s Hook now?”

      She shrugs. “I took off as soon as Nessie raised the alarm that you were in danger.”

      “How’d you get through the woods?”

      “I’m a Guardian. There’s nowhere on the island I haven’t been. Even into the Silver Mountains.” She shivers. “But I hope I never see those razor-sharp peaks again. Not up close, anyway.”

      I pause for a moment, looking for the courage to ask what I really want to know. I shouldn’t care if Hook is all right. I know that. He hurt my mother, maybe killed her. I don’t know if Peter was lying, but when I think back to some of the things my mother said when she came out of her catatonia, I begin to see the truth filtering through, like motes of dust in a ray of sunlight. She’d talk about someone, someone who asked questions about me. Could that have been Hook? My gut says it is. Hook’s voice haunts my mind, whispering from dark corners: “I’ve done every sort of villainy you can dream up. More. Any black speck your beautiful mind can create, it rests on my heart, marking it like a piece of coal. There is nothing you can accuse me of that would roll off and leave me blameless.” He told me exactly what he is. What he’s done. Even so, I can’t stop myself from wondering if he’s okay. I want him to be all right. It’s sick and wrong, and I shouldn’t worry about that evil man. But I do. Even now, knowing what I know, I still do. I clear my throat. “That night that Peter took me, did you see Hook and Peter fighting?”

      She feeds me another spoonful. “Peter was already flying away by the time I got to the clearing where the Lost Boy had been drained.”

      “Geo. His name was Geo.” I didn’t particularly like him, but that doesn’t mean I wanted him to meet that horrible fate.

      “Hook had gotten the best of Peter in the fight, so of course, like the coward he is, Peter took flight and headed north. I bypassed Hook and kept going, picking my way up through the forest and farther until I reached the Grove. It took me two moonrises to get to the cave. By then, Peter had you firmly in hand. The Lost Boys were on high alert, and there was no way to sneak into the cave unnoticed. I climbed into a section of the Nevertree where I had a good view of the Grove and settled in to wait for my shot to get to you. It took another two moonrises before I heard your voice. It must’ve been when you were climbing up the waterfall. By the time I tracked you to it, you were gone, and Peter was on your trail. The werewolves kept him at bay—and he kept enough of them occupied—so I could cut around and find you in the pool.”

      “You never gave up on me.” I don’t want to tear up again, but I can’t help it.

      “Don’t go all mushy.” She shoves my arm, but I notice how gentle she is. “I just didn’t want Peter to win. That prick wins far too much, if you ask me.”

      “Thank you.” I take her hand in my bandaged one. “Thank you for finding me.”

      “It was nothing.” Then her eyes get a sharp glint in them. “How’d you like that underwater kiss, eh? Nice, right?”

      “That wasn’t even a real kiss.” I roll my eyes. “You were giving me air.”

      “Look, if you don’t want to admit to all the feelings between us, I understand. But it’s only a matter of time before all that emotion comes pouring out, and when that happens—”

      “Oh my god.” I laugh. “You are ridiculous.”

      She grins. “I know. But at least you’re smiling now. Not thinking about that ponce in the cave. He isn’t worth all this bother. Not from me or from you.”

      “He isn’t,” I agree. “Do you think the island will let me wish him away?”

      Her eyes pop as she puts her hand over my mouth. “She was just kidding,” she calls to no one in particular before giving me a hard look. “Too far, mainlander.”

      “Sorry,” I say against her palm.

      Once she realizes that we aren’t going to be struck by lightning or swallowed up by the island, she relaxes.

      “But what’s our next step? I know I need to get to the Fairy Village. I’m just not sure how.”

      “The Jolly Roger. I’m still going with you. In fact, I’ll be by your side from now on. It’s what Tiger Lily wants.”

      “She doesn’t trust me?”

      “She doesn’t trust you to stay out of trouble. Somehow, it just finds you. Wouldn’t you agree?” She offers me another spoonful of the not-oatmeal, and I take it, though it’s a bit gummier now that it’s cooled.

      “I do agree. I’m a lightning rod for it.”

      “Anyway.” She dips out the last bit of not-oatmeal and feeds it to me before dropping the spoon into the bowl. “As soon as you’re able to travel, you and I will head out toward the sea. I’ve no doubt that the Jolly Roger is already stationed offshore nearby. Hook won’t let you get away for long. I’m surprised he isn’t here yet. Then again, even with the truce and alliance between our peoples, Hook hasn’t been welcome in the village ever since he went into the heart of the island against Tiger Lily’s wishes.”

      “What will she do if he comes for me?”

      “She might kill him.” She shrugs. “She only needs his ship to get you to the Fairy Village, I suppose.”

      “So, you know how to navigate the sea on a pirate galleon?” I ask with one eyebrow raised.

      “I’m sure I could figure it out.” She stands and stretches, then grabs my empty bowl. “I’ll be back later.”

      “When you do, I want you to tell me a story.” I snuggle down beneath the blankets. “I’m getting pretty bored of being laid up in bed because of the things this island likes to do to me. I need entertainment.”

      “As long as you promise you won’t suck out my soul—or laugh at my horrible story-telling—then I’ll be happy to.”

      “Good.” I watch as she retreats through the hallway that links the round house to the other structures in the village.

      “I can tell you a story.” Wraith materializes from the gloom on the far side of the room.

      “Jeez. You need a bell, mister.” I point to my neck.

      He sits beside the fire, legs crossed as he watches me. He’s dressed in dark gray, knives strapped across his chest. Wraith always looks like he’s on the edge of a battle, only moments away from plunging into a deadly fray.

      “But yes, I’d be happy to hear a story. Hit me with your best shot.”

      “It’s sad,” he warns.

      “Make me cry,” I challenge. “But not really,” I add quickly. “I feel like I cry too much as it is.”

      He smirks. “No promises.”

      I settle in and watch him, though I have to admit I’m surprised he’s volunteered to talk to me. Usually, I can’t get more than two words out of him at a time. But I won’t toss away this good fortune just because it comes in an odd package. “Go on.”

      “Long ago.” He clears his throat and starts again, “Long ago when the Guardians had their very first leader, they named him king. He was the ruler of the Guardians and the predecessor to a long line of leaders—Tiger Lily is part of his line. He had many sons and daughters, each of them a prince or princess in their own right.”

      “Oooh, I love a royalty story.”

      He holds a hand up to shush me.

      “Sorry,” I whisper. “Didn’t mean to break the fourth wall. Go on.”

      He cocks his head at me, clearly not sure what I’m talking about, but he continues, “One of the princes loved the sea. The Guardians have always been bound to the island, to the land and the freshwater, and the plants and animals that thrive here. But this prince, he dreamed of sailing away and finding his own destiny.”

      “Is the prince you?” I whisper.

      This gets me a sharp look.

      “I’m quiet,” I squeak and promise myself to not say another word.

      He runs a hand along the dark, close-cropped hair on his skull. “He felled great trees and created a ship. It sank only a quarter mile offshore.” He gives a wry smile. “He created another, this time with much more attention to seaworthiness. It sailed beautifully, taking the prince far out into the sea where he saw many amazing things. Terrible sea creatures. A storm that never stopped. A huge whirlpool. But there were beautiful sights, too. One of the most beautiful was a mermaid. Ariella.”

      My eyes go wide, but I have to bite my tongue to stop myself from yelling, “oh my god, I know her! She tried to kill me!”

      “The prince met her in the Neverstorm after his ship was flooded and wrecked, all his crew set adrift and drowned. He only survived because Ariella pulled him to shore.”

      I gasp. “Wait, you’re Prince Eric? She’s … she’s the little mermaid?”

      He glares at me, and I realize I spoke again when I promised I wouldn’t.

      “He fell in love with her at that moment and vowed to return to the sea every day from then on out to be with her. He did … for a time. But the prince had responsibilities on the shore. His father was in ill health and died. The prince became the leader of the Guardians. He would have to fight the Lost Boys and the pirates, broker peace between the fae and the imps, the imps and the gnomes, the gnomes and the werewolves, and so on. He ventured to the sea less and less. He broke his vow to Ariella, to the one creature who loved him above all others. His duties to the Guardians came first. That’s what he told himself.” His tone is bitter now, his face drawn. “And when the time came, he married another.”

      “Oh no,” I say silently.

      After he and the new queen were wed and enjoying their celebration, Ari walked into the camp. She called for him, her golden voice piercing his heart. His guards held her as he ran to her side and demanded her release. She clung to him, sobbing, but so happy to see him. She didn’t know he’d already betrayed her. She only saw him.” He grits his teeth, then takes a deep breath, letting it out slowly. “When she finally understood what was happening, that he was already wed to another, she told him she’d made a deal with the Spinner. The Spinner agreed that her love for the prince-now-king was true. Ari asked for legs instead of fins so she could be with the man she loved. The Spinner agreed, but only on the condition that Ari marry the prince and spread the gift of true love throughout the island—for happy thoughts have always strengthened the fae of Neverland.”

      I can’t stop the bridge of my nose from prickling with tears. “What happened?”

      “Ariella couldn’t make good on her promise to the Spinner. The Spinner’s gift turned into a curse, and Ari was forced to wander Neverland forever. She couldn’t return to the sea, and she couldn’t be with the man she loved. She’s been trapped ever since.”

      “Wh-why are you telling me this?” I sniffle.

      He moves closer, his face in shadow from the fire at his back. “If you are truly descended from the line of Spinners, maybe you can break her curse.”

      “Can’t you break it? I don’t see a wife around here. You could marry her and—”

      “My queen died a long time ago, and I gave up my place as leader of the Guardians. I didn’t want it. All I wanted was Ari, but she won’t see me, won’t speak to me, won’t even look at me.” The anguish in his voice wrings more tears from me. “It’s been so long now. I don’t even know how many centuries have passed. Her curse is unbreakable. Only a Spinner can undo it. Once she’s free of it, we can be together.”

      “But there’s a Spinner in the Fairy Village. I’m going there. I’ll ask if—”

      “She won’t.” His tone sours. “I’ve begged every Spinner since the curse began. None of them will go against their ancestor. But you—you’re not from here. You don’t know the fae customs and you don’t have to abide by them. You could break the curse. It can only be you.”

      “Wraith …” I try to gather my words. “I don’t know what to say. I don’t even know if I am fae. Nothing has manifested. I can’t fly, and I don’t have powers. Widow’s wings grew when she got to Neverland. I’ve grown nothing—well, if anything, I’ve grown sick. Look at me.”

      “I know that.” He nods. “I know the chances of you making it to the Fairy Village are small.”

      “Hey, unnecessary.” I glare at him.

      He groans with frustration. “I don’t mean it that way. I want you to make it. You’re Ari’s only chance.” He swallows hard. “You’re my only chance to repair the mistake I made, to fix the heart I broke.”

      I look at him, his eyes still visible despite the shadows. “Sounds to me like it was two hearts that broke, not just the one.”

      He looks away.

      I reach out and take his hand. “Wraith, if I make it to the Spinner, I’ll ask her to release Ari from the curse.” A little sizzle plays along my palm where our hands are joined, but it seems to go cold at the end.

      He shakes his head. “I don’t want that. It won’t work. It has to be you.”

      “Then I promise it will be me, if it’s in my power.” The sizzle burns a little this time, and I draw back. “Ow.”

      “Promises have consequences, Moira. Broken ones—the worst.” He inspects his own palm.

      “I won’t let you down. At least, I’ll try not to.”

      He glowers a little, then rises.

      “Hey,” I call before he melts into the shadows again.

      “Yes?”

      “Thanks for the story.”

      He gives me a nod and fades away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Leaning on the doorframe of the round building, I stare out into the dark. The trees in the village are ringed with platforms, and long ropes hang here and there. I hadn’t even noticed the homes in the trees the first time I came here. Now, though, I’m much more familiar with the Guardians. There are more here than I’d imagined. A whole civilization of people sworn to protect Neverland. The island’s mysteries don’t seem to bother them. They bother me plenty.

      “How’s the coffee?” Tiger Lily walks toward me from one of the smaller huts, which I now know is the kitchen.

      “Perfect. Thanks.” In truth, it doesn’t taste quite like coffee, but I’ve forgotten what the sludge in the caf was like. Whatever the Guardians serve me is probably better.

      “You’ve been up and around quite a bit.” She looks me up and down.

      “I’m ready.”

      She crosses her arms. For the past two nights, I’ve made a big show of walking around the camp—being careful not to limp—and talking to people. I need to get to the Fairy Village, but if that’s going to happen, I have to show Tiger Lily I’m not going to keel over on the trip there.

      “You aren’t ready, Moira.”

      “I am.” I hold my arms out and spin for her. “See? Like a ballerina with all this balance and poise.”

      She reaches out with two fingers and pushes at my shoulder.

      I sway backwards and grab onto the doorframe.

      “Not ready.” She sighs.

      “I still have to go, Tiger Lily.” I regain my balance, my feet already aching from the pressure on my wounds. “The longer I stay here, the more danger I put all of you in.”

      “We aren’t scared of Peter or the Lost Boys, not now that we know the truth.” She swipes the dark cascade of her hair over one shoulder. “If anything, we’re angry. Peter has been lying to us for so long. The elders and I are in agreement—Peter is an enemy to us and to the island.”

      “Look, I know you’re brave.” I lean a little harder on the wood. “You’re brave in a way I only w—hope I could be.”

      She nods at my hasty avoidance of the w-word. “You’re brave, Moira.”

      “I’m not. When Hook first took me and jumped into the sea with me in his arms—nuts, I know. He told me then to be brave. I’m anything but. I’m scared of Peter. Hell, I’m scared of Hook.”

      She dips her chin a little, her gaze more direct.

      “Okay, not scared of Hook, not like that, not like I am of Peter. But he’s still an unknown quantity to me. What if he hurt my mother? I can’t forgive that.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to. But I also want you to be honest with yourself.” She takes me by the shoulders, her cream-colored sarong flowing out behind her. “You were brave enough to save yourself from Peter.”

      “I had help.”

      “You were brave enough to open your heart to Hook,” she says softly.

      I sigh, her words like a knife to my gut. “Why does he have to be so … bad? Villainous? Evil?”

      She presses her forehead to mine. “That’s precisely what drew you to him, and what drew him to you. Two sides of the same coin.” She pulls back.

      “Tiger Lily?” I know I shouldn’t be asking this.

      “Yes?”

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      She smiles tightly, her lips thinning into a line. “A long, long time ago. I’m afraid it’s not a story I like to tell.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s all right.” She glances behind me. “Shiner’s here with lunch. Rest some more, and we’ll talk later about when you’ll have the strength to make the voyage.”

      It’s not the answer I wanted, but I suppose I have to take it. “Okay.”

      I walk back to my cot and plop down.

      Shiner hands me a plate as she gets settled in by the fire. Cobweb and Wraith are already finishing off their food and poking at the berry dessert.

      “Valinx is doing us proud today.” Shiner forks a pile of greens from her plate and stuffs them into her mouth. “So good. Hey—” She peers at my plate. “Is he still giving you extra?”

      I shrug. “He likes me. I went by and chatted him up the first day I went walking around. Honestly, I’ve yet to meet a cook who doesn’t take a liking to me.”

      “Probably because they pity how weak you loo—Ow! What?” Cobweb yells when Wraith elbows her in the ribs.

      “It’s okay. I know I’m not in top form.” I try not to think too much about my appearance, but it’s hard when I see my hands. The backs of them are so strange now, like a grandmother’s hands got transplanted onto me. Splotchy with veins and sinew that poke up from beneath thin skin, they make me glad I haven’t seen a mirror anywhere in this village. I don’t know how many more stories Peter had me tell while I was roofied, but from the looks of it, it was plenty.

      “You’ve gotten stronger.” Shiner uses her fork to point at my hands. “Those bandages are almost ready to come off.”

      “I don’t mind them,” I say quickly.

      They all look at me curiously.

      “It’s just—” I can’t believe I’m going to say this out loud. “I like not being able to see the backs of my hands all the time. They’re … scary.”

      “Pffft.” Shiner scoops up a piece of her dessert. “It’s not that bad. I’ve seen way worse.”

      “Me too,” Wraith chimes in.

      I know what he’s talking about. I’ve seen Ari, too, the way she seems almost folded in on herself. From the way he spoke of her, she must’ve been a great beauty. But now, she’s like me, a husk of the person she was.

      “I once saw that boatswain Widow when she’d been cursed for sleeping with a witch’s man.” Cobweb shudders. “It was the stuff nightmares are made of. When I saw her at Hook’s place, I was shocked she managed to get back to her normal form.”

      “The witch fixed her after they handled the asshole who’d played them both.” I cheat ahead to dessert, too, scooping some of the crimson berries onto my fork. They’re not neverberries, thank heavens. They’re sweeter with a hidden tartness you get on the back end. I’d have to say they’re my favorite berry on the island.

      Cobweb whistles. “I would’ve loved to see what they did to that bloke. Cheating on a witch is a bad idea, but crossing one of Blackbeard’s crew is probably even dumber. That crew was so fierce. The only one that rivals it is Hook’s. He’s the cruelest bastard on the sea now that Black—Hey!”

      Wraith glares at her.

      “She can talk about Hook.” I adopt a nonchalant tone, one I hope isn’t obviously fake. “I’m not mad.”

      “Mmhmm.” Shiner grins. “You don’t care if we call him the nastiest son of a bitch under the moon?”

      I scrape my fork across my plate. “Nope. Don’t care.”

      Cobweb leans forward. “What if I said he was a whoreson’s whoreson with a cowardly streak a mile wide?”

      “That … that wouldn’t matter to me.” I run my tongue along the front of my teeth.

      Shiner nods. “What if I said Hook is the worst, lily-livered—”

      “Okay, look.” I slam my fork down. “I don’t know how I feel about Hook right now, but I do know that he is one of the bravest people I’ve ever met. He protected me, took care of me, and put me first at all times when we were together.” I clamp my mouth shut and feel my cheeks begin to heat. Why can’t I just play it cool? Not to mention, why am I defending the monster who hurt my mother?

      They all smile, and Shiner shakes her head at me. “You’re too easy to goad, Moira. Takes all the fun out of it.”

      “Like I said, I don’t know what I feel for him.” I give up on my food and set my plate down. “I can’t tell what he is—a villain or a …”

      “A lover. Maybe he can be both.” Shiner grabs my plate and hands it back to me. “Eat. Valinx will feel bad if he sees you only ate a little.”

      “Ugh.” I take the plate back. She’s right. I don’t want to upset Valinx. Now I’m irritated with myself for being so readable—Shiner knew just what to say to get me eating again. I’m a creature of guilt, always have been, and I never want to put anyone else out. I’ve always thought of that as a good part of my personality, but maybe it’s actually holding me back.

      “Stop doing introspection. It makes everything weird,” Wraith intones.

      “I’m not,” I say a little too sharply.

      Cobweb snickers.

      “You all don’t know me.” I keep eating, taking a big bite of what reminds me of fried tofu. “Don’t act like you can read me like a book. I have tons of mystery.”

      “Sure, sure.” Shiner nods, clearly trying to pacify me.

      “I mean it!” I finish my berries.

      “Yes, very mysterious.” Wraith smirks.

      I’m surrounded by assholes.

      “I’ll have you know—”

      A scream cuts through my oncoming tirade, and Bunk runs into the round house, a sword in his hand. “Lost Boys!”

      My body goes cold, and I whip my head around to stare at the doorway, fully expecting Peter to stride through it.

      Shiner, Cobweb, and Wraith are already moving, following Bunk out into the night. There’s barely a moon, the sky full of clouds after raining on and off for the past few hours.

      “Stay put.” Tiger Lily rushes from the dark hallway, a bow in her hand and a sword strapped across her back. “We’ll handle this.”

      I want to curl into the fetal position, become small and hide. The thought of Peter makes my skin prickle, like a million spiders racing all over my body. My stomach churns and I rise to my feet on wobbly knees.

      Hurrying to the back wall, I pull out a short sword I’d stowed behind one of the barrels. I don’t think Tiger Lily would’ve taken it from me, but I didn’t want to test that theory.

      Pressing my back against the wall, I just try to breathe, to push down the rising terror. It doesn’t work, and my stomach lurches, threatening to spill its contents. I swallow hard and focus on the sounds outside. No more screams. Only silence. But I see shadows roaming outside in the dark.

      I can’t move. Peter’s shadow could come for me at any second. My breath catches, and I can’t seem to think. I can only stare, dread rising inside me like the tide carrying a body ashore.

      A yell pulls my attention to the left, and I see two shapes fighting. The ring of metal-on-metal cuts through the stillness as they duel. More figures appear, all of them fighting as the sound grows. Grunts and yells, the clang of weapons, the screams of the injured.

      “Don’t give up!” Peter’s voice hits me like a slap across the face. “Find my boon!”

      The moon finally breaks through the clouds, and I see Peter dueling with Tiger Lily, the two of them bloodied as they dance back and forth, their swords cutting through the air with wicked intent.

      I’m drawn forward, my feet moving even though the rest of my body constricts. I want to help her, to save her, to do anything except watch her die.

      With a vicious swipe, he slices her arm. She yelps, but she swings again, almost catching him at the throat. He dances back, jaunty as always. “Not quite as skilled as you used to be, princess.”

      “Skilled enough to end you, boy.” She lunges for him, catching him in the leg.

      He shoots backwards and looks down. “These were my favorite pants.” With renewed vigor, he comes for her, his blade falling again and again as Tiger Lily fights him off.

      I lean one hand on the wall as the fighting rages all around me, but I can’t take my eyes off Peter. He’s the nightmare, the monster under my bed. He’s the one who haunts me, will always haunt me.

      Tiger Lily’s strength is failing, and he manages to stagger her with a hard blow that sends her sword flying to the ground.

      “Too bad it had to end this way.” He grabs her by the hair and yanks her head back, baring her throat. “But you’ve always been a problem, haven’t you?” He presses his blade to her neck.

      “Peter!” I scream.

      His head whips around toward me. “There you are, darling.”

      Tiger Lily punches him right in the crotch, and he howls and releases her. She scrambles for her blade, then backs toward me.

      A few others line up with her, all of them standing between Peter and me. Shiner glances at me, one side of her face bloodied.

      I brandish my sword. It may not do much good, not when I can barely hold it, but I’ll fight beside the Guardians.

      “Just give her to me.” Peter, still gripping his crotch, hobbles up.

      Dozens of Lost Boys swarm behind him. Bodies litter the ground here and there, and Peter steps over one of his own to face Tiger Lily.

      “We don’t have to do this. No more of your people need to die. Just hand her over.”

      “No.” Tiger Lily stands tall, her head high.

      “She’s mine.” Peter gnashes his teeth. “My boon!”

      He speaks of me like I’m a toy, one he carved his name into even though I never belonged to him in the first place. The hate I have for him is unrivalled.

      “You will not take her.” Tiger Lily points her sword at Peter.

      He straightens and gives her that charming smile of his, all boyish good looks and dimples. “Are you certain, princess? This time, I’ll have your head.”

      “Come and take it.” She turns to the side a little, adopting a defensive stance.

      Peter rolls his eyes then waves his Lost Boys forward. “Kill them all.”

      The melee begins anew, and Tiger Lily engages Peter once more. Bunk moves in front of me, his massive size a deterrent to the Lost Boys who converge on me.

      He swings a double-bladed axe, mowing down everyone who comes close as the others fan out and fight for their lives.

      Valinx darts out of the kitchen and dumps a pot of boiling oil onto a pair of Lost Boys. They scream and drop, and the cook brandishes a pan in one hand and a cleaver in the other. He joins the fray, and I lose him in the mass of bodies.

      Bunk keeps swinging, cutting down a few more Lost Boys before the others realize they can’t get to me. Not with Bunk in their way. Shiner drops back to his elbow and wipes blood from her face. Somehow, I know it isn’t hers. She pulls the bow from her back and nocks arrow after arrow, firing rapidly and taking out Lost Boys, giving her people a chance. Even with the skilled Guardian fighters, the numbers aren’t looking good. More Lost Boys rush into the battle, and Peter and Tiger Lily are in the thick of it. I can’t see her anymore.

      I lean farther out around Bunk to try to find her, but that’s when the hair on the back of my neck stands on end. I know what’s coming for me before I even turn around.

      “Shiner!” I let out a terrified scream as I whirl to find Peter’s shadow on me, its arms wrapping around me as it drags me backwards. My sword hits the floor, and I kick and throw my elbows back, but it doesn’t deter the shadow.

      “Get off her!” Shiner drops her bow and pulls her knife as she rushes toward me.

      But when she strikes at the shadow, her knife simply goes through it as if it’s made of nothing. It doesn’t feel like nothing. The thing is strong, its arms crushing me as it continues pulling me through the round house and toward the back hallway.

      “If it gets me outside, it can fly. Don’t let it—” It slaps a hand over my mouth, the darkness pouring onto my tongue even though I cough and try to bite it.

      Shiner tries to grip it, but her hands pass through. “Bunk!” she calls, her movements frenzied as she tries to free me. The shadow moves steadily, completely unbothered by Shiner, dragging me like a sack of potatoes.

      Bunk stomps up, his eyes wide as he, too, tries to grab the shadow that has me in its grip. But he can’t fight it either.

      I struggle, but I’m too weak to fight. I’m done. My heart beats a dirge, counting the moments until Peter takes me. I look at Shiner, and I want to tell her it’s okay. I want to tell her that this isn’t her fault. But I can’t. I can’t do anything except what I’ve always done—be Peter’s victim. The rage I feel is dampened by the grim realization that this is the end.

      “Let her go!” Shiner won’t give up.

      I try one more futile time to wriggle free. I get nowhere. It’s almost dragged me all the way out of the connecting building.

      “Stop!” Bunk thunders and wraps his arms around me.

      The shadow pulls, but Bunk is strong. He roots himself to the spot, digging in his heels and holding onto me, squeezing me with his meaty arms. The shadow pulls its hand from my mouth and wraps its other arm tightly around my throat.

      “Yes!” Shiner yells and runs to my back. She wraps herself around me, somehow on top of the shadow. Or maybe through it. I don’t know, but I can feel the two of them holding me steady as the shadow crushes me tighter and tighter.

      I can’t get a breath. Still, it keeps squeezing.

      “Bunk! It’s hurting her.” Shiner’s voice is panicked.

      My eyes feel like they’re bulging, and still I can’t get any air. The shadow constricts me more, squeezing my lungs flat and pressing my heart to my ribs.

      “We have to let go.” Bunk lets up on his hold, and the shadow eases.

      I suck in a tiny breath.

      “We can’t let go. If we do, it’ll take her.” Shiner keeps her arms around me.

      The shadow squeezes again.

      “Let go, Shiner.” Bunk’s face is a mask of sorrow. “You have to let go. It would rather kill her than let us have her.”

      I see spots, big black ones that skitter like spiders across my vision.

      “I’m sorry.” Shiner’s voice breaks. “I’m so sorry, Moira.”

      She backs away, and the shadow finally lets me breathe. I gulp in air and cough. The shadow pays me no mind, just drags me out into the moonlight.

      I feel when I lift into the air, my feet dangling as the shadow flies upward. Shiner and Bunk disappear as the shadow carries me across the village, heading for the Nevertree.

      The Lost Boys swarm below us, their yells of victory harsh in my ears. Peter has won. The Guardians are finished, and so am I.
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      The shadow stops so violently that I lose my breath. It turns midair and seems to be staring back through the trees.

      “What? Your boss in trouble?” My voice is hoarse.

      I try to kick at the shadow, but my foot meets only air.

      When it drops suddenly, I scream. We hit the ground, and the shadow takes off, leaving me in a pile of leaf litter in the dark.

      I struggle to my feet, dazed from the fall but no more hurt than I already was. The sounds of the battle are growing louder, and then I hear booms.

      My senses sharpen, my adrenaline kicking back in and powering my limbs as I push through the undergrowth and rush toward the noise. Those booms—they have to be musket fire. It’s the only explanation. And the only people I’ve ever seen with guns around here? Pirates.

      I shouldn’t want to see Hook, shouldn’t care if he’s all right, but my heart betrays me. It beats for him. Even though he’s a villain of the darkest design, cut from a cloth of midnight. He’s so much more than that, so much deeper than what others say—and even than what he says. There is so much good in him. I’ve felt it. Seen it.

      When I burst through the woods and into the village, the fray seems to have shifted off to my left. I follow the sounds, hiding behind buildings and moving as quickly as I can.

      A pirate rushes past me, his sword held high as he chases a Lost Boy. It’s Cecco. I can see the glint of his earrings as he yells.

      More Lost Boys run by me, and I press my back against the wall of a tiny cottage. They don’t look back at me, not when they’re running for their lives.

      “Run, cowards!” Bill Jukes lumbers past me, blood streaking down the back of his head.

      A Lost Boy staggers only a few feet away from me, falling to his knees as he gasps for breath. It’s stupid, but I pity him. He didn’t choose this. Peter chose it for him.

      I move toward him slowly, but then I see another familiar shape. Widow.

      She stalks around to the Lost Boy’s front. “This is it for you, lad. Godspeed on your travels.” She ends him with a quick stab to his heart, and he falls forward, not a sound uttered.

      “Widow.” I stumble toward her.

      “Moira!” She stows her sword and runs to me, catching me before I fall. “We’ve been all over this blasted island looking for you.” She hugs me so tightly I wonder if my ribs might break.

      “Peter had me.” I lean on her as she guides me around the house I was hiding behind. “And then I escaped. The Guardians have taken care of me.” I have to catch my breath, fatigue wearing on me. This sort of tired—the kind that goes all the way to my marrow—is crushing. Not only because it hurts, but because I know my vigor was stolen from me.

      I pull up short. “Promise me something.”

      “What?” She eyes a Lost Boy who runs into the trees to our left with a pirate hot on his heels.

      “If Peter’s shadow gets its hands on me again, kill me before it can take me.”

      “Kill you?” She shakes her head and drapes one of my arms over her shoulders, her wings tickling along my skin. “If I were to do that, Hook would hang me from the mizzenmast like a puppet on strings. No, thank you.”

      “I mean it.” I trip over nothing in particular, and Widow takes on more of my weight.

      “I know you do.” Her voice is softer now. “But it won’t come to that.”

      “His shadow can’t be killed. It’s like smoke.”

      “Anything can be killed.” She says it with such authority that I begin to wonder about all the things she’s killed since taking up the pirate life.

      “Moira!” Shiner runs up, her arm bloody.

      “I’m all right,” I announce, but Shiner ignores it and loops my other arm over her shoulder. “You look like shit.”

      “You’re the one who’s bleeding.” I stop trying to support myself as much and, instead, lean on both of them.

      They seem to handle my weight with ease as we pass through the village, only stopping to check on injured Guardians.

      Valinx lies outside the kitchen, a hand at his stomach. “Moira.” His voice is reedy and thin.

      Shiner ducks from beneath my arm and rushes to him, dropping to her knees. “How bad is it?”

      “Could be worse.” Valinx sighs.

      When Shiner grabs his wrist and lifts his hand from the wound, she puts it back quickly and places her own hand over his.

      Widow lowers me to the ground beside him, and I stare at the blood that still rushes from between his fingers.

      “Don’t go.” I take his other hand.

      “I was hoping to fatten you up before I took my leave.” He smiles weakly. “You need a good cook to set you to rights.”

      “You’re an amazing cook, and you aren’t going anywhere.” I squeeze his fingers. He becomes fuzzy in my haze of tears. “I’m ready to be fattened up, all right?”

      “All right.” He gasps in another breath.

      “Please, Valinx.” I hold his hand between mine, his skin dark and luminous, my own pale and aged in comparison. He has so much life. This shouldn’t be happening.

      “No.” Shiner shakes her head. “No!”

      That’s when I realize he’s taken his last breath. He’s no longer looking at me though his eyes are still open.

      Shiner pulls her hand away, her palm bloody. “No,” she whispers.

      I close my eyes and say a prayer to whoever’s out there that Valinx’s next kitchen is stocked to the brim with only the best ingredients. But he should still be here. This mindless slaughter has to end.

      “We have to go. They’re still here.” Widow’s gaze is on the treeline at the edge of the village. I can’t see any Lost Boys, but I know she’s right. Peter will sacrifice as many of his soldiers as he must if that means he gets his hands on me again.

      “You will be given a hero’s burial.” Shiner dips her chin, bowing to Valinx, and then she stands.

      “I’m so sorry.” I lean on both of them again.

      “He died a hero’s death defending the village and the island. There’s no nobler end for any of our people.” Shiner says it with certainty, but I can still sense the pain in her voice.

      There’s nothing more to be said. Grief lives in the silence between us as they help me away from the kitchen and deeper into the village.

      “Whoa!” Shiner pulls out her blade as a Lost Boy runs between the kitchen and the round house.

      He doesn’t stop for us, only sprints away like the devil is on his tail.

      Because the devil is on his tail.

      Hook appears from between the buildings, the scowl on his face so intense that I almost wince. He has blood on his shirt, a rapier in his hand, and vengeance writ large in his eyes.

      When he turns his gaze on me, my breath catches.

      His prey forgotten, he stares at me, his eyes wide with recognition. No, not just recognition—there’s so much more there, not the least of all is love.

      My mouth drops open, and all the emotions that I carry hidden within myself, locked away in beautiful boxes with unbreakable latches—all of it bursts open like a dam giving way. My tears flow freely, and I whimper as he stalks to me.

      Sheathing his sword, he grabs me around my waist, lifts me up, and kisses me hard on the mouth.

      I can’t think, can’t focus on anything except the claiming brand of his tongue, the way his hands rove me with complete possession.

      He crushes me to him, almost as if he wants to tuck me away inside his ribcage where its safe. I cling to him, wrapping my arms around his neck as he grabs my ass and pulls my legs so I’m straddling him.

      “Lass.” He pulls back, his eyes meeting mine, like the sea crashing on the shore. “Are you hurt?”

      “N-no.” I shake all over, my body pushed to the breaking point.

      “You are.” His jaw tightens. “You are. That bastard hurt you. I don’t know how, but I’m going to kill him, Moira. I’m going to destroy him for you. Only you. I don’t give a flying fuck for any of the evil he’s wrought, any of the Lost Boys he’s murdered, or the innocents he’s corrupted. When I kill him—and I fucking will—he will die knowing that you are the reason.” He kisses me again in that fierce way of his, the one that would turn my knees to jelly if they weren’t already there.

      “Moira!” Tiger Lily runs up.

      Hook kisses me more, his mouth seeking mine, hunting me down and taking, taking, taking. When he finally lets go, I’m even more dazed.

      “You’re all right? When Bunk told me the shadow had you—” Tiger Lily’s gaze darts to our right, then she nocks an arrow and lets it fly with unbelievable speed.

      A Lost Boy falls from the roof of the round house, his body thudding onto the ground.

      “It let me go.” I look at where the Lost Boy fell. He doesn’t move.

      “Let you go?” Tiger Lily scans the roofs of the other buildings.

      “Yes. It was doing that whole kidnap thing—which I’m so flippin’ over, by the way—but it pretty much dropped me and headed back this way.”

      Hook turns and strides away as if we hadn’t just been having a conversation.

      “Hey!” I cock my head to the side. “What are you doing?”

      “Taking you to the Jolly Roger where you’ll be safe. We have to get to the Fairy Village.” His eyes search my face. “Now.”

      “But where’s Peter? What happened?” I wriggle in his hold. “Wait!”

      He stops. “Wait for what? That bellend to take you again?” He shakes his head. “No, Moira. I won’t let him lay another finger on you. I can’t bear it.”

      The Lost Boys have all but vanished now, retreated to the forest.

      “Peter fled.” Tiger Lily catches up. “The moment his shadow had you, he turned tail.”

      “And ran right into me.” Hook smirks, a look of malice in his midnight eyes. “I suppose that’s why his shadow let you loose. His master needed him. I had him beat, my sword through his gut, but his fucking shadow pulled him free and flew away with him.”

      “You fought him again?”

      “That’s all I seem to do, lass. Fight that cocky little shit over and over again. But no more.” He pulls me against him, squeezing me like he wants to meld our bodies together. “He’s going to die for what he’s done.” He begins walking again, carrying me away.

      I don’t deny the relief I feel, the simple joy of knowing he’s alive. But I haven’t forgotten what Peter said about my mother. I realize Peter has been poisoning my mind ever since we first met, but that part has stuck with me. A thorn in my paw that I can’t remove. Only one person can.

      “Go ahead and ask me.” Hook stares into my eyes. “I can hear all that machinery clanking in there, lass.”

      Tiger Lily and the others are still walking along with us, escorting us back to the Jolly Roger. More pirates join, and I realize Hook brought the entire crew with him. For me. He brought the entire force of his pirate army to bear because he was trying to get to me.

      “Do you want me to rut you in front of all these Guardians, lass? Is that your cup of tea? Because I will if you keep eye-fucking me like that.”

      Starkey snickers, and Widow elbows him as they trail behind us.

      “Stop threatening me with a good time.” I’m stalling. I have to ask him, but do I want to know the answer? If it’s bad, then maybe I don’t. Because … Because I’ve fallen in love with this villain, this man of myth who is anything but one-dimensional. He has more facets than one of his stolen jewels, and I want to see every one of them—those that shine and those that don’t.

      He jumps down a short drop, and I yelp and grab onto him more tightly.

      “I’ve got you, lass. Don’t you worry.” He keeps going, trudging through the forest like he’d know the path to the sea even if he were blindfolded.

      “What Peter said,” I start haltingly. “What he said about my mother?” I look into his eyes and imagine I’ll know if he’s telling the truth or lying. Or maybe it’s not my imagination. Maybe I can read him. Maybe my heart knows his so well that a lie would make a hollow-sounding beat instead of the constant snare that rat-a-tats through me whenever he’s near.

      “Is that your question, lass?”

      “Don’t make it harder than it has to be,” I scold.

      “Oh, it’s already plenty hard.”

      Tiger Lily clears her throat. “Guardians, fan out. They could still be hiding in the trees. If you see a Lost Boy, you know what must be done.”

      Several of the Guardians break off from our main group and disappear into the thickets and behind the thick trunks that mark this section of the island. The fantastical flowers bloom here, their petals reaching for the elusive moon.

      I try to steel myself as best I can, but I know I’m one wrong word away from crumbling. “Did you … did you visit her?”

      “Yes.” His answer makes a yawning pit open in my stomach, a swirling black hole that threatens to turn me inside out and swallow me whole. My mouth goes dry, my hands sweaty.

      “Did you drive her mad?”

      He sighs. “I don’t think so, no. But how can I be sure?”

      A reprieve, one that saves me from falling apart … for now. “Tell me what happened.”

      He glances at Tiger Lily. “I suppose you may as well hear it all now.”

      “Finally,” she says tartly.

      “I went to the heart of the island. In the cave beneath the tree, I heard the island speak to me. It offered me a wish.”

      One of the Guardians behind us hisses.

      Hook continues, unperturbed. “I took it.” His gaze softens as he meets my eyes again. Sure-footed as a goat, he carries me down a rocky hill toward the beach below. “When Wendy came to the island, she worked some sort of curse on me. On everyone here, really. She made me realize there could be more. More than a life of murder and thievery—” He grins. “Though those are still plenty appealing.”

      I smack his shoulder.

      “Wendy was like the first drink of alcohol for a young lad. The first taste of something forbidden. She made me want something I’d never even considered.” He jumps down another bit of the incline. “She made me want love. Connection. Someone to share my cabin with.”

      “You wanted Wendy?” I ask.

      “That mealy-mouthed goodie two-shoes?” His lip curls in disgust. “I wanted her to walk my plank and be gone.”

      “Jeez. That’s my great-great-great-grandmother you’re insulting!” There might be one more or one less ‘great’ in there, but I can’t remember.

      “My father was a piss-poor excuse for a man. There, feel better?” He reaches the sand, his steps growing smoother. “She made me want the other half of my soul. I didn’t even realize it was missing, but like I said, she cursed me. That’s what drove me to the heart of the island. It’s what led me to you.”

      “And you’re saying that was a curse?” I scoff.

      “Of sorts, yes. Just think, lass. I was Captain James Hook, feared by all, even by Blackbeard. I maimed half of Atlantis and had an astronomical bounty on my head in the Triangle. I had it all.” He gives me a rueful smile. “Until Wendy made me realize I didn’t have it all. And I wouldn’t have it all until I had you, lass.”

      I’m so close to melting, but I can’t. Not until he tells me the truth. “I have to know if you hurt her.” My voice is barely a whisper, like a faint harmony with the waves of the sea.

      He nods. “I know, lass. That’s the part I’ve been dreading, been trying to figure out. Once the island granted my request, it told me your name. Needless to say, I went running back to my ship and set sail to find the woman who would make me whole. I found you.” He shakes his head. “You were six. Playing in your pool with your mother and a little yipping dog running around and trying to jump in with you.”

      “Nana.” God, it’s been a long time since I’ve thought about her. She died when I was still little.

      “I’d come to claim you. But you were yet a wee lass. So, I left you alone. Only visiting and checking in on you from afar. Eventually, I tasked one of my men with looking out for you.”

      I arch a brow. “Yeah, I know. Not cool.”

      “Shortly after that, I met your mother.”

      A knot forms in my throat. “How?”

      “She came to me. We were sailing around the Neverstorm, and she dropped right onto the deck, her clothes and hair soaking wet. She strode right up to me, put her finger in my face, and asked me what my intentions were with you.” He smiles a little as if it’s a fond memory.

      “She was here?” I’m so damn tired of crying, but I can’t stop. Not when I imagine my mother in Neverland. “My mom was here?”

      “Off and on for years.” He nods. “Not just here, though, she traveled all the worlds. I even heard tell of her swimming to the darkest depths and meeting the old god who lives at the bottom of the sea. She had a magic of her own, one borne from Neverland. A particular sort of fairy folk, she was. No control over when she appeared, mind you. She complained mightily about it. In between all that, I asked her about you. She told me all sorts of things, and most of all, she told me how much she loved you.”

      A sob catches in my throat.

      He reaches up and wipes my tears away. “She told me you would hum to yourself while doing homework, you loved every cat you ever met—even the one that left this scar—” He lifts my hand and shows me the little check-marked scar on my wrist, then kisses it. “You had the messiest room she’d ever seen, but you always knew exactly where everything was. You had dozens of notebooks, all of them filled with stories. She would often say you had more stories than time to tell them.”

      It’s all true. She told him about me. She remembered me. I can’t talk. No words form as I try to process what he’s saying. My mother traveled? That’s where she was when she left? And she told him she loved me?

      “She didn’t even have to say she loved you, lass. She threatened to cut off my bollocks if I ever hurt you.” He laughs. “She was nothing like Wendy, thank the saints.”

      “You didn’t make her leave me.” I cry and bury my face in the crook of his neck. “Y-you didn’t make her leave. Peter lied.”

      “Shh now, lass.” He rubs my back and rocks me to the rhythm of the waves. “I don’t think she had any say in how her magic worked. It was a wild thing, one that swept her away. What part I may have played in it, I can’t say. I did ask her about you. In fact, there were a few times I’d chase down rumors of her and try to catch her just to find out more. But she was wily, a fae through and through. I just missed her off the coast of El Dorado the last time I’d gotten wind of her. Word was that she was traveling to Neverland to look for the Spinner again. She’d tried several times already but never found her.”

      “Why?”

      “To get a handle on her magic, I would guess, so she could get back to you for good. But that’s the last I ever heard of her.”

      “She died here? On Neverland? That’s when she died on the mainland?” I gaze at the slope behind Hook, at the greenery in the forest beyond. Did she roam this same ground?

      “Very well could have. Can’t say for certain.” He leans forward and presses a kiss to my forehead. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, lass. I didn’t know how to. Or maybe I didn’t have the guts. Either way, I’m sorry.”

      “I don’t believe I’ve ever heard him utter those words to anyone.” Tiger Lily crosses her arms and looks up at me. “Well done.”

      I wriggle in his grip. “Down, please.”

      “No.”

      “James.” I push against his chest. “Put me down.”

      He lets out a long-suffering sigh and slowly lowers me to the sand, making sure I feel every hard inch of him on the way down.

      I turn to Tiger Lily. “Are the Guardians going to be all right?”

      “Of course. If the Lost Boys come back, we’ll be ready.” She takes my hands. “You have to make it to the Spinner. She’s the only one who can set you on the path to heal yourself and the island. I believe that now. But you need to leave now.” She glances at the forest. “Peter won’t let you go. He’ll do whatever it takes to stop you.”

      “Unless he has a pirate ship, I don’t think he’s going to have a chance.”

      She shakes her head. “Don’t underestimate him. He knows this island. If you’re on it or near it, he’ll find you.”

      That sends a shudder through me.

      “He’ll find the point of my sword while he’s at it,” Hook growls.

      She squeezes my hands once more then lets go. “Go now. We’ll stay here until you’re well away.”

      “Thank you.” I act before I think and wrap Tiger Lily in a tight hug. “For everything. Thank you so much.”

      She returns my embrace. “All our hopes go with you, brave Moira.”

      I remind myself that I won’t cry anymore as my eyes begin to water. “I won’t let you down.”

      She lets me go, and Hook scoops me up and stomps out into the waves.

      “You can’t say goodbye?” I gawk at him.

      “They know we’re leaving. They can see my arse, can’t they?” He shrugs. “I’m not wasting another second on land. Not when I know I can protect you on the sea.” He turns his head away from me and lets out his piercing high-low whistle.

      “I’m rowing as fast as I can,” Skylights yells over the waves. “Hold your rudder!”

      When I turn around, I see two rowboats on the water. Skylights is in the one that’s flying toward us, his arms working the oars with speed and precision.

      “He looks almost as good as me when I row.” Starkey shrugs. “Almost.”

      The boat slows to a stop beside us, and Hook gingerly places me on the bench before climbing in beside me.

      “Get a move on, Sky.” Hook turns to me and pulls me into his lap.

      I should protest at him treating me like a doll, but I rather like it. It’s like I’ve been starved for him, for his touch. Which reminds me. “Where have you been?”

      “Pardon, lass?”

      “I was with Peter for I don’t know how long, and then with the Guardians. Where were you?” I even have enough strength to add some attitude to my question. Just being close to him is charging me up … with sass.

      “Looking high and low for you, terrorizing the imps to get them to tell me the entrance to Peter’s cave, interrogating the Lost Boys we managed to capture, scouring the areas where we’ve seen Lost Boys hanging about—”

      “When you say ‘interrogating’ and ‘terrorizing’ do you mean … torture?”

      He snorts. “Let’s just say I won’t be welcome back into the imp encampment for quite a while.”

      “Don’t forget Anne.” Skylights gives me a grim look.

      “Anne? The pirate queen?” I ask.

      “That’s the one. Calico Jack was her husband,” Skylights says between rows. “She hated him of course.”

      “Despised him,” adds Hook.

      “But she’s looking for revenge now that he’s dead.” Skylights exhales and sucks in a breath before pulling the oars even faster.

      “She’s chasing you?” I glance out over the dark water but see only the Jolly Roger.

      “We shook her when she got tangled up with a sea dragon, but she’ll be after us again soon enough.” Hook shrugs.

      “Is there anyone around here that doesn’t want us dead?” I lean against him, safe in his arms.

      “No more than I can count on one hand, lass.”

      Now I’m the one snorting a laugh. We’re escaping one danger and running—or rowing—right into another.

      If there’s one constant about Neverland, it’s that something or someone is always out for blood. At least I know who my enemies are this time around. I look up at Hook, his eyes bright even in the cool moonlight. Whatever else he may be, this man is mine. Maybe I made a wish too a long time ago. Maybe I wished for him just as much as he wished for me. It’s a comforting thought that brings me back around to a not-so-comforting one.

      What did Peter wish for, and why did the island lead him to me?
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      “If you could give me some room, that would be wonderful.” Skylights shoots Hook a tart look.

      “Get on with it.” Hook hovers by my side as Skylights holds the lantern up to my face.

      I can’t help it—I slap the sides of my palms together in front of my nose and hide. “Don’t look. I know it’s bad.”

      “No, lass.” Hook sits beside me. “You’re beautiful.”

      “I’m wretched.” I groan. “I feel like a piece of taffy that’s been pulled too far, and I look like …” I don’t think they’ll get my ‘Crypt Keeper’ reference, so I let it go.

      Skylights presses his listening apparatus to my heart.

      “It’s all right.” Hook takes my hand in his. “Once we find the Spinner, this will all be handled.”

      “But what if we can’t find her? My mother never could.” I still can’t believe she’d been here, living a million lives, but all the while chained to the mainland in her physical body.

      Though I’ve feared turning out like her, I realize that isn’t the case. I’ve never once lapsed back to the mainland, never found myself staring at a cinderblock wall, never felt the pull to some other place and time. I’m here. Body and soul, I’m right here. I share my mother’s ailment to a degree, but I don’t suffer as she did. I’m not torn in two, only reuniting with the other half of myself for stolen moments here and there. I’m fully involved, every bit of me attuned to Neverland.

      “Heart is still all right. Not as strong as it should be, but it’s still kicking.” Skylights puts the metal horn on the desk and drops to one knee to inspect the mermaid bite. “This looks really good.” He presses his fingers along it. “Healed well, even if it took a while.” Looking up, he peers into my eyes, one after the other. “Good. May I?” He takes my free hand and inspects the healing wounds along my palm. “How’d you get these?”

      “I had to climb out of the cave. Some of the rocks were sharp, and there were roots, too. They cut me. My feet too—they took a beating.”

      “Let me see.” He inspects one foot, then the other. “I can still see some remnants of the Guardian’s salve on these. They aren’t too bad.”

      “They don’t hurt like they used to.” I sigh as Hook pulls me to his side. I rest my head on his shoulder.

      “You’ve been through a lot.” Skylights stands up, his gaze lingering on my face.

      I don’t hide this time. What’s the point? He already knows what Peter’s done to me. I suppose I’m glad there isn’t a mirror in here, at least not one I’ve found.

      “Does anything hurt, lass?” Hook kisses my hair. “Tell me.”

      “No more than usual.” I sound tired. No, more than tired, I sound utterly worn out.

      “I’ve already set a course for the Fairy Village. It’ll take us a few days to get there with the winds this time of the season, but we’ll get there. I promise you, Moira. We’ll get there, and we’ll find the Spinner. You’re going to be all right.” He gently takes my chin and turns my face toward his. “Say you believe me, lass.”

      I want to believe him. Isn’t that how fairy tales end? Everything working out and the heroine sailing off into the sunset with her youth in one hand and her love in the other? But I can’t see that future. Not when I live in the shadow of Neverland, of Peter.

      “She needs rest.” Sky gives Hook a pointed look.

      “I suppose I’ll need your permission before I ravish her then?” Hook gives Sky a pointed look right back.

      “Apologies, Captain.” Skylights grabs his bag and heads for the door. “Call me if her condition … changes.”

      “You were going to say ‘worsens’.” My voice is still streaked with hoarseness from where Peter’s shadow strangled me.

      “Sleep well” is all Skylights adds as he hurries out and closes the door behind him.

      “No ravishing then?” I give Hook a half smile. “What sort of pirate are you?”

      “The sort who will do any number of heinous, highly suspect, and seriously illicit things to you the moment you’re feeling better.” He kisses me, still fierce, but also with an underlying tenderness.

      I run my hands along his sandpaper cheeks and into his impossibly soft hair. “I’ve missed you so much,” I murmur against his lips.

      “I’ll never be parted from you again, lass.” He lays me down, then settles in next to me, pulling the blanket over us as he nestles me against his chest. “Rest now. We’ll sail her smooth and easy all the way up the island.”

      “Has any voyage of yours ever been ‘smooth and easy’?”

      “Now that you mention it …” He chuckles, the sound low and so damn sexy.

      I may be worn out, but I’m not dead. Not yet. I push up and kiss him. He answers, his tongue sweeping against mine as he pulls me fully on top of him. Moving against him, I feel how hard he is, and I want it. All of him.

      “You came for me,” I breathe and look down at him. “I mean, it took you a while, but—” I squeal as he turns me over and pins me onto my back.

      “Do you have any idea what it felt like when I realized you’d run off?” His sexy growl vibrates through me.

      “I—”

      “Rhetorical, lass. Because I’ll tell you. I was afraid.” He kisses me again, as if he can’t bear not to. “I’ve known fear on the sea plenty of times. Worry for my crew. But what I felt when I took off after you—that sort of terror …” He shakes his head, his dark hair tickling along my forehead. “It’s not something I recognize. It was like you had my heart in your hand, and you were squeezing it, lass. Squeezing the blood from it and killing me slowly, painfully, the way I deserve.”

      “You always get so dark so fast,” I whisper.

      He smirks. “You do that to me. Sent me straight to hell, you did. And when I saw that bloody coxcomb with his hands on you—” He bares his teeth.

      “I’m here now.” I kiss him again and spread my thighs farther apart, his hard cock pressing against me in just the right spot. “I’m here.”

      “Never again. Never. I’ll die before I’ll let him touch you again.” He kisses my cheeks, my forehead, the tip of my nose.

      “It’s not as if you had a choice.” I want to soothe the beast inside him, the part that seethes and roils. “I’m the one who walked right into his trap.”

      He glares down at me. “You did, lass. You ran away from me.” He plucks my bottom lip between his teeth and bites down lightly.

      “No.” I gasp when he rocks his hips against me. “Not away from you. I was only trying to steal the fairy dust from Geo so I could—”

      He pulls back. “So you could what?”

      Shit. I was about to say ‘fly away from Neverland,’ but with the thunderclouds gathering on his forehead, I realize that is the completely wrong answer.

      “You wanted to leave me for good, lass?” His voice drops lower, flirting with lethal. “Is that what you planned?”

      “I wasn’t—ah!” I can’t think when he moves against me. Each stroke builds a fire deep inside me, one that’s swirling in a circle with tighter and tighter rotation.

      “You aren’t leaving me, lass.” He runs his teeth along my jaw line. “I won’t let you. I ought to spank you—and I will soon—for even thinking it.”

      “That’s a bit, um, kidnappy, of you.” I gasp when he bears down, grinding on me just right.

      “I’ll do worse than just kidnap you.” He skims his tongue down my throat and licks my jugular before pressing his teeth into me. “I’ll tie you to this bed and have my way with you in a million depraved ways. Your pretty mouth, your tight cunt, that perfect little asshole that I’ll fill with my come—all of you. I’ll give you so much pleasure it feels like torture, lass. I won’t stop. Not until you realize this is where you belong.”

      “With you?” I’m so close, my body primed to burst in sparks.

      “With me. Forever, lass. You and me.” He surges against me, and I cry out as my orgasm fractures through me.

      He takes my mouth, swallowing my moans as my body rides the sensation of bliss, the complete unwinding of me. I let it all go, like a piece of ribbon blowing in the wind, the ends free and floating. He takes it all from me—my fear, my pain, my endless fatigue—he takes it and gives me heat instead. I want it all, everything he has to give. Peter has drained me, but James Hook has done nothing but fill me up. With trust. With love.

      When I finally come back down, he smooths his rough palm along my cheek. “Better, lass?”

      I take in a deep breath and let it out. “Better.”

      He smirks. “I don’t mind a dry fuck, but I’ll be honest, I can’t wait to be inside your hot, slippery cunt again.”

      “You talk such absolute filth, James Hook!” I laugh and press my lips to his, then have to stop so I can laugh some more. “Total sailor mouth.”

      “You love it, lass.”

      “I do.” I moan as he rolls me over and snuggles me onto his chest again.

      “I knew you would. Your mother told me you had a prudish streak that hid something a bit more saucy.”

      I groan. “She did? She said that?”

      He nods. “I suspect she was right on that score.”

      “I can’t believe you two talked about me like that.” My cheeks flame hot as I bury my face in the crook of his neck.

      “I was starved for news of you. Always wanting to know more and more. The more I learned, the harder I fell. I loved you before we ever met, lass.”

      Once again, I can’t find my words, couldn’t catch them even if I had a butterfly net and a head start. Hook always has me on my back foot, now more than ever.

      He squeezes me lightly and kisses my crown. “Rest now, lass. You need it.”

      “I do.” I can’t argue it. My body is worn out, but my mind keeps going back to Peter, to the horrors he’s wrought on me.

      He strokes my back. “Would you feel better if you tell me about it?”

      When he said he knew me, he wasn’t lying. I’ve always been a storyteller, and I’m sure my mother told him that. If I can retell things, or even tell them in ways they didn’t happen, I can make sense of the world—not completely. Never completely. But enough so that I can rest easy in my own skin, at least for a time.

      “Do you want to hear?”

      “I want to hear every thought that enters your peculiar head, lass. And that’s a fact.”

      “Peculiar, eh?” I smile.

      “Very.” He kisses my hair again.

      I let out a deep breath and begin—telling him what happened after I was dragged away by Peter’s shadow and held prisoner in the cave. He grows tenser as I go, and when I tell him about Peter trying to take advantage, I think he might levitate off the bed. But he calms as I tell him about how kind the Guardians were and how they vowed to protect me.

      When I come to the end, to the part where I finally found him again, my brain goes nearly quiet. In his arms, that’s where I can finally rest, finally stop looking for meaning in a world that has none.

      “I should’ve been there.” He sighs into my hair.

      “You were.” I kiss his chest over his heart. “You were with me.”

      “Sleep, lass.” His voice has gone lower, emotion coating the words. “I’ll keep you safe. I swear it on my life.”

      I close my eyes and drift off quickly. Over the next several hours I wake here and there. Hook is with me the first few times, his breathing steady as I snuggle against him. The next time, though, he’s gone. I want to get up and look for him, but sleep pulls me under again.

      The next time I wake, Hook is standing over the table and setting out two plates as Cookson stumps in, a large platter of food in his hands.

      My stomach growls.

      “Glad ter hear you have your appetite.” Cookson smiles and places the platter on the table. Steam rises from it in tantalizing curls.

      I sit up and swing my legs over the side of the bed. Glancing out the door, I find Smee giving me a dirty look. So, the usual.

      Cookson gives me a little bow then leaves, closing the door behind him.

      “That smells ridiculously good.” I go to stand, and my knees almost buckle.

      Hook’s in front of me in half a second, his hands steadying me as his blue eyes meet mine. “Not too fast, lass. Take it easy. How’s your head?”

      “I’m all right. I think the food is what I need.” With a silly lunge, I reach for it.

      He laughs. “Come on, before you tear the ship apart.” He helps me to a chair and puts my napkin in my lap, then sits across from me and begins serving me.

      Cookson has prepared a roasted chicken with vegetables and what looks like a healthy-size scoop of mashed potatoes. I can smell the garlic and almost taste the butter from here.

      “Poor Cookson. You know how much he likes to fawn over making my plate for me.” I take my fork.

      “Not as much as I do.” He cuts off a piece of juicy chicken and adds it to my plate, then scoops up even more vegetables.

      I spear a purple carrot and pop it into my mouth. It melts, its salty and savory taste so good on my tongue that I moan.

      Hook pours me a large cup of water and sits across from me.

      “You can’t just sit here and watch me eat. That’s creepy.” I push the second plate over to him. “Get to it.”

      He shakes his head. “Once you’re done, I’ll—”

      “Oh, stop.” I take the plate and start adding vegetables to it.

      “Fine, lass.” He pulls it from me and cuts himself a piece of the chicken, then tucks his napkin into his shirt in a way that makes me smile. “What?”

      “Nothing.” I reach for the pitcher of water to pour him a glass, but when I lift it, my hand shakes.

      He takes it from me quickly. “I’ve got it.”

      Suddenly, the food doesn’t have the same appeal. I stare down at it.

      “What?” He peers at me.

      “Nothing.” I spear a piece of chicken and chew it slowly.

      “Hey.” He reaches across the table and takes my hand. “Listen to me.”

      I force myself to meet his gaze, even though I inwardly cringe when I remember what I look like now.

      “This isn’t forever.” He squeezes my fingers. “You’re going to get strong again. I won’t accept anything less. You’ll get back what’s been lost. Don’t fret.”

      “I kind of have to fret.” I sigh. “I can’t even lift a pitcher of water without getting the old lady shakes.”

      “Temporary.”

      “And my face.” I have to look down, and I wish my hair could fall forward and hide me from him.

      “Your face is beautiful, lass.” He takes my chin and lifts it. “You are beautiful. I don’t care what package you come in as long as it’s you.” Reaching forward, he rests his palm on my chest over my heart. “This is strong, stronger than I ever could’ve imagined. Brave, too. Even though you don’t believe it. To have come this far, survived this long—you’re so much stronger than you realize.”

      “You getting all sappy on me, pirate?” I sniffle.

      “Would you like me to gut someone for you? Just give me a name.” He leans back and stabs a piece of chicken.

      I glance at the door, Smee’s name coming to mind.

      Hook smirks and chews his chicken. “Eat, lass. We’ll talk about who you want me to skin later.”

      “I suppose it can wait.” I fork a few more roasted vegetables. “How much longer until we get to the Fairy Village?”

      “Crosswinds are being a bitch, so we’re working against it. Current’s helping us, though.” He shoots a look at the map of Neverland on the wall. “We don’t come this way this time of year, so we’re at a slight disadvantage on the conditions ahead of us.”

      “Why not?”

      He clears his throat and takes a long drink of water.

      I narrow my eyes. “James?”

      “It’s James now, is it?” He puts his cup back on the table. “Must be serious.”

      “Don’t give me that sexy little smirk.” I cross my arms over my chest. “Why don’t you come this way? There has to be a reason.”

      He clears his throat again. “Well, this time of year is spawning season for all sorts of creatures. And some of them prefer to spawn in this particular patch of water.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad. You don’t come through here so you don’t disturb them getting busy. That’s a good thing.”

      He stands and stacks our plates. “Right. A good thing. I’ll get these back to Cookson and—”

      “What are you not telling me?” I glare up at him.

      “The chances of us running into trouble are small, so don’t—”

      A sharp whistle cuts through the air.

      “Fuck.” He drops the plates on the table, then dashes around it, scoops me up, and puts me back in bed. “Stay here.”

      “Why? What’s happening?”

      He kisses me in that vicious, perfect way of his. “Stay here, lass. You’ll be safe.”

      “Safe from what?”

      “Nothing to worr—”

      “Captain. It’s Anne!” Smee calls.

      “Bloody hell!” He straightens and rushes to the door.

      “She has all her guns at the ready this time!”

      Hook stabs a finger at me. “Stay put!”

      I start to protest, but he’s already disappeared through the door while yelling orders about ‘mizzenmasts,’ ‘Long Tom,’ and putting anyone who dares attack the Jolly Roger ‘to the sword’.
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      The ship lurches hard to the right, and I’m glad the table is bolted to the floor though the plates go flying. I hang onto the bed as the chandelier lists sideways and everything in the room goes momentarily sideways.

      I should stay in the bed like Hook ordered, but my worry and curiosity foil that plan.

      Once it evens out again, I get to my feet and hurry to the windows at the back of the cabin. A pale ship follows us as the Jolly Roger speeds ahead, throwing up a foamy wake in the dark water.

      Lights hang along the pursuer’s decks, giving the whole thing a ghostly glow beneath a moon swathed in wispy clouds. The timbers of Anne’s ship are so light they remind me of bone, only growing dark where the hull makes contact with the water. Cannons poke out on either side, but I don’t see how she can fire on us unless she gets beside us. Then again, I’m not exactly well versed on maritime warfare.

      Turning from the windows, I head for the door, the momentum of the ship making me feel like I’m walking uphill. When I whip the door open, I see Hook at the wheel, Smee standing at the stairs to the lower deck yelling orders, and Starkey leaning over the side of the ship with a spyglass.

      “She looks fucking pissed, Captain!” Starkey yells.

      “Drunk or angry?” Hook yells back over the hiss of the water.

      “Both!” Starkey collapses the spyglass and leans back over.

      “Where’s Bill with Long Tom?” Hook lashes a piece of leather to the wheel, then jumps down the stairs and takes off across the deck.

      I venture out toward the wheel and grab the railing that separates this deck from the lower one.

      “You shouldn’t be out here!” Smee yells.

      I flip him off, mainly because he’s right, and also because I can’t stand him.

      Holding onto the railing, I watch the crew as they work, each one somehow knowing exactly what to do to make the ship cut through the water even faster. The deck rumbles, and cannons appear one after another on either side of the ship.

      “Can we outrun Anne?” I call to Smee.

      He glares at me, and for a moment I think he won’t answer. Then he rolls his eyes and walks to me, rope in hand, before lashing it around my waist and to the railing in one quick movement.

      “What was that for?” I ask.

      “Because if you fall and break your neck, Captain will blame me.”

      At least he doesn’t lie. No sugar-coating—definitely not. It’s actually refreshing, even if it’s coming from Smee.

      “We can outrun her. Anne’s ship can’t get the drop on us.” He reaches out and grips one of the spindles on the wheel, steadying it. “But she’s not the only variable here.”

      “What’s the other variable?”

      The deck rumbles even more, and I grip the railing harder as several pirates begin yanking at ropes on a pulley. From beneath the deck, a platform rises, and on it is a long cannon. It’s almost comical, like something you’d see at a circus sideshow that fires a clown out of it. But this wicked creation of black metal doesn’t promise a fun time for anyone.

      “Long Tom.” Smee pulls out his own spyglass and leans over the side, peering behind us.

      “What’s a Long Tom?”

      Starkey climbs some rope netting in front of me and gives me a smirk. “I thought you’d already seen Captain’s Long Tom.”

      I give him a salty look. “I wouldn’t expect any less from a fuckboy like yourself.”

      Smee snorts as he pockets his spyglass and adjusts the wheel again. “A fuckboy? I think that’s quite fitting for our Gentleman Starkey.”

      “A fuckboy, eh? I rather like it.” Starkey grins.

      “No. It’s an insult.”

      “Is it? I don’t find it to be so.” He winks at me.

      “Move!” Widow climbs up beside him. “Long Tom is the cannon.” She swings off the rope netting and lands on the upper deck beside me. “Biggest one ever made. No other ship has the size to handle Long Tom. Only the Jolly Roger.”

      She holds her hand out, palm toward Starkey in a ‘stop’ motion. “Keep the jokes to yourself. Captain wants you in the crow’s nest.”

      He sighs. “Fine. But I have some really good ones about—”

      “Crow’s nest!” Widow snaps.

      He climbs faster, then swings away to the biggest mast and climbs even higher.

      “You two having issues?” I ask.

      She smirks. “Issues? My sweet darling, that was foreplay.”

      Smee groans and reattaches the leather to the wheel before jumping down to the lower deck and yelling at someone about gunpowder.

      “I meant to come check on you earlier, but you were asleep.” She puts her arm around my shoulders. “You all right?”

      “As all right as I can be, I guess.”

      A boom sounds behind us, and I turn to look.

      “She’s not shooting at us.” Widow smiles tightly.

      “Then who’s she shooting at?”

      “No one.” Widow glances behind us at Hook’s cabin. “You should get inside.”

      “Forward!” Hook yells, and I see him on the deck with several other pirates as they push Long Tom toward the side. “Bill, ready with the blocks!”

      “Aye, Captain!”

      “Now!”

      Bill swings two triangular hunks of wood beneath the cannon, and the pirates stop pushing. It rolls back only a little, then rests against the blocks. The entire ship rocks to the side, and sea spray flies over the railing where Long Tom rests.

      “Load it!” Hook runs up the deck and climbs the mast with amazing fluidity. Leaning out, he stares behind us.

      Anne’s cannons boom again, the sound skipping across the water.

      “If you aren’t going inside—” Widow grips the ends of the rope Smee tied to my waist and tightens them. “Then you need to stay put.”

      “What are we going to do?”

      “Captain will have to broadside her and fire Long Tom. But she has to be far enough away that she can’t hit us. That’s the beauty of Long Tom. Problem is, we’re slowing down. The ship isn’t weighted properly now that it’s set in its firing position, even though it’s at the beam, the ship’s widest point. He’ll have to turn the Jolly Roger hard port and fire.” She finishes with the rope. “You’re strapped in tight. I have to go.” She points to a small piece of the sail above us that flaps in the wind. “Need to make fast or it’ll rip in the wind when Captain turns to face her.”

      She jumps onto the rope netting and climbs to the sail.

      From high above, I hear a whistle. It must be Starkey. He yells something, but I can’t make out the words.

      Widow seems to already have the sail repaired, but then she climbs higher and works on another part of it. I know she knows what she’s doing, but seeing her so far above the deck with nothing but a piece of rope around her forearm to keep her aloft is nerve-wracking.

      Hook runs across the lower deck and takes the stairs two at a time. The crew scatters, several of them diving into the opening leading down into the ship. I get a bad feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      “All hands clear the deck!” Hook yells.

      The pirates scurry away, and some lash themselves to the masts. I look up, and Widow is still trying to secure the sail.

      “Wait!” I yell right as Hook yanks the wheel with a fierce motion.

      The entire ship turns hard into the wind, the sails billowing even more as we race toward the shore.

      I try to find Widow in the dark, the moon casting a shadow on where she was working on the sail. “Widow!” I yell for her.

      “Lass, you should be inside!” Hook runs to me.

      “Captain! Long Tom!” Starkey slides down a rope from the crow’s nest and rushes to the cannon. One of the blocks under its wheels has come loose, and it’s pointing toward the front of the ship. Starkey heaves the rope attached to the cannon, but it doesn’t budge.

      “Go!” I push Hook away. “Go. I’m fine.”

      His brows lower, but he jumps over the rail, lands hard on the deck, then darts to Starkey. “Grab the line!” He and Starkey both pull at the rope as I still search for Widow.

      “Widow!” I’m not foolish enough to untie the knot at my waist, but I pull against the rope, my eyes searching the gloom for her.

      “Heave!” Hook cries as Bill Jukes and a few other pirates join he and Starkey on the gun.

      When I look out to sea, I find Anne’s ship bearing down. She’s cutting a diagonal line through the waves to us, firing all the while. Why is she shooting? There’s no way she has cannonballs to waste.

      A hard thump has me whirling to find Widow behind me.

      I scream and throw my arms around her. “You’re okay!”

      “Of course I am.” She hugs me back. “I can hold a line even tighter than I hold a cock.”

      “I don’t know what that even means.” I’m just so happy she’s safe and sound.

      “Sit tight.” She pulls away and jogs down to the deck where Bill Jukes is replacing the blocks.

      Shiner peeks out from one of the ladders that leads below decks, and even in the dark, I can tell her face is a sickly greenish shade. She keeps climbing, though, and makes it onto the deck before Skylights rises behind her, grabs her around the waist, and drags her below. It’s probably for her own good, but I don’t think she’s going to let Skylights manhandle her like that for too long.

      The boom of Anne’s guns grows louder, and her ship is racing toward us on a collision course.

      “There!” Bill replaces the block beneath Long Tom.

      “Get ready to fire!” Hook’s whistle pierces the hiss of the sea and the blowing sails. He comes back to the wheel and spins it a few turns. “Are you all right, lass?”

      “I’m good.” I blink against the wind as we turn more toward Anne’s ship.

      Hook watches Starkey and Bill load the cannon with powder while Cecco carries a huge cannonball up from below. Cecco struggles, but Bill takes the ball from him and lifts it overhead to load it into the cannon.

      With eagle eyes, Hook scans Anne’s ship, then makes another minute adjustment at the wheel, positioning the Jolly Roger like a piece on a playing board.

      “Fire when ready!” he calls then turns to me. “Lass, cover your ears!”

      I slap my palms to my ears and watch as Widow lights the cannon. She and the others run back and hunker down behind some barrels as the fuse burns and disappears inside the iron monster.

      The explosion that follows is deafening even through my hands. The entire ship rocks violently as the cannonball takes flight through a plume of gray smoke. I can only make out its shadow as it sails through the night. It collides with Anne’s ship, sending splinters flying into the air and the main mast crashing down into the water.

      “Reload!” Hook calls. “Cecco, bowse the Genoa!”

      I have no idea what he’s saying, but Cecco does, because he goes to work lowering one of the sails.

      Anne’s cannons boom less frequently now, but they’re still going.

      “Why is she firing?” I yell to Hook.

      He gives me a dark look. “She’s trying to call up hell from the depths. Let’s hope she doesn’t get it done before I sink her and send her there.”

      “Ready, Captain!” Starkey calls.

      Hook eyes Anne’s ship again and makes more turns, the sails singing with each movement. I may not know how any of this works, but I can tell Hook knows this ship inside and out, right down to the last timber. He can sail it in increments of inches if he wants to.

      “Sink her!”

      I press my fingers into my ears right as Long Tom booms again, shaking the ship and sending up another plume of gray smoke.

      The cannonball rockets through the night and heads right for Anne’s ship. It’s over. She won’t recover from this hit.

      A huge tentacle shoots from the water straight up into the sky. The cannonball hits it, knocking a hole in it before dropping into the water with a splash.

      My mouth hangs open as a roar shakes the ocean all around us. The water begins to ripple as more tentacles writhe to the surface.

      “Into the cabin, lass!” Hook unties the knot at my waist and scoops me into his arms.

      “This is what’s spawning?” I scream as he bursts through the door. “The kraken?”

      “Ah, fuck!” He backs up, and I turn to find a tentacle whipping around his cabin and gripping onto the chandelier. Putting me down, he draws his sword and rushes into the room. With a few hard slashes, he cuts the tentacle to ribbons, and it splats onto the floor in strips of purple blood. He runs to the window and slams it closed, then hurries back to me. “Not safe in here.” He picks me up again, and I’m too stunned to do anything but look around as he jumps down to the lower deck, then heads below.

      It’s pandemonium below deck, and Shiner is already retching into a bucket as the ship rocks violently to one side. Hook keeps his feet and runs deeper into the ship before kicking open a door and depositing me inside. “Don’t move.”

      “But what are you going to do?”

      He dashes away before answering.

      “Hey!” I get to the door frame before the ship rocks hard again, and something bangs against the hull. From the squish of it, I can tell it’s another tentacle, a huge one.

      “Powder!” Cecco yells from somewhere to my right. “Dry powder, for the love of the ocean!”

      Skylights barrels past and disappears toward the front of the ship.

      “Shiner, are you okay?” I stumble over to her.

      She stands up straight and wipes the back of her mouth. “Been better.”

      The ship shudders and creaks as another wet slap sounds against the hull.

      Shiner leans over again and dry heaves.

      “Will you take the medicine now?” Skylights comes back by, black powder smudged on one cheek.

      “Just give it to me.” Shiner holds out her hand.

      Skylights digs around in his shirt pocket and hands her a pill. “Hurry and take it. I could use help with the powder.” With that, he’s gone again.

      “Fire at will!” Hook’s voice filters through the timbers, and the hiss of a fuse sizzles through the air.

      I cover my ears for the next boom. Then the next. And a few more. The ship rocks more, and the beast beneath the surface roars so deeply it raises the hackles on my neck.

      Shiner pops the pill into her mouth, then dry heaves and swallows again.

      “Did it go down?” I hang onto a wooden post beside us as the ship continues to sway and the cannons boom.

      She nods and wipes her mouth.

      Skylights runs by again, a barrel on his shoulder. “How long will it take to work?”

      “Soon!” he yells. “If we’re still alive.”

      Another hit slams into the ship, and I’m thrown sideways. I try to stay upright, fail, then wind up in a heap against the hull. Pulling myself to my feet, I peek out the canon window and see more tentacles whipping up from the water. They’re wrapping around Anne’s ship, and pirates are jumping into the water and trying to swim away. They don’t make it far.

      “There’s more than one.” Shiner burps and leans against the hull beside me. “How many krakens are there?”

      “No idea, but Hook said it’s their mating season. They’re here to—”

      “Do the deed with tentacles?” She dry heaves again.

      “Sorry. Just breathe.” I rub her back, then fall into her when the ship is hit again.

      “Coming through!” Cookson rolls a barrel by us. He can really move when he wants to.

      The air is thick with the smell of burnt gunpowder, and the booms of the cannons don’t stop.

      “Maybe we should help?” I ask Shiner.

      “When I catch my breath.” She nods. “I’ll help. We can get a barrel from the back and roll—”

      I’m on my ass, and my ears are ringing. How did I get on my ass? I look around as cold water sloshes into my lap.

      “Moira!” Shiner is in my face yelling my name, but I can barely hear her over the ringing in my ears. She pulls me up to my feet and looks me over. Swiping at my face, her fingers come back bloody.

      “What happened?” I rub my ears.

      Shiner points to a black cannonball lodged in the beam I’d been leaning on earlier.

      “Anne is still shooting at us?”

      Another burst of water surges through a hole in the hull that penetrates through to the lower deck and out to the sea. Oh, shit.

      Cookson stomps up with a barrel, which he promptly breaks. “Cecco! Where’s the hammer?”

      Cecco rushes past, then returns with a rusty hammer and a handful of nails. Working together, Cookson and Cecco patch the hole as best they can, but they’re fighting against the constant onslaught of the waves, made worse by the tentacles pulling the ship down into the water.

      “We can do this.” Shiner points to the cannons.

      With Cecco and Cookson occupied, the ones on this side of the ship are silent now.

      “Come on!” Shiner pulls me toward one. “I’ll get the powder in. Can you find a ball?” She reaches into the nearest barrel and comes out with a metal scoop full of black powder. It smells like fireworks and July nights back when my mother was still lucid. But now, that scent means only war.

      The lanterns overhead sway precariously, but I don’t stop to question the wisdom of having burning flames overhead when there are barrels of black powder just beneath them. Maybe I’d rather be blown to bits than digested in the stomach of a kraken, anyway.

      I don’t see any balls, so I drop to all fours and crawl forward, looking beneath the cannons as Cecco and Cookson curse and hammer behind me. When the ship lists to one side again, a ball rolls past me. I jump on it, stopping its progress, but that’s when I realize I can’t lift it. Instead, I roll it over to the cannon Shiner’s working on.

      “Shiner!” I scream when a thin tentacle darts through the opening where the cannon sticks out from the side of the ship.

      She whirls and buries a dagger into it, pinning it to the hull. It pulls away, splitting itself in two and leaving a smear of purple blood as it disappears back out the window.

      “Thanks.” She bends down, and together we lift the cannonball and load it into the barrel.

      My joints ache, my head going woozy from the effort of it. I stand back and gulp in air as Shiner turns a crank that sends the cannon back out the window.

      “How do we light it?” I look around but don’t see any matches.

      “Use the quill!” Cecco points to a wire cage full of what looks like feather quills. “Then the flint.”

      “Got it!” I grab a quill and stare at the cannon.

      “In the breech hole!” Cecco yells.

      “Breech hole? What’s a breech hole?” I look up at Shiner.

      “There!” She points to a small hole at the back of the cannon then grabs a set of rocks in another cage set overhead.

      I put the quill in, shoving it until it stops.

      “Back up! The recoil could kill you.” Cecco gets knocked back by a wave that sends seawater pooling around my feet.

      I stand to the side. Shiner motions me to move away even more, so I do. Then she strikes the flint. One, two, three strikes, and on the fourth, the quill ignites.

      The shot is fast and loud, the cannon recoiling just like Cecco warned about.

      A screeching sound slices through the air, and I gasp. Through the port hole, an enormous, slitted, yellow eye appears, though it has a purple spot spreading on one side of it. Its mouth opens, and the screech it lets out again seems to shatter my eardrums.

      “Nailed it in the eyeball. Have ter see it ter believe it.” Cookson cackles as he stares out the busted hole in the hull.

      Shiner grins. “Again!”

      I get back on my hands and knees to find another cannonball.

      “Hold fast!” Hook’s bellow reaches all the way to us below decks.

      “Grab on ter something!” Cookson runs to me, wraps an arm around my waist, then hauls me to a beam.

      Shiner and Cecco grab on, too, and we all look upward, wondering what Hook is up to. That’s when Long Tom fires again, the entire ship rocking violently with its recoil.

      The kraken screams again, and I can hear the sound of tentacles whipping the surface of the water.

      “What’s happening?” I yell.

      “I do believe the captain nailed that scallywag in the face much like you just done.” Cookson grins.

      “I hope so.” Shiner bends over and peers out the gun port. “I … I don’t see it anymore.”

      The whipping sounds quiet. No more booms from any quarter. No screeching or screaming. Only quiet and the water sloshing around my feet.

      “Is it dead? Maybe it’s dead.” I lean over and look out. I don’t see the creature. Just black water and Anne’s ship in the distance floating in two pieces. “It’s gone.” I let out a breath of relief. Right when I do, a thick tentacle shoots up from the depths and slams against the side of the ship so hard we go flying, the hull fractures, and dark water pours in all around us.
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      Cookson swims even better than he cooks. I learn this as he pulls me to the surface and drags me onto the upper deck.

      Hook is already there to grab my hand and pull me the rest of the way up, as if he was about to come get me, and knowing him—he definitely was. “Are you hurt?” He swipes the water from my face. His shirt has blotches of purple blood on it, and there’s angry red marks at his throat with an imprint of small circles.

      “No. But I shot a cannon.” I grin.

      “I told you to stay put.” He gives me a rough kiss, then turns and yells, “Smee, beach her! Straight ahead, but steady as she goes.”

      “Are we careening, Captain?” Smee calls, his voice a fearful warble.

      “It’s either that or sink!” Hook sits beside me and pulls me into his lap. “Are you certain you weren’t hurt?” He inspects my cheek.

      Cookson tosses Shiner onto the deck beside me, then disappears into the dark water again. She coughs and takes a deep breath.

      “Lass, eyes on me.” Hook keeps searching me for injuries and focuses on my cheek.

      “I’m fine. It’s just a scratch from when a cannonball went sailing past my face. Did you say we’re ‘careening’? Does that mean something in sailor-talk?”

      “Aye, lass. Luckily, it’s high tide. We can beach the Jolly Roger, fix her up with some scrap timber that will soon be available—” He glances at Anne’s destroyed ship. “Once we’ve got it patched and pitched, we can set sail.”

      “How long will that take?”

      “Two moonrises.” He tries not to glower.

      That’s when I realize he’s putting on a brave face. He’s worried about the ship or me. Maybe both.

      “Will the Jolly Roger be all right?” I can’t imagine all the water filling the lower decks is a good thing. In fact, I don’t know why we haven’t sunk yet. I’m not going to ask him that, though. Things are bleak enough already.

      “This is a temporary fix. Once we’re out of this mess with the island, I can dry dock her at Blackbeard’s Cay and give her the attention she deserves.” He pushes my wet hair from my forehead and looks into my eyes. “We have to make some quick repairs and get back to sea, lass. The sooner we get you to the Spinner, the sooner I’ll be able to breathe.”

      He’s not concerned about the ship he’s devoted his entire life to. It’s me he’s worried about. It strikes a chord deep within me, one that sings out with a passionate note. I kiss him, just a soft press of my lips to his. Because he’s mine. Because I’m his. Because I’ve finally found someone who feels like home.

      “Shiner?” Skylights appears from the water that’s filling the lower deck. “You okay?”

      “I’m good.” She gives him a ‘fuck off’ look.

      “Guess the pill worked?” He sounds cocky. Interesting. Sky’s never struck me as the cocky sort, but I see Shiner brings out a different side in him. A feisty side.

      “Don’t cream yourself over it.” Shiner stands and stalks away to the front of the ship, probably secretly happy that we’re about to be on land again.

      “Is there anyone else below?” I sit up. “Cecco?”

      “I’m here, Miss Moira.” He’s turning a large crank that seems to be dropping the biggest sail.

      “All my crew can swim as well as any mermaid. You don’t need to worry about them.”

      “Mermaids.” I shiver.

      “My pirates bite just as much, too.” He squeezes me.

      “We’re almost aground!” Starkey yells from his spot in the crow’s nest, and I’m surprised he’s still hanging on up there.

      “Hand me a line!” Hook yells.

      Widow runs up with a coil of rope in her hands. “Captain.”

      Hook scoots back until he’s against the smaller mast, then straps the rope around both of us. “Lower the mainsail!” He yells his order, and the crew moves into action, all of them pulling and hauling to do exactly what Hook wants.

      The ship slows even more, the island looming large ahead of us.

      “Hold tight, all!” Smee calls from his place at the wheel.

      The pirates hunker down, and Hook grips me more tightly as the ship shudders, then continues gliding forward until it comes to a stop.

      “Not bad at all.” I suppose I’m used to far more violent maneuvers at this point.

      “We’re aground lads! Throw out the lines and get ready to heave until your backs give out.” Hook unties the rope around us, then rises with me in his arms.

      “Back on the island.” I stare out at the low cliffs that overhang this section of shoreline.

      “The good news is, this is a decent spot to set up camp.” Hook strides to the front of the ship as his crew tosses ropes out into the water. “The stone walls will keep us sheltered from the land, and the narrow shore should give us a good vantage point.”

      “So what’s the bad news?”

      Several sailors have already jumped into the water and are swimming toward the shore, taking the rope with them.

      “Surely, they can’t pull this entire ship?”

      “They can, and they will, lass.” He sets me inside the rowboat and pulls on the pulley overhead to lift it over the side. Once it’s in the water, he climbs down the rope ladder and jumps in. “Once we’ve got it good and beached, we’ll wait for the tide to go out. Then we can repair the hull and the keel, depending on where she’s damaged. Cecco is already working on the bilge pump.”

      “Sounds like you’ve done this before.” I watch as he begins to row, his strong back making easy work of the oars.

      “Many a time. We’ve had our fair share of skirmishes, though I haven’t had a run-in with the kraken in ages.” He smiles somewhat wistfully. “Brings back old times.”

      “Exactly how long have you been a pirate?”

      “No idea.” He turns and yells, “Smee, get a move on!”

      “Yes, Captain. Now heave, you scurvy lot!” Smee yells at the crew who all begin to pull the huge ship even farther toward shore.

      “You have to have some memory. You said you were at Eton. I don’t know when that school even started. Like the 1700s maybe? You don’t remember what year you were born?”

      “No.” He stops rowing. “I wonder about that sometimes.”

      “About when you were born?”

      “No. More like, I wonder if the island made me do all the forgetting or if I did it myself. I remember my sister, bits and pieces of my mother, and just a feeling when I think of my father. A raw sort of anger. But I can’t recall detail. I don’t know when I first left the mainland. Even if I try to recall it, it’s not there anymore.” He taps his temple. “It could’ve been yesterday or 1,000 years ago—either way, it’s not real to me anymore.”

      “I think that’s it.”

      “What’s that, lass?”

      “It isn’t real to you. That’s why it slips through your fingertips. Like when children stop believing in the tooth fairy or Santa or even Neverland—that’s when it’s not real for them. When it all starts to fade away. Make believe and magic—all gone. But for you, it was the opposite. The world you knew isn’t your reality anymore. This world is.” I look up at the moon that’s partly hidden behind fat clouds. “The one where there is no sun and the kraken lives in the sea and fairies have dust that makes them fly.”

      “Perhaps.” He continues rowing. “Perhaps that’s what it is.”

      I know that has to be the truth, especially when I can’t remember how long I’ve been here. How many days or nights? What was so important for me on the mainland? I don’t know. That realization scares me. I’m becoming untethered, Neverland drawing me closer with each swirl of a second, dance of a minute, and flourish of an hour.

      The rowboat slides into the sand, and Hook helps me from it and onto the shore. We’re both soaked, and the sea breeze sends a chill through me as I rub my arms.

      “Skylights, Starkey, gather driftwood!” Hook yells to them. “I want three lookouts at the top of the cliffs! If anyone so much as gets a tickle that there’s a Lost Boy nearby, I want you to send a signal immediately. We take no chances with these cunts!”

      “Aye, Captain!” The entire crew chimes in.

      Some of them let go of their ropes and splash through the surf before taking off down the beach.

      “I’ll have you warmed up in no time, lass.” He wraps his arm around my shoulders and leads me away from the water and to the stone wall. “There.” He points to a slight indentation in the chalky cliffs.

      When I stumble, he scoops me up again.

      “I can walk.” I kick my legs half-heartedly.

      “You can, but I’d rather carry you.” He slides his hand down and squeezes my ass. “Much more enjoyable this way.”

      “James!” I squeal, but he only squeezes harder.

      “Keep that up, lass, and I’ll have to warm you up the old-fashioned way.” He leans down and bites my ear.

      “Didn’t I tell you that you should work on your threats?” I squirm in his hold.

      “Not a threat, lass. Never a threat when it comes to you.” He winds his way in between some scraggly bushes then enters the shallow cave. “This’ll do nicely.” Lowering me slowly, he backs me up and sits me on a low ledge of stone. “Stay put.”

      “I will.” I wave a hand at him. “Go do your pirate stuff. I’m fine here.”

      He shakes his head. “Pirate stuff?”

      “You know, yell at your crew and call them land lubbers or something.”

      “I’ll get right on that.” He grips the nape of my neck and drops a kiss on my lips. “Don’t move, lass. I mean it. Sky and Starkey will be bringing firewood in two shakes.”

      “Okay! I’m not moving.” I cross my arms over my chest.

      He gives me a long stare that warms me to my toes despite my wet clothes. “Don’t move.” He backs away, keeping me in view for as long as he can.

      When he turns, he immediately starts barking orders about timber, tar, and nails.

      I lean back, the stone wall not exactly comfortable but not too bad. For a shipwrecked, drenched, and all-around worn-out person, I’m doing all right for myself. I’m still alive, anyway. That’s something. And I believe we’re going to make it to the Fairy Village. I have to hold onto that thought, because if I let it go—if I let it go, I’ll realize how I’m in way over my head, how I don’t have the strength to keep going, and how I’m not brave enough to see it through. So, I keep my happy thoughts and focus on moving forward.

      My eyes close as I listen to the sound of the sea that echoes strangely in this little alcove. Hook is still being bossy, and I hear Smee arguing with Cecco about the location of a barrel of nails.

      “Well don’t you look like a sloppy cunt after a night of jezebelling?”

      I startle at the voice, then freeze when I see a woman in a tricorn hat pointing a gun at my face.
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      “You must be Anne.” I hold my shaking hands up to show I’m unarmed.

      For being as loud and verbally abusive as she is, she’s quite small and almost delicate in her features. Her hair is close-cropped, and her eyes have a beautiful almond shape to them, though her eyebrows bear lines that must be scars. Soaking wet, as she is now, I can’t imagine she’d weigh much more than 100 pounds. But I’ve heard enough about her to know I shouldn’t underestimate her, especially not when she’s pointing a gun at me.

      She gives me an unimpressed glare. “Captain Anne to you.”

      “Sorry.” I immediately feel stupid for apologizing. She’s here to kill me. I would be an idiot to think otherwise.

      “Sorry, are you? Sorry for wrecking my ship or killing my husband? Which are you sorry for?” Her voice has a Caribbean lilt to it.

      “I didn’t do either.”

      Her eyes narrow. “That’s not true, now, is it?” She hikes a leg up on the stone beside me and leans forward on her knee. “You’re the reason my Calico Jack is dead, and also the reason why my beloved ship is in pieces. All my crew lost. Every last one of those sorry dogs.”

      “You loved Jack?” I don’t know why I ask.

      “Loved him?” She scoffs. After giving me another up and down look—and clearly deciding I’m no threat—she stows her gun, then grabs the side of her gray shirt and wrings the water out. “I never loved that lying sack of piss, but that doesn’t mean he wasn’t mine.” She whips her hat off and runs a hand through her short blonde hair, then flings the water away and replaces her hat.

      I glance toward the beach.

      “You can yell, little witch, but I promise I’ll slit your throat before anyone comes to save you.” She snarls and taps a blade at her side.

      “I’m not going to yell.”

      “Good. I’m still going to kill you though.”

      “Because of Calico Jack?”

      “It’s a matter of what’s mine, you see?”

      “I don’t see.” I can’t help it. I glance out toward the sea again, hoping to glimpse Hook barreling toward me with his sword at the ready.

      “It’s simple, girl.” She sighs. “He was mine. Low down and dirty—a right whoreson, he was. But he was mine. He took you, then Hook killed him for it. So, as I see it, you’re the reason Calico Jack is at the bottom of the sea, a feast for the crabs.”

      That mental image makes my stomach churn.

      “Though, can I be honest with you, girl?” She straightens and rests her hand on the butt of her gun.

      I don’t think she’s capable of being anything other than brutally honest, but that’s just a guess. “Sure.”

      “I thought you’d be so much prettier.” She gives a wry laugh. “I thought you’d be some gorgeous piece of silk or lace. But now that I see you, I can’t tell why you’ve got Hook’s pecker in such a knot.”

      I shrug. “I thought you’d be taller.”

      She smiles at that, one of her canine teeth a worrisome green color. “I’ve cut down men twice my size, three times even, and fed them to the fish. You needn’t worry about my abilities.”

      “Then you needn’t worry about my looks.”

      Her eyebrows pop up at that retort. “There it is. Something fiery in you.”

      “Honestly.” I throw my hands up. “I’ve been threatened with murder and all sorts of bad shit. So much so that at this point, you’re not really that scary. I mean, sure you could gut me in a matter of seconds, and I’m guessing that’s your plan. But, as you said, I look like ten pounds of shit stuffed into a five-pound bag—”

      She snorts.

      “And I feel that way, too. I feel like utter garbage. Peter drained me again and again, stole my youth, my energy, my everything. So yeah, I would’ve been prettier if you’d gotten to me before he did. But it seems we’re both out of luck.” I know I shouldn’t be sassing the vengeful sea captain, but I seem to be fresh out of fucks to give. “I’ve been kidnapped. Hell, your beloved husband kidnapped me and tried to rape me. That’s what got him killed. Not me. His own actions. Imagine that, would you? A man having to answer for his own actions!” I laugh, the sound just as unhinged as I feel on the inside. “So, yes, if you want to say I killed him, then fine. I killed him. I’d do it again in a heartbeat, and I’m glad he’s dead.” I stare up at her. No, I fucking glare up at her. “As for your ship, well, I’m not the one who decided it was a great idea to shoot off cannon after cannon over a kraken breeding ground. So maybe you should take a look in the mirror on that one.” I clap my mouth shut before even more vitriol comes spilling out. I’m broken. I’m fucking broken, and this woman is standing here poking at all my jagged parts. It only stands to reason that she gets cut.

      I rub my eyes and realize just how sunken they are. “God, I used to think I wasn’t much to look at.” I laugh into my hands. “But now? Now I realize I was a fucking goddess. Because I was whole. Because there weren’t bits of me that had been stolen away. I was never lace, like you said. But I was alive. Not floating in between life and death. Weak and useless.” I slump against the cave wall. “So do your worst. I’m over it. Completely fucking over it.”

      She flips her blade in the air and catches it with ease. “Aren’t you a sorry sort?”

      “Yes. Welcome to my pity party.” I’m tired, so damn tired of everything.

      “I just lost my husband, my crew, and my ship. You don’t see me crying over it, do you?” She clucks her tongue at me.

      “You might not be crying, but you’re here to kill me because you’re pissed about it. Maybe you should cry instead. Seems healthier than going on a murder spree.”

      She smirks, her lips twisting into a smile. “You only say that because you’ve never been on a murder spree. If you had, you’d know there’s nothing like the feel of fresh blood on your hands.”

      “I have enough blood on my hands as it is.” I see Coy and Tootles again, Slightly too, their dead eyes and their fear.

      “I suppose I should be getting on with it.” She glances out toward the Jolly Roger. “These fools will be on me soon enough.” She flips her knife into the air once more and catches it, then leans toward me.

      “You won’t be touching her.” Hook’s cold voice wraps around me like the most comforting of hugs. He’s crept up behind Anne, his sword at her throat. “Drop the knife.” He reaches forward and yanks her gun from her belt.

      Anne’s eyes narrow on me. “I was going to do her a favor. Look how pitiful—Hey!”

      Hook’s drawn blood, his blade cutting along her throat and sending a crimson rivulet to her collar. “I said drop it, Anne.”

      She lets it go, the blade embedding in the sand at her feet. “Ponce,” she hisses.

      He pushes his sword forward, drawing more blood.

      “Wait!” I scream.

      “Lass?” He cocks his head at me.

      “Don’t kill her!” I shriek.

      “Why not?”

      I flounder around, my words not forming anything intelligible. “B-because you can’t just kill her like this!”

      “Why not?” Anne asks, confusion coating her words.

      “Are you serious?” I gawk at her. “Do you want him to kill you?”

      She blinks, clearly thinking over her answer.

      I shake my head vehemently. “No. Nope. No killing. You can take her prisoner or something, but don’t just do a murder right in front of me.”

      Hook and Anne both look perplexed, as if I’m speaking an entirely different language I made up five minutes ago.

      “But lass, she tried to—”

      “I mean it!” I rub my eyes again. “No more!”

      Hook makes a frustrated growl, then backs up and gives her a hard kick to her ass. She goes flopping at my feet, and then Widow and Shiner are on her, dragging her out of the cave as she spits and screams curses.

      “Are you all right?” Hook kneels in front of me.

      “You were going to cut her throat? Just, ‘wham bam, you’re dead, ma’am’?”

      “Aye. That matters naught. Tell me you’re all right.” He takes my hands in his. “Please, lass.”

      The concern in his eyes make my own water. “She didn’t hurt me. But I think … I think I might be giving up,” I admit. “I’m just so tired.”

      “I know, lass. But you’re stronger than you know.”

      “Am I?” I shake my head. “Anne didn’t seem to think so.”

      His jaw clenches. “If the Jolly Roger were still afloat, I’d keel-haul her sorry ass until she drowned.”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “Oh, I love a good keel-haul.” Cookson chortles as he limps up with an armful of driftwood and starts setting up for a fire. “It’s when we tie a rope ter the brigand, then drag them from port ter starboard, you see?”

      That gives me a somewhat amusing mental image. “You just drag them back and forth across the deck until they get tired or something?”

      Cookson bellows a laugh. “Goodness, no. We pull them under the ship. Haul them right past the keel again and again.”

      “Through the water?” I think my eyes must open wider than they ever have. “That’s … that’s torture.”

      “No less than she deserves.” Hook turns to the pile of driftwood and begins striking a flint at the base of it.

      “Bit more kindling. Here, Cap’n.” Cookson pushes some sort of hay-looking stuff beneath the logs. It catches quickly, sending wisps of smoke into the air. In only a few moments, a decent fire is started and Cookson is perching a pot over it. “Can we still keel-haul her once we’re back at sea, Cap’n?” he asks, hopefulness in his tone.

      “If I don’t kill her on the shore, perhaps.”

      “All right. Fair enough. I don’t want ter go getting me hopes up.” Cookson nods and pours some water into his pot as Starkey and Cecco show up with more wood.

      “No killing.” I know my words fall on deaf ears, but they don’t argue with me, just go about making the fire.

      “She’s beached as well as she can be, Captain.” Smee is winded as he jogs into sight. “Once the tide goes out, we’ll be able to repair her. Might be a week, perhaps two, but we—”

      “You have two moonrises, Smee.” Hook stands. “And that’s too long.”

      “Two moonrises?” Smee, soaked and pale as he is, goes almost translucent. “There’s no way—”

      “Then you better find a way, Smee!” Hook yells and advances on him. “I’m getting Moira to that goddamned Spinner or we will all die trying, including you. So, I suggest you get to it!”

      I wince at his tone, glad I’m not on the receiving end. Then again, Hook has never spoken to me like that. Not once.

      Cowed, Smee lowers his chin. “Yes, Captain.” He sulks away, then starts barking harsh orders at the crew to collect Anne’s timbers and start a fire to heat pitch.

      “Bloody wanker.” Hook shoves some more wood into the fire.

      “Bit hard on him?” I ask.

      “He’s lucky he still draws breath after the way he scared you that time.” Hook strips off his shirt, giving me another delightful view of his beautiful, scarred body. He wrings out what’s left of the water in it, then spreads it on the stone bench for me.

      “That happened a million years ago.” I yawn as he lays me down and feels along my clothes so he can wring out the fabric in spots. Smee isn’t my favorite person by any stretch, but I understand his jealousy. Hook is his captain, his life.

      “It shouldn’t have happened at all. I’ve half a mind to take a hand or more from him for it.”

      I know he isn’t lying. I can still see the crimson rivulet of blood he’d cut at Anne’s throat. He’s ruthless and cruel to everyone who crosses him.

      “Leave poor Smee alone. He’s already heartbroken that you fawn over me instead of him.”

      Hook gives me a wry smile, then kisses my cheek. “Got a soft spot for that twat now, do you?”

      “No, you’re just mean.”

      He barks a laugh as he fusses over me. “Enough about him. You’re still drenched. The fire will sort you out until Bill gets here with dry clothes.”

      “Stop.” I try to wave him away. “I’m not a kitten.”

      An acrid odor wafts by. It must be the pitch. Smells like when they would pave roads back home.

      He grips my hair tightly and stares down at me. “You’re part of me, lass. One that I won’t let go. So you might think you’re giving up, but you aren’t. I won’t let you. I never will. And if that means I need to treat you like a kitten—” He smirks. “I certainly do like the way you purr for me.”

      Cookson snorts a laugh from his spot at the fire.

      I smile despite myself. “Filth. Always filth with you. Such a pirate.”

      “Your pirate, lass.” He gives me another one of his brutal kisses that warms me from the inside out. “And I’ll do any dark deed to keep it that way.”

      I think I’d do anything to keep it that way, too. And isn’t that a terrifying thought?
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        * * *

      

      It takes three moonrises and a lot of cussing from the entire crew before the Jolly Roger is seaworthy again.

      “Does the ship feel different?” I ask Hook as he waits at the wheel, his foot tapping on the deck impatiently.

      “No, lass. I know her through and through.” He cups his hand around his mouth. “Shove off!”

      The crew still on the beach uses long poles to push against the front of the ship as the tide comes in and swamps the shore.

      I don’t feel the ship move at all, and when I send Hook a questioning look, he says, “We’ve got a land breeze and a high tide, lass. We’ll get to sea. Trust me.”

      “I do.” In fact, Hook is probably the only one I trust.

      “Raise the mainsail!”

      Skylights and Smee turn some heavy-looking cranks as the biggest sail on the ship rises and begins to catch the wind.

      “Shove!” Hook cries.

      The crew all grunt with effort as they push against the hull.

      “One more good one, lads! On my count!”

      Hook loops his arm around my waist, the pine tar and ocean scent of him enveloping me. He pulls me tightly to his side as he barks out a countdown. Flicking his gaze to the wind filling the mainsail, he barks out. “Shove!”

      This time, the crew groans even louder as they push the Jolly Roger from the shore. I can feel the moment the ship leaves land, the entire thing taking on a buoyancy you’d never notice unless you’d felt it rooted to the sand only moments before.

      “Get to swimming!” he calls.

      A whoop goes up from the crew as they all splash toward the Jolly Roger.

      “The seals are holding, Cap’n,” Cookson calls from below. “Bilge is pumping.”

      Sailors hop over the side and onto the deck from where they’ve climbed the rope ladders. Before long, the entire ship is humming again as if it was never beached at all.

      Anne climbs onto the deck, her sharp gaze raking the ship.

      “You made her help?” I ask.

      “Might as well get some use out of her before I put her to the sword.” Hook shrugs.

      “You still want to kill her?”

      “Aye, lass. She threatened you. I know you don’t want any more killing, but having her on the ship is a risk. She could be a danger to you. I’ll not allow it.” He reaches for his cutlass. “I’ll do it right now, and I’ll even make it quick if that’s what you want.” His tone makes it clear that quick is not what he wants.

      “No.” I put my hand over his. “Not necessary.”

      He looks down at me, those blue eyes like my own personal ocean. “This is who I am, Moira. I will strike down anyone who even thinks to harm you. There’s no other way for me. I’ll do it with a smile on my face, lass. And I’ll keep doing it until all your enemies’ heads are stacked at your feet.”

      I can’t with this man. He’s utterly brutal, but worse than that—he’s absolutely devoted. To me. I put my hand to his chest over his heart. It beats strong and fearless. “Let her live, all right?”

      His eyes start to narrow.

      “For now,” I add quickly. “For now. She might come in handy or something. Might be useful to me. Okay?”

      He sighs and lets go of the hilt of his sword. “Only because you asked, lass. Though I’m going to be expecting something in return to slake my bloodlust.” He lets his gaze rake down my body.

      I press my thighs together when a tingle ignites between them.

      “Once the Spinner heals you, lass.” He makes a deep growl in his chest. “I’m going to eat you alive and leave nothing for seconds.”

      Hot. Fucking. Flash.

      He turns his head. “Bill, escort Anne to the brig. Feel free to kick her in the ribs after you throw her in, then lock her cage and forget about her.”

      “Aye, Captain!” He takes her by the arm and drags her away, but not before she sneers at Hook and swipes her hand beneath her chin in a ‘fuck you’ gesture.

      Once she’s out of sight, I can sense some of the tension leaving Hook, his body relaxing as he turns the wheel with a lazy sort of confidence that speaks of familiarity and years of knowledge.

      “We’re on our way.” He kisses my crown, his gruffness fading a little, though still present in the way he keeps a tight grip on me.

      “What about the spawning kraken?” I peer at the dark water as we ease away from the island.

      “We’re going to hew closer to the shoreline, lass. They don’t care for shallower water. It’ll slow us down a bit, but we won’t have to fight them and waste more time.” He glances up at the moon as it sits low on the horizon. “Two more moonrises before we get to the Fairy Village. Two more until the moon is full.” He shakes his head. “But there’s nothing for it.”

      “It’ll be a full moon when we get there?” That doesn’t sound good. I barely survived the last full moon, and this one has even higher stakes. But maybe the Fairy Village will offer shelter like the Guardian Village. Surely, it’s safer there than out on the island in the open. “Peter’s shadows were all over his cave. Have you seen them in other places at the full moon?”

      “I’ve heard tales of them in the Nevertree and around those parts, but I don’t know how far they venture. They might be buoyed to wherever Peter drained them.” He turns to me. “Which means there might be other shadows in the Fairy Village, if what Tinker Bell said was true.”

      “The part about him draining the fae?”

      “Aye, lass. If he makes shadows out of the Lost Boys, I can only imagine what would happen to a fae he drains.” His visage goes grim, his jaw tightening.

      “I’ve heard stories.” Shiner climbs the stairs and leans on the railing beside me. She’s not throwing up, so that’s a win, but she already looks a little queasy. “We don’t go to the Fairy Village any longer. The Silver Mountains are more dangerous than ever. But before they completely cut off contact, we heard stories of vengeful demons, formed like fae but only existing in shadows. We thought maybe they meant the Lost Boys, but now … Now I suppose we know better. Peter made monsters of the fairy folk, of the ones he drained, anyway.”

      “There has to be a way to free them. All of them. Anyone Peter drained. Surely, the island has some sort of magic to repair all the damage Peter has done.” I don’t know how, but I have to believe there’s a way to fix it. Because if there is, then there’s also a way to fix me.

      “I don’t know, lass. That’s a tall order.” Hook turns the wheel, and the ship drifts until it’s parallel to the island, the cliffs rising on my right. “The island let it go on for this long without righting the ship. Makes me think either it can’t fix it or it doesn’t want to.”

      That’s a sobering thought. I’ve been imagining the island as a benevolent figure, not one indifferent to suffering. But Hook has a point. If the island is a font of magical power, then why hasn’t it curbed Peter yet?

      “Captain!” Cecco yells from his spot in the crow’s nest. “Port!”

      Hook looks to the left as a mass of purple tentacles rises in the distance.

      I shudder. “Oh, shit. Not again.”

      The tentacles writhe as another set shoots from the water near it, though these are more of a green color. The sea splashes around them as the tentacles join together and slide along each other.

      “Is that … Are they mating?” I wrinkle my nose.

      “Might want to avert your eyes. They’re known for making quite a mess.” Hook keeps looking.

      “What kind of a mess?” Shiner walks over to that side of the ship and stares.

      A loud whale sound vibrates through the ocean, and then the water around the tentacles begins to glow a bright green, like bioluminescent algae. The color spreads, churning through the water.

      “He blew his load too soon.” Cecco’s laugh makes it down to us. “Imbarazzante!”

      “Embarrassing, indeed.” Hook laughs. “Don’t worry, lass. They’ll be occupied for a while yet. We should have decent sailing.”

      My insides cringe at the sight of all the glowing green goo in the water. Gross. This right here is how I know for a fact Neverland isn’t all in my head. Because never, not once, could I have made up kraken splooge turning the ocean a ghastly biohazard green as I sail around it and hope it doesn’t touch the ship.

      Shiner bends over and puts her hands on her knees. “I think … I think I’m going to need another one of those pills.”

      I nod. “You and me both.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure there’s a village out there?” Even with a full moon, I can’t make out anything that looks like a village on the shore.

      “I’m certain, lass.” Hook rows steadily toward the beach as Starkey, Widow, and Shiner trail along behind us in the second boat. The others wait on the Jolly Roger. They’ll have to take turns in the row boats. “Look down in the water.”

      I lean over the side of the boat and gasp at the luminous pearls and gems that dot the ocean floor. “They’re so pretty.”

      “The fae value them greatly, but to take one is a sin. We don’t disturb them.”

      “Ari had these.”

      “She’s queen of the mermaids and can do as she likes in her ocean, but the rest of us know better than to touch fae treasure.”

      “Did you know about her and Wraith?” I ask.

      He nods. “Theirs is a sad story, but it happened so long ago that I’ve forgotten most of it. That’s the way it is with Neverland. Stories layered on top of each other until you don’t know who’s a hero and who’s a villain.”

      “Maybe someone can be both.” I give him a pointed look.

      He scoffs. “I’m all villain, lass. You’ll find that out as soon as the Spinner fixes you up.” The salacious glint in his eye is so damn sexy. What am I going to do with him?

      The rowboat glides into the sand, and Hook jumps out and hoists me above the surf, carrying me to the dry beach.

      When he puts me on my feet, I look around, still trying to make out a village, still failing.

      “Where is it?” Starkey calls as his rowboat lands beside ours.

      “Right? I can’t see a thing.” I shrug.

      “Let’s go.” Hook takes my hand and leads me up the gentle slope beneath a few palm trees. The terrain turns greener at an impossibly quick pace, and before we’ve even gone ten steps, there’s moss beneath our feet and trees towering overhead.

      “How?” I gaze around as buildings come into view, their architecture soaring and airy. “This must be some serious magic.”

      “It is.” He leads me forward until we’re walking along a cobblestone street with glowing green moss along the sides.

      The fairy village is beautiful but silent. I don’t even hear the murmur of bugs or the call of wild things from the forest. It’s … dead.

      A wide arch crosses over the pathway ahead of us, and flowery vines curl around it and hang down in a perfumed curtain. Statues stand at either side of it—children with butterflies in their hair. And beyond is a grand fountain with a mermaid atop it, though the water no longer flows. It’s as quiet as the rest of the buildings here.

      “They’re all gone,” I whisper. A gnawing melancholy settles inside me as I look around at the cream-colored houses with thatch roofs. There are no families inside, no children running around, no music, no life. It’s unnatural. Even the air has a clammy feeling, as if it clings to me with tendrils of dread.

      “Here, lass. Let me carry you.” Hook reaches for me.

      “No. I need to do this on my own.” I put up a hand. “I have to see it through.” I hurt all over, and I’m already winded, but if I’m going to find the Spinner, I have to do it on my own two feet.

      He looks to argue, then takes a breath and my hand. “All right. We’ll do it your way.”

      We keep going past several houses and what looks to have been a creative district. Windows are lined with seashells, and mannequins inside wear ornate clothing that I’m certain would impress even Nessie.

      The glowing green moss lights the way past the town and deeper into some rolling hills where farmhouses stand in disrepair, the small fields around them growing wild. Farther still, the road narrows and turns into hard-packed dirt. When we come to a rise, I look up to find a set of jagged mountains, the tops dusted with white and veins of silver glinting in the moonlight. They’re something from a dream, a beautiful vista of sharp edges and cold beauty.

      “Have a rest.” Hook eases me onto a stone bench at the roadside, then strides off toward Starkey.

      They have a whispered conversation as Shiner and Widow come over to me.

      “It’s sad.” I stare at the nearest farmhouse, the front door off its hinges and the inside dark. “It feels like there’s so much missing.”

      “There is.” Widow sits beside me. “This should be a village with hundreds of fae. Now, there’s no one.”

      “I thought we’d find the Spinner.” I glance at Hook. From the look on his face, I can tell he thought we should’ve found her by now, too. “She was supposed to be here. But there’s no one.”

      “Maybe she’s fled to the mountains.” Shiner leans on a fence post. “We have enough supplies to do an expedition into the foothills, at the very least.”

      “She doesn’t have time for an expedition,” Widow says quietly.

      Shiner turns to me, her face falling somewhat. “Yeah. You’re right.”

      “I look that bad, huh?” I let Widow pull me to her side. Resting my head on her shoulder, I close my eyes.

      “We’re going to figure this out, my darling.” Widow presses her cheek to my crown. “We have to.”

      I take that as a ‘yes, you look that bad.’

      “Where the fuck is she?” Hook yells, desperation in his plea.

      “How should I know?” Starkey throws his hands up.

      “Go back through the village. Tell the crew to go house by house. Look everywhere. Find her.”

      “Yes, Captain.” Starkey turns and takes off at a run.

      Hook stalks toward me, then stops, taking a deep breath.

      It makes my lips twitch—the way he reins in his temper before he gets anywhere near me.

      “We’ll find her.” He moves to my side and rests his gaze on the mountains. “She’s here. She has to be here.”

      “But what if she’s not?” I take his hand.

      He shakes his head. “Don’t talk like that, lass.”

      I ask the question that I know he’s been thinking. “If my mother couldn’t find her, what chance did I really have?”

      “This isn’t over.” He pulls me away from Widow and into his lap. “Don’t give up, lass.” He grips my jaw lightly and forces me to look at him. “Promise me you won’t give up.”

      I want to say the words, but I don’t want to lie to him. Not now.

      “Lass, please.” His eyes water.

      It destroys me in ways I never knew existed. “I’m okay,” I say, my body shaking. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “No.” He bites the word. “It won’t. If you’re not here, nothing will be okay. Fight, Moira. I need you to be brave.”

      I want to be brave, but I don’t think I am.

      “You have to be brave for me, lass. I need you.” He cradles me close to his chest, and I realize we’re alone. Shiner and Widow are checking the farmhouses, everyone on Hook’s crew desperately searching for the Spinner.

      I close my eyes again and breathe him in. His strong arms hold me close as my mind drifts off. The walk took more out of me than I realized, my limbs heavy, my heart sluggish.

      “Lass.” Hook’s voice comes to me through a tunnel, a long, dark one. “Wake up, Moira!”
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        * * *

      

      “There you are.” A golden pop bursts in front of my eyes.

      I jump to my feet and stumble backwards into one of the abandoned fields. “What the hell?” I reach for my sword, but I don’t have one. Not since I was in Peter’s cage.

      Another golden flash, and a fairy appears before me, her hair so black it looks blue and her skin a light brown. She floats above the ground, her golden wings beating lazily. Her pearly dress is gossamer and thin, a beautiful thing unadorned except for its own glossy thread. Above all else, I notice that I’m not afraid of her, even though her eyes glow like white opal and she has two fangs that graze her bottom lip.

      “Are you the Spinner?” I get to my feet.

      “I am.” She floats around me, giving me an appraising look. “And so are you.”

      “So it’s true? I’m from your line?”

      “You’re fae.” She moves closer and runs a finger down my spine. “And you’re a Spinner, but your line is far, far older than mine. Your ancestors were here when the island was new, just a babe waking in its mother’s arms.”

      My skin tickles on my shoulder blades, and I dart forward, away from her strange touch. “What are you doing?”

      “Just seeing.” She shrugs and moves to my front again, her sandaled feet still not touching the ground.

      “Wait.” I look around. “Where’s Hook and the others?”

      “They’re awake.” She points.

      I spin to find Hook sitting on the bench, me in his arms as he rocks me and sings about dreams for sale. The amount of pain in him, the way his head hangs, my heart breaks again and again.

      “Can he hear us?”

      “No.” She floats to my side.

      “Am I dead?”

      “Not yet.”

      “But soon?” I meet her gaze.

      “Yes.” She dips her chin. “You’re fading. Peter has made sure of it.” Her face sours, her eyes flashing. “He drained so many of us once he visited the heart of the island and came out changed.”

      “Why? I need answers, and I need you to fix me. I have to fight him, to stop him from hurting anyone else.”

      She sighs. “If only it were that easy.”

      “Look, lady, you’re flying and talking to me in a dream or something. Don’t sell yourself short. You’ve got magic. So just make it easy and heal me!”

      She smiles, her face angelic save for the fangs. “I like you. Straightforward. Your mother wasn’t quite as pushy.”

      “You met my mom?”

      “Of course.”

      “Then why didn’t you send her back to me? That’s what she wanted, right?”

      “She asked to be sent back to the mainland with no more waking dreams of Neverland. I couldn’t give her that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because there are some magics I can’t undo. Her fae legacy and the links she has to Neverland are things beyond my control.” She shrugs, her wings flapping along with her movement. “That’s not in my power. We are who we are, and our burdens can’t be erased without great sacrifice. Your mother’s fae side manifested in visits to faraway lands through the gateway of her mind.” She taps the middle of her forehead. “It was her gift.”

      “It was a curse!” I yell. “She wanted to be with me. Not here!”

      “That’s true.” She sighs. “She wanted that more than anything, but I told her as I must tell you. I don’t have that power. I have even less power now that Peter has drained so many fae—”

      “Why didn’t you stop him?” I snap. “You’re their leader, right? You should’ve defended your people.” I know I’m lashing out. And I know it’s hit home when she winces.

      Her eyes begin to glow, and she floats higher. “You don’t think I tried?” Her voice is thunderous as a phantom wind whips around her. “I saved as many as I could, bringing them to shelter in the mountains where they live still. But there were many more I couldn’t save. I recite their names every time the moon rises high. They are written here.” She beats her breast. “I failed them. Don’t you think I know that?” Her vitriol seems to ebb as she floats back toward the ground. “I failed all of them, because I let Peter in. I welcomed him as I’d always done, not realizing he’d taken a boon from the heart of the island.”

      “Am I his boon?”

      “Yes.” Her answer is like a shot, one that tears through my heart and out the back of my soul. Hook was wrong. I wasn’t his boon after all. I’m not the love he wished for. That rocks me to my core, and I stand there, dumbfounded and falling apart. The one thing I’d come to rely on, and it was only sand slipping through my fingers. Hook’s wish is still out there somewhere, some other woman who can make him whole. It’s not me. It was never me. Peter was right—he owns me.

      Numb, I meet her gaze again. “What did Peter wish for?”

      She gives me a look like I’m the biggest idiot this island has ever seen, and maybe I am. But her answer cuts deeper than her eyes ever could. “Power, of course.”

      Power. Peter wished for power, and the answer to it was me. I look down at myself, at my shriveled hands and thin body. A crazed laugh barrels out of me. “Power?” I hold my hands out in front of me and stare at the thin skin lined with sinew underneath. “This isn’t power.”

      “You told him stories, Moira.” She drifts all the way to the ground. “He took your power from you. That is our gift—or as you’d call it—our curse. Our stories have power, and if given to the wrong people, that power can be taken. Stories are a magic of the highest order. They can heal and unite. They can birth worlds within worlds. But in the wrong hands, they can bring untold destruction and pain.”

      “I didn’t know. How could I have known?” I cover my face with my hands.

      “You couldn’t have. That’s why you were his boon. He could use you for the power he craves.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” I yell.

      Her eyes flash again. “You believe the island would let me do anything after the deal had been struck?”

      My head spins. “Between you and me, I think the island is sounding pretty fucking evil right now.”

      “No.” Her voice is thunderous. “No.” She calms a bit, then continues, “The island was off-balance from the moment Hook went into its heart. After that, the magic attempted a course correction.”

      I can’t believe she’s defending the island. “By granting Peter evil powers?”

      “By giving Peter a way to continue bringing Lost Boys to the island and maintaining their eternal youth. Such was the bargain. You were the way. But Peter discovered the power granted him by the island worked in other ways, as well.”

      “So the island gave him the ability to drain your people, the Guardians, and even his own Lost Boys to keep his ‘young forever’ bullshit going?”

      “The island never intended for any of that. It was the result of the imbalance. Peter …” She wrings her hands. “Peter got out of control, and the island could no longer influence him as it once had. You were the intended sacrifice, but—”

      “Wait!” I hold up a hand. “I was supposed to be a sacrifice?”

      “Yes,” she says it like it’s the most obvious thing in the world. “Peter would take your fae abilities and become a Spinner in his own right. He would have a direct link to the island’s magic and continue to lure dead children, thereby maintaining his eternal youth as well as theirs.”

      “Then why didn’t he do that?” I look down at myself. “I’m still standing. He could’ve killed me a thousand times over by now.”

      “Because Hook and Peter weren’t the only ones who made a bargain with the island.”

      I blink several times, as if it can clear my head. “What?”

      “Your mother made a deal, too. That’s why she was lost to you, why I couldn’t send her back, and why Peter has never been able to kill you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      “I need to sit down.” I do, plopping my ass on the weedy ground as the fairy with all the answers but none of the solutions gracefully eases to the ground beside me.

      The moon is higher now, glowing down on me with what I hope is pity. The stars, though, they’re still twinkling and laughing. ‘Hahaha, Moira is such a dummy for thinking she can ever beat Peter at his own game.’ I close my eyes and try to suss through it all, to get to the heart of it, the heart of the island. The thing I keep coming back to, out of all the multitude, is the fact that Hook put this all into motion because he wanted love. Something so simple yet so true. He wanted love, and the island gave him this twisted wreckage instead. Is it because he’s a villain as he happily admits? Is it a punishment that his wish for something pure became so ugly and filled with horror?

      “It’s not Hook’s fault,” I say weakly as I wipe away tears.

      “I didn’t say it was,” the Spinner says gently. “I assign no more fault to him than he deserves. Just as I do for Peter and for your mother.”

      “What did she wish for?” I already know. Of course I know.

      “She bargained for your life, saving you from Peter but losing herself.”

      A sob breaks free before I can lock it down. Skeletal hands beat on the filigree box I keep buried deep under layers of rock and dirt. My mother’s memory demanding I let her out and let my grief run free.

      She reaches out and puts her hand on my knee, making the skin on my shoulder blades tingle anew. “The island doesn’t give anything for free. Your mother lost her ability to be with you. Peter lost his soul. Hook lost the ignorance that he reveled in while he did every dirty deed imaginable. They all had to suffer to gain their hearts’ desires.”

      “It’s cruel.” I sob into my hands.

      “Magic must balance, Moira. Just like everything else in our worlds. Tipping the scales even a little bit can lead to disaster.”

      “I don’t know what to do.” I take a deep breath, but another sob breaks right through my attempt at calm. “I don’t know what to do! You can’t heal me. Peter is growing stronger. Hook is in love with me when I’m not even his. And, and, and …” God, it hurts to even say it. “I’m in love with him.”

      She sits quietly as I cry. “It seems cruel. I know.” She sighs. “But if you look at it outside of time, outside of right and wrong, it’s a simple balance that the island is trying to protect.”

      “Nothing about this is balanced.” I sniffle and let out a frustrated yell. “I’m dying. How is that balanced? I can’t save myself or the people I love if I’m dead.”

      She goes on, her tone patient, “I told you that magic must balance. For me to restore you, I’d need a sacrifice. Something in-kind.”

      I meet her opal gaze. “I’m practically dead. You mean you’d need someone else’s life for mine?”

      She nods. “A powerful one at that.”

      Another brazen laugh rips from me, the sound shot-through with tears. “Look around, Spinner! Do you see any powerful people lining up to die for me?”

      She directs a pointed glance at Hook.

      “No!” I get to my feet. “No way.”

      “You said it yourself. He’s in love with you. He’d do anything to save you.”

      I glare at her. Tinker Bell’s demeanor makes more and more sense to me as I speak to the Spinner. The cold, calculating way of the fae isn’t particular to just Tink. Though it’s not malicious. If anything, it’s the soul of practicality. Transactional. Tit for tat. Balance the scales.

      She bows her head. “I’m sorry. I’m only trying to help.” She turns to the side quickly, as if she’s heard something. Her pointed ear seems to vibrate as she listens.

      “What?”

      “He’s coming for you.” She looks up toward the moon that’s almost directly overhead. “Peter will be here any moment.” She bares her fangs.

      “I have to wake up.” I look at my body still huddled in Hook’s arms. “Wake me up!” I yell at the Spinner.

      She darts forward and presses her thumb to my forehead.

      I jolt awake.

      “Moira!” Hook yells.

      “Peter’s coming!” I scream.

      Hook jumps to his feet and takes off toward the village at a dead run. I cling to him as he races toward the shelter of the trees and the buildings. The crew is waiting for us, all of them lined up with weapons in their hands, as if they were already primed for trouble. I suppose they were. The full moon is almost at its zenith.

      When Hook reaches the safety of his crew, he veers to the left and kicks in the door to one of the cottages along the road. He takes me inside and lays me down on a sofa that smells musty but is comfortable, all the same.

      “Where’d you go, lass?” He cups my cheeks. “I feared you were—” He stops himself. “Where’d you go?”

      “I found the Spinner. I think she hides in dreams. Peter came and drained her people. There are still fae, though, in the mountains.”

      “Why didn’t she help you?” His eyes search mine.

      “She can’t. I mean, she can, but …” I trail off. I don’t want to tell him the truth. If I do, I know he’ll volunteer to die for me. I won’t let him do that.

      “But what, lass? What did she ask for in return?”

      He knows. He knows more about the fae than most, so he’s probably already aware of the cost and the balancing. His gaze darkens. “I’ll give her whatever she needs to save you.” He turns and yells, “Spinner! Show yourself!”

      “No!” I grab his arm. “No! That’s not the way. I won’t lose you. Do you understand? I can’t lose you.” I lean up and kiss him. A stolen kiss, one that I know should belong to another. But I don’t care. Not when death is right around the corner for me. Because even if he isn’t mine, I love him. I love him as if he was always meant for me.

      He pulls back. “How about Anne? I’ll put her on the chopping block, no questions asked.”

      “That’s horrible.” I wrap my arms around his neck. “You know that, right?”

      “I know, but I’m happy to do it.”

      I squeeze him as hard as I can, but I know he can barely feel it. I’m growing weaker by the second. “No, you wouldn’t be. The Spinner told me what you had to give up to make your wish.”

      He pulls back and looks into my eyes. “She did?”

      I nod. “You got your soul.” I press my palm to his chest. “You felt what you’d done. All those horrible things you told me about—that’s when you realized you were a villain, wasn’t it? When you made the bargain for love?”

      He stills, his heart racing beneath my touch. With a quick dip of his head, he says, “Aye. It is as you say. I made my bargain, and in return, I got the full weight of my sins on my shoulders. I carry that burden still. I’ll carry it forever.” He presses his forehead to mine. “But it’s worth it, lass. For you.”

      For me. My throat closes as I try to tell him the truth—that I’m not his. That I never was. I have to tell him, but the emotion that rises inside me prevents anything from leaving but a whimper.

      A scream cuts through the silence, then a sickly thud as a body hits the ground.

      “I have to face him.” Hook slides a blade into my palm. “I’ll come back for you, lass. Sit tight.”

      He runs out into the night and pulls his sword free as the cottage door swings closed again.

      More screams and the sound of swords clashing gets me on my feet. I press myself to the wall by the window and peek out.

      There are a handful of Lost Boys fighting with the pirates. Hook is after Peter, the two of them already locked in their never-ending combat. They duel with a ferocity that drips hate like venom from fangs. Each one wants to destroy the other, and I can only hope that Hook makes it out alive.

      When a shadow passes in front of the window, I hold my breath. The chill of dread creeps along my skin when I realize it’s not just any shadow. It’s Peter’s.

      Slowly, I back away from the window and tuck myself between a wardrobe and the wall.

      Something moves near the back of the room, and a cold sweat breaks out along my forehead. But when I turn my head just enough to get a look at it, I see it’s not Peter’s shadow. It’s another, one with bright red eyes and pointed ears. One of the fae that Peter drained. It has to be. It prowls from the house, and once outside, it lets out a scream that turns my stomach and makes my mouth go dry.

      More screams answer it, dozens of them from all over the Fairy Village. Will they attack Peter, or will they kill anyone in their path?

      My knees shake as I try to stay upright. I want to fight, to do something other than hide. But I can’t, not without being a liability for my friends. I’m too weak.

      But I’ve realized something in the moments since I spoke with the Spinner: I’m not giving up. I can’t. My mother gave everything so that I could survive Peter. I won’t let her sacrifice be in vain. The pity party is officially over. I may not be able to kick any ass, but I’m not going to lay down and die, either. If this island wants me dead, it’s going to have to work for it.

      With a new resolve, I take a deep breath and peer out from around the wardrobe again. Nothing moves in the house, and the shadow is gone from the window. That cursed version of Peter hasn’t caught me … yet. The sounds of battle continue, and I try to get a glimpse of Hook. He and Peter are past the arch now, the fight meandering back toward the sea. I can barely make them out, and something terrifying roars from the farmlands to my right.

      I hear a cough near the window and creep out to look. I don’t see anyone, so I ease to the door and pull it open just enough. That’s when my stomach drops.

      Yanking the door the rest of the way open, I rush outside and drop to my knees beside Nibs.

      He gasps, blood running from the corners of his mouth. There’s a gaping wound in his stomach, and some of his insides spill out onto the mossy ground.

      I look around for Skylights, for anyone who can help. But they’re gone. And would they help a Lost Boy? No. They’d free him. The same way I freed Slightly.

      “Hey.” I scoot so I can cradle his head in my lap. “Hey, Nibs. Everything’s going to be all right.” I lie to him.

      “Mommy?” he asks.

      “Yes.” I nod. “It’s me.” I stroke his bloodied cheek. “You’re safe now.”

      “I missed you so much.” Tears flood his eyes. “I missed you, Mommy.”

      “I missed you, too.” I can barely breathe, can barely hold it together. Because when I look at him, I see a scared child. One Peter stole away and locked up on Neverland when he should’ve moved on to something better, somewhere he could find his mother and be happy again.

      “I’m frightened of the dark.”

      “Everything that’s there in the light is there in the dark.” I tell him what my mother always told me. “Don’t worry.”

      He smiles a little, and I wonder if his mother told him the same. “That’s right.”

      “Shh. Just rest now. It’s time for sleep. Close your eyes.” I keep stroking his cheek, and I wonder if he can hear the pain in my voice. “Everything’s all right.”

      “Okay.” His chest spasms, but he closes his eyes.

      “Just rest.” I smooth his hair back from his brow. “You’re a good boy, Nibs.”

      His mouth moves, but he doesn’t make a sound. When his chest spasms again, he goes still.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.” I lean over and kiss his forehead, my tears mixing with his. “Goodbye.”

      I struggle to my feet, my heart in tatters, and lean against the house.

      Peter’s shadow jumps down right in front of me, as if it had been on the roof watching the whole thing.

      “No!” I scream as it reaches for me. I’d rather die than let it take me.

      It swallows me with its black mesh, choking me as it drags me away toward the farmlands. I reach for the blade Hook gave me. It comes free from the belt at my waist, but when I swing it at the shadow, it goes right through it.

      “Let go!” I kick, but it only grips me more tightly, a boa constrictor around my throat.

      I still have the knife. It won’t work on the shadow, but it will work on me. I pull it closer to me and clench my eyes shut. This isn’t giving up. This is refusing to give Peter what he wants. This is my final stand.

      But do I have the courage to do it?

      “Be brave.” Hook’s voice is in my head, in my heart.

      I can be brave for him, for the people I love who are right now fighting for their lives. If Peter takes me, he’ll use me up and wipe them out. I won’t let that happen.

      I send a silent goodbye to my vicious pirate, even if he never really was mine. Then I straighten my arm and aim the knife for my chest.

      With all my strength, I swing it inward, right to my heart.
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      “What are you doing, you idiot?” A shrill voice like a broken bell stings in my ear, and the shadow releases me.

      Tinker Bell flutters around it, then moves faster and faster, encircling the shadow in golden light.

      I throw my arm up to ward off the intensity of it, but I can still see when the shadow begins to break apart.

      It screeches and morphs into Peter’s form, his hands clawing at his throat as bits of the shadow lift and float away like ashes from a roaring fire.

      I kick away, scooting back as Tinker Bell continues her circuit, creating heat and light where the shadow cannot hide. It screeches again, a dying wail as it completely disintegrates and floats into the sky and toward the Silver Mountains.

      The golden glow ends suddenly, and Tinker Bell stands in front of me, her hands on her hips as she gasps in air. Her own golden glow has dulled, her eyes no longer sparkling.

      “Are you okay?” I get up.

      “I’m great, dummy.” She straightens, but wobbles on her feet.

      I catch her under her arm. She’s so light I think I could carry her.

      She leans on me, and it’s no heavier than a fluffy scarf. “That took a lot,” she admits. “Too much.” She groans and wipes her forearm along her forehead. Golden sweat comes off, and she shivers.

      “I’ve got you.” I grip her waist.

      “I always hated that shadow.” She makes a face. “Nasty piece of dark magic.”

      “Thank you. You saved my life. Again.”

      “The one thing I don’t want to make a habit of, and here we are.” She groans and takes a step back toward the village but sways against me.

      “You’re still rude, so don’t worry. I won’t assign any warm feelings to you for saving my life.”

      “Small miracles.” She coughs. “Come on. We have to get to the beach.”

      “Are you sure you should—”

      She gives me a death glare.

      “All right. Here we go.” I half carry her down through the village, under the arch, past the houses and toward the sounds of the fight. The ground is stained with blood in places, but I haven’t seen any bodies, though I was careful not to look at poor Nibs as we passed.

      “There were children here, Moira.” She looks at a particular house on the right. “Beautiful children with the rainbow in their eyes. He killed them.” She brandishes her little fangs. “He drained them and left their bodies to rot. That was the only time I managed to break his hold over me and fight back. Just enough for him to give me this.” She drags her finger down the dark scar on her cheek. “He called it a little lesson in obedience.” She points ahead. “Go. We’re almost to him. I can feel him like oil on my skin.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “I’m going to rip his throat out.” She tongues one of her fangs. “That’s the fae justice he deserves.”

      “Tink, I don’t think you’re in any shape—”

      “Tink?” She scoffs. “Are we friends now, emptyheaded Darling?”

      “Maybe in a ‘Mean Girls’ sort of way, I guess?”

      “I’m not mean.” She looks at me, a golden sparkle reigniting in her eyes.

      “If you say so.”

      “You think I’m mean?” Her broken bell voice grows stronger.

      “You’re probably the meanest person—fae or otherwise—I’ve ever met. Even meaner than the mermaids who wanted to eat me. That’s how mean you are.”

      “Lies.” She wrinkles her perfect nose. “You’re a liar on top of being stupid. Worst combination.”

      “Now you’re just flirting with me,” I crack.

      She giggles. “I might’ve liked you if you’d shown up before that dumdum Wendy. Before everything went to shit.”

      “I doubt it. You don’t like stupid mainlanders.”

      “Good point.” She peers ahead of us. “There they are.”

      I don’t see anything, but her vision is fixed on a point, so I steer us toward it. My knees are weak, my back aching, but if Tinker Bell thinks she can end Peter, I’m here for it.

      “Moira!” Widow appears from the trees to our right and runs up. The moment she sees Tinker Bell, she hisses like a cat.

      “No! Widow. She’s okay. She’s helping.”

      “Helping?” Widow approaches, her cutlass bloody and at the ready. “She’s with Peter.”

      “No, she just saved me from his godforsaken shadow, okay? She’s good.” I shake my head. “Not good. I mean, she’s still a huge jerk, but she’s on our side.”

      Widow doesn’t look convinced, but she doesn’t have time to argue when a shadow with red eyes rises from the ground behind her and lunges for her.

      She dodges it and runs to my side, wrapping her arm around my waist and dragging both Tinker Bell and me toward the beach. “We can’t kill the shadows. One of them hurt Cecco bad, raked the skin off his back, but most of them have been going after Lost Boys. They drag them down into the dirt with them.”

      That explains the bloody marks on the ground but no bodies.

      “Horrible.” I shudder.

      The terrain finally changes from moss to sand, and Widow pulls us onto the beach where only a few Lost Boys are left. Two are in the water trying to swim away from a pair of fae shadows. One is dueling with Starkey, though I can tell Starkey is only playing with him at this point like a cat with a mouse.

      Then I see Hook and Peter. Tinker Bell jets away from my side, flashes into the golden orb, and flies away toward them.

      “What is she doing?” Widow turns that direction and starts moving even faster, pulling me along.

      “She’s trying to kill him.”

      “Hook?”

      “Peter.” I sag, my legs finally giving out.

      “Come on.” She hoists me over her shoulder like a sack of potatoes and runs across the sand.

      “What’s happening?” I can’t see anything except Bill Jukes running along behind me, a huge axe in his hands and blood on his face.

      “Hook has the upper hand,” Widow calls. “Peter is falling back toward the trees.”

      “Tinker Bell?”

      “She’s fucking with Peter, flying in his face and flashing that bright gold.” Widow slows, then puts me down on the sand. “Bill!”

      “I’ve got her,” he calls.

      “I’m going to help.” Widow blows me a kiss then runs toward Peter and Hook.

      I watch helplessly as Hook continues unleashing his fury on Peter, his sword shining and slicing through the air until Peter stumbles backward and falls on his ass, his sword in the sand. Hook is ready to make the killing blow.

      Tinker Bell bursts into her full form and lets out a harrowing cry full of pain and rage. A golden blade is in her hand, and she stabs it straight down toward Peter’s heart.

      She doesn’t make it.

      Peter pulls a second blade from his side and shoves it into her chest. “Traitor!” he yells, and even the water seems to tremble at the force in his cry. “Fucking traitor, I never believed in you!”

      Tinker Bell falls, her skin leaching of color.

      Peter rises straight into the air, his gaze sweeping the beach and landing on me.

      Bill steps in front of me, his axe at the ready. “Come on, you twat,” he growls.

      I hold my breath, my entire body taut.

      Then Peter takes off toward the mountains, disappearing under the glow of the falling moon.

      “Bill.” I reach for him. “Take me to her. Please.”

      He scoops me up easily and lumbers over to Tinker Bell.

      “Are you all right?” Hook runs to me.

      “I’m okay. Tink saved me.”

      He takes me from Bill and sits me down next to her.

      “Tink?” I take her hand.

      “I’m here. And you’re still here too, I see. Dummy,” she says it almost warmly.

      “You almost had him.” I squeeze her hand.

      “I should’ve known he’d have a trick up his sleeve. He always does.”

      “Do you think you can—”

      “No.” She sighs, golden blood leaking around the knife in her chest. “I’m done.”

      “I’m sorry.” I reach up and stroke her hair.

      She lets me.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      She rolls her eyes. “Come out!”

      I shake my head. “What?”

      “I said come out!”

      A flash of gold appears beside me, and then I see the Spinner, her eyes sad as she surveys Tinker Bell.

      “There you are.” Tinker Bell. “Decided to finally stop hiding?”

      “You know very well why I hide.” The Spinner shows her fangs.

      “Yes, I know what I did.” Tinker Bell’s voice goes soft. “I know what I’ve done.”

      “Then why have you called me? You cannot ask me for forgiveness. I will not grant it.”

      “Keep your forgiveness.” Tinker Bell kicks her chin up. “I have no need of it. But I do ask one favor.”

      The Spinner’s eyebrows rise, but she doesn’t say anything.

      “Take my life in exchange for healing this dummy.”

      “Dummy?”

      Tinker Bell cuts her eyes at me. “You know the one.”

      “Tink, you don’t have to—”

      “Let the grown-ups talk,” she snaps.

      Hook growls but doesn’t intercede.

      “This won’t change what you’ve done.” The Spinner sits on the ground beside us. “You realize this will do nothing for you?”

      “I know.” Tinker Bell looks at me. “But you’re the only one who can stop him. I give my life freely for you, but you have to promise me, Moira. Promise me you will stop Peter.” Her grip grows surprisingly strong on my hand. “Swear it, or all this will have been for nothing.” She sighs, her lashes fluttering as even more color leaches from her.

      “I swear it on my mother.” A flash of heat moves between our palms, burning the promise into both of us.

      “Good.” She closes her eyes. “Spinner. Do it.”

      The Spinner nods and puts her hand over Tinker Bell’s chest, then puts her other over mine.

      I look at Hook, his eyes full of worry as he watches me. “It’ll be okay.”

      The Spinner begins chanting, and the trees seem to echo her lilting words back to her. Like a song in a foreign language, it melds into a beautiful melody. I close my eyes and drift away. The song turns into words I understand. A story.

      One about an island where anything is possible. Both unsurpassed good and malignant evil can rule the island, but only in equal measure. It was just so for a long, long time. Until something changed. No, someone changed. A heart that knew no mercy or kindness was forged anew, into one that felt regret, pain, and longed for love. It upset the balance. He upset the balance. Hook. The villain had evolved, become something different, something the island had never encountered. So it adjusted. It gave and it took, it filled this cup and drained the other. It had to reach balance again, no matter the cost.

      But the cost was great indeed. The island wept, its heart torn in two by good and evil, and dreamed of the sun that would one day return.

      When balance was restored.

      The story crosses oceans of time and miles of memories, worlds and galaxies, an entire universe nestled inside others like a Russian doll. The Spinner tells it to me, her voice winding around me. Spinning me backwards into the past. Some into the future. And showing me so much—the ancient fae, Hook when he committed villainy on the high seas, Peter when he was a boy with a brave heart and pure soul, Wendy as she doted on the Lost Boys, and my mother. All of us are woven into the Spinner’s tapestry, though there is no end to it. No way to know what will happen.

      When her voice begins to fade, the story drawing to a close, I hear the song of the sea, the rolling waves.

      I wake and am born anew, burning and screaming into existence with fresh life in my veins.
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      “Easy now, lass!” Hook clutches me to him. “You’re all right.”

      I breathe deeply, as if I’ve been long underwater and just breached the surface. The ache is gone, the dullness of my senses pealed back until I can experience everything again, perhaps even better than before. The only pain left is on my back, but I don’t care. It’s nothing to finally feeling alive again.

      “Am I okay?” I look up at Hook.

      “You’re wonderful.” He kisses my forehead. I feel it, the warmth of him and the love he bears.

      I turn and look around, but my gaze falls on Tinker Bell. Her light is gone, her skin a dull gray.

      Reaching for her hand, I take it in mine. “Thank you.”

      She’s already cold, her essence gone and a shell left behind.

      The Spinner takes her in her arms and stands. “She will be given the rites of our people. I’ll take her to the mountains.”

      I stand too, my body moving under my command with ease. I took it all for granted, and now that I have it back, I marvel at every little thing.

      “Will they forgive her?” I stare into the Spinner’s opal eyes. “She didn’t have to help me, but she did. More than I knew. She wanted to stop Peter, but she couldn’t.”

      “She fell under his spell, though she also helped give him the power to weave it in the first place.” The Spinner doesn’t give me anything more than that. But I suppose she doesn’t want to make a promise she can’t keep. Tinker Bell’s legacy isn’t something I can simplify, not after she caused so much pain.

      “I understand.” I place Tinker Bell’s hand on her stomach and let go. “Thank you,” I whisper again. “For everything.”

      “You know where you must go.” The Spinner rises from the ground, floating on her ethereal wind. “The island will balance the scales one way or another. If it doesn’t, we will all perish.”

      “I know the way.” Hook stands beside me, his arm going around my waist. “I will take her to the heart of the island.”

      The Spinner’s gaze flicks to him. “Are you satisfied?” she asks with surprising venom.

      Hook grips me tighter. “I know what I’ve done, Spinner. All the evil, the mistakes, the bargain I made. But I’d do it all over again for Moira.”

      She floats backwards, clearly displeased with his answer. “You gained your soul, but you never lost your savagery.”

      “From your lips to god’s ear.” He smirks.

      I elbow him. “Not the time,” I whisper.

      “Take him and go. The island grows wilder now. I fear we have only a few more full moons left before the shadows take over for good and beasts rule with bloody maws. There will be none left on the island but nightmares.” The Spinner’s face softens a bit as she floats closer to me. “You are always welcome here among your people, Moira. Your line is a blessing.” Then she sours again. “James Hook, however, is hereby banished from this village. To set foot here again will bring pain of death.” She turns and moves into the woods, her glow fading slowly.

      “We’re leaving. Now.” I tug on his arm. “Let’s go.”

      He looks to argue, but I give him a glare. “Don’t.”

      “You’re beautiful when you want to harm me, lass.” He yanks me into his arms and kisses me hard on the mouth, his hands going to my ass and squeezing.

      We don’t have time for this, but that doesn’t stop me from wrapping my arms around his neck and deepening the kiss. It’s like I’m feeling him for the first time, the heat of him and all the hard muscles along his body. Not to mention the hardness in his pants. Holy shit.

      When he finally pulls back to breathe, he takes my arm and walks me toward the sea. “You owe me, lass. You owe me quite a bit.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “When you wouldn’t let me kill Anne. Recall that?”

      “Oh.” I recall him saying he was going to eat me alive and ‘leave nothing for seconds’. My face goes hot at the memory of his filthy words.

      “As soon as I get you to my cabin—” He glances around. “Maybe before—”

      “No! We have to get out of here. You aren’t safe.”

      “You aren’t either, lass. Not once we’re alone.” He licks his lips, and I stumble. Taking my arm he leads me into the surf, then helps me into the rowboat.

      His sailors are already using the other one, taking turns sending the crew back to the Jolly Roger.

      “Wait, is everyone all right?” I peer into the darkness for familiar faces.

      “We lost nary a one.” Hook grabs the oars and starts pulling hard, shooting us away from the shore.

      Something tickles at my back, then flutters past my face. I scream and swat at it, which sends a ray of pain shooting down my back.

      “What is—I have wings?” I get a crick in my neck as I try to turn and look at them.

      “Pretty ones.” He nods, still rowing at an inhuman pace. “I intend to kiss them all over when we get to the tender part, lass. But this is not tender.” His eyes eat me up even though I’m doing everything I can to get a look at the wings on my back. “What I feel for you right now is anything but.”

      I’m awash in new sensations—the wings at my back, the desire beating through me like a pulse, the slight edge of fear at how hungrily Hook is looking at me.

      “Focus on the wings.” I reach behind me and touch one. It’s soft and thin, like a gossamer curtain stretched taut.

      “I’m focused on you. Every bit of you. Mine.”

      That’s when it hits me. I drop my hand, my heart falling into a pit. I’m not his. I never was. He wished for love, but that love isn’t me. I’m Peter’s boon.

      “What’s that look for?” He’s still rowing hard, his intentions clear as he speeds us back to the ship.

      I meet his eyes.

      He finally slows just a hair. “Are you all right?”

      “Let’s just get to the Jolly Roger, okay?” It’s odd that I feel safe on a pirate ship, but I do.

      “That’s the plan.” He goes back to rowing viciously, his eyes unabashedly fixed on me.

      I touch my wing again and get a glimpse of its pearly glow. It’s beautiful. Like Widow’s but bigger. They’re actually more similar to Tinker Bell’s. Her loss is one that tangles inside me, because I didn’t know her, not the real her. Everything I thought turned out to be wrong, but she was just as tangled as I am. Together, we’re a gordian knot, incapable of solving, forever tied into each other, even if one piece has gone irretrievably dark.

      “Lass, I know you’re going through a million emotions. The time will come when we talk about all of it.” He stops rowing as we make it to the ship. “But I need you to focus on just one.”

      “Which one?”

      He grabs hold of the rope ladder that hangs by the hull. “Lust.” Holding out his hand, he takes mine and guides me up the ladder.

      “You are literally the worst.”

      “That’s what they say.” His smirk is sexy, and I could swear he knows it.

      Climbing the rope ladder still isn’t easy, but I make it to the top without falling over or bursting a lung. As soon as my feet touch the deck, Hook is behind me, his hands on my hips as he guides me to his cabin.

      “We should talk.”

      “We will.” He takes my hand and pulls me along.

      Smee rolls his eyes as we pass.

      “No one enters my cabin. No one even comes near the fucking door,” Hook snarls.

      “Aye, Captain.” Smee nods.

      “Set a course for the Crystal Caves.”

      “But the Neverstorm—”

      Hook whirls on him, and Smee seems to cave in. “I mean, Aye Captain!”

      Hook pushes me into his cabin and slams the door behind us. He’s on me immediately, his hands roving my body and yanking at my clothes. My shirt is already ripped at the back—he must’ve done it when my wings sprouted. He makes quick work of it, tossing the rags to the floor as he grabs my waist band and tucks his fingers in, then drags my pants down to my shoes. Before he finishes taking them off, he presses his mouth to my sex.

      I moan, my knees going weak as he knee-walks me to the bed. When I sit, he strips me the rest of the way, spreads my legs, then buries his face between my thighs. I yelp, his onslaught sudden and shocking. He doesn’t hold back. His tongue licks all of me, and my hips jolt. He grips them, his shoulders pushing my thighs farther apart as he devours me.

      Falling back, I lie on the bed, my wings beneath me as he presses his tongue inside me, then licks to my clit.

      “Look at me, lass. I want to see your eyes roll back when you come.” His voice is gravelly and raw, his gaze on me as I stare down at him.

      He goes back to my clit, flicking it again and again until my thighs begin to shake. Then he uses the broad side of his tongue to lick me, speeding up until my body winds so tightly I think I might break. That’s when I release, his name on my lips as I arch from the bed. He doesn’t stop, his mouth drawing more pleasure from me again and again as the orgasm seems to roll through me like thunder. My toes curl, my fingers gripping the blanket, and my mind swimming in bliss as he gives me exactly what I need right where I need it.

      “Eyes on me!” he snaps before sliding two fingers inside me.

      I let out a keening sound, my entire being wrapped up in James Hook as he pleasures me. When he seems to curl his fingers at just the right spot, my orgasm falls off another cliff, sending me splashing into the waters below as I writhe and take every bit of sensation he offers. He groans against my wet flesh, his tongue still working me through every aftershock, every spasm that sends jolts of fire through my blood.

      When he finally pulls back, he stands and looks down at me. He reaches behind him and grabs his shirt, pulling it over his head in that particularly masculine way. Then he unbuttons his pants. When his cock pops free, I wet my lips.

      He shucks his pants all the way off and stands naked before me, his body sculpted by years of life at sea and scarred from a multitude of violent deeds. He’s a work of art. Perfection lives in every marred bit of him, a broken thing that I can’t help but love. Completely. Irrevocably.

      “There’s that look again, lass.” He strokes himself slowly, a bead of come forming at his tip. “The one that makes my blood burn for you.”

      I meet his gaze, that deep blue of secrets and desire. “I’m yours.”

      “Say it again, lass.” He crawls between my wet thighs, his cock sliding along my sex. “Say it.”

      “I’m yours.” I lean up and kiss him.

      He growls into my mouth and grips my hips, yanking me to the center of the bed. “Again,” he says against my lips.

      “I’m yours.”

      With a smooth thrust, he pushes all the way inside me. I gasp, my fingers going to his hair and twisting the soft strands.

      “There you are, lass.” He pulls back and fills me again, his thick cock almost too much to take. “My woman.” His kiss seers my mouth as he rocks in and out of me, his thrusts steady and hard, the sound of our skin meeting again and again loud and erotic.

      I move with him, lifting to meet him, taking him so deeply that it almost hurts. Even so, I want more. I want everything.

      He leans back, his eyes on me as he puts one hand at my throat, caging me as he works himself in and out of me. He cups my breast with the other, kneading it then pinching my nipple as his eyes rove over me. “So goddamn beautiful.” He thrusts harder, and I reach up and brace myself against the hull.

      His impacts send tingles through me, heightening my arousal and tightening everything inside me. I keep my eyes on him, on the beautiful soul that lives inside his villainous heart.

      He squeezes my throat, then leans down and captures one of my nipples in his mouth. When I feel his teeth, I arch, my body humming with pleasure. He bites me again, then switches to the other, his tongue hot on my skin, branding me before his teeth sink in, giving me pleasure and pain in the perfect amounts.

      I grip his shoulders, feeling him flex with each push and meeting him with my own movements. When he slows and grinds against me, hitting my clit just right, I wrap my arms around his neck. He reaches behind me, careful of my wings, and pulls me up, having me straddle him as he thrusts up inside me.

      Face to face, our gazes locked, we move as one, breathe as one. I feel everything. Everything. His mouth takes mine as he grips my hips, working me up and down his shaft at a hellish pace.

      I feel my spring coiling again, the heat building until I’m consumed with the need for release.

      “James!” I cry his name like a fervent prayer.

      He throws me down and thrusts deep inside me, then grinds just right. I come hard, my sex clenching and releasing as my entire body floods with bliss. Euphoria. He looks down at me as I moan his name, the orgasm pulling me under the waves and setting me free again and again.

      His cock hardens even more, and he pushes deep as he groans, his length kicking as he releases inside me.

      He kisses me again, another rough claiming of me, one I relish. I kiss him back, clinging to him as my orgasm finally rolls into echoes of pleasure, everything inside me languid and soft. He bites my bottom lip, then rests his head in the crook of my neck.

      I run my fingers through his hair and kiss his ear, his jaw, his throat.

      He wraps his arm around my waist and rolls over, pulling me on top of him, his cock still inside me. My wings flutter behind me, as if happy to be free.

      I press my cheek to his chest, his heart thumping fast and strong.

      “That was just the opener, lass.” He pulses his hips upwards, his cock still half hard.

      “You’re joking.”

      “I don’t joke about fucking you, Moira. I thought you’d know that by now.” He runs his hands along my wings, sending pleasant tickles down my spine.

      “We still have a lot to talk about.”

      “Aye.” He slides his hand down to my ass and squeezes. “We’ll do the talking after the fucking. I’m pretty sure we already agreed on that. Going off how hot and wet you are, I’d say your cunt is in agreement.”

      I laugh. I can’t help it. “Ridiculous filthy pirate.” I turn my face up to his, and he kisses me. Sweetly this time.

      He grabs my waist and scoots up on the bed until his back is against the wall and I’m straddling him. “Time’s a wasting, lass. I want you good and worn out before we hit the Neverstorm. I said there’d be nothing left of you, and I meant it.” He thrusts up, hitting all my tender places.

      I shudder, my body going hot again as I move on top of him. His cock hardens, and I grind slowly as he cups my breasts and licks my nipples. It’s a slow, sensual dance, one that stokes the fire low in my belly.

      My hips speed up, and I take his mouth in a kiss, our tongues caressing each other as I find the perfect movement to hit my clit again and again.

      He runs his hands all over me, feeling my body move and returning to my breasts. When he pinches my nipples hard, I arch.

      “That’s it, lass. Take your pleasure.” He runs his teeth along my throat, then bites down on my shoulder before returning to my breasts.

      My breath catches, my hips locking up, and then I’m coming again. He reaches down and moves me up and down his shaft, stroking my orgasm out of me as he releases inside me, his come warm as it fills me and slides down his cock. I keep going, getting every last bit of pleasure until I’m spent. He cups my breasts and kisses each one before lifting me off him.

      He groans when his cock slides out, then he stands and grabs some washcloths from one of his compartments, wets one and rubs it along my sensitive parts.

      “Is this a whore’s bath?” I don’t even know what I’m saying. My mind is adrift, my body turned into a liquid.

      “Only if you’re a whore, lass. Which you aren’t.” He kisses my mound, then stands and wipes himself off before climbing into bed with me. He tosses the blanket over us and pulls me to his chest, right to his beating heart again.

      I love listening to it, I’ve discovered. My eyes close. I let out a long breath as he massages my ass with one hand.

      He kisses my crown a few times. “Sleep now. You’ve earned it.”

      I snort. “I suppose this means I’m a valuable crew member?”

      He laughs, the sound rumbling through him. “Aye. I already told you that you’d make an excellent pirate.” He slaps my ass lightly. “And here you are proving yourself. Stealing my heart like it’s your profession.”

      That knocks away a bit of the afterglow. The realization that I have to tell him the truth lands heavy on my heart. I don’t want to. I want him to believe I’m his true love. Because I’ve already fallen for him, fallen so far that he’s become the air I breathe.

      But that’s precisely the reason I have to tell him the truth.

      I love him too much to lie.

      “The machinery is cranking again.” He sighs. “I can hear the gears whining and the bilge pump trying to kick to life.” He squeezes my ass. “Let it go, lass. For tonight. We’ll talk tomorrow. Then you can tell me all the reasons why you should go back to the mainland, and I’ll continue with my plan to chain you to the bed and show you even more reasons why you should never leave me.”

      How does he make me smile so easily? “You wouldn’t dare.”

      “I’d dare quite a lot when it comes to you.” His hand dips lower, his fingers sliding between my cheeks. “And I’m going to have you in every way.”

      “Excuse me!” I twist my hips. “That is a forbidden zone.”

      “Not for me, lass.” I can hear the smile in his voice.

      “Filthy pirate.” I snuggle against him.

      “Sultry temptress.” He rests his hand at my waist. “Sleep now. All that clanking around in your head can wait till tomorrow.”

      It can’t. It shouldn’t. But I take the reprieve and drift off into dreams of a great golden tree with nothing but shadows at its roots.
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      “Have you forgotten everything I taught you?” Widow dances out of range as I swing my wooden sword at her.

      “No!”

      “Seems like you did.” She swings her sword, narrowly missing my arm as I jump back.

      “You’re just trying to make me mad so I do something dumb.” I back up and adopt a more defensive posture.

      “It works every time.” She shrugs.

      “It does.” Bill nods from his spot on the sidelines.

      “Not helping.” I glare at him.

      Widow streaks through my peripheral vision, and I spin and strike out, my sword smacking her in the ass as she sweeps my legs.

      I fall but catch myself on a rope hanging from the mast beside me.

      Widow’s back is turned, because she’s certain I’m on the deck. When I place my wooden sword on the side of her throat, she whirls. “Seriously?”

      “You’re seriously beaten.”

      “That fairy juice fixed you right up.” Bill gives an amused snort.

      “Fairy juice? Gross.” I lower my sword.

      Widow squares up again. “I guess I’ll have to stop holding back now.”

      “You weren’t holding back.” I kick my chin up.

      “Lass, she’s definitely been holding back.” Hook steps up behind me and wraps his arms around my waist.

      I lean against him. “I can hold my own.”

      “You’ll get there.” He kisses my ear, which I’ve discovered are much pointier than before. They aren’t full fae, but they certainly aren’t the rounded tips I’m used to. “Just have to keep practicing.”

      Widow looks up at the waning moon. “We’ve been at this for hours. I need a break.” She sheaths her sword and strides off toward Starkey, who’s waiting with a cup of water—or rum.

      “How soon before we make it to the Crystal Caves?” I turn in Hook’s arms and look up at him.

      “A day.”

      “Widow said we have to get through the Neverstorm first.”

      “Aye. We could dodge it, but that would take us all the way back around the island, past the cape, and up the other side. We don’t have that much time, not when Peter’s still after you.” He presses his lips to mine. “I won’t rest until that twat is in pieces.”

      “You’re so romantic.” I kiss him back, then pull away. “We still haven’t talked about everything. You snuck out before I woke up.”

      “I’m a pirate captain, lass. Always work to do,” he says easily. A little too easily.

      “Are you avoiding talking with me?”

      “What? We’re talking right now.” He moves in, his hands at my waist as he bends me backwards, kissing me roughly as he takes my breath away.

      I dig my nails into his shoulders to get him to let up, but it only makes him growl into my mouth and tongue me more deeply. He’s insatiable, to say the least. A pirate through and through. I’d be lying if I said I don’t love it. But that brings my mind to a screeching halt when I remember what the Spinner told me.

      “Captain, we’re getting close!” Smee calls from his spot at the wheel.

      Hook slowly sets me upright, then lets me go, grumbling under his breath as he climbs to the upper deck.

      Cookson limps up to me, a plate with bread and cheese in one hand and a cup of water in the other. “You worked up an appetite with all that fighting, didn’t you? I figured I’d bring these ter you, give you a little pick-me-up.”

      “Thanks.” I take his offerings. “You always show up at just the right time.”

      He beams. “Happy to be of service.”

      I sit on the stairs and have my snack as Smee and Hook discuss our route through the Neverstorm while poring over a map Hook’s knifed to the wall outside his cabin. The sky is dark up ahead, far darker than usual. No moonglow penetrates the sky, but every so often I see a flash of what must be lightning. The Neverstorm.

      “No, the gale blows backwards through these parts.” Hook points to a spot on the map. “Can’t navigate it.”

      How can there be a map of a storm? I would ask that question, but I’ve discovered that nothing in Neverland has an easy answer, and there are still plenty of things even the Guardians can’t explain. The Neverstorm probably fits right into that category.

      Once I’m done eating, I glance at Hook. He’s still deep in conversation with Smee, who honestly seems glowingly happy that Hook is talking to him at all.

      I leave them be and wander below decks to return my dishes to Cookson. He’s sprinkling some unknown herbs into a big pot of lamb stew. It smells amazing. Maybe one day he can show me his ways. As it is, the galley is too hot and close for me to stay inside it for long. I grab a fresh cup of water and another hunk of bread with a slice of cheese, then sneak out the way I came.

      I run into Shiner and Skylights.

      “Hey, I thought you two wanted to practice with Widow and me. We just finished.”

      “Oh, I um, I had some things to do. Sorry I missed it. I’ll get the next one.” Shiner hurries away.

      “What was that about?” I ask Skylights.

      “Nothing.” He steps past me, and when he walks directly beneath one of the lanterns, I gasp. “You’ve got a hickey!”

      “What?” He turns to me. “A what?”

      I tap my neck. “Right there!”

      He reaches up and pops his collar. “Don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Looks like you two have been practicing all on your own.” I cross my arms over my stomach. “Don’t you dare deny it.”

      He gives me a wry smile. “I don’t deny it, but Shiner might.”

      “You’re her sneaky link?”

      He cocks his head to the side, clearly confused.

      “Her booty call?”

      His head turns even farther, like a German Shepherd listening to its owner.

      “Never mind. You two have fun.” I turn to walk away, then stop. “But be careful. If you cross her, it won’t end well for you.”

      “I’m aware. The danger is just a bonus.” He strides away whistling, a strut in his gait.

      Here I was thinking Skylights was the standup guy on the crew. He’s a doctor and the quartermaster, respected and smart. But he’s still a pirate—and when he sees something he wants, he takes it. But Shiner isn’t a treasure to be won, she’s a lot more. I think I’m going to enjoy watching her put him through his paces.

      I keep going farther toward the back of the ship, then climb down a ladder to a lower deck. The air is close down here, and the smell isn’t exactly pleasant. But I suppose that’s true of any ship.

      “Come for a social call, have you?” Anne sits on the floor of the brig, which is nothing more than a metal cage bolted to the floor of the deck.

      It reminds me of where Peter kept me in the cave, but if I think about that, I’ll run out of here and never come back. Instead, I slide the plate of food through the grate in the door, then hand her the cup of water.

      She takes it, drinks some, then spits it out. “This is water!”

      I roll my eyes and sit down, crossing my legs. “I’m not bringing you alcohol. It’ll only dehydrate you faster.”

      “I knew you were a bitch the moment I laid eyes on you.” She pulls the plate over to her and sniffs the bread, then takes a ridiculously huge bite, working the piece into her mouth for a while before swallowing and continuing to chew.

      “Has Cookson been feeding you?”

      She just stares at me.

      “Hook told him to let you starve. I hope Cookson doesn’t take that to heart.”

      She scoffs. “What sort of captain would your loverboy be if his cook didn’t follow his orders?”

      “It’s a good point, but I think Hook was a little blinded by rage when he captured you, what with you trying to slit my throat and all. I figure he’ll cool off … eventually.”

      “Then you don’t know him as well as you think you do. ‘Cool off.’” She rolls her eyes. “Hook lives for vengeance. That’s it.”

      “Maybe so, but I’m not going to give up on you.”

      “Why?” She rips off a piece of cheese, then puts the whole slice in her mouth.

      “I don’t know. I guess because women should stick together.”

      She scoffs so hard she almost chokes. Once she’s swallowed her cheese and chased it with water, she wipes her mouth with the back of her arm. “That’s a load of bullshit if I’ve ever heard it. Women don’t stick together. We all have to do what’s necessary to survive—man or woman.”

      “It can be that way, yeah.” I nod. “Or we can try to be better and help each other.”

      “Fat chance.” She kicks the plate out of her cell. “Thanks for the food. Now get the hell out of here before the rats eat you.”

      I lean forward, catching her gaze in the low light. “I misjudged someone. I thought she was my enemy, but really, she was just doing what was necessary to survive—as you said. She was cunning and clever, and she might have been the only chance we had at defeating Peter.”

      “Tinker Bell,” Anne says quietly. “I heard you done her in and took her power.” She leans closer, eyeing me. “You certainly look better. Wings are nice. Last time I saw you, your face was like a dog turd left to dry in the sun. Chalky shit.”

      “You really have a way with words. You know that?”

      “I’m even better with a sword. How about you bring me one of those next time instead of food?” She grins.

      “Not a chance.” I stand. “But I hope you think about what I said. I know you wanted to avenge Calico Jack, but I promise you he wasn’t worth your time or trouble. Maybe he was yours, but you deserved better.”

      “Girl, if you had any clue about what I deserve, you wouldn’t be down here talking to me. You’d be jumping over the side and swimming for shore. Never you mind about my personal business. Pirates don’t have much of a code except one. If it’s mine, don’t fucking take it. Simple. Because stealing from another pirate is the one sin none of us will forgive.”

      “Even if what was stolen was a horrible person who had it coming?”

      “Even then.” She gives me a stiff nod.

      I sigh. “I’ll be back with more food later.”

      “Don’t waste your time.” She scoots back until I can’t see her eyes for the shadows. “I’m going to die down here. Either that or I’ll find a way to kill your captain and take his crew for myself.”

      I pause, my spine straightening as fiery anger licks along my soul. “If you did that, I would hunt you down. I wouldn’t stop until you were dead, Anne.” I mean every word.

      “There. Now you understand,” she says from the dark.

      I stare at the gloom for a while, then realize I’m not going to get through to her. At least, not today. But I’ll keep trying. I grab her cup and plate, then climb back up, stop by the galley, and peek in on Cecco. He’s lying on his stomach reading a book, the wounds on his back covered with some sort of salve that Skylights cooked up.

      “Ciao.” He waggles his fingers at me.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Like a chewed-up piece of gristle, but it could be worse. At least my new tattoo remains untouched.” He glances over his shoulder at the skull Bill did for him. It barely escaped being stripped away, because a large swath of his back is still in tatters. “Sky found some special ingredients at the village, put a few in his pack. He made me a magic pill, and presto, I’m feeling just fine.”

      “I know the pills you mean. I’m glad he was able to whip something up for you, because I’m going to be honest, it looks really painful.”

      “Oh, it is.” He sighs. “I hope this stuff doesn’t wear off for a long time.”

      “What are you reading?” I point at the book.

      “Just some novel I found stuffed under Bill’s mattress. I skipped to the good part.” He holds it up, and I catch the words ‘torn bodice’ and ‘turgid rod’ before my cheeks begin to heat.

      “Looks like a classic.” I give him a thumbs up.

      “I’ll let you borrow it when I’m done.” He turns to the next page. “Thanks for coming to see me.”

      “No problem. You want water or anything?”

      “I’ve got Clarita and Dom Antonio, star-crossed lovers who were never meant to fall in love, especially not when their parents forbade it. They’re all I need. Them and their fiery love affair. Molto caldo.” He focuses on the book, and I close his door.

      I head to the upper deck. The breeze is a relief as it caresses my skin. I’m not particularly claustrophobic, but any time spent below decks can change that rather quickly.

      It’s darker now, the moon hidden behind roiling clouds overhead. A rough wind blows past, pushing my hair back from my face and snapping the sail above me tight. The sea is an inky black, no stray light glinting off the tips of waves.

      “Batten down the hatches!” Skylights yells as the crew rush around and tighten everything up even more. They’d been working steadily ever since we set sail from the Fairy Village, and the deck looks clearer than I’ve ever seen it. Even the rowboats are lashed securely to the deck with enough rope to make them look like spider meals, saved for later.

      “Into the cabin, lass!” Hook cries over the sudden boom of thunder.

      I climb the stairs and stand at the railing, watching as the waves begin to grow almost exponentially.

      “We’re just teasing the edge of it now. We’ll be in the thick of it in no time. I need you safe.” He walks me to his quarters and pulls me inside.

      “How bad is it going to be? Bill said it’s like passing through the eyewall of a hurricane.”

      “It’s that, but it lasts far longer than any hurricane I’ve ever known. We have to navigate it as if it’s a piece of land jutting from the water, sharp rocks and submerged dangers all throughout.”

      My mouth goes dry. “It’s a minefield.”

      “Stay here. It’s going to be a rough time, so I brought some lines in here for you.” He points to rope tied to the desk that’s already bolted into the deck. “They’ll hold. I can tie you—”

      “I’m all right.” I grab onto one of the ropes. “See? No need to tie me up. I’ll be good. I promise.”

      “Lass, you haven’t been good for a single moment from the second I met you.” He gives me his devilish smirk, the one that melts my insides. “Just another reason to love you, I suppose.” With that he’s back out the door and slamming it shut.

      My heart fractures a little at his words, the crack running deep. He only thinks he loves me. I sit heavily on the desk. Why does this have to hurt so much? I rub my temples. It’s a habit now, from the constant ache I’d felt for so long. But the ache inside me is a million times worse, because it’s one that can never be repaired.

      I love James Hook. There’s no way around it. Not now. But his love for me isn’t the same; it isn’t real. There’s that word again, the one that’s haunted me from the moment I left my dorm room. It’s still a thorn in my side, one that’s being twisted slowly and surely by the knowledge that I was never meant to be Hook’s love.

      The ship rocks more violently, a wave crashing against the hull and splashing along the back windows. I take one of the ropes and wrap it around my waist, then tie it in what Widow calls a “square knot,” though Starkey refers to it as an “idiot’s knot.” Some pirates are knot snobs, I’ve learned.

      I leave enough slack so I can go to the door and peek out. Only Smee and Hook are visible as fat drops of rain begin to fall and lightning streaks the sky.

      Smee glances back at me, and for the first time, I see worry in his eyes.

      Hook assured me that this was the quickest, safest way to take care of Peter and save the island, but now I’m beginning to wonder if he’s taking a bigger risk than necessary by going through the storm. Then again, the island has been growing wilder at each full moon. Even Peter admitted that. The Spinner said the island would destroy everyone on it unless we could restore the balance—though I’m still not entirely sure what that means. If going through the Neverstorm means we can save more lives, then I need to trust in Hook and let him do his work. He knows what he’s doing, but that doesn’t mean I’m not going to worry.

      I close the door as the rain grows heavier, pounding on the ship and sending streams of water down the windows at the back of the cabin. It’s growing darker still, the waves more violent as the sea crashes around us. Nervous energy balls in my gut, and I return to the door, cracking it and watching as Hook turns the wheel, the rain drenching him as he yells orders over the noise.

      A streak of lighting splits the sky ahead of us, blinding me for a moment, and then the thunder follows, rolling through me and reminding me just how small we are. A tiny ship on a vast ocean doing battle with forces that were here eons before us.

      I brace myself against the timbers as the ship lists far to the side. My stomach does a flip, but then it rights itself, and we hurtle down a steep wave before hitting the bottom and rising up the other side. A wall of water shoots up from the front of the ship and falls back on us. I close the door, but water seeps in beneath it.

      Now I’m leaning forward against the pull of gravity, the Jolly Roger struggling up the next big wave as the wind roars.

      If Shiner’s not barfing her guts out right now, I’ll be shocked. All this rolling and wobbling has my stomach churning, and I thought I’d gotten used to being at sea.

      The thunder grows louder, and my anxiety rises. I know Hook is a master sailor, but this storm is even worse than I’d expected. It doesn’t let up. The wind keeps howling and the rain is falling so hard that it sounds like someone is beating at the windows, the doors, even the deck over my head. Hundreds of fists pounding so loud that I can’t hear anything else as the ship careens up and down mountainous waves.

      Holding onto the timber around the door, I try to keep to my feet as the ship continues its chaotic voyage through the Neverstorm. Anxiety and fear bite at me like dogs on my heels, but I trust Hook to get us through. Even as long minutes pass, feeding into what feels like hours. The rain and the wind don’t let up, and my muscles start to burn from the strain of fighting the push and pull of the waves.

      I stumble to the table and grab onto another rope, looping it around my wrist and using it to counterbalance the push and pull of the ship. My wings beat, and I wonder if they help me with balance, something like how a cat’s tail does. But when the ship rolls unexpectedly to the right, I go flying into the bed. So, no, my balance is still crap.

      When I free myself from the tangle of the blanket, I lurch to the door and try to look again, but it’s raining too hard. I can’t see anything at all, not even when lighting cuts the sky in half and seems to strike the ocean right in front of the ship.

      I slam the door, worry hitting me right in the gut. How is Hook surviving out there in this storm? Will he be okay? What if he needs help? He can handle this, right? This is literally in his wheelhouse.

      Even so, I can’t shake my fear. I return to the table and tie the pieces of rope together, chaining them to make one long line. I tie it around my waist nice and tight with my ‘idiot’s knot’ then open the door.

      The rain soaks through me almost instantly, but I push through it and onto the deck.

      “James!” I call for him.

      Only thunder answers. I push forward, then have to scramble back and hold onto the doorframe as the Jolly Roger crests a wave and starts racing down the other side. Something goes flying past me—whatever it was now lost to the raging storm. I hold on, my knuckles going white as wind and water whip my face.

      We hit bottom, another huge wave lifting over the ship and crashing down with a vengeance. Then we start up another peak. I can see the top of it, which tells me the sky is changing. Lightening. To the right, I can see the edge of swirling clouds, and beyond it, the moon shines on a calm ocean.

      We’re almost out of the raging tempest. I crow with delight and hold onto the railing as I creep toward the wheel.

      He’s there. I can see his figure in sharp relief from the next bolt of lightning. His tricorn on his head, his body taut as he holds the wheel and guides the Jolly Roger out of the maw of the storm.

      Something grabs my ankle, and I scream.

      “Get down!” Smee pulls, and I drop to my knee. He’s tethered to the railing, his entire being drenched. “The gale will knock you into the sea.” He reaches for the knot at my waist and yanks on it, making it tighter.

      “Is he okay?” I yell and point at Hook.

      “Of course he is. He’s the captain!” He pulls me down beside him, then uses the slack in my rope to tie it to the rail beside his own knot. “Stay down! We’re almost out of it!”

      I open my mouth to argue but get smacked in the face by another wave. Salty.

      Even in the deluge, Smee manages to give me a look of total disdain. I ignore him and watch my captain, the way he faces the storm without backing down. He seems larger than life, even more imposing than the legend Wendy passed down. All I can do is stare as he stands against the drenching rain and angry sea, his eyes forward, his body almost part of the ship despite the turmoil all around. He has no fear, no doubt. He knows who he is.

      The wind begins to falter. Just a little at first, then more until it’s no longer whistling past my ears. Lightning still strikes all around the ship, but the waves seem to lessen, the splash from the ship crashing down one side and up the other not as brutal.

      It’s some sort of enchantment, some magic of Neverland that keeps this perpetual tempest blowing while calm waters are within sight.

      I ease my hold on the rope around me and get to my knees.

      Hook seems to sense me, because he turns, his gaze on me as he gives me a cocky smirk. He can be such an asshole, but he’s good at it. He’s so fucking good at it that I can’t help but love him. I realize I never had a chance. Not when he came for me or anytime thereafter. He was already in my heart somehow. Waiting. Dormant. My love for him prepared to burst forth like the first bloom from a frozen ground.

      He tips his hat at me, water sluicing off it, then turns back to the wheel.

      Something moves on the staircase to the lower decks, and then I see Anne. Her eyes are wild as she runs for Hook, something in her hand. It looks like a knife from the galley.

      “Hook!” I scream, but he doesn’t see her fast enough. She hits him full force and stabs her knife into his back.

      I stand and run for him, but the tightened rope yanks me back, slamming me onto my back and sending agony racing through my wings.

      “James!” I scream and get back up, then work at the knot at my waist.

      “Captain!” Smee unties himself, then struggles to his feet as the ship crests another wave. He falls to the side, his arms flailing as he loses his balance.

      When I get free, I run for Hook, but he and Anne are fighting hand-to-hand in a blur as we ride down another large wave.

      I’m almost to them when we hit the bottom, the ship lists forward and then to the side with no one at the wheel. A wave crashes onto the deck, swamping it. The sheer force of it washes both Hook and Anne overboard into the turbulent black water.
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      “Hook!” I scramble toward the side of the ship.

      Smee wraps his arm around my waist and drags me back from the railing.

      “Let go!” I scream and try to look over the side. He has to be there somewhere, maybe swimming or hanging onto one of the ropes.

      “No! You’ll go over too!” Smee yanks me back to the wheel, then grabs hold of it.

      The ship evens out, and I throw my elbow into him, hitting him in the ribs. He lets me go with a grunt, and I rush back to the railing.

      “Hook!” I scream, but the rain still pours, and thunder dims my cries. I can’t see him. I can’t see anything except foamy black water that roils and seethes.

      “We have to go back!” I yell at Smee.

      “There’s no going back!”

      “Help! Someone help!” I scream. But no one hears me. The crew is hunkered down below, and my voice doesn’t carry in the vicious wind.

      I grip the railing and stare at the water behind us as we hit the top of a wave, the splash almost knocking me from the deck. I hang on and will Hook to rise from the water, to swim to the ship, to do anything except die in this unforgiving sea.

      “Please.” The water begins to calm, the wind dying down even more as the Jolly Roger gets to the edge of the Neverstorm. “Please, James. Please.” I wipe the water from my eyes and keep looking for any sign of him.

      The rain stops. The wind, too. Only the rumble of thunder remains as we sail into smooth waters, the calm unnerving in its suddenness.

      “We have to go back!” I hurry to the wheel and start turning it, though I don’t know if that’s how it even works. I assume it’s just like a car. I yank on it.

      “We can’t go back.” Smee grabs the wheel and shoves me away.

      “He’s out there!” I grab the wheel again. “We can’t leave him!”

      “We have to.”

      “No!” I scream as the crew begins to emerge. “We have to go back for him! Go back!” I grab the wheel again.

      “We can’t go back for him! He’s gone, Moira!” His voice breaks, but he stands resolute. “He wouldn’t want us to go back into the storm. It would kill us all.”

      “I don’t care about that! I care about him!”

      “I care about him too!” Smee bellows.

      I rush the wheel again, but Widow runs up and grabs me around the middle.

      “Moira!” She pulls me away.

      “We have to find him, please!” I scream, tears burning in my eyes and mixing with the rain on my face.

      “Moira, we can’t go back.” Widow spins me around and puts her hands on my shoulders. “Hook navigated us through the storm and made it seem easy. It’s anything but. Only a skilled captain can make it through there alive. If we go back in, we all die.”

      “But we can’t just leave him.” My voice cracks on a sob.

      “We have to.” She pulls me in tight, her arms wrapping around me. “We have to go on.”

      “He could be alive.” I cry and hold onto Widow. “He could be all right.”

      She just holds me as I stare at the vicious water just beyond the rear of the ship, rain pelting the surface as lightning strikes in a curtain, as if daring us to pass through it.

      “He’s strong.” My knees turn to jelly, and I sink down.

      Widow follows, her arms still around me.

      “He’s brave.” I stare at the water and will him to appear. He has to be there, maybe just beyond the edge of the calm water. “He’s so brave. He can make it.”

      Widow shushes me, and I lay my head on her shoulder, my eyes still on the roiling ocean.

      I don’t know how long we sail for after that. Even as the stormy water recedes and the moon glows serenely on the glassy ocean, I look for him. For his strong arms bending the water to his will as he swims toward me. I refuse to believe he’s … An image of Anne’s knife in his back flashes through my head.

      “No.” I clench my eyes shut. “No. He’s okay.” He’s survived worse. The scars on his body are a testament to that fact. And I would know. I would know if he were gone. I’d feel it. Wouldn’t I? Or is there someone else out there feeling his loss but not knowing how or why? His true love, mourning a man she’s never met.

      “Moira.” Widow strokes my hair. “We have to go ashore.”

      “What?” I look up and see a rowboat already on the beach.

      “We have to go. The Crystal Caves are just ahead. Through them you can get to the heart of the island.”

      My gaze travels up, and I see huge crystalline structures, like uncut diamonds all stacked in rows, rising into the night sky. The very top ones are so high they’re shrouded in misty clouds.

      “What about Hook? We should wait for him.” I wipe my face, my hand coming away wet. “We can’t—”

      “I’ll stay here.” Smee’s voice sounds a million miles away. “I’ll wait for him.”

      How can I leave the ship when this is where he’ll be headed? I can’t.

      “Moira.” Widow pulls away and forces me to look her in the eye. “You have to get up.”

      “I don’t think I can.” I shake my head.

      “You must. For the island. For all of us. You must be brave.”

      They’re his words. He told me to be brave once. But I’ve never been like him, not stalwart and strong. I’m just me.

      “Moira!” Widow shakes me. “You have to remember why he brought you here. Do you think he’d want you to sit here and fall apart when you could finally set Neverland right again?”

      I blink, her words sinking in slowly.

      “He brought you to the heart of the island. This is where you’re meant to be. You have to finish what you started. That’s what he would want.”

      She’s right. I know she’s right. But that doesn’t do anything to plug the gaping hole in my heart where Hook used to live. He should be here.

      “How did she get out?” I ask. “Anne.”

      “She worried one of the bolts out of the floor and used it to pick the lock.” Her gaze drops for a moment. “She cut Alf Mason from ear to ear when he stumbled on her making her escape.”

      More blood on my hands. I prevented Hook from killing Anne. I’m the reason she was able to escape. “Corey. He lived in the dorm room next to mine. He was there to protect me. Hook sent him.” I feel dazed, unsure of everything around me. “He’s dead?”

      “Yes, but you aren’t, Moira. You’re alive, and you’re right here where you need to be to fix this. All of it.”

      A fresh wave of tears roll down my cheeks. “Will it bring him back?” I ask quietly.

      She sighs, her eyes sad. “James Hook belongs to the sea. Always has.” She grips my shoulder and pulls me closer until our foreheads are touching. “If he could be here with you, he would. You know that.”

      I do know that. Hook would’ve done anything to keep me out of harm’s way.

      “Come on,” she whispers. “Let’s get this done. For Hook. For all the ones we’ve lost.”

      I refuse to believe I’ve lost him. My heart can’t go there. Not now. Maybe not ever. But she’s right. I have to finish this.

      I sniff and wipe my cheeks again. “I’m ready.”

      She gets to her feet, then offers me her hand.

      When she pulls me up, I find the entire crew on the deck, all of them watching us with somber faces. Their grief is just as keen as mine, the pain in their eyes like a mirror. My soul hangs in tatters, ripped to shreds by loss, and I feel the same echo in them. Cookson weeps quietly and mops his cheeks with his kerchief.

      Shiner follows us solemnly to the rowboat where Starkey lowers it to the sea.

      I climb down with numb hands and an even number heart. The boat rocks, but I can’t feel the motion of it. All I can do is stare at the now-distant storm that swirls and rages, feasting on the lifeblood of the only man I’ll ever love.
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      We make camp at the mouth of the caves. They form a labyrinth, the crystal structures hiding pitfalls and dead ends as they rise and dip. But the mouth is easy to spot. It gapes into the night, darker than the clear stone around it, as if it eats what little light shines from the moon.

      “You need ter eat.” Cookson puts a bowl of stew in my hand.

      I’ve lost track of time again and hadn’t realized he was on the beach yet, much less that he’d cooked an entire meal.

      “Thank you.” I take it from him, my movement mechanical.

      “Everything will be all right.” He gives me a kindly smile as he lies to me.

      We both know nothing is all right. But I nod, pretending right along with him.

      He pats my shoulder then limps back to the fire. The others give me a wide berth, all except Shiner and Widow. They sit nearby and whisper to each other, giving me concerned looks every so often.

      I hold my bowl of hot stew until it’s cold and muddy. My gaze remains on the sea, on the hope that I’ll see Hook splashing to shore. Exhausted, hurt, but still breathing and daring this world to kill him.

      “At least drink some water.” Shiner sits beside me and offers me her water skin.

      “I’m good.” I let her take my bowl from me.

      “No. Drink.” She shoves it into my hand.

      I take a sip.

      She glares at me.

      I take a bigger swallow, then hand it back.

      She stows it on her hip and settles beside me, her eyes also on the sea.

      We sit for a long while, the lapping ocean waves and occasional subdued conversation from the crew the only sounds. The island is quiet now. No wild things braying for blood. I suppose they must’ve gotten their fill at the full moon a few nights ago. Now, bellies full and madness lessened, they hunker down and rest until it’s time to claw and rip and tear again.

      Skylights strides up, his demeanor dampened, face drawn. “How are you holding up?” He drops to his haunches in front of me.

      “I’m just waiting for him.” I muster the ghost of a smile.

      He glances at Shiner, then back at me. “We’ll enter the cave at moon rise. Best get some rest until then. I’ve already gotten your bedroll situated closer to the fire.” He points. “You’ll be more comfortable there.”

      “I’m comfortable here.” I look past him.

      He takes my hand. “Moira, please, you need to rest. The caves aren’t an easy journey, and I have no idea what waits for us at the heart of the island.”

      “I’ll rest when he gets here.” I squeeze his hand then pull away. “Until then, I’ll keep watch.”

      He and Shiner exchange another look, and then he tilts his head toward the fire.

      She rises and follows him, the two of them talking quietly as Widow takes Shiner’s spot beside me.

      “You going to sleep at all?” she asks.

      “I will when he’s here.”

      She scoots closer and wraps her arm around my shoulder. “All right.”

      I lean on her, grateful for her understanding. We sit like that until the fire is low, most of the pirates asleep with faint snores.

      Standing, I stretch.

      Widow gets up, too.

      “I’m just going down the beach to look for him.”

      “I’ll come along.” She rubs her ass. “That log is hell.”

      I don’t disagree.

      We strike out along the shore, scattering crabs as we go. Seashells by the handfuls wash up here, some of them glinting in the low light. I look past them, toward the lightning that brightens the horizon in almost constant flashes.

      “Where do we get the fairy dust from?” I ask.

      “What?” Widow kicks at a rotten coconut, sending the husk flying.

      “We’re fae, right?” I wiggle my wings, which takes a great effort on my part. “Tinker Bell always had fairy dust. Where did it come from?”

      “The Silver Mountains, I think?”

      We bypass a large pile of seaweed, and I’m glad when we get upwind of it.

      “Do they make it?”

      “That’s one of those fae secrets I’ve never been privy to. Maybe if they were still around, I could ask. But I don’t intend to venture into the Silver Mountains anytime soon.”

      I wish I still had some. I’d use it to fly out over the ocean and pluck Hook from the waves. But I don’t say that wish out loud. I’m already in enough danger as it is.

      We walk for a long way until the crystalline structures bar our path and soar high overhead. I lean against the nearest cubic shoot of rock, then yank my hands back when I feel something like a hum.

      “What?” Widow peers at the stone.

      “I felt something when I touched it. It was almost like a …” I close my eyes. “Like a song.”

      She presses her palm to the crystal. “I hear it, too. It’s the island singing.”

      “Is it safe?”

      She nods and takes my hand, pressing it to the stone beside hers.

      The hum fills me again, like a thousand voices all singing in harmony. The tune is slow, almost mournful. It sends goosebumps shooting across my skin, and it seems to pull my own sorrow around me like a cape.

      “It’s … heartbreaking.” I gasp and pull my hand back. “It hurts.” The island’s song seemed to be pulling from my own aching heart, resonating at the same level of pain. I feel it in my marrow, in the deepest parts of my grief. “It’s an open wound.”

      Widow slowly backs away from the stone. “We should return to the camp. We can comb the beach at moonrise before we enter the ca—” She whirls and draws her cutlass.

      “What is it?” Then I hear it, too. Hesitant footsteps. Someone is picking their way through the crystal maze and is headed right for us.

      Somehow, I sense her before I can see her.

      “It’s okay.” I put my hand on Widow’s sword arm.

      “What is it?”

      A weathered old woman appears between two of the stone outcrops and hobbles toward us, her gaze fixed on me.

      “Ari. Queen of the Mermaids.”
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      “Clytemnestra told me I’d find you here.” Ari stops right in front of me, her wizened body bent and her eyes whitened with cataracts.

      “The witch?” Widow looks around at the stone walls, as if expecting Nessie to pop out.

      “Witch?” Ari cackles, raising the hair on the back of my neck. “She’s a god to the likes of you.” She tries to draw herself up to her full height, though she only seems to get slightly less bent. “The same as I am.”

      Widow crosses her arms over her chest and leans back, looking her up and down. “You don’t look like a god to me, and if my memory serves, you tried to poison Moira.”

      “That wasn’t poison in the deadly sense.” She waves a hand. “Besides, Tinker Bell tricked me.” She squints up at me. “Though I see she’s met her fate for ill or for good.”

      “In the end, it was for good.”

      Widow is still on guard. “All right, but you still aren’t a god.”

      “Not in this form.” Ari stops trying for the regal look and hunches over again, coughing as she goes.

      “Wraith told me about you,” I say quietly.

      Ari’s gaze snaps to mine. “Telling our secrets, was he?”

      “He told me he loved you. He still loves you.”

      Her cackle is even louder this time, and the lightning from the Neverstorm lights her face in eerie hues of silver and shadow. “If he loved me, he’d have let me go. He never would’ve come to the sea all those times, never would have promised to marry me, never would have left me alone to wonder what had become of him.” The bitterness in her seeps out like dark water in a stream. “And when I found him … He’d already claimed another.”

      “He made a mistake.”

      “And I bore the curse for it!” Her voice snaps like a dry twig.

      “He asked me to help you. He made me promise I would try so that you two could be together again.”

      “To assuage his own guilt. That’s all.” She uses her gnarled hand to pull back the cloth she wears draped over her head, her gray hair spilling out in a wild tumble. “He never cared for me the way I cared for him.”

      “I don’t think that’s true.”

      “Doesn’t matter what you think. None of it matters anymore.”

      “Then why are you here?” I ask.

      “I want to go home.” She looks past me at the sea. “I want to return to where I belong. Never again do I want to walk this island.”

      “But Wraith loves—”

      Widow puts her hand on my arm. “You have to let her choose, Moira,” she says quietly. “Love isn’t love unless someone chooses it for themselves.”

      I take a breath. She’s right. It’s the same way I chose Hook. But I never gave him a chance to truly choose me. He thought I was his without needing any proof. My eyes water as I turn to the ocean, toward the storm that forever churns just past the horizon. He’s there. He has to be. He’s too strong to die, to drown, to do anything except stomp out of that ocean and kiss me so hard I have no doubt of his devotion.

      But the waves keep lapping, the surf low and gentle as the wind barely creates breakers out beyond the sand bar. He isn’t there.

      “Girl?” Ari asks.

      I turn back to her and wipe the tears from my cheeks.

      She glances at the ocean, and she doesn’t say anything, but somehow, I know she knows.

      “He’s gone, isn’t he?” I don’t know why I ask her. Perhaps because her heart is already broken. Maybe she can shatter mine with the least amount of pain. Maybe she knows how to more than anyone else ever could.

      “The ocean never gives up her secrets.” She gazes at the water. “Or her dead.”

      I close my eyes, more tears seeping from them as I try to hold myself together. She did what I wanted—broke me into a million pieces with the softest touch. But somehow it doesn’t hurt any less. My knees give way, and I sink to the sand. How can I survive this? I don’t think I can. “I don’t know what to do.” I speak to the sand, the sea, the air. I speak to Hook, who can no longer hear me. “What do I do?” I whisper through my tears.

      Ari drops to the sand in front of me. “You go on.”

      “I can’t.”

      “You can.” She swipes the sand between us, making a flat surface, then drags her index finger through it in serpentine lines. “I’ve wandered this island for what must be eons. I wanted to die a thousand times. I wanted to kill that faithless man who stole everything from me. I wanted to burn the island to the ground. I wanted so many things. None of them good.” Her finger still makes the serpentine tracks. “But all those steps led me nowhere. Led me right back to where I started. Until I let go. Until I let myself feel the heartbreak and the betrayal. Until I realized my destiny was mine. Wraith’s love didn’t force me to make that deal. I chose it the same way I chose him. And now I choose freedom.” Her finger stops. “I won’t go another step on this island. I won’t be held hostage by a bad bargain or by a path laid out for me by someone else.” She points at me. “You shouldn’t either. No matter whose boon you are.” She sits back and folds her shriveled hands in her lap.

      I try to think through everything she said, but I can’t focus. Not on her or her path. My mind, like my heart, is with Hook. I shake my head. “Ari, I want to help you, but I don’t know how.”

      “Of course you do.” She presses her fingertip to my forehead. “It’s all up here, girl. All the magic you need.”

      “I don’t feel very magical.”

      She looks at me, her eyes sharp despite the milky haze over them. “Tell me a story.”

      “Will that drain you?” Widow sits beside me, her cutlass at the ready. She clearly doesn’t trust Ari. Smart move.

      “I don’t know. I think when Peter did it, he was taking without my permission. Nessie seemed to think that’s why it hurt me so badly. Well, that and the fact I didn’t have my full fae strength.” I wiggle my wings.

      Widow narrows her eyes at Ari. “She can tell you a story, but the moment I see anything fishy, we’re done here.”

      “I want the only fishy thing to be me.” Ari holds out her hands. “Please.”

      “You’re certain that’s what you want? To go back to the sea?”

      She nods. “I know who I am, girl. I know what I choose.”

      I take her hands. They’re so light, and I try to ignore how thin and skeletal she seems. She’s suffered so much for love. I suppose it makes sense she wants to run—or swim—as far away from it as she can.

      What story should I tell? I close my eyes and try to feel magical. Maybe I’ll sparkle, or float, or do something particularly fairylike. Nothing happens.

      “Go on,” Ari encourages.

      I take a deep breath and settle, rooting myself to the sand, to the magic of Neverland. At least that’s what I think I’m doing.

      “Once upon a time, a girl wanted free food from the Greek organizations. Now, those organizations are routinely filled to the brim with a wide variety of fuckboys. However, on this occasion, the girl was hungry enough to deal with that aspect in order to snag some hot dogs. While there, she ran into a handsome man. He was older and had a strange way about him, so much so that the girl was intrigued. But the girl was wary and returned to her home to study and work. That night, she was kidnapped, swept away to a land of never and night where Lost Boys roam and pirates lurk …” I get lost in my own tale of betrayal, love, and loss. My words spill from me, warming me inside and out as I weave the tale of my time in Neverland. When I get to the part where Hook saves my life, I seem to heat even more, my body humming with some unknown song as I tell about how brave and fierce he is, how his heart beats only for me.

      When I reach the Neverstorm, I still burn, still ache to tell what happened. As if somehow the story of it could mend my soul. But it doesn’t, and the hum and my voice fade away as I retell how Hook saved his crew from the storm but lost his life to revenge.

      “A sad ending is fitting for me.” It’s Ari’s voice but somehow sweet and melodic. “Perfect, actually.”

      I open my eyes and realize we’re in the water, a golden orb all around us.

      “What—”

      “You did it.” She smiles, her face beautiful, and her sharp teeth in line with those of her sisters. Her hair falls in golden curls to her waist, and her skin is a pale blue, luminous and bright.

      “I did?” I don’t know how. I just … told my story. That was it. “I did.”

      “You have more power than you realize.”

      “I don’t even know how I did it.” I shake my head, disbelief roaring in my head.

      “Your heart knows.” She bows her head. “Thank you.”

      “I … you’re welcome.” I don’t know what to say. I hold out my hands to see if they’ve aged. They haven’t. I feel the same. No headache. Nothing. When I glance back at the shore, Widow is standing there, her hands to her mouth as she watches, wide-eyed.

      “We’re floating without fairy dust.” I look around at the orb that encircles us.

      “It’s your magic. You pull it from the island. It lives inside you.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      The water splashes beneath us, and two mermaids appear.

      “Ari?” Quenith asks, her beautiful face the one that likes to haunt my dreams.

      The golden orb begins to flicker, and before I can even try to stop it, it disappears entirely. I fall into the sea, the cold water rushing over me.

      I sputter and flail, then realize I can touch the bottom.

      Once I’m on my feet I spin around and hold out my hands. “I’m not for eating!” I scream.

      Quenith swims around beside me. “You’re even more tender than before.” She snaps her teeth.

      “Do not touch her.” Ari’s voice is beautiful yet somehow also terrifying.

      Quenith quickly swims to her. “I’m sorry, my queen.”

      “She’s brought me back to you, and you want to harm her?” Ari’s fury rises, the water around us growing choppier.

      The other mermaid—one I’ve never seen—keeps her head bowed. Wise.

      “My apologies. Please, my queen.” Quenith clasps her hands in front of her. “Please forgive me. I-I’m just overcome with seeing you like this. We’ve searched for so long, but you never came back to the water. Why?”

      Ari’s anger seems to calm, the water easing back to gentle waves. “I couldn’t bear it.” She reaches out and runs her fingers down Quenith’s cheek. “I couldn’t bear for any of you to see me. But I heard your song. Every evening when the moon kissed the water, I heard you singing for me to come home.”

      Quenith bows even farther and kisses her hand. “We always loved you, my queen. We always will. Come home with us. The deep waits. Your throne has remained untouched. Your crown of pearls and trident as well.”

      “What do you want me to tell Wraith?” I ask.

      Ari gives me a smile, one that hides a sadness that might never be tapped. “Tell him I’ve gone back to my only true love.”

      Burn. I don’t know if I have the requisite cruelty to pass on that message, but I understand why she says it. Some hurts never heal.

      “I am ready, my sisters.” Ari lowers into the water.

      “Wait!” I step forward and almost fall.

      She turns back to me.

      “Spinner?” She rises again.

      “Could you …” I glance out at the glittering sea and the storm beyond. “Could you search for him? Please?”

      She thinks for a moment, then gives me a slow nod. “And when I find his body?”

      It’s like a gut punch, like I’m watching him fall over the side of the ship all over again. His body. I sway, my legs trying to give out. For once, I’m glad for the water. It keeps me afloat.

      “Bring him to me,” I say as my salty tears slip into the sea. “Please.”

      “You have my word.” She reaches below the water and pulls out a pearl, one of the large ones she tried to offer me that day in the town. “This seals it.” She hands it to me. “Keep it on you so I can find you once I have him.”

      “All right.” I sniffle.

      She pauses, her opal eyes losing a bit of their sparkle. “Remember the ocean is not kind, Moira. It won’t be kind to him either. He won’t be …” She lets the silence finish her words. He won’t be handsome. He won’t be in one piece.

      I think of a million gruesome things he will be, but still, I need to see him one last time, no matter how much it hurts.

      “I understand.”

      She and the other mermaids sink beneath the surface, and it was like they were never there. Not a bubble or a ripple to mark their presence. Only the wide, unforgiving sea.
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      “She can’t go in alone!” Widow yells.

      She and Shiner are in a standoff at the front of the cave.

      “She must. Tiger Lily said only Moira.”

      “That’s bullshit.” Widow shakes her head. “There’s no way she’s going in there by herself. It’s too dangerous. We didn’t come this far and lose our Cap—” She halts, then looks at me.

      “It’s all right.” It isn’t, but she’s not lying. We lost someone that can never be replaced, and what he wanted more than anything was to set the island to rights and end the scourge of Peter Pan. I’m here to do just that. Once it’s over, then I’ll mourn, then I’ll let myself fall to pieces. Until then, I have to be strong for Hook. He was always so strong for me.

      “You’re not going alone.” Widow comes to my side. “I’m part fae. I can go in and—”

      “That doesn’t matter.” Shiner stomps over. “Don’t you think I want to go in, too?” she snaps. “We can’t. Moira is here to restore the balance. She’s the only one who can. If anyone else enters the heart of the island, it threatens the balance we’ve been working toward. She’s Peter’s boon. A Spinner. She’s part of the island, and only she has the island’s blessing to enter.”

      “You mean Tiger Lily’s blessing,” Widow shoots back.

      “Are you saying Tiger Lily doesn’t know the island’s heart?” Shiner’s hand strays to the hilt of her sword.

      “I’m saying maybe you’re trying to lead Moira into some sort of trap.” Widow’s fingers flirt with her cutlass.

      “What?” Shiner cries.

      “Exactly how many pirates have you killed, Shiner? Don’t be shy. You’ve always hated our kind. And now you want to let Moira walk right into—”

      “Guys.” I force my way between them. “Well, ladies, I guess. Ladies, stop this. I don’t think either of you want to hurt each other or me.” I reach out and ease Shiner’s hand away from her sword hilt. “Don’t go ‘Mercutio’ me, all right?”

      She blinks. “Don’t what you?”

      “Shakespeare. Nevermind.” I wave a hand. “Look, I know the two of you want to protect me and the island.” Turning to Widow, I scoot her fingers away from her blade. “But I think Shiner is right. If all this started from when—” I swallow hard and say his name. “—Hook went into the island’s heart without Tiger Lily’s blessing, then maybe we should try to go about this the right way this time around. If I’m the only one with the VIP pass, then I’ll go. I can handle myself. I’m magical, remember? And I can fight.”

      “I’m not sure how true either of those are.” Widow raises a brow. “You broke Ari’s curse, but you don’t know how. And your fighting is questionable at best.”

      “Fair points.” I turn back to Shiner. “What’s in the cave other than the roots of the Nevertree?”

      Shiner shakes her head. “I don’t know.”

      “Seems like something you should know, being a Guardian and all.” Starkey weighs in, and I realize the entire crew is standing around us, watching the argument.

      “The cave is sacred,” Shiner retorts. “The Guardians don’t go tramping through it whenever we feel like it. So, no, I don’t know. I’ve … I’ve never been inside.”

      “Shit.” Starkey sighs. “So we have no idea what you might face.”

      “Does it matter?” I throw my hands up. “I have to go. It’s either that or let the island tear itself apart unless Peter tears it apart first.”

      Some of the pirates shift uneasily, their gazes darting around the crystal jungle that towers around us. I’m certain they’ve always feared Peter, but now that Hook is gone, that fear is probably next level. He’d protected them for so long, and now … Now we’re all on our own. Peter could drain them the same as he’s been doing to the rest of those on the island.

      “Stay here. I’m going in. If I don’t come out, then that’s what the island decided, I guess. I don’t know. But there’s no way around it. I’m going to see this through. I have to.”

      Widow grimaces. “I just don’t want you to go alone.”

      “I don’t want to go without you either.” I pull her in and hug her. “Promise me you’ll take care of them, especially Cookson,” I whisper to her. “He’s always been so kind to me.”

      She sighs and hugs me back. “He can cook almost as well as I can, so I suppose I’ll look out for him.”

      I snort a laugh then pull back. “You’ve been a good friend and particularly mean sparring partner.”

      “No.” She crosses her arms over her chest again. “No goodbyes. I’ll be seeing you when you prance your ass out of that cave.”

      “Yes.” I nod, though I know in my heart my chances aren’t great.

      “Take this.” Bill steps up and shows me a small blade. “It’ll come in handy if you get in a tight spot.” He hands it to me.

      “Thank you.” I stow it in the back of my belt, then lose my breath when he pulls me in for a crushing hug.

      “Be careful.” He finally lets me go, and I wonder if he hasn’t cracked one of my ribs.

      “Packed this for you in case you need ter take a few bites in there.” Cookson limps forward and hands me a sandwich wrapped in a napkin. “Don’t want ter be hungry when you meet the big boss.” His one eye peers up at the Nevertree then comes back to me. “I’ll have you something hot and tasty when you come out.”

      “Thanks, Cookson.” I smile at him and stow the sandwich in the pack I have slung over my shoulder.

      “You’ve got the salve I gave you just in case?” Skylights strides up beside Cookson.

      “I have it. And the bandages. And the stuff that fizzes when you put it on a cut. You packed your whole infirmary into this little bag.”

      “Better safe than sorry.” He gives me a nod.

      “Here.” Shiner hands me her water skin. “Mine’s better than yours.”

      She may be rude, but she’s also right. I trade her my canteen and loop the leather from her skin onto the belt at my side.

      Cecco walks up, though he moves gingerly, bandages draped across his back. “Take this coin.” He hands me a doubloon. “Never know when you’ll have to buy your way out of trouble.” He winks.

      “If you keep giving her things, she’ll be too weighed down to get very far.” Smee appears, his face pale and drawn.

      “Didn’t think I’d see you.” I look up at him.

      “I’m still keeping watch for him.” His voice falls. “I always will.” He glances at the cave. “Are you ready?”

      “As I’ll ever be.” I adjust the pack on my shoulder, centering it between my wings.

      He gives me a stern nod. “Get it done. We’ll be anchored here until you return.”

      He seems so sad, so defeated. I mourn for Hook in my heart, but he does too.

      In what must be a fit of insanity, I walk to him and wrap my arms around him.

      He freezes, seemingly stunned, then awkwardly pats me on the back. “It’s all right.”

      I pull away, my cheeks heating. “I made it weird, didn’t I?”

      He smirks, the old sass surfacing. “That’s all you’ve ever done.”

      “You’re welcome.” I smirk right back at him.

      I don’t want this to be my swan song, but it certainly feels like it. Even with the gifts and the well wishes, I suspect a lot of the crew doesn’t believe I’ll be coming out of the cave alive. I don’t blame them. Neverland has been nothing but danger and death since I got here. Why would it change now?

      Reaching into my pocket, I grip the pearl. It’s quickly become my talisman, and I’ve touched it probably a hundred times since Ari gave it to me. It’s like a tiny piece of him, and I carry it with me.

      “Here.” Bill hands me a torch from the fire. “Should last you a good while, and you’ve got flint if it goes out.”

      “I’m all set. Thanks for everything.” There’s nothing else to be said. I have to go, and they have to stay—but that knowledge doesn’t make it any easier. I take a deep breath and turn to the cave, the crystal ground rising in steps toward it.

      I take them slowly, the yawning mouth of the cave devouring the light thrown from my torch. Even so, I keep going, picking my way across the ground until the crystal finally coalesces into a relatively even surface. By the time I turn to look behind me, all I see is darkness. It’s the same ahead.

      Once more, I touch the pearl, then head off into the island’s maw. The crystal walls echo my steps, and the ceiling seems to grow lower as I move farther inside.

      I don’t know where I’m going. This is the one place that Hook didn’t have mapped out. So, I just keep walking, one foot after the other as the stone floor begins to slope downwards. I lift the torch to see if there are any offshoots, but there’s nothing except crystal, opaque and smooth.

      Hook came this way. So did Peter. Were they scared as they walked along the path? Or were they so eager to make their wishes that they didn’t care what danger might lay ahead? I think I know the answer to that. Both men crave danger, and it seems they always have.

      The air seems to warm little by little as I travel deeper into the heart of the island. There is no light down here, so I’m grateful for the torch as I pass through caverns lined with stalactites and one particularly narrow ledge with a yawning chasm on one side.

      I’m careful, travelling slowly and keeping an eye out for any other creatures or tunnels. Hours pass, and sweat tickles down the center of my back as the air warms even more.

      A low hiss begins to sound in my ears, and I wonder if I’m imagining it to displace the eerie stillness of the cave.

      I keep going and find that it’s real, the sound of water. It grows, becoming louder the deeper I venture.

      After another hour or so, I realize I can see more detail in the walls, the glow of the crystal a warm gold. There’s light. My torch is growing weak, so I’m glad for the illumination, though I wonder where it’s coming from. I have no choice but to keep going, the sound of the water a rumble beneath my feet now.

      The light grows brighter, and when I step out onto a ledge overlooking a soaring cavern, I douse my torch altogether. The roots overhead are thicker than redwoods, all of them glowing golden and showering the enormous cave with light. Down below, a wide pool shimmers, golden on its surface, and a waterfall churns to my far right. The entire cavern is indescribably vast, the roots of the Nevertree creating their own forest underground. Roots wrap around pillars of crystal, and some delve into the water. There’s a hum here, a song. It’s the same one I felt when I pressed my palm to the crystal pillars on the shore.

      Picking my way carefully down the wall, I step onto one of the wide roots. It’s thicker than a city bus, and I’m able to walk along it, jumping to the next one where it hovers over the water.

      I keep going deeper into the forest of roots until I see a small island ahead. Several roots twirl around it in a pinwheel fashion, and the crystal that forms its base is shot through with golden veins. Somehow, I know I need to go there.

      The song grows louder, but it’s not in my ears. It seems to be coming from inside me, resonating through my chest as I climb along the roots and lower myself onto the island.

      Once I’m there, I ease down and sit, crossing my legs and staring around at the magnificent beauty that lies at the heart of Neverland. Reaching into my pocket, I rub the pearl. “I’m here, James. I made it.”

      A ripple appears in the water ahead of me. I let go of the pearl and lean forward, palms on the ground so I can peer into the pool.

      The ripples grow, and beneath the golden shimmer, I see a horse. Well, sort of a horse. It has scales and a beautiful golden mane, with a mermaid tail instead of legs.

      “Hi,” I whisper.

      It swims around, then pokes its snout from the water.

      I reach out to pet it.

      “I wouldn’t if I were you,” a familiar voice says.

      I jump and fall back onto my ass.

      When I look up, my heart stops. “Mom?”
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      “Kelpies are water fae, mischievous ones. They shapeshift, and they have only one goal. To drown you.” She waves a hand at the water, and the kelpie changes into a handsome merman, his golden hair bright as he motions me toward him. “See?”

      “Mom, is that really you?” I scramble to my feet, my gaze fixed on the woman floating over the water just ahead of me, her wings beating lazily.

      She moves closer and lands on the island. “Your mother is part of Neverland. I thought you’d want to speak with her. But if you’d prefer some other form …” My mother vanishes, and in her place is the Spinner from the Fairy Village. Then she changes into Tiger Lily, then Nessie.

      “Wait!” I step back. “Stop. Go back to my mother.”

      “As you wish.” The form ripples, and my mother appears again, though now in fae form.

      “It’s you.”

      “As I said, she is now part of Neverland.”

      “You mean she’s dead?” My heart wrenches.

      My mother nods. “Long ago. Or maybe far into the future. Time moves strangely here.”

      I wipe my cheeks. “It’s not real. You’re not her. Change into something else. Be your real form.”

      “My real form?” She steps closer. “Neverland is a world of dreams. Nothing is real.”

      “Be anything else.” I’ve wanted so badly to speak to my mother for so long. But this is different. This is worse because she isn’t really here.

      The form shifts into a golden woman in the form of a tree. Her hair is golden leaves, her body tree bark, her eyes a forest green. “Better?” she asks, her voice warm and tinged with cinnamon.

      “Yes.” I take a deep breath. “Tell me how to fix you.”

      She sways back and forth, as if wind is blowing her this way and that. “I don’t think I can be fixed. The balance I enjoyed for so long is gone.”

      “Tell me how to restore it.”

      “Maybe it doesn’t need to be restored.” She stops swaying. “Maybe it would be better if Neverland ceased to be. Then I could start fresh. My magic would be untainted.”

      “But that would kill everyone on the island.”

      She shrugs, a single leaf fluttering down into the water. “Anyone can die a thousand deaths in dreams.”

      “I didn’t come here for riddles. I came here for a solution.”

      “You came here to make a wish.”

      “No.”

      “No?” She puts her hands on her barky hips. “Then what do you have in your pocket?”

      I furrow my brow. “Why does that matter?”

      “Show it to me.”

      I pull out the pearl and keep it in my palm. For some reason, I don’t think I can bear to let it out of my possession.

      “Mmhmm, I see. So, you don’t want to wish for James Hook?”

      I do. I do with all my damn heart. But I can’t. “You know I can’t.”

      “Of course you can. Hook wished for love. Peter wished for power. You can wish for Hook.” She grins. “You’re all chasing your tails, aren’t you? Hook, Peter, Moira. Moira, Peter, Hook. Pook, Meter, Hoira. Heter, Poira, Mook,” she singsongs.

      I’m beginning to suspect the island isn’t all there.

      “I’m all here.” She pats her bark stomach. “Don’t worry.”

      “Stop reading my thoughts.” I pocket the pearl.

      “Why?”

      “Just tell me how I can stop the island from tearing itself apart.”

      “You have to kill Peter, of course.” She blinks, her golden eyes narrowing. “He took my bargain and lost his soul. Hook took my bargain and gained his soul.” She winks. “I’m rather clever, aren’t I?”

      I’d say sadistic more than clever.

      She frowns as I think it. “But Peter took our bargain too far. He cheated. Stealing souls. At least Hook only took what was given to him.”

      “You mean his true love?”

      “Yes. You.”

      “Back up.” I hold up a hand. “I thought I was Peter’s boon.”

      “You are.”

      “But you just said I was Hook’s boon.”

      “You are.”

      She smirks. “I told you I was clever.”

      “How is that clever? That’s insane. You put the two of them on course to crash into each other and wreck everything around them when they did it. And you put me in the middle of it all. Why?”

      “To bring the line of ancient Spinners back home. It worked perfectly.” She waves her arm branches at me. “Here you are. Both Hook and Peter will do whatever it takes to keep you alive and here in Neverland. I never should’ve allowed Wendy to leave in the first place, but I fixed that mistake with nothing more than two wishes.” She smiles, then taps her chin. “Though I must say I didn’t foresee all the other trouble—with the sun, and Peter, and the shadows, and all that. But I’m certain once you kill Peter, the scales will balance again.”

      “You’re ‘certain’? You don’t sound ‘certain’. You sound like the man behind the curtain pretending to be the Wizard!”

      “I’m the magic of dreams, Moira. I’m just as trustworthy and forthright as they are.”

      So, she’s neither. I learned long ago to never trust anyone in Neverland, but I didn’t realize that also applied to the island itself.

      “Okay, let’s forget all that and focus on the problem. Can you turn Peter back into the little boy who wasn’t a homicidal maniac?”

      “No.” She shakes her head, another leaf falling to the pool. “That time has passed. He’s gone too far, taken too many souls. He’s grown stronger with each one he’s stolen. He has to die, to leave this island and these waters forever. It’s the only way the ones he’s taken can be free.”

      “Kill me?” Peter’s voice wraps around the cavern and warps as it echoes back and forth. “Is that really your plan, Moira?”

      The tree melts away into a golden haze that disappears as Peter flies over the pool, headed right for me.

      “You can’t be here.” I draw my sword.

      “Don’t be silly, Moira. Neverland is my home. I can go wherever I like.” He eases to the crystal ground in front of me, planting his feet where the tree was standing only moments ago. His face is lined now, older than he was when I first met him on campus. Grays dominate his hair, his lips no longer as full, though his eyes are just as bright as they ever were. He looks at my sword. “Really?”

      “You killed Tootles. You killed—”

      “Geo, Nibs, Foy, Carstark, Lincey, Puck …” He lists names one after the other, so many names that he has to stop and take a breath, but then he keeps going. When he’s done, he smiles down at me. “Yes. I drained them all, but that’s only because I couldn’t find you.” He steps toward me. “But here you are. Come back to the cave with me where it’s safe.”

      “Never.” I keep edging backwards.

      “Don’t be like that.” He pouts and advances. “We can still make this fun. Like a game. I won’t be able to drug you this time, but I can still make it enjoyable for you. It’s just a little make-believe, that’s all. You tell me stories, and I’ll make you happy.”

      “I’ll never tell you another story, Peter. I’m done. You won’t steal any more children.”

      He pulls back as if wounded. “I don’t steal them. They’re already dead. I bring them here so they can live forever with me, having fun in Neverland.”

      “You trap them, enslave them. They can never move on to whatever’s next. Never see their families again. They even forget their mothers.”

      “No one needs a mother. Wendy taught me that.” He grins. “I just need the island. Then I can keep bringing more children here so we can all have fun. No more growing up for anyone. Think of all the adventures we could have.”

      “I think you used to believe that. You thought you were giving the children a reprieve, granting them a life outside of the one they’d already lived. But you don’t believe that anymore, do you? You stopped believing in the magic of children the moment you began preying on them.”

      “It doesn’t matter what you think, Moira. It never has.”

      “The island is tearing itself apart because of you! You used to be good. You used to love children. You used to—”

      “I used to be weak!” he yells, his voice shaking the surface of the water. “Not anymore. I will have Neverland, and I will have you for as long as I wish.” He adopts a stern tone, the monster inside him mocking our conversation. “Now stop playing games, and come home.”

      I can’t back away anymore. I’m at the end of the small island, and Peter is still advancing on me.

      “Stay back.” I swipe my sword through the air.

      “Are you waiting for Hook to save you, Moira?” He smirks, a vicious glint in his eye. “I heard a sad story about his death at sea. I can’t wait for you to retell it to me again and again. I do believe that will be my favorite story of yours. Why don’t you go ahead and tell it to me now? I’d love to hear a firsthand account of how he drowned, his body torn to bits by the creatures in the deep. Do you think anything is left of him? I doubt it. In fact, I’d like you to tell me that story tonight at bedtime while I’m inside you. Seems fitting, don’t you think? He may have had you, but now I get to keep you. My little pet from the mainland.”

      The wound was already open and bleeding, and Peter just poured gasoline into it and lit a match. Even though my heart aches, my spine straightens, and I step toward him, my sword at the ready.

      “You want to play?” He pulls his own sword. “Do you need to bleed before you’ll give in?” He licks his lips. “I can give you that.”

      He swings hard. I counter, and our swords meet. I immediately counter-attack, the way Widow taught me, and draw my sword along his upper thigh.

      He lets out a yell and backs up, then reaches down and looks at the blood on his fingers. “You cut me.” He sounds nothing short of incredulous.

      “I’ll do it again. Come at me.” I bare my teeth and think about Coy, Tootles, Nibs—all the Lost Boys Peter hurt and killed. The island was right. He’s beyond saving. He’s become the murderous villain, the nightmare feared by all children. I have to put an end to it.

      He’s a better swordsman than I am. I know that. But he also has a disadvantage: he can’t kill me.

      Flinging the blood off his fingertips, he advances on me and thrusts straight for my stomach. I parry his blade, knocking it to the side, then come down hard on his shoulder.

      He yells and backs away, his eyes flashing with rage. “What the fuck?” He glances at his shoulder, then shakes his head. “Is that all you have? I thought you’d been practicing.”

      I aim for his throat, slicing sideways, then spinning and bringing my sword lower.

      He parries then grabs the front of my shirt, yanking me to him. “You can’t kill me, Moira. I’m a god.”

      “You’re an asshole.” I headbutt him, pain blooming on my forehead as blood spurts from his nose.

      “Moira!” He howls and reaches for me again.

      I slash my sword against his arm, cutting deep and drawing more blood.

      “Stop this!” He fights off my next slash, then slices my leg and brings his blade to my throat. “Stop, I said.” He wipes the blood from his nose.

      I lean against his blade, the metal cutting my neck and sending a rivulet of blood racing to my collarbone.

      He pulls it away. “Not so fast.” He tsks. “I won’t kill you until I’m finished with you. It’s going to be a long, long time.”

      I stab for his heart.

      He parries me.

      I step back, then almost fall into the water.

      Taking the opening, he grabs me again and wraps his arm around my waist, his other hand going to my wrist and squeezing until I’m forced to drop my sword. “There. That’s better. You’re done, Moira. You’re mine. You can’t beat me. You’ll never beat me. And I’ll never let anyone else have you.”

      He’s right, of course. I can’t beat him. Not in a fair fight.

      Reaching into his pocket, he pulls out a vial of fairy dust.

      As he does it, I pull the blade Bill gave me from behind me and stab it into his neck.

      He screams and shoves me away.

      I run forward to grab the knife and finish the job, but he swings his sword up, catching me in the chest. The blade goes through, piercing me so swiftly I barely feel it.

      His eyes widen with horror, and he pulls his sword free.

      I stumble and fall backwards, the water catching me and pulling me into the depths below.
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      The water doesn’t scare me this time. If anything, it’s comforting. Like soft hands cradling me and pulling me along to whatever’s next.

      I close my eyes and drift, my heart beating a strange new rhythm.

      “Moira.”

      Curling in on myself, I ignore the soft voice in my ear.

      “Moira, sweetheart. Wake up.”

      I know the voice, but it’s a lie. It’s not my mother. It’s the island.

      “Moira, please.”

      It feels different, though. Somehow, this voice feels warm. I can’t trust it, though. I can’t trust anything here. The one person I believed in is gone, and I don’t think I want to go on without him. I tried my best. I did everything I could to balance Neverland, to save it from itself.

      “Be brave, my sweet child. Be brave.”

      Why does it have to hurt so much? To hear her voice saying his words? I reach for the pearl in my pocket and squeeze it between my fingers.

      “I’m not brave, Mom.”

      “You are.”

      I feel her palm on my cheek, and I open my eyes.

      We float beneath the water in a golden orb, just like the one that surrounded Ari and me as I told my story.

      “Is it really you?” I look up at her.

      “It is.” She leans down and kisses my forehead. “The island pulled me from its memories. I think it felt a bit … guilty.”

      “The island feels guilty?”

      She nods, her wings flapping slowly behind her. “It’s a beating heart, one full of all the emotions we experience. Dreams are creatures of emotion, of imagination. Just like stories.” She glances at my chest. “You have to wake, Moira. You have to fight to the surface.”

      “Peter’s up there.” I shiver.

      “No, the current is carrying you from the cave.” She strokes my wet hair from my forehead. “I don’t have long. I wanted to say I’m sorry.” She takes my cold hand and grips it between her warm ones. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come back to you.”

      “You did it to save me. You made a deal with the island to keep me safe. I understand.”

      “I wanted so badly to be the mother you needed.”

      “You were. You are.”

      Her eyes well with golden tears. “I love you, my sweet darling.” She looks up. “You’re almost free of the cave. I can’t stay. Take my love with you.” She kisses me again.

      “I love you.”

      She shimmers and fades, a golden tear dropping onto my hand before she’s completely gone.

      The barrier around me disappears, and water surges in, surrounding me. The pain in my chest intensifies, and I kick toward the surface, though I’m not sure which way is up. I follow the bubbles, kicking and move my right arm to push through the water. It hurts too much to raise my left one, but I fight.

      I’m brave.

      I’m not going to give up. Not until my lungs burst and my heart stops. I will always fight. Maybe I’m just like my mother, after all.

      When I breach the surface, I suck in a watery breath, then plunge beneath the waves again. With another hard kick, I surface and breathe again, my chest burning even more as I try to catch my breath. I can’t seem to get enough air.

      “Moira, there you are!” The sound sends a tremor of panic through me.

      Spinning in the water, I see Peter flying toward me, sinking lower over the surface of the sea as he opens his arms. His neck is still bleeding, but he doesn’t seem deterred.

      “Get away from me!” I scream and try to swim away from him, but my left arm doesn’t work, and I’m flailing badly with my right.

      “I’ll save you.” He’s close now, almost on me.

      I spin again and find him only a few feet away, a grin on his face and his eyes burning into me as he reaches for me.

      I scream and throw my right hand out to ward him off.

      The water ahead of me bursts upward in a geyser, and a golden trident flies from it and hits Peter in the chest so hard it knocks him back several feet.

      I can barely kick now, my body going numb.

      Then I see a pair of eyes bluer than the sea and smirk that can only be truly worn by a filthy pirate.

      “Lass, there you are. I’ve been looking all over.”

      The cry I let out might be more beast than human, the sound of a soul finding its mate.

      He pulls me into his arms, holding me up as he kisses me, the familiar taste of him shocking my system.

      “Are you hurt, lass?” He stares into my eyes, not even giving Peter a glance.

      “I-I …” I can’t speak. No thoughts coalesce onto my tongue as I watch Peter.

      The boy who never wanted to grow up sinks slowly into the water, his eyes on me as the water around him plumes with his blood.

      More movement catches my eye, and as Hook swims away with me, I see the fins and scales of mermaids. The water grows even darker, and Peter surfaces once more, half his face ripped away as he screams and is dragged under, never to be seen again.

      “Lass?” I startle.

      Hook kneels beside me, and I realize I’m lying on the beach. He lets out a sharp sigh. “There you are. Thought I’d lost you.” He keeps his hand on my chest, then turns his head and whistles so loudly it’s a wonder my eardrums don’t pop. “That’ll bring them running, make no mistake.”

      “You’re alive.” My voice is barely above a whisper. I reach out my right hand to cup his cheek, feeling his scruff and loving every bit of it.

      “Aye.” He kisses my palm. “Anne had the better of me there for a bit. She’s a slimy one, she is. But I fought her. Eventually did her in with her own knife. After that, it was sink or swim.”

      “You never sink.” I smile and try to ignore how cold I feel all over.

      “I don’t. Swim like a mermaid, I do. I stayed afloat even though the waves tried to drown me again and again. But I didn’t give up. I couldn’t. Not when I knew you’d be waiting for me.”

      “You didn’t want to let me down?”

      “Never.” He smiles, but I can tell he’s full of tension.

      “Don’t worry.” I rub my thumb along his stubble. “I’m just so happy to see you.”

      “Not worried. You’ll be fine.” He turns and does his whistle again.

      “Keep going. I love your stories.” I can barely push the words past my lips.

      “So there I was, treading water for what felt like hours on end—and probably was—and what showed up? A narwhal!” He grins. “Stabbed me in the leg, it did.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Ouch indeed, lass. But, you see, I have a way with the creatures of the sea, and after some hard negotiating, she agreed to bring me back to shore as long as I swore I’d feed her fish whenever she came rolling up to the Jolly Roger.”

      I can’t tell if he’s lying at this point, but I don’t care. It’s a good story, and stories are magic.

      “I agreed, and she began hauling me through the heavy waves, and past the lightning, over a bed of sleeping water dragons, and to the edge of the storm. Once we got there, we were set upon by a host of eels with teeth longer than my cock.”

      I want to laugh, but I don’t seem to be able to.

      He clears his throat and glances over his shoulder. “Ah, so we had to fight the eels. It wasn’t a quick brawl either. Eels are clever little monsters. They’d dodge this way and that, trying to force us back into the storm where they could pick us off easier. The narwhal and I decided it was best to separate. She agreed to lead them back into the storm so I could swim for shore.”

      “Nice of her,” I say. But I don’t say anything. My lips don’t cooperate.

      “So there I am, kicking as hard as I can and making good time. I get about a mile before the mermaids show up, and they’re hungry.”

      Mermaids are always hungry, I’ve noticed.

      “They come up with their teeth trying to—”

      “Captain!” I know Starkey’s voice.

      I hear something else, too. A schick noise. Like the sound of Nessie’s scissors cutting the thread.

      “Did you hear that?”

      “What?” Hook turns. “Sky, I need you. Hurry!” His voice cracks, and when he turns back to me, the worry shows through.

      I want to tell him it’s okay, that I’m at peace with this. I can’t. I can’t do anything. Something warms the side of my face, and for the first time I see even more depth in his blue eyes. It’s not just one ocean, but multitudes. Deep shades of blue that wrap around each other and sparkle with a beauty I’ve never seen before.

      “What is that?” Bill says.

      Sky kneels beside me and yanks a bunch of stuff from his bag.

      “Is that …” I heard Widow’s voice.

      “It’s the sun.” Hook leans over me, his hand stroking my hair as Sky attends to my wound. “My lass brought the sun back.”

      I want to tell him we did it together. I want to tell him so much. But I can’t speak. It’s hard to keep my eyes open even when the sky is shining in shades of salmon and pink as the sun rises.

      I thought I wasn’t meant to be his. I realize how foolish that was. Even if the island hadn’t told me I belonged to James Hook, I would know it in my heart. He’s the reason I’m here. He called to me across worlds, and I answered him. I had to. He was the part of me I didn’t realize was missing.

      “I’m sorry I doubted it. I’m sorry.” He can’t hear me, but I tell him anyway. “I love you. Thank you for showing me how to be brave.”

      “Sky, goddammit! Save her!” His eyes water as he stares down at me.

      I don’t catch Sky’s response. I don’t even feel him doing anything. In fact, I don’t feel anything at all. My eyelids are heavy.

      “Don’t, lass. Please don’t close your eyes.” Hook strokes my cheek. “Stay with me.”

      His eyes look even bluer with tears swimming in them, like the birth of brand new oceans.

      “I love you.” I repeat the words until they fall into the darkness with me, everything silent, everything at peace.
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      “I told you to hew close to the cay.” I take the wheel from Smee and steer closer to Blackbeard’s island.

      “Sorry, Captain. I was distracted.” He stares at the cay where celebrations are still going on despite an entire fortnight of sunrises. Pirates are laid out all along the beach, some of them turning the color of a ripe apple. They don’t care. They’re just happy to see the sun over these waters.

      “No distractions.”

      “Aye, Captain.” He takes the wheel again. “The party tonight is supposed to be the biggest Blackbeard has ever thrown.”

      “I’m sure he wants to pat himself on the back for the sun rising and pretend he’s the one who made it so. He’s a self-righteous old twat sometimes.” A tough old barnacle, he also taught me more about sailing and pirating than anyone else. I’m glad he retired. It would’ve been a shame if I’d had to kill him.

      Someone on the cay shoots off some fireworks, though they aren’t quite as brilliant in the daylight. I don’t mind at all. I’m getting used to seeing the blue sky again. You don’t know how much you’ll miss something until it’s gone, and isn’t that a kick in the nuts?

      “Do you need me to press any of your clothes before the party?”

      “I’ve got it covered.” I clap him on the back. “Make two more passes, then drop anchor.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      I stomp down to the lower deck.

      “Captain!” Cecco stands up straighter as I pass.

      I grunt and keep going aft. When I walk into the galley, Cookson is huddled over the stove.

      “Well?” I ask.

      “It’s almost ready.”

      “It was supposed to be ready an hour ago.” I snatch a bowl from the cabinet and hand it to him.

      “Just need ter add a little more …” His gnarled fingers rove over the glass jars of spices he zealously guards. “Rosemary. That’s the one. Makes it stick ter the ribs.” He sprinkles a little into the pot then stirs it some more.

      Pushing past me, he grabs a small wooden spoon, dips it into the pot and tastes it. Smacking his lips, he gives me a nod. “Ready.”

      “Double serving.” I don’t have to say it. He always heaps the bowl high.

      Once he’s ladled it in, he shuffles to the small stone oven and opens the door. “There she is,” he coos and pulls the small loaf of bread from the oven and places it on a wooden tray. “Came out perfect.” He grins and gathers some silverware to lay on the tray beside it. “Lunch is served, Captain.” He takes the bowl from me, puts it on the tray, and arranges the whole thing nicely. “I like ter have a nice presentation.”

      I would give him some guff, but Cookson is dedicated to his craft. I can respect that, so I simply take the food and climb back up to the aftdeck.

      Widow passes me and stares longingly at my platter, but she doesn’t make a move toward it. She knows that would end with a swift kick in her ass.

      I pass Smee who is finally paying attention and skirting Blackbeard’s Cay. I want the entire island talking about the Jolly Roger before we drop anchor. Though I’m not too invested in my own legend anymore, I’m keen for everyone to take a lesson from what happened to Anne. To fuck with the crew of the Jolly Roger is a suicide mission, one I’ll happily assist with if there’s anyone foolhardy enough to try it.
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      “I don’t think I’m going to fit into this dress after I ate that entire loaf of bread and the beef stew.” I hold my breath as Widow pulls on the stays.

      “You’ll fit just fine.” She wrestles the corset into submission. “Am I being too rough? Are you all right?”

      “I’m good.” I look down at the stitches on my chest. “If you collapse my lung again, though, I think Hook might actually keel-haul you.”

      She shudders. “Ugh. I’ll be more careful.”

      Once she has it laced up, I step back and look at myself in the mirror. “How do you wear these things all the time?” I smooth my hands down the top.

      “I love them. Keeps me interesting.” She turns me around, then rubs something along my lips. “Now, look.”

      I turn back to the mirror. “I look … spicy.” I smile at myself.

      “You look like a pirate queen.” She fusses with my wings. “These aren’t bound up, are they?”

      “No.” I wiggle them. “They’re perfect.”

      “You can move and get to your knife?” She pulls at the high slit up my thigh, the crimson fabric parting scandalously at each hip.

      I reach down and grab my knife, then slide it into its sheath on my garter. “All good.”

      “Well, my work here is done. Now go on up. I’m going to get ready and meet Starkey to row over.”

      “You two getting serious?” I tease.

      “Absolutely not.” She shoos me from her room.

      “There’s my princess!” Cookson calls as I pass the galley.

      He puts a smile on my face, and I climb to the upper deck. The light breeze rustles through my hair and tickles my wings.

      When I look up at the wheel, my breath catches. Hook stands there, his gaze boring into me. He wears a crimson jacket, white tunic, and black leather pants that fit him so well it makes my mouth water.

      He takes two steps, grabs onto the upper rail, propels himself over, and jumps down to the lower deck.

      Before I can even react, he grabs me in his arms and kisses me hard, bending me backward as his hands rove down to the slits in my skirt. A growl rumbles through him, and he yanks me up, wrapping my legs around him as he carries me into our cabin.

      Slamming the door behind him, he sits me on the desk and yanks my skirt up.

      “Where are your panties, lass?” He meets my gaze as his hands go to his belt.

      “I didn’t realize panties were required for a pirate ball. I guess I should go get a pair—” I start to scoot off the table, and he grabs my throat.

      “No, lass. You’re right. Panties aren’t required.” He grazes my lips with his, then presses his cock head at my opening.

      With a hard thrust, he seats himself inside me, and I gasp as he yanks my hips forward, pinning me to the edge of the table.

      “But you’ll have to pay the price if you go around flaunting that hot cunt in front of me.”

      “Filthy.” I wrap my arms around his neck and kiss him as he pistons inside me, his cock hitting me in all the right places.

      With a harsh movement, he pulls out, then he’s flipping me over, pressing me down onto the table.

      “Spread, lass.” He runs two fingers along my wet skin, then plunges them inside me.

      I moan and open my legs more. When he presses his cock head against me again, I push back, needing him inside me.

      He slides in, a masculine grunt on his lips as he bends over me. “You make me crazy, lass. Like a wild thing.”

      “You’ve always been wild.” I turn to look at him. “But now you’re my wild thing.”

      “And you’re mine.” He licks between my wings, sending a thrill of pure heat rippling through me.

      Gripping my hair, he pulls, making me arch as he thrusts deeper. I put my hands flat on the table, and he reaches beneath me, his fingers going to my clit.

      “James!” My hips buck.

      “Always James when you’re impaled on my fat cock.” He licks the shell of my ear, his hips thrusting harder and faster. “Because you love it.”

      I pant, my body clenching around him.

      “Because you want me to come all over this pretty cunt, paint it white,” he whispers, his words like a serpent biting me in secret places.

      His movements grow more erratic as he plays my clit, giving me just what I need.

      I freeze, my body going rigid, and then my orgasm crashes down onto me, my body releasing as I moan his name.

      “Ah fuck!” He surges deep and lets go, his cock kicking as he releases inside me.

      It makes my orgasm fly high again, the wave rising and then sizzling lower and lower until I’m lying on the table and panting as he leans over me, his lips dotting kisses along my skin.

      “I take it—” I gulp in air. “—you like the corset.”

      “I like it, but I love you.” He pulls out, then turns me around to face him.

      His kiss is gentle, the swipe of his tongue against mine sweet and erotic at the same time.

      “I didn’t hurt you, did I, lass?” His dark brows draw together as he softly places his hand over my stitches.

      “You could never.” I get up on my tiptoes and bite his chin.

      He smirks. “That’s my good lass.”

      I smooth my hands down his now-rumpled shirt. “You’ll have to get Smee to press this again. We better hurry. The party started half an hour ago.”

      He runs his hands to my waist and squeezes. “I think I’d rather throw it on the floor along with your corset and feast on you for the night.”

      I laugh as he kisses my neck, his teeth teasing my skin. “And miss the chance to gloat?”

      He pulls back, his eyes narrowing. “Good point.” He scoots me off the table and smacks my ass. “I’m going to show off the pirate queen of Neverland, and then, when that’s done, I’m going to bring you back here and ravish you in all sorts of unholy ways. I want to live in that sweet cunt of yours, lass.”

      “Filthy pirate.” I press my hands to his chest, feeling the strong, irrevocable beat of his heart.

      “Beautiful lass.” He kisses me again as the sun’s rays pour through the windows and bathe each of us in light, love, and the promise of another tomorrow.
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      My college roommate is the worst. Cecile steals my food, brings guys over at all hours, and parties instead of studying. But those quirks pale in comparison to what she does next. She drugs me, and I wake up imprisoned in an alternate universe full of terrifying creatures. Now, the biggest and scariest creature of all--a fae king--believes I'm his mate. He's freed me from the dungeon but keeps me close. So close, in fact, that I'm beginning to like his wintery gaze and ice-chiseled body. But secrets and villains lurk throughout this new world, and I don't know if I'll survive long enough to figure out how to get back home.
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      They call me the village spinster. I rather enjoy it. Single and free to dance with the witches under the moonlight whenever I please—what could be better than that? When the day king shows up to take ten changelings as his consorts, I’m happy those selection days are behind me. At least I thought they were. But instead of ten young females, King Solano chooses only one. Me. Emma Druzy, sock darner and 28-year-old spinster of Moonhollow. He takes me to the day realm, a world of sun and beauty the likes of which I’ve never imagined. Solano is far more than he seems, his wit and his warmth breaking down my walls. But there’s danger here, too, the sort that creeps up on you despite the bright light of day. And if I’m not careful, I’ll lose my heart to the day king or my life to his enemies.
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      Drawing, my online clan, and planning my escape from my mother--these are priorities. Or, at least they were, until three huge alien Alphas came to abduct me and take me to their planet. But it's not just a simple process of probing and then releasing me back to Earth. All those movies are lies. These three males keep me. And I'm suddenly a cadet at an Omega Academy where I'm supposed to learn how to serve the Gretar Fleet.

      None of this makes any sense to begin with, nevermind the three Alphas I can't seem to avoid. But they say we have a connection, that we're a circle, whatever that means. And my body seems to agree, because anytime they're near, I can't seem to think of anything except Kyte's horns, Jeren's smirk, and Ceredes's long, hard ... sword. Focusing on class is almost impossible, and the Omega Academy isn't for the faint of heart.

      I have to learn who my enemies are, how to make friends, and how I fit with the three males I can't stop thinking about. All doable, right? No. Not right, especially when I discover the fleet has other plans for me. The bond with my three Alphas may be the only thing that can keep me safe, but that means we need to consummate our circle. Yeah, you read that right, consummate. Deep. Breaths.
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