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			PRAISE FOR THE LAST LOST GIRL

			“An utterly enthralling retelling that will leave you breathless and begging for more!” 

			~Jenny Hickman, author of A Cursed Kiss

		


		
			“Pulvis et umbra sumus.”

			We are but dust and shadow.

			― Horace, The Odes of Horace

		


		
			For anyone who’s ever felt like they don’t belong.

			To those who feel lost…

		


		
			one

			My sister stands on the ledge of the roof of our red-brick apartment building, singing a song so haunting the breath wrings from my lungs.

			I stand rooted to the sidewalk with my heartbeat pounding in my ears, because I don’t know what to do.

			What do I do?

			I heard the lilt of her voice before I turned the corner. I thought she’d be sitting at our open window, bored out of her mind and waiting for me to come home. She’d sung me home before, but never like this.

			Not on the rooftop.

			Never on its ledge…

			Her voice cracks. She sings of flying home.

			Then, slowly, elegantly, she raises her arms and stretches them like they’re wings.

			No.

			NO.

			This can’t be happening. This cannot be happening. Except, it is...

			Strands of her long, flaxen hair and her pale, threadbare nightgown snap in the wind, flags of surrender announcing that she yields. That she’s finally giving in. That her fight is over.

			Like they want me to save her. From the shadows, from herself.

			She’s lost in a world of her own, and I don’t know if I can save her from it this time.

			Her words blur as I rush across the empty road, washed sickly orange from the long row of streetlights. Her song doesn’t break when I shove the first-floor door open and take the stairs two at a time.

			Ascending one story.

			Two.

			Three…

			I push harder.

			Her tone peaks, and the crescendo hits like a lightning bolt that strikes terror through every thread of my muscle and mind. My bag falls from my shoulder. I barely register as the contents sprinkle the steps in a personal confetti.

			Keep singing, Belle.

			My lungs burn as I reach the landing and shove the rusty roof door open; the edges scrape against its frame. My breath saws in and out, ragged and strained.

			Belle’s back tenses, but she keeps singing.

			I have to get to her before...

			At the first crunch of gravel under my foot, the word she’d been drawing out is severed.

			A curse forms on my lips as electricity cuts off to the east and west and one by one, the blocks of streetlights, glowing televisions, and flaring neons wink out until the outage reaches us and drenches us in night’s true nature.

			The flow of traffic dies.

			The fan blades of the aged air conditioning units lining the roof on either side of us slow and take their time whirring to a stop.

			That’s when the crickets go quiet. The hair on my neck prickles.

			Moonlight spreads over Belle as she turns to face me.

			I take another step, watching her as closely as she watches me, but Belle does not move. Her chest doesn’t even expand and contract with breaths, so I slowly creep closer. Her head tilts to the side predatorily.

			She won’t hurt me.

			Another step. She won’t.

			Belle would never. But the shadow would.

			Under its shade, with little light, my sister has withered. But withered is not broken, and it certainly isn’t dead. My sister is not dying tonight.

			The moon is full and high. Both of her shadows spill over the concrete ledge and into the pebbles below, one as mild and translucent as anyone else’s, the other as thick and viscous as tar.

			I force my ribs to relax a fraction and take a deeper breath. “You were going to leave without saying goodbye?”

			“You would have tried to stop me,” she complains.

			“Where would you go at this hour?” I ask, trying to keep her mind busy as I creep forward, inch-by-subtle-inch…

			She gives me a look that tells me she knows exactly where, and that I should know, too.

			“You have time yet. You don’t have to rush,” I argue.

			Tears flood her eyes and splash onto her cheeks. “It’s past time,” she insists. She hugs her middle and turns back around, muttering, “I believe. I believe,” over and over. She refocuses on the sky and lifts her arms again.

			“Belle –”

			“No!” she barks, barely turning her head this time to make sure I hear that she’s done arguing.

			That’s when I know in my marrow that she means to do it. I cannot talk her off this ledge, so I must rip her off it.

			I take off in a sprint. The pebbles that coat the rooftop spray like shrapnel behind me, even as they attempt to slow my effort. Her nightgown snaps in the wind that kicks up again. She bends her knees and leans forward.

			Moonlight carves the planes of her calves just before she springs, but I’m there, curling my fingers tightly around the back collar of her nightgown. I yank her back hard, banding a hand around her waist, and grunt as I break her fall.

			Belle bucks and shrills so loud my ears ring, then frees herself by flipping onto her belly. She claws toward the ledge as I scramble onto her back and pin her down.

			She twists. Kicks. Tries to push herself, and me, up. Curses me soundly.

			She pretends she’s given up and when I make no move indicating I’ve fallen for her trick, begins to thrash again.

			Despite her petite frame, she’s incredibly strong. Unfortunately.

			Just then, the roof’s metal door screeches, startling both of us. We crane our necks to the sound and see two police officers rush toward us, flashlights bouncing over our faces and forms. I mutter a curse a second before I’m torn off Belle and pulled several feet away ‘while we sort this all out.’ I pray she doesn’t hurtle off the edge before they restrain her.

			My lip is split and swollen where she got me with an elbow. I laugh as the cop hauls her to her feet and slaps a pair of cuffs on her dainty wrists.

		


		
			two

			Cuffs slap my wrists a second later and Belle’s colorful curses make the officers pause, which is surprising, because I bet they thought they’d heard it all until now. Apparently, Belle just set a new bar.

			I can’t help but smirk as I revel in this temporary victory, even as my sister’s bloodshot eyes meet mine, accusation and despair melding within the golden striations.

			But you’re alive, my gaze shouts back.

			I know my sister has two shadows. I know she is… other. But she doesn’t have wings. If she had leapt from the ledge, she would have plummeted to the sidewalk and died.

			Belle says she’s not immortal ‘in this place’, but I’ve always wondered if there is another place where she might be. I wish she would tell me about what she is and where she came from, but broaching the subject only earns sharp, distrustful glances – like the one she’s shooting at me now.

			Even though the moonlight spills silver, I see that her eyes are bright spun gold, indignant and brimming with fury.

			It’s better that she hates me in this moment, than die the next.

			Flashlight beams blind us as the officers ask questions, which neither of us answers. But I know when my sister fully returns to me after wresting the shadow back into submission because the streetlights flicker back to life, the whirring of air conditioners begins again, and the bustle of traffic reemerges. A tiny moth flutters through the air between us and crickets sing from the rooftop’s darkened corners.

			Best of all, Belle’s chest heaves. She’s breathing, even if she wastes her breath by cursing me for keeping her here. For getting us into this mess. For not getting us out of it quickly enough for her liking.

			A smile tugs at my lips. Belle isn’t and never has been patient.

			When the struggling dusk to dawn light spasms near the door, the two broad men holster their Maglite flashlights.

			“Ladies,” the youngest of the two begins. Worry weighs upon his tawny brows. “We received a call that someone was threatening to jump from the rooftop.”

			He looks between us, but I stare at my sister and Belle silently stares back at me. Her fury has bled away and now, she’s purely strategizing. Searching for a way out of the cuffs at her back. I can’t say I’m not wiggling and twisting and trying to see if they’ll give even a fraction of an inch.

			They don’t.

			“Which one of you would like to tell me what happened tonight?” he asks more sternly.

			“It was just a fight between sisters,” I tell him, managing an embarrassed smile. “If you have siblings, I’m sure you’ve had your fair share.”

			The youngest officer, last name Ripley, per his badge, laughs. “I’m the youngest of three boys. Most of our fights ended when blood was drawn or our dad caught us by the scruffs and gave us enough chores to keep us busy and away from one another until we cooled off.”

			I beam a smile at him.

			“Seems like more than a simple argument, judging by your busted lip,” his slightly older partner interjects, nodding at my face. Officer Murphy will make this a very difficult night for us all if he doesn’t shut his trap.

			He warily watches Belle.

			Murphy is worried that she’s quite literally a flight risk, and while I want them to drop this issue and let us go back to our apartment for the night, I’m glad he’s paying attention.

			I scuff the pebbles under my feet until a small trench forms. “Honestly, it’s nothing. Everything’s under control,” I insist. “Belle is a singer, and she likes the acoustics from the building’s edge. And I don’t like it when she sits or stands on it. We had an argument and it’s over now. We won’t cause any more trouble.”

			“Under control?” Murphy questions. Then he snorts and purses his lips as if to say Yeah, right. He could use an ounce or two of his younger partner’s compassion and kindness. Perhaps one too many days seeing far too many people on proverbial ledges or hearing more lies than could possibly be counted sours a heart. Or makes one very adept at detecting untruths…

			Murphy is not to be dissuaded, but what about his young partner? I turn to him with pleading eyes.

			Officer Ripley’s light eyes meet mine for a moment.

			“Surely you can see that I’m telling the truth?” I ask with hope infused into every saccharine word. He does seem to be the most reasonable of the two of them.

			“With all due respect, ma’am,” Officer Ripley says as he glances toward where Belle stood before I tackled her to the ground. “I don’t think so.”

			Did he see her before they entered the building?

			I grit my teeth and fight to control my temper. “What makes you think I’m lying?”

			“Pebbles are still falling off your skin, and I’d wager there are plenty more in your Chucks.” He gestures to my red high tops. They match my work shirts and were just my size when I found them at the thrift shop last month for only five bucks.

			I lift my chin. “So?”

			So what if they’re full of rocks? That proves nothing.

			“There’s also a distinct line cut through the roof rocks from this door to the ledge.” He gestures to the path I cut. “You ran for her and you caught her. Then you fought,” he says. “But what if you aren’t here next time? What if you’re not fast enough? We can offer help –”

			Before he finishes the sentence I know is already making Belle seethe, Mrs. Jennings, who lives in the apartment across the hall from ours, steps into the doorway in a matted pink house robe, petting her demonic cat. She looks like a stiff breeze would blow her over, so I have no idea how she can heft Garfield the orange terror.

			And then I understand why she’s here.

			“You called them?” I hiss, stepping toward her.

			Ripley catches my arm and says, “Whoa.”

			“Someone had to do something!” she replies as if she’s genuinely concerned. I don’t miss the devilish smile her withered lips suppress, but the officers do. They don’t know this witch crawled out of the darkest corner of hell.

			She’s been looking for a reason to have us evicted for two years because her forty-three-year-old deadbeat son still lives with her – laying around, eating her out of house and home, and playing video games on the Wi-Fi her retirement savings pay for. (Her words, not mine.) Not that she’ll stop financing him if she manages to oust us and sends him into timeout at our place. She’ll just finance his lazy ass from across the hall, happy he’s out of her foam-curler laden hair.

			Until now, she hasn’t been able to come up with a single reason for our kindhearted landlord to boot us onto the street.

			Fear prickles the back of my neck, and I swear the hag scents it when she smiles deviously. Then she adds, “Ava, be a dear and come see me when you straighten this out. I picked up your purse and all that spilled out of it,” before drawing the door shut.

			“If you steal a single dollar, I will gut you!” I shout, knowing she can hear me.

			The older cop – Murphy – clears his throat. Loudly.

			“Sorry,” I grumble.

			“I have a neighbor like that,” Ripley whispers empathetically before Murphy suggests we go to the station with them. He looks at Belle the way everyone does when she’s Overshadowed. Like she’s a problem that isn’t his to solve – though someone needs to.

			He’s afraid of her.

			“We’re not going anywhere.” Belle’s chiming voice stops the men in their tracks as they start to lead us from the roof. Ripley’s hand falls slack, slipping from my arm. “You are going to return to your car. There, you’ll tell the dispatcher that you saw nothing amiss. That you questioned some of the residents who weren’t aware of any issue, and that no one other than maintenance or the building’s super can even access the roof.”

			The men look stricken as their minds absorb her words, though their instincts sense the danger she poses to them.

			The problem is that whenever Belle uses her influence, she gets weaker and a little piece of her light dims, giving the shadow more room. It’s gotten far too comfortable lately. And the second this ordeal is over, she’ll hate herself for expending what precious little she has left.

			“Belle, stop. You don’t have to –”

			She issues a sharp shush and twists to look at Murphy. Her eyes churn a molten gold as he stands there mesmerized, his gaze hollow and untrained. “Before you go, remove our handcuffs. Take them and their key with you.”

			“Belle,” I beg.

			“This is necessary,” she bites before locking eyes with Ripley.

			Ripley unlocks my handcuffs as Murphy unlocks hers. Both sets of interlocking metal fall among the roof’s pebbles. The men stoop to retrieve their cuffs, as she instructs.

			“Goodbye!” She wiggles her fingers as they stare at her with their mouths agape, completely at her mercy. Her hypnotism knows no bounds. And while it comes at a steep cost to her, it’s gotten us out of trouble more times than we should have ever needed it. Although trouble is very good at finding us, it seems.

			The men mutter fogged goodbyes, nod politely, and trudge their way through the pebbles like their legs are too heavy to lift. Last to exit, Ripley closes the rooftop door, scraping it in its frame. We listen to their footsteps trail down and around to the bottom story, then hear the engine of their squad car rumble to life. Their cruiser pulls away from the curb and glides down the orange-lit street.

			My sister heaves a shuddering breath.

			I tense at the sound. She’s gone from fury and contempt to overwhelmed, exhausted, and ashamed in the span of thirty long seconds. It’s in this shift that she usually splinters.

			Belle turns to me with tears already filling her eyes. My once-vibrant sister is crumbling and there is nothing she or I can do to stop her breaking.

			Sadness settles over her shoulders like a heavy cloak. “I’m sorry. I was fine. Until I wasn’t.”

			“I know.” I pull her in for a hug. Her tangled, golden hair tickles my skin. She smells like honeysuckle. Like home.

			She holds me so tight I wonder if she’s hoping I’ll break with her. “I didn’t feel insane when you left for work.”

			“You aren’t insane,” I try to soothe.

			It’s what I always tell her, though I never mean it.

			“Not now,” she agrees. “Not anymore.”

			But both of us know she will be again, and soon. Perhaps tomorrow, or in an hour. In five hours or five minutes.

			I feel helpless. Hopeless. And I don’t know what to do next. Even leaving her alone to go to work is too dangerous. Yet, one of us has to provide. Rent is due next week, as are the utility bills, and we need to eat. Belle needs shoes – desperately. I’ve checked the thrift shops every day for two weeks, but not a single pair has been donated that will fit her tiny feet.

			Bile burns my throat when I think of losing everything we’ve scraped for.

			She pulls away and tugs at the hem of my crop top, a smile finally teasing the corners of her lips as she reads my shirt. “Lifeguard. That you are. I just hate being the one you’re always pulling from the water. I hate being a burden.”

			I tip her chin up and wait until her golden eyes meet mine. “My sister is not and never could be a burden to me.”

			“Liar.”

			“When I was younger and thought I was your burden, did you tell me I wasn’t?”

			She sighs.

			I quirk a brow. “Were you lying then?”

			Her eyes glitter. “Absolutely not.”

			I laugh. “Now you’re the liar.” If it wasn’t for Belle… My throat twists into a knot.

			She saw me standing alone on a street one day in the early afternoon, noticed my peculiarity, and watched to see if someone would come to help me. I don’t remember that day or much from when I was little, and she said I had no idea how I got there or where I came from. No memory of a home or parents. Sometimes I wonder if that’s a mercy. If my mind decided that forgetting is far better than remembering.

			She took me in, even when she didn’t have enough for herself. Worked to feed and clothe me, and above all, provided joy. Now it’s my turn to do the same for her. And I will try my best. I just fear my best won’t be enough to keep her off the ledge tomorrow. Especially when she leans in and softly whispers, “The Second Star is almost here. It’s pulling me home and I don’t know if I’m strong enough to resist its gravity.”

			“Then let me help you,” I beg. Looking over her shoulder, I scan the dark tapestry, trace the patterns of the stars, and see nothing unusual. Nothing like the twin stars she painted in the star chart that is our ceiling.

			Then I mentally berate myself for looking. Stars can’t suddenly appear.

			“We can resist it together.”

			My eyes flick to her two shadows, gentle and harsh, then circle to my feet…

			Where no shadow is cast at all.
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			three

			The shrill blare of the smoke detector mounted to the ceiling between my bedroom and Belle’s startles me awake. The incessant thing’s batteries are probably going bad.

			I rush to the door and run into the hall, ready to grab the broom and knock the button to shut it off, when the acrid scent of smoke hits my nose. “Belle!” I yell.

			The door to her room is open but she’s not in it. I catch myself against the frame before taking off to look in the other places where she might be. I find her in the living room on her knees, rocking back and forth. A small pile of splayed books lays on the hardwood floor in front of her.

			Belle grips my friend’s Zippo lighter in her hands. Hungry flames curl and finger through the pages of the open book she’s burning.

			I rush to the kitchen, fling open a cabinet, and grab the deepest pot we own, then rummage for its lid. The rest of our pots and pans form an avalanche that stops just shy of my toes. I grab the tongs from the utensil holder and rush to her. The tongs are long enough that the flames don’t burn me when I toss the burning book into the pot and smother the flames with the lid.

			Belle’s eyes lift to mine. I expect to find the shadow staring back, but it’s not. It’s her. Her golden eyes are drowned in tears.

			Holding out my hand, I demand, “Give me his lighter.”

			“It’s mine,” she weakly argues.

			“Did you change your name and not tell me?” I snap. “Devin’s initials are engraved in the silver, Belle. Don’t start.”

			He’d thrown the thing in my bag because he forgot it was in his pocket and didn’t want to get it wet. I didn’t realize she’d pilfer my things the second I fell asleep. I hold out my hand expectantly.

			She flicks the cap down and slaps the metal rectangle into my palm. Her eyes slide to the end table where we keep our lighter. It’s a cheap, orange plastic thing that burns your thumb every time you flick its sparking wheel, but it does produce a flame. And it’s mine the second this ordeal ends. I’ll drown it in the toilet reservoir, I swear to God.

			“Don’t even think about it,” I warn.

			Belle huffs.

			I snatch the other books she’s pulled from the shelves that line every inch of our apartment walls and walk to the kitchen to drench her handiwork. As the water soaks into the tomes, I throw open the windows, grab a sheet pan, and fan the smoke away from the detector.

			Hitting the button won’t help if there’s still smoke curling around the damn thing.

			I make quick headway, clearing the ceiling and pushing the fog toward the windows.

			“Get the broom!” I bark. The handle is the only way I can reach the button on the blasted, screaming device. The ceilings in this old building are too tall for me to reach without the broom or standing on one of the kitchen chairs. “Help me.”

			“I am helping!” she cries, back on her knees and rocking back and forth. “The less they know about him, the better.”

			“They who?”

			“Everyone!” she screams.

			I’m not sure whether she’s fighting the shadow or her own intrusive thoughts, but either way, she’s lost once more, just as we knew she would be.

			I dart for the broom and position it beneath the alarm, finally striking the button to make the blaring stop. My heart still roars, but at least the alarm is calm.

			Less than two minutes have passed since it woke me, but my ears ring like I’ve been at a heavy metal concert for the past four hours. I look at Belle, who’s already pulled out another edition. Holding it in her hands, her eyes scrape across the words as if she can scratch them all away.

			The cover is deep green with a sketch of Peter Pan perched on a limb, playing his pan flute, foiled in a shade of yellow that envies gold.

			Belle turns the page and I inwardly curse. It’s an illustrated edition. When she sees the elegant image of Peter and Wendy with their hands clasped, flying through the sky at sunset, the muscles in her back tense. Below them is a ship sailing on a sea of deep blue water with a crocodile trailing in the ship’s wake.

			“Hook ou moi cette fois,” she reads, sliding a fingertip along the words.

			I crouch before her. “What does that mean?”

			“Hook or me this time.” She looks up from the page. “Jamais Pan, Ava. Never Pan.”

			My brows furrow. “When did you learn to speak French?”

			“I can read all the translations,” she rasps.

			All of them? She has copies in at least seven different languages I can name off the top of my head. Knowing Belle, she has many more than that tucked amongst the books lining our walls.

			Her eyes fill with tears again as they drift back down, and I see the second she begins to spiral back into the dark place where her thoughts always fester. I drag the tome from her tight grip and snap it closed. Belle startles, but I have her attention. She needs to hear what I’m about to say.

			“Even if it holds all of these copies, burning the apartment building to cinders won’t keep this book out of the hands of anyone who wants to read it, but it could hurt someone, if not kill them, Belle.”

			She flicks a glance at the door, and I already know she’s likely thinking that the world wouldn’t miss Mrs. Jennings…

			“There are kids downstairs,” I remind her. “I know you wouldn’t hurt them on purpose, but the next time you get the urge to go all Fahrenheit 451 Fireman on your collection, please think of who else might be caught in the flames.”

			She nods apologetically, then says, “I’ll try so hard to remember.”

			My heart cracks a little. “I know you will.”

			But trying isn’t the same as doing, is it?

			“Besides, the people reading these,” I gesture around us, “don’t believe that Peter Pan is real.”

			In my sister’s mind, he is very real. He haunts her every thought. He and Neverland consume her.

			“You believe though, right?” she asks in a suddenly sharp tone. “You believe me? Believe in me?”

			“I do,” I answer. A shiver scuttles up my spine as I take in the delicately pointed tips of her ears.

			My sister is other. But whatever she is – fairy, elf, alien, witch, or something I have no words to describe – she’s mine.

			“I didn’t mean to hurt our home. Or you,” she laments.

			“I know. I know how much both mean to you.” I pull her in for a hug and she relaxes against my shoulder. My eyes flick behind her to all the book spines.

			The same title in a thousand different fonts; the same story pressed into a million different pages.

			Beautifully patterned end pages and watercolor illustrations bring the story that haunts my sister’s mind to life. I hate the story more than I’ve hated anything in my life.

			The tomes lining our walls are her torment.

			I would burn them all for her – outside of this building, of course – if it would erase the tale from her memory and clear it from her mind for good.

			This is the first home we could afford, and since we moved in, Belle has stolen enough copies of J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan from our area libraries and bookstores to fill the floating shelves that one-by-one began to appear on our walls. But the librarians and bookstores always replenish what she takes – quickly and efficiently. It’s why we have so many, and why she keeps taking them any time she sees the title.

			The bibliophiles are as obsessed with having copies available for patrons to borrow or buy as Belle is about stealing them. It’s a vicious cycle that feeds our overflowing shelves and my sister’s righteous fervor.

			My head swivels at the sound of someone pounding on our door and I resolutely swear that if Mrs. Jennings called the police again – or the fire department…

			“Who is it?” I yell from just inside the door. No way am I opening it.

			“Why aren’t the two of you down at the station?” Mrs. Jennings asks.

			By the stars, this is not a prime-time crime drama.

			“Go back to bed,” is my answer.

			“Did she set fire to the place?” the she-devil squawks from the other side of the door. “Is she trying to kill us all instead of just herself now?”

			I grit my teeth, because though she guessed exactly what Belle had done, what happens between our Pan-encrusted walls is none of her damn business.

			“False alarm!” I yell back, internally beseeching her to return to her apartment and back to sleep.

			Belle’s head slowly swivels toward the sound when she knocks again.

			“I smell smoke,” Mrs. Jennings presses.

			Belle abruptly stands and I know she’s about to make good on my earlier threat against this woman and gut her where she stands.

			She stalks on silent feet to the door. I shake my head and put a restraining hand on my sister’s shoulder, grounding her again, then reply, “I burnt some rice. Everything is fine. I’m sorry to have woken you.”

			A loud meow comes from the other side of the door, and Garfield’s hellish claws scrape down the low, wooden panel like they do whenever Mrs. Jennings comes to complain about something.

			I don’t answer the door. Only Belle and I have ever crossed the threshold, and if I can help it, no one will even manage a peek inside. If anyone saw the walls lined with the same book, tangled with artificial vines and faded dried flowers, they wouldn’t understand.

			Belle’s eyes track the meowing noises to the lower half of the door, and she stares as if she can see through it to Garfield, whom I’m sure is swishing back and forth rubbing against Mrs. Jennings’ legs since he’s no longer using our door as a giant emery board.

			“I’m going to eat him,” Belle says. A menacing smile graces her lips.

			My forefinger darts toward my sister. I keep my voice low. “No! No eating cats, or burning books, or… flying.”

			Her smile falls in an instant.

			Mrs. Jennings’ grumbles trail back across the hall, as does the sound of Garfield’s agitated whine. I’m still not sure if Belle will let this – or the cat – go.

			For good measure, I add, “And no leaving me behind, Belle.”

			She shakes her head. “You can’t come with me, though. You don’t belong there.”

			“I don’t belong here, either,” I tell her, throwing my arms out. “Yet here I am.”

			She sighs. “I know.”

			Belle has told me that for as long as I can remember. She says it was the first thing she said to me after crouching down and asking if I was lost. She tucked my hair behind my ear and told me that a busy intersection wasn’t where I belonged. Then she asked if I’d like to go and look for my parents and walked me across the road to a nearby park, where she found it empty.
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			four

			I know I’ll be late if I don’t leave now, but I can’t bring myself to pick up my bag and walk out the door. The soles of my Chucks seem impossibly heavy. I don’t want to leave Belle alone, but I don’t really have a choice. The rent and bills that are nearly due pirouette through my mind, but even their impending due dates do nothing to stanch the feeling in my gut that says she shouldn’t be left unsupervised.

			“I’ll do what you asked,” she breezily vows, trying to assuage my unease.

			“What’s that?” I ask, then nibble my thumbnail.

			“I won’t set another fire or try to fly away while you’re gone. I’ll at least wait until the end of your shift so I can hug you and say goodbye properly.” She bobs her head resolutely, decidedly.

			I narrow my eyes. “And the cat?”

			She slips a sly glance toward the door. “Don’t worry about him.”

			“Belle,” I warn.

			“Fine,” she relents, then amends, “I certainly won’t bother him – while you’re gone.”

			I don’t miss the fact that she doesn’t promise not to eat him when I return, but that’s a battle for later. And if I’m home, I can intervene then.

			My eyes narrow when I consider how she answered… so confidently. As if it might be impossible for her to even think about flying, fires, or Garfield. I wonder if the shadow is placating me so I’ll leave and he’ll have Belle’s broken mind all to himself. “How can you promise to remember all of that?”

			“I won’t need to remember. I’ll be sleeping.”

			“You’re tired this early?”

			“Nope. I took sleeping pills,” she answers with a shrug.

			Just like that, a new fear is unlocked in my heart. Would the shadow tell her to take the whole bottle? Had she already? “Where did you get sleeping pills?”

			She rolls her eyes. “At the pharmacy, silly.”

			“When?”

			“Yesterday, I think. Or maybe the evening before,” she ponders.

			She obviously has no idea. “I want to see them.”

			With a groan, she leads me to her room and dramatically opens the drawer of her nightstand. And there they are, a clear plastic bottle of blue liquid-gels that promises to softly guide her to sleep. “I’ve already taken them, so I’ll be asleep before you know it.”

			I blink at her. Just when I think it can’t get worse…

			The bottle isn’t quite full.

			“How many did you take?”

			“Seven,” she answers brightly.

			The proper dosage is two. And she took seven. SEVEN.

			I snatch the bottle and stuff it into my pocket.

			“Hey!” she shouts, indignant. “Those are mine!”

			“Not anymore.”

			I shift things around in her drawer to make sure she’s not hiding anything else and then quickly search her dresser before moving to the medicine cabinet in the bathroom. Fortunately, I don’t find any other stolen pharmaceuticals.

			“Seven, Belle? Did you bother to read the label?” I walk back through the apartment to grab my bag, then sling it over my chest with a huff.

			“Two seemed like far too few,” she answers before adding a horribly fake yawn.

			I narrow my eyes.

			She quirks a brow. “You’re going to be late.”

			“Promise me that you won’t leave the apartment.”

			She heaves a sigh in reply. “I’m going to sleep,” she says like she believes it and wants me to, as well.

			“Promise it, Belle.”

			“I promise,” she reluctantly repeats.

			I hold my arms out for a hug. She squeezes me tightly, tensing when I tell her, “I believe that you will keep all of your promises to me.”

			She slumps against me like I’ve crushed her hopes and dreams in my fist and tossed the bits in her eyes.

			I breathe in her honeysuckle scent and squeeze my eyes tightly closed to hold back the tears that clog my throat. Because I can’t imagine a life and world without Belle in it. “Please don’t make me stop believing you, Belle.”

			She hugs me tighter, then mutters against my shoulder. “I’ll go straight to bed.” When she pulls away, her eyes are clear and golden and she is my sister through and through. I just wish there was a way to keep her like this. “Wake me when you get home?”

			I nod. “Of course.”

			She crosses the room and throws open the curtains, then points to the sky. Her golden eyes swirl a few shades darker as her delicate features brighten with excitement. “The Second Star might shine tonight. We could go for a walk on the beach when you get back,” she suggests.

			I wonder if Belle sees something in the night sky I don’t. Perhaps something no one and nothing else can detect. Because she has pointed to the same place in the heavens for as long as I can remember and has told me the story about the star that was made to enforce the boundary of a terrible curse more times than I could ever count.

			I’m about to call Devin to see if he can fill in for me tonight when she gives another yawn – this one much more convincing than the last. If it’s fake, it’s a good one.

			As she stares out the window with her eyes fixed on a patch of sky with nothing unusual in it, I watch her carefully for a moment. “Do you want to see that star, Belle, or does the shadow?”

			A dark swirl cuts through her golden gaze again as if threatening me, daring me to speak about it one more time…

			There are times when she and the shadow seem like they’re one and the same, and other times, like this one, where they are so distinct, I wish I knew a way to excise this darkness from her.

			She closes the curtains and holds onto their inside edges for a long, difficult moment. “I need you to stop talking about it,” she quietly begs, her voice wavering.

			“Okay,” I quickly soothe. The tension cinching her shoulders eases immediately.

			Without telling me goodbye, she walks to her room. When I hear the mattress springs squeak as she lays down, I step out of the apartment and quickly shut the door before the nosy Mrs. Jennings can see inside. The crone is leaning against her door frame, pursing her lips at having craned her neck for no good reason. Her thin gray hair is held hostage, twisted and bound, by at least thirty pink foam curlers. She pinches the neck of her robe closed as if to preserve her precious modesty. “I need to have a word with you,” she says tersely.

			“No.”

			“No?” she repeats, already offended.

			I’m already late and will be much later if I pause to entertain her vitriol. I start down the steps, then pause to meet her eye. “No. And keep Garfield away from Belle.”

			“Is she allergic?” she shouts after me as I resume my descent.

			“Keep him away from our door, or you’ll find out just how allergic she is to him.”

			“Is that a threat?” she snaps, leaning over the balustrades.

			“Nope. It’s a promise.”
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			five

			As soon as the pool is empty, the deck is cleared of trash and sprayed clean, and the seats are wiped down, I rush home.

			I listen for Belle’s song as my feet carry me closer, and when I don’t hear it after rounding the corner, hurry across the street. Its absence should comfort me, but just because she isn’t on the building’s ledge doesn’t mean she’s not on a ledge of a different sort.

			The building is intact and not on fire. That is yet another plus.

			Maybe the sleeping pills worked.

			My keys jangle as I jog to the fourth floor and again as I turn the deadbolt.

			The apartment is quiet and dark. I ease inside and gingerly close the door, then startle when I see that Belle was standing behind it. She’s so close I can feel her breath on my right shoulder.

			The hair on the back of my neck lifts.

			I let out a nervous breath and smile. “You scared me.”

			“You should leave,” Belle says. Her voice is as dry as miles of desert sand; a strand of saliva stretches between her lips.

			I swallow thickly and wonder why she would say such a thing. Wonder what is happening to my sister now and if this might be an effect of the sleeping pills she took before I left her alone, or if she broke her promise to me after all. Not gonna lie, she looks like she could be an extra in a zombie flick.

			“Leave? I just got home, silly.” I hope the familiar term of affection will bring her back to me if she’s lost again.

			There is no shadow in her eyes, but something is not right. I sense it with every fiber of my being. Something strange and terrible wafts from Belle that taints the very air. The room smells of the ocean just after a storm. I can’t smell her honeysuckle scent at all.

			She wrings her hands at her chest to still the tremors. When I reach out for them, she sharply inhales, then withdraws and takes several steps backward, shrinking into the corner.

			“Hey,” I soothe. “Talk to me. What’s happening?” I remain still to keep from upsetting her, but I want to see her. To figure out what is wrong. “We can find a way through it.”

			We always do. Always have.

			My sister crouches down into the corner of the room. Her back is stooped, and even in the darkness I can see the bruised crescents cupping her eyes.

			But it’s not her posture or those marks of sleeplessness that make me, for the briefest of moments, clutch my keys and consider running. It’s the inhuman whimper-turned-growl that escapes her throat.

			I drag my cell phone from my pocket, turn on the flashlight, and point it toward her, half-expecting her to pounce and fight me for the phone just to extinguish the light. But Belle doesn’t even flinch. She stares at me like she has since the moment I stepped through the door, but the phone’s harsh light reveals exactly what that wrongness I felt is…

			The shadows are no longer confined to my sister’s golden eyes. They surround her and pour from her frame as if she is smoldering.

			“Belle,” I breathe. I push the phone closer to my sister to see if the light will drive them away or put them back where they belong, but they don’t budge. I’m not sure if eradicating the shadows is the best remedy, but I know with every inch of my soul that the sinister swirls should not be unleashed. They don’t belong here – like me, per Belle. “What do I do?”

			A tear streaks down her cheek and dives into her snarled, golden hair. “You have to go. You have to leave. I’m afraid,” her voice cracks. “I’m afraid I’ll hurt you.”

			My spine stiffens. “I can’t.” I can’t abandon her. I love her too much. Because she’s my sister, my family, my everything. Without her I would be lost again, and I worry no one would care enough to find me. “I won’t.”

			A shadow curls toward me and she hisses, gritting her teeth. “I can’t keep fighting his pull. I’m not strong enough, but it’s time for me to go anyway. There’s something I need to return, something I need to go and set right.” Her chest heaves.

			“I don’t understand.” I can see that something clearly happened to her while I was working. Something horrible.

			“I was supposed to go back but couldn’t. But the Star can see me back. There are so many people waiting on me.”

			She is broken and her light has been extinguished, but no Second Star is to blame. I am, for not getting her help sooner. I hold my phone up to unlock the screen and bring up the keypad. There is only one right way forward. Belle needs more than I can possibly give her. I dial the nine, then hit the one key twice before hitting send.

			Belle’s teeth chatter as I raise the phone to my ear. “I’m dying, Ava, and I won’t survive the night if I don’t let it take me. It will be gone by morning, and so will I.”

			Ring.

			“Then I’ll go with you,” I tell her. I’m ready to go with her to the ends of the earth, straight into hell if that’s what she needs.

			Ring.

			“You can never step foot on the soil of Neverland. Never!” she snaps, receding into the corner where book spine after book spine meets.

			“Why not?” I ask.

			“Chatham County Nine-one-one, what’s your emergency?” a gruff voice asks.

			“You’d never survive it. It’s a horrible place. A prison.”

			“I’m glad you have so much faith in me, Belle,” I deadpan.

			“Nine-one-one,” the voice tries again. “We have your location. I’m sending help. Can you speak? What’s your name?”

			The dispatcher pauses.

			“I have you at the Brook Building on Beaumont. Is that right? What apartment are you in? Are you in danger? Are you injured?”

			As he’s speaking, I gasp. Because Belle has been transformed and I don’t understand what I’m seeing.

			Her hair is lustrous gold. The points at the tops of her ears are no longer delicate, and shadow sharpens every hollow place that had been carved into her. “Belle?”

			She turns to face me, wariness in her eyes. Has she been keeping her true self from me all this time? I’ve never seen her like this. Ethereal and honed, like an alluring weapon.

			Her skin emits the faintest light, illuminating the books nearest to her and making the gilded words on some of the books’ spines gleam like she does.

			I hit the red button and hang up the phone, then slacken my hand.

			My phone clatters to the floor. I reach for a thicker edition of Peter Pan, one I know is illustrated.

			Belle begins to sob as I flip through the pages, but now that I see it – see her as she is now – I have to know.

			The first illustrated edition I find doesn’t have what I want, so I pull another one from the shelf. This one has character art. I flip the pages until I find…

			The woman in the image looks so much like my sister that it steals my breath. The artist perfectly captured her golden hair when it was long and healthy. They memorialized the gentle curves of the tops of her ears and nose. The freckles lining its bridge. Her smile – a genuine one.

			My finger rakes down the page as tears build in my eyes. “Tinkerbell?” I croak.

			She lifts her chin.

			“How is this real?” My eyes flick to the books entombing us.

			“Don’t believe those lies,” she growls. “Lies are all that pour from his lips.”

			“Tell me the truth, then,” I beg, slowly making my way to her. “Tell me everything.”

			The oily shadow claws out to reach me and Belle somehow shrinks further into the corner.

			Clutched against my chest is the illustration. One where Belle is flying with gossamer wings, dressed in a dress made of leaves and flowers with a crown fashioned from twigs and vines.

			I remember the sorrow in her song when she sang about flying, of how she kept saying she believed she still could.

			“Did you have wings?” I ask. My mind is already reeling, considering a thousand ways to prove that my sister isn’t the Tinkerbell.

			“I lost them.” The pain in her voice is acute, as if she has recently left her wings and the island behind and hasn’t been without them for years. “But if given the chance, I would do it again. I gained something far more precious.”

			The vulnerability, the sisterly love in her eyes, makes a knot form in my throat.

			“How long has it been since you left?”

			Her eyes shift uncomfortably. “I left Neverland the night –”

			Belle suddenly crumples. Her inner light winks out and she begins to heave. The home screen of my phone’s cool glow illuminates the sweat glistening on her skin. I reach for her.

			“Don’t touch me!” she warns, coughing and gagging.

			I watch as a wisp of darkness dips into her mouth and chokes her until she can’t even gasp for breath.

			My phone rings and the ringtone’s blare startles the shadow. It retreats enough for her to gulp in thirsty lungfuls of air.

			“Tell me how to help you! If I can’t touch you, what can I do?”

			“Beach,” she croaks. “I have to get to the beach.”

			“You’re in no shape…” I start to argue, but my words evaporate as the shadows move behind Belle, forming viscous, inky wings shaped exactly like the ones in the illustration, the ones she mourns.

			Belle’s frame shudders and she relaxes as she sinks onto her hip. “Neverland insists.”
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			six

			When she reaches out a hand, I help her up. “We have to go,” she pants before pushing past me. “I have no choice now,” she says. “I can feel what’s left of me dying, Ava. I have to go home.”

			Home. Neverland.

			My heart cracks. Because I thought this was home. It has been to me, but not to Belle.

			“What will happen to you when we reach the shore?” I ask.

			Belle doesn’t answer. On tired legs, she moves toward the door, disengages the lock, and steps outside.

			Mrs. Jennings stands in her doorway holding Garfield, who hisses at Belle until my sister’s head swivels in its direction. Then the feline goes feral, screeching and clawing her way out of her owner’s arms and over her shoulders before darting back into their apartment. Mrs. Jennings rights her robe, her mouth gaping as she takes us in. Blood blooms in the angry trenches Garfield carved into her forearms and neck.

			Belle’s shadowy wings angrily buzz behind her as she crosses the landing. “Please go inside,” I tell her as calmly as I can. And Mrs. Jennings, for once in her life, does not argue or snip. She follows her cat’s lead and retreats. The sharp snicks of her three deadbolts are the only sounds until Belle moves to the staircase.

			Not that she needs the steps. Her feet hover a few inches above them, and I understand she’s doing this for my benefit. So I can stay with her a little while longer. For as long as she can bear it.

			And I know… I know when we reach the sea, Belle will tell me goodbye, if she’s able, and it will be the last time I see my sister again.

			Too many emotions to name race through me. I awkwardly try to process and grasp that this is real – that she, Neverland, and even Peter Pan is real.

			The closer we get to the beach, the faster Belle flies. Though I race to keep up, I’m failing miserably. Suddenly, she swoops around behind me and tells me to raise my arms.

			“What? Why?”

			“Just do it,” she gripes.

			I raise them and she hooks her arms beneath mine and begins to lift me. My heels peel away from the sidewalk next to the neon signs glowing in the windows of a tattoo parlor. A man with a dark goatee watches as we pass his shop, forgetting the buzzing tattoo gun in his latex-gloved hand.

			I hear a clatter from his direction and turn to see him rush outside. “He’s got his phone out,” I tell her.

			Belle growls and the shadows on her back grow. I know that if he snaps a picture or tries to record us, all he will see is darkness.

			We fly across Ocean Drive where she drops me into a powdery dune without warning.

			I spit grains of sand out of my mouth. “A heads up would’ve been nice.”

			But Belle is entranced as she floats toward the water, her attention fixed on the sky.

			A pair of twin stars I’ve never seen before – one shining far brighter than the other – is set in the night sky. Its reflection, beside the waxing moon’s, is caught in the facets of the rippling sapphire ocean.

			The sea breeze tousles her hair.

			“Belle!” I rush toward her and the water.

			My sister doesn’t hear me.

			“You promised!”

			At that, she turns her head and tilts it in question.

			“You promised to say goodbye to me.” My voice breaks an instant before terror-filled tears start to slip down my cheeks.

			My sister softens and turns toward me. “How could I forget that?”

			I begin to cry in earnest now because I know she’s already forgotten me. She’s leaving and going somewhere I can’t follow.

			Belle is everything to me. Other than Devin, she’s my only friend. My comfort. My sister, as she dubbed herself and I agreed. But now she’s completely Overshadowed, and all she can see is Neverland and its bright Second Star.

			She touches down on the sand, rushes toward me, and throws her hands around my neck. And for a second, she hugs me as fiercely as she always has. With her whole heart. With all that she is and has.

			But something changes. Her grip tightens around my back until it becomes uncomfortable. Then painful. “Belle?” I grit. “You’re hurting me.” I dig my feet into the sand when she starts dragging me into the water. She pulls her face back so I can meet her eyes, and a shiver worms down my spine when I see they are wholly black.

			“You. Don’t. Belong. Here.”

			The voice that hisses from her mouth is not hers. I need to get away. Now. My feet splash as I try to pull myself back onto land.

			“Let me go!” I push her arms, then her face, but I barely manage to move her. She squeezes harder, so hard my ribs feel like they’ll crack under her pressure. “Belle. Let go.”

			I keep trying to dislodge her, but she’s so much stronger than I am. She teeters on a different ledge now, but instead of me dragging her from it, she’s going to drag me over with her. I don’t see even a hint of gold in my sister’s eyes. Can’t see any of the love I know she holds in her heart for me.

			Belle is gone, and in her place is nothing but this insidious malevolence. The shadow she never should have stolen.

			The night swallows my scream as Belle shoots into the air and soars us out over the ocean. I panic when I finally comprehend what I’m seeing as we spiral through the air. The starry sky, so far above us, alternates with the waves that are so close, the sea spray stings my face and eyes as we skim over it. The tips of my hair drag through more crests than I can count as we move forward with blistering speed.

			A panicked yelp is pushed from my throat when she accelerates. We fly so fast, I fight to keep my eyes open; so fast, that even the stars above her back blur like we’re in one of the Star Wars movies.

			I no longer fight Belle. The last thing I want is for her to drop me at this height, or in the middle of the Atlantic if she slows her ascent. Instead, I wrap my arms around her neck and my legs around her middle as I cling to her like a baby koala.

			Suddenly, Belle slams into an invisible wall. Our stop is so abrupt that we tumble, then land in the surf of an island that smells like the ocean just after a storm.

			I can’t bear to open my eyes.

			Breathing hurts.

			Everything hurts.

			That means I’m alive, but I’m not sure if I will be for long.

			Every inch of my skin stings. I wiggle my fingers to be sure I still can and notice that they’re gritty, coated in salt and sand. The many, many abrasions I collected on impact burn, although the feeling is so widespread, I can’t tell whether my skin is flayed or I’m covered in a million tiny cuts.

			A bone-deep ache sets in. My spine, neck, and the back of my head throb.

			The impact hurt, even if Belle absorbed much of it, which I know she did. I remember her twisting hard at the last minute to put her back to the earth.

			At least the sea water is warm. It sweeps up my legs to clean my fingers and pushes up to my sides, then takes its touch away only to tentatively brush at me again. And again. It feels like it’s nudging me to see if I actually survived.

			Not convinced I did…

			I’m sprawled on my back. For several long breaths, I try my best to garner enough strength to raise my head out of the gently surging tide and look around when I see Belle approach. She hovers over me for a moment with eyes far from golden and tilts her head as if she recognizes me but isn’t sure of it. Palm fronds nosily peek over her shoulder, reminding me of Mrs. Jennings.

			“Belle?” I rasp, trying to draw her out of the shadow world and back to me.

			It doesn’t work. She blinks once, twice, then flies away into the copse of palms that, like jagged teeth, lead into the island’s gaping maw.

			And as if karma can’t help but add insult to my injury, from my supine position, the glittering Second Star and its dimmer twin are the only things I see.
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			It takes longer than I’d like to admit, but eventually, and after letting out a few incredibly long, frustrated groans just in case she remained close enough to hear me, I come to terms with the fact that Belle isn’t coming back and slowly sit up. Every inch of my body is sore and I’m hard-pressed to diagnose what part is sorest. Definitely my heart, I decide, but my head, back, and bottom vie for second place.

			I look toward the island’s shadowed foliage a few sandy yards away and decide to go after her. What other choice do I have at this point?

			A swish of water makes me lift my neck. It was probably just a fish, I tell myself. I hope there aren’t kraken suckering the shores of Neverland. But then, scant movement in the water draws my eye. I tense, then curse when my ribs ache from the motion. If Belle is a fairy, maybe there are other fae creatures in the water. What are those waterborne, terrifying, mythological horse-like creatures called? Kelpie?

			I don’t remember reading about them in the Peter Pan story, but Belle said the whole damn thing is a lie and I trust my sister. Besides that, my instincts scream that something out there wants to eat me.

			The moon and Second Star cast their light upon the water where the bright red reflection of a pair of watchful eyes flashes – eyes far too watchful to be friendly. From them, a long, bumpy snout stretches toward me. The knobs and ridges of the crocodile’s back emerge next, and its tail begins to work back and forth, pushing the enormous monster closer to shore – to me.

			Hard. Pass.

			I roll over and push up to my knees, then stand. A sharp pain spikes through my ankle when I put weight on it, but I possess too much self-preservation to care. The ankle pain is a problem for Later Ava. Not Now Ava. The crocodile enters the shallows and as more and more of his massive body emerges, the only thing I want to do is run into the trees.

			Did Belle see him? If she did and left me to the beast like a little human snack, I’m gonna kill her.

			As I hop away from the shore, every creature movie I’ve ever seen flashes through my mind and I check behind me to make sure this isn’t a Jurassic Park velociraptor-style attack where the croc I see is herding me toward his hidden, hungry friends.

			Never before have I been hunted as prey, I tell myself, limping into the dark jungle. But if I’m being honest with myself, this sensation – this fear – feels too familiar.

			The broad leaves of a lush plant brush my arms as I push into the dense undergrowth, past the skeletal palm trunks fencing the shoreline. The island is eerily quiet. As if it’s alive and it isn’t sure what I am or what I’m doing within its lush boundary. The only sounds come from my terrified breaths and the dried leaves crunching under my feet.

			Belle’s favorite phrase echoes in my mind: You don’t belong here.

			Something overhead lets out a shriek that makes it feel like my soul momentarily leaves my body. So terrible, I stop and seriously consider doubling back and taking my chances with the crocodile.

			When I find a tree with branches the size of trunks that sweep the ground and twist back up into the canopy, I climb one of them and gingerly wedge myself against the trunk, Katniss Everdeen style. I draw my leg up against my chest and wince when I touch my swollen ankle, wishing I had a Haymitch to find someone to sponsor me. I can almost hear the beeping of the little parachute delivering a splint and ibuprofen.

			When my phone falls out of my pocket and lands with a dull thud somewhere beneath me, I groan wearily. That the device wasn’t obliterated from my heavy landing is a miracle. The screen doesn’t light up, although I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad one. I can’t climb down right now to retrieve it. I will in a few minutes, I vow. After I take time to rest and think.

			Thinking is good…

			Belle never described Neverland, so my over-active imagination begins filling in all the horrific blanks as I close my eyes and lean my head back against the tree, despite the soreness in the back of my skull. A million terrifying possibilities flit through my head.

			Hand-sized spiders. The Princess Bride-esque rodents of unusual size. Skin-burrowing beetles à la The Mummy (with Brendan Fraser, of course). Leeches. Snakes. Killer bees. Piranha. Quicksand. Mudslides. Volcanic eruptions. Cursed pirates. Creepy little Peter Pan and his friends, the Lost Boys. If the story is right and they see me, they might assume I’m their mother, and I have no time to play games or waste time pretending to be what their underdeveloped brains think they need.

			I’m not a therapist or a hero, which is what they actually need.

			My back aches in this position, so I try to scoot back and sit up a little higher. But moving hurts literally everything and is made even harder by my soaking wet and incredibly uncomfortable clothes, socks, and shoes.

			I know I’m having a pity party for one and I’m smack-dab in the middle of an existential crisis, but therapy and a hero must be what I need now, because I can’t stop the fearful thoughts from coming. One after another, they march in like a macabre parade at which I am the only spectator.

			With my ankle incapacitated like this, how can I possibly walk this island to find Belle? Besides that, where do I even look? I’ve seen Naked and Afraid, but my beige flag is believing I might actually be able to survive on a show like that. Beyond my injury, there’s also the problem of finding food and water that won’t give me dysentery on the Neverland Trail.

			I’m sure I’ll find some sort of poisonous berries and assume that because they look like raspberries from back home, they’re perfectly fine to eat, or waste my hours trying to spear a fish when there’s no way on this beautiful earth that I’ve ever possessed the reflexes necessary to accomplish that. I’ll probably die of dehydration and starvation, so why shouldn’t I throw humiliation into the mix?

			The morbid festivities in my whirring brain abruptly end when I hear footsteps on the ground just beneath me. I hold my breath and try so hard not to move that my thighs begin to tremble from the exertion.

			Heart in my throat, I lean out to see what – or who – is nearby. It’s not my sister, as I hoped. In fact, I’d be less afraid if it was the hungry crocodile.

			A young man stands under the tree. In the moonlight and from this angle, it’s hard to make out his features, but he’s tall with broad shoulders and a tapered waist that reminds me of the build of some of the swimmers at the aquatic center.

			He begins to laugh, carefree and full. Like someone told him the best joke he’s heard in his life.

			He cranes his neck and looks up into the branches where I’m desperately trying to blend in, then flashes a brilliant smile. “Hello, Ava.”
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			A thunderstorm builds within my heart and fear cracks through every inch of the veins that snake through my body.

			Before I can even consider how he knows my name, he jumps up and grips the branch I’ve claimed, pulls himself up, and throws his leg over the branch to straddle it. Shirtless, the highest planes of his skin gleam in the moonlight and the shadows settle into the contours of lean muscle.

			His hair is shaggy and fans out over his ears. It’s a light shade. Blonde or red, maybe. I can’t tell in the moonlight. His ears are rounded at the top and not the least bit pointed. And he has high cheekbones and a golden boy grin if I’ve ever seen one. Or perhaps his is more like the Cheshire Cat, which is fitting since I completely empathize with Alice in my present predicament.

			He’s wearing threadbare shorts, frayed where they’re cut off just below his knees. His eyes drift down my face and he takes his time looking me over. I suddenly wish I was wearing more and my clothes weren’t wet, gritty, and plastered to my body, because when his gaze lifts, it is sharper.

			“Who are you?” I ask, afraid he’ll hear the tremble I can’t hide in my voice.

			We have a staring contest. I’m determined to win, so I do. And when I best him, he laughs again and looks up to the sky. I study his features, trying to see if anything at all seems familiar. There is something slightly unhinged in the way he speaks and acts. I can’t see his shadow, but I wonder if he has two, and if one is oily like Belle’s.

			“Are you Peter Pan?” I guess.

			Another laugh. I’m so glad this guy finds me entertaining.

			“No, I’m not Peter.”

			He raises his brows as if willing me to guess his name. Maybe I should start with Rumpelstiltskin. Maybe all the stories and fairy tale kingdoms are real.

			I don’t know his name, and I have no idea how he could possibly know mine. Can he read my mind? I swear. I’m so not in the mood to be the Bella to his Edward.

			Unless he got it from my sister…

			My stomach sinks at the thought.

			Is she with Pan? I don’t believe she would go to or with him willingly.

			He raises his brows expectantly.

			I clear my throat and try to quell the panic rushing through me. “Well, you’re certainly not Hook.”

			“How very clever you are,” he quips derisively, raising his hands to wiggle all ten fingers. His lip curled the moment I said the pirate’s name, and while my guess disgusted him, I did figure out that Hook is, indeed, real. “But how about you stop telling me who I’m not, and tell me who I am.”

			I don’t like the way he looks at me. Don’t like how close he is or how he keeps laughing. I consider dropping from the tree and making a run for it, but the moment I flex my foot, pain shoots through my ankle again. I glance down to find that it’s tripled in size and begin to panic. It’s definitely sprained and possibly broken. And that means that while I can limp away from a saltwater croc that’s still swimming in the sea, I won’t be able to outrun the muscled guy who considers the jungle his gym.

			The anticipation in his expression melds with delight. He places his palms on his thighs and leans toward me. “He’s going to reward me for finding you first.”

			“Pan?”

			Another oozing laugh. “Who else?”

			Now I know that my earlier instincts were right. I was being hunted, and not only by the croc. “How did he know I was here?”

			That question earns a knowing smile that makes my skin crawl. “Nothing happens on Neverland that Peter doesn’t know about.”

			If he knows about me, he must know about Belle, too.

			He scoots across the branch. Closer…

			Closer…

			There’s no room for me to move back. I’m firmly plastered to the trunk. I stretch my legs out to keep him from coming any closer. He stops when his thighs brush the soles of my feet.

			I hiss when he bumps my injured foot and move to drape it off the branch to keep him from touching it, or me, again. That, unfortunately, leaves only one foot to hold him off.

			He glances down at the puffy joint.

			“Peter will take care of you,” he promises. “I’ll carry you back, and he’ll be doubly pleased,” he confidently tells me, swinging one leg over the branch so that he’s balanced on one side. This guy’s hero worship of Pan is disturbing on too many levels to count.

			The guy jumps down, landing easily despite the distance to the ground, then turns around and reaches up as if he’s going to clasp my waist and drag me down to him.

			I put out a hand and he stops. “Carry me back where?” I ask, my throat suddenly dry.

			“You talk too much,” he observes bluntly.

			“And you talk more than enough for both of us, but you still haven’t answered my question.” I repeat it, enunciating each word, much to his annoyance. “Back where?”

			“Back home – where you belong.” He says it like I’m a complete moron, even shaking his head for good measure.

			He speaks like Belle. In a web of nonsensical riddles that somehow make sense to her, but that say nothing and everything and are all true even if they don’t reveal the entire truth.

			He reaches for me and my stomach drops. I don’t want to go with him. Don’t want his hands on me.

			One of my arms snakes around the tree’s trunk, but I can’t get the other one around it. I won’t be able to clasp my hands and hang on after all.

			“We should wait here until sunrise. It’ll be safer,” I suggest, trying to stall him.

			He laughs again. “Neverland is never safe. The sun’s light makes no difference at all.”

			Wonderful. “And if I don’t want to go with you?”

			His smile fades. “I can’t leave you now that I’ve found you. He would kill me – and just when I’ve grown so fond of living.”

			“He’s just a little boy,” I argue. “Why are you so afraid of him?”

			The Cheshire grin returns. “Wait until you see him. He’s a boy no longer.” He waves a hand to gesture down his body. “None of us are.” When he reaches for me this time, he hooks his hands behind my knees and scoots me to the branch’s edge. “I’ll take you back with me now. You can fight if you like, but you’ll lose.”

			I act like I’m going to submit and when he loosens his grip, I draw back the knee of my uninjured leg and kick him in the face, then scramble to my feet and begin to climb higher up the tree.

			I make it one… two…three branches before he grabs my injured ankle just as I’m reaching for the fourth.

			My scream does not echo. The forest is a sponge that absorbs the sound.

			He jerks me down, and my hip cracks against a broad branch. “Stop fighting me! I told you that if I don’t return with you, I’m as good as dead.” When his voice cracks, I see it then. The fear, a wild thing in his eyes. Twisting his features. Strengthening his grip as he wraps a muscled arm around my middle and begins to carry me down. “I won’t die for you, Ava. Not again. Every time we die, we forget everything and have to start over and I… I can’t do that again.”

			“Again?” I grit as we reach the ground. “What are you talking about?”

			“We all suffered his wrath when he couldn’t find you, especially you…” he admits. “We begged for death and he denied us, but parts of us died anyway. The best parts.”

			He is obviously crazy. I’ve never been to Neverland. Never met Peter Pan or this asshole standing in front of me. Is it possible I look like a girl who lived here with them years ago?

			“I don’t understand,” I whisper, balancing on my good leg as he prepares to throw me over his shoulder.

			“No,” he grunts. “You don’t seem to remember, and I don’t remember, either, but Peter does. He told all of us what you did and how you deserted us. He told us what he had to do to punish us for not watching you close enough.” He flexes his hands like he’s grasping at the memory. Both of his wrists are manacled in thick, puckered scars.

			Deserted? What the hell did Pan do to them?

			“We were family,” he adds vehemently. “He said we were family.”

			The hurt flashing in his eyes is overwhelming, even in the dark.

			“How do you know he didn’t lie to you?”

			His mouth pops open like he is about to speak, but his attention darts away as he looks to the left. Right. Behind him. Behind me. “Did you hear something?” he whispers, his voice almost inaudible.

			I listen for whatever it is he heard, or thinks he heard.

			The aurora slowly washes over the canvas sky in deep shades of violet and amber. Other than the foliage and trees around us, I can’t see any threat. I don’t hear anything, either.

			He silently turns, watching all around us for several more minutes, unable to dismiss what he heard – or thought he heard – as nothing.

			During that time, the sky shifts again in preparation for the impatient dawn. The violet blanches into lavender, the amber into the palest yellow. The darkness, displeased, excuses herself and walks away to the west.

			A pang of regret thrums through me, even if I don’t know why, as he redoubles his efforts to coax me into memories I don’t have. Memories he doesn’t even have. Pan told him a story and he assumes it’s true when it’s nothing but a lie.

			I know exactly what Belle meant about him now.

			The boy leans in closer, insistent. “Peter said … he said it’s been years since you left. Thirteen or fourteen, maybe? I can’t remember. Do I look familiar at all?”

			I shake my head.

			He doesn’t. I don’t know him. I’ve never seen him before in my life.

			Tears gather in my throat even though I’m not sure why I care.

			He tears at his shaggy hair and growls in frustration.

			The growl is cut short when a silver hook slips around his throat from behind, its sharp tip pushing into his skin at the jugular.

			I stumble backward.

			My eyes flare and my mouth falls open at the sight of the silver curve just before a rich, deep voice purrs from behind the guy who found me. “She clearly doesn’t recognize you. Perhaps a reintroduction is necessary after so many arduous years. Be a sport and give her your name.”

			My stare collides with eyes so dark green, my stomach clenches. Even in the starlight, even in the shade, they’re bold.

			“Hook,” the guy grits, but I don’t miss the trembling in his hands as he raises them, then lets them fall, seemingly unsure what to do with them.

			This Hook isn’t anything like the character in Belle’s least-favorite lie, and a far cry from how the cartoons portray him.

			He’s not old. Doesn’t have an aquiline nose or don a wig of dated, rolled curls. He doesn’t wear a frilly white poet shirt.

			No. Loosely laced and stretched over his broad chest is a shirt of simple black linen with sleeves rolled to his elbows revealing lithe muscle and trailing veins. He’s my age or a couple years older at the most, with dark hair that falls to his collar bones and a shadow of matching stubble. A deep scar bisects his left brow.

			His lips aren’t too thin or full, but perfectly shaped... When he notices me staring at them, his tongue darts out to wet them.

			My eyes snap up to his humor-filled green ones.

			Heat floods my neck, then my cheeks.

			I look toward the tips of his ears and frown because hair obscures them.

			Peter’s friend, whose jaw is clenched so tightly I think his teeth might splinter, hisses. As a thick crimson rivulet carves a bloody path down his neck, I see that the hook’s tip has broken his skin.

			“I told you to give this exquisite creature your name. Not mine,” Hook seethes. Even as he threatens – demands – everything from his captive, my would-be captor, the pirate’s stare never wavers from mine.

			“Wraith,” the bleeding hostage grits out as the pirate pushes the tip of the hook deeper into his flesh.

			Wraith whimpers and silently begs me to help… then his shoulders sag when he realizes I won’t. I can’t. His gaze turns furious, and I can see the moment he decides I’m still the traitor he knew. That I’m deserting him again.

			My lips part as I decide to try to reason with the pirate on his behalf when a hot wash of blood sprays across my face, chest, stomach, and legs as Hook rips the silver crook through and across Wraith’s throat.
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			A wet gurgle rolls from Wraith’s chest, followed by stony silence.

			I blink rapidly and try to convince myself that the murder I just witnessed isn’t real. It didn’t happen. That the wetness I feel on my face – even on my eyelids – is not Wraith’s hot, sticky blood and it’s definitely not painting every inch of my skin and clothes.

			My chest is tight and I can’t breathe; I won’t let myself breathe anything in.

			My ankle screams as I hop backward.

			Wraith is nothing more than a heap of flesh and bone at Hook’s feet now, and it’s my fault he’s dead. Even if the creep was trying to drag me to Pan against my will to save his own hide, I can’t stop the suffocating guilt that roars through my conscience.

			I likely would have done the same thing if our roles were reversed and I thought Pan would kill me if I didn’t comply.

			Hook lithely steps over Wraith’s body, careful of the puddle soaking into the forest floor beneath his victim, and prowls toward me, tipping his chin up as he wipes his still-bloody hook on his dark pant leg. My back smacks against the thick tree trunk a second before he stops a few inches away. He’s so much taller than me that I have to crane my head to meet his stare, which seems even colder than it was before.

			“Now that you have his name and mine, I believe you owe me yours.”

			I slowly shake my head. I don’t understand these men, this world, how my sister fits into it, and why Wraith thought I once did, too. But I do know I don’t owe Hook a damn thing. Even something as seemingly inconsequential as my name.

			“Your name,” he says again, sterner.

			I’m not giving him my true name. It’s not happening.

			Resolve hardens my features and Hook watches, transfixed, as every stony inch settles into its stubborn place. I’m a Taurus. I do not play when I dig my feet in.

			Surprise flits across his handsome features before he tilts his head. His dark brows arch. “You would rather have gone with him?” His pretty lips curl in disgust and he glances down at the wide-eyed dead man lying behind him before turning back to me and glancing over me, dismissing me as immediately as I had his request for my name. “Pan would have eaten you alive.”

			“Please tell me that’s a figure of speech,” I force out as a cold sweat weakens my knees. I start to hyperventilate, though my chest refuses to allow any deep breaths. I try to limp closer to the tree, forgetting I’m plastered against it, and brace a hand against the trunk, trying to stave off the panic and fear. But all I can feel is Wraith’s sticky, cooling blood. It’s in my hair and I taste it in my mouth.

			As soon as I grasp the reality of my situation, my knees buckle and I heave.

			I haven’t eaten in so long, nothing comes up, but my stomach won’t stop trying to turn itself inside out.

			Hook does not pat my back or hold my hair away from my face like every romance novel in existence would dictate he should. He looms over me and waits until I’m finished and have composed myself as best I can.

			Tears stream down my face as I look at his polished, black leather boots. They’re enormous and lace to his knees.

			He crouches down so I can see his face.

			“Are you done?” he asks impatiently.

			Unbelievable prick.

			“I didn’t want to go with him, or anywhere near Pan.” Especially if he’s awful enough to instill such fear in someone who considers him family. “But you didn’t have to kill him!”

			Hook’s throaty laugh catches me off guard, as does the glint in his eye. “If that’s all that’s bothering you, Precious, don’t worry. He won’t stay dead for long.”

			I don’t know if I even want to ask what he means or wonder why he’s suddenly decided to become Pirate Gollum and act like I’m his shiny ring.

			Wraith said something about dying before, but that’s simply not possible. It’s not. Not even here where I can’t explain a damn thing.

			“Don’t call me that,” I gripe, desperately wishing Neverland would provide me with water, or Mentos, or literally anything but the taste of Wraith’s blood in my mouth.

			With one hand, he hauls me against his side and stands me up, then steps away. He looks me over and smirks. “It’ll have to do unless you want to give me your name instead.”

			I want to turn his hook and use it to gouge his eyes out.

			He laughs suddenly.

			“What’s so funny?” I ask, then grind my teeth as I consider what he finds so amusing. Is it the blood? The sand? The colorful bruises?

			“Your shirt,” he answers.

			I glance down at the once-white vinyl letters, confused.

			“Exactly whose life are you responsible for guarding?”

			I give him a Really? look. Just because I don’t flay people on the daily doesn’t mean I’m not good at what I do. I’ve saved several lives at the aquatic center, thank you very much. Five, to be exact. Saved – not taken.

			Then a terrible thought creeps slowly into my mind. Did Wraith see the words and assume I could save him from the pirate?

			Hook glances up at the gently lightening sky. “Pan will come looking for him soon, Lifeguard,” he says, pointing the tip of his hook in Wraith’s direction. “And with your ankle in the shape it’s in, you don’t seem like you’d be able to defend me against him, hobbling around like that.”

			“I hate you calling me Lifeguard even more than I do the name Precious – which is saying a lot,” I snap.

			The pirate answers with a sly grin.

			I hate to admit it, but Hook has a point. Pun fully intended.

			Now that the adrenaline has flooded and receded from my system, I’m in no shape to face Peter Pan. Or anyone else he might send to find and bring me ‘home’. I make the mistake of glancing at Wraith and turn away so I don’t get sick again.

			Sometimes a person can lie to themselves and make their mind believe the lie. And maybe it’s an effective enough defense mechanism in some circumstances, but some lies are too outlandish for one’s mind to latch onto, no matter how hard you try to force it.

			Like now, when I try to tell myself I’ll be fine if he just leaves me here. That I’ll run and hide and find a way to survive in this devastatingly beautiful but deadly place on my own until Belle remembers that she left me to die on the beach and comes looking for me.

			Then honesty rears its ugly head and chides me: I couldn’t even evade the crocodile right now, it says. And while I give my truthful conscience the side eye, I know it’s right. Every ounce of strength I have left is being used for balance as I stand like a flamingo to keep weight off my ankle – an admittedly ridiculously wobbly flamingo.

			The jungle behind Hook looks as treacherous and deadly as I know the shore is. I’m not sure what to do. I don’t want to be here when Peter finds what’s left of his friend, but I’m not sure that going with Hook is the best alternative. Especially as I consider the heap that is Wraith, even as I refuse to look at the mangled, lifeless boy again.

			“Look at your mind work.” He laughs darkly. “Did you think I was actually giving you a choice, Lifeguard? You’re coming with me.”

			He steps closer, then bends to pick something up. When my cell phone’s home screen flares to life at his touch, I’ve never been more grateful to Devin for stealing it at the pool the other day and plastering a goofy selfie on it. Because that means Hook can’t see the image I normally keep on the lock and home screens: one of me and Belle.

			“That’s mine,” I rasp and grab for it.

			He pulls it out of my reach, studies the image, and tucks the device into his pocket. I growl at him, understanding exactly how some people wind up on the show Snapped. “I’ll just hold it for you,” he offers with a smirk.

			I don’t know what will happen to me if I go with him. Or what will happen to me if I don’t.

			His eyes tighten as the first rays of sun burst through the canopy and shine down all around him, making him look like a dark avenging angel. “So many questions are burning in your eyes,” he notes quietly, stepping so close this time that his broad chest brushes mine. “If you’re wondering why I killed him, it was to save you. If you’re wondering why I’m taking you off this forsaken island, it’s because Pan wants you. And that means I will do anything and everything in my power to make sure that he can’t, and will never, have you.”
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			Movement over his shoulders draws my eyes up. Hook swipes his tongue over his bottom lip before muttering a quiet but colorful curse. “Keep quiet,” he leans in to whisper into my ear, just before bending down and tossing me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

			I fight the urge to try to free myself because even in my muddled state, I can see he’s carrying me away from danger.

			Wraith sensed Hook. He waited a beat to see if his instincts were wrong, then made the mistake of dismissing them. That flippant dismissal got him killed.

			I do not want to be like Wraith.

			Apparently, I hadn’t hopped too far into the trees last night because his wide strides swiftly take us into thinning palms just before they fade away to reveal crystalline waters. Sand sprays from the backs of the pirate’s boots as he strides toward the water.

			“There are crocodiles in the shallows,” I quietly inform him, unsure if the panic welling in my chest seeps into my voice.

			His hand tightens on the backs of my legs. “I know. I see them.”

			“How many are there that you can’t see?” I ask, my voice wobbling like my good leg had only moments ago.

			His rumbling chuckle vibrates into my skin the instant before he splashes into the shallows and carries me to a waiting skiff that bobs in the water. Its bow points out to sea, toward an enormous ship. I study the shape and wonder what she would look like if she unfurled her sails and let the sea wind fill them.

			Hook sets me on the nearest bench before climbing aboard and taking the seat across from me. His back is to the shore, so I watch the beach like a hawk, wondering what was in the jungle with us. Would it chase us into the water?

			My Chucks sink into a pool of water resting at the skiff’s bottom. Is this thing sinking?

			I desperately scan the wooden vessel for oars and find none. My hands grip the sides and scan the water for them.

			Hook calmly works at pulling a rope from the swells, then coils it in the water puddled between his feet until the anchor emerges.

			“The oars are gone,” I croak.

			“We don’t need them,” he tosses back.

			“Why wouldn’t we need them?” I try and fail not to shriek.

			“Because the skiff is charmed,” he says slowly.

			I’m not sure if he thinks I’m stupid or if he’s trying to calm me down, but it pisses me off.

			“Charmed?”

			“Magic moves it.”

			Of course it does. Why wouldn’t it?

			I catch a flash of movement over Hook’s shoulder.

			“Who…?” My lungs constrict as I see a young man standing at the edge of Neverland, just shy of where tumbling, white-capped waves lap against the sparkling beach.

			His golden-brown hair gleams in dawn’s newly spun light. He’s barefoot and shirtless with deeply tanned skin. The shorts clinging to his thighs hang low on his hips. His smile is what truly scares me, though. It’s as bright and punishing as the desert sun, menacing despite its luster.

			I can somehow feel his stare and I know that when he tips his chin, it’s to me, not Hook. “Is that…?”

			“It is,” Hook answers smoothly.

			I stare at Pan, debating whether to ask Hook the question burning through my mind and memory of the story my sister hated with every fiber of her being. It seems illogical, like it would be impossible, and I feel silly considering it, let alone asking it. But Neverland is a literal death trap and the more I know about it, the more likely I am to survive long enough to find Belle. “Can he… can he fly?”

			“Not anymore,” he provides.

			Not anymore implies that at one point, Pan could.

			The story is right about that. Does he need pixie dust to soar?

			Someone walks from within the jungle to stand next to Pan. Blood crusts him from his throat to his toes, but his shaggy strawberry blond hair reveals exactly who he is.

			Wraith.

			I choke. The boat rocks as I lean too far over to see him better. Because there’s no way it’s him.

			Even though it is.

			At Wraith’s side, Pan’s grin turns cocky. He looks like he’s playing a game he not only excels at, but to which he wrote the rules and has no intention of ever losing. Like he knows we’ve already lost, even though we haven’t admitted it yet.

			Wraith braces his hands on his hips and gives an unhinged laugh.

			“I watched him die,” I breathe. I look to Hook for an answer, but he’s busy shouting to someone on the ship that we are very fast approaching. “Does this thing have a brake? How does it stop?”

			He smiles. “I’ll tell you if you give me your name.”

			Screw. Him.

			When I look back toward the sand, Pan and Wraith are gone. Their absence should set me at ease, but it does the opposite. I can’t help but feel like Pan is lurking, watching, and that like the crocs hiding beneath the waves, I won’t see him before he strikes.

			“You’re right to fear him,” Hook muses as the skiff slows, then knocks against the hull of an enormous ship. Its dark wood is slick in the places where barnacles haven’t built homes, weaving patterns like lace. Delicate, but sharp enough to cut flesh.

			The looped end of an arm-thick rope lands in the bottom of the boat.

			Hook stands and places a boot in that loop like it’s second nature. Then he grasps the twisted strands with his hand and holds out his hooked arm expectantly toward me.

			I stay in my seat.

			“I’m not going to hurt you,” he promises.

			Just because he saved me from Wraith and then from Pan doesn’t mean he’s all hero and no part villain.

			He said he would do whatever it took to ensure Pan couldn’t have me, so why wouldn’t I assume he might kill me to prevent it? Though, I guess he had the chance on the island and didn’t take it.

			I decide to get onto the ship. I certainly can’t stay in the damaged skiff. It’s taken on even more water since we left the shore. The puddle that barely touched the canvas of my shoes on the shore is now deep enough to cover them.

			I start to stand. The skiff lists with a swell and bumps against the ship’s hull. I catch the rope to steady myself before I splash into the deep blue.

			“Easy, Lifeguard. Crocodiles aren’t the only things that prowl these waters.”

			I regain my balance and meet his humor-filled eyes. Eyes that bore into me and flash with a heavier, heated emotion for a moment before they work their way up the rope to the man standing at its other end.

			“What is he?” I blurt. “Pan, I mean.”

			The pirate pauses for a second to answer. “Something so horrible that a proper word to describe him doesn’t exist. Or if there is, I haven’t been able to find or conjure it. And believe me, I’ve had plenty of time to mull it over.” He stretches his arm farther. “Place your uninjured foot beside mine in the loop and hold onto me. Unless you want to sink with the skiff,” he adds with a shrug.

			“Sink?” Sea water swirls and the ankle-deep water slowly inches to my knees as the small wooden boat begins to succumb to the waves rocking it violently side to side, battering it against the boat so hard that I limp forward and slide my good foot into the loop without another word. Hook slips his arm around me and pulls me tightly against his body as the men above begin to pull on the rope.

			I ignore the way the pirate studies me as we are raised a couple of feet from the tossing waves and sinking skiff. There is confusion among the men above us as they chatter and bark at one another. “What’s taking so long?” Hook shouts.

			I stare at the mermaid gracing the ship’s bow. At least I think it’s supposed to be a mermaid.

			It looks nothing like Ariel…

			There isn’t a feminine curve on her body; every part is painted a different shade of the moody sea. Muted grays, blues, and greens mix with sea foam.

			The creature carved into the space between bow and stern is gaunt and so bony, I can make out every rib and spine-tipped vertebrae that peeks from the curve of her back. She has no hair but is covered head to toe in fine scales. Her eyes are too big for her face, two chasms filled to the brim with pain, fury, and indignation. Eyes that suddenly snap to mine.

			I jolt. “It…she’s alive!”

			Her lips peel back to reveal twin rows of dark, serrated teeth.

			Her chest rises and falls, but so shallowly, I missed it before. I finally grasp that she’s trying to keep as still as possible.

			“Is she pinned to your ship?”

			Hook smiles. “She is.”

			The ship’s rocking must be agonizing. My heart races. If he did this to her, what would he do to me?

			The mermaid’s fingertips, so sharp they could gut a man with one rake, dig into the wood at her sides to support her weight, wood she’s spent time eviscerating, scratched pale against the darker stained pieces looming over and stretching beside and beneath her.

			His demeanor hardens. “She lured one of my men into the depths, then came back for another after stuffing the first into her trove to soften his flesh. Her kind are voracious eaters. One man is rarely enough to sate them for long, but don’t worry. You aren’t in any danger from her.”

			Not from her, but definitely from him…

			The crew resumes their efforts to pull us upward and we rise toward the ship’s deck one tug and a few feet at a time.

			I stiffen beneath his arm. “How can you be so sure she’s not a threat anymore?”

			The creature emits a rusted noise and arches her back. “Because they use their voice to lure their prey, and she no longer has hers. I took it.”

			Took it? What the hell does that mean?

			“What if she breaks loose, or what if her friends see her there and come to free her?”

			“Her friends,” he smiles at the word, “aren’t coming to rescue her and she knows it. The only loyalty those creatures have is to themselves. She’s been staked up there for eight days and there she will remain – as a warning to her friends. The only way she’ll touch the sea again is when her corpse desiccates enough for gravity to grant her that small mercy, or if another of her kind is foolish enough to try what she did and I’m forced to cut her away to make room for another.”

			I swallow thickly as more rusted noises scrabble from the creature’s throat, the sounds more frantic than before as the mermaid reaches her clawed, webbed fingers toward me. I notice a very precise hole in her throat when she twists to face me as much as she can. I already know exactly what – and who – punctured it, and what he meant when he claimed he took her voice.

			We swing to the right, my face only inches from his until I crane my head backward.

			“Have you ever been bewitched by a mermaid’s song?” I ask, wondering how common an occurrence it is in Neverland.

			“Not yet,” he declares as though it’s a possibility. And it must be. He’s a man like any other, no different from the one who willingly followed her into the sea.

			We reach the ship’s top rail and a bronze-skinned bald man the size of a city bus clasps his hands around my waist and lifts me out of Hook’s arms. He looks from Hook to me and offers a greeting. “Hello, Miss.”

			I mumble an awkward Hi as he sets me on the ship’s deck. In the next instant, I teeter and lose my balance, putting weight on my bum ankle and hissing when sharp pain burns white-hot through it.

			The giant man pulls Hook aboard next and grimaces at the sight of my offending extremity. “That looks bad.” He drags a barrel over for me to sit on and lifts me onto it like a father might pick up his child and set them onto a counter to tend to a scraped knee.

			He’s ruggedly handsome and something about his features reminds me of Dwayne “The Rock” Johnson, even though I’m pretty sure he’s at least twice the actor’s size.

			The giant drops to one knee and reaches toward my injured foot but draws back before he touches my skin. He raises his eyes to mine and asks, “May I?”

			The kindness and gentleness in his tone is unexpected. I lift my foot and try to tell him it’s okay, but he offers a quick smile before placing my heel in one of his large palms and slowly running his thick fingers over the puffed tissue on either side and on top of the ankle.

			Hook crosses his arms and leans against the railing, quietly watching as the man completes his examination.

			I clear my throat and look around the deck. A few men walk here and there doing… whatever it is that sailors and pirates do to maintain their ship. I turn back to the man trying to help me.

			“Are you a doctor?” I ask.

			The giant chuckles. “No, I’m not formally trained; I’ve just seen my fair share of injuries. Learned how to help with certain things from experience.”

			“A self-taught man. That’s awesome.” Maybe if I make friends with him, he’ll intervene if Hook decides I’m a better option for his figurehead.

			He laughs. “I’ve certainly seen several ankle breaks and rolls.”

			“Please tell me it’s the latter.”

			He grimaces, then looks toward Hook, who gives him the barest nod. I want to ask what’s going on, what they’re silently saying to one another and excluding me from, but the man lowers my foot. “I can’t tell for certain until the swelling goes down. If it’s a break, it’s not an obvious one, so that gives me hope that it’ll heal up quickly. Though you’ll have to stay off it as much as you’re able for the time being.”

			He looks to his captain again with another question in his eyes. He’s probably wondering what to do with me now.

			“Have the tub filled for her,” Hook tells the man.

			“Of course,” the gentle giant agrees. He gives me a kind smile. “Are you hungry? While you clean up, I could find something for you to eat, if you like.”

			Part of me wants to refuse. I’m not sure I can trust the pirates’ food, but I also can’t go much longer without eating and stay strong enough to figure out my next move. I haven’t eaten a bite since leaving for my shift at the aquatic center, and that granola is long gone. I usually get breaks and can have a snack, but we were short-staffed and couldn’t leave our towers. I’d planned to warm up some leftover ramen from the little shop down the street when I got home, but then everything happened with Belle and my empty stomach was the last thing on my mind.

			“She doesn’t trust you,” Hook tells the man with a bemused smirk, shaking his head like I’m being ridiculous.

			At first the gentle man looks confused, then hurt washes over his features. But those emotions drain away to another kind smile as he braces his hands on his thighs. “If I were her, I wouldn’t trust us either,” he declares. “Why should she?” He pats my knee, then stands. “I’ll prepare it myself, if that sets you at ease.”

			“It shouldn’t. He’s a wretched cook.” Hook smiles affectionately even as he teases his friend.

			The giant man shrugs. “Never said I was the best, but I can manage a sandwich, if you’d like.” He looks at me and patiently awaits my refusal or acceptance.

			“A sandwich would be great – after I clean all this off me.” I look down at my bloodstained shirt, desperately wishing they had a shower instead of a tub. Glancing toward the Captain’s quarters, I wonder if that’s where the tub is, or if it’s in the belly of the ship. Will I have any privacy at all? The front and sides of the Captain’s generous room hold three broad windows, each with a grid of warmly-tinted, warped glass, which doesn’t leave me with a whole lot of confidence.

			Belle used to enjoy watching television shows that showcased the finest homes in the world. Houses that had seven-car, marble-floored garages. But it was their bathrooms she scrutinized. If the house didn’t have a walk-in shower with water flowing from a waterfall and blasting from a dozen different showerheads in as many directions, she would sniff at the lack of quality and find something else to watch instead. Not that we have anything more than drywall, a plastic tub insert, and a cheap, half-clogged head with scaly mineral deposits that even vinegar and holy water can’t dissolve.

			The man warily scans Hook. Because he carried me, his dark clothes are glossed with Wraith’s blood, too. “What exactly happened ashore?”

			Hook juts his chin toward me. “Wraith was about to take her to Pan.”

			The giant blows out an unsettled breath and attempts to offer me a reassuring smile that looks more like a grimace. “I’m glad you intervened before he could.”

			Hook sighs and scrubs a hand down his face. “Pan sensed her and saw her enter the skiff with me. He’ll do everything in his power to draw her back onto Neverland’s soil now.”

			The mermaid on the bow screeches like she’s interjecting something important into the conversation. She chatters a tight pattern of noises that sound like words strung together into sentences.

			Her staccato ravings escalate until Hook marches to the bow and threatens to spill her guts into the murky water. But as soon as he returns to his giant friend and is out of her sight, she starts anew – quieter, more tentatively, but still insistent.

			When the men stroll farther onto the ship and lean closer to speak in one another’s confidence, the mermaid doesn’t stop or even slow her words. It’s like she knows I’m there and I can still hear her.

			I desperately wish I could understand her or communicate with her so she could tell me how to free her. Because this might be Hook’s ship, but I can’t just stand by and watch her be tortured and starved to death. Hunger hollows her every feature.

			Eight days…

			I wonder if I can strike a bargain with her. If I free her, will she take me to the shore? Or would that chiseling hunger cut away at any noble effort she might make to keep her word to me? I shudder at the thought of her serrated teeth tearing into my skin.

			Without thinking, I shift my weight and sharp pain lances through my damaged foot. This cursed injury complicates everything. I push my hair away from my face and stare toward the shore as the sun turns the shallows to crystal.

			I don’t hear the pirate approach, but Hook suddenly leans against the rail in front of me, blocking my view of the shoreline. “Tell me, Lifeguard, why do you look like you’re considering jumping ship and swimming to Neverland despite the fact that you’ll die within moments of splashing into the water?”

			“You don’t know that,” I argue.

			He laughs. “Oh, that much I know for sure.”

			“Maybe I’m looking at that island despite the dangers because it seems like I might be safer there.”

			He licks his bottom lip. “Are you afraid of me?”

			Of course I am! I shriek inwardly. Instead I answer, “You killed someone, then kidnapped me.”

			“To save your life,” he hisses between pearly teeth.

			“You… pin mermaids to your ship.”

			He has no retort for that and shows zero remorse.

			I narrow my eyes. “You only saved my life to keep me from Pan until you can figure out why he wants me. And by the way, if you learn why, can you let me know?”

			He fumes, “I don’t for a second believe you’re ignorant of the reason.”

			“Believe what you want!” I snap.

			He leans forward, his hand and hook digging into the sides of my barrel, effectively caging me in. “Pan is coming for you, and I don’t give a damn why he wants you. That he does is more than enough reason to keep you from him. I’m more than ready for him.”

			Anger pours from him. His chest swells and crashes like an angry wave is trapped inside it. And for a long moment, he stays uncomfortably close, looking intently into my eyes.

			“Why didn’t you just meet him on the shore, then?”

			The pirate’s fury turns molten.

			The mermaid’s tone goes low; her words lengthen. Then a sultry laugh spews from the hole in her throat.

			Hook is off the barrel in a second. At the rail, he looks out over the water and scans the endless blue waves until his eyes fix on something.

			A shiver scuttles up my spine. I ease off my seat and limp over to see what he’s glaring at, then freeze. A dark tail breaches the water’s surface, slapping loudly against the surface before the sun’s glistening facets obscure our view of the mermaid who just breeched it.

			The creature serving as Hook’s figurehead shrieks in delight.

			Hook only smiles. “By all means, come and get her.”

		


		
			ten

			The giant man who so kindly inspected my ankle emerges from below deck with a wooden bucket of steaming water perched on his shoulder. Three more men follow him into the Captain’s quarters where they dump their buckets of water into a tub and exit through the open double doors.

			“Can I help you inside, or would you prefer Smee’s assistance?” Hook asks.

			His name is really Smee?

			“I can make it on my own,” I tell him and start that way, gritting my teeth when I put weight on my ankle. I’m swooped up like a bride this time instead of a sack of potatoes, and the silver tip of his hook curls toward my kneecaps. “I told you I could make it!” I argue.

			“The option to walk on your damaged foot wasn’t one I mentioned,” he challenges.

			“I mentioned it.”

			“Do you want to heal?” he asks, stopping and waiting until I look him in the eye. When I nod, he adds, “Then act like it and stop doing things that might make it worse instead of better, just because you’re stubborn!” With that mild chastisement, Hook carries me through the open double doors.

			As he lowers my feet in front of a beautiful copper bathtub, I mutter my thanks, but don’t admit to him that he’s right. I need to get better as quickly as humanly possible, but I don’t want to depend on anyone else or become beholden to anyone because of some Neverland norm of which I’m blissfully ignorant.

			The captain’s room is infinitely neater than I keep mine at home. It looks like all the items he keeps in his personal space are nostalgic and purposeful and have received his attention, if not his adoration. Everything in this space is beautiful and cherished. They are loved.

			From the polished, carved wood stained in a warm hue that catches and uses the sunlight to its full advantage, to the soft-looking white pillows tucked into the corners of a lush banquette bed upholstered in fabric that matches the tidy bed’s linen. It’s comfortable and welcoming, like a home should feel. I guess I didn’t expect anything this cozy on a ship, let alone from someone like Hook.

			There is a desk with broad, sturdy legs and a top that’s marred by coffee mug rings from coffee sipped on long nights at sea. A wooden chair is neatly tucked beneath it. Beside that desk is a keg that holds several rolled-up maps. He’s pinned a colorful, broad one to the wall just behind the chair. There are notes scrawled on it, though from here, I can’t make out what they say; only that whoever wrote them does not write like the cartographer. The note-maker has stronger, more elegant strokes. The sun has bleached parts of it, especially on the side nearest the windows.

			A swing sways in the room’s darkest corner beside a simple bookshelf, the tomes encased in glass. I scan the spines and relax when I see no mention of Peter Pan in the gold-stamped text. The swing rocks toward me again. It’s just rope hanging from some iron rings in the ceiling, threaded through a wide plank, but… I didn’t expect to see a swing in the infamous captain’s room. Or for him to stride behind the tub to pull out a folding screen, which he unfolds as much as possible to allow me some privacy.

			The room’s windows catch the sunlight and for a moment, wordless, I watch it dance across the worn boards. Until the ship creaks and the spell is broken, and I turn back to the pirate.

			Hook’s dark green eyes meet mine between the slats of the screen. “Smee will find some clothes for you to borrow until yours are clean and dried, Lifeguard. You may have to alter them to fit,” he says, looking down at the formerly white lettering he loves to tease me with.

			I nod, then walk over to the screen. He meets me at its end. Around him, I see steam curling from the water. At the sight, a long, weary sigh is wrung from my chest.

			“I’ll make sure no one else intrudes. Call out if you need any assistance.” As flirtatious as he might seem, it sounds an awful lot like he’s just letting me know he’ll be close if I have trouble – or cause any.

			The screen between us might obscure, but it will not obstruct should I do anything foolish. Message received, Captain.

			Hook smirks, turns on his heel, and walks toward the doors. I lean against the tub’s edge and then fold to reach my feet, unlacing one shoe and then the other. After toeing them off and tugging on each of my soaked socks, I stand and turn toward the tub, stumbling when the ship tilts. I lose my balance trying to perch on one foot to get my shorts and panties off. I let out a brief shriek, taken aback by the motion and by the pain that shoots through my joint when I place my foot down to remain upright.

			Thank the stars I only hooked my thumbs into the waistband, because I hear a sharp curse from the doorway. I quickly cover my chest with an arm and turn to look over my shoulder.

			Hook stares at me through the glass doors. Oh, how I wish he hadn’t heard me yelp. His dark expression makes my heart stop, then race. “We’re having a talk when you’re through!” he snaps, his words warped and muffled like the panes that separate us. I hop back behind the screen and try to figure out what just set him off.
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			There’s nothing better than a steaming hot bath to melt dried blood off one’s skin and coax it from hair, it turns out. Nothing better for easing the aches and pains left in the wake of my abrupt introduction to Neverland. Not a single better way to allow me time to simultaneously breathe and panic in an attempt to figure out what Hook wants and why.

			I scrub myself clean as quickly as I can, trying to think of how I might be able to find Belle or let her know where I am.

			The soap is gritty, made with sand. It exfoliates my skin and despite my soreness and bruises, I scour Wraith’s blood from me.

			It doesn’t take long for the water to turn tepid. Soap clouds the water so I can’t see the red tinge of blood or the sand and whatever else has settled on the copper bottom. Hook’s words keep surfacing in my mind. “He won’t stay dead for long, Precious.”

			Wraith’s throat had been torn open. His veins, arteries, and possibly even his spine were severed. The only blood that didn’t leak from his prone form onto the ground sprayed all over me like warm water from a water hose someone had capped with their thumb.

			But when we sailed away from shore, he was standing with Pan – alive and seemingly well. I saw him.

			Peter Pan had resurrected Wraith.

			If Pan can do that, if he can bring someone back from the dead, what else can he do?

			There is no plug at the tub’s bottom. I pull myself up to sit on the tub’s side, then gingerly swing my legs over the edge until they hit the wooden floor planks. I reach for the towel that Smee tossed behind the screen when he eased into the room with a meaty hand over his eyes, along with a pile of clothes I’m not sure I even know how to wear. The dark linen dress looks like it might be a bit tight, but I can make it work. It’s simple enough, but the corset peeking out from beneath it looks as painful as it does complicated.

			I’m not wearing it. It’s not hard to imagine where it might have come from and frankly, I can’t bear it even if it was brand new and I could figure out how to bind myself into it.

			I haven’t watched nearly enough Bridgerton for this mess, and I have too many bruises for that boning to dig into.

			With a rough linen towel secured around me, I squeeze the excess water from my hair and pull my toes in to feel the wood, worn smooth over time. I grip the edge of the copper tub, still warm under my fingertips and slick with condensation. I breathe in the scent of the salty air I know only the sea can produce and perfect.

			This is real. It’s all real.

			The ship I stand aboard. The ocean that rocks it. The tub and its gently sloshing water, and the damp towel I’m clutching.

			I eyeball the dress again, knowing I need to stop wasting time and get dressed before Hook storms in here and demands to know why I’m taking so long, but I just need a minute to ground my thoughts and center my feelings.

			Everything in Neverland feels surreal, like I’m stuck in a dream or dressing for a part in a play based on the story of Peter Pan – one with other players like Hook, Smee and their crewmates, Pan and Wraith, the crocodile – who did not tick tock at all – and Belle.

			Belle, my sister, who had always, in large ways and small, shown me who she was, even though she knew I’d never fully believe her – or believe in her.

			A gust of wind breaks over the glass and howls around the sides of the sun-warmed room.

			I lean forward to peek around the privacy screen and my breath catches.

			Hook is still outside the double doors. With his arms folded angrily over his chest, the captain stares at the sea like it’s a book he’s read a thousand times and knows by heart, but he loves every word all the same. I get the sense that the rocking water calms him as much as it can, given the fury that radiates from his form like ripples of heat off fresh asphalt.

			From his boots to the dark pants hugging his thighs, from the broad leather belt cinched at his waist to the shirt laced over his tanned chest, and from his dark, salt-kissed hair to the silver scar that streaks through his brow like a meteor across the night sky, Captain Hook looks like he belongs in this world. He looks like he’s as much an heir to Neverland as the famed Pan.

			No. He looks like he has this world in his teeth.

			One decided chomp and we will all be ended, and whatever is left will ooze from the corners of his pretty lips.

			His eyes flick my way and I shrink back, hoping he didn’t catch me staring.

			He doesn’t enter the room. Doesn’t make a sound.

			My heart crashes like the waves rocking the hull. And in its desperate cadence, I remember some of the last words Belle read to me. Belle – not the shadow.

			Hook ou moi cette fois. Hook or me this time.

			My stomach sinks…

			Why had she chosen to translate only those words? Was she merely reading from the page, or was she trying to tell me something the only way she could?

			In the story, Pan spoke that fateful sentence. Words of finality. Words meant for those who belonged to Neverland – a call to alliance, if not allegiance.

			I blow out a steadying breath and tell myself to stop worrying and focus on getting out of here because Belle will be fine.

			I smile at the irony. For the very first time, I’m actually glad for the cursed shadow that’s sunken its claws into her.

			She knows this land and all the threats that lie upon it. She’s the smartest woman I know. Resourceful. Cunning.

			And Overshadowed, she is destruction. She is manipulation, and fury, and death.

			For me, she held all the darkness back. But she would unleash it on Pan.

			I reach for the pile of clothes Smee brought for me. I can’t hide from Hook forever, especially not in his own room.
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			The second I limp from behind the screen, Hook flings the doors open and is standing in front of me before I can manage another hop. Without giving me time to argue, the pirate scoops me into his arms and carries me across the room. He gingerly places me on his bed and shouts for Smee.

			The giant man rushes in carrying a wooden box with beautifully intricate patterns carved over the fitted lid. Smee lifts the lid and carefully places it on the bed at my side just before dropping to his knees in front of me.

			Hook watches as Smee removes a small jar from the box and untwists its gilded lid. Inside, the jar is mostly empty, but along its sides are swipes of a thick lotion that looks like it’s made of pure gold.

			“It’s a healing salve,” Hook supplies tersely.

			“What’s in it?” I question. Smee looks up at Hook as if expecting him to answer. Does he not know, or is he afraid to speak out of turn?

			“I didn’t make the salve, Lifeguard, but it’s both potent and priceless. Count yourself fortunate that I’m offering you what little we have left.”

			“What if you need it for someone else?” Someone worse off, I mean.

			Hook blows out an annoyed huff. “As nice as it’s been, I can’t keep carrying you everywhere, Precious.”

			Smee’s brows raise, either at the term of endearment or the silky way he says it. Hook’s first mate clears his throat and looks up at me for permission to use the balm.

			Deciding that if Hook wants to waste the last of his golden healing goop on me, then so be it, I reach for the jar.

			“Let him apply it,” Hook orders, ticking his chin toward his first mate.

			I straighten my spine. “I can do it myself.”

			Hook’s brows raise in annoyance. “Lifeguard, you’re tempting my patience.”

			The way he growls the words makes a shiver slide up my spine. I see a sliver of pearly teeth before he sharply adds, “The salve must be applied in a very specific way. And afterward, your foot will need to be wrapped to limit its mobility as you heal. Smee is skilled at such wrapping. Are you?”

			I look away from him and purse my lips.

			“I’ll try to be careful not to hurt you, Miss,” Smee promises.

			I nod and let him prop my heel on his muscled thigh. Every swipe of his thumb leaves a sparkling trail over my skin, but his swipes arch upward like he’s forming a brace with the substance. He wraps my ankle in a broad swath of linen fabric and tightly ties the ends to secure them.

			Smee stares into the jar as he twists the lid back on. There is a tiny bit of glimmer left inside. For some reason, deep in my belly, I’m relieved it wasn’t all used on me and some of it remains, even if it’s only a scrape.

			He nestles the jar back in the box and tucks a piece of cloth down inside it and around the glass to cushion it before putting the decorative lid back in place.

			When Smee braces a hand on his knee and prepares to stand, I stop him by placing my hand on his. “Thank you, Smee.”

			His dips his head. “Glad I could help.” He looks toward the captain and clears his throat before pushing to his feet. “I’ll go fetch the tray of food I made for her,” he tells Hook as if I’m not right in front of him. The captain hums his approval.

			While I watch Smee leave, I’m aware of Hook’s eyes on me.

			He leans back against his tidy desk and crosses his arms while I try my very best not to squirm or ask why he’s looking at me like that, or why he’s not talking. With a start, I note that he scrutinizes me with the same intensity he did the ocean. As if I – not it – can calm him. Which makes no sense at all.

			“Who put the marks on your skin?” he finally asks.

			What?

			“I saw your back,” he reminds in a deadly calm tone that clashes with the fire kindling in his stare. “And your side. And I’m guessing there are other hidden places that are battered and bruised. Who beat you?”

			“No one…” I breathe, surprised by the vehemence in his tone.

			He unfolds his arms and digs the sharp tip of his hook into the wooden desk. Wood dust falls and sprinkles to the floor. “Give me a name,” he enunciates quietly, deadly.

			In that tender request is a promise of retribution, of bloodthirsty revenge, and a future free from such abuse. If someone had intentionally caused the bruises on my body, I would give him exactly what he’s asking for. As it stands, all I can offer him is partial truth. Hook is still a pirate, after all, and I’m not sure how he feels about Belle. I must protect her.

			My chest heaves as larger splinters fall from the desk where his hook is embedded. “Is it the man whose face is on the light box I collected?”

			Collected, my ass.

			“First of all, no. And secondly, you don’t understand,” I start, but he waves off my explanation.

			“Lifeguard, if you try to lie to me and tell me that you fell…” His words trail away, and he shakes his head.

			I meet his eyes and hold his stare so he can see that I’m telling the truth – even if I won’t tell him about Belle’s involvement and how I arrived in Neverland. “I wasn’t beaten. I just landed hard on Neverland’s shore last night.” Plowed into it, actually, then rolled ass-over-tea-kettle many, many times over.

			Hook goes completely still. His lips part just before he notices Smee standing just outside the double doors, holding a wooden tray laden with food, a pitcher of water, and what looks like a cup of tea or coffee. Smee’s knuckles turn white as his grip on the tray tightens.

			The two men share a look I can’t decipher. “Should I come back?” Smee tentatively asks, no doubt feeling the strange tension thickening the air in this glass-filled room.

			“No,” Hook answers. “She needs to eat.”

			Smee lumbers across the room and places the tray on Hook’s desk, arranging things over its top. “What would you like?” he asks me. “I brought a sandwich, an apple, a raspberry tart, tea, and fresh water.”

			“A little of everything, please,” I answer, shifting uncomfortably as he bustles to prepare a plate.

			His eyes find the new damage Hook inflicted upon the desk’s surface and his motions slow. He flicks a worried glance at me and swallows. The giant man awkwardly drags a small table next to the bedside and places the plate and brimming teacup on it. There’s no room for the water glass, so he holds it awkwardly in case I need it.

			I dig in, manners be damned. I’m starving and the thickly cut ham tastes amazing with the crusty bread it’s trapped between. The apple is sweet and crisp.

			Ribbons of steam unfurl from the tea’s dark surface. I watch them to keep from having to look at the two men or address the elephant I so eloquently shoved into the room. Hook was just so mad, and I didn’t know what else to say. But maybe I should have lied again and given him a fake name. Even if he called my bluff, it might have distracted him. It would’ve been better than telling him I didn’t stick the landing he was now very interested in learning about.

			“How exactly did you land on Neverland, Lifeguard?” Hook asks when half my sandwich is gone.

			I shrug one shoulder while internally panicking about how to answer. Or whether I want to at all. What will he do if I refuse? My previously frantic chewing slows as I consider what to say, or if I should run and leap off the ship’s rail while I can.

			His lips curl up, like he enjoys watching me squirm.

			I am not telling him about Belle.

			My eyes hold Hook’s in a silent stand-off. After several quiet, tense moments, his first mate ends it.

			“The Second Star shone bright last night,” Smee quietly notes, glancing between us.

			“Well, it couldn’t have brought her,” Hook says dismissively, finally tearing his eyes from mine. “The Second Star is a beacon, not the vessel that carries the called.”

			“Which begs the question… Have you been to Neverland before?” Smee asks, glancing in my direction. “When you were younger, perhaps?”

			I shake my head. “No.”

			“Do you know someone who has?” Smee sweetly pries. I’ve seen enough true crime shows to know he’s being the good cop, and exactly what that makes Hook.

			Another shake of my head. If I speak, they’ll hear my lie. So, I keep fake-chewing like there’s something still left of the bite of sandwich I swallowed moments ago.

			Hook’s eyes narrow on me, and I don’t like the canniness in his gaze. “Wraith was looking for her, so Peter either sensed her or he expected her. And he seemed adamant that she should remember him…”

			“Did Peter Pan send someone to bring you here?” the gentle giant asks.

			“I don’t know. I didn’t know Wraith, though. Or Pan, from what I saw of him.” I take a bite of apple, relishing the sweet crunch.

			“How could he manage it?” Hook sharply demands. “How could he get word off the isle at all?” The coldness in his tone startles me and makes my heart race even faster than it already is from this fairytale interrogation.

			Smee considers the question and answers with a shrug. “I don’t know. But if Pan has found a way around his restrictions, we need to know it.”

			“And sever it,” Hook adds, which immediately elicits the memory of Wraith’s ravaged throat.

			Smee closes his eyes and rubs their corners.

			“What is it?” Hook asks him.

			“If the magic that bound him is failing…” Smee muses somberly, dropping his hand and looking at Hook.

			“It hasn’t failed entirely, or he would’ve been able to enter the water and come after us. Unless it’s weakened and he’s testing its new boundaries.” Hook curses. Loudly. And tugs his silver crook free of the wood.

			“Or he doesn’t want you to know,” I offer. At his surprised look, I hold up a hand and quickly add, “Not that I know anything about any of this. I’m just thinking out loud.”

			Smee smears a hand over his mouth. “What if she’s not the only one?” He aims at the captain.

			Hook considers the possibility for a moment, then looks back at me. “Did you land alone?”

			“I didn’t see anyone else.” Except Belle.

			“Send Juneau and Kauai ashore to sweep the east, and Surat and Kingston to the west,” Hook tells Smee. “Also, would you ask someone to clean her things?”

			“I can do that,” I protest, not wanting my clothes to be out of reach, let alone my sight.

			Smee waves me off. “Cairo said he’d tend them. And he’s the best at getting blood stains out.”

			“I don’t mind. Really,” I try to keep the desperation out of my tone. Hook already has my phone – which I intend to steal back as soon as possible. I don’t want him to have my clothes and shoes, too. I’m grateful to have something to wear while Wraith’s blood is scrubbed out of my clothes, but I don’t want to wear this dress any longer than I must.

			“You need to rest your foot,” Hook says. Nodding again to Smee, the gentle giant folds up the partition and places it back where it belongs before bending to gather my clothes and shoes. He pinches the string of my olive green bikini top in his fingers, pausing to inspect it as if it’s a serpent that might bite him.

			Has he never seen a bikini?

			“It’s just a swimsuit.”

			Smee quickly nods and strides out of the room, shutting the doors behind him.

			A laugh rumbles from Hook’s throat. “Not any swimsuit we’ve seen on Neverland, I assure you.”

			His accent is so familiar, but I can’t quite place it.

			“Your crew… they’re nicknamed after places,” I note.

			He nods and absently rubs the inside of his forearm where a patchwork of scarred lines peek from under the unrolling sleeve of his shirt. But he doesn’t explain why they decided to call each other those names.

			“You still haven’t given me your name,” he says pointedly.

			I’m well aware of the fact, and I still don’t want him to have it. If he’s fae and the romantasy books are right, he could control me just by speaking it, and I am not puppet material.

			Hook smiles when I remain silent. “Precious it is, then.”

			“What will your crew think when you call me that?”

			Hook’s eyes darken. “Oh, I think the term alone will let them know you are very dear to me.”

			“Only because I’m dear to Pan,” I grump.

			“Which means everything.”

			“You’ve never called your lovers the same thing?” I tease.

			His eyes darken. “Are you implying you’d like the position, Precious? I’m not sure you have the constitution for it.”

			Something deep in my belly warms, and I try to douse it before the fire spreads any further. “I wasn’t volunteering,” I tell him, then notice the slight he dealt. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

			He sizes me up. “You remind me of the Second Star. A bright, glittering beacon. Just look at your eyes... they aren’t jaded in the least.”

			I fight the urge to swallow. “If I’m the Second Star, what does that make you?”

			“I’m the darkness that surrounds it. The reason it must burn. The night that smothers it,” he says.

			My heart beats harder. It reverberates in my chest, my ears. And the strangest feeling screams within me… I’ve dealt with shadows all my life. You can’t possibly scare me.

			“You’re using me as a beacon for Pan, aren’t you? Using me as bait.”

			He pushes up from the desk and stalks toward me. I scoot back on the bed until my back bumps against the wall behind me. The dress I’m in rubs the warped glass and makes a squeaking noise. The pain in my ankle is dull now thanks to the salve when I hold my foot out to keep him away – the same way I did to Wraith – for all the good it did me.

			Hook sits beside me and draws my feet across his lap in a flash. The silver tip of his hook catches on the dress at my thigh and holds it tight to my skin without biting into the fabric. I swallow thickly. If his hand was intact, his fingers would be digging into my skin – not painfully, but possessively.

			His stare drops to my lips. “Precious, you were bait the moment you landed on Neverland’s shore. And until you tell me how that came to be, bait you will remain.”

			“I told you I don’t know,” I rasp.

			He smiles. “You’re lying. And if you won’t tell me the truth about how you got here or who you’re trying so hard to protect, I have no choice but to assume it’s Pan.”

			“If I was protecting Pan, why wouldn’t I have gone willingly with Wraith?” I volley.

			I don’t want to think of the encounter with the deranged boy who called me family and knew my name, but I need to know more about Pan.

			“I’m still trying to figure that out, and why he thought you should know him, and why he thought you might somehow save him – from me. Don’t think I missed that. He was practically begging you for help.”

			“How is Wraith…?” My words fall away like Wraith’s body did when Hook released him.

			“Alive?” His brows raise.

			I nod.

			“Pan,” is his reply.

			“I don’t understand,” I breathe.

			Hook watches my chest rise and fall; he sees the fear and confusion I can’t keep from my expression. Then his thumb brushes the skin of my leg just above Smee’s wrapping, as if the heartless pirate is trying to comfort me.

			When my gaze drops to his hand, he carefully moves my feet onto the bed beside him. He stands, walks to the door, and braces his hand and hook atop its frame. The breeze rattling his bloodstained shirt is warm and briny.

			“The best piece of advice I was ever given is to never underestimate Pan or the influence he has on everything and everyone on that cursed island.”

			My ears catch on what he did not say…

			“Pan only has influence on the island and the things on it? Not on people or things in or on the sea?” I clarify. “Is that what you meant when you were talking to Smee?”

			Hook smirks. “That’s right.”

			“And I suppose next you’ll tell me not to underestimate you or the influence you have on everything and everyone on the water?” I tease.

			Over his shoulder, he stares at me for a long moment. “You remind me of someone.”

			Goosebumps pebble my skin. “Who?”

			“I can’t quite remember,” he says, but I wonder if he’s lying.

			I get the sinking feeling it might be Belle. That somehow, he might see her mannerisms echoed in mine the way one might look at the face of a child and see her parents’ features. I shift uncomfortably as he studies the strands of my wet hair, the fit of the borrowed gown, and the smudge of shimmer on my skin peeking out of the top of the cloths with which Smee wrapped my foot.

			“I’ll find out what you’re hiding, Precious. Soon.”

			He might as well have told me he would strip me bare. Sometimes he looks like he wants to in more ways than one. And not for the first time, I find myself wondering what his darkness would feel like, how it would taste.

			My ribs loosen as he lowers his arms and strides outside into the briny air.

			For a long time, I replay our conversation in my mind, searching for other truths he might have hidden within it, until my eyes begin to drift shut. Afraid of the vulnerability sleep brings with it, I fight to stay awake, listening to murmurings below deck, the creaking of the ship, and the smash of the sea against its hull.
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			twelve

			I startle awake when I hear movement in the room and panic strikes my chest like a bolt of lightning. Nothing looks familiar. I try to remember where I am.

			“Sorry to have woken you,” a deep voice apologizes.

			Across the room, a guy around my age fills a bucket from a copper, claw-foot tub. He strides out the door and tosses the contents into the sea before returning for another. And then another.

			I’m in Hook’s quarters. On his ship. In Neverland.

			Belle… Belle dragged me here.

			I must have fallen asleep – in Hook’s bed. I wince.

			The man notices, so I clear my throat. “Thanks for emptying that water. I know it’s disgusting.”

			His brow furrows. “You’re welcome.”

			He says it slowly, as if it’s a question. As if he’s concerned. Maybe he’s not used to people with manners.

			I rub my chest with the heel of my hand to ease the frantic beat underneath.

			The guy is shirtless, lean, and muscled. A fine network of scars shine across the sienna skin on his stomach, sides, and back. His head is clean-shaven, the hem of his shorts frayed and worn thin.

			“Your clothes are dry whenever you want them,” he announces as he scoops out as much of the remaining bath water as he can. He’s reached the bottom of the tub where chasing the scant water into the bucket is becoming more of a chore than it’s worth.

			“That was fast.” I couldn’t have been asleep for more than a few hours. I clear my dry throat and remember the name of the person they said was the best at getting blood out of clothes. “Are you Cairo?”

			“The one and only,” he says with a friendly grin over his shoulder.

			“Thanks for washing them.” And for returning them.

			“It was no trouble.”

			“I highly doubt that,” I tell him. I’m not even sure how he managed it without peroxide, bleach, and holy water.

			“They weren’t the worst I’ve scrubbed,” he answers breezily before striding back outside. When he comes back in, he grabs a towel and tosses it into the tub’s bottom to absorb what’s left – which I imagine is disgusting.

			I sit up and swing my legs over the bed’s edge.

			He notices and juts a chin toward the floor. “How’s your foot?”

			I’m about to tell him that Smee wrapped it well, when I realize I don’t feel any pain. Didn’t even feel a twinge when I moved it just now. Gently, I flex it and… it feels normal. My lips part and I let out a confused laugh.

			I roll it and the bandages that were tight when Smee finished are so loose, they’re falling off. Drawing my knee in, I untie the knot Smee made and unravel the cloth until it unspools onto the floor. My skin stills shimmers brilliant gold. “How is it healed?” I choke out.

			I don’t feel any soreness or bruising anywhere now. Could the salve have healed all that was wrong?

			“Rest is what most of us need. And you’ve had it.” Cairo shrugs a scarred shoulder.

			“I just had a nap!” I guffaw. I could’ve sworn Smee thought it was broken. He must have been wrong. Or else the golden salve worked some sort of magic.

			I think of my sister, her… abilities, and the shadows that overtook her, then remember that magic is very real in this place and that it’s quite possible that the golden salve is so valuable because it is magical.

			Warm sunlight skims the map pinned to the wall behind the pirate’s desk, so I study the landmarks noted on it. The cartographer took time to chart the depths of the waters surrounding the island. From above, the rings of the deepening sea look like the uneven edges of a bullseye aimed at the toxic boy who made himself king.

			And I know that Hook considers himself the arrow.

			Cairo scrubs the tub with something that smells as sour and sharp as vinegar until it gleams, and then nods his head on his way out.

			“Am I Hook’s prisoner?” I blurt before he reaches the doors, wondering if I have to stay in this room.

			Cairo ticks his head back like he doesn’t understand. “His prisoner?”

			I look out the window and rephrase, “Can I walk around on the deck?”

			At that question, he smiles. “I don’t know. Can you?”

			I flex my foot as he walks outside and leaves the doors wide open in invitation. The room isn’t a prison, but the ship could be considered one. I watch two men pass by the windows facing the bow and wonder what Hook told the rest of his crew about me. Are they taking bets on how I got to Neverland?

			Gingerly placing my soles on the floor, I slowly stand, surprised when my foot doesn’t hurt in the least. A laugh tears from my chest. I can’t believe it’s healed! I’ve sprained an ankle before and it took days, if not a couple of weeks for it to feel normal and for the swelling to recede and the tendons to calm. I step over the discarded bandage on the way out of the captain’s quarters.

			Some of the men sit on crates playing cards on tables perched between them, laughing easily, until they see me and offer a polite nod. I wave and walk to the railing.

			The sun is beginning to set, painting the dipping, swelling sea in turbulent facets of flame. The siren at the bow somehow senses me. Maybe it’s the sound of my footsteps or my scent, so different from the others she’s learned since being made part of the ship.

			In my dreams last night, I set her free. After stealing a knife and with the tiniest effort, I cut her from the wood. Could it really be that simple?

			I lean over to study what holds her.

			She screeches and reaches out to me, then cries in agony when her body tears from her efforts. Deep teal blood drips into the sea.

			“Shhh!” I hiss, moving closer. “I can’t help you if you don’t stay quiet. There are men all over this deck and if they hear you, someone will come and stop me.” I check over my shoulder furtively, making sure no one did exactly that. She understands me on some level, or maybe it’s wishful thinking on my part and she stops moving because she hurt herself so badly. Either way, she calms, wincing from the pain her writhing just caused.

			Hook claimed that if she tried to tear herself away, she would die from the wounds, but what if someone helped her? Would she still die from whatever he’s done to pin her there? Would that be more humane than watching her suffer? Watching her starve?

			She begins to quietly but fervently chatter, her noises staccato and abrupt. Harsh. I can’t help but wonder how beautiful her voice must have been before Hook punctured it.

			As she speaks, her large, wide eyes beg me to understand. To be merciful. She looks and gestures to her sides, where the heads of long nails protrude.

			Now that I know what holds her, I search her and gasp when I see how many there are. They clamp her tightly – flesh, tail, and fin. Some of the nails are driven so deeply into her body, if she tears free, she will have gaping holes.

			I want to help her. I just don’t know how to go about it. I’d have to climb over the rail and find a way over to her to be able to reach her at all, which seems incredibly difficult… I inch closer as she lowers her voice, then goes eerily quiet.

			That’s when I hear footsteps approach from behind and slowly trail around me.

			Hook props his hip against the railing between me and the mermaid, who bares her sharp teeth at him when he tosses a breezy smile at her over his shoulder. She hisses at him until the hole in her throat whistles and wheezes. Her gills vibrate with rage as her webbed fingers spread and her claws dig into the wood.

			“Don’t even think about it, Lifeguard,” Hook warns.

			“Think about what?” I ask innocently.

			He quirks his scarred brow. He’s tied his dark hair back and his jaw is lined with dark stubble. “What do you see when you look at her?”

			“She’s in pain,” I answer honestly, staring wistfully over his shoulder at the mermaid. “She’s miserable.”

			“What else?”

			“The pain isn’t just from you pinning her to your ship.” He took her most treasured thing away – her voice – forever. She doesn’t just hurt from her wounds; her very soul is damaged.

			“Look beyond the pity you feel. Do you see her hunger?” he asks.

			There is an intense sharpness about her – her glances, her gestures, her breaths. I nod. “I do.”

			“That’s all that drives her kind now,” Hook says, casting his gaze out over the sea.

			“Now?”

			The corners of his lips lift like he’s proud I heard him. “The mermaids who make these waters their home used to be beautiful, as alluring to the eye as their song is to the ear. Their scales were vibrant and colorful, and they used to swim alongside our ships like the dolphin pods once did. They used to be our allies, used to crave the flesh of fish instead of humans. But that was years ago,” he tells me, a wistful sadness in the nostalgia that floods his tone.

			“What changed?” I ask.

			“Everything,” he hedges.

			I guess it’s only fair for him to refuse to answer my questions when I won’t even give him my name.

			He turns toward the ocean and rests his forearms on the rail as the sun sinks below the horizon in a final brilliant flash of gold. “What do you see when you look at me?” His eyes meet mine as he swivels his head.

			I’m not sure how to answer him.

			In the story of Peter Pan, Hook is portrayed as the villain, but my sister believes Pan is the true enemy, and I trust Belle with my life. Still, I’m not sure if she would consider the pirate any sort of hero. She never mentioned him at all until the other day when she translated that single sentence. Hook or me this time.

			The mermaid certainly despises him. What he’s done to her is cruel, but part of me understands his need for vengeance. Everyone has shadows within them – darkness only they can feel. And that darkness sometimes overshadows the best parts of us.

			If I’m being honest, there is a sharpness about him, too. A hunger, even though it’s different from the mermaid’s.

			He craves retribution. He wasn’t lying when he said he’d do anything to have it, anything to keep Pan from prospering – or worse.

			“I don’t know you well enough to answer that,” I finally tell him.

			His eyes wrinkle at the corners as he smiles. “I’ll just have to ask you later, then.”

			I don’t reply. I don’t plan to be here long enough for us to have that heart-to-heart.

			He’s quiet for a moment. “We’re raising anchor soon.”

			I fight the panic rising in my chest. “Where are we going?” If he drags me farther from Neverland, I don’t know when or how I’ll be able to make it back to shore. The shore that looks so close, but I know is too far away. My foot is better. I could risk the swim. I’m a strong swimmer, but currents in water this deep can be as strong as they are unpredictable. They can wear a person out just trying to break free of their hold or carry them far out into the sea – so far that escaping the sea would no longer be possible. Not to mention the uncertainty of what lives and hunts within its sapphire depths, if the rabid mermaid is any indication.

			“Look at your pulse – fluttering so fast.” Hook lifts his hand to my neck and brushes his thumb over my pulse point. “Why are you afraid to lose sight of Neverland?”

			“Because I lost something there,” I rasp, then meet his deep green eyes. “And I’m afraid I won’t be able to find it if I don’t go back soon.”

			It’s the truth, even if I don’t elaborate.

			He reaches into one of his pants pockets and pulls out my cell phone, wiggling it in the air. “This? Did you forget I had it?”

			“Can I please have it back?” I grab for it, but he lifts it so high I can’t reach, even on the tips of my toes.

			His eyes carry a teasing glint. “Ah, ah. Tell me what you forgot on the island first.”

			Fine. “Just that. My cell phone.”

			“Cell phone. Like a telephone?” he asks, stepping away to turn his back to me so he can study it.

			I take a steadying breath. “A cellular telephone. They work off towers, not lines like telephones do.”

			He holds it up for me to see the lock screen. “Who’s this?”

			“My work bestie,” I tell him, knowing that if he doesn’t understand cell phones, he’ll have no idea what that means. I don’t give him Devin’s name. “Can I please have my phone? It has really important stuff on it.”

			“Like what?” He lifts his chin, amusement glittering in his eyes.

			“Like more pictures I don’t want lost at the bottom of the sea!” I snap.

			“Are all of them of your… work bestie?”

			I laugh out loud when he says the words, because he says them as awkwardly as Smee holding up my bikini top. “No.”

			“Can I see them?” he asks.

			My smile fades. “Definitely not.”

			The playfulness in his demeanor and tone ends. “It’s locked.”

			I swallow, then try to grab it again. “Give it to me.”

			He holds it out over the railing. “Unlock it, or I will drop it into the sea.”

			My eyes well with tears. If I unlock it, he will see Belle. And if I don’t, he’ll destroy what I have left of her. What if I never find her? What if the shadow is all that’s left of my sister, and I can’t find a way to free her from it?

			A tear slides from my face. “Don’t drop it,” I whisper, begging him.

			He retracts his arm and presses the button to wake the device, then holds it up to scan my face. Delight flushes over his features when he learns the phone is his to peruse. He’s gotten what he wanted.

			I don’t know how much battery is left, but it won’t take him long to find the snapshots of my favorite moments. Belle and I took a lot of pictures during the time we’ve been family. It kills me to fail her now in such an epic fashion, but I couldn’t let those memories be swallowed by the sea.

			Hook said I reminded him of someone, and I still have the most horrible feeling that it’s Belle. And now, he’ll see her. See us. Know that we’re close. He’ll ask who she is and I’ll have to tell him. She’s my sister.

			Not by blood, but by something far more vital.

			My skin is darker than hers, and my hair is brown where hers is wheatfield blonde. My eyes are gray while Belle’s are golden. She possesses a svelte form that’s beautiful. Otherworldly. I am decidedly too human to be mistaken for something as ethereal as my adoptive sister.

			But…

			We wrinkle our noses the same way when something grosses us out. We roll our eyes too often, at everything and nothing at all. We are hopelessly, but necessarily I now realize, paranoid. Private. Evasive. Tricky.

			Soon, Hook will see her on my screen and immediately know what I’ve been hiding from him. I just don’t know what he’ll do after that.

			Behind Hook, the mermaid chatters, low and mournful. Like she knows my tears mean I’m hurt, too. That I’m just as fucked as she is.

			Thumb furiously working over the screen of my phone, Hook presses buttons as he walks away, yelling to his men to get on deck and raise the anchor.

			I trail him and just as I’m about to take the steps below deck to try and steal a hammer or some other tool I can use to free the mermaid later, Cairo meets me at the landing.

			“You shouldn’t go downstairs right now. Sydney’s in a foul mood.”

			He says it like I know who Sydney is. I don’t.

			I drag a crate over to the bow and sit with the mermaid, considering and discarding a dozen ways to find a tool and free her as the crew does as they’ve been ordered. I return their nods and waves, but I only know Smee and Cairo, both of whom dutifully warn me away from the bow.

			Of course, I ignore their advice and remain with the mermaid, wishing I could understand any of her words.

			The anchor is drawn up from the sea and the black sails overhead are loosed from the riggings. They billow and stretch, bowing like the spine of someone who’s been crouched in one position for far too long.

			I keep hoping Belle will come for me, even Overshadowed as she is, and crash me back into Neverland. It would be worth the second helping of pain to get off this cursed ship.

		


		
			thirteen

			A boy with brown, neatly coiffed hair strolls through the ship’s organized chaos looking very much like a character from Gatsby. His clothes aren’t wrinkled in the least and his shirt is buttoned to his neck. “Bonjour, hello,” he says in a charming French accent before picking up another crate to place next to mine. “You look like you could use some company.”

			“And you look like you’ve been ordered to be said company,” I reply apologetically.

			His eyes spark with amusement. “Oui, but I don’t think it will be a hardship on my part.”

			He’s playful. Not what I expected from a member of Hook’s crew at all. Which makes him dangerous. Far more dangerous than someone outwardly surly would be.

			“What’s your name?” I ask.

			“What is yours?” he volleys.

			“I forgot.” I shrug.

			He looks alarmed for a moment. “Already?”

			I flash a grin at him and watch as his shoulders loosen.

			“My friends call me Paris,” he volunteers as his brown eyes begin to positively smolder. Frenchmen are known for their charm and now I see why.

			“Do you consider me a friend?” I tease.

			“Of course,” he says with a flirtatious grin. “Why wouldn’t I?”

			Because you just met me five seconds ago?

			I laugh and shake my head. He reminds me of Devin, who can be incorrigible, but the levity he brings to my life is worth more than all the gold in the world. It’s so beautiful that a stranger can make you feel less alone.

			The bow dips into a trough as we are dragged forward and my stomach dips. Paris reaches out to grab my arm and keep me from falling off the crate – which I completely would have done if he hadn’t intervened.

			“Thanks. I don’t have my sea legs yet.” I try to smile. I’m about to ask Paris where we’re going when I get the sense that someone is watching us.

			Hook stands on the quarter deck speaking with Smee as he expertly guides the wheel, and in turn, the ship. But he’s not looking at Smee. He is looking at us.

			“What have you done to him?” Paris asks, curious.

			“What?” I ask, tearing my eyes from Hook to question my assigned babysitter.

			The Frenchman simply quirks an arrogant brow and gives me a look that implies I know exactly what he means. Instead he offers, “I’ve never seen him like this. Just watch his jaw tick.”

			Hook’s jaw does exactly that, jumping every few seconds and relaxing again.

			“Who knows what his problem is?” I wave off his implication.

			But Paris’s glance tells me he thinks I’m a terrible liar.

			I might know why Hook is upset, but Paris is misreading the pressing glances Hook casts our direction. The captain must have seen Belle’s pic on my phone. I would bet a thousand dollars that he addresses me by my name the next time he deigns to speak to me.

			I wonder if the ship has a plank he’ll expect me to walk soon…

			“Our captain is usually very calm and collected. But he has been tied up in knots since he brought you aboard,” Paris declares.

			Instead of answering, I twist toward Paris to look over the rail at the churning water that speeds past.

			The ship cuts through it faster and faster, rising and crashing into the sea like it’s waltzing with the waves, matching it step for step. As we move with every wave’s crest and trough, I hear the mermaid’s agonized cries.

			Paris stares at the sea, too, but not at the water nearest the ship. He studies the horizon like it’s the bars of a cage. I suppose in a way, it is exactly that. If Hook could simply sail home, he would have.

			That’s what Neverland seems to be. One cage inside of another, inside of another.

			The mermaid lets out a keening wail that makes my hair stand on end.

			If she can last until nightfall, I’ll help her. Even if doing so gravely injures her. I can’t stomach leaving her up there any longer. And though I don’t understand what she’s saying, I get the feeling she would gladly accept my help, whatever the cost.

			“Are you feeling ill?” Paris asks, tilting his head to assess me.

			I am, but not from the ship’s rocking motion. However, I seize on the excuse. “I’ve never been on a boat or a ship this large before. It’ll take a little getting used to.” I clear my throat. “Where are we going?”

			He leans back against the ship’s rail as if he’s on a plush couch and folds his hands behind his head. “To the northern side of the isle to pick up a few of our crewmates who went ashore.”

			My eyes widen. “Isn’t that dangerous? Wouldn’t Pan sense them?”

			Hook and Smee thought Pan sensed me. They also thought he might have been anticipating me, but even if he called Belle home, he couldn’t possibly have known she would drag me along with her.

			I would bet he was looking for Belle and found me instead because I couldn’t keep up.

			Paris leans forward and props his elbows on his thighs. “When we go ashore, we can only hope that he does, mon amie.” It’s the first time I’ve seen darkness in Paris’s demeanor or heard it in his tone, but it’s there – the seething hatred he has for Pan. “But no. He cannot, and I will not elaborate.”

			Based on the salve and enchanted skiff, I’m guessing magic is involved in their concealment.

			“Fair enough. What about after we find your friends? Will we anchor there?” I ask, trying to sound like I’m merely curious and making conversation. “Does the ship have to stay near the shore?”

			“Non, the vast Never Sea is ours to sail as we wish. But after this stop, we will sail to town.”

			My brows kiss. “Town? On Neverland?”

			“Not exactly,” he says with a wink. “I cannot ruin the surprise for you.” He nods toward the captain. “He is watching us very intently. Either he thinks you’re up to something, or he doesn’t like it when I lean in to talk to you – like this.” Paris scoots a little closer, leans in, and smiles like we’re sharing some sort of sordid secret.

			“I’m absolutely positive it’s the former,” I deadpan.

			Paris purses his lips. “And… would he be right? Are you plotting something sinister?”

			I return his wink. “I can’t ruin the surprise for you.”

			Paris’s deep peal of laughter almost drowns out the mermaid’s anguish.
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			We drop anchor in deep water just off the northern shore of Neverland. The mermaid survived the voyage, and Paris remains by my side. We stand at the rail and stay out of the way as Hook somehow summons another sunken skiff and sends it to the shoreline where Juneau, Kauai, Surat, and Kingston wait.

			The little boat literally lifts from the sea, pushes water from its belly, and does whatever Hook asks. The magic here is as confusing as it is overwhelming, but I have benefited from it, so I won’t complain.

			The sun set over an hour ago, but it’s still incredibly bright, like a clear night when the moon is full and not waxing as it is. In addition, an astonishing amount of light is being cast from the twin stars shining directly above us.

			The moment that star could be seen in our sky, it upended my life. Would it disappear and lock us here like everyone else?

			“How long will the Second Star shine?” I ask Paris as fear chills my blood.

			“It always shines on Neverland,” Paris tells me.

			“Hook and Smee said it might have something to do with me ending up here,” I tell him.

			He nods. “Something with it perhaps, but the star cannot act as anything but what it is. The star shines for Pan alone. It is his bright net, even if occasionally other fish become entangled in it de temps en temps.”

			Hook claimed it was a beacon, not the vessel that carries the called.

			The Parisian regards me for a long moment, like he’s trying to see if he can tell what I’m thinking and learn my secrets. But he’s not nearly as intimidating as Hook; Paris only seems interested, quizzical. And he lets the matter drop when I refuse to speak further about the dual stars that cast their light over everything in this strange world.

			“Juneau is fast, and incredibly impatient,” Paris notes, pointing to the men as the skiff stops just shy of the breaking waves.

			Juneau darts into the water and jumps inside the skiff first. His shaggy red hair is pushed back by the wind. “That is Kauai,” says Paris as a second sailor trudges into the water and takes Juneau’s outstretched hand before climbing aboard. He’s shorter than the other men and has long black, curly hair.

			“Surat and Kingston,” Paris introduces, pointing to each. “They are like brothers. And they fight like brothers when they aren’t getting along, too.”

			I remember seeing them playing cards on deck earlier when I left Hook’s quarters. They board the boat together from opposite sides. Surat had his hands on his knees and was breathing hard when he emerged from the tree line. Now in the skiff, he slumps over the second his bottom hits the bench. I can’t help but wonder what happened to him.

			Kingston claps him on the shoulder. He’s tall and lithe with beautiful dark skin and hair, and a smile as wide as the Neverland shore. Even from a distance, his laugh is contagious and my lips curl upward at the sound.

			As the skiff brings them to the ship, I look to the quarterdeck and notice that Hook is gone. Paris follows my line of sight. “In his quarters, more than likely,” he supplies.

			Probably busy rummaging through my digitally-preserved memories.

			Paris leaves me for a few moments to help Smee, Cairo, and a few sailors I haven’t met hoist their crewmates from the skiff. As soon as they’re aboard, the skiff sinks and everyone scatters to their positions. Then the anchor is lifted and the sails are unfurled once more. In a blink, we set sail for town.

			While I’m unattended and mostly unwatched, I move my crate closer to the mermaid and whisper to get her attention. “Hey!”

			Her head lolls as it swivels toward me. Her breathing is more labored than I’ve seen it. She tries to push herself up and whimpers a cry.

			“I’ll help you,” I promise. “When they sleep. They won’t let me leave the deck to look around for tools, but when they sleep, I’ll find one.”

			As if she understands me, she dips her head, then lays it against the wooden beam at her back. She doesn’t raise it again, and soon her cries begin anew as the ship lurches forward and we carve a new path through the ever-changing waves.
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			fourteen

			Paris returns after his duties are finished, wearing a wince. “The captain would like to speak with you privately.”

			Fear turns my ribs to stone. “Did he say why?”

			“Non, and given his temperament, I did not ask.”

			Great.

			He offers his hand and I take it, letting him help me up and hoping he can’t feel how sweaty my hands suddenly feel.

			The panes spill the lit candles’ warm glow onto the deck from the windows. Through them, I can make out Hook’s broad form as he hovers over his desk, using a quill pen to scribble something into a book he holds open with his forearm. He purses his lips and blows the ink dry.

			“Paris?” Hook says as he opens the doors.

			He hums in question.

			“See that no one disturbs us.”

			The Frenchman winces again but waves me inside. I barely have time to take a tentative step inside before Paris closes me in with Hook. I’m surprised the hem of my dress didn’t get caught in the door. His footsteps trail away.

			The captain’s deep green eyes are waiting for mine when I finally drag them up. And it feels like a hummingbird is fluttering in my chest when he dips his chin and softly says, “Ava.”

			An ache forms deep in my chest. Him saying my name shouldn’t make me feel anything but fear… but it does. I can’t help but feel like there’s a familiarity to the way he says it.

			I clear my throat and wrap my arms around myself, looking around the room at anything but him. I try to look bored, tired, anything but afraid. Because people like him feed off fear.

			“Hook.”

			“Would you like to sit down?”

			“I’d rather stand.”

			Accepting my wishes, he slowly walks around his desk until he stands in front of me, too close for my comfort. I step back until my shoulder blades hit the doors. If he’s trying to intimidate me, it’s working. He knows my name. I’m certain he knows about Belle. And I don’t know what that means for either of us.

			The pirate withdraws my phone from his pocket and holds it up to unlock the device with my facial features. Then he turns the screen toward me.

			I glance down as a silly video of me with Belle begins to play.

			I am not prepared for the wave of emotion that crashes over me.

			A ridiculous llama filter distorts our faces, but the app glitches, revealing them once, then twice, as we laugh at how we look. “Ava!” Belle snips in her high-pitched, altered llama voice before trying to eat my hair. “Oh my God, Belle, stop!” I giggle back, then shriek when she actually snaps a piece between her teeth. “Gross!” I push her away, but she wraps an arm around my neck and fake smooches my cheek.

			This was just a few months ago, in the winter. Belle was herself then. The charm that held the shadows at bay still hung around her neck. She hadn’t been poisoned by them yet.

			I was sick when we recorded this, nursing a fever smothered by copious doses of Advil so I didn’t miss a shift. But that night when I dragged myself into the apartment, Belle was waiting for me with ramen from my favorite shop, my comfort rom-com already queued up, and a fuzzy blanket.

			You can see the bookshelves and the copies of Pan behind us, lit with twinkle lights. Her favorite.

			We’re sitting on our ugly AF, saggy brown couch in heavy sweaters sharing the most comfortable, worn-until-matted blanket on the face of the planet. Both of us are wearing messy buns. And Belle is the picture of health because she never got sick. My nose, however, is red. When my laughter turns to coughing, Belle hands me a mug of hot honey and apple tea.

			My heart aches because I miss her so much, and every second I waste not looking for her… Belle just gets that much farther from me.

			The shadows are a chasm I could never cross, and Neverland has proven to be an even greater rift.

			It’s good to see her face and hear her voice. To be reminded of that night, because I have the oddest sensation that I’d forgotten it. That I might be forgetting her – little by little.

			Not the fact that I need to find her, of course. I am still determined to do that. But small things are starting to escape me. Like what honeysuckle smells like. I know I’ve always thought she smelled like the plant, but now I can’t remember if it’s sweet or heady. Or the way she rations her favorite sour candies – the ones that make me pucker so badly she cackles. I can’t remember how many she saves for each day now, only that she does and it’s a very specific amount. Like the number of candies is a number that’s significant to her, even though I can’t put a finger on what it is or why it matters to her.

			My slipping memory must be a trauma response, because it’s not normal to forget my sister so quickly. Panic can cause forgetfulness. It can make people think less clearly. I’ve been in a constant state of panic since I landed on Neverland’s shore last night. That’s all.

			I blink rapidly to clear the tears that spring into my eyes and look toward the windows.

			The pirate’s warm knuckle tips my chin back toward him. The moment our eyes meet, I feel like my chest is caving in. I don’t understand why his touch elicits that response, or why it’s suddenly so hard to breathe. Or think. Maybe because he can see much more from my reaction to the silly video than those short, recorded seconds reveal.

			Hook’s voice is careful, but I don’t miss the strain in them. “Tinkerbell brought you here.”

			I press my lips closed, afraid to confirm his words, yet worried that my silence is answer enough.

			His hand cups my elbow with a barely-there touch, but it’s one I can’t ignore. It’s tender, when I know how harsh Hook can be. He leans a little closer. “Do you know how or where to find her?”

			My hands begin to tremble. I hold them tight against my bruised sides and look away again.

			“Please. We cannot allow Pan to find Tinkerbell.” There is suppressed panic in his eyes, in his posture. His breathing is strained. He stands on the balls of his feet as if he plans to spring into action if I confirm it for him.

			Every inch of me tenses. “Why not?”

			His dark lashes flutter. “Because Tinkerbell stole something from him before she left Neverland. She betrayed him, Ava. And you don’t want to know what he does to those who prove to be disloyal.” He wets his lips and continues. “Tinkerbell left when Pan was just a boy. His magic wasn’t mature then like it is now. If she’s here, she’s in grave danger. If he finds her, she’s dead.”

			“You want more than just to save her from Hook. You want what she took from him. Don’t you?”

			“Yes!” he hisses.

			I blink at the sound, at the brutal honesty. Belle is a skilled thief, but what could she steal that is so equally important to Pan and Hook? “What did she take from him?”

			He rubs a hand over his mouth. “His collection of shadows.”

			My heart thunders. “Shadows?”

			Hook nods. “The shadows of every person Pan dragged to Neverland.”

			A breath gets stuck in my chest for a long moment because I immediately know that Hook is telling the truth. That oily shadow so different from hers is not one, but many.

			I wonder what ‘many’ is. Thirty? Three hundred? Three thousand?

			I look down at the floor to search for Hook’s shadow and confirm that like me, he has none.

			Hook gestures to the planks beneath us. “It looks like you need her to return yours, too. Otherwise, you’re trapped here like the rest of us.”

			Trapped? My chest heaves as panic slams into my chest. I’ve never been claustrophobic, but Neverland suddenly feels like the most confining space I’ve ever occupied. Worse than that, it feels like a prison. A very dangerous one.

			Belle claimed I didn’t have a shadow when she found me. And she told me I could never go to Neverland.

			I press my eyes closed as realization dawns.

			She knew that if I ever went to Neverland, I would never be able to leave it.

			I don’t believe she has my shadow, and I’ve never been here before so Pan couldn’t have taken it, but now… I have no way home.

			My heart feels like it’s pumping too fast. The rhythm is erratic.

			Hook looks concerned. “Lifeguard, I think you should sit down. You look like you’re about to pass out.”

			I press a hand to my chest. “Okay.”

			My knees are Jell-O as Hook guides me to his bed, where I sit and try to process everything he just said. He crosses to his desk and pours water into two glasses, gripping the rims between his fingers and carrying them over to where I sit.

			He pauses at the bedside and I take both glasses, then hand one back to him. He graciously ignores the way my hands tremble, troubling the water inside it. “Is it okay if I sit down beside you?”

			I nod and take a cool sip. The water is fresh. Rain to my dry desert of a throat.

			The pirate makes himself comfortable beside me and mirrors my position, with one knee crooked and the other hanging off the bedside. For a moment, we drink our water in silence.

			“I have a proposal for you,” he says, breaking the silence in a tone that sounds like honey languidly slipping over gravel.

			“I’m listening.”

			He wets his lips. “While we sail toward town, I’ll tell you everything you want to know about Pan and Neverland, about me and my crew – anything you want – if you agree to tell me what you know about Tinkerbell.”

			“I want to know about the shadows,” I say.

			He quirks a brow in a not so fast kind of way. “We have a deal, then?”

			I blow out a tense breath. “I’ll agree to your deal if you’ll grant two concessions.”

			His eyes narrow. “Never in my life have I conceded, Ava.”

			I shrug. “There’s a first time for everything.”

			Hook smirks and tilts his head. “Tell me your demands, so that I can consider them first.”

			I clear my throat. “The first is that you allow me to remove the mermaid from your ship.”

			His smirk falls as his stare sharpens. He looks like he’s about to deny the request, but I’m not negotiating these concessions. Either he agrees, or he gets nothing from me. I press forward before he can say no.

			“The second is that you give me your word not to harm Belle or me, and that you won’t allow anyone on your crew to do so.” The pirate isn’t pleased, but I don’t care.

			“I am not responsible for the actions of my crew,” he offers cautiously.

			Not good enough. “Yes, you are. You’re their captain. When you give an order, they follow it without question. I’ve seen it.”

			I don’t know much about the men who sail under him, but the entire ship teems with men who are eager to make his whims reality. He is their leader. He has their respect and admiration. They will follow his orders.

			A muscle works in his jaw. I wonder which demand irks him more…

			“And if the mermaid tries to drag you into the water – which is inevitable, by the way – do you want me to intervene on your behalf?”

			Ah. The mermaid irks him the most.

			I shrug one shoulder. “I will assume the risk and won’t expect you or any member of your crew to help or intervene. I just don’t want anyone to stop me from freeing her.”

			Another smile that doesn’t reach his eyes. Another shake of his head. He must believe I’m the stupidest girl to ever enter Neverland, but I don’t care what he thinks of me. All that matters is that I find Belle – and fast. And as far as his argument about the mermaid, I’m fairly certain she won’t be strong enough to hurt me in the shape she’ll be in by the time we reach town, and even less so by the time I remove the nails pinning her to the wood.

			“Refusing to assist you would create another problem for me, Precious. I need your help to find Belle, so letting you die would be very inconvenient.”

			“It wouldn’t be advantageous for me, either.”

			“An amendment seems in order, then,” he purrs, scooting closer and leaning in. “If she tries to harm you, I most certainly will intervene, and you will not say a single word about how I go about it.”

			“Fine,” I agree stiffly.

			“You want to know about the shadows?” he says, a deep laugh rumbling from his chest. “Does Belle still wear the silver acorn pendant?”

			My cinched breath is answer enough for him, coaxing a knowing grin.

			He knows about the necklace and that it once held the shadows, but he doesn’t know the acorn cracked and she had no other choice but to absorb the shadows herself.

		


		
			fifteen

			Hook seals our bargain by answering my questions as we sit across from one another on the banquette. The pillows are just as soft as I imagined they would be. I hold one against my chest. “Why did Pan need other people’s shadows to begin with?”

			“Pan’s shadow was stripped from him when he was bound to Neverland’s soil by whoever cursed him,” Hook explained. “As far as I know, he’s never told anyone who is responsible. He was only a child when he was brought here, so he might have forgotten.”

			Who would be so cruel to a little boy?

			Two terrible thoughts strike me, one after the other. The first is that whoever cursed Pan might still be out there somewhere, and capable of equally awful or even worse things. And secondly… what did Pan do to make them believe the only way to handle him was to banish him to an island from which he could never escape?

			“Without his shadow, Pan began to age far faster than he wanted. He began looking for ways to slow down the progression or stop it altogether.” Hook rolls his neck and I see the tension he carries in his shoulders. If the movement offers him any relief, it isn’t noticeable.

			“He must have been terrified, being left here so young,” I muse.

			Hook scoffed. “Pan has never felt fear. He had no trouble surviving the island. Even young, he was smart. Cunning in a way that’s frightening.” He took a long breath and set it free again.

			“Pan began testing and learning the bounds of his curse, stretching it to see if it might weaken or break. It remained strong and never broke, but it did bend…” Hook grimaced. “Pan learned that with another person’s shadow, he could leave the isle, but only once, and only during the daylight hours. The moment the Second Star’s light hit him, it enforced the curse and dragged him back to the island.”

			“Okay… so why did he keep and collect the shadows when they couldn’t be used again?” My favorite true crime podcast host would say this is the behavior of a serial killer. And he wouldn’t be wrong.

			“If Pan possesses a shadow, he doesn’t age, which is why he stayed a boy until Belle stole them all and disappeared, and why he is now a man, the same as the rest of us.”

			I don’t know everything about Neverland and probably never will, but… “How did he manage to steal a shadow in the first place?”

			Hook looks out the distorted window. “He didn’t. Someone well-meaning stole the first shadow for him so he could test his theory. She left Neverland because she was not bound to the island and stole a shadow from a person who had already lost his memory.”

			I clutch the pillow tighter. “What does memory have to do with anything?”

			“A shadow is more than light meeting an object and showing its form. It is the stamp of a thousand moments lived; it’s a place where our memories are kept safe.”

			“Memories are stored in the brain,” I argue.

			The captain tapped the side of his head with his shiny hook. “The brain forgets. Shadow does not.”

			If I were anyone else, I would tell him he’s crazy. I would insist that shadows are the product of light rays striking an object and projecting its outline behind it.

			But if that is true and that’s all they are, how do you explain why I don’t have one?

			The one who did this for him, the woman who robbed a man whose mind was fogged, tried not to harm someone in the process. And while Hook hasn’t said who loved Pan enough to help free him from his curse and this place, I know in my bones it was Belle.

			So many other things slide into place, like oddly-shaped pieces of a puzzle.

			Without my shadow, I forgot my parents, my home, and my childhood.

			I’m forgetting Belle now that she’s not with me.

			At home, Belle constantly reminded me of things. She would message me in the middle of my shift and tell me to come straight home after work or send me on a little errand, telling me to say hi to the clerk for her, reminding me of their name. She’d text silly messages and pictures or replay videos like the one Hook just showed me. She always talked about our shared past, dredging up obscure stories of our lives together, complaining about Mrs. Jennings and her son, asking me about Devin and his antics… all to jog my memory every single day.

			Belle always said my name when she spoke to me – far more often than most people did in conversations. I just thought it was a quirk of hers, but she did everything with purpose. With such effort. For years, she went out of her way to refresh my memory so it didn’t disappear.

			So I wouldn’t get lost.

			It makes so much sense now. So much heart-breaking sense.

			Hook continues, “With that first stolen shadow, Pan left Neverland. When he returned, he was content for a while. Until he began to crave that sliver of freedom again and became obsessed with having a little more time away. If that’s all she could give him, it would be enough. So, she stole another shadow from someone who wouldn’t miss it.

			“Only this time, when Pan was dragged back, he brought a boy with him. He told his friend that he’d found a lost child who had no home or family. And while she felt uneasy, she trusted Pan when he told her there were many lost children, just like him. She’d seen some children living in difficult conditions, after all. So, she believed him when he claimed to be helping them. He called them his lost ones and told them they were a family now.”

			The thought turned my stomach.

			“Were Wendy Darling and her brothers real?” Hook stiffens at the mention of her name. “Because in the book…”

			He bares his teeth. “The book is a lie. One Peter compelled Barrie to write.”

			Compelled? As in Belle’s power of suggestion?

			“That fucking book.” Hook gives a mirthless laugh, standing and pacing the floor in front of the bed, obviously agitated. “Pan used to take them from the homes of the kids he stole as little souvenirs. On the inside covers of each, he wrote the child’s name and where he’d taken them from. The kids quickly forgot who they were and every person who ever loved them, but Pan made sure he’d never forget.”

			He looks away and leans forward, bracing his forearms on his thighs. “Wendy Darling – a name Pan gave her after she forgot her own – lives in town. If she ever had brothers, she forgot them a long time ago, and so has everyone else.”

			I can’t help but feel uneasy. Hook is being very forthcoming about Pan, but what hasn’t he said?

			“What would you do to keep the shadows from him?”

			What would he do to Belle if he knew the shadows broke free from her necklace and she’d taken them into her skin?

			His voice is deadly calm when he tells me, “What wouldn’t I do?”

			I shift and try not to fidget.

			“But if you’re wondering whether you can trust me, I promise that you and your sister are safe. We need Belle to return our shadows so we can finally leave this nightmare.”

			If she is able, my sister will do it. Belle has a heart of gold. But I’ll have to find a way to reach her through the shadow. I don’t know how long she can swim in the dark before drowning.

			His green eyes look haunted for a long, silent moment before he confides, “On a more personal note, while I don’t recall it, I wrote in my journal that Tinkerbell helped me escape Pan when no one else would. I owe her everything for that.”

			I nod, as satisfied as I can be at this point, even as fear twists my stomach into a sailor’s perfect knot. I clear my throat. “I don’t know where Belle is, and I’ll need your help finding her. As soon as we landed on Neverland, she flew off into the jungle. It took me a little while to sit up, let alone limp into the trees after her. At that point, she was long gone. And then Wraith found me,” I admit. “And then you happened.”

			He grins. “Yes, I did.”

			“He knew my name. I’m not sure how much of our conversation you overheard.”

			“Not enough, it would seem,” his tone turns my skin to gooseflesh. “What else did Wraith say to you before I… happened?”

			“He said Peter knows me. I was worried that Pan had captured Belle, but I don’t think he has. I have this gut feeling that –”

			Hook cocks his head to the side. “Gut feeling?”

			I shrug. “I trust it.”

			He laughs, incredulous. “I would strongly advise against trusting anything but what you can see and hear in this place. And knowing that Pan knows who you are… Well, he had to learn about you from someone, Precious.”

			I refuse to believe he has Belle. Because if it is and Hook is right about how Pan would treat my sister for betraying him… I can’t think of that. I want her to be alive and well and waiting for me on that blasted island.

			“Tell me about Tinkerbell,” he says, then waits as I collect my thoughts.

			I pick at the pillow’s edge. “I don’t know her as Tinkerbell. Like you saw on the video, to me, she’s just Belle. She’s my sister and she’s all I have. All I know.”

			“What do you know about the shadows?”

			“Not much. Or if I did, I’ve forgotten.”

			Hook is quiet for a moment. “Smee believes our memories will come back when our shadows are returned,” he says. The vulnerability in his voice makes me want to burst into tears.

			Hope is a life preserver for us all.

			I nod, unable to speak.

			Hook meets my eyes. “I’ll remind you of your name and of Belle until we find her. I keep rather detailed journals to jog my memory.” He nods to a stack of books tucked into his glass case. “You’re welcome to write down whatever you’d like. You can keep your memories safe on parchment until your shadow is returned.”

			“I’d appreciate that.” My tear-blurred eyes sweep toward the quill on his desk.

			He reaches into his pocket and withdraws my phone, holding it out for me to take. The best peace offering ever, in my opinion. I clasp the rectangle and notice that only twenty-two percent of my battery remains, then press the buttons to turn off the device. I’ll conserve the battery’s life for as long as I can.

			I’ve never wanted a phone charger so badly. With access to my phone, I could speak and type notes. I could see Belle’s face and watch our videos. Videos that have our home in the background.

			With those, I would never forget her or why I’m here.

			I decide to remind myself repeatedly through the days and nights. Starting now.

			Belle is on Neverland. My sister is Overshadowed. I have to find her before Pan does.

			I’m afraid I won’t be able to.

			Terrified that the shadows controlling her don’t want to be found.

			The thought of never finding her and being stranded here like all these men is too much. Every possibility is more terrifying than the last, and together they seem insurmountable.

			I turn away from Hook as my shoulders cave and tears begin to flow down my cheeks like waterfalls. Standing abruptly from the bed, I start toward the door. But Hook is fast. He sweeps in front of me.

			I finally lift my eyes and wait for him to tell me that if I can’t stand these thoughts, there’s no way I’ll last on Neverland. Or like Belle has a thousand times, tell me that I don’t belong in his world, in his quarters, or even on his ship.

			Instead, he opens his arms and pulls me into his chest. His fingers smooth my hair as he rests his chin on my head.

			He feels so solid. So strong. And I desperately wish that strength was something I could siphon from him because I feel like mine is gone.

			It’s such a relief to finally be understood, to have someone to help me in this endeavor, that I can’t help but sob. I’m so damn scared I can barely think.

			My hands grip his sides as I raise my head. “Belle stole the first shadow for him, didn’t she?”

			“Yes,” he quietly affirms.

			My gut twists when I consider Belle’s heart. I’m not sure there’s anything I can do to make her hate me. Belle would love me through anything. What if she still carries love for Pan, even if she hates what he did and what he became? Would she seek him out? Curious to see if distance from the shadows and time to grow up helped make him a better soul?

			What if her love for him, her hope for him, gets her killed?

			He lifts his head and I hear his crew’s muffled voices. My fingers tense on his sides. “What is it?” I ask, dread climbing up my throat.

			“The lights of town glow in the distance.”

			A knock at the door startles us and I jump away from him as Smee pulls the doors open. He looks both of us over and hooks a thumb over his shoulder. “North port, or west?”

			“West,” Hook answers, never looking away from me. “And as soon as we are moored, I want to speak with the entire crew for a moment.”

			Smee nods and spins on his heel, shouting to whomever mans the wheel to take her west. Then he relays his captain’s message.

			“Do you want me to wait until your crew has gone ashore before freeing her?” It will no doubt upset them – not that I care if they hate me for it, but Hook gained their respect by pinning her there in penance for taking their friend’s life. He might lose it just as quickly for allowing me to remove her from the ship.

			“No. My crew and I keep no secrets. I’ll reveal the conditions of our agreement.”

			“Will they know Belle?” I ask, wondering if they’ve all forgotten her and whether he’ll need to show them his journaled memories to prove who she is and why she is valuable to them all.

			“We tell stories to remember the basics. They’ll know her name and what she stole. I wasn’t the only one she helped escape Pan. She aided us all in more ways than I can describe in one night.”

			I nod. “Hook, how did you get the hook?”

			“A story for another time, Ava,” he answers, his voice thick.

			“Then can I have a few minutes alone?” I ask. “I want to change back into my clothes.”

			“Of course.” He strides out the doors, raking his hand through his dark hair before turning to shut them.

			I hear him shout for his crew to gather around when they can find a moment and hurry to set up the privacy screen.

		


		
			sixteen

			I step onto the deck in my clothes and now-dry Chucks and feel every crewman’s eyes fix on me. Hook hasn’t said a word yet. He waited until I finished changing and walked outside.

			“None of what I’m about to say is up for discussion, so I’ll speak, and you will listen, then return to your duties before going into town. I hope that you enjoy your night and limit your indulgences, because I’ll be calling on you as soon as supplies are loaded onto the ship, at which time we’ll sail to Neverland. We’re going to hunt for a treasure I know each and every one of you will be eager to find.”

			The crew perks up.

			The tip of his iron hook points at me as Hook announces, “Ava is Tinkerbell’s sister.” The men are taken aback. Their faces ripple with confusion. All but Smee and Paris, who patiently await the rest of Hook’s words.

			“Tinkerbell returned to Neverland last night – with our shadows, and with Ava.”

			I can see the men struggling to remain silent and calm. There is joy in their lungs, hope in their hearts, and much on their minds.

			Hook continues, “Upon landing, the two became separated. We will quickly and efficiently comb Neverland to find her before Pan does, and since Ava knows Tink better than anyone else, she’s agreed to help us do exactly that, and ask Tink to return our shadows – under two conditions.” He uses his hook to tick off his fingers. “Firstly, Tinkerbell and Ava are not to be harmed or killed. And secondly, Ava will free the beast serving as our figurehead.” A murmur of disapproval earns a cutting stare from their captain.

			He smiles, and it’s wicked and hungry. “I’ll leave you with this: Imagine how furious Pan will be when he hears Tinkerbell is back in Neverland, and that she’s on the ship with us where he cannot reach her.”

			The crew roars in delight.

			“Dismissed!”

			The crew disperses amid a frisson of excitement. The town is a glittering jewel. I can’t make her shape out in the dark, but I hope to see her when dawn finally breaks. I make my way to the bow, Hook falling into step at my left and Smee flanking my right.

			“Are you protecting me from your men?” I ask. A few looked like they’d rather see me tossed overboard than see the mermaid set free.

			Hook scoffs under his breath. “Hardly. You’re perfectly safe among the crew. None of them would dare cross me – or your sister.”

			Said every pirate mutinied on in the history of the world before said mutiny was waged.

			“I figured you could use this,” Smee says. He hands me a claw-toothed hammer – old and rusted, imperfectly and beautifully shaped by hand instead of machine. I curl my fingers around its worn handle.

			The mermaid hears our steps and her head lolls sideways. She’s spent, and I worry that I took too much time negotiating and it might be too late to save her now. I was too wrapped up in learning about Pan and my sister’s role in these people being trapped in Neverland.

			The slits on her throat flap, completely dried out, as she exhales. She doesn’t try to push herself up or move as I tentatively approach, wondering how I can best reach her.

			Smee looks at Hook, who nods.

			The hulking man opens a crate and retrieves a short piece of wood wrapped in a length of worn rope. “You can sit on this, Ava. I’ll lower you over and hold onto the rope so you don’t fall.”

			“Like a swing!” I try to chirp, but strangle on the words. A very wobbly-looking swing.

			“Exactly,” Smee encourages.

			“Tell me how to do this,” I ask the giant man.

			Hook walks closer. “You do this… by letting me lift you over the rail while you hold tight to me. Then, you take the plank from Smee and thread it between those pretty legs and position the plank under the backs of your thighs until you can sit on it. Then, Smee will slowly lower you down.”

			This sounds precarious. “How did you manage to wrestle her up there?”

			He grimaces. “Anger fuels determination, Precious.”

			“You have my name!” I snap, moving toward the rail.

			Hook only smiles as his hand settles on my hip. I worry that he’s about to dig his hook into the other side when he gives my hip a squeeze. “Hands around my neck.”

			My cheeks heat but I do as he says, threading my arms around him like I’m about to pull him down for a kiss. “Wait!” I hand the hammer back to Smee. “Until I get into position.”

			Smee nods, then ticks his head toward Hook.

			Hook, who seems ready to help me with this chore, even if he doesn’t want to.

			Hook, who doesn’t expect me to latch onto him like a starving tick.

			Who laughs as I climb him. I’m already terrified about swinging over the ship’s side, even if I’m determined to free this mermaid. He moves my legs up and over the edge.

			“Don’t drop me!” I shrill, tightening my hold.

			“Look at me, Ava,” he demands brusquely. My stare snaps from the churning water rushing beneath and around the hull to his waiting, calm, forest green eyes. “I’ve got you. I won’t let go until you tell me to.”

			Smee hands the board to me. I lift one hand, then my arm, and then when I feel secure enough, slide the plank between my pretty legs like Hook said, and position it behind my thighs.

			I can’t believe he said that. Probably to get my mind off the self-inflicted near-death experience that’s about to take place.

			“Good,” Smee says. “When you’re ready, just hold onto the rope and sit back onto the plank. When you’re settled, let me know and I’ll move you closer to her.”

			When I’m settled, I inwardly scoff.

			My stomach drops when I sit, and I’m relieved when the plank holds my weight. I try unsuccessfully to convince myself this is no different than the cozy swing in Hook’s quarters, really. Except that if I fall from this swing, I’ll die. I can almost feel Death’s hot breath, snapping at me from below like a Neverland hellhound.

			“Are you ready to let go, Lifeguard?” Hook asks.

			The answer to his question is an emphatic no. No, I am not ready. I will never be ready. But I peel my arms from around his neck and move my shaky hands to the rope.

			“It’s no different than the rope Smee used to pull us up from the skiff,” Hook reminds me.

			But it is different. “I didn’t have a choice then. The skiff was sinking.”

			He smiles and props his arms on the rail as Smee begins to slowly lower the rope. “And if you want to free the beast on my bow, you have no other choice now.”

			“The hammer.” I remember that I don’t have it.

			Hook takes it from Smee and hands it to me. He looks at the mermaid, who has quietly been watching the three of us. “If you try to hurt her, I will do far worse to you than this,” he threatens, motioning to the nails holding her in place. “Far worse.”

			Fear shines in her large dark eyes.

			I’m about to tell him to leave her alone when I see the hunger in them when she looks back at me. Maybe Hook saw the same before he reminded her what he was capable of.

			The mermaid presses her eyes closed for a moment while I study the nails and debate which ones to remove first, settling on the ones that appear to be more superficial. “This is going to hurt.”

			She chatters quietly.

			I ease the hammer’s claw around the first nail and try to gently work it free, when she shrieks and takes the tool from me, ripping the nail from her arm.

			She cries as teal blood trickles into the water beneath us, melding into the ocean she calls home, and hands the hammer back to me with a sad plea.

			She just wants it to be over with.

			So, I tear them from her as quickly as she and I can stand.

			When her fins, arms, and tail are free, only the ones in her sides remain. These are the ones that’ll cause the most damage and bleeding. Her webbed fingers fall over mine as they clench the hammer’s handle.

			Hook hisses at her to release me and starts to climb over the rail toward us, but I stop him. “It’s okay.”

			The mermaid chatters for a moment, her tone low and words steady, until her head snaps sharply to one side. She leans forward, looking at something in the deep water, and a smile slowly spreads over her lips.

			“Get back up here, Ava,” he orders. “Now!”

			I ignore him as she helps me position the claw onto one of the last two nail heads.

			“Ava,” Hook growls.

			Guess he’s used to obedience. Guess he’ll have to get used to dealing with someone who isn’t part of his crew…

			I tear the nail away. The board rocks under the motion, but I cling to the rope. The mermaid gasps so long and hard I can almost feel it in my chest. “I’m sorry.”

			Hook barks at Smee and whomever else is nearby and didn’t immediately take off into town to keep watch for another of her kind. The men spread out along the rail, weapons ready in case she climbs the hull.

			It takes a few long moments for the mermaid I’m trying to save to catch her breath and calm her heart. I see it pounding beneath the thin sheen of scales covering her chest. She points to the second spike, and I hook the claw and swiftly yank at the hammer, but the nail doesn’t give. I try again. And a third time. She cries out at every attempt, but I can’t get it free.

			I put my feet against the hull for leverage and try again. She cries out, but the stupid nail doesn’t budge even an inch. Did Smee hammer it in? If so, I might never get it out. He’s Hulk strong.

			Hook is there, tense on the rail, ready to leap over if she tries to take me into the blue with her. I have a request he’s not going to like. His chest rises and falls like he’s calm, but his eyes are wide and sharp. Ready.

			“Hey,” I call up to him. “Question. Did you get the golden salve from Belle?” It matched her eyes perfectly, a golden shimmering swirl.

			“One of the few parting gifts she left us with,” he admits. “She couldn’t take us with her, so she left it for us to help when we were injured.”

			“I want the last of it.”

			I see the moment he realizes why I’m asking for it. His eyes widen. “For her?”

			“For her,” I confirm.

			“Not part of the negotiations,” he says brusquely, crossing his arms over his chest.

			But I won’t be thwarted that easily. “Then I want to reopen them.”

			“Ava, I won’t waste what precious little we have left on—”

			“Please. I’ll ask Belle to give you more.”

			He looks taken aback. “Why?”

			Frustrated tears form in my eyes. Why am I so emotional here? I never cry. Never. But my heart just keeps shattering. Like the first blow on Neverland’s shore wasn’t enough and the hits won’t stop coming until all that’s left is heart dust. “I don’t know why. I just know that I need it. Right now.”

			Smee steps closer to Hook. “There’s barely a swipe left – if that. That little amount won’t help us much anyway.”

			Hook storms away. I hold my breath until he returns with the jar. And then I pray he doesn’t hurl it into the sea to spite my bewildering request, because he looks like he’s considering it.

			I talk to the mermaid. “I need you to trust me and not claw my eyes or guts out. I’m trying to help.”

			Blood pours from her side through the hand she’s clamped over the wound. She tries to sit up straighter and teeters on the small wooden ledge she’s pinned against, crying out when the ship rocks against a rough swell.

			Hook leans down with the jar and there’s a stomach-dropping moment until my fingers grasp it. I twist the lid and tuck it into my pocket, swiping what little gold remains from the sides of the glass until it squeaks, picked clean as a bone. “Move your hand.”

			The mermaid peels her fingers from the wound they cover. I drag the scant glittering salve over the wound on her abdomen, then swipe at its match on her back, hoping it will heal from both sides, all the way to her middle.

			There’s a tiny shimmer left on my finger, so I swipe it over the other side where the stubborn nail is still embedded. There isn’t enough left for the wound on her back. I don’t see a single sparkle now. But maybe this will numb her skin or ease the pain I’m about to cause.

			“Are you ready?” I ask, holding up the hammer. The creature closes her eyes, leans back against the hull, and waits as I position myself. “I need some slack,” I tell Smee. When he provides it, I walk my feet sideways until I’m directly in front of her, looking her dead in the eyes.

			“Ava…that is not a good idea,” Hook mutters. “You don’t want to pull too hard and not have a grip on your line.”

			“Well, I can’t very well do this one handed!” I yell.

			I wince, praying I didn’t offend Hook with my thoughtless outburst. Because he does literally everything with one hand… and he’s only trying to keep me safe.

			The hammer’s claw grabs the nail’s head. I press my feet into the hull again and jerk backward so hard, I tilt backward and flip off the plank.

			A scream tears from my throat as I begin to fall, and then, I jerk to a sudden stop. The mermaid is free. But with her nails dug into the wood of Hook’s ship, she’s caught me by the ankle. Her eyes dart between the water, me, and Hook, who bellows for her not to drop me. Reminding her that I helped free her. Heal her.

			The mermaid’s chest heaves. The sparkling trails over her wounds almost glow in the moonlight now that she has emerged from the shadow cast by the ship’s stem. She reaches a tremulous finger toward her wound and swipes the golden salve onto her finger. Just a touch comes off, but she smears it over the hole in her throat.

			Hook climbs to the rail and leaps off, catching hold of the rope and somehow maneuvering the plank to fall flat beneath his polished boots. Smee gives him enough slack to swoop down and reach me. I’m in his arms a moment later, and the last I see of the mermaid is the foam rising from where she splashed into the water.

			The crew members who aren’t currently guiding the ship or preparing to, the ones who’ve been watching for other sirens, lean over the rail and watch as we swing back and forth. When the rope steadies, Smee and company begin to hoist us.

			My heart sinks when I realize that I lost Smee’s hammer. As my hands tremble around Hook’s neck, I curse. Loudly. “I dropped your hammer, Smee. I’m sorry.”

			He helps me over the rail. “Don’t worry. We have another one.”

			One other. I feel awful for not taking more care with it. It’s not like they can go to the hardware store and get another one.

			Hook climbs aboard and arches that scarred brow in an, I told you freeing the mermaid was a bad idea sort of way.

			Softly, I curse again.

			It’s met with the low rumble of a laugh welling from deep within the pirate’s chest as he saunters toward me, full of swagger that is ridiculously confident and hot, if I’m being one thousand percent honest. “You have quite the foul mouth, Lifeguard,” he tsks.

			He looks at my foul mouth. Studies its swells and valleys for a few long, stomach-clenching seconds. Until Smee notices and clears his throat, then busies himself wrapping the rope around the plank and stuffing it back into the crate from which he’d plucked it.

			“You’re going to lecture me on manners?” That’s rich.

			He shakes his head, the moonlight limning his smile. “Why on earth would I do that?”

		


		
			seventeen

			When the ship was moored in the west harbor of the ‘town’ everyone was so eager to reach, Hook told his men to lay the gangway and they wasted no time. The ramp is still extended from a gap in the rail down to the weathered dock below. The ship groans and rocks gently in the lapping waves that grace the shore. Some of his crew left as soon as the ramp was lowered to get a jump on whatever chores or entertainment they sought for the evening, and likely to avoid having to watch me free the mermaid that killed their friend.

			Paris lingers, though.

			He strolls across the deck with his hands in his pockets, wearing a flirtatious grin as he tips his head to me. “If you find yourself craving my company, you can find me at The Ropes, Ava.”

			His amused eyes flicker toward his captain before he breezes down the plank. Devin always tells me not to poke the bear whenever our boss is on a tangent. It’s better to keep your head down and lay low sometimes.

			Paris is not afraid of poking the bear that is Hook, and he doesn’t seem to be afraid of the consequences in the least. In fact, he acts like he hasn’t a care in the world. The Frenchman whistles as he crosses the first bridge into a town that has been built entirely on the sea. Stilted homes and structures are strung together with draped plank and rope bridges. Candles warm nearly every window. The sea reflects their light, camouflaging the settlement as a vibrant constellation.

			I turn to Hook and Smee. “The Ropes?”

			Hook’s lips thin until they blanch. He touches the tip of his canine with his tongue, then smiles as he shakes his head like he might throttle Paris if he hadn’t just sauntered away.

			Smee cuts in with a nervous stutter. “Don’t listen to Paris. The Ropes is no place you’d want to be, Ava.”

			Hook adds a condescending laugh. “It’s not to your taste, Lifeguard.”

			“Ava,” I correct. “And you barely know me. How could you possibly know it’s not to my taste?”

			How does this man keep managing to crawl under my skin every time he opens his mouth? I’m getting incredibly tired of everyone telling me where I don’t belong. Assuming what I will and won’t like. Giving their opinions on what I should and shouldn’t do.

			Smoothly, the captain moves toward me. “Then I’ll take you there,” Hook says with challenge glinting in his eyes. “As soon as Smee and I are through with our task.”

			I shrug one shoulder. “Fine.”

			Smee catches his arm as Hook starts to walk away. “That’s not a good idea.”

			Hook steps closer, his movements lithe and completely silent over the planks beneath us. “She wants to see The Ropes, Smee,” Hook smirks. His countenance darkens. “Or maybe it’s Paris she wants to find. The two seem very friendly.”

			I smile brightly, refusing to let him goad me. I certainly don’t deny what he said. And I beam when his lips thin in irritation again. It seems I can easily get under his skin, too.

			“We’re wasting time,” Smee interrupts, pushing Hook back from me.

			“You’re right,” Hook tells Smee, though he continues to stare at me.

			“Agreed. And since you have things to do, I’ll find The Ropes myself. We sail at sunrise, correct?” I confirm, ready to leave them and go exploring the town.

			Hook’s dark laughter reminds me of what he did to Wraith. “Precious, if you think I’m letting you out of my sight, you’re sorely mistaken.”

			“I’ll be back before dawn,” I promise. Probably way, way before dawn. But I would hate myself if I got the chance to explore a city built on the sea and didn’t take it.

			“Forgive me if I don’t trust you,” the pirate drawls.

			“Are you making me your new figurehead?” I hiss, anger heating my skin.

			His dark brows turn into sharp slashes. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

			I thrust a hand toward the bow. “You might not have me pinned to your ship, but you’re restraining me all the same.” I look down at my stomach and press here and there.

			“What are you doing?”

			“I feel the nails. I just wondered if I could see their heads.”

			He hisses, “If you remain close to me, I can keep you safe.”

			“Not for my benefit,” I snip, which makes Smee groan. “Or because it’s the right and decent thing to do.”

			“No, Ava.” Hook bends until his breath fans my ear. “And you should know I thank my lucky stars that decent is not a word anyone would use to describe me.” I start to step away, but his fingers curl gently around my bicep like an anchor holding a ship to the sea floor. “We’re allies,” he reminds me.

			“I know, Hook. And I’m grateful, but I want to feel like your equal. I don’t want to be kept as your prisoner.”

			“You’re not,” he claims. “But it’s dangerous to wander here when you don’t know where you are, especially when you don’t have a shadow.”

			He thinks I’ll get lost. He’s either worried or he’s lying. I can’t tell which.

			Our chests rise and fall as though dancing, like his ship moves against the waves. Not in unison, but in perfect complement to one another. His rises when mine shrinks. Mine heaves as his recedes. And amid the flow, a storm builds between us. An energy begins to crackle. Electric and hungry.

			He relaxes his grip on my arm, but he doesn’t let me go. I notice how large his hand is, how warm and rough it is on my smooth skin. The way the moonlight limns his features, his face, and the sleek, strong column of his throat.

			His eyes no longer burn with fury, but with something far more dangerous, as his head tilts to the side. And his lips… He wets them before he leans in ever so slightly. I turn to see what he will say.

			Smee parts us when he emerges from below decks. I didn’t know he had left. He demands that we stop bickering and head into town. “It’s late. It’ll be hard enough to find some of the things we need and some of the people we need to see,” the gentle giant adds.

			I pull out of Hook’s hypnotic hold and walk down the ramp to the dock, leaving Hook and Smee to follow me across the first roped bridge, neither knowing nor caring if I’m going in the right direction.

			Whatever that was between us, it can’t happen again.

			For more reasons than I care to consider, but first and foremost: I can’t afford to be distracted from finding Belle, especially in this place that robs its inhabitants of their memories.
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			The town is breathtaking, especially when you consider this was all built by hand and with whatever resources people could find. I feel the sting of guilt at dropping Smee’s hammer and my stomach sinks. How long will it take for Smee to forget the incident? How long would it take me to?

			I’m going to write down the most important things I know and don’t want to forget. About Belle, our life and home, how I got here, what Hook told me, about the shops and things in this town… Everything.

			The woodwork is intricate and sturdy as we traverse bridges and walkways and step into little shops where Smee barters with the merchants who nod respectfully to Hook and eye me curiously.

			I’ve seen pictures of Venice, and while this town isn’t crafted from finely stacked floors of stone and plaster and doesn’t boast broad canals peppered with gondolas, it’s charming in a similar way. I peek in every door that’s cracked or propped fully open.

			There are small waterways between some of the rows of shops, laid out like undulating streets. I watch in astonishment as residents paddle and steer broad rafts back and forth in the waterways cut between draped bridges.

			A trio of musicians sits on overturned buckets at the end of one of the bridges we cross. Smee and Hook pause at its end, ticking off what they’ve ordered to see if they have all that’s needed.

			In addition to supplies of food, much of which can be carried and will last several days, there were several negotiations I couldn’t hear. Softly-spoken bargains I didn’t quite catch from the doorways I leaned against. Part of me wishes I knew every word and deal made. Another part is glad I don’t.

			I drift closer to the musicians. An older man whose long white mustache cascades into his matching beard strums the strings of a hollow wooden instrument reminiscent of a guitar. A girl with a pixie cut plays a carved wooden flute. A bald man with rich dark skin keeps the beat on an upturned washtub. When he flashes a smile, I can’t help but smile back.

			I’m aware of the captain before I turn my head. Hook’s warmth radiates into my shoulder blades as his chest brushes my back.

			I expect to see Smee standing beside him, but Smee is gone… My smile falls.

			“He went to visit a friend,” Hook tells me. “We’re finished with our business here.”

			“Do we need to go back through and collect the things you asked for?” I ask.

			A slight shake of his head. “Everything will be delivered to the ship.”

			“Is someone waiting on board to receive them?” I hadn’t noticed anyone staying behind.

			Hook’s stare meets mine. “Why would anyone need to stay?”

			“To guard the ship…?” Surely, the pirate isn’t that trusting. In every pirate movie I’ve ever seen, if the pirates go ashore, someone stays behind to protect the ship and the goods upon it.

			The captain grins. “There isn’t a soul in town who doesn’t know what would happen to them if they bothered my ship or crew. But to put you at ease, Sydney stayed aboard. Not that he’ll likely be aware of anything beyond the edges of his cot. He was worn out.”

			“You act like you rule by fear, but I see the respect people have for you,” I blurt before thinking better of it.

			He looks away. “How do you think that respect was earned, Lifeguard?”

			I roll my eyes.

			“You should always, always be wary of respect. A talented liar can hide their double-minded nature behind words of praise. Fear is not so easily concealed.”

			Before it registers that he even moved, he drags the cold, sharp tip of his hook from the bottom of my ear, down the side of my neck. It catches on my collar bone, biting just a little. Not enough to make me bleed or even leave a mark, but certainly enough that I pay attention to the fear coursing through me. His hand drifts down my back from shoulder blades to its base.

			“You’re frozen, every muscle taut. Your pulse flutters, Precious. Darkness has swallowed the lovely gray of your eyes. Now that I know what fear looks like on you, I wonder how you might respond to other sensations…”

			“Stop,” I rasp, pushing the hook away from my skin.

			“Integrity hinges on one’s willingness to follow through with one’s promises. Even if the promises are merely consequences for those who choose to obliterate the boundaries I clearly mark.”

			His definition of integrity somewhat differs from mine.

			“Now,” he says, his eyes dark and shimmering. “If you’re not too hungry, I’d like to take you to meet someone.”

			“Who?”

			He straightens. “Wendy Darling.”

			That’s not what I expected him to say at all.

			I nod. “I’d like to meet her.”

			“Very well,” the pirate allows. “But a word of forewarning: Pan left his mark on her, and she doesn’t like it when people focus on it instead of her. She has very lovely eyes. Remember to study them instead of Pan’s cruelty. It gives him more power than he’ll ever deserve.”

			As we veer away from the shops, I wonder what Pan did to Wendy.

		


		
			eighteen

			The way the hanging bridges dip and rise reminds me of the sea upon which they’re perched. We take countless walkways and stroll past homes that either brim with conversation and laughter or are dark and eerily still. As we work our way far from Hook’s ship, it’s almost impossible to believe this watery town can be so expansive.

			Wendy lives in a modest home at the corner farthest from where we docked and entered the town. Inside her window, a wan flame gutters. Trembling yellow light climbs from her window’s ledge and slips into the night, spilling onto the planks nearest her door.

			It opens before we get there, and a figure hovers just inside the door’s frame. Brown fingers curl around the wood as the person presses closer. I can’t make out any of her features or even her shape from here.

			“It’s Hook,” the captain lets her know.

			“I know who you are. Who is she?” Wendy asks. Her voice is slurred and garbled, like she might be drunk.

			“A friend.”

			Her fingers withdraw a pale cloth from her pocket, then she turns her back to us. A thick, dark braid hangs limply down her back. She drifts inside, leaving the door wide open.

			It’s an invitation of sorts, but I get the feeling we are anything but welcome. Or at least, I’m not. Hook fills the frame with his broad shoulders and pauses for a second to watch Wendy. I can’t see around him, but at the taper of his waist, yellow light glows.

			Chair legs rake across the floor. As Wendy takes her seat, the piece groans underneath her. “If I refuse her, will you leave her to wait on the walk?” she slurs.

			“A refusal of one is a refusal of us both,” he answers in a soft tone.

			“Come in, then. Both of you,” she relents. Wendy holds a handkerchief over her mouth like she’s afraid I’ll get her sick.

			“She’s safe,” Hook insists. “You don’t have to hide.”

			Wendy pauses for a long moment as she looks me over. Her eyes are beautiful. Like blue shards of ice that even the candlelight’s glow is powerless to warm.

			The way she glowers, I know that Wendy doesn’t like me; she doesn’t want me in her space. But she wants Hook here.

			I’m not sure why, or what his presence might signify to her neighbors. Perhaps it’s a sign that she’s under his protection, invoking the fear he is so passionate to instill and defend.

			Hook pulls the only other chair out for me to sit in, then kneels beside me. Like this, we’re the same height.

			“She’s new to Neverland,” Hook volunteers carefully.

			“That’s impossible,” Wendy grouses.

			“It’s not,” he adamantly tells her. But he doesn’t tell her how I came here, or about Belle, thanks to the Second Star.

			In the table’s middle, there are two wooden cups and a glass bottle half-full of copper liquid. She keeps the handkerchief over her mouth even as she releases a shaky breath, takes the bottle in her free hand, and pours a little of the liquid into each cup. She scoots one toward us. She doesn’t sip from her glass, but clutches the cup so tightly against her chest, I worry the wood will splinter.

			“Why did you bring her here?” she says.

			“Because she needs to know who he is. Somehow, she and her sister were brought here last night. I helped Ava escape Wraith, but her sister is still on the island. She wants to rescue her.”

			He doesn’t tell her that my sister is Tinkerbell. I’m not sure why he keeps it from her, but he knows Wendy, so I trust that he’s doing it for good reason.

			Wendy’s ice shard eyes harden a moment before they melt. Tears flood down her cheeks as she slowly shakes her head. “Don’t. Don’t go after her.”

			“I can’t just leave her here,” I quietly tell her, willing her to understand, to put herself in my shoes.

			Wendy’s handkerchief soaks up the tears she sheds, not for Belle, but for a younger version of herself who remembers what it means to be subject to Pan. “She’s as good as dead, if she’s not already.”

			I push my sweaty hands down my thighs. “She’s not.”

			I turn to look at Hook, wondering why he brought me here. Then I remember how much he reveres the use of fear and wonder if this is his twisted way of motivating me.

			“There’s still hope,” I tell them both. And as long as that hope lives, I won’t stop trying to reach Belle and peel her away from Pan and those infernal shadows.

			“You only believe that because you’ve never faced Peter Pan,” Wendy says softly.

			Slowly, she lowers her handkerchief. If I wasn’t seated, I would crash to the floor. Tears prick my eyes as I lift trembling hands to cover my mouth.

			Her face… She has no lips. They’ve been cut – or ripped off. All that remains are remnants of torn, long-healed flesh that don’t stretch far enough to cover her gums and teeth.

			“Why?” I whisper.

			Why would anyone do this to another living soul?

			I look at her eyes, careful to watch her instead of focusing on the mutilation.

			She carefully enunciates, “He told me to pretend to be their mother. My mother always kissed me goodnight, so I kissed each Lost Boy and tucked them into their beds. Peter walked to each bed with me and watched me play the role until the last boy had closed his eyes, then asked me to join him outside. There, he flew into a jealous rant that soon burbled into rage, and by the light of the Second Star…” she gestures to her face, “Peter Pan made sure I would never kiss anyone else again.”

			Wendy shook her head gently, as if still disbelieving of his cruelty. “He told me he loved me afterward. That he would only ever love me, and that I would only ever love him. That I’d brought it upon myself, and his anger was my fault. Then he left me outside, keening and torn and bloody.”

			For the first time, despite her being Overshadowed, I worry for my sister.
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			We leave Wendy in her doorway the same way we found her. Fingers curled around the wood, watching. I feel the weight of her stare on my back. Hear her words of warning in my ear.

			We retrace our steps and stop in the center of town, where the musicians still sing and strum. I pause to listen again and take some time to process what I just saw and learned about what Pan is truly capable of. I wonder if what he did to her is the worst thing he’s done to another person, or if, to him, that was nothing.

			I slump against the corner of a building as Hook walks to a nearby store. He emerges with two tin cups pinched between his fingers. I take one when he extends it.

			“Coconut water,” he supplies.

			I take a gulp, then another. “I don’t have any money to repay you for the drink.”

			He stiffens, his cup stopping just before it reaches his lips. “We are allies. And as such, I’m responsible for your needs. If you require something to drink, eat, wear, or even moral support, I will be the one to provide it, Lifeguard.”

			Well… okay, then.

			I quietly thank him.

			“Speaking of hunger, I’m famished,” he announces. And the way he says famished, coupled with the glint of mischief in his eye, it makes me wonder what he’s craving.

			“I don’t know how you can eat after… that.”

			He hefts a sigh. “If I stopped eating, drinking, and otherwise enjoying my life because of the unfairness in this place or the depraved things Pan has done to the people who live here, I’d shrink, starve, and be miserable. It might seem callous to you, but it’s just reality for those of us who’ve been stuck here.”

			I’m not sure what to say to that.

			He finishes his coconut water and lowers his cup. “We need to be as strong as possible when we step foot on the island. We need to eat.”

			I nod. He’s right.

			He leans a shoulder against the building bracing my back and stares. “I didn’t take you there to rob you of your appetite, but to give you one. I want you to know what he does when he gets angry so you will know how important it is that we find Belle and get her the hell off that island.”

			“Consider me properly motivated, Captain.”

			He gives me a roguish smile, his pearly teeth gleaming in the silvery blue moon and starlight. His dark brow rises as he leans in closer. “Now that that’s settled, Ava, I can take you to a quiet, modest restaurant where you’ll enjoy the food enough, but won’t recall or wish for it again beyond today. Or… I can take you to The Ropes.”

			“Is The Ropes a restaurant? It seems like there’s more to it than that, by the way you and your men keep talking about it.”

			He shrugs one shoulder and offers a smirk. “It’s a unique dining experience. I’m not sure I can describe it properly. But if you’d prefer modest, I can easily oblige.”

			He’s infuriating. Taunting me as he dares me to take his bait. I get the distinct impression that he believes I’ll balk and choose the safe, boring option.

			I also think he hopes I’ll choose The Ropes – and whatever delights it offers beyond a filling dinner.

			Taking the opportunity to get under his skin again, I flash a bright smile.

			“I’d like for you to take me to Paris,” I say, wielding his friend’s name instead of the establishment’s, just so I can watch his pretty lips thin in irritation. I nearly cackle when they flatten and blanch, when the corner twitches in annoyance. But Hook doesn’t deny me.

			Hook’s throat works as he gulps the rest of his coconut water, the delicious scent wafting toward me on the salty sea breeze. He returns our cups to their owner and pops out of the building with a smile fixed on his face again, sweeping his arm toward the broadest bridge I’ve seen in this town.

			“Right this way.”
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			When Paris mentioned The Ropes and Hook and Smee reacted the way they did, I assumed it was a dive bar or some kind of nightclub or fight club, named for the sailors who dock here when they aren’t on the Never Sea. I imagined beer-soaked tables, card games, bloodied lips, swollen eyes, and busted knuckles.

			I couldn’t have been more wrong.

			In hindsight, I should have considered how Paris’s flirtatious demeanor factored in, the glint in his eyes when he invited me here, and the captain’s teasing double entendres.

			Because when Hook holds the door open for me and I step inside, I am not prepared for what I see. My lips fall open as my eyes adjust to the warm, dim lights and the people gathered around tables, feasting on delicious food and one another.

			The scene is incredibly intimate. Decadent spreads of fruit and bread taken by teeth from outstretched fingers. There is more than one couple locked in a passionate kiss, lost to desire and unaware of anything but the feel of their partner.

			Everyone is fully clothed. No one writhes against anyone else. This place is built upon the thrill of what comes after the meal. And there is rope… as the name suggests.

			At least one of each pair or group is bound. Wrists before them, arms tied at their backs, or at the elbows with their proud chests pushed far forward.

			“How does that quiet, modest restaurant sound right about now, Precious?” Hook laughs.

			It sounds like Hook expects me to leave.

			The pirate leans in close and nods into a corner of the room. “Paris is there, waiting to see whether you’ll stay or run. Or maybe he’s wondering if you’ll join him and his friend.”

			The Frenchman tips his chin. He doesn’t look surprised that I walked through the door, though. Intrigued, perhaps. But not surprised.

			A woman rushes over to meet us, absently holding a length of thin rope. Her gaze lands on Hook. At the sight of him, she freezes and a deep blush reddens her cheeks.

			“Captain, I didn’t see you there,” she says, flustered. “I apologize for making you wait. I can see you to a table if you’re ready.”

			I worry she’ll swoon and concuss herself in the fall.

			Hook smiles at her. A genuine, beautiful smile. If he doesn’t dim it, I might end up in a heap on the floor with her.

			The two of us are like wax tapers, melting to his flame.

			“We just walked in,” he assuages. He takes a couple of steps toward the door. “Our plans for tonight have changed, though, I’m afraid,” he says, pressing against the wood until a seam of moonlight spills onto the floor.

			She looks positively crestfallen.

			My hand darts toward her and I curl my fingers around the soft cord she’s clutching. I look over my shoulder at Hook, not for his input, but to watch his eyes flare when I say, “Don’t be silly.” I wink at her. “We’d love a table with a little extra privacy, if you have one.”

			“Of course!” she says, a hint of jealousy in her tone. “Right this way.”

			Hook lets the door drift slowly closed as I trail after the woman. A whisper later, I feel his warmth at my back again.

			I can tie my shoes. Double knot them like a boss. But I’ve never tied a rope.

			It can’t be all that different, can it?

			There’s no time like the present for learning a new skill because I’m not letting him tie me up.

			The table she shows us to isn’t far from Paris’s, who wiggles his fingers at me as the redhead he’s trussed tries to squirm closer to him. He lifts a cup to her mouth and tips it to give her a sip.

			The server promises to return as quickly as she can and scurries away.

			Hook watches me with a hooded stare as I approach him with the cord. He keeps quiet as I push his sleeves to his elbows, position his forearms together, and begin winding the rope around them. I knot the ends as best I can, but even a fool would realize that if the pirate wanted out of them, he could eviscerate them faster than I could blink.

			His gaze glitters. “Now that I’m completely at your mercy, what do you intend to do with me?”

			His arrogance knows no bounds, and neither does his sarcasm.

			“Now, we’re going to enjoy an immodest dinner together,” I quip, holding his chair out.

			He doesn’t take the seat I offer. Instead, he walks to the one beside it and hooks the chairback, holding it out for me. His expression dares me to refuse him. I roll my eyes and lower into the chair. He sits beside me and twists his arms to examine the amateur knots I’ve made, laughing out loud.

			“You saw me make the knots and didn’t cackle at them then,” I grouse, tapping a rhythm on the tabletop.

			“I was watching you, not watching… whatever this is.”

			The loops are so loose he could easily slip out of them. I mutter a curse, assuming he’ll do just that. But he doesn’t.

			When the server returns, she aims all her questions at Hook and refuses to even acknowledge my presence. She also toys with her hair and traces the seam of her bodice, hoping to draw his eye.

			“What can I get you to drink?” she asks Hook, never looking in my direction.

			So, of course, I answer her before he can. “What’s the best drink you offer?”

			She glances uncomfortably at Hook and clears her throat. “Fairy wine.”

			I wonder how potent the drink is, given her unease. I just need Hook to drink enough to loosen his tongue, but I need to be careful not to give him too much. He needs his wits in the morning when we go ashore. “We’ll each have a glass,” I tell her.

			She flicks a glance at Hook, who merely nods.

			Is fairy wine expensive? I probably should have asked before assuming he would foot the bill for it.

			She prattles off all their food options to the captain, who nods in my direction, forcing the woman to consult me instead. I meet her frown with a smile and order. “Stew, bread, and a tray of fruit, please.”

			Facing Hook again, she bows so low I worry her breasts will tumble out of her dress. To her chagrin, Hook isn’t looking at her. He’s staring at me.

			Until now, I’ve mostly been invisible. No one has ever looked at me like he does.

			His gaze doesn’t falter when the woman returns with two stemmed glasses, when I thank her, or when she promises to be right back with our food.

			I drag a glass across the table until it rests before him, then do the same to mine. The wine inside is a lovely shade of lavender, and even from a distance it smells strongly of flowers and oak.

			So many people are watching us. Hook acts oblivious, but I know he’s not. He’s too astute to be anything but aware. He’s probably memorized all who are present, where they’re seated, the exits, and a host of things I’d never even think about. “Would you like a sip?” I ask Hook.

			His tongue wets his lips. “It would be a pity to waste it.”

			I wait for him to pick the glass up, knowing full well that my knot-work can’t prevent his movement in the least, but when I look at him, there’s a dare in his gaze. It reminds me that I chose to come here, chose to use the rope on him instead of allowing him to use it on me or to ignore it altogether… I ordered the wine and food.

			He expects me to follow through now. To hold his glass and offer a drink like the others in the room are doing, Paris included.

			My hands feel slick on the glass stem. I bring the rim to his lips and gently ease the bottom up until the lavender liquid meets them. When he takes a sip, I lower it.

			Hook groans and closes his eyes, like the drink was almost too much. But when they snap open, a dangerous craving has been ignited in them.

			“Fairy wine is rare. Do you know why?” he asks.

			My brows kiss. “Is it because all the ingredients come from the island?”

			He leans back in his chair and gets comfortable. “Neverland isn’t our only resource, thank the stars. There are a few other islands in the Never Sea. We’ve built our lives on the sea so that we can preserve the resources they offer. There are animals on the outer islands that we harvest at times. Plants, too, of course. What we take, we sow back in return, as best as we’re able.”

			Oh. “What makes fairy wine rare, then?”

			“The fairies haven’t made it in many years.” He stares at the lavender wine. “This vintage is very old.”

			“And I’m guessing it’s very expensive.”

			He inclines his head.

			I wonder why they don’t make it anymore… “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”

			“Don’t apologize. We’re allied, are we not? We have an arrangement,” he purrs.

			I lean toward him and whisper, “Don’t say it like that. People will get the wrong impression.”

			“Like what?” he asks innocently, even as a roguish smile teeters the corners of his lips.

			“Don’t call it an ‘arrangement’,” I air quote. “When you say it like that, it sounds… illicit.”

			Hook scoots his chair closer and leans in. “Did you know, Lifeguard, what it means when one person offers another fairy wine here?”

			My stomach drops at the same time goosebumps spread up my arms. “No,” I whisper.

			“It signifies exactly such a torrid intent.”

			My heart claps against my sternum. “Are you serious?”

			He nods, clearly enjoying my discomfort. “Everyone in this room thinks you want to –”

			I squirm and move a little farther from him. Maybe people will see the distance and assume I’m ignorant of the norms here.

			The server returns, placing a steaming bowl of soup, a small loaf of crusty bread, and a plate of sliced apples and pears on the table. I can’t even form words to thank her, so Hook obliges, which makes her very happy before she flits away.

			He flicks a finger to indicate everyone in the room. “What they think doesn’t matter, Lifeguard. We both know you don’t want to have your wicked way with me, so you should enjoy the wine. If we’re successful, this might be your last or only trip to town. You could be back with your work bestie in no time.”

			I’ve read books about fae. In most of the stories, humans who drink fairy wine are affected by it in ways I don’t want to be. They lose all inhibition.

			But Hook is calm and steady.

			He doesn’t look bothered at all.

			“Are you completely human?” I ask as I decide whether to sip.

			“Unfortunately,” he grumbles.

			I lift a hand and bring it to the side of his face. He tenses as I brush his dark hair back to check the tips of his ears. They’re round and smooth. I breathe easier the moment I see them and take up the glass, deciding a tiny sip won’t hurt.

			The floral notes are so pungent, I expect to feel like I’ve eaten a flower. But when the liquid meets my tongue, the flavor is delicate and sweet with traces of oak, so beautifully and carefully made, I fully understand why Hook groaned at the taste.

			I close my eyes and try to sort out the flavors and scents, the sweet dryness of it. When I open them again, Hook is focused on me. “What?” I ask.

			He shakes his head and looks away.

			I offer him another sip and he takes it, then another.

			“I’d like a slice of apple,” he tells me, jutting his chin toward the fruit.

			“We both know you can feed yourself,” I reply with a self-deprecating laugh.

			He gives a feline grin. “I’d rather you feed me.”

			I assume he’s joking, but he doesn’t flinch. My eyebrows pop. “Are you serious?”

			A nod. He leans in. “The wine isn’t the only signal we’ve given the town, Precious.”

			“The town? I thought you said we’d signaled the people in this room.”

			He grins. “Word will quickly spread. By morning, everyone will know of our visit to The Ropes.”

			“It’s a restaurant.”

			He grins. “A restaurant at which you’ve bound me, and I’ve allowed it. What do you think that will imply?”

			Never Sea, swallow me.

			His gleaming grin widens. “We might as well give them more to talk about.”

			I take another sip of wine and try not to ask the universe if things could get worse or whether I could make things more awkward tonight, because the answer is undoubtedly yes. Instead, I take up a sliver of apple and pause with it in front of his lips.

			Before Hook can take a bite, Paris slides into the seat across from his captain and beside me. He leans in close, likely because he thinks it’ll bother Hook. It won’t.

			“Did you lose your date?” I ask playfully.

			With his index finger, he draws an infinity on the back of my hand. “Mais, non. She is waiting impatiently for my return.”

			I look in the direction of their table and see her watching Paris intently. He winks at her over his shoulder and her face alights.

			“What do you want, Paris?” Hook says, irritation lacing his tone.

			In his accent, Paris says, “We are finished with our meal, and I wanted to make sure that you were able to make it back to the ship.”

			“What do you mean?” the captain asks, sitting up and looking like he’s ready to skewer the Frenchman.

			“You’ve both had fairy wine,” he says with a quirked brow as if we’re both morons. “And you’ve barely touched your food. That is a dangerous combination, mes amis. Is Smee coming to meet you?”

			“Yes,” Hook says, but my brows meet. He never told me that.

			Hook’s hand squeezes my thigh beneath the table. I straighten at the touch.

			“Is this true, Ava?” Paris asks.

			“Yep,” I instantly chirp, desperately wishing I was a better liar. “I’m surprised he’s not already here.”

			Paris looks unconvinced, but in the end, the pull he feels to his… friend overwhelms him, and he returns to their table only to lead her out of the establishment, still wearing the ropes he expertly wove around her.

		


		
			nineteen

			I’m feeding Captain Hook. I can’t help but giggle.

			“What’s so funny?” he demands. He doesn’t slur, but his words are fuzzy around the edges.

			I believe the good captain is tipsy.

			“This!” I laugh. “You.”

			“I’ve never brought a woman to The Ropes and had her laugh at me before.”

			That dries my amusement like a gust of Mojave wind and suddenly I’m parched. The only problem is that my wine glass is empty. And so is Hook’s.

			“Another pear!” he demands.

			I consider denying him, but then I decide I don’t want to, so I take a sliver and hold it up to his pretty lips. His teeth nip my fingers as he takes a bite.

			A shiver slides up my spine. “Was that necessary?”

			“It was,” he purrs, moving closer. I inch away again.

			When he takes a bite of the next piece, he leaves just a pinch of fruit, then dives back to get it when he finishes chewing. His lips are soft on my skin. His tongue swipes my fingers and I gasp. My traitorous heart thunders.

			Hook looks smug as he swallows the remnant, knowing how he affected me. I suddenly wish Belle had taught me how to better hide my emotions.

			Something soft lands on my thigh and I reach down to find the rope that he wore all evening draped across it. I heave a complaintive sigh. Then I peek over at him. “Do you come here every time you’re in town?”

			Hook’s eyes narrow. “Not every time.”

			“But you have… friends, like Paris has friends.”

			Hook’s head tilts, that slashed brow quirking. “If you want to know the details of my sex life, Precious, all you have to do is ask.”

			“I… No! I just…”

			He gives a playful wink. “I’ll tell you my secrets if you tell me yours.”

			I laugh to distract him from the reply he expects, because I have nothing to tell. I’ve never even had a boyfriend.

			A very loose description of my educational life would be that Belle homeschooled me, on her own terms and in areas she felt I would best benefit. There was no curriculum. And the lessons came when Belle caught a whim for one. So, I didn’t know anyone else my age. I had no friends, as far as I remember, until I was hired at the Aquatic Center for the night shift – hours that literally no one else wanted.

			Devin is my work bestie, my only friend other than Belle, and he’s never been anything more. He asked me to kiss him once, just to prove there was nothing between us, which I already knew but totally took him up on because I’d never been kissed and wanted to see what all the fuss was about. And it was… unfortunate. There was no spark, no butterflies, no burning in my stomach. We immediately agreed never to do that again and skipped happily back to bestie land.

			The pirate’s suspicion is written in the faint lines on his forehead, and for a long moment it feels like I’m sitting beneath a neon sign that reads VIRGIN! in all caps.

			“We should head back,” he rasps.

			I quickly agree, even as I know that leaving with him will give the town yet another signal that we’re together, or about to be. The worst part is that I can’t help but wonder what it would be like to have Hook’s full attention. To become his friend for a time. He said I wouldn’t have the constitution for it and like I have every time he’s challenged me so far, I feel the need to prove him wrong.

			A kiss from him couldn’t be unfortunate. What could he do with his pretty, wicked mouth, his hand and hook?

			The fairy wine was obviously a mistake. I meant to use it all on him to make him pliant and chatty, but I made myself pliant instead.

			We scoot our chairs under the table and weave through the suddenly silent room. Everyone wears sullen colored, homespun clothes and I’m in vibrant red, showing more flesh without trying than our server when she was.

			Hook’s hand lands on the small of my back. I’ve seen the possessive gesture in a zillion Hallmark movies, but never thought it would feel so good. I wonder what it would feel like to have him back me against a wall, put his hand on it beside me, and lean in like they do in books.

			He doesn’t take his hand off my skin when we step outside.

			Or while we traverse the veins of walkways and bridges.

			Only when he notices Cairo sitting in front of a closed shop across another bridge does he pull away. Cairo doesn’t see us cross the bridge to him. He mutters something to himself and rakes shaking, frustrated hands through his hair. A torch burns at an open shop across the waterway, casting warm light on a very dark moment.

			“Hey, Cairo,” the captain says gently.

			He doesn’t seem to recognize Hook at all.

			“It’s Hudson,” Hook continues.

			The young man’s dark eyes snap up to his captain’s. Tears shine in them. He braces his arms on his drawn knees as tears flood down his cheeks like water spilling over a dam. “Hudson?” his voice breaks.

			My heart shifts its pace when I hear the captain’s true name.

			He crouches beside his distraught friend. “You okay?” the captain calmly asks.

			“No,” Cairo insists, shaking his head back and forth adamantly as he starts to rock again, banging his spine against the closed door behind him. He mutters those words over and over and over again: I’m not.

			I’m not. I’m not. I’m not.

			“What happened?” Hook – Hudson – asks.

			“I can’t remember.” A web of saliva stretches across his mouth as he searches for more words. “I can’t remember where I am, or where I’m supposed to go, or what I’m supposed to do. I didn’t remember your name until I saw you, and I didn’t even remember mine until you spoke it!”

			“Come with me, Cairo, and I’ll remind you of where you were going and show you the way.” Hudson stands and waits as Cairo calms down and pushes to his feet with the help of the door frame.

			“Do you want to come along?” the captain asks.

			Cairo’s humiliation gleams at me as his gaze flicks to mine and darts away. He does not want me to go with them. Doesn’t likely remember me at all.

			I jerk a thumb toward the port. “I’ll meet you on the ship. It’s not far.”

			“Do you remember how to get there?” He hesitates, concerned.

			“I do. I’ll be fine.”

			Hook nods, then leads Cairo down the walkway, talking to him and no doubt reminding him of where they’re going, how to get there, how to get back, and who he’s going to see.

			I think back to the other pirates. Smee seemed to know where he was going when we parted ways, and Paris knew where to find The Ropes when he disembarked.

			Has Cairo been here longer than them and has truly forgotten what and who he knew in town? Or is he having some sort of episode where his memory is blank for now but will later return?

			I make it to the docks quickly but pause when I reach the gangway that stretches up to the ship’s deck. A thick ribbon of the wood is soaking wet. Water steadily drips from the sides of the ramp.

			Someone must have delivered something that Hudson and Smee ordered earlier. That’s all.

			I rub my arms, the salty breeze chilling me as I consider the water on the ramp, wondering why the sight makes me pause.

			Belle always told me to trust my intuition. She said that terrible things can happen when you ignore your feelings for the sake of logic. Because logic is limited.

			And that much is true.

			Logic can’t explain her power of suggestion, the shadows or the curse that rules them, salve that knits bones and sinew in a matter of hours, or this beautiful, intricate town constructed in a sea that never tears it apart and scatters its pieces. Just like it can’t comprehend Neverland and Pan, this ship and those who command it. Logic would deny that any of it is real, but it is.

			It’s as real as the trail of water and the Second Star that always shines over this place, washing the world in silver.

			I slowly and very quietly creep up the ramp, watching for anything or anyone out of place and pause at the top, because Smee’s hammer – the one I lost while freeing the mermaid – lays in a puddle of seawater on the deck.

			Moving toward it, I bend and pick it up, turning it over in my hand. The handle is slick with saltwater.

			My heart races as I retrace the path of water down the ramp where it abruptly ends. I make my way to the dock’s end. The only one who knew I lost it and could have retrieved this hammer is the mermaid I freed.

			The warm shimmer of a fin breaches the surface several yards into the open water. I jog back down the gangway onto the dock.

			“Thank you!” I shout, hoping she can hear me under the waves.

			She must, because a moment later, her wide eyes breach the surface. “Thank you,” I say again, holding up the hammer and then holding it to my chest. She rises further, until I see that the hole in her throat is gone. I wonder if the salve healed her voice and freeze, remembering Hook’s warning.

			All the places on her body that were wan and hollow are now full and healthy. The fine scales covering her, once the murky color of the sea, now gleam in vivid shades of coral.

			Her sharp teeth shine as staccato words flow like music from her lips. The sound is lovely… entrancing. She presses a hand to her chest, mirroring my gesture as my heavy legs carry me several steps closer.

			I need to hear her better.

			Need to see her.

			Touch her.

			So slowly it hurts, she sinks into the water.

			I teeter and nearly lose my balance. When I look down, I notice the toes of my Chucks hanging off the dock’s edge.

			“Ava?” I turn to see Hudson hurrying toward me and my hands tighten on the hammer’s handle. I don’t want to lose it again. “What are you holding?”

			“Smee’s hammer,” I rasp.

			Realization washes over his features. “She brought it back for you?”

			I nod.

			“Did she try to lure you in?” Alarm flashes in his eyes.

			“No. I mean, her voice was achingly beautiful, but she wasn’t using it against me,” I explain clumsily. “She was talking to me – from a distance. She wasn’t going to hurt me.” I don’t mention the magnetic pull that brought me to the edge of the dock, because I truly don’t believe she meant for me to become enthralled. If she wanted me, there’s no doubt she would have had me.

			He scans the water, but the mermaid does not resurface.

			“She looked different,” I tell him. “Her throat was healed, and her scales were a beautiful coral color.”

			Now that I know what she should look like, it is even clearer how different she looked attached to the ship. What robbed her of her true nature and beauty, turning her sweet song deadly and making her hunger insatiable?

			Did Pan corrupt the merfolk so they would hunt those he couldn’t reach anymore? Did he strive to attack those who chose to chance the dangers of a life lived upon the sea rather than be at his mercy and live upon his shores?

			A breath leaves Hook in a rush. “I thought they were beyond saving.”

			Peering up at the Second Star, my thoughts go to Belle. “I’m glad you were wrong.”

		


		
			twenty

			We board the ship together and stop to lean against the railing, both caught up in the thoughts and possibilities the healed mermaid presents. It’s only been a day since Belle dragged me here, but I feel so alone. Maybe it’s because I know that in this place, like Cairo’s, my memory will soon begin to drift away like wood on the sea. I need to find Belle and at the same time, I’m worried what will happen when we do.

			“Is Cairo okay?” I ask.

			“He seemed it,” the captain replies, but his features are troubled.

			“Are you worried he’ll forget again? You can go and wait for him or bring him back, if you need to. I’ll stay here.”

			He stares at the dark water like he wonders if he should. “I think he’ll be fine,” he finally says. “It happens sometimes – the fear that comes with the forgetting. He just needed a reminder, and I gave him that.”

			“Has that ever happened to you?”

			He flicks a glance at me. “It’s happened to all of us at one point or another.”

			Which means it will happen to me. I wonder how soon.

			“Your name is Hudson, huh?”

			He rolls his dark sleeves back to his elbow and holds his forearm out so the inside faces the star and moonlight. In thin, silver scars the letters H-U-D-S-O-N rise from his flesh. I raise my hand to touch them and then look to him for permission, which he gives by pushing his arm closer. My fingertips drift over each letter, slowly memorizing them. Because I don’t want to forget his name and I wonder if feeling it will make the memory stay with me longer.

			“We carved our homes into our skin because we forgot our names quicker than anything else. I was taken from a home in Hudson, New York.”

			My stomach pitches. “Do you know how old you were?”

			He rolls his shoulders as if he needs to ease the tension in them. “I can’t remember for certain off hand. If I were to guess, I’d say nine, but I’d have to check my journals to be sure.”

			My heart aches for him. “What about when you escaped Pan?”

			“I’m not sure.” He tugs his sleeve back down and covers the letters again.

			My heart bleeds when I imagine him, just a kid, cutting the only thing he could remember about his life into his skin. Clinging to a home he might never see again, to people and the love he felt from them that his mind had already forgotten but his heart never would.

			I wonder if he’s really from Hudson, if any of these young men are from the cities and towns scratched into their skin, or if they each created a home in their minds and clung to it like a life preserver so they didn’t sink.

			Just then, Kenya, Seoul, and Rio sprint across the nearest bridge and meet Hudson on the dock, their breaths sawing in and out.

			“Cap – Cairo!” Kenya rushes, his chest heaving.

			Hudson mutters a curse and turns to me, pointing a finger at the ship. “In my quarters and lock the doors.”

			I nod and watch them flood back into the town’s watery heart.
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			Behind a grid of warped glass, I pace the floor for what feels like an eternity, consumed with worry and wondering what happened and whether Cairo is okay. A feeling of dread settles into the pit of my stomach. I wrap my arms around my middle and stop in front of the map hanging on the wall behind Hudson’s desk. The one with his writing peppered across its topography.

			It details where Pan and the Lost Boys live deep in the heart of the Neverwood, places that should be avoided, and even where one can find fresh water. Slipping my phone from my pocket, I power it on and snap a picture before turning it off again. Then I study everything Hook noted on it, trying to memorize as many words, warnings, and landmarks as I can.

			It keeps my mind busy, even though it still tugs toward Cairo, toward Belle… toward Hudson.

			It’s far into the night when Hudson returns with his crew. I unlock the door to his chamber and step onto the ship’s deck, scanning every face for Cairo’s. My entire body stiffens when I see Smee and Kenya carrying his lifeless body up the ramp.

			Clamping my hands over my mouth, I stifle a cry.

			Paris moves out of their way and comes to stand beside me. His eyes are rimmed in red and filled with sorrow. He wipes the moisture from their corners and clears his throat. I put a hand on his back and hug him to my side.

			Juneau rushes below deck and returns with his arms full of linen. It dawns on me that the linen is to create a makeshift shroud when Smee and Kenya lay Cairo’s body down on the weathered planks that have been his home, the ones that sheltered him and the only family he remembered until tonight.

			Kauai’s knees hit the deck beside his fallen friend. Surat and Kingston quietly kneel across from him and the three work together to cover Cairo’s body. Smee stands next to Hudson at Cairo’s feet. The rest of the crew lingers nearby, all of them mourning.

			The linen covering Cairo glows an eerie shade of blue under the moon and starlight.

			What happened to him?

			I can’t help but think of the last time I saw him and how distraught he was. He rocked back and forth, confused and inconsolable, just like Belle did after she tried to burn the books the night the fire alarm blared.

			I was so upset with her when I should’ve been angry at myself.

			Since she brought me here, I’ve thought the worst of my own sister.

			I thought she betrayed me by not telling me all her secrets, but the truth is that she did tell me and I let her down. I never listened when she told me she was leaving and where she was going, declaring she had no choice. She had told me all along – who and what she was, where she was from, and that one day she would have to return despite the risk to her life.

			Each and every book on the shelves lining our walls was Belle’s attempt to tell me the truth about who she was.

			Every single time Cairo rocked and said he wasn’t okay, we should have listened. He was being honest.

			Hindsight is a vivid, vicious beast that gorges itself with the regrets of those to whom he chooses to reveal himself.

			“Is everyone aboard and accounted for?” Hudson rasps.

			I look around at the faces I’ve only begun to learn and those I’ve spent slightly more time with. At Hudson and Smee, Paris, Kenya, Surat and Seoul, Rio, Milan, Kingston, and Juneau. Dublin stands near Kauai now, keeping a steady hand on his friend’s shoulder as it quakes. Even Sydney has emerged from below deck, although he still stands off to the side by himself.

			Affirmations echo from all the men.

			Smee clears his throat. “Most of the provisions have already been delivered. What hasn’t can wait,” he says.

			There are crates, barrels, and bags of things piled on the deck that weren’t there when we left.

			Hudson nods. “We leave for Evermist. Make ready.”

			The sailors peel away from their fallen friend and do as their captain ordered, preparing to sail. I step closer to Cairo, not wanting him to be left alone.

			In a fury of focused action, the anchor is raised, the ship’s mooring lines are loosed and then neatly coiled as they’re brought back aboard, and the ramp is brought in. When the ship is free, Hudson maneuvers the vessel out of the port and away from town, where the sails are let down. The wind fills them and drags us over the churning sea.

			When we are cutting through the water, tasks finished for now and things have settled into a quiet sadness, Smee drifts over. “Thank you for staying at his side.”

			I’m not sure what to say other than, “I’m sorry.”

			He gives a nod of acknowledgement and clears his throat. “Evermist is a small island that isn’t too far from Neverland. It’s where we bury our dead.”

			Their dead. How many have they lost since they escaped Peter Pan and Neverland?

			In this intimate setting, I feel like I shouldn’t bear witness to their pain. Like Belle said a thousand times, I don’t belong here.

			“Hudson said that you know his name now,” Smee says, rocking back on his heels with his hands stuffed in his pant pockets.

			My voice is rusty when I answer. “I do.”

			“I’m glad. It was hard trying not to say it.” He gives the ghost of a smile. “Mine isn’t exactly right, but I was young when I was brought to Neverland. I couldn’t spell well, and the mistake stuck.” He holds his arm out for me to see. “Smee rolls off the tongue easier than Kissimmee anyway, I guess.” He rubs at his shaven head before glancing back to make sure his captain is still at the quarter deck. “He told me the mermaid returned my hammer.”

			I slide my eyes to him. What is he trying to ask?

			“He said she had changed. That the salve worked on her.”

			“She did. Smee, what corrupted them?”

			He takes in a long, weary breath. “Pan. Though we don’t know how he did it.”

			“It looks like a shadow has been lifted from her,” I tell him, trying not to say too much or too little. Especially since I intimately know what the darkness can do to a person.

			“Did it?” For a moment, he seems miles away.

			“Smee?” His unfocused eyes, pointed at his friend’s shrouded form, sharpen and lock on mine as his head turns. “What else has he corrupted?”

			He bares his teeth for a moment. “The better question is, what hasn’t he?”
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			twenty-one

			The ship is anchored as close to the shore of Evermist as possible. Like its namesake, fine tendrils of fog curl over the small, barren island. Hudson calls for his magical sunken skiff. He and Smee ferry Cairo’s body to the island first, then send it back to shuttle the rest of the crew and me onto the sand.

			My previous unspoken question of how many they had lost since escaping Pan is soon answered. Four graves are marked with large pieces of driftwood on the small island that is no more than a glistening mound of pale sand covered in sparse grass and tangled vines.

			Into the pale, naked wood, their names are carved: Madrid, Athens, Lisbon, and Jericho.

			As Milan and Seoul take the first shift shoveling sand, the sun peeks above the yearning, pastel sky. Strings of thin clouds band the pale blue as the sun’s brilliant golden light bathes us in its warmth.

			Though the light breaks over everything, not a single shadow is cast.

			I don’t expect to see them extend from the souls atop this sand, but why don’t the plants cast shadows?

			I walk beyond the damp sand and into the vines, crouching down to lift a smooth, green leaf. Stand and look at the driftwood. No shadows stretch from their gnarled limbs.

			Paris strolls over, ever watchful. “Are you well, Ava?” His clothes are rumpled, the buttons at his neck undone. He looks wrung out. Nothing like the coiffed, confident young man I met yesterday.

			Death robs us of far more than our loved ones.

			I pluck a leaf and hold it up for him to take. He pinches it between his fingers. “Thank you?” he phrases as a question.

			“It doesn’t cast a shadow.”

			Paris is rendered speechless, his lips parting as the implications wash over him.

			“Can anyone other than Pan use the shadows like he does?” I ask.

			Paris clears his throat and looks away from me. “I certainly hope not.”

			His eyes flick back to me to see if I buy his answer. I don’t. The Frenchman is a terrible liar. “Paris – who else can use them?” He hesitates, so I raise my brows and wait.

			“The fairies,” he quietly admits.

			I thought so, given that Belle was able to absorb the shadows that escaped Pan’s pendant.

			“No one, or nothing else?”

			He shakes his head. “It’s interesting that you noticed,” Paris mentions slowly. “Interesting that you even bothered to look.”

			When have I ever not looked for them, or for their absence? “I’ve been haunted by shadows for as long as I can remember.”

			He turns to me, interest perking his brows. “Haunted by them?”

			“I’m sure Hudson told you about Belle.”

			He tips his chin up to confirm. “Ah, yes.”

			I look to the gentle waves as they tumble ashore. “I don’t know when you came here, but the world has changed so much since I was little. If anyone back home had noticed I didn’t have a shadow, they would’ve done terrible things to learn why. I wouldn’t have been treated as a human, but as a specimen – either a freak of nature, or as something dangerous. I would have been locked away. Belle protected me as best she could.” Until she couldn’t.

			He looks horrified but recovers quickly. “Of course she did,” he says with a prim sniff. “She made an oath, and fairies would rather die than break a promise.”

			“Oath?” I ask.

			He rubs his brow, looking sheepish. He deftly excuses himself and walks to the others, rolling up his sleeves on the way and preparing to take the shovel from Milan.

			I wonder what the Frenchman meant.
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			Water surges over my ankles as the men take turns digging the grave as deep as they can manage. I offer to help, but they insist it’s their responsibility to Cairo.

			Because I don’t belong here.

			When they’re satisfied with its depth and the shovel finds the insistent water table, Hudson jumps down into the grave and splashes into the seafoam-laced puddle gathered at its bottom. He takes Cairo’s body into his arms, gently lays his friend in the sand, and crouches down and speaks. Vowing to never forget him and telling him how sorry he is, Hudson takes the weight of blame on his already too-tense shoulders.

			He lingers with Cairo for another long moment, like he can’t bring himself to leave just yet. Like he can’t bear to let go.

			Smee stretches a hand to him. “Hudson,” he quietly says.

			The captain clasps his palm and climbs out of Cairo’s grave.

			One shovel of sand at a time, Cairo is interred beside four others who fell before him. No driftwood waits on the shore, so Hudson walks to one of the other graves and with his hook, violently cleaves a branch off one of the other markers.

			“A knife,” he requests.

			Surat pulls a small, crudely forged blade lacey with rust from his pocket. None of these men should have to carve the name. They knew him. They loved him.

			They’ve carved enough names. Into wood. Into skin.

			I walk to meet Surat before he reaches Hudson. Surat’s beautiful dark eyes shine with tears. His chin wobbles as he holds back his pain. “Please?” I ask, holding out my hand for the knife.

			He places the handle in my palm. When his chin wobbles, my chest aches.

			His crewmates and friends come to console him as best they can, even though they need consolation, too. On Neverland, comfort is a scarce commodity.

			I walk to Hudson and ease the blanched, twisted wood from his hand, then sit on the shore and begin to cut Cairo’s name into the wood, thickening the marks so they can be easily read. So they will last.

			Hudson watches the blade, tracking the flecks of pale wood that fall away from the branch as Cairo’s name appears in it. When I’m finished, he crouches in front of me. I blow sawdust that fell into the letters I made, afraid that if I look up, I’ll bawl. The knot in my throat is swollen and tender as it is.

			But eventually, I hand the piece over to him and meet his red, watery eyes. His jaw is so tense I worry it might break. He softly says, “Thank you, Ava,” before standing and moving to place the marker as his men watch and bear witness.
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			We linger on the island as the crew takes turns speaking for and about Cairo. They tell stories that highlight his silly sense of humor, talking about how grateful they were for him because Cairo brought levity when little else did. They laugh about the pranks he liked to pull, and brag about how fast he could climb the mast.

			I note that all their stories are recent or related to his repetitive responsibilities aboard the ship and almost cry because none of them remember him as a child, or of the years between boyhood and when he became a young man.

			It’s still hard for me to fathom how a shadow can possibly hold one’s memories, but the memories are the blocks that build the life of a person. Without them, these men are paper. Their pasts are soggy in the rain, brittle in the sun, and so easily torn by a hurried touch. One spark might burn their existence away entirely.

			The skiff bobs in the shallows, waiting to ferry us back to the ship. I return with Dublin, who cut his dark red hair to the scalp on the way here. It’s choppy, like he took scissors to it without the help of a mirror.

			Kauai takes the seat across from us, staring at the sunrise sullenly like it’s to blame for Cairo’s death. I’m still not sure what caused it. Part of me doesn’t want to know, but a greater part needs to.

			With Smee at his side, Hudson is the last to leave the shore. The second his feet hit the deck, he crosses to his quarters and slams the doors behind him. A moment later, I startle when a loud crash comes from his sanctuary, followed by several more, before a guttural roar makes everyone on board pause and turn toward the captain’s quarters.

			Smee’s voice cuts through the noise of Hudson’s anguish as he calls out to everyone on board. “Get some rest while you can.”

			Milan strides by and I catch his arm. “Why are we resting now? I thought we were going ashore.”

			“We can’t go ashore if we’re not alert, or else…”

			“I understand.”

		


		
			twenty-two

			Hudson’s Journal

			Ava is losing time. She doesn’t remember returning to town or playing cards with Milan and Kenya. She laughed with them as they taught her how to play, then how to cheat at the game. She doesn’t remember the fish and vegetables Surat and Dublin prepared for dinner, or how they beamed when she told them it was some of the best food she’d ever eaten in her life.

			She doesn’t realize that she is the reason Sydney left the darkness he finds comforting to sit at the top of the steps. She thinks he always does that – takes his dinner apart but lingers on the edge of the crew. He doesn’t.

			He watches as Kauai softly plays his flute while Kingston keeps the beat on a soft-leather drum at his side. As Paris approaches Ava and asks her to dance with him. She accepts his hand, smiles at his charm, and lets him put his hands on her sides.

			It doesn’t take long for the damnable Frenchman to slide them down to her hips. He speaks and she laughs. He twirls her and her dark hair fans out before falling in a glossy curtain down her back. It was made to match the night. And she was made to bask in the starlight she loves so much.

			If I didn’t know better, I’d say she was made for this place. Or for this moment.

			Smee watched her, too. He chuckled when Paris captured her in a low, slow dip or picked her up to spin her around. When she grinned, so did he.

			But I wonder how much of her is real if she can’t remember who she was yesterday. Then again, how much of any of us is?

			I had to remind her about her journal again. She hasn’t written anything new or helpful, but I’ll keep encouraging it. Then I will watch to see what she pens.

		


		
			twenty-three

			Neverland, in morning’s soft light, looks like any other island. Swaying palm fronds wave a false, friendly greeting. The sand sparkles in the sunlight as brilliantly as the facets of the sea surrounding it. Water that at first glance doesn’t appear to harbor crocodiles.

			I lean over the rail to watch the water slapping at the ship’s hull.

			“Ava,” Hudson says from the doorway of his quarters, startling me. He waits while I make my way over to him.

			I follow him inside and blink at the sight of his normally tidy room left in shreds. The bookshelf’s glass doors are shattered and half-torn from their hinges. Pages of books litter the floors, their bindings broken as they lay prone. There are divots driven into the top of his desk, and the sheets and blanket have been torn off the bed. His down pillow is eviscerated; candles and their iron holders spill dried wax down the sides of the desk and onto the floor.

			A loose candle rolls across the floor as I walk by. I step over it before the ship rocks and sends it rolling back.

			Scattered, delicate feathers pirouette as we disturb the air in passing.

			His arms are crossed and he swivels when I enter, looking at me strangely. “You’re looking at the room like you’ve never seen it before.”

			“I haven’t seen it like this.”

			“You did last night. You slept here.”

			My brows kiss. “I…” I remember how they buried Cairo, then we returned to the ship and Smee said we would anchor near Neverland’s western edge and rest for the night. But I don’t remember anything else until a few moments ago when I was gazing at the shore and the water rocking the ship.

			“It looks different in the light,” I try to shrug off his concern.

			He doesn’t buy it. But he also doesn’t push.

			“Did you write anything down in the journal I gave you last night?”

			Journal?

			He points to the banquette where a small, red leather book sits.

			My lips part. My fingers flex like they need to know if I recorded anything important in the pages. How did I forget what happened last night? How did I forget my journal?

			“Come here,” he says. It’s not a request.

			The map displayed behind his desk is among the few things left unmarred, and that is where Hudson leads me. I don’t tell him I’ve studied it, or that I have a picture of it stored in my phone. Whether he would consider it a betrayal or a careful move by a girl who merely wants to find her sister, help her distribute the shadows, and get the hell out of here… I’m not sure.

			Belle brought me here when I had no shadow. I believe she’ll find a way for me to leave.

			I believe in my sister.

			My eyes flick to the journal again.

			Hook scrubs his hand over his mouth and points to the map in an area seemingly far from Pan’s jungle refuge. “You know Tinkerbell better than anyone,” he says in a low, gravelly voice, the words as tense as his shoulders. “Would Belle seclude herself or seek the source of her power?”

			It’s hard to say now that she’s Overshadowed. Her life changed dramatically when she took them on. But Belle lived her life secluded. An island of a girl.

			She used to go to the library, the bookstores in town, to get take-out… but Belle had no friends and rarely spoke to anyone but me.

			She answered my phone a few weeks ago when Devin called when I was in the shower. She was laughing with him when I got out and heard his voice. I didn’t know she had him on speaker. I completely panicked, assuming he’d made an impromptu visit. Horrified, I hurriedly dried my skin and threw on clothes, racking my brain for how to explain the strange décor in our apartment, or how I could explain her peculiarities.

			The relief was instant when I saw her on the couch holding my phone in the air with a smile on her lips. But she hung up on him abruptly and looked guilty when I walked over to sit beside her. She cleared her throat and handed the phone to me. “He wanted to make sure you were okay after what happened with the little boy.”

			During my lifeguard shift, I saw the boy struggling in the water. Saw him go under. Dove in and pulled him up. He coughed and sputtered, but otherwise seemed to be okay. While his parents were grateful and the boy was fine, my hands were still shaking when Devin and I left the Aquatic Center hours after the incident.

			“That was nice of him,” I said. “You didn’t have to end the call.”

			“Yes, I did,” she insisted.

			I grabbed a pillow to hug and waited… Her eyes shifted like they did when she had something to say but didn’t know how to say it.

			“He said he loves you.” Belle waited for me to answer her.

			“Of course he does. He’s my friend.” My only friend besides you, I didn’t add.

			She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “He won’t fall in love with you, though,” she said, as if it was an impossibility.

			Looking back now, I wonder if she used her powers of persuasion to dissuade any such feelings from ever blooming between us. Not that I wanted that kind of relationship with him. I didn’t tell her about our tepid, terrible kiss. Then again, maybe she had intercepted previous calls I didn’t know about and caused it to be lackluster.

			I wasn’t sure how far her power of suggestion reached – whether it was tied to her voice or her proximity to the one she targeted. And I didn’t ask, because I knew well enough that she would give me an evasive non-answer and the whole evening would be ruined. She’d lock herself in her room and I’d be alone.

			I remember the darkened corner where I found her cowering the night she brought us here.

			Looking at the map’s features and knowing the paper didn’t properly convey the dangers and topography I was about to face, I hold my hair back with one hand and blow out a long breath. “Belle is not afraid of being alone, but she wouldn’t hide or shrink away. She’d spy and watch and learn.”

			That’s definitely what Belle would do. She never stole unless she knew without a doubt she wouldn’t get caught. The problem is that unless something has changed since she left me on the shore and took off into the jungle, Belle isn’t Belle. If Pan rules the shadows she bears, they might draw her to him like they brought her to Neverland against her logic and will.

			Hudson is quiet as he studies the map.

			I glance at him. “You’ve noted a lot of things on the map, but do you remember Neverland and all its dangers?”

			His head swings toward me. “We go ashore as often as we go to town – so we don’t forget.” He pauses to study his notes. “Not that Pan won’t have set traps we haven’t found and noted yet.”

			Comforting.

			“Does Belle like water?” he asks.

			I shrug. “She likes the beach at night.”

			“So dark places wouldn’t scare her.” He seems to focus on a mountain, a cliff – no, a cave within the rock.

			“No. She wouldn’t be afraid,” I answer. I bet she’d be more comfortable in the dark and her shadows would, too.

			He reaches into his pocket and withdraws a small golden pocket watch, no larger than a fifty-cent piece. It sags from a length of sturdy golden chain. He flips open the case, skims the face, then snaps it shut again. “It’s charmed so that Pan can’t detect you when you go ashore.”

			Another valuable weapon in their arsenal. I’d bet the Second Star that Belle was the one who ‘charmed’ it. And the skiff. And the salve.

			“May I?”

			He hooks the chain and stretches one side out, then slips it on when I duck my head.

			There is an engraving on the case. I turn it over to see it better. Carved into the watch’s case is a ship that sails through the sky, close to the Second Star. Clouds are beveled into the surface, as is the face of a cratered moon. Written on banners that curve up and over the image are the words: sans toi, je suis perdu.

			It’s French, but I don’t understand the phrase.

			“What does it mean?”

			Hudson stares at me. “The words aren’t important. The watch is charmed. As long as you wear it, Pan won’t be able to sense you while you’re on the island.”

			The gold is smooth and metallic, but there is a glittering sheen to it that reminds me of the golden salve that saved my ankle, and of my sister’s eyes. I flip open the case and hold it to my ear. Its steady ticking rhythm is soothing, but when I lower the time piece, my lips peel apart. “It ticks backward?”

			Is it supposed to do that? It’s almost like it’s counting down, but to what?

			“What do you mean?” he asks, his brows meeting.

			I hold it out so he can see.

			His breathing pauses. He reaches for the watch and pulls me closer as he inspects it. His irises flinch with every backward tick of the second hand. “This makes no sense,” he says.

			“Maybe you didn’t pay attention to how –”

			“I would have noticed,” he insists, cutting me off. Hudson snaps the case closed.

			My breath hitches when he hooks the neckline of my t-shirt and stretches it toward him. His calloused finger brushes my skin as he lets the charm fall, hidden beneath the fabric. Then at my nape, he tucks the chain in, too. “Keep it hidden as best you can. Don’t let Pan or any of the Lost Boys see it. Toss it or bury it if you’re found.”

			Won’t he be with me? Is he afraid we’ll both be discovered?

			“Why?” My ribs tighten. “What will happen if they take it?”

			“Nothing will happen to you or the watch, but Pan would be infuriated if he saw it around your neck.”

			“Is it his?”

			Hudson winks, a dangerous glint in his green eyes.

			My lips part. This is a terrible idea! I reach for the chain beneath my shirt and his hand darts up, fingers curling around mine as he draws it down to my side. “I don’t want it,” I declare.

			“Precious, do not take it off unless you are found. If you step foot onto Neverland without a charm, you will be hunted. How quickly did Wraith find you?”

			I sigh. I was slow to get up after smacking into the island, but it didn’t take Wraith very long at all.

			When he holds my hand for several long breaths and then peels his fingers away, something inside me claws toward him. Something I don’t understand. I can’t be this attached to someone I barely know and have only just met, I tell myself. It must be this place, combined with Belle’s absence. It’s fear.

			“What about you? Won’t you need a charm, too?”

			“I took Cairo’s,” he says, his words strangled.

			“Can I have his instead?” I ask.

			“Cairo’s charm also belonged to Pan. That’s why he claimed it, according to my journals. At one time, it was Pan’s second most prized possession.” He pulls a thin gold chain from his pocket. From it dangles a silver thimble.

			I nearly choke. “From Wendy?”

			“From Wendy,” he confirms, smiling cruelly. “Belle tore it and the acorn pendant off his neck. I wish I could remember it. I would give anything to remember the look in his eyes when she took it and his precious cache of shadows…”

			I don’t want to ask and don’t want to hurt him, especially when the wound is so fresh, but I need to know. “How did Cairo die?”

			Hudson stares at the map and carefully considers his words. “When you and I found him in front of the shop, he was on his way to visit a friend he made years ago, but he couldn’t remember anything – not the man’s name, his face, or where he lived. He only knew that he was supposed to go visit someone.”

			I remember how frustrated and afraid Cairo was.

			“That’s where I took him. When his friend answered the door, Cairo struggled to remember him at all, but the man told me he remembered Cairo and he would remind him and make sure he was back at the ship before dawn. Nothing seemed amiss. Cairo had always been welcome at his home.”

			He clears his throat. “From what we’ve pieced together, it seems that at some point, his friend forgot that he’d invited Cairo into his house. Forgot who Cairo was to him and thought he had broken in to rob him. They got into an argument that turned into a fight that spilled outside. By the time Milan and Kingston caught word of it, it was too late. Cairo’s friend had busted his head against the edge of the wooden walkway in front of his house. His skull was broken in the back. The wood didn’t split the skin, so there was no blood, but you could feel the broken bones afloat atop his brain.”

			My stomach turned. “I’m so sorry.”

			“The worst part is that I had a feeling while we were standing in the foyer of the man’s home that I shouldn’t leave Cairo there. Something told me to stay while they visited and see him back to the ship myself.” He licks his lip. “Then when you suggested I go and check on him and bring him back to the ship, I didn’t. I’ll regret that for the rest of my days.”

			“It wasn’t your fault, Hudson,” I tell him just before someone knocks on his door.

			“Seoul is ready,” Smee informs us before ducking outside again.

			Hudson looks me over, his eyes snagging on the red t-shirt. “Your shirt and shoes won’t blend into the jungle.”

			I pluck at its hem. He’s right. “Can I borrow one of yours?”

			He walks to a trunk and throws the lid open. “Everything I have will be too big for you,” he says, scowling at his options.

			“I can make it work.”

			He tosses me a shirt the same forest green hue of his eyes and walks back to the map. I turn around to take my tee off and dive into his, knotting it at the bottom and rolling the sleeves up. It smells like him. Like sea salt, cloves, and iron.

			The neckline plunges on my frame, showing a little of my bikini top.

			Walking back to him at the map, I look up to find Hudson’s gaze following the shirt’s vee neck into the delicate valley of skin between my breasts. A feral grin tugs at the corner of his lips.

			My skin flushes and I tug at the back collar, raising the vee as I walk back to him. “What did Smee mean when he said Seoul is ready?”

			“I’m sending him here.” He points to Pan’s stronghold, a strip of dense forest surrounding the homes he’s charted. “He’ll find us when he learns of her presence or absence.”

			“That’s insane! What if he’s seen?” I ask, my heart racing at the very thought of him getting near Pan, Wraith, and any others like them.

			“If Seoul doesn’t want to be seen, he won’t be.”

			“Does he have an invisibility cloak or something?” I try to tease.

			“Something like that,” Hudson agrees vaguely.

			Another knock at the door and Paris opens them with a flourish only he can pull off and strolls in, careful to avoid the debris on the floor. He leans a hip against Hook’s destroyed desk, crosses his arms, and fixes his attention on me. “Ava, have you told Hudson what you noticed on Evermist?”

			Hudson’s brows pinch. “What did you notice?”

			“Nothing on the island has a shadow. Not even the vines.”

			“Nothing has a…” He stops and swivels his head to Paris. “Nothing?”

			Paris nods once to confirm.

			The captain is quiet for a long moment. He smooths his fingers over the stubble atop his lip before wetting them. “Pan can’t reach Evermist,” Hook says adamantly, as if the very possibility would break him in ways I’m not sure anyone wants to experience. He still looks like he has this world in his teeth and he’s bearing down on it.

			Paris stands up and sighs. “He hasn’t been able to leave Neverland in years, so you are likely right.”

			“Likely,” Hook grits.

			“But what if he doesn’t have to?” the Frenchman offers. “What if he does not need to reach Evermist to control the shadows cast upon it? His powers have grown significantly since he was a boy. Perhaps they have extended, and our knowledge is outdated.”

			The thought sours my stomach because Paris is likely right. Hook even said that Belle wouldn’t know what his magic could do now. Maybe Hook and his crew don’t, either. Maybe Pan has evolved further than they imagined he could.

			“Did you notice this lack of shade in town?” Hook asks me.

			I shake my head. “No.”

			The golden clock ticks rhythmically against my sternum and I wonder if there is any charm that could truly hide us from Pan if his shadow magic is so much stronger than we can possibly wrap our minds around.

			Is Pan toying with everyone who has for years thought they were safe from him?

			I glance at the journal again before Hook ticks his head toward the door. “It’s time.”
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			twenty-four

			Hudson’s Journal

			Ava scribbled in the journal I gave her until ink stained her fingertips and those stains matched the bruises of exhaustion that settled beneath her eyes. Until I strode across the room – she didn’t even notice – crouched down, and dragged it from her fingers.

			She watched me blow on the ink until it was dry and wouldn’t bleed onto the rest of her words, then watched as I snapped the book closed. She sat on my bed and stared into my eyes at first, then at my lips.

			And when she leaned forward, I told her she needed to sleep.

			She told me she needed to remember. That sleep could wait.

			I wonder when she burrowed under my skin.

			I itch to let her read what I wrote years ago. I want to admit that I’m not sure I can trust my own words. That I’m afraid the truth isn’t captured between the bound pages, but that all I’ve managed to scrawl is more of Peter’s lies.

			Instead, I lean in closer. She doesn’t shrink away.

			Her pulse pounds, her breathing shreds.

			I close the distance between us and kiss her. It’s brief but feverish, and it ignites me when I had so hoped it might douse the feelings she somehow inspires. Her hands find my chest and her eyes ignite when her fingers find the metal piercing that encircles my nipples.

			Basking in the glow of her surprise and want, I stand and stride toward the banquette and toss her journal onto it.

			For a moment, I consider staying to finish what we just started. My body wholeheartedly agrees and doesn’t care that I don’t, and can’t, trust her. But my mind wants to know what she’s hiding and reminds me that she’s been in Tinkerbell’s care for years. That’s something I can’t ignore. I can barely stomach it.

			I tell her to sleep and promise we won’t go ashore until she’s rested. When she finally gives in, I read every word she penned. The following words are Ava’s…
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			I tried to tell myself that everything would be okay. That we would just waltz into the trees, find Belle, and waltz back out. That somehow, I’d feel her and know which way we should go.

			Such thoughts are nothing more than hopes, and Neverland is no wishing well.

			I watched Surat and Kingston board the skiff and start toward Neverland’s deceptively beautiful beach. They were the first to leave the ship and the first to step ashore. From there, the ship would sail from west to east along the north shore, scattering Hudson’s crew in whatever place he’d chosen. The captain had a clear strategy, but I didn’t know how this could possibly be safe. With so many of us going ashore, the odds were high that someone would be discovered.

			I asked Hook what kept Pan from positioning lookouts to watch for his ship so he and his Lost Boys could intercept anyone attempting to come ashore.

			Hook and I stood at the rail and kept the two men in sight at all times. He leaned his forearms on the wooden railing and pondered my question, then replied, “Nothing. But as Pan can sense anomalies, they rarely worry themselves over it. The Lost Boys prefer to stick together than fan out.”

			When I reminded him that Wraith was alone when he found me, he shook his head and explained that the Lost Boys would have left together and fanned out to cover more ground. Then he said there were probably other Lost Boys near enough to hear us, and if Wraith had been brave enough to yell, we might have had to fight our way back to the shore.

			Wonderful. They hunt as a pack.

			Smee stood nearby along the rail, carefully recording his crew mates’ names and drop-off points into a thick book. I asked him if he documented every time someone went onto the island, and he nodded and said, “We can track changes, and this way we won’t forget anyone.”

			I looked out at the sea, my chest churning with emotion, and then glanced at Hook. I asked him how he knew his journal was right. I mean, what if something vital happened while he was on the island and he forgot it before he reached his ship and ink?

			Something dark flashed in his eyes and I swallowed, fearing I’d upset him. “I have little other choice but to trust what I’ve written,” he replied.

			Yet Cairo proved that sometimes, you shouldn’t trust yourself.

			The ship moved slowly through the deep water, rocked by the waves, already cutting eastward toward the next drop-off point. Once Surat and Kingston were ashore, the unmanned skiff cut across the sun-splashed sea toward us.

			Hudson studied the bending shore for several long moments, then called for Seoul, Rio, and Kauai. The men were lowered into the skiff. Each carried a burlap bag with a day’s necessities tied across their chests and at least one crude knife that I could see. I hoped they had more hidden away.

			To blend in more readily and to avoid a situation like Cairo found himself in, the crew disembarked in twos – all but Seoul. Once ashore, he would peel away from Rio and Kauai and cut into the jungle’s heart on his own.

			Seoul entered the skiff first and settled onto one of the benches alone, his back to the beach. He wore a charm on his wrist: a single golden coin hanging from a strand of dark, worn leather. The hole cut into the charm was rough and uneven. He superstitiously flicked it before raking fingers through his sleek black hair.

			Rio was next. He wore a bright earring in one ear. He flicked his curve of gold like Seoul did, as if seeking reassurance.

			Kauai settled beside Rio and twisted a flaxen ring on his finger. When he called out that they were ready, the small boat started toward the island.

			I asked the captain how he would communicate with the others. If one group found Belle, how would the others know? Keeping his eyes on his friends as they aimed toward Neverland’s heart, all he would say was that we would regroup at dawn.

			This man is so frustrating! I turned to him and asked where we would regroup, and for several moments, he remained quiet, his eyes unfocused as he stared at the backs of his crew. Then the captain’s head swiveled toward me and his green eyes seemed to spark. “You’re safe with me, Lifeguard.”

			No idea why this man continues to call me Lifeguard or Precious when he knows my name is Ava, so I reminded him yet again. Then I asked him what would happen if we were separated, because I had a very real fear that I wouldn’t be able to find my way out on my own. But all he said was, “We won’t be.”

			Never say never, Captain.

			We watched his three friends jump from the skiff into the shallows and make for the coverage the jungle’s foliage provided. Watched as the wind caught our sails and dragged us farther up the shore.

			“The Cove,” he finally answered, watching me carefully, like he was wondering if I remembered seeing it on the map.

			I pictured the map in my mind and saw The Cove written in his spidery script. “On the southeastern side of Neverland,” I replied.

			A proud, approving glint formed in his gaze. “That’s right. The others will fan out over the island while you and I search a few areas that provide the seclusion Tinkerbell might seek. Assuming you’re right and she didn’t fly straight into Peter’s waiting arms.”

			I told him she wouldn’t do that, but I could tell he didn’t believe me when he quirked that scarred brow, so I repeated it. “She wouldn’t.”

			Smee and Milan were up next to leave the ship. Smee handed the ledger to me and told me to record their names and drop-off location – the north side of the island – as he held the rope and pushed off the hull, landing expertly on the skiff’s bottom.

			Smee tapped a thick golden band clamped around one wrist. I couldn’t tell what was engraved on it, only that something was. Milan flicked a thin ring encircling his thumb. I watched and held my breath as the gentle giant and slender Italian made their way across the sand unscathed.

			As the ship maneuvered farther around the shore to the next drop-off point, Hook stepped closer to study what I wrote in the ledger. When I asked if I’d done something wrong, he said, “Not at all; it’s perfect,” but the slick way he said it made me slide my attention to him. Then he said something that got my mind racing. “I’m just wondering… Do you remember anything about last night?”

			I cleared my throat and felt my cheeks heat. I didn’t remember anything particularly noteworthy, but now I wondered if there was something he needed to remind me of. I told him the same, then waited for him to fill in any blanks.

			But of course he didn’t. He ignored me, stepped away again, and called for Paris and Juneau. The Frenchman sauntered over and slid a hand around my waist. Hudson tracked the motion, then fixed on the place where his fingers pressed into my skin as he kissed my cheek.

			“Be careful, mon amie,” Paris said.

			I smiled and gave him a quick hug, adding, “I will if you will.”

			“Always,” he said, crossing his heart as he stepped away to join Juneau, who was already in the boat. Then he turned and told me to stay with Hudson, which wasn’t necessary, because there was no way I was letting him out of my sight.

			Hudson asked the men if they had their charms, his voice sharp. Paris lifted the cuff of his shirt to reveal a bracelet of gold links, while Juneau tugged at an earring.

			After the men took off in the skiff we sailed farther eastward, yet Hudson didn’t mention anything about last night. He certainly insinuated that something happened and that I’d forgotten more than the journal, but what?

			When I tried to ask again, he flashed a smile and shouted for Kenya and Dublin. A golden hoop draped over the top swell of Kenya’s ear. He rubbed a thumb over it as Dublin sat across from him in the skiff, twisting a chain around his neck. “Ready, Cap!” Dublin announced after Kenya nodded to him.

			Hudson and I were next. Anxiety twitched like forks of lightning beneath my skin. Telling me he’d be right back, Hudson strode across the deck and down the steps that led deep into the ship.

			The wind dragged the boat farther down the shore. I watched the island slide by, wondering where Belle was on the cursed stretch.

			Sydney emerged from the ship’s belly. His long, wheat-colored hair was tied at his nape and smothered by a worn, brown leather Akubra hat. Hudson clasped his hand and told him to sail to The Cove and wait for us there.

			With a curt nod to his captain, Sydney turned and watched me with wary eyes as I untied my shoes, toed them off, and stuffed my socks into them, then knotted the strands together to hang them over my shoulder. None of the men had shoes small enough to fit me, but Hudson said he could camouflage them and they would be fine. They wouldn’t be as visible as my red shirt would have been. He promised the underbrush would provide plenty of coverage.

			Hudson told Sydney the plan. “Everyone will meet at The Cove before dawn, then we’ll make our way to the shore. When we leave on the skiff, sail there, drop the anchor, and wait for us to emerge.”

			Sydney nodded stiffly, but his eyes were still fixed on me.

			The skiff knocked into the hull as if nudging us to hurry. Sydney held the rope and he and Hudson eased me into the boat’s sloshing bottom. My feet found the bench seat, then I stepped down into the bottom and sent the rope back up. Surprisingly, the seawater gathered at the bottom of the small boat was pleasantly warm. I braced myself against the sides when a wave sent the skiff bouncing against the ship’s hull, then again when Hudson stepped aboard.

			Sydney watched emotionlessly as the skiff dragged us toward Neverland.

			Toward my sister, I reminded myself, trying to stay positive.

			“Sydney doesn’t like me being on the ship, does he?” I asked.

			Hudson’s spine stiffened as he searched for the right words, then he said, “No, it’s not you. It’s him. He’s very particular. He doesn’t like to leave the ship. He’ll visit town for short stints, but only because I insist on it. And he never steps foot on Neverland.”

			When I asked him if he knew why, he shook his head and said that Sydney didn’t write things down as far as anyone knew, so he likely didn’t recall details of whatever happened to him on Neverland, but his mind remembered the fear that prevented him from leaving a place he knew was safe.

			Hudson trusted Sydney to remember his instructions, so I decided to trust Hudson. Or try my best to. He and the others have survived this far. What was another day? Besides, just like he had no other choice, at this point, neither did I. Even so…

			Anxiety is an awful beast that reveals the worst-case scenarios at the worst possible times.

			Sensing my distress, Hudson carefully said my name. Without thinking, I pressed my shaking hands around my middle and blurted, “I’m scared.”

			I wasn’t sure what I expected, but it wasn’t his curt response of, “Good.”

			His little retort was wholly unhelpful, and I let him know it. “You don’t have to be a callous asshole.”

			He flashed a devastating grin. “If you weren’t scared, you wouldn’t be as careful as you need to be on Neverland. Because of your fear, you’ll be diligent with your movements, watchful of your surroundings, and focused on finding Belle,” he pointed out. “And you’re not the only one who is afraid. Every man you just watched leave my ship is afraid each time they go ashore.”

			“What about you?” I asked as we were pushed over the breakers, holding onto the boat’s sides to keep from being tossed from it.

			“Of course I am. My life changed drastically upon this sand.” He held up his hook.

			I deflated, because I realized that I was the callous asshole. Not him. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t apologize for being honest with me about the way you feel,” he said. His piercing green eyes held mine. “Never apologize to anyone for that.”

			The skiff glided into the shallows and Hook jumped into the water, then reached for me. He took my hand and quietly, we disappeared into the island’s shadowless flora. Once we were nestled within the trees, we stopped so I could slip back into my shoes.

			As we were about to take off again, I got a strange feeling. A chill washed over me despite the heat. Hook didn’t seem to sense anything strange, but… I couldn’t help but feel that something was very wrong.

			I glided my hands beneath a broad leaf, and despite the sunlight, there wasn’t a shadow to be found on Neverland. When Hudson noticed what I was doing, his brows met and he scowled at the plant.

			A terrible, disturbing thought struck me when we entered the very island she’d warned me away from so many times.

			When she returned, did Belle accidentally steal all the shadows in this place?

		


		
			twenty-five

			The flat landscape gradually begins to roll. We climb up and down knolls, then hills, then steep, tall mountains teeming with life. From stinging insects the length of my thumb that buzz up to large nests they’ve hung from tree limbs to millipedes that race up the sides of tree trunks.

			Forearm-large lizards warm themselves in the sunny spots on fallen, moss-blanketed trees or watch us from the branches where they’ve climbed. Darting here and there are little rodents that look equal parts rabbit and mouse.

			One tracks us for a time, hopping alongside me. A brief hiss from Hudson sends it scurrying away.

			“Was that necessary?” I whisper.

			He spins on his heel and looms over me. I crane my head back as he asks, “Are you fond of your flesh?”

			My lashes flutter. “Um… yes?”

			“So are they.”

			He scours our surroundings and then gives me his broad back again. For spite, I imagine one of those little guys biting a chunk out of his ass, but that only makes me think of his physique, which makes me stare at his butt. Which is something anyone would do if they walked behind him.

			Hudson is a literal hot pirate. Absolute book boyfriend material. He’s… complex, a shade darker than morally gray, and yet, he’s gorgeous. No one could deny that. I bet even Pan thinks so.

			He turns to look at me as he adjusts the bag strung across his shoulders and my eyes snap up to his. A flush warms my cheeks as I pray he didn’t catch me ogling his.
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			When we’re almost to the bottom of a rocky side of one of the mountains that jut up in the island’s middle, I step on a thin, flat rock that slides under my weight and ride that thing down the backs of its friends Tony Hawk style, until it decides we’ve had enough fun for one afternoon and stops abruptly.

			As I soar face first through the air, Newton’s first law of motion comes to mind, and I curse inertia as my hands fly out and try to catch me. The result is a thudding crash and a muffled grunt of pain.

			Hudson drops to his knees beside me. “Are you hurt?”

			“No,” I grump.

			His eyes light with amusement and he stands and offers me his hand.

			As I’m dusting myself off, I notice him staring at my bright red shoes. We forgot to camouflage them.

			The pirate licks his bottom lip like he does when he’s thinking. And if he’s thinking of having me ditch my shoes, that is not happening. The soles of my feet are tender and soft. They would be shredded to ribbons in this place, and I’d track a bloody breadcrumb trail all over the Neverwood.

			His head swivels toward a gentle gurgle of water and he nods toward it. Hudson stops next to a small, muddy stream and kneels before me, cradling the back of my ankle with his hook.

			“What are you doing?” I whisper. I almost lose my balance as I teeter on one leg, but I dig my fingers into his hair and tug. The motion wrenches his head back and exposes his throat to me, and my eyes rake down every inch of that glorious column. Wondering what it would feel like to glide my fingertips down it. What it would feel like to drag my lips down it.

			Evergreen eyes wait for mine and the look in them is disquieting, like the moment a windstorm and fire collide and together, burn.

			I watch his pupils swell. Watch his chest rise and fall. Watch him hook my wrist and slowly draw it away, my fingers unclenching but my thighs locking tight.

			My knees feel strangely weak when he says my name, then instructs me to keep my balance.

			“I’ll try,” I quietly tell him.

			His fingers claw into thick, dark mud and he smears said mud over the bright red cloth on both of my shoes. I’m not even upset. If it helps me find Belle and not be seen by someone like Wraith, I’m all about the mud.

			I would let Hudson coat me if necessary… And I’d likely enjoy it.

			Clearing my throat and thoughts, I scan the forest for movement or any cute, meat-loving rabbit mice.

			Hudson stands and surveys our surroundings. All I see is forest. Foliage. Verdant green and rich shades of brown and gray.

			A breeze rattles the wide leaves of the plant beside me. Sunlight dapples the green and casts shadows from it…

			My heart stammers. Near the beach, there were no shadows. I checked.

			I pull a leaf from a nearby plant over to me and move my palm under it. The leaf definitely has a shadow. A perfect casting of its shape and essence. Everything around us does. Only we are without. “Hudson,” I whisper.

			Could this be Belle’s doing and not Pan’s at all?

			Are we getting close to her?

			He acknowledges it with a muttered curse. “It has to be Pan.”

			Or Belle.

			I hold my breath as he bends his head and leans in, until I realize he needs to tell me something. “We need to be more careful. I don’t trust this. If you hear anything that worries you, tell me immediately.”

			I nod and mouth, Okay.

			I remember how Wraith thought he’d heard something in the jungle and waved it off, only for Hook to slide up behind him…

			I did not want to end up like Wraith.

			He smoothly pivots and begins to walk away. Across his back, a burlap sack hangs with enough supplies to last both of us until morning. When Smee handed them out, he didn’t have one for me, so I thought he’d just forgotten to pack an extra. Until he told me, “On Neverland, Hudson says you’ll be too busy proving your speed to worry about your strength.”

			Hudson wasn’t exaggerating when he said that to Smee.

			The captain’s stride is determined. I take two steps for each of his. Hudson knows the best places to start searching for Belle. While our goal is to find her before Pan, I need to get to her before Hudson learns what the shadows have done to her.

			We only walk for a few minutes before the sole of my shoe gets stuck in the mud and makes a horrible and incredibly loud squelching noise. I wince and pause for a moment when Hudson stops to look around, shooting me a glare for good measure.

			I flip him the middle finger which he narrows his eyes at, looking quizzical at the same time.

			I don’t know how Hudson manages to move like the wind, but he does. He’s a whisper between glossy green leaves, and despite his stature, he barely leaves a trace.

			Me, on the other hand? I track a distinct trail of footprints through the mud. Tip-toeing does not help – at all. And no amount of effort makes me the least bit stealthy. I am the antithesis of stealth, much to mine and Hudson’s chagrin.

			The deeper we walk into Neverland’s maw, the more impressive her features become. It’s almost like she’s showing off.

			Trees with trunks the size of redwoods stretch high into the sky. Thick vines drape from branch to ground where gnarled roots buckle the earth. They curve with one another in rows like ribs, cradling bright ferns that sprout from rotting vegetation. The vibrant scent of life collides with the musk produced by death and humid heat.

			Sweat beads on my upper lip, my forehead, at the small of my back. Hudson’s shirt sticks to his shoulders and when he swivels his head, I see that the roots of his long, dark hair are damp.

			The world goes quiet when there is danger. I’ve heard it when Belle lost herself – like the night on the rooftop. And I heard it when Wraith hunted and found me in the tree not long after I limped from the shore the night I landed.

			But the birds are loud right now. They’re not afraid. Not of us, and not of anything else. It’s what makes breathing easier, because I know that if someone was following the footprints I left, we would hear their easy banter hush.

			The birdsong is bold and pure here, unencumbered by man and his machines. Every sweet trill is answered with another. Every song is meaningful, like the birds don’t just sing because they can, they sing because they must. Because a melody so powerful and insistent makes its home in their chests and their hearts can’t contain it.

			I wish I knew what it felt like to be free enough to sing and never have to hide.

			To really live.

			Without fear.

			Without anything holding me back.
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			We walk so far into the jungle that the already humid air becomes heavier, like sticky balm on the skin, and come to a place where the birdsong is drowned out by the sound of water surrounding us in trickles, gurgles, and roars.

			Here, Hudson’s broad hand clamps over my mouth as he spins me and drags me into a crouch before him. “Quiet,” he barely whispers into my ear.

			My heart hammers against my chest.

			There is a small stream just ahead and at it, an enormous creature stalks the water. With the eyes of an eagle, it looks around the wood, likely searching for us, and when it thankfully doesn’t find us, it returns its attention to the water rolling around its legs. Its bill is stork-like, and it’s covered in green feathers so vibrant it almost doesn’t look real. It bends to hover above the water until it sees what it wants. The fish don’t even realize the beast is near. The creature gulps down a few and walks a few steps upstream, then a few more, until it’s out of sight.

			Hook’s fingers uncurl from my mouth and we stand.

			“What the hell was that thing?” I whisper.

			“The Neverbird.”

			The Neverbird.

			“Please tell me they only eat fish.”

			“Oh, they do seem to prefer them, but on Neverland, you’ll find that a meal is a meal, Precious.”
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			I watch for the bright green of the Neverbird’s plumage as the Neverwood thins, held at bay by a steep wall of yellow rock, seamed in gray. Water spills down the stone face, then patiently carves veins that flow into the forest.

			Hudson and I cross the expanse of slick stone, heading straight for the sheer rock wall.

			The soles of my shoes, still caked in mud are like ice skates. I slide, but I don’t slip. A strong arm suddenly clamps around my side as if to steady me. “Easy there,” he says, louder than he’s spoken since we left the ship. Then Hook leans down and speaks into my ear. “We are being followed.”

			“Bird?”

			“Boy,” he answers under his breath.

			Fear crashes through me.

			The cave from Hudson’s map looms just ahead, camouflaged by the vines slithering down the cliff. They hang over its mouth in a verdant curtain. He hooks some of the strands and draws them out of the way, then his hand presses the small of my back as we step inside. The vines sway shut behind us, and we are already in motion. The cavern floor is dirt and rock fissured by water that has weathered it deep into the earth.

			Hudson points his hook into the darkness. “Follow that path to the lake. Dive beneath the farthest wall. You’ll find an opening into another chamber. Do you think you can reach it?”

			“Yeah.” I focus on breathing as nerves flutter in my belly. When he turns to face the cave’s mouth and whoever is about to pass through it, I grab his arm. “What about you?”

			His eyes gleam as he grins at me. “Are you worried about me, Precious?”

			“Yes!” I hiss. I need his help. I need him alive.

			Pan won’t resurrect him like he did Wraith…

			Hook tenses, his attention snapping toward the vines. “Go!”

			I turn and jog down the sandy stone toward the dark, placid lake at the cavern’s bottom. The water is crystal clear and freezing as it fills my shoes. At my back, daylight flares for a breath, until that brilliant light is severed again. Whoever was following us outside, is now in here. I’m terrified to move even to wade in farther or dive under like I told Hudson I would.

			For several long seconds, all is quiet. Too quiet. Save for the dripping of water from pencil-sized stalactites that look like a thousand slick, pale worms stretching from the ceiling.

			I look back at the water and bite my thumbnail. Hudson told me to dive under the rock wall, that behind it was another room, but I don’t know how deep to dive or how far I need to swim until that rock gives way to the next space.

			I won’t be able to see anything once I go under.

			What if the way has caved in?

			What lives in water like this?

			The person near the cave’s mouth begins to whistle – sharp and sure. I don’t recognize the melody, but I don’t like it. Bare feet loudly slap the smooth stone as the person confidently makes their way further into the cavern. Then I see the top of his head, his shoulders, and the contours of his bare chest.

			The hair on the back of my neck rises.

			Is it Pan?

			Something way larger than a moth wildly flutters over my head. Then a shrill, animalistic shriek echoes before the flapping wings track across the ceiling and up toward the boy.

			His whistling stops.

			He finds me and I hear him smile, even though I can only see a ghost of movement.

			His bare feet grind grit into the cave floor as he starts toward me in earnest, his arms swinging. He’s shirtless and wearing shorts, like Wraith had been, but I can’t tell from here if it’s Pan. Darkness cloaks his face.

			“Didn’t Hook warn you about that lake, Ava?” he asks gruffly.

			“Did Pan warn you about me?” I fire back.

			The boy laughs. “Of course he did. Not that it was necessary. We all saw what you did to Wraith.”

			What I did to him?

			Why did Peter tell the boys I was to blame? I thought about Hudson.

			If this boy thinks I killed Wraith, why is he charging forward? Why isn’t he afraid? Maybe he’s been torn apart and pieced back together by Pan too often to fear a true death.

			He’s too close and gaining ground.

			I step backward farther into the water. One step. Two. The splashing sounds echo over the cave, stirring a few more bats.

			When I extend my foot a third step, feeling with my heel, then toes, for the rock that should be there, it isn’t. The lake is deep like Hudson said. No matter how far I stretch, I can’t touch the bottom. I ease into the water, keeping the boy in my sight, and swim to the far wall, treading water but ready to dive.

			Fear tells me to listen to Hudson, to swim away and trust him to deal with this guy. But I’m afraid to leave him alone. Afraid to face what’s in the water and move farther into this cave without him at my side.

			Footsteps in a familiar, unhurried, and cocky stride echo through the room.

			The Lost Boy stops and turns to find Hudson just a few feet away.

			Hudson’s deep laugh echoes all around us. “Hello, Grim,” the pirate greets in a voice as smooth as silk. “It’s been too long since I’ve scattered pieces of you across Neverland for Peter to find and knit back together.”

			Holy. Shit.

			Every muscle in my body goes taut as the pirate glides closer to his prey.

			Grim’s voice doesn’t break when he speaks to Hudson. I swear I can hear a smile in his tone.

			“To show his appreciation for you showing Ava home, Peter wants to extend a favor to you and your crew,” Grim breezily replies. But he squares his shoulders as if his body, if not his mind, remembers that Hook is as dangerous as he says. “If you walk out of this cave right now, he’ll grant you and your entire crew free passage back to your ship despite your crimes. Just this once, mind you.”

			My heart seizes. Pan obviously knows his crew is on the island despite the charms he said would cloak us. Why wouldn’t he take the bargain? He barely knows me.

			Hudson chuckles. “Pan only shows mercy when he’s desperate. It stands to reason that he is desperate for Ava. Why does he need her?”

			“His reasons are his own,” Grim says with a demented smile.

			“Pity he doesn’t trust you enough to tell you the most basic of things,” Hook says cruelly.

			Something slick brushes my leg and I kick frantically to send the fish – or whatever it is – away. With my attention on the water, I missed what was just said and listen to catch up on their conversation.

			Grim watches the pirate. “You’d be a fool not to accept.”

			Something curls around my ankle and jerks me beneath the surface. I kick it as hard as I can, my sole striking something solid, and swim upward, coughing and twisting to see beyond the obsidian glass surface. It’s impossible. I can’t even see my own hands through the dark water.

			“Ava?” Hudson falters.

			That sliver of a second of distraction is all Grim needs. He launches at Hudson as the thing that grabbed me before clenches my ankle again, this time dragging me into the brackish water.

			My lungs begin to burn. Bubbles spew from my mouth.

			I kick at it, unsure of what it is or where it’s taking me. I can’t see anything.

			The creature releases me and for a terrifying second, I’m suspended in water and I don’t know which way is up.

			When my body starts to rise, I kick to reach the surface, inwardly panicking that my hands will only find rock and I’m trapped in the stony corridor between the cave’s connected lakes.

			But instead of a rocky tunnel, I pop up into the maw of an enormous room, gulping in as much air as my strained lungs will allow. I cough and gasp and swim toward the pool’s edge, then scramble to the shallows so the creature doesn’t come after me again.

			A single beam of light streams in from a fissure in the ceiling high overhead, letting me see the lifeless space.

			Chest heaving, I climb onto a large boulder and consider what to do next. Hudson was in trouble when I was taken under. I’m afraid to leave this room, and afraid not to. I stand, wrestling with my thoughts as I consider diving back under the rocky wall to go after the pirate and save him from the Lost Boy like he did for me.

			Then I notice a trail of water that tracks from the lake past the boulder I’m perched on and between several others, deeper into the cavernous room where the single beam of light doesn’t touch.

			A rustle comes from behind a massive boulder.

			I unlace my shoes so they won’t squelch and step out of them, then carefully ease off the rock and onto the soggy, well-trodden path.

			In the book Belle hoarded, the jungle had all kinds of carnivorous creatures, like bears and tigers. I remember an illustration of flamingoes. The pink birds aren’t scary in our world, but this is Neverland, home of sweet-looking bunny mice that like to take chunks out of people who venture too close, and indiscriminately hungry Neverbirds…

			I tiptoe across the cave floor, water dripping from my clothes.

			I reach the boulder and begin to ease around it with my back to the rock when something hisses and scuttles away. But not before I see two dark eyes that for the briefest of breaths swirl with gold before they turn to obsidian.

			My heart lurches toward her just before I do, my hands outstretched to let her know I don’t want to harm her. “Belle?” I heave a relieved breath.

			Her shadow wings flare as fear and confusion fight for dominance over her delicate features. “You were in the water,” she accuses.

			“Well aware of that, thank you. You could have warned me before pulling me under, you know. Let me take a deep breath first next time,” I grump, wringing out my soaked shirt as best I can. I turn to face her, flinging more water from my hands.

			Gold streaks from her pupils, gone as fast as the embers exploding from a firework, dying as it plummets. “You aren’t supposed to be here.”

			“I know. I know I don’t belong here.” My fists ball at my sides. “I also know what you took from Pan, Belle. You have to return the shadows to the people he stripped them from, and we need to get the hell off this island!” Before it’s too late.

			Furious, Belle advances on me a step. “Who told you?”

			“Hudson,” I tell her. “Hook. Whatever you called him. He’s on the other side with Grim. We should go see if he’s okay,” I tell her, starting toward the water, deciding she and I can hash this out later.

			She grabs my arm, stopping me. “Grim recognized you.”

			“He and Wraith knew my name when they came to ‘collect’ me for Pan. How did they know who I was, Belle?” I can’t keep the accusation out of my tone.

			“You think I told them?” she yells. Then she clutches her stomach and looks sick. She’s still wearing the plaid pajama bottoms she left the house in and her favorite ratty t-shirt. But when I look past her soaked, dripping clothes, she looks… bad. “I will protect you with my life, Ava. I would rather die than see you anywhere near Pan! He’s a monster.” She sits on a rock, deflated. “I didn’t mean for you to come with me. They just took you.”

			“The shadows?”

			She nods. “I didn’t think it was possible. They must have cloaked you from the Star so it didn’t see you were shadowless and block your entrance.”

			“There’s no point worrying about how it happened. The past happened and the present is happening.” I glance in the direction of the clock ticking against my chest, wondering if it’s possible here. “You came back to return the shadows so the people trapped here can leave, so can you do that? Can you just do that so we can go home?”

			“It’s not that simple!” she hisses.

			I fight to control my rising panic. “Pan is hunting us. He wants those shadows back. I don’t want him to find you, Belle. I don’t want him to hurt you.”

			Her eyes darken into obsidian at the sound of his name. Her lip curls and she snarls, “What if I want him to find me?”

			I crouch down so that we’re almost the same height. “Then you wouldn’t be hiding in a cave. You would’ve flown right to him.” I reach into my pocket and nearly cry as water streams from my cell phone. I strike the home key, but it won’t turn on. I want so desperately to remind her of what our lives were like before the shadows took over and doused her light.

			She rips the phone out of my hand and cracks it against a rock. Glass shatters and the inner workings of the phone spill onto the ground beside us.

			My mouth falls open. “Why did you do that?”

			“It’s ruined, but everything on it is automatically saved to the cloud. You didn’t lose anything but the device,” Belle informs me with a sniff. “I learned that lesson the hard way once.”

			“There’s probably rice on Neverland, you know. I could’ve drawn the water out.”

			Belle just shrugs, then adds, “And I wasn’t hiding in this cave. I was following you, to protect you.”

			My mouth gapes as I process what she said.

			We sit in the quiet for several long moments.

			“Remember the necklace you used to wear? The one with the silver acorn pendant?” I ask.

			Her eyes lift to mine.

			“I remember last year when it broke. Probably because it was such a pivotal moment. I remember your beautiful golden eyes swirled with darkness the first time. That’s the farthest back that I can recall, and I’m not sure what I’ve forgotten between then and now.”

			“I tried to remind you,” she rasps.

			“I know, and I love you for it. Without you, I can only remember the most recent things that happen in my life. Like the sleeping pills I was so mad at you for stealing and then taking. The fire you set in our living room. The rooftop.” I curse and fold my hands at the back of my neck, pressing my heavy hair down. “Mrs. Jennings.”

			“Hag,” Belle tosses.

			I smile. “Garfield.”

			“Dinner.” She grins, then her chin begins to tremble.

			She’s shattering again, so I rush to tell her, “I don’t remember much before that, and without you I wouldn’t remember anything at all. You tell me all the time about the day you found me, of random moments in our lives and the happiness we carved from nothing, because I can’t remember anything farther back than the day the pendant cracked. And I know that one day, I won’t remember that necklace or how you sacrificed yourself to save the shadows.” Belle swallows thickly. “You reminded me of so many things because you didn’t want to lose me, but I am losing you, Belle, to the slivers of darkness you were never meant to bear. And if something happens to you, I will forever be lost.”

			I stare into my sister’s eyes. Golden with only a small burst of shade as a tear trickles down her cheek.

			Water sloshes behind me and a dripping wet, furious-looking Hudson trudges out of the lake. I stand and take him in. He’s not hurt. He’s soaking wet… and are his nipples pierced?

			“Tinkerbell,” he says between heaving breaths. “What happened? You promised you’d be right back.”

			Belle stands. “And you made an oath to me as well.”

			He rakes a hand through his wet hair. “And I’ve kept it.”

			With a guttural roar that sounds like the word liar she rushes him, moving so fast she’s nothing but a dark, formless smudge. A smudge that plows into me at full speed because I make a split-second decision to step between them and stop her.

			For a breath, I’m weightless. And the next, the back of my skull cracks against the rock I’d been standing on and stars dance in my vision, little sparkles of light I thought only existed in cartoons.

			Hudson shouts something that echoes over the cave’s ceiling and walls. The rocks catch it and vibrate beneath me. Or at least, I think they do.

			My ears ring – loudly. My head feels fuzzy and strange.

			“Belle?” I slur.

			Hudson’s fingers feel the back of my skull and he mutters a curse. “She’s your sister, Tinkerbell. She came to find you and save you instead of leaving you to Pan!” Then he lets out a slew of curses so colorful, I’d cackle if the world wasn’t spinning.

			His face is blurry as he bends over me. So are his words. My eyelids feel heavy.

			“No, no, no. Don’t close your eyes, Lifeguard.”

			“I feel weird,” I tell him. “Are your nipples pierced?”

			He looks at something beyond me. Mouths something I can’t hear.

			“This sucks,” I mutter. “Is Belle still here?”

			“Oh, she’s here,” he answers, his voice laced with irritation.

			Then I see her. Tentatively, her face drifts into my line of sight, across from Hudson’s. I try to smile, but emotion swells over me and I end up crying and clutching at my forehead. “Belle, I just want to go home.”

			My sister’s warm tears splash onto my cheek and cool before they streak to my chin. Her eyes are half-golden again. I watch as the shadow fights its way back, taking control, even as she pushes it away. Her teeth grind and she pants, wearing her very soul thin to stay with me.

			“Heal her!” Hudson demands. “Now.”

			“I don’t know how much I have left,” she laments. Belle’s hands gingerly frame my skull and the gold in her eyes surges as she mutters words I don’t understand.

			I suddenly remember what honeysuckle smells like and smile, letting my eyes drift close.

			“Just give the shadows back and we can leave,” I weakly tell her as the pain, pressure, and roaring in my head eases under her gentle touch and magic.

			I watch Belle’s eyes darken to soot. “I can’t yet. There’s something I have to do, and it requires wings.”

			Wings just carry her away from me. Farther and farther away.

			“I don’t want you to go,” I tell her.

			She glares at Hudson. “I have to leave, or others won’t be able to.” Her eyes flick meaningfully at me.

			“Me?” I ask, trying to sit up.

			The shadowy wings buzz at her back. Before we can do or say anything to stop her, she takes flight and surges toward the light at the top of the cave’s ceiling, disappearing through the gap in the rocks in a blink.

			Groaning, I gesture upward. “She really just flew away, didn’t she?”

			“She did,” Hudson answers tersely.

			“Great.” Awesome. Wonderful. Just what we needed.

			I lay flat on my back on the rock, my clothes still ice cold, soaked through, and plastered to me. Like the strands of hair stuck to my face and neck. “What happened with Grim?” I’m almost afraid to ask, but I need to know if he’s about to swim under the rock and come at us again. Or if Pan is.

			Hudson sits with his back against a rock, propping his hook on his knee. I turn to see him better, not bothering to lift my head. “He’s no longer a threat,” he says, the corner of his lips curling proudly.

			In case he’s thinking about giving me the gory details, I raise a hand. “Don’t tell me what you did. Please.”

			At that, he laughs. “How’s your head?”

			“It’s… whatever. I’m fine.” My heart, on the other hand, isn’t. Hudson probably sees as much. He doesn’t tell me it will be okay or point out that Belle just left her seemingly safe hiding place because I pushed her too hard. He doesn’t tell me what an idiot I am – even though I feel like the world’s biggest, and the universe’s worst sister.

			He picks up a small stone and tosses it into the water. I hear it hit and imagine the ripples it makes spreading over the dark, placid water. “How long has she been like that?”

			Laboriously, I sit up and put my head in my hands, not because there is any residual pain – Belle took every bit away – but because I know the conversation we’re about to have will give me a headache anyway.

			“If I had to guess, I’d say about a year. I don’t remember for sure.” What I do know is that too much time has passed since I came home and first saw the darkness in her eyes, the split in her pendant, and the tear in the paper-thin life we’d built.

		


		
			twenty-six

			The beam of light from the hole Belle flew through weakens. Hudson notices and curses. “We can’t move toward The Cove tonight. It’s too far. And too dangerous.”

			“Because of animals or the Lost Boys?” I ask.

			“Both.”

			How will we make it out of this cave? “We can’t stay here. Won’t Pan come looking for Grim?”

			“He will, so we need to hurry. There are other places we can hide until it’s safer to move.”

			I stand and dust the grit off my backside. Hudson works to knock it from my shirt at my shoulders. “What about the rest of your crew?”

			What if they come looking for us? What if they’ve been captured?

			“Those who make it to the ship will be safe on the water, and they have orders to stay put until we arrive to regroup. Each person makes a conscious choice every time they leave the ship and step foot onto this island. They know and accept the risks involved.”

			That may be true, but it doesn’t comfort me in the least.

			I look at the lake, dreading the swim back through the frigid water.

			Hudson follows my eyes and shakes his head. “We can’t go that way. Pan could be on the other side. And besides that, parts of Grim are…”

			I almost gag. “Gross.” I peer into the darkest part of the cave.

			Hudson jerks his head toward it. “I know this cave system. I can get us out of it, but you’ll have to stay close, and we have to move quietly. There are places where the rock is very thin and plenty of seams along the cliff wall.”

			“Okay,” I agree.

			Hudson’s forest green eyes meet mine as he extends his hand and I notice something swim within them. Not a gentle treading of water, but a desperate struggle against a current I can’t see.

			He’s hiding something from me.

			I place my hand in his and let him draw me into the dark.
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			Hudson tells me when there is a rock we need to skirt around, warns me of the streams we must wade through before the icy water seeps into my shoes again, and of boulders we need to climb up and over.

			The path through the dark is treacherous, but we haven’t entered absolute darkness where even your own hand waving in front of your face can’t be seen. Here and there, evening light cuts in through a fissure overhead, or in the seams of rock in the cave wall.

			It’s beside one of these more imposing crevices that Hudson stops. He slowly draws our entwined hands to his mouth and taps a finger against his lips.

			I quietly nod and we listen as two male voices trickle in through the sliver.

			“Pan senses him inside the cave,” one boy says. He trudges by so close, I’m worried there’s not enough rock between them and us. Maybe he’ll somehow hear the pounding of my heart or the way my breath saws in and out of my chest. Perhaps he’ll feel the way my bones tremble under my skin.

			“Is he alive?”

			Goosebumps spread over my skin. I recognize the voice immediately and my eyes snap to Hudson’s. Wraith, I mouth.

			Hook’s hand tightens on mine.

			We stand still for several long moments.

			There is a small opening ahead, even though the cave continues. Hudson waits, crouching beside it and listening for any noise for a very long time. When he’s satisfied, he tells me to wait for his signal and steps out into the dim twilight. “It’s clear,” he whispers.

			I emerge and we hurry into a grove of enormous trees whose every branch stretches toward the sky. Their tops are entirely flat. I’ve never seen anything like them.

			I’ve tiptoed the whole way here to keep my shoes from squelching. It mostly worked. As Hudson determines the easiest way up one of the trees, I untie and toe them off.

			“There’s a nest large enough to hold and hide us for the night,” he says, gesturing up.

			As my eyes travel to where his finger points, fear strikes a match and lights the kindling of my inner panic. Because while the nest is large enough to hold us, it’s also very, very high up. So high, my stomach roils when I consider the climb up and the path back down.

			Is it the nest of a Neverbird? How do we know the nest isn’t occupied? How do we know it won’t be after we reach it? Do the birds that make nests like that eat humans?

			“Up you go, Lifeguard.”

			“Why should I go first?” I grump.

			“So I can protect you from any threat that might happen upon us, of course.” What about the threats that come from above? “And so that I might enjoy the view.”

			I narrow my eyes at him, earning a deep chuckle.

			Branch by branch, we climb.

			A burn settles into the muscles of my arms and legs. Heights don’t bother me on solid things like buildings, but trees? After Wraith dragged me down from one, I kind of hate trees. And Neverland.

			Either way, he stays with me, offering help when I silently indicate that I need it.

			The nest is tall and thickly built into the crook between the tree’s trunk and a branch that’s broader than Hudson’s shoulders. He makes sure that it’s vacant and all sides are sturdy before we both climb onto it. As we settle, twigs poke at the backs of my legs. Here and there are feathers of whatever bird built, stacked, and wove this nest. The soft down at the feathers’ bases flutter in the breeze.

			Hudson holds up a small, blanched bone that was laying amid the branches before tossing it to the nest’s edge. I wince when I notice more surrounding us. Under the moon’s light, they’re easy to spot among the pieces of dull wood.

			Hudson eases the pack off his back. “Every inch is drenched,” he says apologetically, removing its contents. A rolled wool blanket. Canteen. A couple of soggy bread loaves and pieces of salted pork. An orange.

			“It’s not ruined.” It’s all salvageable to some degree, and I divide everything but the piece of fruit. The bread is crusted, so some of the insides of the loaves are edible. The pork is delicious. We finish the meat quickly and he hands me the canteen.

			I take a sip, trying not to touch my lips to it.

			Then it’s Hudson’s turn and he does the same, letting the water pour into his open mouth. A little of the water slides down his throat, grazing the apple that works as he swallows.

			Why am I preoccupied with his neck, of all things? Am I a throat girl?

			He catches me watching and slowly lowers the skin.

			I look away, pretending to pick at one of the branches digging into my thigh. But I’m drawn to him again before I even realize it or can consider why.

			I have the sneaking suspicion he’s about to ask if I like what I’m looking at – which I totally do. I mean, who wouldn’t? – so I ask the first thing that pops into my mind, hoping it seems like I’m hesitating with the question instead of ogling him while he was merely drinking water.

			Pulling the chain around my neck, I withdraw the watch and flip open the case. Still ticking backward. “Do you still have your charm?”

			He nods.

			“Then how does Pan know we’re here?”

			Hudson rolls his shoulders. “I talked to Smee about the shadows you first mentioned were missing from Evermist. His foremost theory is that Pan’s found a way to use them to track our movements.”

			I really hope he’s wrong. Because if he’s right, there’s not a place on this island he can’t touch – this nest and every inch of island that stands between us and the sea included.

			“The Lost Boys seem deranged. Not just like they’ve forgotten their past, but…” I shake my head. “I can’t describe it, but something is wrong with their minds. It’s like they’ve been twisted.”

			Hudson’s face is grim. “They have been. Every time they die, they lose what little memory they were clinging to when they died. After he brings them back, Pan tells them whatever he wants them to think is true, and they believe him.”

			“Grim said that Pan told the others I was the one who hurt Wraith.”

			Hudson scrubs his face. “Yes, he did.”

			I’m about to apologize for losing my sister when he beats me to it. “I’m sorry about Belle. The past year must have been difficult for you both.”

			I clear my throat and look away. “You could say that.”

			The scent of citrus drifts between us as I peel the fruit and hand half of the pulpy sections to him. Valiantly, I try not to watch him eat each one like some creep. In the end, I don’t leer. I only glance and observe.

			Which is utterly ridiculous, but I seem to be powerless to fight the urge to watch him.

			I grit my teeth and focus on my own fruit.

			“Lifeguard,” he says. My eyes lift, catch on his lips, and rove up to his eyes. “May I see your watch?”

			I suck my thumb into my mouth to rid it of the orange’s sticky juice and pull the chain up from around my neck.

			“Don’t take it off,” he quickly adds. “In case I’m wrong.”

			We stare down as the watch’s gears turn and flex with each lurch of the second hand. Hudson looks away from it and stares out into the distance.

			I wonder if the sea is that way… or The Cove.

			I drop the timepiece back underneath the neckline of my shirt – his shirt. His eyes track the motion. If I’m a neck girl, I wonder if Hudson might just be a breast guy.

			Hudson lifts the soaked blanket, squeezes all the excess water he can from it into the thick mat of twigs, and spreads it out. “It’s wet, but it’ll be more comfortable than laying directly on the nest.”

			“Much better. Thanks.”

			He nods. “We should leave before dawn and make a beeline for the coast. The skiff will come when I call it and take us to the ship. We’ll have to be on guard, but it’ll be the best time to move.”

			Especially if Smee’s right about Pan using the shadows to spy on us. “Okay.”

			He scrutinizes the canopy, and I wonder if he’s ever felt comfortable, if he ever feels safe. “You should lie down and rest while you can,” he suggests.

			I am utterly grateful for the sopping wet blanket separating my skin from the branches and especially from the bones jutting from this nest as I lay on my back and bend my knees, folding my hands over my stomach. “Shouldn’t you do the same?” I ask.

			He hesitates like he might sit up all night and keep watch.

			“We can take shifts,” I offer. Hudson looks at me like he’s seen a ghost. I raise up onto an elbow. “What?”

			He shakes his head and scrubs a hand over his mouth. “It’s nothing.”

			I narrow my eyes at him. “I’m capable of listening and watching for trouble, you know.”

			He smiles. “Why waste your time when trouble keeps finding you?”

			I sink back down with a sigh. It’s true, unfortunately. I’ve said the same to myself time and time again. I pluck a gross little bone from the nest beside me and fling it at him. He sees it coming and quickly turns his head. It hits his shoulder, then falls onto the blanket.

			The sky slips from blue to midnight in minutes and the twin stars go from being the only ones to grace the heavens to looking more like crown jewels set amid a million smaller stones. All sparkling. All beautifully arranged.

			“You like the stars.” Hudson lays back to look at them with me.

			“I always have,” I tell him. “At least, I think I have. My ceiling is an enormous star chart.”

			I know all the constellations, the stories behind the shapes, how they move. All but that Second Star I thought Belle was insane for seeing when I couldn’t yet. I look at it now, bright and beaming. It’s no wonder someone used it to leash Pan. Look at its pulsing power…

			Hudson turns onto his side to face me and props his head on his palm. He looks at me for several agonizingly long moments during which his gaze grazes my hair, my nose, my cheeks, and chin. His perusal is so thorough, it almost feels like he’s ghosting over each part with the backs of his knuckles.

			“What do you see when you look at me?” I rasp.

			Dark lashes fan as he blinks once.

			Twice.

			“I see someone I can’t believe I’ve found. Sometimes, I look at you and can’t believe you’re real.”

			My breath catches.

			“How does that make you feel?” he asks, waiting for my reply.

			“It should scare me.” I barely know him.

			“Should isn’t the same as does,” he says. A corner of his lip curls upward. He reaches toward me with his hook and the curve of the metal ghosts down my forearm. “You have goosebumps. Is it because you’re cold?”

			That’s certainly one factor, but it’s not the only one and he knows it.

			“How did you get it?” I ask, letting my fingers drift over the metal, pressing the pad of a finger into his hook’s sharp tip.

			His expression closes off and he rolls onto his back. “Pan is to blame. Tinkerbell formed it for me and affixed it to what was left of my arm so that I wasn’t left without a way to defend myself again.”

			“How many times have you fought Pan?” I ask.

			“Not once.” His lips thin. “He is a coward through and through. He doesn’t care how many times his Lost Boys die for him.”

			I turn my head to study his profile. His arms are folded under his head. “He’s afraid of you.”

			Hudson’s eyes cut to mine. “As he should be.”

			And Hudson had admitted that he was scared to step on to Neverland.

			I wish I knew the truth of their past and how all these people and lives interconnected, and what severed them. If I did, maybe what’s happening would make sense. It would take someone willing to open up and trust me with their shared history, and I’m not sure if or when that’ll ever happen.

			“Rest up, Lifeguard,” he tells me, sitting up and scanning our surroundings again. “While you can.”
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			twenty-seven

			I rest but don’t sleep until sunrise, despite Hudson’s reassurances that he would remind me if I forgot where I was and of our mutual goal. We quickly climb down from the nest into the Neverwood. With our feet on solid ground once more, we hurriedly cut a path to the sea. No predators – human or otherwise – descend upon us as we flee.

			As the sun peeks above the horizon, the thick jungle starts to thin. “Hudson,” I breathe, slowing my steps. “I need a minute.” Hands on my wobbling knees, I drag in as much air as I can before my lungs heave it out again. “Just a minute.”

			He watches out for us both as I catch my breath, every inch of him ready for anything Neverland throws at us. “We’re close, Ava. But we need to go faster. The sun just came up.”

			Faster?

			I turn my head and see a vine creeping up the trunk of the nearest tree, swallowing a few of the lowest branches. Its leaves are magenta in the middle, and here and there along the vine are tightly coiled tendrils. I reach out to run a hand under one to check for shadows.

			Hudson sees the movement. “No!” he hisses, trying to intercept my hand.

			Like a booby trap sprung, the tense coil beside it springs forward and curls around my hand before stretching up my wrist, onto my forearm.

			A flash of heat surges toward my shoulder.

			My fingertips start to tingle like they’ve gone numb during sleep.

			Hudson curses as I pull away from the vine, part of it breaking off and remaining attached to my skin with the help of a thousand needle-thin barbs.

			And then… pain. My mouth opens and I begin to pant, because I feel like I’m being stung by an angry nest of wasps.

			“I can’t feel my fingers!” I whisper-shriek, pushing them against my thumb. They move, but if I didn’t see them, I wouldn’t know they were doing anything. I look up at the pirate with terror-filled eyes. “Hudson?”

			He’s already deftly torn away the pieces attached to my arm with his hook, but he keeps raking over my skin again to be sure it’s clear. Dropping his gaze to my bare legs, he curses and kneels in front of me to rip away the ones I didn’t even know were there.

			My legs, thighs, and calves… prickle. Then the sensation turns into a shocking burn that feels like I’ve been dumped into a vat of boiling water.

			The second wash of pain comes so suddenly, so intensely, that I can’t even scream.

			Hudson stands and tucks me into his chest as I fight to keep standing, and a keening wail finally escapes my swollen throat. “You’re going to be okay,” he grunts, holding me upright as I buckle.

			“My heart…” It’s going too fast.

			“You’re going to be okay, Ava.” He scoops me up and begins to run.

			A cold sweat forms on my lip and brow. “Am I dying?” I slur.

			The sound of crashing waves gets closer. Sand sprays from Hudson’s feet as he tears across the shore and trudges into the water, one long stride at a time.

			“The saltwater will help,” he grits, but I hear the panic in his voice.

			We’re past the breakers, past where I could likely touch the bottom of the seafloor, but Hudson is taller than I am. The swells rock us upward, then insistently drag us back toward the shore. Hudson fights to keep us in deeper water.

			“I hope it doesn’t scar your lovely skin,” comes a male voice from behind us. My head lolls sideways so I can see who it is. It’s not Wraith or Grim. It isn’t any Lost Boy.

			It’s Pan.

			He walks close but stops just shy of where the sea laps the shore.

			I try to squeeze Hudson’s arm, to speak, to warn him. If he senses Pan, he hasn’t given any indication. But my hands no longer obey and neither does my voice.

			“Even if you could speak, he wouldn’t be able to see or hear me,” Pan tells me. “Because I don’t want him to.”

			I notice a dark film over his body – shadow.

			His hazel eyes burn. “Welcome home, Ava.” He holds my stare for a long moment. “You forgot me, but I’ll happily remind you.”

			My lips are numb. Three times I try to tell him to go fuck himself, but the sound that emerges from my throat comes out garbled.

			“Where’s Tinkerbell?” he asks conversationally, quirking a copper brow at me.

			I really wish my lips would work. I want him to hear the conviction in my voice. If he touches my sister, I will do far worse to him than Hook did to his little friends.

			“I know she’s here.” He walks sideways as Hook drifts with the waves, watching me with unblinking, unnatural eyes. His movements are smooth. Inhuman. And he’s beautiful. With sharply pointed ears, tousled sun-kissed hair, and a sensual mouth.

			I don’t know what Peter Pan did to be cast away and bound to this island, but in my soul, I know he deserved it.

			His hair is longer on top and cropped short at the sides. The wind that breaks over my head and Hudson’s doesn’t dare run its fingers through it.

			“Is she on his ship?” he tries again more insistently.

			He has no idea where Belle is.

			I try to smile and feel my lips flinch.

			Pan’s jaw clenches.

			The relaxed way his hand rests in the pocket of his rolled-up pants belies the tension coiled in his shoulders, in his abs. He’s like those awful vines. Coiled, barbed, and ready to strike.

			Poisonous.

			“I’ll change your mind soon enough,” he says with a shrug, his smile tight. “I have a gift for you, Ava. A little something to welcome you home.”

			I hear the skiff rise from the sea bottom and listen as the briny water sloshes, then pours, magically forced from its hollow belly. Hook lifts me into the boat before hauling himself in and takes the seat facing the shore, no doubt still looking out for the danger that’s there but hidden from his sight. He gathers me in his arms again.

			My head lolls backward as I try to tell Hudson that Pan is here.

			Peter withdraws the hand in his pocket. His fingers are clenched as he brings it to his mouth. Only then does he uncurl them. He purses his lips and exhales, blowing something toward me.

			I only catch a glimpse of a dark wisp before the skiff races farther into the sea and carries us away from danger. Hudson sees that my head is turned toward the shore and cradles me against his chest, stroking my hair and reassuring me that I’ll be okay. I press my eyes closed, thankful that whatever Pan just sent toward us didn’t reach me.

			Until something cold ghosts over my back. It curls up my spine and then sharply cuts between my ribs to impale my heart.

			I arch against Hudson and try to scream, but only rusted sounds tear from my throat.

			“What’s wrong?” Hudson panics. “Ava?”

			Pan’s laughter is the last thing I hear.
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			Something cool and wet glides over my leg. I smell vinegar. I crack my eyes to see a giant man sitting beside my bed. I raise up onto my elbows and recoil from him as I take in a sharp breath and hold it.

			My covered leg tangles in soft blankets that smell like sea salt, cloves, and… metal?

			“You’re safe now, Ava.”

			The stranger tilts his head so I can see him better. How does he know my name?

			Am I in the hospital?

			I look down. I’m not in a hospital gown.

			My mouth feels like cotton.

			I’m in a bed I’ve never seen. In a room I’ve never seen. With a man I don’t know.

			My stomach rocks. The man is ready with a bucket.

			I retch, then cough until my eyes water. When I catch my breath again, they slide toward him. “Who are you?”

			Hands out, he begins to soothe, “It’s okay. You’re going to be okay. The tides are a little uneasy tonight. You’re disoriented from the stings, that’s all.”

			Stings? What stings?

			He readjusts his grip on the side of the bucket. Not a plastic dollar store trash can, but an ancient-looking thing with thick wooden slats choked in a metal ring, and a thin metal handle clanging against its side.

			The room tips and rocks sideways as the structure we’re in lets out a mournful groan. The man braces his foot on the floor beside him to keep his chair.

			What the hell is happening?

			Glancing around the room, I can see this entire place is just as old as the bucket he’s still holding for me. Wood paneling and warped panes of glass are all around. A scarred desk with a map hangs on the wall behind it. A huge copper tub in the back corner and a… a plank swing in the opposite one.

			The room has been trashed. Books are sprawled all over the floor and shards of broken glass and feathers are strewn everywhere.

			We list to the opposite side, and I retch again.

			I’ve either been drugged and kidnapped, or this is a fever dream.

			The giant man pats my back until I manage to violently shrug him off. “Don’t touch me!” I pant.

			His brow knits with worry. “Ava, you—”

			“Who. Are. You?” I slowly repeat. “Where am I?”

			Distinct footfalls approach from outside the room and a set of double-doors swing open. In walks a pair of tall black boots that rise to a pair of shapely, masculine thighs, that lead to a taut waist and …. He has a hook. For a hand.

			A literal hook.

			Fever dream, then.

			My stars… the newcomer is ridiculously hot. Long, dark hair slightly grazes his shoulders. And I’ve never seen eyes that shade of deep, forest green before.

			The structure rocks.

			I vomit.

			Rinse and repeat until nothing else comes up.

			The giant man beside me stands and the guy with the hook takes his seat and his place holding the heavy, smelly bucket.

			You don’t smell things in dreams. I reach out and touch the blanket, then the wooden wall.

			This is real.

			Something in me breaks and I start to sob. “What is happening? Who are you?”

			“Lifeguard…”

			He looks at me so intensely, I cry even harder. Because it feels like he’s reached within me and is turning me inside out. Then there is a flash of red in my mind. I remember pulling on a red shirt with white letters that spelled Lifeguard.

			The hot guy tilts his head. “Ava, your sister is Belle. You have a work bestie named Devin. Belle dragged you to Neverland, where you landed hard on the shore. I saved you from Wraith, and then…”

			It comes back in a rush.

			“Grim,” I croak. The cage around my heart feels like it’s being crushed. Why didn’t I recognize him? How did I forget so quickly? I forgot Belle and even myself. “Hudson.”

			He gives me a sad smile. “Yes.”

			Smee was the man tending to my skin. The skin on my right leg and arm is wrapped with raised red welts not unlike the stripes a jellyfish tentacle would leave, but a plant did this to me. Beneath the superficial sting is a deeper, throbbing pain.

			“How’s your stomach?”

			The ship tilts starboard and I don’t feel queasy anymore. “I’m not going to vomit, if that’s what you’re asking.”

			For now.

			I try to take the bucket from him. “I can just—”

			“I’ve got it.” He leaves the room for a couple of moments. While he’s gone, the ship rocks to its port side. I ease my unaffected leg from the blankets and twist until both feet are on the floor, then frantically search my memories to make sure they’re still there, even though there’s no way to know for certain.

			Hudson returns with a new bucket, one that’s clean and dry and smells of saltwater instead of bile. He places the bucket beside the bed – his bed – and crosses the room, then brings back a clean cloth wet with cool water. I use it to wipe my face and thank him as he sits in the chair again.

			“Sleep can be disorienting, but I believe the reason you forgot so much was that you were poisoned by the plant you touched in the Neverwood. You’ve slept most of the day and half the night. The vines that sprang have venomous barbs. Their stings cause nausea, among other things.”

			I rub the heel of my palm against my temple. “Is headache among the other things?”

			“It is, though I’m not sure Belle’s shove in the cave did you any favors. Drinking water may help to ease it.”

			“No,” I quickly say, clutching my stomach. “Not yet.”

			Not while the ship is still rocking side to side or so soon after being sick. I feel okay and want to continue to feel okay until I feel much better than that.

			A shiver works its way from neck to calf and my skin prickles, then my teeth begin to chatter. “It’s so cold in here.” I pull the blanket up to my neck.

			Hudson leans forward, towering over me even though he’s seated. He brushes a strand of hair out of my face, then feels my forehead with the back of his hand. “You have a fever.”

			I shift uncomfortably. “There’s a deep ache in my back, between my shoulder blades.” I arch and try to reach it, then memories of Pan blowing something toward me rush toward the surface. Something hit my back and felt like it impaled me. I was about to tell Hudson about it before he went to exchange the bucket, then forgot so quickly.

			The hair on my nape lifts as my pulse roars in my ears.

			“What did he do?” I claw at my skin. There are no bumps or scars. My back doesn’t even feel bruised.

			“He who?” Hudson demands, helping me lift my shirt – his shirt. When he looks upon my back, he curses loudly.

			“What?” I shriek. “Is my flesh melting off or something?”

			“No,” he says before calling Smee back inside. Hudson crouches in front of me as he waits for his first mate. “When did this happen?”

			“Pan was standing on the shore when you carried me into the water. When we left in the skiff, he took something out of his pocket and blew it toward me.” I pause, shivering. “It was so cold against my skin. I felt it slither up my spine and then it stabbed me through the heart.” I shake my head. “It sounds so stupid when I say it out loud, but it’s true.”

			Hook watches me carefully. “Pan wasn’t on the shore. I watched for him.”

			“Yes he was! He was wearing a shadow and he told me you couldn’t see him. He asked if Belle was aboard your ship, and then he said he had a welcome home gift for me and blew a shadow toward me. It was so cold when it hit my back.” I clutch his shirt, anxious for him to believe me. “Do you remember when I arched against you? We were near the ship when it hit.”

			Hudson looks pale. “I do.”

			Smee rushes in, looking worried. “Ava?”

			The captain turns to him and holds my shirt up so Smee can look at it. “Have you ever seen a mark like this?”

			“No,” Smee breathes, his eyes wide. “What is it?”

			“Pan,” Hudson seethes to his first mate.

			My bones begin to tremble. “I’m so cold,” I chatter, shivering.

			Hudson tugs the back of my damp shirt back down and wraps a throw blanket around my shoulders. “She’s feverish.”

			Smee lifts a hand and lets it hover before me until I nod my consent. The backs of his knuckles graze my head. He shoots a fearful look at Hudson.

			The captain licks his lips the way he does when he’s thinking, then asks Smee, “Can you find some spare blankets?”

			The giant rushes from the room, promising to return as quickly as possible.

			“Did everyone make it back?” I ask, tugging the blankets tighter around my shoulders, finally remembering that his crew was on Neverland, too. Grim knew they were there because Pan knew.

			His posture turns rigid.

			My heart sinks. “Who?” Who didn’t return to the ship?

			Hudson looks away. “Juneau and Paris are still on the island. The skiff is waiting for them. They may have been forced to hide for a time, like you and I had to.”

			May have?

			“And if they were taken?” I demand, horrified at the possibility.

			Feathers stir from the drafts the flapping double-doors allow into the room.

			“Hudson. What if they were captured?”

			His evergreen eyes meet mine. “Then they’re beyond our help.”

			I push to stand, wobbling unevenly. He’s there to brace me; his hands clamp onto my hips so that my legs don’t buckle like a newborn colt.

			“Sit down. You’re in no shape to be upright,” he chastises.

			“That’s not up to you to decide,” I retort. “Someone needs to go after them.”

			“And I suppose you think that someone is you?” He laughs. “Enlighten me, Lifeguard. Exactly how will you manage to save them?”

			“I don’t know!” I answer hotly. “But how can you just sit here and do nothing? They’re your friends. Your family.”

			His jaw ticks and fury sets his forest eyes ablaze. “Yes, they are, but the only ones who can help them if Pan or the Lost Boys find them is Seoul or your sister.”

			Hudson grips me tighter as I start to sag a little more with each breath. The air is frigid despite the tropical climate. Goosebumps pebble my arms as my grip wavers, and I catch myself again on his forearms.

			“Seoul?” I mumble.

			Slowly, Hudson helps me sit, then covers me as best he can. “Seoul’s instructions for going ashore were different than everyone else’s. Do you remember him?”

			I blink and try to recall his face… “He went alone.”

			“To check Pan’s sanctum for Belle, but also for this reason. If the Lost Boys don’t kill them right away, if they bring them back to Pan, Seoul will do his best to extract them.”

			I want to scream in his face: What if they’re killed first? What if Seoul is found and captured, too? But my vision swims. And where there was one Hudson, now there are two of him.

			No, three…

			“Tinkerbell is the only one strong enough to fight Pan… or at least, she was once. I don’t know how she would fare now.”

			I feel his shoulders sink under my hands. “Hudson?” I murmur before everything blurs.

			He gathers me to his chest. “Smee!” he shouts.
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			Twenty-Eight

			My vision is hazy around the edges and I can barely keep my eyes open, even when Hudson urges me not to sleep. He obviously doesn’t understand how tired I am.

			I blink lazily and watch squares of golden light dance across the floor beyond the bed. They dapple the desk and the wall behind it. They dapple him.

			The ship is still rocking, but my stomach is at ease.

			Worry lines Smee’s face as he feels my forehead again. “Hudson,” he pleads. “Her eyes shine like glass.”

			One of them says something else, but I can’t make it out…

			“Lifeguard?” Hudson’s voice booms under my ear. He holds me against his chest, trying to keep me from breaking apart. I’m so cold. I can’t stop shaking.

			I hear every whoosh of breath. Every beat of his heart. He gathers me closer. “Are there no more blankets?” Hudson grits.

			Smee purses his lips. “Everyone has sent theirs up for her, but even if we had a thousand, adding more hasn’t helped her so far.”

			Hudson’s teeth grind.

			“It will be uncomfortable for her for a short time, but it will help her for far longer,” Smee implores softly. “It’s the only thing we haven’t tried that will get her fever down. I’ve tried everything I’ve got aboard, which admittedly isn’t much, and if there was another way, you know I would try it. This is the only option left.”

			My teeth chatter. I don’t notice I’m trembling until my hands curl into Hudson’s shirt. “What’s wrong with me?”

			“The fucking vines or Pan,” Hudson answers. “Or both.”

			My eyes drift shut again.

			“Look at me, Ava,” he says.

			I do my best to lift my eyelids and focus on him.

			“Have the water brought in,” he tells Smee.

			“What water?” I say, drifting off.

			“Lifeguard,” Hudson says, giving me a little shake and startling me awake again. “What’s your favorite color?”

			I mull it over. I’ve never been able to pick a favorite. Every color is beautiful. I stare at his eyes, darker than emerald. “Green.”

			His glorious throat works after I tell him that. He inhales deeply, then readjusts me in his arms.

			I want to tell him I’m sorry he has to hold me and that he can put me down, but sleep tugs at every tattered edge of me again.

			The sound of water being dumped nudges me awake. “Cairo?” I mutter.

			Hudson’s arms tense around me.

			Then there is more water. And more, and more.

			“She doesn’t remember,” someone says quietly. I know they’re talking about me, but I don’t know what I’ve forgotten.

			“I know,” Hudson murmurs.

			Heavy footsteps lead away from me.

			“It’s ready,” Smee says from across the room. I blink and see him stretching the privacy screen in front of the copper tub. Water sloshes in it as the ship rocks starboard.

			“Smee’s taking a bath?” I ask. We probably need to leave the room.

			“No, Smee isn’t bathing,” Hudson answers matter-of-factly.

			“Who is?”

			“We are,” he answers.

			I close my eyes for just a second. “We who?”

			“You and me, Lifeguard. Your body is on fire and it needs to cool down, and you can’t go into the tub alone.”

			“I just want to sleep.”

			Muscles ripple beneath me as Hudson stands, lifting me along with him. My blankets fall away and I hiss at the sting of frigid air, then press tightly into Hudson’s warmth. “No.”

			“It’s only the fever that makes the air seem cold. Once you get into the water, you’ll see,” Smee assures me.

			My clothes are still damp from our time on the island. Without the blankets, I shiver uncontrollably and goosebumps prick my skin.

			“Set me down,” I tell Hudson as he reaches the tub.

			He nods to Smee, who kneels beside a chair he’s already dragged behind the screen, his arms out to steady me on it the moment Hudson lets me go.

			I lean against the giant man, quaking like a nervous chihuahua. I love chihuahuas. And all dogs, really, but the tiny ones make me smile the most.

			My skin is red. My arms. Legs… “I’m sunburnt,” I note absently.

			Smee gives me a kind, placating smile and nods his head. I can tell he’s just going along with what I said. Which was…

			Sunburnt. I’m not really sunburnt? “The fever?” I guess.

			He nods. “It’ll be gone soon enough, Ava.”

			“Damn those vines,” I curse. “And Pan. My mouth wouldn’t work, but when he was on the shore, I tried to tell him to go fuck himself.”

			Smee chuckles. “I wish you could have.”

			I drag my tired eyes to Hudson, who uses hand and hook to loosen the laces of his boots before stepping out of them one by one. He tugs his dark shirt over his head, revealing pierced nipples. Did I know he had those?

			He loosens the ties of his pants and pushes them down his legs. If I didn’t feel like I was dying, I might choke at the sight of him wearing nothing but homespun… shorts. Boxers? I don’t know what to call them, but they are glorious.

			He is glorious.

			Every ridge of muscle tells the story of how hard he works to be the captain of this ship and hold the regard of his people. Every pale scar is a reminder of how hard he’s fought to survive this place. This life.

			My stars. He’s beautiful.

			“Your turn,” he says, his forest green eyes meeting mine.

			“I can’t do this.”

			“You have to cool your body down.” He starts toward me. “Arms up.”

			I can’t, but I’m embarrassed to tell him that. Can’t get into that water. And I certainly can’t lift my arms. I’m too weak.

			“Precious, I don’t like this any better than you, but you are getting into the tub one way or another. If we soak your clothes again, they’ll be much harder to peel off afterward, but I’ll gladly do it if I must.”

			I see the determination on his brow. He will get me into the tub.

			In my current state, I can’t exactly fight him. And I do need to get the fever down. I look like a lobster, even though everything inside me trembles like it’s been frosted.

			How sure is he that this fever is from the plant? What if Pan’s gift is what made me sick? What if the bath won’t help?

			When he starts to lift me to place me in the tub, clothes and all, I yell at him to wait. My arms are too heavy to peel far from my torso. It’s hard for me to admit, but…

			“I can’t… arm.”

			“You can’t arm?” Hudson says with a smile in his voice.

			“Nope.” Smee is still keeping me upright-ish in the chair. Thankfully, the ship isn’t rocking as bad as it was earlier.

			Teeth clashing, I barely push off Smee’s chest long enough for the good captain to lift the shirt over my head. He works my arms free one at a time.

			“You can have your creepy clock back,” I tell him. I can’t lift the clock or the chain or find the strength to do anything more than tell him to take it if he wants it. “A lot of good it did us.”

			“Keep it for now.”

			If he thinks I’m going back to Neverland anytime soon, he has another thing coming.

			“Help her stand,” Hudson tells his friend, ignoring my frown.

			Smee stands me up and Hudson’s deft fingers make quick work of the button and zipper of my jean shorts before working them over my hips. They fall to the floor, leaving me clad in my olive green bikini. I try to lift my legs to step out of them but can’t.

			The trembling in my body turns violent. “I can’t do this,” I tell them.

			But then I’m swooped up into Hudson’s arms. He sweeps one leg over the tub’s side and before I know the other one has landed, we sink together into a torturous, frigid, aquatic hell.

			“H-Hudson!” I try to breathe.

			“Shh,” he says, tucking me against his chest. He cups his hand and pours water over my back and shoulders, making me cry out.

			“Don’t do that!” I shriek.

			“I have to. I’m sorry.”

			Tears streak down my face. “It hurts.”

			I tend to cry when I feel awful, and this is the worst I’ve ever felt, so I cannot hold my emotions or sobs at bay. Hudson relaxes further against the tub’s back and pulls me down into the water with him, careful to keep my head out of it.

			“It’s ice water,” I chatter.

			His hand sweeps tenderly down my hair before he starts again near the roots, dragging down to its tips. It’s comforting. Unexpected. Nice.

			“The water is lukewarm.” His voice sounds strained.

			“Then why do you sound miserable?” I ask. I look around for Smee and see that he’s stepped out from behind the partition and maybe from the room.

			“I suppose I sound miserable because you’re miserable, and I don’t like it.” He’s quiet for a moment before asking, “Can you just lay against me and try to relax?”

			I try. I lay my head on his chest, wrap an arm around his middle, try to will the shivers out of existence, and tell myself to stop crying. His heartbeat is the only thing that’s right in the world.

			Hook breathes in and out slowly. And when he’s not stroking my hair, he’s cupping water and spreading it over my skin.

			“You’re warming the water,” he says as my eyes drift closed. Then his body goes rigid beneath me. “Lifeguard?”

			“Hmmm?”

			“What’s wrong?” he asks, worry in his tone again.

			“Stop fussing, Captain. I’m going to live.”

			I hear him smile. “This isn’t exactly what my imagination came up with when I thought of getting into this tub with you.”

			I wait for him to laugh, but he doesn’t. My lashes sweep his chest as I open my eyes to peer up at him. “You’re just trying to keep me awake.”

			He quirks his scarred dark brow and runs his fingertips up and down my arm. When I lower my head to his chest I still, wondering if I’m imagining the faster pace of his heartbeat.

			His deep voice rumbles into my ear when he adds, “I’ll tell you what I had in mind for the swing when you start dozing again.”

			“Very funny,” I rasp.

			“If only I was joking.”

			We sit in silence until our fingers start to prune.

			He sits up and waits until I join him, then drags the back of his hand over my brow. “Much better. Ready to get out?”

			I nod, my throat tight. “Yeah.” I grip the copper edge and begin to pull myself up when he tuts and calls for Smee to help me.

			Smee swoops into the captain’s quarters with his arms full of fabric, some of which he places next to Hudson’s bed. Then he hurries to the tub, draping swaths of linen over the chair’s back before helping me from the water.

			I heave a sigh. “I’m getting you all wet.”

			The first mate waves off my concern. “I’ll dry in no time. It’s nothing to worry over. How do you feel, Ava?” he asks.

			Smee is officially the nicest human to ever grace this planet, let alone Neverland.

			I gingerly lower myself into the chair. My vision is clear now. My mind, too.

			I feel… not good. Not even okay. But slightly less terrible than I did before, and I’ll take it. “Not as bad as I did,” I answer honestly.

			As the captain rises from the water and steps out of the tub, Smee shakes out a huge piece of linen and wraps it around my shoulders. Then he checks my head the way Hudson just did, and gives me an encouraging smile.

			Hudson reaches past Smee, takes a piece of linen, and begins to dry himself off. He rakes the fabric over his hair, his chest and back, his legs… He ties the fabric at his hips, then turns away from us. His back ripples as he works his sopping shorts off beneath the cloth that covers him, then he glances at me before making his way through the mess to collect some new, dry clothes.

			“Smee?” Hudson says from across the room before tossing a dark blue article of clothing into his hands.

			“Ava, can you… arm… now?” Smee asks.

			Another sigh. “I think so.”

			“Do you need help?” His brows rise as he waits for my answer.

			“I can do it.” Hesitantly, he turns his back to me. I peek around him to where Hudson is standing. “Do you have any extra… shorts or whatever you call those things you just took off?”

			Smirking, he finds a pair for me and tosses them at Smee, who reaches them around his back to me without looking. I stand and take off my bikini, slide his… shorts and shirt on, and tap on Smee’s shoulder. “I’m decent.”

			I may have ‘armed’, but I’m not sure I can ‘leg’. Walking seems like it’ll take too much energy. Energy I do not have at present. But the alternative is being carried, so I stand on my watery legs and step out from behind Smee, placing my hand on his shoulder so he knows it’s okay to turn around.

			Hook’s dark eyes are on me the second I emerge from behind his friend and the privacy screen. His throat works, making me swallow in reply, but it’s the Darcy-esque hand-flex that stops me in my tracks and makes my pulse quicken despite my body’s exhaustion.

			Smee rushes to change the bedding my clothes had dampened before, telling me I’ll feel a thousand times better with some rest, promising to check me for fever as I sleep, and vowing that he’ll be careful not to wake me when he does. He chatters about having Kingston prepare some hot soup. He tells me that Kingston is a wonderful cook.

			Hudson agrees as he crosses the room.

			When Smee has replaced and arranged all the bedding, the captain stretches and sits down on the bed, his tall, broad body making it seem miniscule. Then he climbs in and situates himself between the sheet and blankets. Blankets he holds out expectantly for me.

			I stare at the soft-looking blanket and the bed I know is beyond comfortable, though I refuse to look at the man offering to share it. “I don’t know if that’s such a good idea.”

			“You’re suddenly modest? We just bathed together,” he says, narrowing his eyes.

			“No we didn’t.”

			“I believe we did,” he argues.

			I cross my arms weakly. “Not in the way you’re implying.”

			The gleam in his eyes turns positively wicked. “You didn’t complain when we slept together the other night.”

			Smee’s back straightens and he stops just before he reaches the doors, his ear tilting to hear us better.

			“We did not sleep together!” I say, loudly enough for Smee – and anyone else on the ship who happens to be within earshot – to hear.

			“We certainly did!” he retorts, acting wounded. “Don’t tell me you’ve already forgotten our evening under the stars…”

			“In a bird’s nest made of pilfered branches and picked-clean bone. How could I forget?” I deadpan.

			But Hook is not to be deterred. “I can remind you of the nicer parts – if you ask nicely.”

			I shake my head and grit my teeth. Smee finally takes the final few steps toward the doors and carefully pulls them shut behind him.

			My shoulders sink. I’m too tired for this.

			Hook’s tone softens. “We both need rest, Ava.” He flaps the blanket invitingly.

			I sigh. Fine. Careful to step over a rolled map tumbling across the floor and trying to avoid feathers that would stick to my damp feet, I make my way to his bed. I climb in facing him, but leave a chasm of space between his body and mine.

			I’m not a prude. And Hook is beyond beautiful. But I’m sick. Even if I wasn’t, this flirtation with Hudson is dangerous. Getting tangled with him would make it all too easy to lose my focus on Belle. If I let him distract me – assuming he’s not just teasing me with his little innuendos – I might lose my sister.

			Lose myself.

			“Here.” He pushes the pillow toward me, folds his arm under his head, his hook peeking over his opposite shoulder, and closes his eyes.

			I tuck the pillow beneath me and nuzzle into its softness, noting that it smells like him.

			“I’m glad you’re okay,” he says after a few moments, when the weight of whatever those vines had done begins to settle over us. His voice is raw. Unguarded and completely at odds with the confident tone he usually applies so liberally.

			“Do you think the fever will come back?” I ask. I’m not sure it actually broke; more like it was forced out. I hope the reprieve isn’t temporary.

			“I’m willing to bathe with you again if it does.” The corners of his lips lift.

			Hudson’s chest is bare.

			While I have the blanket pulled up to my neck, he’s pushed his halfway down to his waist.

			I’m not an artist and I know nothing about sculpture, but I would wager that Michelangelo would have used him as a subject of reference.

			We’re wearing matching shorts – or rather underwear, I suppose. They’re probably called something ancient like breeches or pantaloons.

			I realize I’m smiling when his brows twitch curiously, like he’s wondering what I’m thinking. Or maybe he’s just trying to figure me out.

			He’s not the only one. I don’t understand what I’m feeling or why I’m feeling it, but my fingers stretch toward him, wanting to bridge the distance between us.

			“Ava?”

			I startle. Retract my fingers. Then blurt the first thing that pops into my head. “Will I remember you when I wake up?”

			“If you don’t, I’ll remind you.”

			“I’m worried about Belle,” I admit.

			I wonder where she went. What she needed wings for. She’ll be back. I know she will.

			I can trust my sister…

			I can trust my sister, but I can’t trust the shadow.

			It’s proven time and time again that it’s not loyal to Belle. What if the mass isn’t loyal to their owners either, but rather to the wretched boy who used them as a macabre fountain of youth?

			What if Pan can influence the shadows Belle wears now that she’s in Neverland? Like he can the shadows of Evermist, and beyond…

			What if he’s already manipulating her, and the errand she insisted on running was for him?

			What if whatever he struck me with allows him to make me his puppet, too?

			The place on my back is still cold.

			Swallowing thickly, I close my eyes and pretend to fall asleep. I listen until Hudson’s breathing evens, then take one more peek at him, committing as much of the last days to memory as possible before settling into sleep.

			Tomorrow, I’ll ask him for some paper and use his quill and ink to make a gigantic, bulleted list of what I need to know in case I forget it all. The next time we’re in town, I’ll look for a journal of my own. I have a feeling I’m forgetting far too much.

		


		
			twenty-nine

			Hudson’s Journal

			For two days, we’ve waited. For Juneau, Paris, and Seoul. For Ava to recover.

			Ava has forgotten the events from both days.

			Without her shadow, Neverland is robbing her of time, of perspective, and of peace. Despite the crew’s efforts to cheer her up while we wait on our evening meal, Ava’s unsettled.

			I see it in the crease at the edge of her eye, the way her brows and shoulders slant.

			Is she worried about Tinkerbell coming back, or has she forgotten her sister, too? Her brain claws at the memory, trying to keep hold of something it was never meant to handle. Sometimes, there’s a feeling clawing at you from within, insisting that you’ve forgotten something important, something so vital you wonder how it was possible, and sometimes you manage to recall what that thing was. Other times, the feeling dies along with the memory.

			The crew’s on the deck. Sydney has left the top of the steps and commandeers a close crate for a seat. Ava sits with him as Surat and Kingston try to pressure them both into a game of cards – a game in which the loser sheds a piece of clothing each time they’re bested.

			She refuses, thankfully.

			I’d hate to gouge the eyes out of every man on board. They’ve been my loyal friends for years.

		


		
			thirty

			My breath saws in and out of my chest. My arms hurt where they hauled me here. I try to stop them by dropping like a stone, hoping it will make it hard for them to drag me and throw me in this hole. But it doesn’t even slow them down.

			My knees are skinned and bleeding. They sting. I hiss when I poke around at the scrapes.

			The eyelets on my brand-new white shirt are torn and the pretty fabric is ruined, stained with grass and dirt and blood. You can’t even see the little flowers printed on it.

			Mama’s gonna kill me if I ever get home.

			Mama…

			There are so many other kids on Neverland. Mostly boys. I don’t know how long they’ve been here, but I know they’ve forgotten their lives back home. They don’t even know their own names! They go by whatever Peter decides to call them.

			I can’t remember my name, either. Peter said I look like a Mary, but that’s not my real name. I don’t know what it is, but it isn’t Mary.

			I squeeze my eyes closed, like I have a thousand times in the last day, and try to remember it and anything else. Like Mama’s voice calling for me. I know she did when I went out to play and it was time to come inside, but I don’t know what she sounds like now. And I can’t remember my friends’ names or faces either. Just that they are real.

			Wraith is nicest to me. Or he was before Peter made him lock me in here.

			I sniffle. Tears slip down my cheeks.

			Peter told them to toss me into this cage and they just did it. Wraith didn’t even try to argue with him. I’m pretty sure he would kill me if Peter told him to.

			Before he and Lock walk away, Wraith looks at me. He’s just as guilty as Peter and I want him to know it. So, I grab the bars and reach for him. Then I yell at him. Tell him he’s a traitor. A liar. He told me he was my friend.

			Lock just laughs and pokes at me with a sharpened bamboo stalk, stabbing me in the shoulder. I try to look at the spot but can’t see it. I can tell it’s not bleeding, but it’s sore.

			Wraith hits him for me after that poke. Balls up his fist and sends it into Lock’s big mouth. Then he crouches down and whispers, “You won’t be in here long at all, Lost Girl. I’ll find you after. Peter says if you spend enough time alone, you’ll forget. That’s all he wants.”

			“That’s not what I want,” I tell him before sinking into the darkness so he can’t see me.

			I don’t remember what Mama looks like. How her lips look when she says my name. Even her face is a blur. I think she wore a ponytail that the wind would always pull little strands out of, but I remember thinking how pretty she was. She has brown hair, like mine. I always liked that we matched.

			She always hummed songs and would tell fantastical stories before tucking me into bed. I remember making sugar cookies with her. She measured everything out and I dumped the ingredients in when she said. The whole house smelled sweet when we baked together.

			I remember her holding me.

			I remember her loving me.

			A blanket made of mis-matched squares of fabric she sewed for me from my baby clothes used to sit on my bed.

			In this cage, it’s so dark I can barely see my hand when I hold it up in front of me. I’m hot. It’s hot even at night here. I hate it.

			I’m scared. Pinching my eyes closed, I cry harder, though I try to keep quiet. One of them is probably keeping watch.

			I’m so scared…

			I’ve seen crocodiles close to shore. And that awful Neverbird that stares and stares.

			Peter says there are bears, lions, and tigers, but I’ve never seen them and I certainly haven’t heard them roar. Maybe he’s right, or maybe he’s lying.

			Another sniffle.

			“Are you the last Lost Girl?” someone asks from the dark.

			I startle and scuttle across the floor, away from the voice, only stopping when I see the bars all around me. If I stay in the middle of the cage, he can’t reach me. He can’t hurt me.

			“Who are you?” My voice is shaky.

			He scoots closer to the bars that separate us, into a little beam of moonlight. I remember seeing him when I first got here, and then didn’t see him again. When I asked where he went, Peter told me he left camp to live in the caves on his own. I thought I could trust him. Everyone else seemed to.

			I try to remember the boy’s name, but I can’t.

			The boy’s dark hair is so long, it falls over his ears. All the other boys have short hair – Peter makes them cut it and no one argues.

			They’re afraid of him.

			They should be.

			“Hudson,” he answers as he looks me over. “Are you hurt?”

			“Not too bad,” I tell him.

			“Do you still remember your name?”

			I don’t want to tell him I can’t, so I don’t.

			“Hudson isn’t my name. I forgot it, but then I remembered where I’m from, so I took it, instead. When Peter tried to come up with a ridiculous name to call me, I told him I’d already claimed one. He wasn’t exactly happy about it.” His lips curl into a smile.

			His voice is kind, but so was Peter’s. You can’t trust kindness here. It’s a knife coated in honey. Something that should be sweet but is sharp.

			He sticks his thin arm through the bars and turns it so the moonlight catches on his skin. Red and scabbed over down the inside of his forearm, he’s scratched that name. “He can’t have everything,” Hudson says of Peter Pan. “You don’t have to give him everything he wants.”

			“I don’t want to scratch anything in my skin.”

			He picks at the metal separating us. “Do you remember where you’re from?”

			“Yes.” More tears fall down my cheeks. They splash onto my burning knees, which are drawn up to my chest.

			“Will you tell me?” he asks, then waits patiently. “It’s okay if you don’t want to.”

			He’s not like Peter. He doesn’t demand answers. He lets me decide. So I tell him everything I know. Just so someone hears it. So he might help me hold onto it. Even if it’s only some of it.

			“I’m from Savannah, Georgia.” I tell him about the brick school I go to with its big stone columns. About Mama and our little white house. About her love and her cookies and the blanket she made me. I pluck at my shirt and tell him Mama just bought it. She took me to the store to find just the right one for school pictures.

			Then, I remember my friends and my teacher. And I remember my dad, who comes home from work when it’s dark. He used to hold his arm out and let me swing on it like it was a tree branch and spin me in circles in the yard until I got dizzy and yelled for him to stop. How he’d rake leaves into piles so I could jump into them and scatter them again.

			About my Halloween costume. I was going to be a fairy.

			Hudson listens quietly. His dark eyes watch me like he’s drinking it all in. Like he’ll really remember.

			I don’t think he understands all of it.

			But I don’t care.

			“This place has a way of stealing everything good,” he tells me, picking at the fraying edge of his shorts.

			“Why are you in here?” I ask him.

			“Because I refuse to do what Peter says anymore.”

			“How long do you have to stay?” How long will I?

			“Until I free myself.” He shrugs, then stretches his left hand into the moonlight until I see a thick cuff on it. He’s chained to a thick bar in the middle of his cell.

			“How are you supposed to do that?”

			He reaches for something with his right hand and moonlight glints across the sharpened teeth of a handsaw.

			I gasp. “He can’t really mean for you to....”

			“He does.” He lowers his hand back into the shadows. “Peter always wins.” He tosses the saw away. I flinch at the sound it makes when it hits the bars of his cage. “Want to know why he threw me in here? He heard me talking to his friend – the fairy. I didn’t think he’d mind if I talked to her. Tinkerbell is her name.”

			I remembered her. She seemed nice, but she’s Peter’s closest friend, so she’s probably just as bad as he is. I pick at the hem of my ruined shirt. “I didn’t know she got upset because of what I said, but I heard her yelling at him when he came back from the woods. She thought he only took kids who didn’t have homes and families.”

			“Peter Pan is a liar!” Hudson snaps, tossing a rock he dug out of the dirt floor. “At least Tink knows it now. Not that I think she’ll do anything about it. No one else does. Everyone’s too afraid of him.”

			We sit in silence. In the dark.

			I cry.

			Hudson sits quietly in the corner.

			Because he’s here, I’m not as afraid. I don’t feel all alone. I don’t tell him that, though. I’m not sure if he’s really as nice as he seems.

			When the morning finally chases away the long night, Hudson is still awake. He didn’t sleep a wink, so I didn’t either. He lifts the hem of his shirt and shows me what he’s done. On the side of his stomach, he’s scratched Savannah. “You’re one of us if you want to be now.”

			“Us?”

			“There are others like me. Those who choose to remember where we’re from. We make that place our name and refuse Peter’s.”

			“Where are they?”

			He shrugs. “Scattered over Neverland like raindrops. One day we’ll form a river and surge to the sea, and we’ll leave this place for good.”

			They’re going to run away.

			I want to ask him how, but the distant look in his eyes tells me he’s still not sure and is puzzling it all out.

			“I want to go with you,” I whisper.

			He nods. I just hope we both remember it.

			Wraith brings me breakfast. An orange and a scrap of smoked meat. A tin cup of water to wash it down with. He doesn’t bring anything for Hudson. I refuse to talk to him, even when he asks if I’d forgotten anything yet. He offers to tell Peter if I have so I can leave the hole.

			I stand and take my food from him, then flip him the middle finger.

			I don’t think he knows what it means, but it makes me feel better.

			Hudson looks away as I sit back down. I ignore Wraith when he tries to keep talking to me. Eventually he leaves.

			“When will they bring your breakfast?” I ask.

			“They won’t.”

			I glance at the saw, still within his reach. Hudson said last night that Peter always wins, and he will when it comes to Hudson. He’ll either starve to death and die or cut himself free and die from the wound.

			Either way, Peter is rid of him. Peter wins.

			I give him half my food. We share the water.

			It’s the last meal anyone brings to me, too.

			Peter always wins.
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			I hear singing… So melodious and rich, the sound is otherworldly. My eyes crack to see lavender light washing over a room I don’t recognize.

			The bed dips under the weight of a man climbing over me. His feet hit the wooden floor in a room I don’t recognize.

			I crane my neck to watch him walk outside.

			What the hell?

			Twin doors wave on their hinges, and I stare at them for several breaths until all I can see is Belle’s nightgown, flapping in the breeze the night I thought she might jump. The past days come back in a rush of memories and I yell for Hudson, scrambling out of bed after him.

			I remember hearing stories of sirens who use their song to lure men into the sea. The melody that dances through the air is so entrancing, it can have no other origin. I clamp my hands over my ears and run after him.

			“Hudson?” my voice shrills.

			He’s already halfway to the rail. He doesn’t turn or even flinch.

			There is movement from all around the ship. From the crow’s nest, Surat slowly begins to descend. The wind tousles his dark hair with the rigging.

			There are loud bangs at the door that leads below deck. Smee has barred the others inside. Not to keep them safe, but to prevent them from beating him to the siren who’s calling them. My giant friend woodenly climbs the steps to the deck. His eyes are unfocused, the lids heavy.

			Hudson reaches the railing. His knuckles turn white as he stares out over the water looking for her.

			Smee, Surat, and Hudson pause for a long moment as the sound of the song muffles. In the lull, I release my ears and shout their names. Wave a hand in front of Hudson’s face. Shake him.

			But the siren’s grip on him is unshakeable.

			Where is she?

			Her voice is little more than a muffled murmur.

			Smee wears a dagger on his hip and keeps another in his boot. I’ve seen the hilt peeking out of it. I disarm him quickly, not that he notices.

			A silken shroud of fog hangs low over the faceted sea. As I gaze into the waters, the siren’s head breaches its smoky surface. The spikes upon her spine stand at attention, and her claws rake the water. She sees me and smiles, her serrated teeth gleaming before she begins to sing again.

			Her voice is so clear this time, it drives the men to madness. Clenching the knives, I press my fists to my ears as the men below decks fight to free themselves from the door that blocks them. There are crashes and bangs, clatters and muffled sounds of pain.

			I can almost see the broken noses and the split lips, cheeks, and brows.

			The siren swims closer and her song becomes more insistent.

			When Hudson tries to climb over the rail, I tug the back of his shorts. Hard. He falls on his ass, the sight reminding me of the night I pulled Belle off the ledge.

			The mermaid’s song doesn’t work on me the way it works on the men. I’m not sure why, but it’s a good thing I’m not tangled in her web with the three dazed men on deck, and those driven to madness below. The only problem is that I’m outnumbered.

			Surat jumps the final few feet onto the deck and glides toward the waves beyond the ship’s edge. Smee already has one leg up and is about to hurl himself over the side…

			I hear a splash and my heart drops.

			Hudson is upright and again surging toward the siren, but Surat is gone.

			I scream his name and push Smee backward a step. Two. He’s as thick as a wall and just as strong.

			I see a flash of movement and turn my head to see Hudson dive into the water.

			A splash.

			A circle of foam.

			The siren goes quiet, smiling at the ones she coaxed off the ship.

			Daggers gripped tightly in my hands, I dive, cutting into the water and wishing it was her flesh.

			The cool saltwater stings my eyes before I kick to the surface, immediately searching in all directions for Hudson and Surat. I don’t know where the siren went, but I see Hudson a few wave crests away treading water, still dazed. I don’t see Surat at all.

			“Hudson!” I yell, swimming toward him. “Hudson, do you see Surat?”

			She’s not even singing anymore, but he’s still trapped in her daze.

			Reaching Hudson, I throw an arm around him and tug him backward, fighting the current. He coughs after swallowing too much seawater. “Stay above the surface!” I shout. “I need you to help me. We need to get back to the ship as fast as we can.” My thighs and calves burn. He’s too heavy for me to maneuver. “Hudson, look for Surat.”

			“What?” he finally replies.

			“Look. For. Surat.”

			He mutters his friend’s name, confused.

			“Look for Surat in the water, Hudson.”

			Something slams into my side, but I don’t let go of Hudson. With the daggers still clenched in my hands, I stab at the water as I kick and move us both, little by little, back toward the ship. I can’t drop them. I have a terrible feeling I’m going to need them – both of them.

			A flash of silver carves around us.

			Hudson tenses, like he’s just woken up and realizes we’re in the ocean. He twists his head and looks at me, thoroughly bewildered. “Ava?”

			I let him go. “Swim!” I yell. “Back to the ship.”

			His arms push against the swelling sea as he turns in a circle. “What…?”

			“Hudson!” Smee yells. The spell on all of them must have broken. He tosses a thick coil of rope over the ship’s side and points at us. “Siren!”

			Hudson curses and calls for his skiff. Not that it’ll help.

			Bubbles race up my legs. She’s underneath us now. Circling.

			We push harder toward the ship.

			Hudson shouts at Smee. “Surat is in the water!”

			Smee scans the waves for a long minute, then looks at us and shakes his head.

			And then… the siren who sang the two men into the sea surfaces between us and the ship that’s only strokes away now. Her stare sharpens on Hudson. She opens her mouth.

			“Cover your ears!” I shout at him, but it’s too late. The notes have him under her spell.

			She darts forward and disappears into the water, signaling that she has no plans of letting him get back aboard his ship.

			In his stunned state, Hudson is unmoving as I curl my arm tightly around his waist, careful of the blade’s edge. I suck in a deep breath one heartbeat before Hudson is tugged under.

			She pulls him down into the darker water so fast, the pressure in my ears builds and my lungs start to burn.

			When the sun’s light above us looks like nothing more than a distant star, she slows. I work my way down his body, clinging to him so she doesn’t tear him from me. Slipping down, I wrap an arm around his thigh, then work my way toward his calf.

			I slash her forearm and she releases Hudson with a shriek that reverberates in my bones.

			Teal blood billows in the water like squid ink.

			With an arm around Hudson’s middle again, I kick as hard as I can for the light, focusing on reaching it and ignoring the insistent urge to exhale. A dark dot bobs between the light and us… the skiff.

			Hudson slowly goes slack in my arms. His arms float upward, his legs surrender. Then his muscles begin to spasm.

			He’s drowning.

			Dying.

			Then, I see a flash of coral. The mermaid I saved swims toward us in a rush. I push Hudson toward her, but she hesitates. I point to him, insisting. Begging. Please. He’s dying.

			She clamps an arm around his middle and pushes upward, her powerful tail pumping as she carries him to the surface.

			I kick to follow, but the assent is slow. Every kick is harder than the last. When I can no longer ignore the burn in my lungs, the coral mermaid grabs my wrist and surges upward.

			We breach the surface and I drag air into my lungs, gasping and trying to calm my racing heart. “Where is he?”

			She seems to understand and points to the ship.

			Smee and the crew are hoisting the rope looped beneath their captain’s arms and around his chest, hauling Hudson’s limp body from the water.

			“Thank you,” I tell her, then push toward the ship with one dagger still clutched in my hand. Though I lost the other dagger in the deep and I hate to rob Smee of his knives, I let go of the one I still have to free my hands. Then, I push against the insistent waves that seem to claw me away from him.

			The mermaid begins to chatter ominously as she peers into the water beneath us. Swimming in a nervous circle, she bares her teeth, lets out a growl, and dives under.

			The water churns directly under me and thousands of bubbles surge over my skin. There is thrashing, followed by a loud splash as the coral mermaid and the siren surface, snapping at one another’s throats.

			They disappear beneath the waves, and I tread water as more bubbles rise around me. Circles of them form in concentric rings, some only as wide as I can stretch my legs and some surging as far as the ship’s hull.

			Then, the fury of bubbles stops and the sea is quiet. Everything is.

			The mermaid appears a few breaths later, alone. Her teeth are rimmed in deep teal, but her eyes are lined with guilt and sorrow.

			“She didn’t give you a choice,” I offer.

			She chatters something mournful. Her large eyes dart to the horizon and she takes a shuddering breath.

			“I’m sorry it came to that, but I’m not sorry you lived.”

			Her eyes race to mine and she inclines her head in acknowledgement. When I hear coughing from the ship’s deck, my tense heart relaxes a fraction.

			“Thank the Stars!” Smee shouts.

			I look at the mermaid. “You saved us.”

			There’s hatred in her eyes when she hears Hudson say Smee’s name, then mine. She gives me an accusatory look. I can’t blame her after what he did to her.

			“He was wrong. What he did was wrong,” I admit. “I’m not defending him, but he knows it now. He knows you can all be healed. He’ll help the others as soon as we can get more salve.”

			Her wide eyes blink, and she inclines her head as we float atop a swell.

			“What did Pan do to you? How did he change you?”

			She answers, but I can’t understand her words. I shake my head.

			The mermaid gestures to the sun that’s deftly burning the fog away. She raises her arm, and the hint of a shadow dulls the water’s glassy surface.

			“Shadow?” I guess.

			She gives a succinct nod. Her lips form two syllables that look like shadow and sound like had-no.

			She’s trying to speak it the way I do.

			Pan used shadow magic to infect them.

			From the ship’s rail, Hudson bellows my name between ragged breaths and hacking coughs. The mermaid’s head swivels toward him; she bares her teeth and snarls.

			“What’s your name?” I ask. I press a hand to my chest. “Ava. My name is Ava.”

			She presses a hand to hers. “Ny-in.”

			“Nyin.”

			She nods, then splashes toward me. “Ay-vahhh.” Her jaw folds around the last syllable of my name and stretches it until the sound thickens. But she’s got it.

			Hook screams my name again. I look back toward the ship and see Kingston and Milan frozen at the rail, watching us.

			She nods toward them, telling me to go. I thank her once more, then turn my back and start swimming.

			Nyin loudly gasps and rushes toward me, then grabs both my arms from behind. “Had-no. Had-no, Ay-vahhh!” Her hands shudder like her breath does on my nape as she gently rakes a sharp nail over the place where Peter struck me. She taps it twice as she enunciates, “Had-no.”

			“Shadow?” I breathe. I twist my head and bend my shoulder forward, trying to see what she sees, but I don’t see anything but skin. I meet her stare over my shoulders.

			Her eyes are wide and full of fear. Her chest heaves as she mouths the word again. Her eyes track the golden chain around my neck. Jerking it out from under my shirt, Nyin holds the watch and taps it with her sharp claw. “Had-no.”

			The clock has shadow?

			Is that why it’s ticking backward?

			She keeps repeating the word shadow, clearly worried.

			“I’ll be okay.”

			She shakes her head, but releases my arms when I pull away.

			I try to offer a reassuring smile. “I’ll be fine.”

			As if my lie tastes more bitter than the salt she’s used to, her lips thin. Her fin brushes my leg before she dives back down into deeper water.

			All I can think as I swim toward the ship is that I’m glad she was close. We would have died in the water today if it wasn’t for Nyin.

			I reach the hull and step into the loop at the end of the lowered rope. The coarse fibers press into my skin as the men hurriedly reel me in.

			The mermaid resurfaces and watches me from a distance. Nyin doesn’t swim away or disappear into the brine and foam. She just waits, like she’s guarding the ship to which she’d once been nailed.

			If she thinks she owes me some sort of debt, she just repaid it. If she’s waiting for me to get the salve, I will. I just don’t know when.

			When I wave to her, she returns the motion.

			Smee pulls me over the rail and hugs me so tightly my back pops. Hook stands beside us. He holds his side as he looks me over. His dark hair drips seawater down his body and onto the deck. I scrutinize him as intently as he does me and note he’s paler than normal. His pretty lips carry a hint of blue in their middles.

			Wood cracks as the crew forces their way through the bar that held them below decks and they rush to see what’s going on.

			“Are you hurt, Ava?” Hook asks.

			Tears sting the backs of my eyes as Smee releases me. I stand in his sopping, too-large clothes, clutching the waistband of the shorts to keep them from falling off my body. “You’re asking if I’m hurt? You almost died!” I’m shaking, but it has nothing to do with fever now. The adrenaline that kept me from sinking in that water is wearing off.

			I study him for a long moment, comparing his face to that of the boy I dreamt of last night. Because I know in my heart, it wasn’t just a dream.

			He steps closer, worry creasing his brow. “Ava?”

			I’ve never seen anyone else with eyes his shade of green.

			“You’re a liar.”

			His lips slowly peel apart. Then a mixture of fear and anger rolls over his face and locks his muscles. “And what exactly are you accusing me of lying about?”

			“I remember you – from before.”

			“Before…” His anger is a dark storm over land, razing trees with roots too shallow to hold them up against his fury. Ripping and hurling what he can. Surging against a once-peaceful coast as his eyes harden to emeralds. “Have you been lying to me all this time?” he accuses.

			“I’m not a liar,” my voice cracks. “But you are! Lying isn’t just telling someone something that isn’t true. It’s purposely withholding what they have the right to know!”

			His head ticks back. “Not a liar? Then how do you explain how you suddenly have your childhood memories back?”

			The sun doesn’t reflect my soul like it should. My shadow is settled into the middle of my back, a mark that clings and shifts with every movement, curled and sleeping in the dark places between my bones.

			“I didn’t have anything before he marked me,” I grit.

			Smee steps between us, stretches an arm out, and pushes Hook away. “Emotions are running a little high after the ordeal we just experienced.” But Hudson doesn’t move. Smee leans in to quietly remind his friend, “She just saved your life, Hudson.”

			“Then I guess we’re even!” he snarls.

			The air between us crackles as we stare one another down. I don’t tell him that I only knew as much as the edges of last night’s dream could hold. Why should I tell him anything when he tells me nothing?

			All I know is that when we were children, at least for a time, he and I were friends. He made me feel safe in the dark that first night when I thought the sun would never rise. Our lives and deaths intertwined the moment I shared my breakfast with him when I wasn’t supposed to.

			“How long have you known that I’ve been here before?” I demand, tears now shivering in my eyes, blurring him. My fingers curl into fists to match his. “When did you write me down?”

			The worst part of the ache in my heart is that Belle knew the reason I was imprisoned was because I talked to her. Because I told her about my life back home.

			After we spoke, she flew into a rage and called Pan out on his lies.

			She must have been the one who carried me back home, but… what happened when we got there? Did she try to locate my family, or did she create one with me because she was lonely without Pan?

			The crew stands stock still in whatever place they took up when this battle began. All but Smee, who looks between us with a mixture of anger and sadness. I don’t think he knew any of my past. Hook probably kept many things from him, too.

			Hudson’s hand darts out and clamps around my upper arm. He hauls me toward his quarters. The doors are still open but the moment we pass through them, he slams them shut and locks the door behind us. He stalks to his desk and grabs a thick book bound in dark leather, then tosses it to the floor at my feet. “You want to know everything? Fine.”

			I snarl as I pick it up, then thumb through the pages looking for my name amid the scrawl.

			“From the first page to the last,” he bites, “to save you time thumbing through.” He paces to the doors and back so sharply, the ship seems to rock with his frenzied steps.

			My lashes flutter as I take in the size of this book.

			I was in Neverland long enough for him to write so much?

			“How could you keep this from me?” I ask, my words falling away as I crack the cover and comb over the words on the first page, the second, the third…

			I read about how he felt the first time he saw me, when Pan brought me to Neverland.

			I’ve barely skimmed over my arrival when he rips the book from my hand and holds it up in front of me. “You don’t remember everything!” Hudson fumes.

			“I didn’t say I did!” I retort. “But I hope you’ll measure my omission the same way you do yours.”

			The way he looks at me…

			When I used to read in books that the character swallows thickly, I’d mentally groan. But if I make it out of this hellhole, I vow never to do it again. Because I now intimately know why they had to do it.

			Swallowing thickly is the only way to down the fear that crawls up my throat. If I don’t swallow, it will choke me, and I’ll asphyxiate and die right here at Hudson’s feet the way he probably hopes I will.

			I stretch my hand out like I might have a chance at holding him off as he steps slowly toward me, his sodden shorts hanging dangerously low on his hips, clinging to his powerful frame. My borrowed pair, despite having rolled them at the waistband, are hanging off me thanks to the extra weight of the sea water I brought aboard. I gather them at my side before retreating a step. A feather sticks to my right heel.

			He continues to prowl forward. I ease away, keeping my knees soft in case I need to make for the door. It’s behind him, which means I’d have to get around him to leave this room.

			I collect another feather… this one on my left sole.

			Our dance ends when my backside bumps the edge of his desk. There’s no time to wiggle around the massive slab of injured wood before his hook and hand land on either side of me, and Hudson cages me in.

			I grip the desk’s edge until my knuckles ache from how tightly I’m holding it. Against his onslaught, I try to steady myself when Hudson seems determined to obliterate my ability to focus on anything but him as he leans in closer…

			Closer….

			His breaths are as ragged as my heart feels. They fray with me.

			“Is your name Ava or Savannah? Both are in that book, and both refer to you,” he says with his mouth only inches from mine.

			Savannah? My pulse pounds when I consider how close that is to our home on Tybee Island, but I can’t think about that now. “Tell me how you filled an entire book with words about me.”

			He leans in farther.

			I bend backward.

			His nose is beside mine. His lips hover an inch away… If I just took a full breath, they would meet. Touch. Taste.

			“How do you think?” he asks.

			“I want to know everything. I’m tired of being in the dark.” Alone. Where I don’t belong. I want someone to sit with me in the shadow.

			His fingers curl around the gold chain at my neck and drag my body to his.

			Our chests scrape and his skin meets mine where the shirt I borrowed gapes, the ties loose and waterlogged. My nipples tighten against his borrowed shirt.

			With him touching me, it’s hard to think. I can’t do anything but feel.

			He stares at me as he says, “Once you know what’s written inside that book, everything will change.”

			“How?” I beg.

			His dark hair spills down his face. Rivulets of seawater run down his skin and trickle down his chest and down to his stomach, where they drip onto my chest and stomach. His thighs press against mine and drive me against the wood so hard, I wonder if I’ll leave a permanent impression. Something other than ink and paper he can remember me by…

			Inch by inch, I part my knees. My hands slide farther back on his desk.

			Hudson wastes no time filling the space between my thighs, pressing into another part of me. A part no other person has touched.

			He’s hard and unyielding despite the soft brush of his pinky against the back of my hand.

			“Why?” he rasps.

			My brows kiss. “Why, what?” I rasp.

			“Why did you just spread your pretty legs for me, Precious?”

			My eyes flutter closed at the word, at him grinding into my core, delicious and deep.

			“Maybe I did it for me,” I tell him.

			His lips quirk. And then his hook rakes everything off the top of his desk. Papers. Maps. His ink pot and quill go flying as Hudson’s composure snaps.

			His hand snakes up my spine until his fingers anchor in my hair. He tugs me into the place he wants as I arch to feel more of him.

			More.

			I don’t realize I said it out loud until he growls and finally, finally claims my mouth. My tongue. He bites my lower lip and stretches it taut before releasing it. He kisses his way down my neck to the hollow of my throat, then kisses my breast and grabs the taut peak waiting for him with his teeth through the rough fabric of his shirt.

			I gasp. Whimper. Rake my nails through his hair. Claw his back and lock my ankles around his waist, moving against his length and making him growl.

			I tear at the laces on his pants, stop to rip the shirt from his back, tossing it… somewhere, and return to his pants again.

			He distracts me by stroking me through my shorts, then slipping this thumb inside them to feel how slick and ready I am for him. How much I want this. A curse tears from his lips and then he’s kissing me again, pressing me back onto the desk, tearing at my clothes.

			And that’s when the doors to Hook’s quarters burst open. Wide-eyed, we leap apart as my sister flies into the room with the help of shadowed wings. Her feet hit the floor and her eyes swirl, darkness eating light.

			“Belle!” I breathe, my heart racing in terror until she speaks words only a sister would say.

			“Hook is an ally, Ava, but he is not someone my sister should be fucking.”
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			I ignore her outburst and cross the room to square off with her, going straight for her jugular. “What right do you have to lecture me?” For a fraction of a second, my powerful sister looks scared. I wonder what’s running through her mind. “And what else are you hiding from me?”

			“Why would you ask me such a question?”

			I don’t miss the slight tremble in her voice. “I had a rather insightful dream last night,” I reply drily.

			Her mouth opens and closes again. Belle looks away for a moment, her eyes landing on the doors behind her. I cannot let her flee just because she’s uncomfortable, so I fling a hand toward the exit.

			“Before you fly off again, we need more of the healing golden salve, Belle.” My demand infuriates her. I see it in the flare of her eyes. But if she doesn’t want me to accuse her of abandoning me – the very thing she’s always sworn she would never do – she needs to explain where she went and why she had to go. Keeping me in the dark is going to get me killed.

			Her anger fades to wariness, and her chin dips slightly. “What kind of dream?”

			“The salve.” I try to refocus her.

			Belle wrings her hands, squeezing tendrils of shadow from them. They dissipate like fog, but the very air around her darkens. “I can’t make it right now. Like this. If I did, the shadows would taint it.” Quietly, she adds, “I would rather see someone die than see what this darkness would do to them. And if we diminish any or all the shadows, people might not be able to cross the barrier.”

			Hudson sits against his desk where I was just perched. His hook digs into the wood, grating it.

			“Where did you go?” I ask.

			She pinches her lips.

			“When are you going to divide and return the shadows? What are you waiting for? The people they belong to need them, and we need you. I…” I press my eyes tightly closed. “I need you, Belle.” I straighten my clothes – Hook’s clothes – and inch closer to her.

			“What kind of dream did you have, Ava?” Her voice sharpens as she shifts the focus away from her and directly on me.

			But I’m not finished. I want an answer. I want to go home, and I want her to be rid of this dark, terrible burden. “When?” I yell, watching my sister flinch. I’ve had enough. Enough stalling. Enough excuses. “When, Belle?”

			Her eyes narrow. Not in challenge, but in question.

			“You have feathers stuck to your feet,” is her only reply as she stares daggers at Hudson.

			I stop in front of her, blocking her view of him and forcing her to look at me instead. “You seem more like… you. How are you back?” Right now she is more Belle than shadow, and I don’t want her to allow the control to shift back to the darkness again. I pluck a stray piece of thread from the hem of my borrowed shirt. “And where did you even go? What was so important that you left me – on Neverland?”

			She peeks at Hudson again and narrows her eyes at him. “I left you in what I thought were capable and trustworthy… hands.”

			Hudson crosses his arms and offers a dark laugh at her awful and very intentional insult.

			“Appendages that should be kept off my sister!” she quickly adds. The shadows darken around Belle’s entire frame. “I went to get help. I tried to find my family, but they were gone. Where are my people, Hudson?”

			He braces his hand and hook on his hips. “I’m sorry, Tinkerbell. I don’t know. But we both know who likely does.”

			Pan.

			My heart falls, and Hudson’s remorseful tone cleaves it before it hits my feet. “I tried to find them right after you left to give them the message you asked me to deliver, but the entire glade had been abandoned. As had the falls and the cave… everything. I hoped they’d gone into hiding, but none of us have seen them since.”

			The mark on my back starts to burn so insistently that my breath catches in my lungs. I can’t find the strength to release it for a long moment. Just as quickly as it came on, the pain ebbs again. I take a calming breath, wondering what that was. The mark hasn’t hurt since Pan gave it to me.

			Belle notices that something is off. “Ava?”

			I need to tell her what Pan did but I don’t want to, because for the first time I can remember, I’m not sure I entirely trust her. Why hasn’t she given the shadows back? Why doesn’t she help to set things right and get everyone trapped in Neverland back home?

			If she thought she could enlist her family, her kind, to help and now they’re gone, there are others who would join her. I’m no prize, but I’ll stand by her side. Hudson and his crew will, too. People from town, and from the islands I haven’t seen. She doesn’t have to face Pan alone. If we band together, none of us do. But she has to do what she came here to do, which is give the shadows back.

			Pain flares between my shoulder blades again and I stumble forward.

			Belle’s hand darts out, but before she touches me, I see shadowed claws and remember Nyin, pinned as the ship’s figurehead, using her claws to whittle her perch away. Nyin, who by Pan was tainted and twisted into something she was never meant to be.

			The siren’s warning resurfaces, and I’m struck with a dark, terrible thought. “Belle – what if your family is here, but you don’t recognize them?” I turn to Hudson. “Like the mermaid…”

			My sister pauses, then slowly asks, “What mermaid?”

			“Pan used shadow magic to turn them all into monsters. She told me that in the water. That’s what we were talking about,” I pointedly tell Hudson before turning back to Belle. “I used the last of the golden salve to heal one before I knew what she used to be.”

			A sharper cut of pain buckles my knees and they hit the floor. It’s hard to breathe or move at all. The shadow pierces my heart again and I arch and scream. Belle falls to her knees in front of me, clutching at my elbows and begging me to tell her what’s wrong while the shadows poisoning me threaten me against doing so.

			“Pan,” I pant.

			My sister’s fingers tighten around my arms. “What did he do to you?” I can’t answer, so she turns to the captain. “What did he do to my sister?” she demands.

			He raises my shirt and shows Belle the shadow mark.

			Her gasp is cutting. And when Hudson’s fearful eyes meet mine, I almost see him thinking what he told me that night in the dark… Peter always wins.

			Her hands tentatively probe the shadow mark. “I can’t,” she chokes. She holds her palm between my shoulders and closes her eyes. “I can’t heal it. It repels what little magic I have left.” She goes quiet and still. Doesn’t even breathe.

			I look up to see her staring into nothing, her eyes unfocused even as they rake back and forth. She’s here, but she’s not with us. “Belle?”

			Fear curdles my blood as she suddenly chokes, her back curving as she retches on darkness. In horror, I watch as the ribbons she spews lengthen and stretch out to reach me. No, they skirt over my shoulders and extend toward the middle of my back.

			When they touch my skin, the mark thrums. I twist to see what’s happening and my blood goes cold.

			I could never see the mark before, but it’s grown. Spread.

			Vines made of oily darkness sprawl toward my shoulder. One creeps over its summit…

			I want to clip them all. Rip them up from the root. I want to tear the sun from the sky and use it to scorch them from my skin. I want to hurl what brittle shred is left into the sea and watch it flounder, then be swallowed whole.

			Hudson is at my side, telling me it’s going to be okay.

			Everyone keeps saying that. They’re lying.

			I want to pull the words off his tongue and crush them in my hand, then watch as the wind sifts the dust of them off my fingers.

			My emotions are all over the place. Rage and fury. Fear and panic. Sadness. But there’s not an ounce of hope to be found. Then, my sister is in front of me. Belle is keeping the shadows at bay for now – for once. How can I not feel hopeful?

			That thought settles my thoughts back into my bones.

			“Belle,” I calmly say. Her stare jerks to mine and she lets out a tremulous breath. “What is this?”

			She clears her throat. “He returned a sliver of your shadow. It’s not enough to grant you passage home, but it holds some of your memories. I just... I don’t know if you should trust it. It doesn’t feel like you.”

			“What do you mean?”

			She meets my eye. “It feels like him.” Her chin wobbles and her eyes well with tears. But before they can fall, shadows suddenly burst from her, enveloping the entire room.

			Hudson curses as glass shatters. It comes from the direction of the bookshelves.

			“Control them, Belle!” Hudson barks. “Don’t let Pan control you.”

			She lets out a guttural roar, and the shadows recoil and sink back into my sister’s slight frame. She pants to catch her breath. “I’m sorry,” Belle says in a voice so small I barely recognize it. She looks at me. “I’m so sorry. It’s why I haven’t given them back. The shadows I carry feel like him, too. They did the moment I gathered them in my skin.”

			She’s defeated – a ragged twist of spirit like a flag too long flown in determined wind.

			I thought the Second Star called her back home, but now the truth settles over me like a stone over its vault. It was Pan.

			It’s all Pan.

			It’s always been Pan.

			He orchestrates our every move, limiting our options and pushing us into the trap he’s been imagining since the day Belle left Neverland – with his shadows. And with me.

			He’s so powerful, he even managed to reach us on Tybee Island.
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			Hudson goes below deck to speak to Smee, and then his crew.

			Belle drags me across the room as soon as his distorted form slips past the last windowpane. I lean against the copper tub and she takes the swing, moving it back and forth with her feet. She notices the marks on my arm, left by the stupid Neverland plant that tried to kill me.

			“Those won’t fade,” she declares.

			I sigh and twist my arm, remembering the tattoo shop we flew past on the night she dragged us here. “Figures.”

			Perhaps a tattooist could fix it. Make the twined marks look like plants – no, definitely not plants – tentacles, maybe?

			“Will he give the order to sail to town now?” Belle asks. The swing creaks under her slight weight.

			“Three of his men are still on Neverland. He’s giving them time in case they’re hiding and can make it back to the ship.”

			She bites her thumb. “How long have they been ashore?

			“Not long, I think. I don’t know. I can’t remember offhand...”

			“How long will he wait?”

			I rub my forehead. “I don’t know.”

			“What will he do if they don’t make it back to the ship?”

			I lock eyes with her. She knows what he will do; the only thing he can. He and the crew will return to Neverland. And I’ll go with them.

			“You never explained how you’re you again,” I remind her gently.

			“At home, I was fighting the pull to Neverland. It was incredibly hard not to succumb to it, and finally the shadows took advantage of my weakness. I still feel the urge to return to the island – to Pan.” She clears her throat. “But on the water, I feel more like me and it’s easier to withstand his influence. I think I’m close enough that it eases the feeling a little – unless I’m upset. The shadows are hard to control when I lose my composure, no matter where I am.”

			“Understatement,” I scoff.

			I wonder if the mark Pan left on me will do the same to me soon. Draw me to him. Threaten everyone in my vicinity. Will both of us be a danger to everyone on this ship, in town, and on the islands before long? Maybe that’s how he plans to get us back on the island – by turning everyone against us so we have nowhere left to hide.

			Wendy’s ravaged face enters my mind.

			No one is safe from Peter Pan.

			The people he brought here against their will have suffered enough for a thousand lifetimes. I don’t want to be another tool that hurts them, some monster Pan manipulates from afar to slowly pick them off as he crows from the shore.

			She gestures to the pocket watch, tick-tocking against my sternum. “Did Hudson give you that?”

			I nod. “To borrow. Do you know why it ticks backward?”

			Belle’s hand darts out to see it for herself. “That’s worrisome.”

			Another understatement.

			“I’m surprised I didn’t lose it in the sea.”

			When the watch falls from my fingers and settles against my shirt, my sister continues to stare at it. Her eyes dart here and there like she can see every gear and cog and how they work together to turn the hands in the wrong direction.

			I tell her how all the shadows on Neverland were gone one minute and reappeared the next and confirm Smee’s suspicion that she had nothing to do with that.

			Pan’s power reached Evermist, after all.

			I tell her what happened to Cairo and Surat. And she nods in agreement when I say Pan was to blame for her necklace breaking.

			She confides that he’s waited a very long time to break her.

			Belle seethes, “He’s become too powerful.”

			“He can even resurrect the dead,” I grouse.

			She goes still, and I see her mind whirring.

			“Who sent him here?” I ask.

			She shakes her head. “I don’t know. I was the one who found him, though. He was scared and hungry… lost.”

			Belle finds lost things. Second to loving them, it’s what she’s best at.

			“Ava, please tell me what you dreamt of,” my sister pleads, her face downcast.

			I gather my thoughts and tell her every detail I can recall, then straighten my spine and ask, “I guess I know where I’m from now. Savannah, Georgia?”

			She nods.

			“How did I go from Savannah to Ava?”

			“Hudson and the others called you Ava,” she admitted. “You forgot your name the moment you reached Neverland. It’s always the first thing a person who doesn’t belong here loses.”

			I try to smile. “You’ve always said I don’t belong.”

			“You have a home, Ava. You belong to the family you were torn from. To people who love you and mourn your absence from their lives every single day. I just don’t know where they are or where that place is, though I did try to find them. The only one who knows is Peter. He has your shadow, and he has the copy of Peter Pan he stole from your room.”

			“Why does Pan still have my shadow?”

			She sniffs. “He used it the day I fled with you. I theorized that if I flew you to the curse line and we met Pan there as the Second Star called him home, you would be close enough to your shadow to break through the curse’s boundary and allow you to slip through. And thank the stars, it worked. It was the only way you could have left Neverland. We had that one chance…”

			My brilliant sister.

			“So, you flew us there and then on to the mainland. What happened to your wings?”

			“Within hours of my feet striking the shore, they became brittle and began breaking apart. They were gone before sunrise.” She glances over her shoulder. “The shadows have at least allowed me to fly again for a time.”

			“I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you,” I tell her, tears welling in my eyes. “You tried to tell me the truth so many times.”

			“I wanted you to know why I might have to leave, but not about your past. I wanted to protect you from it – from him – as much as I could, which turned out to be not very much.”

			I understand why she did what she did. I do. But my heart aches all the same. I’m not upset that she lied to me. I would have done the same if I was in her position. But I hate that she had no other choice.

			“I’m sorry I failed you,” she apologizes quietly.

			“You didn’t fail me, Belle. You saved me! Stars, you could never fail me.”

			She takes a deep breath. Releases it. “He can’t use your shadow to leave Neverland again, but he has it, and you can’t go home without it. We’re in quite a difficult pinch,” she says primly.

			She doesn’t seem despondent, which means that my sister is scheming and planning. Tinkering with possibilities, as her name suggests. Even if she doesn’t quite know how to get my shadow from Pan, she believes there is a way and she’s working on it. She hasn’t given up hope, which makes it well up in me.

			Belle waves her hand. “We’ve gotten off track. You asked how you came to be called Ava. Hudson called you that because he’d scratched Savannah into his skin for you so he could help you remember where you were from. Some of the letters were made deeper than others and by sunrise, some of the scratches were angry and red. I used a tiny pinch of magic to heal them. Otherwise, they would have festered.” She makes a disgusted face and shudders. “Anyway, when all but those three deeper letters healed, he forgot that there had ever been more. And so had you.” She sighs. “For what it’s worth, I took you to Savannah to locate your family, and when we couldn’t find them, we settled in Tybee so we could be near them in case I could somehow locate more information about you, but still be close to the sea – for me.”

			“You stole the first shadow for Pan.”

			Belle hangs her head. “There’s much for which I still need to atone. It’s no excuse, but I loved him once. He was my very best friend.”

			I don’t know what to say. I watch as she rocks back and forth. Back and forth. Back and forth.

			“Love makes a person blind to faults. Even grievous ones. Most of the Lost forgot themselves and their lives very quickly. Pan would send me on errands to keep me away while their memories faded. I didn’t know what he was doing until you came along. He sent me on errand after errand, but you didn’t forget like the others. You remembered everything but your name for so long after he brought you here and took your shadow, and then your memory started to slowly chip away. It was painful to watch.” Belle’s golden gaze meets mine. “Did Hudson tell you of his role in sending you home?”

			My head ticks back. “What do you mean? What did he do?”

			Her lips part. “He likely doesn’t recall.”

			“I’m sure he doesn’t, but he wrote things in his journals to remind himself and the crew,” I admit.

			She looks at her feet. “I think it’s best that you give him a chance to tell you. I know how you hate spoilers.”

			I smile. I definitely do.

			“If he doesn’t remember, I’ll tell you then,” she promises. “I wish I could have done more for them. I was supposed to come back, not leave them here. That’s why he’s angry; why they’re all angry with me.”

			Picturing her wings melt away makes my heart hurt. I suspect that Pan is to blame for their death, too.

			I consider the brilliance of creating a floating town, using the water that Pan can’t touch as a refuge. Of the magical skiff and this ship, the outer islands – abundant with food, healing salve, the charms, and I’m sure a hundred more things Belle slid into place before she left that I don’t even know about.

			If stars really granted wishes, I would look to the Second Star and ask to be as strong and brilliant as Belle.

			“They’ll understand once you explain what happened.”

			She tries to smile. “We’ll see.”
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			When the sun sets, lanterns are lit and hung all around the ship’s deck. Crates and barrels become our seats. The sea is easy, and the crew is quiet as they watch the shore for their friends and the sea for the skiff. Occasionally, their eyes shift warily to Belle.

			Hudson returned to us from below deck and asked for his shadow back – damn the consequences. He told her he didn’t care what the shadow felt like or why Pan wanted her to restore the people he’d wronged so thoroughly.

			In the end, Belle and her magic are vital.

			Hudson said that he thinks Pan is messing with her mind so she’ll hold onto the shadows until he can reach her. Reverse psychology at its finest. He insisted that she rid herself of this insidious darkness.

			The crew needs her. They can’t save their friends or anyone on the sea without her. And if she is the last of her kind, even with a pinch of the magic she used to possess, so be it. She is still far more powerful than any of us will ever be.

			After dinner, she agrees to try to peel his shadow from the others and return it to him. Only his – at least until we see what the shadow does to him. If she can figure out how to do it, that is. Those were the conditions the two negotiated.

			She chews her food so slowly, I’m afraid she’s changed her mind.

			If she has and announces it in this atmosphere of desperation and guttural pain, I’m worried how the crew will react.

			“How did you meet Hudson – this time?” Belle asks.

			I wince at the memory. I’m trying to enjoy my meal.

			Hudson saves me. “Wraith found her. I killed him, took her off the island, and brought her onto the ship.”

			Belle’s face flushes with anger. “What was the nature of your reunion with Wraith?”

			The crew is still quiet, but no eye is turned toward shore or sea. They’re all on me. “I didn’t know anything about my…” I clear my throat, “prior visit, but apparently Pan jogged his memory. He told me we used to be family and acted like I’d stabbed him in the back and heart all at once. He said he’d get a reward from Pan for being the one who brought me back to him.”

			Belle’s lip curls and she looks like she did the night she threatened to eat Mrs. Jennings’ cat, Garfield.

			“So, yeah. Hudson killed him in a gruesome and very final way. But as we reached the skiff, Wraith reappeared beside Pan on the shore.” I leave the goriest parts of the story to her imagination and push them out of my mind as quickly as possible before my stomach revolts at the memory.

			Her eyes flick to Hudson. “It seems a lot has transpired between then and now if that was your reintroduction. The two of you have managed to become alarmingly close in the past few weeks.”

			“Days, you mean,” I correct.

			Her brows scrunch. “No, Ava. It’s been weeks.”

			I quirk a brow. “It hasn’t.”

			She narrows her eyes at me. “Out of everyone aboard this ship, who has had their shadow on their person at all times and their memory intact since coming to Neverland?”

			I look at Hudson and my stomach drops. Did I really lose so much time? If so, what else has happened that I’ve already forgotten? Did he write it down? I haven’t seen him write anything since I stepped foot aboard his ship.

			“Is she right?”

			His lips part. “It’s been more than days, but I don’t know offhand how long.”

			Belle swills the water in her glass and glances between us and the other crew members. Then she changes the subject. “I wish Pan didn’t have the power to resurrect. The world would be a better place without Wraith in it,” she muses.

			Hudson shrugs unapologetically, then raises his glass in a toast. “Let’s hope he didn’t find all of Grim.”

			“Yes, let’s hope.” Belle tilts her head, her delicately tipped ears catching the pale moonlight. “Are you ready?” she asks Hudson.

			He nods. Stands. And the two walk to his quarters. The crew and I watch with bated breath, hoping she’s able to return his dark ticket out of Neverland.

			Their forms warble across the panes as they move farther into the room.

			Their voices parry.

			Belle growls in frustration. He begins to pace.

			It seems that she can’t separate the shadows...

			I feel a pull toward the two of them that I can’t explain.

			Whether it’s me or Pan, I can’t tell, but I can’t just sit here.

			When Belle cries out in pain, I rush across the deck.

			Smee tries to intercept me. “Ava, I don’t think you should –”

			I glower at him and whatever he sees makes him suck in a sharp breath and back away, giving me a wide berth to stomp toward Hook’s cabin.

			The shadows Belle carries claw toward those that live beneath my skin before my hands even touch the door handles and turn.

			The second I see her and see them, I feel each one she carries. At home, I saw them as one entity. Now that Pan has marked me, I can see every shadow. Their shape. How opaque or translucent they look. I imagine they have different textures, too.

			I am vaguely aware of someone saying my name, but I continue to trail slowly toward the shadows flaring around my sister. Some are smooth like velvet. Some are rough like stone. Some are grainy like sand. Every shadow has its own timbre; a low tone, high pitch, or some melancholy vibration in between. The weight of each differs, too. Some heft many memories, while some house only a few from the bearer’s core.

			Wind enters Hudson’s room with me. It surges against the back of my knees, stirs the down feathers into mini cyclones, drags papers across the floor, and combs the strands of my hair.

			Hudson’s hand is on Belle’s shoulder. He begs her to try again, and she does. She squeezes her eyes closed and her chest heaves. Her eyes bleed black, then seep back to gold. A sheen of sweat beads on her forehead, her upper lip, and her chest as she tries again and again to locate and bring forward the one shadow she seeks and can’t find.

			“I can help,” I rasp as I walk into the room.

			Smee trails behind me. “Captain,” he says with a hint of warning in his tone. The first mate shakes his head, telling Hudson he shouldn’t allow it.

			I narrow my eyes at him over my shoulder. “I would never hurt either of them.”

			Smee holds up his hands. “You don’t seem like yourself is all, Ava. I mean you no offense. I just think that with you being ill and the siren’s attack, plus the stress of all you’ve absorbed today, it might be wise to rest.”

			“I’m done resting. Done forgetting.”

			“Ava,” Hudson says from across the room. He stares at me like I’m a ghost. Or a monster.

			No, he’s staring at me like I’m a threat.

			I don’t see anything different about me in the warped panes of glass. I twist to look over my shoulder at the shadowy vines, but I don’t need to turn my head at all. From where they’ve creeped onto my chest, I can make out the faint veins of each leaf. They tremble in the breeze still slipping through the open doors.

			“I can do it, Belle.”

			She shakes her head. “How?”

			“I can sense each one. I don’t know how or why, but I can… I can tell each shadow apart. Maybe I can move them, too.”

			Hudson curses. “Pan’s mark.”

			Belle slowly shakes her head, watching me like I’m a dangerous spider crawling along the wall.

			I can already tell they don’t trust me anymore because of Pan and the shadow he gifted me.

			“It’s not that we don’t trust you, Ava,” Belle begins. “We just can’t let Pan manipulate –”

			“Why not?” I shout. “Why should anyone trust me less than they do you? You are the reason he was able to leave Neverland and kidnap them! You stole their shadows and left before giving them back to everyone you knew would be trapped here!”

			Belle looks stricken for a brief moment, but then my sister’s temper flares. Her face turns red and she balls her fists at her side. “I took them from Pan!” she shouts, her wings buzzing and pushing her closer. “Not the people he ripped them from.”

			“Then why didn’t you return them before you left?”

			Hudson steps between us. “Because I asked her not to.”

			I stare at him, mouth agape. “What? Why would you do that?”

			“She had one chance to get you home if you were ever going to be able to go back. She planned on returning to us, to help us and return our shadows, after you were safe, but then…” He looks to her for an explanation as to why that didn’t happen.

			“But my wings crumbled.” Belle’s voice and chin wobble. “And I tried, but I couldn’t find it. I chartered a boat once, and saved up money for a plane ride, but never felt the curse line. I didn’t feel a pull in any direction until the necklace broke. Before then, I couldn’t sense my own home.”

			Hudson tips my chin up and his gaze rakes down the column of my throat. “It’s spreading…” His thumb drags down my heated skin.

			I can see in his eyes that he would do anything to take the shadows from me. But there is nothing he can do, and we both know it. We’re just pawns in Pan’s game, and…

			Peter doesn’t lose.

			I look at my sister. “Let me try.”

			She shakes her head. “It’s not wise.”

			“Fuck wise!” I shout, rushing over to grab her arm and give her a shake. “We don’t have time for wise!”

			She twists and tries to free herself. Shouts at me to let her go.

			My free palm reaches out and pushes flat against her stomach and I try to find anything that feels like Hudson. Something that smells like salt water, iron, and cloves; that feels like linen; of strong muscles and an unbreakable spirit. Of a shadow that is heavier than all the rest.

			I find it.

			Drawing it into my palm, I release Belle because his essence has seeped into my skin. A flood sweeps my feet out from under me and I tumble through currents comprised of his memories. Moments from his happy, normal childhood. He had two brothers, one older and one younger. His parents… they loved him so much. He played baseball.

			“Your name…” I choke, emotion flooding me as I meet his worried stare.

			“Don’t say it,” he begs, tightening his fingers around my hand, desperately, urgently. “I don’t want anyone to speak it until my entire crew has their memories back.”

			I start to stumble backward when more memories surge forward. Hudson’s arm quickly bands around me, stopping me from crashing to the floor. His memories are like a movie I can drift through, but I feel Hudson’s emotions, too…

			Pan approached him at the ball field and lured him away with the promise of friendship and pizza dinner at his house. I cringe at how innocent Hudson was when he fell into the mouth of the wolf. I note the boys he came to call friends and those who became enemies on the island.

			I see Pan give part of his shadow back, so he doesn’t have to remind him of everything all the time. He was the only one of the Lost he offered to restore, even if it was only partially.

			I see Belle through his eyes, with her beautiful wings. I watch the moment Pan lands on Neverland with me in his arms. I see myself as I tell him about the life I remembered parts of, when all should have been erased. He garners the courage to show himself to me the night Pan commanded his boys to toss me into the cage next to his.

			He was so hungry before I shared the food Wraith brought for me.

			The glint of the serrated saw he showed me resurfaces.

			A tear falls from my eye.

			He watches me wasting away with no food or water, growing weaker each day. To punish me for sharing my meal with him, Pan starved me. Tinkerbell came to check on me after she noticed I was missing. Hudson talked to her at the cage’s edge when the boys went to The Cove to see the mermaids.

			Belle tells him to hang on and promises to help him heal, escape, and survive. The Lost Boys and Pan were planning to go hunting that night. It was the perfect opportunity to free us and take us all back home.

			“You have to take her home first,” Hudson insists. “She can still remember how to find her way home if you take her now,” he adds. “It’s too late for the rest of us. We can wait. If you can just find somewhere we can hide and be safe, we’ll wait until you come back.”

			That night, the Lost Boys whoop and holler as they leave on their hunt. Tink flies back to Hudson after she trails them for a while to make sure all of them are far out of earshot.

			It’s time to move.

			Hudson crawls toward me and shakes my shoulder to wake me up. From his eyes, I look tired and dirty, weak and dying.

			“I need you to cut me free,” he says. His eyes are bright with fear, but his words are determined. He’s ready. He holds his hand out and squeezes the shackle down as far as it’ll go.

			Tinkerbell hovers overhead. Smee is hammering at the locked bars with a rock, trying to smash it apart.

			“Can’t she just break the lock?” I ask, casting worried eyes to the fairy.

			He shakes his head. “She can’t. Pan’s magic won’t let her. The cage and saw repel her magic. If she tries, she’ll get sick, and then none of us will get to leave Neverland. He’ll make sure of it. This is the only chance we have.” He holds out the iron saw. “Please, Ava.”

			“You don’t know what you’re asking,” I tell him. I start to cry, my whole chest shaking.

			He is earnest. Scared. Determined. “I do. I promise, I do. Tink is going to heal me as soon as it’s done and then she’s going to take both of us someplace safe.”

			I shake my head like no such place exists. But when he holds out the saw again, I weakly close my fingers around its handle.

			“Scoot closer,” he tells me.

			His breathing is rapid, deep. But he’s so brave when he puts his hand flat on the ground.

			“Right here.” He taps a spot on his wrist, even as he holds the shackle taut.

			I sit up on my knees and press the serrations against his skin, afraid to push deeper. Shaking my head, I whisper, “I don’t think I can do this.”

			He begs me. “I can’t do it on my own, Ava. I tried and I can’t.”

			“You’ll hate me. You’re my only friend and you’ll hate me!” I cry, swiping tears away.

			“I could never hate you!” he promises. “If you can’t… it’s okay,” he finally says, his chest caving in disappointment and dread.

			Furiously wiping hot tears from my eyes, I push the blade harder and hear his hiss when his skin breaks.

			“Fast!” he says. “Do it as fast as you can.”

			The sound of saw scraping bone, of sinew shredding then giving way, is one my body remembers even if my mind doesn’t. My hands clench and tremble as they remember.

			His blood sprays us both. He cries out and kicks at the cage as he writhes on the ground. He can’t hold himself still anymore, so I grip his arm tightly and keep sawing. When the deed is done, I drop his hand and the saw and scream at Smee and Tink to help him.

			Smee jumps into the cell and lifts Hudson out. Tinkerbell holds her hand over his mangled wrist, and it begins to heal. In seconds, the skin is smooth.

			Hudson’s vision blurs as Smee hauls me out of the hole.

			I retch into the grass beside us as Tink lifts Hudson’s prone form, then flies him out of the encampment.

			More memories flash.

			Of him learning a ship, being voted captain. There is his first kiss, and… “STOP!” I shout.

			The torrent stops. I look at Hudson, horrified.

			My mouth gapes and everything inside me clenches. Withdraws from him. I look down when I realize that he’s touching me.

			“Ava? You’re shaking.” He places the backs of his knuckles on my forehead again.

			How can he stand to look at me? To touch me?

			I glance at the hand that is whole, then at the hook he wears – because of me. I think of how it felt, the curve gently edging down my skin, and the way it looks when it deftly tears someone apart.

			“Oh, God…” I breathe. Tell me I didn’t actually do that to him…

			“What’s wrong?”

			My whole body quakes. The shadows in my skin rattle like pieces of paper in a stiff breeze.

			I lift my hand and place it on Hudson’s chest, then push his shadow back into him. Into his person. Into his soul. He stumbles back a step before planting his feet. His shadow fuses with his person. Then I watch as his eyes unfocus and he sees the memories flicker.

			I wonder if they’ll be the same ones I saw or different ones. Please be different.

			Ready with a chair, Belle eases him down onto it. His brows rise and his lips part in wonder. He laughs, and his breath hitches.

			He cries as he watches the life he had forgotten. He’s probably wondered so many times if he would ever regain his past. If he would ever be whole.

			My breathing turns ragged. Because when he remembers what I did…

			I back away from him on shaking legs.

			Turn.

			Run.

			By the time the night sky spreads over me, I’m crying so hard my chest hurts. The crew is on their feet in a second, their hands ready to take up their weapons as they search for the threat they fear is following me out the door.

			Finding only Belle, their eyes lock onto the door, still waiting for Hudson to emerge from the onslaught. As Smee rushes inside, my sister hurries to me.

			She grips my arms and waits until I meet her worried gaze. “You have to tell me what just happened.”

			My head spins as I look up at the stars for help. But instead of sharing wisdom, they only stare and spread silver light over me when all I want to do is bleed into the darkness and disappear.

			Hudson’s deep voice comes from his quarters, though his words are muffled by the windows. By the distance between us.

			Smee speaks next.

			I’m glad his best friend is with him and can comfort him, because my face and hands are the last place he will seek comfort from now. I move to the rail and peer toward the moonlight-painted shore.

			That’s where this will all end. We all know it. So why wait to face Pan? Why not just meet him on the beach tonight?

			Belle jerks me away from the rail with as much intensity as I used when I pulled her away from the ledge. I can’t help but notice the irony. “You did it,” she tells me slowly. “I couldn’t separate them. I couldn’t even tell them apart, but you could. I should have believed in you.”

			“That power didn’t come from me, Belle.” It came from Pan.

			“Either way, you accomplished the impossible and I’m so proud of you.”

			My fingers grip my left wrist where I cut him. “How can you possibly say that?”

			Her head ticks back in surprise. She looks at my hand curled around my wrist and suddenly understands why I’m so upset. Her shoulders fall and her chest caves, her arms dropping to her sides. “Oh, Ava…did you see…?”

			I crumple to the deck, drawing in my knees and finally allowing the tears to fall. She sits beside me gingerly and holds my hand. “Can we please have some privacy?” she asks the crew, who look as stunned as they are confused.

			One mentions the need to watch the shore in case any of the others manage to find their way there. Kingston offers to climb into the crow’s nest to keep watch, then does exactly that. The men don’t ask for any other concessions. Having no idea what to do with me or my tears, they trail away and tuck themselves below deck like barnacles sinking into their shells.

			Belle brushes her hand over the hair that falls down my back. “I never imagined you’d be able to see his memories.”

			I rest my chin on my knees and turn my head toward her. “You didn’t see any after the necklace broke?”

			She shakes her head slowly. “Not one.”

			Lucky.

			“I don’t even know if I can look at him now,” I tell her, wrapping my arms around her neck.

			She wraps me in a hug and squeezes. “You care for him.”

			I’ve cared about Hudson twice in this lifetime. Once when we were children, locked in cages that shared a row of bars, forced to band together to survive. And again now. Both times were urgent and brought on by events we were pressed into and shouldn’t have had to endure. But yes. I care about what happened to him then just like I care about what happens to him now.

			“You don’t have to be afraid of him,” Belle adds.

			“I’m not.” I’m not afraid of Hudson. I’m afraid of losing him. Of being lost. Of not belonging when I finally found a place to fit in for a short time.

			“Hudson knows who is responsible.”

			He told me he lost his hand because of Pan. He never once mentioned me, that it was my doing, even if it wasn’t my fault.

			She eases her hold and glances furtively at me, her brows kissing.

			“Why are you looking at me like that?”

			Belle sighs. “Because I’m worried. About you, not for you.”

			“Why?” Is it the shadowy vines? I’ll admit that they freak me out, but they’re sort of pretty. I fold my shoulders forward, furtively glancing at them.

			“Because you aren’t you either.”

			“Can you not speak in riddles?” I beg.

			“I’m using your description. How often have you said that I’m not me?”

			Fair point.

			I angrily swipe new tears away. “I’m not Pan, either,” I argue.

			There’s nothing she can say to that, because I’m right and she knows it.

			“Was it hard to let it go after you took it from me?” she asks.

			“Not in the least. I wanted it gone,” I rasp.

			“Because of the memory…” She sighs. “I wonder if it will be harder for you to give up a stranger’s.”

			With my luck, I’ll become a shadow goblin and want to hoard them all.

			Then a thought occurs to me… “Did it hurt when I took it away?”

			“No, but part of me didn’t want to let you have it.”

			Likely the part that felt what it was to fly again.

			“Belle, we need to find a way to get people out of here immediately. Pan won’t let any of them escape Neverland if he has his way. I don’t know how he’s planning to stop them, but I know he is.”

			She purses her lips, working varying plans through her mind, no doubt. If there is a way to do it, she’ll figure it out.

			In the meantime, someone needs to find out what Pan is planning.

		


		
			thirty-three

			Hudson and Smee stride out of the captain’s quarters and make their way to me and my sister where we’re sitting on the deck, our eyes trained on the stars.

			“We need to talk,” Hudson aims at me.

			His expression gives nothing away, but his tone is as cold as stone and twice as heavy. My struggling heart flails against my ribs. He’s the last person I want to speak to and the only one I need to.

			I know his real name now. I saw his family. His life before Pan ripped him from it. Part of his life after. Know that Pan gave him part of his memory, just like he gave me part of mine.

			Belle’s head swivels toward him, bristling at his tone. She knows all our names, I bet. Belle doesn’t forget. So if she looked for my parents in Savannah, why didn’t she find them? Surely they reported me missing. All she had to do was take me to the police station or search the internet for a news story. Right?

			Hudson’s stare bores into me. I decide to ask Belle about all this later and give him my full attention. It’s the least I can do, given what I did to him.

			He was right when he said that once you know something, everything changes. Now that I’ve seen his memories, many of them anyway, I can’t unknow them. No matter how hard I press my eyes closed and try not to think of how the name fits him.

			How am I supposed to avoid saying it? Should I say it? It’s really his place to decide when he’ll use it, or if he even wants to.

			Belle’s golden eyes meet mine as her brow peaks as if asking me if I want to talk to him right now.

			By the determined look on his face there’s no avoiding it, so I nod to her that it’s okay. She frowns, then lingers a moment.

			“Go, Belle. It’s okay,” I soothe.

			When Smee holds out his hand, she reluctantly takes it and lets him pull her up.

			I stand and turn to face the open water. Hudson moves to stand beside me, sinking so that his elbows rest on the rail. He keeps a ship’s length of distance between us.

			Smee and Belle walk back into the captain’s quarters, but she keeps a close watch through the warped glass. My heart squeezes at the sight. She’ll burst through the windows in an instant if I need her to. I’ve never loved her loyal, beautiful heart and terrible, unhinged temper more than I do right now.

			The wind’s cool fingers glide over our skin and play with our hair. Hudson is quiet for far longer than is comfortable. Eventually, I consider screaming at him to speak. He’s the one who demanded we talk when I was perfectly happy never looking at or talking to him again. Mostly.

			“You saw far more than you ever should have,” he finally rasps. “I guess now you know everything there is to know about me, and I still know almost nothing at all about you.”

			I glance at him and sigh. “You and me both. I didn’t see everything, though. I stopped it as soon as I could.”

			He hums a response.

			Over the ocean, the Second Star and its luminous companion burn beside one another. I admire their blended light.

			I look down. It’s past time to tell him what’s been burning through my chest since I saw my hand grasp the saw’s handle in his memory. I straighten my back, though I’m not brave enough to face him. “I understand if you hate me.”

			“Hate you?” he rasps as he moves closer. “I could never hate you.” He gently braces my chin in his hand, leans in, and presses a tender, lingering kiss to my lips.

			It tastes like reverence, and I don’t understand why.

			Dazed, I pull away. Our eyes collide and it’s not hatred I see.

			He wraps an arm around my back as he steps forward, melting the distance between us and my knees with a chaste, insistent kiss. When he kisses me a second time, it’s more passionate. Ardent. It burns so thoroughly, I reduce to a flake of ash that still flares as it drifts back to earth.

			And like the world, I know I’m exquisitely caught between his teeth’s sharp edges.

			He lifts me and settles me onto the railing so that we’re the same height, holding me tight so I don’t fall backward into the sea, and slants his mouth over mine again.

			Something behind us cracks, and he pulls away. We turn to look and see my sister standing at his window. The glass panes between her and us shudder in their muntin beds as her fingers slide down one square. Splinters spread from her touch to its edge, a small sliver of the web of destruction.

			“Belle?” I say, wondering why she’s so upset.

			“She disapproves of me,” he quietly tells me, wearing another savage smile. “Too fucking bad.”

			Before I can consider why she might object to Hudson, he nudges my legs apart to settle between them, then hooks my calf and draws it around his back. I take the opportunity to kiss his glorious throat, moving my way toward his jaw.

			“Lifeguard…” he growls.

			He once told me he was darkness. If that’s true, then I’m starlight, brilliant in his arms. Shining for him instead of in spite of him.

			My fingers rake over his stubble and tangle in his hair. I arch my back until his mouth is at my chest and he’s a man starving. His hook rakes into the v of the shirt I borrowed from him. The fabric tears and…

			I can’t get close enough, can’t feel enough of his skin, but I feel where his fingers sink into my back. They’re as strong and sure and skilled as his mouth.

			Our sounds are carnal, torn from chests and places deeper. Gasps and grunts that all translate to say one thing: More.

			Heedless of the crew milling around the ship, I push my softness against his hand and he goes still, then closes his eyes for several panting breaths.

			“Ava,” he breathes.

			His hook is still in the torn v of my shirt. And when I kiss him deeply and rock against him again, he growls and rips the garment further.

			I want him to cleave it. To push what’s left off my arms and fling it into the sea. I want to do the same to his.

			I want to feel our bare chests touch, brush, tease.

			I want… him.

			A familiar shriek pierces the night and my eardrum. I pull away from Hook’s lingering mouth and twist around to look at the obsidian sea. Nyin’s moonlit scales are the only seam of warmth in it. When she sees she has my attention, she points to the shore.

			“Ay-vahhh!” she yells, panic in her tone.

			“The skiff!” Kingston shouts down from the crow’s nest a moment later. “It’s at the shore. Someone’s climbing in!”

			Someone?

			Smee and Belle burst from the captain’s quarters and the first mate is already hauling the rope over. My sister comes to stand beside me as Hudson morphs back into the captain they elected. She glowers at me.

			“You should not kiss Hudson.”

			I grit my teeth. “I like kissing Hudson.”

			From the bottom of the mast, Hudson cups his hands and yells, “Can you tell who’s in it?”

			“Not yet,” Kingston relays.

			Belle is in full protective sister mode and is not to be deterred. “He’s not the boy you once knew. As soon as we return the shadows to the people in town, Hudson will set sail. He’ll ferry them home and never look back. Freedom is his only goal. He’s been tethered far too long.”

			And he won’t want to be tethered to you… she doesn’t add.

			I understand her concern. She thinks I’ll get hurt. But I’m no longer the scared little girl Hudson sat with in the darkness. I turn my head toward her. “I want him to sail them home and when he does, I hope he never looks back. Until then, what I do with him is none of your business.”

			She narrows her eyes. “This will lead to terrible things.”

			“Like?”

			“Feelings!”

			Oh, yes, those wretches. I roll my eyes. “We don’t know each other well enough for anything as significant as those.”

			“Not all feelings are like bones that stretch and grow over time. They can strike as fast as lightning.”

			I scoff. “How would you know? You’ve never even dated.”

			Belle points a finger at me. “I know what it’s like to feel love, even if it isn’t romantic. You wormed your way into my heart as quickly and precisely as a lightning bolt and now you’re branded in it, never to be removed.” She sniffs primly and looks away.

			“I love you, too.” I hug her to my side. “Thank you for worrying, but I’ll be fine.”

			She quirks a brow. “There are other reasons I worry…”

			“Like what?”

			She opens her mouth, but Hudson starts shouting again. The skiff has darted past the breakers and is gathering speed. “How many?” he calls out.

			Kingston squints into the distance. “Two!” he yells down. Then, “Maybe three?” he adds, quieter. I’m not sure it’s a question as much as it is a prayer.

			Nyin swims next to the skiff, protecting whomever of the crew managed to escape the island and I love her for it. I watch her rise and dive with the barely swelling sea.

			Suddenly, a cold serpent slithers through my ribs and begins to inch up my spine. My shadows feel him…

			“I feel Pan,” I tell Belle.

			Hudson hears us and his countenance darkens. He grinds his teeth so hard I worry they’ll break. “How fortunate that you’re so in tune with him,” he snaps before shouting to Kingston.

			My breath catches at the anger in his tone.

			Belle nudges me meaningfully, then leans in and whispers, “He hates Pan, Ava. And part of him lays within you.”

			He won’t hurt me, I mouth.

			Kingston can’t see anyone standing on the shore. He says it’s too dark, but the shore is luminous under the stars’ dual light. If there was someone or something on it, their contrast would be stark. Like obsidian against silver.

			I see a Pan-shaped silhouette but know that he’s tucked himself away in shade again. The coward is hiding. Or maybe it’s part of the mind game he’s playing just with me.

			“Do you see him?” I ask Belle.

			She slowly shakes her head. “No.”

			“I don’t see a thing. How can you tell he’s –” Hudson’s eyes fall to my chest, where the vines lift from my skin and reach out to him, toward the beach. He mutters a curse.

			I can’t – can’t – stop looking toward the sand where Pan is waiting. Watching. Taunting me.

			News of the skiff’s return spreads through the ship’s bowels and even Sydney emerges to see who made it out of Neverland alive. The small boat skims the water, leaving an ever-expanding V-shaped wake behind it. I still can’t make out the occupants’ features, but think Kingston was right when he said there were two.

			Not three.

			I pad to the bow, aware of each step. And though it’s only feet, the closer to Pan I walk, the more my shadows strain toward him.

			The clock feels like a heartbeat against my breastbone; each tick is a thunderous, urgent thump.

			A thin, dark fog billows from Pan’s outstretched hands and spreads over the water to the ship. It embraces the hull. Boards begin to groan. Sailors startle, then spread to see what’s causing the distress.

			No one else notices him or the mist, but it’s cool as it stretches up the bow and spreads across my skin. In it, I hear Pan call my name.

			He sounds so close. Too close. A shiver scuttles up my spine.

			In the water below me, Nyin appears and offers a warning. “I know he’s there. Thank you for warning me, Nyin.”

			How can she sense him when no one else can?

			I thought she was healed, but now I wonder if the salve didn’t remove all his magic from her body. Maybe like me, she retains a sliver that’s powerful enough that imagining what more would feel like is impossible.

			My hands start to shake when the shadows within begin to wrench me closer. I dig my feet into the boards and lean backward.

			Nyin watches me, quietly talking to herself. Ready to help if they toss me overboard.

			I stand like that for several long minutes.

			Until suddenly, Pan releases his magic and I stumble backward a step.

			Belle’s voice startles me. I didn’t realize she was anywhere near me. “The skiff is here.” I hear it knock against the hull. “Are you okay?” she asks.

			I nod. I know she can’t see him, but wonder. “You didn’t see him?”

			“No, I couldn’t see him, Ava.”

			“Could you feel him just now?”

			“Yes, but not on the shore,” she answers carefully. She hesitates for a long moment. “I felt him in you.”

			I cringe, drawing my shoulders in.

			“We need to hurry and restore the people so they can leave. I have a terrible feeling in the pit of my stomach.” Belle gives a wan smile. “If we give the shadows back, the people he hurt can make a new life. They’ll have a chance at a happy ending.”

			I nod.

			“I don’t know if you and I will, though,” she admits.

			A heaviness settles on my chest. “As long as we’re together,” I tell her.

			My sister hugs me tightly. “Always.”
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			thirty-four

			Juneau and Seoul slump in relief on crates, breathing hard and wiping sweat from their brows. Their shirts are damp around the necks.

			Their friends surround them, listening as Hudson, who is crouched between the two, peppers them with questions. How’d they get away? Did they have to hide? Who did they see?

			There’s one question I can’t stand to let go unanswered a moment longer. “Where is Paris?” The moment I speak it, everyone goes quiet. My stomach sinks. Please let him be alive.

			Juneau scrubs a hand down his face. “Alive, but… Pan has him.”

			“Where?” I ask.

			“He was being dragged to the cages when I saw him last,” Seoul answers remorsefully. “I had one chance, one second, to save Juneau and run, otherwise we both would’ve been beaten and imprisoned alongside him.”

			“You did the right thing,” Hudson tells him.

			Juneau meets my eyes and tries to smile. “He strung so many French curses together when they were trying to put him in the cage, I’ve never been prouder. He even spat on Wraith when he was closing the door. Wraith went after him, but Pan hauled him back and forbade him from going near Paris again. Said he’d use him as a lesson for those who considered disobeying his orders.”

			Hudson mutters a curse. “Wraith won’t care. If he doesn’t forget it immediately, he’ll proudly take a pound of flesh for that slight.”

			Something dark swirls through me. “What is that supposed to mean?”

			Hudson slowly stands. “Ava, your eyes…”

			My sister’s arm threads through mine, and she tugs me back toward Hudson’s room. “Hudson?” she calls out from over her shoulder. “Send the guys in one by one. Start with Smee.”

			Another curse and he pushes through the crew and walks into his quarters with us. I lean against his desk and Belle stands at my side, ready.

			“What are you doing?” he challenges.

			Her dark wings solidify and buzz at her back as irritation flushes her cheeks. “She’s going to return their shadows to the crew tonight, one at a time. Then we’ll sail to town.”

			He looks between us like he can’t believe he heard her correctly. “You… you’re serious!”

			“Yes,” Belle says, crossing her arms.

			Hudson breathes frustration and fear like a dragon breathes fire. “Did you forget what happened earlier?”

			She looks unimpressed and certainly isn’t intimidated by his hulking form.

			He licks his bottom lip. “This isn’t happening tonight. We need to think this through.”

			“There’s no time, Hudson,” I bristle. When he glares at Belle, I snap, “Don’t look at her like that. You should kiss her tiny feet for bringing your shadow back!”

			He’s quiet long enough for me to study his shadow, so ordinary a sight in our world and yet, I don’t remember what mine ever looked like.

			“Fine,” he grits, then prowls toward me.

			My eyes widen, my breath hitches.

			My sister hisses his name in warning.

			Hudson pretends not to hear her, of course.

			He brushes a strand of hair out of my face with his hook and toys with the tear at the bottom of the v of the shirt he loaned me with his forefinger. “But you should change your shirt. You know where I keep mine.”

			That’s why he stalked over? I wanted him to kiss me.

			“Worried one of your men will get an eye full?” I huff.

			His eyes glimmer. “I’ll gouge any offending eyes out and wear them on my hook until they rot off it.”

			I narrow my gaze. “You wouldn’t hurt any of these men.”

			The scarred brow quirks. “Try me.”

			I literally cannot understand him. No matter how much I try, I just can’t. Neverland has messed with his head for way too long.

			“Smee!” he shouts, holding my stare.

			As he backs away, my sister gives him a tongue-lashing. He smirks at me, holding hand and hook up in surrender.

			After she finishes berating Hudson, she turns to me, still angry. “My feet are not tiny.”

			I give her a droll look. “That’s the part of the conversation that irritated you most?”

			“No,” she snips. “But it’s a valid point.”

			I open my mouth to ask her if she thought he was serious about the eyeball thing when she points to the screen. “Change. Now. I don’t want to make his day and provide ornamentation for his hook.”

			Shaking my head, I slip behind the screen. My clothes are folded and waiting for me on the chair. I shirk off Hudson’s too-large clothes and slip my bikini back on before tugging on my shorts and diving into my work shirt.

			The shirt makes me think of Devin for a moment. With a start, I realize I don’t remember his face. I don’t know if he has facial hair or wears glasses, or what color his hair and eyes are. I’m about to consult Belle when Smee’s voice mingles with Hudson’s just outside the door.

			The gentle giant peeks into the room between the parted doors. “Ava?”

			I emerge from behind the screen. “Ready to have your shadow back?”

			He lets out a strangled sound. “Truly?”

			I nod and fight back tears because suddenly he is, too. Smee sobs the first few, wobbly steps he takes to meet me.

			We walk together to Belle. His enormous chest heaves and he tries to smile, awash with emotion. “I didn’t think it would ever happen. Thank you, Ava,” he chokes, then dips his head toward my sister. “Belle.”

			“Don’t thank me yet,” I mutter as Hudson rejoins us. Of course, he’s going to watch. The second I seem strained in the least, he’ll stop me. Or try…

			Smee wrings his hands. “Pardon?”

			“When I take your shadow from Belle, I might see your memories. I just want to let you know. I don’t know why or how to stop it.”

			He scratches his head. “That’s fine, though I don’t know what my memories might consist of. Perhaps it’s you who should be wary.”

			Smee is the kindest person I’ve ever met, so I doubt he’s done anything terrible. What I can’t know is what might have happened to him before Pan brought him here. I hope that none of these men experienced trauma as children.

			With surprised eyes, he covers his mouth and looks at Hudson. “I’m going to know my name.”

			“That’s another thing,” Hudson says. “I think we should keep our given names to ourselves until we all have our shadows back.”

			“Of course,” Smee agrees. “It’s only fair.”

			I take a deep breath, close my eyes, and reach out for Belle’s darkness with my own. Shadowy vines peel away from my skin as every root-like hair lifts and reaches toward Belle. I place a hand on my sister’s stomach because that’s where they feel whole to me and search for the shadow that feels like Smee.

			Kind and warm.

			Helpful.

			Strong.

			There you are…

			I pull it into my hand and stumble backward as his memories flood me and I’m pulled under. When the flashes of Smee’s life stop and his name and history pulse through my mind, Smee is still waiting, still wringing his hands. I move toward him and drag one of his warm hands into mine, exhaling a dramatic breath as his shadow, his freedom from Neverland, bleeds from me into him.

			He laughs when he looks down, his eyes wide in disbelief when he sees that it worked. Even though it’s only cast by the room’s lanterns, his shadow sprawls on the floorboards. He gathers me and Belle in a crushing hug we both allow.

			Smee hugs Hudson next, crying as he rocks his best friend back and forth. “We’re going home. We can go home!” More rocking, more sobs. “I know where home is now. Our families will be waiting for us.”

			As Smee pulls away, I can’t help but notice the crease on Hudson’s brow.

			The captain walks Smee outside and returns with Seoul. As weary as he is, he looks as if he would collapse without his friend’s support. “Are you sure you want to go next?”

			A weak nod. “Sydney is scrounging up something for me and Juneau to eat. Afterward, we’ll help get the ship ready to sail for town.”

			“The others can handle the ship. You and Juneau will sleep,” Hudson interrupts.

			Seoul doesn’t argue. “Yes, Captain,” he responds with an exhausted smile.

			Hook explains that I will likely see his memories and tells him to keep his true name to himself until everyone is restored.

			When Seoul says he’s completely on board, Belle flares her shadows. They burst in wisps of darkness from her skin, but I know Seoul’s won’t be close to the surface. It’ll be hidden among the rest.

			Stealthy.

			Sneaky.

			Smart.

			My fingers brush one that’s particularly slippery and difficult to grasp. I quickly draw it from Belle so I don’t lose it, and she steadies me as the memories begin.

			I open my eyes when the images stop and notice that her skin and smile are a little more luminous. If I take all the shadows from her, I might not be able to look at her at all; she might shine as brightly as the sun.

			I clasp Seoul’s hand and return what’s rightfully his.

			When it’s done, his head slowly droops forward like he might have fallen asleep. Then his shoulders begin to shake. I worry that like Smee, he’s crying, until he lifts his head and I see a glorious, triumphant smile on his face.

			“Tell me I’m not dreaming!” he says, twisting to see the way the firelight casts his shadow.

			I smile. “You’re not dreaming.”

			He grins at Hudson. “One step closer.”

			Hudson nods and returns his smile, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. I want to talk to him, but I can’t right now. He walks Seoul outside.

			“They do feel like Pan,” I tell her. “Just a little. Just…” I’m afraid to say the word on the tip of my tongue because it’s terrifying to consider. But Belle does it for me.

			“…enough.”

		


		
			thirty-five

			By the time I’m halfway through my task, my hands start to tremble. I hide it well enough at first for no one to notice, but it doesn’t take long before Belle feels the tremor when I draw out Milan’s shadow. I witness his life, return what Pan stole, and Hudson escorts him outside.

			“I think it’s time for you to rest,” Belle quietly tells me.

			“I’m fine.”

			“It’s taking too much out of you,” she argues.

			“Hardly.”

			Belle fists her tiny hands on her hips. “You’re quaking so hard I’m surprised your bones haven’t splintered!”

			“Your exaggeration skills need some work,” I deadpan.

			She sighs. “It’s too taxing, Ava.”

			“And returning the whole town’s shadows won’t be? This is nothing compared to what I need to do.” I wish there was a more efficient way of doing this. This process takes too long.

			“The timeline can be extended,” she says uneasily.

			I roll my eyes. “Even you don’t like that idea, and no, it can’t. I want to go after Paris before he wastes away, or worse.”

			She huffs and crosses her arms. “I like it better than the idea of you dying.”

			Waving off her concern, I declare, “I’m not dying. I’m just tired.”

			“Then take a nap and we will resume,” she offers breezily.

			“No!” I snap.

			Hands on her hips. “Are you truly that stubborn? Or is there something you’re not telling me?”

			Because she’s been an open book? I look past her to where Hudson is speaking to someone at the door. As protective of me as he is, even he hasn’t ordered me to stop.

			“Ava,” she warns. “I’ll tell him you’re too exhausted to go on.”

			“You’ll do no such thing.” I level her with a glare. “I don’t want to go to sleep. When I do, I forget, Belle. Who people are, where I am, who I am. It’s terrifying. So the thought of sleep isn’t exactly appealing.”

			Breath whooshes from her lungs. “Oh.” She shakes her head sadly. “You can only go so long before you have to rest.”

			“I know, but I can last a little longer. Let me get through the rest of the crew and then I’ll worry about it.”

			“Promise me that you’ll sleep when you finish with them, and I’ll promise to watch over you and remind you when you wake.”

			“You just want to make sure Hudson stays away from me,” I tease.

			She does not laugh. “That is certainly a motivating perk.”

			As tired as I feel, I know I can’t stay awake forever. And I know I need to be at my best before I see Pan again or step any closer to Neverland. But I am so, so afraid to fall asleep in peace and wake in fear.

			I change the subject. “There’s something you’re not telling me about Hudson.”

			She chews her thumbnail. A nervous and very telling habit. I’m right.

			I throw up my hands. “Why do you hate him?”

			“I don’t hate him,” she says, like it hurts to speak it.

			“Well, if it’s not hate, what is it?”

			“I don’t trust him,” she finally admits. “For a long time, he and Peter were almost inseparable. He played and then mastered all of Peter’s little games. I don’t know what happened to drive a wedge between them because Peter refused to tell me, but I remember when there was no wedge.”

			I quirk a brow. “Couldn’t the same be said about you?”

			“Yes,” she admits as she picks at her cuticle. “There’s also the fact that he’s become quite notorious. It’s rumored that there is quite a lot of blood on his hands, and not just that of the Lost Boys he enjoys eviscerating every time he has the chance.”

			“Have you ever taken a life?” I ask, almost afraid to hear her answer.

			Tears sparkle in her swirling eyes. “I have, and I’d rather not speak about it. It wasn’t something I planned or wanted to do, and I’d rather forget the ordeal entirely.”

			“Was it here or at home?” My curiosity melds with fear, forming a new substance I can’t name.

			She gives a sad smile. “I won’t say any more than this: I regret it wholly, am haunted by it daily, and I’ll live with the remorse the rest of my life. I’ll never forget what happened, but I’m glad you will. When we get your shadow back and go home, you won’t remember anything from Neverland. Not even this conversation, fortunately.” She pokes at my nose. “Not even Hudson.”

			I hate even entertaining the idea that I might forget him. “I have part of my shadow. You don’t think I’ll remember at least part of my life here on Neverland?”

			“You have a crumb of what’s yours. The rest is… something he made. Something else.” My vines rattle like serpents toward her as her upper lip curls in disdain.

			Something has been bothering me since my dream about the night I took Hudson’s hand. “Do you think Pan chose the memories this crumb holds?”

			Belle swivels her head toward me. “Of course he did.”
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			Sydney is the last to enter the room. I’ve managed to return all the crew’s shadows but his and Paris’s. His eager steps slow, then stop as he looks from me, to Belle, to Hudson.

			“Uh…if you’re too spent, I can wait until tomorrow,” he says in his Australian accent.

			I weakly gesture to the window. “It is tomorrow.”

			He retreats a step. “I just don’t want anything to go wrong. You might need some time to rest before–”

			“Sydney, just… do it. She refuses to sleep until she’s finished, and you’re the last one,” Hudson grumps. He’s been growling for over an hour about how ridiculous this is, how I’m pushing too hard, how I’m going to burn out entirely.

			And Belle has slowly begun to chime her agreement with his complaints.

			Good thing I’m more stubborn than either of them. I place a hand on Belle’s stomach where all the shadows seem to be threaded and feel my vines curl toward the shadows until I find one that feels withdrawn. Paranoid. A little sad.

			It’s definitely Sydney’s.

			I pull it apart from the rest and cup it in my palm, gasping from the wash of memories that race through my mind. I grab my head and hear my screams as I fight to stop the images and sounds that assault me. Everything finally goes dark and silent.

			I struggle to breathe. Don’t know what to say. Where to look. Who to avoid. What to do now.

			Hudson curses.

			Sydney’s jaw slackens and he takes a few measured steps back toward the door.

			Belle tells me I’m okay and asks me to calm down. Like that ever works on someone who is absolutely losing it.

			“Is it him?” she urges, holding my upper arms. “Look at me, Ava. Do you feel Pan?”

			My vines are so long now, they writhe in the scant space between us before settling on my arms, stretching to my wrists and my stomach…

			“No,” I choke. I lock eyes with Hudson, then flick them to Sydney. “I need a minute alone with Belle, please.”

			“Is something wrong?” Sydney asks, worried.

			“No,” I smile. “I just need to catch my breath.”

			Hudson and Sydney peel from the room without a word.

			As soon as the door closes, I drop to my knees. “I don’t know what to do.”

			Belle kneels at my side. “Is it his memories?”

			“Yeah.”

			“You have to give his shadow back,” she gently tells me. “Even if they’re terrible.”

			“They’re far worse than that,” I rasp.

			“He can’t go home without it,” she reminds me.

			“He won’t want to.”

			Belle winces.

			I turn pleading eyes to my sister. “Can’t you magically wipe it clean? It would be better for him to have nothing than to have to remember his past.”

			“I can’t do that,” she breathes. “I would if I could, Ava. But while my magic is capable of many things, it can’t erase the imprint of a life lived – even if it was a painful one.”

			“I could keep it for a time,” I offer. “We could tell him I’m too tired to go on and I need to rest.”

			She shakes her head. “While I think you’re incredibly loving and brave for your willingness to take this burden from him, something might happen and you may not get another chance to return it.”

			She’s right and I hate it.

			“Maybe warn him first?” she suggests softly.

			I wipe a tear from my cheek. Then another. Blow out a tense breath. “How?”

			“Gently. Then remind him that a home can be built from nothing, and when we leave Neverland, that is what he can build – a home from scratch.”

			I nod and press the heel of my palm to my chest. “Okay.”

			She waits while I gather my emotions as best I can, then walks to the door and calls the men inside. As she does, I try to think of how best to warn him. What on earth will I say? When he sits across from me, I hold my shadowless hand out for him and hold it. A knot forms in my throat. Tears prick my eyes again, then fall.

			He squeezes my hand. “I think I understand. It’s okay, Ava.”

			“No, it’s not.” I offer him a shaky smile. “But I want you to know that all homes are built from nothing, at least in the beginning. When we leave this hellhole, you can build one that makes you feel safe. You don’t have to go back to the one you had.”

			“Thank you,” he rasps. “I’ll keep that in mind.” He steels his spine and holds out his other hand, ready to meet his past.

			I meet it with mine and sob as I push his shadow into his skin. His past isn’t the gentle waterfall everyone else’s has been. It’s a crushing tsunami. When he collapses, I tug him into my arms and cry along with him.

			Hudson kneels next to us, quietly waiting until the surge ends. His muscles and lips are as tight as his breathing.

			I can tell he wants to drive his hook into something until it breaks, but there is no one to punish. Not here, at least.

			I wonder what Sydney’s parents would do if Hook showed up on their step with retribution in his smile.

			“I… I don’t know what to say,” Sydney says as he straightens a few moments later. He scrubs his face, his mouth. A curse slips from his lips. “I’m so sorry you had to see it.”

			“Sydney, I’ll never…” I’ll never tell your story.

			“I know you won’t,” he croaks, swiveling his legs to push off the floor. “Thank you for returning my shadow,” he quickly says before hurrying from the room.

			The double doors sway in his wake.

		


		
			thirty-six

			Hudson steps back into his quarters while Belle and I are arguing, but stays near the doors and leans against the wall.

			I hate that he’s witnessing yet another one of our fights, but there’s no doubt he heard our raised voices from outside anyway, so who cares if he has a front row seat?

			Some of our fights back home were legendary, drawing sharp knocks and threats about calling the police from Mrs. Jennings. That was until the woman decided we didn’t deserve a warning and called them on Belle the night I found her teetering on the ledge. Her hope of getting us evicted turned into a real possibility that only needed a plan and the right opportunity.

			“I won’t allow it,” Belle decides, tipping her nose up. “You’re too tired.”

			“I’m no more tired than you are.”

			Belle scoffs.

			I’m not above bum-rushing her at this point. I am tired, but I’m not too tired to take one more shadow from her. Besides, taking them has proven far easier than pushing them into their rightful place. I don’t want to admit she was right and tell her this process is becoming more and more difficult, as well as more painful with each transfer. She would stop it in an instant, which is the last thing any of us needs.

			At first, it was easy to take and give. Hudson’s. Smee’s. Seoul’s. Kingston’s… But then they became a little more tedious.

			I didn’t tell Belle or Hudson what was happening, but the more shadows I worked through, the more I had to comb through to find the right one, my fingers felt as if they were sifting through shards of glass. If I went slowly, carefully, I could avoid being nicked. But that only lasted so long.

			Once I found the right one, it felt like I was squeezing that shard in my palm. When I pulled the right shadow into me, the pain eased immediately. Like a reprieve, calmness settled into my bones.

			But the moment the shadow comprehended I had no intention of keeping it and I would be giving it away, it began to fight.

			That shard in my palm suddenly turned sentient. The closer I got to giving the shadow away, the more it felt like the shard was pushing my hand toward my throat. When I surged it into the owner, it felt like the shard stabbed into the soft spot just under my chin.

			The worst part is that I know it’s all Pan. None of it is real, no matter how real it feels.

			Belle throws a gesture in my direction. “I wish you could see yourself as I do. If our roles were reversed, you would insist that I take a break – which is all I’m asking. I’m not asking you to stop entirely.”

			Something dark slithers through my sinew, tangling in my joints.

			Belle’s eyes widen and her whole body stiffens. “Ava…”

			Hudson’s stare slices toward me.

			“Your eyes,” my sister says.

			The shadows on my skin lengthen and tighten, writhing like constrictors. I am being squeezed. Swallowed. Smothered.

			The shadows speak in my mind.

			Your sister is being greedy.

			“You just want to keep them all so you can fly,” I accuse.

			Belle gasps. “That’s not true at all!”

			Something warm and wet falls from my nose and races to my lips. I taste copper.

			Hudson rushes across the room, tearing his shirt over his head and holding it to my nostril while he tips my head back. “Pinch your nose here.” He demonstrates where I should place my fingers. “Breathe through your mouth.”

			I do as he says.

			“Look at me,” he says.

			Without moving my head, I lift my eyes.

			“Good.” He relaxes. “Lean against me. It’ll stop soon enough.”

			My forehead hits his chest with a muted thud.

			His voice rumbles. “Go get some fresh air, Belle.”

			My sister is indignant. I can see it in the flare of her nostrils. But her feet hit the floor and she stomps across the room. Her hand pauses on the door handle, and she turns to speak over her shoulder.

			“Makes sure she sleeps, Hudson. She’s terrified of the notion, but it’s what she needs,” Belle snips before seeing herself out.

			“Why are you afraid to sleep?” he asks, rubbing my back.

			I blink up at him. “Because I keep forgetting.”
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			thirty-seven

			Peter climbs up the tree I’m in. I lean forward so he can step over my back. He sits down on the branch beside me and dangles his legs like I am. I’m not sure why he’s here.

			“It’s my turn to keep watch,” I tell him. I’m doing my part. We have to watch for predators that might smell food and wander over to see what’s cooking.

			He shrugs. “I know.”

			I look away from him, toward the stars. The Second Star is so much brighter than any star I’ve ever seen. Mama loves going outside at night. We turn out all the lights, wrap up in a blanket together, sit on the glider in the back yard, and watch the sky. Sitting outside, we talk about all kinds of things. What I want to be when I grow up. How she met Daddy. About school and how math doesn’t make any sense.

			Mama is so smart. She has an answer for anything I ask. Sometimes, I sit with her and don’t talk or ask a thing and she lets me.

			She teaches me the names of all the stars she knows and draws the shape of the constellations with her hand across the sky. If I can’t see it, she’ll draw it on paper in the kitchen before we go to bed, and we’ll take it out with us the next night so I can compare her drawing to the sky.

			I miss her.

			I bet she’s worried about me. I don’t know how long I’ve been here, but I hate to think of how afraid she must have been when I didn’t come home from the park like I promised.

			I don’t remember her name, or Daddy’s. I don’t remember mine, either.

			“You like the stars…” Peter muses.

			“Don’t you?” I ask.

			He sighs and looks up into the clear night sky. “I hate them. But I’m glad they can’t speak. They know all the secrets I keep in the dark. They see everything and forget nothing.”

			“What about the sun? It’s a star. Do you hate it, too?”

			He nods. “It knows all the secrets I keep in the light.”

			“And it sees everything and forgets nothing,” I tack on.

			“That’s right.” He picks at the bark on the branch. “I hope you don’t mind if I sit with you. Sometimes, it’s nice to not feel lonely.”

			Lonely?

			“But you’re always with somebody,” I tell him, shifting to get more comfortable. The Lost Boys rarely let him out of their sight. They want to be close to him. I think they want to be him.

			He throws a piece of stripped bark and watches it land in the leaves. “Being alone is not the same as feeling like you are.”

			I’ve never seen Peter Pan look anything but strong. Unease curls down my spine and I wonder what he’s up to, because he’s always creating new games. Sometimes they’re cruel ones that pit the boys against each other.

			“Who’s coming to relieve you?” he asks.

			“Hudson.”

			He slowly nods. “Have you met him?”

			I shake my head. If I have, I don’t remember him. “I don’t think so,” I answer.

			“Good.” Peter draws one knee up to his chest and swings his other. “That’s good.”

			I want to ask him why he said that. Is he glad I’m about to meet him because I haven’t yet, or is he trying to warn me that Hudson isn’t nice?
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			When I woke in the middle of the morning and again sometime during the night, I’d forgotten my own sister. She was sitting on the banquette reading a red leather-bound book, but snapped it closed when I panicked, then kindly sat with me and explained who she was, where I was, and what we’d been doing, and a strange fog lifted from my mind. Bits and pieces started coming back. Triumphant moments, like when two men escaped Neverland and returned to the ship. Passionate moments that Hudson and I shared. Moments I’d prefer never to speak of again.

			I don’t tell Belle, but I know I’ve forgotten a lot. I just can’t grasp how much. Time seems to skip and move forward, then feel like it’s moving backward like the hands on the pocket watch I feel constantly ticking against my chest.

			Once I finally start to remember after my mind feels wiped clean, it feels like no time has passed other than the few hours I spent sleeping. But Belle says I slept far longer than that, and even woke twice since. She explains that Hudson’s ship has been moored in the western port for two days and that I’ve already returned many of the townspeople’s shadows.

			I don’t remember any of it. The last shadow I remember moving was Sydney’s. But I haven’t told anyone yet. Something in my gut advises me to keep that secret to myself.

			Belle leaves so I can bathe and refresh myself before we begin again.

			Smee brings me a basin of water and a few clean cloths and tells me to help myself to Hudson’s wardrobe, as my things are hanging out to dry. I walk behind the privacy screen with an arm full of the pirate’s clothes.

			I scrub quickly and get dressed, then fold the screen and return it to its place. The clothes smell like Hudson and don’t fit me even after I do what I can to make them work. Water sloshes in the basin as I carry it outside and toss it into the sea.

			Smee swoops in to grab my dirty clothes, cloths, and the basin. “I can help wash them,” I offer.

			“It’s no bother. I have little to do while the restoration continues.”

			The restoration. They’ve given it a name.

			If we’ve been here long enough for it to have a name, Pan’s already heard about it. I thought I would get stronger the more shadows I transferred, but I don’t feel strong. I feel strained. A rubber band stretched so taut that it’s about to snap.

			Belle laughs with Dublin and Kenya at the stern. Rio is in the crow’s nest, singing at the top of his lungs. Kauai holds a pole with a line cast into the water, waiting for a fish to take his bait. Milan sits near him, flipping through the pages of a book. I walk toward the ship’s bow, wanting a minute alone.

			I can’t remember what I’m supposed to do next. Do people come to the ship, or do we go into town door to door?

			Milan approaches with a finger tucked between a book’s pages. It’s bound in red leather like the one Belle had this morning – at least, I think it was this morning. “Ava, are you well?” he asks.

			“I am.” I fake a smile. “How about you?”

			His dark brows slant as he glances around to see if anyone is near. “I need to ask you something.”

			The shadowy vines peel up from my chest, but instead of reaching toward him, they curl around me protectively. The hair on my arms rises despite the blazing sun. “Sure. What did you want to ask?”

			His hand is shaking when he rakes it through his dark hair. “Do you remember yesterday at all?”

			“What about yesterday?”

			He keeps quiet. His eyes dart around one more time, charting where everyone is…

			I study the book he’s holding. Dark leather. And the pages his finger holds apart reveal handwriting. I can’t see it well enough to see if it’s Hudson’s spidery script. “Is that one of Hudson’s journals?”

			His dark eyes flash with warning. “Keep your voice down.”

			“Look, maybe you should talk to Hudson about –”

			“No!” he hisses. “Not him.”

			My heart pounds. Belle’s eyes meet mine and she flies straight to us. “Milan!” she greets brightly. “How are you?”

			He snaps the tome shut and tucks it into his pants, covering the leather with his vest. “Well, Tinkerbell. You look lovely this morning.” Milan’s eyes dart to mine, pleading, then he smiles and inclines his head. “Thanks for the talk, Ava.”

			“Anytime.” I brush it off like we were simply talking about the weather.

			Belle scrutinizes him as he walks away. “What was that all about?”

			I shrug. “He just asked how I was feeling after yesterday.”

			“And?” she says, now smiling.

			“I feel rested,” I lie.

			The shadows form wings on her back, but they’re so thin now I can’t help but stare.

			“Are you ready?” she asks.

			I nod. “Ready when you are.”

		


		
			thirty-eight

			Hudson leads me and Belle halfway down a long stretch of homes, the last of which abuts the sea. As we make our way from one house to the next, I return the shadows to their rightful owners, taking more of the shadowy burden off my sister.

			If this process of taking and giving felt like raking my fingers through glass shards before, it now feels like I’m chewing and swallowing the splinters. I feel every slice, rip, and tear they carve as they pass through me.

			Hudson’s cautious eyes rake over me as he knocks on the next door. A broad young man with beautiful brown skin and hair, and eyes the color of wet sand answers the door.

			“Captain,” he nods. “Ladies.” He jerks his thumb toward a room just inside the door. Two woven bags sit on his kitchen table. “I couldn’t sleep at all last night. I’ve been packing what I might need on the way or when I get there.” He presses a hand to his forehead and blows out a nervous breath.

			“Bring whatever food you have. You’ll eat what will spoil first, and save what will keep for later,” Hudson advises.

			“Of course.” The young man dips his head.

			The guy asks Hudson questions about the ship and about sailing in general, clearly terrified of the open sea, but more than willing to cross it.

			Beyond their large forms, a few people cross bridges or stroll along walkways… including a woman holding the hand of a toddling boy. Everyone I see casts a shadow.

			No one here looks like they’re over the age of thirty, which couldn’t be right if Pan compelled Barrie to write his story in 1904. Unless Pan didn’t kidnap children and steal their shadows until far more recently. I make a mental note to ask Belle or Hudson later.

			I wonder what will happen when all these people sail home and arrive together on an ancient-looking pirate ship – hundreds of people who’d gone missing at various times from all over the world.

			Does Hudson have a plan for where he’ll take them first? Will they disembark together, or will he ferry them from sea to sea, country to country, slowly letting them trickle home?

			Will the families built here remember what drew them together, or will they be torn apart when the whole world spreads out before them? Will they remember each other at all? None of them had their shadows when they forged relationships, families, and friendships.

			If he’s discussed a plan, I don’t remember it. Like so many things...

			I think Hudson’s crew has kept their vows not to reveal their real names. Without Paris, they’re not yet whole.

			I wondered how having their shadows might affect their memories, but what was recent enough for them to remember without their shadows’ help seems to have stuck. They haven’t forgotten their imprisoned friend…or so they say.

			They seemed content to spend the morning thinking about everything but how to get Paris off the island. I remember how they played games, fished, read; seemingly bored and passing the time until they could leave. Would they go home without him and keep their names to themselves forever?

			I want to believe they’ve developed a deep-seated loyalty to one another after all they’ve survived. After growing up together. I want to believe without a shred of doubt that they’ll fight to set him free, but I’m not sure some won’t see the freedom that’s so close and abandon anything – and anyone – that might get in the way of them reaching it.

			Having their shadows back is all they wanted.

			Having their shadows back will tear them apart.

			Belle’s eyes wait on mine. “Are you okay?”

			I hate what I’m about to say, because Belle will immediately know that my memory is developing cavernous holes, but it’s better to ask her quietly than to alert Hudson and this stranger to the fact that I’m floundering. I lean in to speak into her ear. “I can’t remember how to do this with someone I don’t know.”

			Her gaze is sharp when I pull back, but she whispers, “You touch their skin and act as a bridge.”

			I pretend to shake the cobwebs from my head. “That’s right.”

			“Ready?” Hudson asks.

			When I nod, he tells the man to hold out his arm for me.

			I clasp his forearm, then place a palm over Belle’s middle. Extracting the shadow is easy. Watching his life before Neverland is hard. But not nearly as difficult as swallowing the shards when my body wants to keep his shadow and refuse to give it up.

			The shadowy wound on my back won’t heal because every time I transfer one of these, it feels like I’m being cut open again. The pain gets worse with each one. By the end of the day, I will feel like I’ve been stabbed over and over in the same spot. My breath hitches as I try to breathe through the pain.

			Hudson notices. “Ava?”

			I shove the shadow into the man, turn on my heel, and start toward the next house, rubbing my chest because the cold has spread all the way through me.

			“What’s wrong?” Hudson asks.

			I startle, unaware he was so close. Swallowing thickly, I point at my throat. “I need a drink. I’m overheated. My mouth and throat are so dry,” I tell him. “The wind and salty air aren’t helping.”

			“I’ll be right back,” he promises. He doubles back to the house we just left and steps inside. I listen as he asks the man for a drink.

			Belle slides into step beside me. “You’re a terrible liar,” she whispers as we near the next home.

			I turn to look at her. “What makes you think I’m lying?”

			She rolls her eyes. “I know when you’re in pain, Ava. Are you feeling pulled by the shadows?”

			“No,” I answer truthfully. “It’s not that.”

			“What is it?”

			“Pulling them out of you is easy, but I think what’s draining me is the energy it takes to immediately push them into their owners. If I just took what’s left from you now, all at once, I might have the strength to finish returning all of them today.”

			Wisps of shade rise from her shoulders like steam from a fresh cup of coffee. She looks like she’s about to tell me no. That our process has been working fine. But it’s not anymore. I don’t think I can make it to the end of this row of houses unless something gives. I’m crumbling.

			“There aren’t that many left, and you can’t fly with so few. I promise that if it seems too hard, I’ll stop, and we’ll just keep pushing through this way until I can’t go on.” I throw a hand up when she opens her mouth to argue. “But please stop looking at me like you can’t trust me. Please believe in me, for once.”

			“I’ve always believed in you.” She takes my hand and places it on her stomach. “But before we do this, you should know that there’s a small cache of shadows you shouldn’t rid yourself of today.”

			“Whose?”

			“The Lost Boys,” she answers. “Peter kept theirs with all the rest. We might be able to use them as leverage to get your shadow back from Pan.”

			My heart thunders. “Are there enough to conceal me and let me cross the curse line the way I did the night you brought me here?”

			She tries to smile. “There were many cloaking you from the Second Star then. What remains will be nothing more than a thin and shredded blanket. Her light will pierce it.”

			I nod, afraid I’ll never leave this place. That like Pan, I’ll be stuck here forever. Maybe with Pan, I’ll watch as my friends leave Neverland for the home I wish I could reach again.

			“Would the Lost Boys turn on Pan in exchange for their shadows?” I ask.

			Belle ponders my question for a long moment. “Maybe one or two of them would. If he doesn’t kill them first.”

			Great. “I understand that I’ll have to carry their shadows, and all that might come with that burden. Let’s finish it, Belle.”

			She gives me a watery smile. “Okay.”

			I place a hand on her stomach and draw in everything that doesn’t feel like Belle. Several very quick scenes flash before my eyes, but my sister grabs my wrist and squeezes tightly, drawing me away from the tumble memories. I choke a laugh. “How did you know to do that?”

			She shrugs her slender shoulder. “When I felt free of them, I decided to try to break the connection.”

			“It worked.” That was so remarkably easy, so painless. I wish she’d have figured that out sooner.

			Belle laughs freely, twirls in a circle. “I feel like me again. Finally.”

			I laugh with her, fighting tears and a swell of emotion, because I’m so happy she’s whole, and I push the heel of my hand against my chest and bite back the words, But now, I don’t feel like me…

			I calm my breathing and try to settle into my skin now that it feels different. I feel different.

			The sensation of carrying more than one shadow is strange. The textures and timbres feel different from the vines Pan gifted me. The new ones feel like silk gliding over and under my skin as they churn and roll like waves.

			In a few more breaths and the shadows adjust to my body’s temperature and become nothing more than a hum.

			Like my vines, I feel a sentience. An awareness that doesn’t feel right. In them, I feel Pan.

			I look to Belle to ask if she’d felt him and stop myself. She must have. She sensed him in my shadows. She would have sensed him in these.

			And I can’t ruin her happiness.

			My sister is the sun, just like I imagined she might be. She is radiance embodied. Her golden hair and eyes glimmer, and her laughter is like tinkling bells.

			“Tinkerbell?” Hudson beams as he walks toward us with a full waterskin. His smile dims a second later when he realizes what her luminescence means, then swallows when he sees the umbra she’s worn waft from my skin instead.

			My sister’s smile is contagious, but what makes my heart want to burst is that her eyes are pure and unchanging. She is whole. Unburdened. Vibrant in a way I don’t think I’ve ever been or ever will be. And it’s beautiful.

			I wonder if her radiance may impact this world so fully that Pan won’t recognize anything he’s tried to ruin. I think of Nyin… then of the fairies. I hope her family isn’t dead. I hope they haven’t abandoned their home. But if they’re corrupted, I want the ability to lift the shade from their eyes and bodies.

			While I know it’s not fair to ask something of her while she’s still reveling in the feel of her own skin, I’m afraid I’ll forget to ask at all if I don’t do it now.

			“Belle, how soon can you make more of the salve? The sirens need help. I worry other creatures here do, too.” I haven’t seen Nyin since the night she came to warn me about Pan on the shore when Juneau and Seoul returned from Neverland without Paris.

			She gives a throaty laugh and turns her palms up. Her brows furrow in concentration and her hands begin to tremble. Gold, shimmering liquid pools in her palm. But then her breathing becomes labored and her shoulders hunch inward. She looks up with a wince.

			“More will come. My power is still awakening. It’s been dormant for so long.”

			My head ticks back. “Dormant? You could compel people back home.”

			She waves me off. “That’s nothing.”

			I choke. Nothing?

			“Can you compel Pan?” If she can… if she’s that powerful…

			“I couldn’t when he was a boy, so I doubt I can now.”

			“That was a long time ago. You’re more powerful now, right?” I argue.

			Belle shrugs sadly. “Fairies are born with as much magic as they’ll ever have. Mine will never grow. It just is. I just have to let it awaken and I’ll be ready…”

			“Then maybe we need to find a way to dampen his power,” I suggest.

			Belle’s eyes sharpen. “That’s quite an idea.”

			She and I need to talk about what she can do and what her limitations are – soon. We just need to get my shadow back and leave the island. That is, if she still wants to help me now that she’s free…

			My sister goes still and stares at the space between homes and the deep blue sea, then glances down the floating walkway. “There are a few things I need to do. Can you two finish up without me?”

			There are only eight or nine homes left on this row. I count the shadows threaded within me like stitches in a seam. Nine – one of which is Paris’s.

			“We can,” Hudson answers, then tells Belle to meet us back at the ship when she’s through with her task.

			Belle may not have wings, but she’s fast on her feet. As she runs, it still looks like she’s flying. It’s almost as if her feet barely touch the planks she skims across.

			Hudson holds the waterskin out to me. “Eight more homes.”

			The episode with Milan this morning flits into my mind. Should I tell Hudson I thought he was reading his journal? Then again, what if he wasn’t? I didn’t see the cover clearly. It could have been another book, or something Hook wrote for pleasure instead of purpose. Possibly something he didn’t pen at all.

			“The last house is Wendy Darling’s,” he mentions. “Do you remember visiting her?”

			I would ask him how I could possibly forget, but that’s exactly what I’ve tended to do time and time again during my short, second stint in Neverland.

[image: sb]

			Though it was easy to take all the shadows from Belle, the pain of giving them back to their rightful owners worsens. I return two more before I break out in a sweat that dampens my clothes. A third before my knees begin to feel watery. As we leave the home of the fourth, I slump against one of the walls to catch my breath.

			Hudson encourages me to rest for a time. He returns to the ship and brings me something to eat for lunch. When I’m too tired to stand on my own, he says we should stop for the day. But I can’t let up when we’re so close to being done with it.

			“Four more,” I tell him as he clasps my hand and pulls me up off the walkway’s edge.

			“That’s what I’m worried about,” he replies, steadying me as I teeter.

			By the time we get to Wendy’s house, I have to use Hudson for a crutch.

			Belle catches back up to us, bouncing on the balls of her feet as I sit against the exterior of Wendy’s home. “I raised another ship and repaired its coral-crushed hull,” she declares proudly. “There will be plenty of room, though I’ll need the help of you and your crew to make sure she’ll hold up on the voyage home. I’ll make sails as soon as we get… back.” Her words slow when she really looks at me. “Oh, Ava.” She scowls at Hudson. “You should have stopped her three shadows ago!”

			“No,” I tell her.

			Wendy’s door slowly opens. Her glare is a scalpel, precise in its separation, although this time it’s trained on my sister instead of me. Her once-mangled skin peels further, baring every bump and ridge along her exposed gums.

			“Tinkerbell,” she fumes darkly. “What are you doing here?”

			“I’m helping my sister return the shadows. You’re the last one,” Belle answers tersely. “Unless you’d rather rot in Neverland.”

			My eyes snap to Belle. How can she say something like that after what Pan did to her?

			“Belle, would you be so kind as to return to the ship and wait for us there?” Hudson intervenes.

			My sister doesn’t look at Wendy like she wants to eat her. She looks at Wendy like she’s envisioning all the different ways she’d like to kill her.

			“Belle!” I snap.

			She flashes me a hurt look, glowers at Hudson, and stomps away.

		


		
			thirty-nine

			Wendy watches until Belle is gone, then waits several minutes with her back pressed against the door frame like she expects my sister to return.

			“Ava’s come to return your shadow,” Hudson says when the rigidity finally bleeds from her posture.

			Wendy looks me over. She searches for a shadow on the ground, but only finds weathered wood and my Chuck Taylors. “Where’s yours?”

			Hudson’s back straightens. “Do you want to leave Neverland or not?”

			“I do,” she admits hesitantly. “But I don’t know that I trust her to send me home.”

			My brows kiss in confusion.

			Hudson crosses his arms. “Don’t you remember Ava visiting you before?”

			“I remember plenty,” Wendy retorts. “She wasn’t wearing anything of Pan’s the last time she was here.”

			Her chin juts toward my chest where vines crawl across one another, because they keep growing and there’s nowhere else for them to stretch but around me now.

			His eyes narrow. “How do you know they’re Pan’s?”

			“People talk. I listen.” She stares at me for a long moment. “Is he using you to hurt us with the one thing we all want?”

			“No,” I rasp.

			“Why you? Why are you able to give them back when even Tinkerbell couldn’t do it?”

			Because of the gift Pan gave me… because of the vines, I don’t say.

			Hudson groans. “Do you want your shadow back or not? We have things to do.”

			Wendy scrutinizes my pinched face, her eyes shrewd. “I’ve heard that you see things when you pass them back to their owner.”

			I nod and glance at Hudson. Neither of us offer the fact that I’ve already seen all that I’m going to from her shadow. That Belle cut off the visions by breaking the connection between the two of us.

			“There’s no telling what you’ll see with mine,” the woman says uneasily.

			“I honestly don’t care what I see. I just want this over with.”

			She huffs a laugh as if to say the horrors of this place will never end.

			“Can Pan see what you do?” she slurs, bringing a cloth up to her ruined lips to dab the saliva away.

			Hudson denies he can at the same time I admit, “I don’t know.”

			The captain’s breath hitches. “You think it’s possible?”

			“I don’t know what’s possible for him.” Wendy’s eyes meet mine and she holds my stare. “I’ll tell you what I do know, and you can decide for yourself, but it’ll have to be fast. I’m exhausted.”

			“Fair enough,” Wendy drawls.

			I take a deep breath. “Hudson and I went to Neverland to search for Belle, who raised me as a little sister after taking me from Neverland. She lost her wings as a result and couldn’t find my family, so she took care of me. When he and I left Neverland empty-handed, Pan followed us to the shore. He shrouded himself with magic so Hudson couldn’t see him and impaled me with shadows. A sliver of it is from mine, but it’s not enough to get me home.”

			“How do you know it’s yours?” she accuses.

			“I’ve remembered a few things,” I say, clearing my throat.

			She gives a mirthless laugh and shakes her head. “Pan’s made you his puppet. No, I don’t believe I want what you’re offering.”

			Hudson balks. “You understand that you can’t go home without it?”

			Her eyes are haunted. “It’s my decision, isn’t it?”

			It is.

			Hudson looks like he’s about to order me to surge it into her, but I won’t. He must see the defiance in my features. “It’s her choice,” I add.

			He shakes his head. “What happens when you leave Neverland, Ava? She’ll be stranded here without her shadow!”

			“She knows the risk,” I tell Hudson, then turn to Wendy again. “If you change your mind, I’ll be on the ship. Have them wake me.” My head feels too heavy on my neck. My bones ache and my muscles are unusually weak. I don’t feel well. I don’t feel right. “I need to go lie down, Hudson.”

			I need to sleep.

			Wendy doesn’t say goodbye before slipping inside and closing the door. A lock snicks behind her. From a small window cut out from the door’s wooden panel, she watches us leave. There’s no anger in her stare like there was when she saw Belle, but there is unbridled fear.

			I don’t look back as Hudson steers me away. “She might be having a difficult day. We’ll check back tomorrow.”

			“She won’t change her mind.”

			I don’t blame her.
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			My feet are too heavy to lift. I forgot how many buildings there are on this ‘sea settlement’, as my sister calls it, and how far it is back to port. When he’s sick of watching me struggle, Hudson picks me up and carries me back to the ship.

			The crew murmurs when he ascends the plank and asks Hudson if I’m okay, followed quickly by asking what’s wrong with me. Then they tell him Tinkerbell is in the crow’s nest, waiting.

			He settles me in his bed, covers me with blankets that smell like him, and kisses my forehead. “Rest, Ava,” he whispers.
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			The jungle isn’t so bad at night. I’ve never seen any of the predators Peter says stalk us when we sleep. Not a single bear, wild boar, or tiger. The crocs don’t come this far inland, but they are dangerous along the shore and near The Cove. I haven’t figured out why they don’t bother the mermaids.

			Peter says the mermaids scare them, but they don’t look scary to me. They’re pretty, and they love Peter, so they’re nice to all of us.

			He says there are people whose ancestors lived on this island for ten thousand years and that they’re angry we’re trespassing, warning that they’re forming hunting parties to come look for us, and if they find us, they’ll take us back to their caves and treat us like friends just to fatten us up. He says they’ll eat us – one at a time.

			I’m starting to think he’s made most of it up to have something to do. It can get awfully boring around here.

			Lately, he’s been talking about pirates who sail around the island on old ships with black sails. I’ve never seen a ship, either. If I did, I would scream my throat raw, wave my hands, and throw sand. I’d set the whole island on fire to get their attention, if I could. I’d do whatever it took so they would come and rescue us.

			I want to go home.

			Peter says there’s no way for us to leave. He claims he’s been here for years, but he’s the same age as the rest of us, so I think he’s lying about that, too. I can’t remember how I got here, though…

			Hudson sits with Pan in the clearing beside the mushrooms that form the fairy circle, waiting on Tinkerbell to come back from wherever she ran off to this time. They’re talking about a new game. They’re always making one up.

			Something new and extraordinary! Hudson exclaims. Something that would be hard for anyone to win.

			Peter also likes winning. Especially if the game is difficult. He can brag for longer that way.

			I can’t remember what their last game was, but Hudson won and Peter has been staring at him strangely ever since. Maybe it was yesterday. Or this morning.

			“We’re thinking too small. What about a larger, grander game?” Peter asks, his voice swelling with excitement. “One with more moving parts than this clock.” He taps the pocket watch he wears on a chain around his neck. The chain is gold and the watch has a dark face. Peter’s smile turns wild. “One that lasts for years…”

			“I can’t remember that long. None of us can but you. That doesn’t seem fair,” Hudson complains.

			“Then I’ll remind you.”

			“How to play the game? How can we trust you to be honest when you want us to lose?” Hudson asks shrewdly.

			“You’ll lose because I’ll be better at it,” Peter boasts, grinning at Hudson.

			It’s painfully obvious that Hudson is intrigued, but there is no way anyone but Peter can win a game like that.

			Somehow, we’ve lost our shadows and so has Peter. But Peter remembers and we forget.

			Peter says it’s because his mother is the Second Star, and that stars see everything and forget nothing. He says she lets him borrow her memory so he won’t forget her.

			I don’t believe the star is Peter’s mother, but I think he wants all of us to think he has one, and for us to think we don’t. He’s mad that I still talk about Mama. Mad I remember that she’s real, even if I forgot her voice and what her perfume smells like.

			I still remember that she wears it every day. That I like it and Daddy loves it. Every night when he comes home, he wraps her in a big hug and tells her she smells good. I don’t remember what Daddy’s voice sounds like, either. I’ve forgotten his smell.

			I don’t like the way Hudson looks at Peter. It’s like he’s deciding if he could win in a fist fight if Peter balled his hands. Hudson is smaller than Pan, and I don’t think he’d win. Unless he’s meaner than he seems.

			I don’t think Peter likes the way Hudson is looking at him either, because he watches him like he expects Hudson to speak. Which is what Hudson does in the end.

			“What kind of game?” Hudson asks.

			“We’ll tell the Lost that they have to choose sides, mine or yours,” Peter explains. “Then we battle over treasure. The one who captures the treasure wins and becomes the leader of the Lost.”

			There’s no way Peter would give up that title. Doesn’t Hudson see that? Peter is baiting him.

			Hudson leans back on his hands. “What kind of treasure?”

			“If you win, I’ll ask my mother to find your shadow and give it back to you, along with the shadows of anyone who chooses to follow you. Anyone with a shadow will be able to leave Neverland.”

			Hudson sits up straight. “How? Why don’t you just do that now?”

			“What’s the fun in that?” Peter shakes his head and grins slyly. “And if you win and become their leader, you’d get to decide who leaves Neverland.”

			The loud beating of wings scares me. A green bird that stands taller than I do lands on the branch where I’m perched. “Peter?” I say, knowing he can hear me.

			The bird snaps its beak at me. I scuttle back against the trunk, wrap myself around it, and slide down. The skin on my inner thighs and palms is shredded to ribbons, but I don’t care.

			I shriek Peter’s name and run toward him and Hudson. Hudson jumps up and stands in front of him protectively, but Peter only laughs and continues to lounge in the grass. “What is that thing?” I ask.

			“It’s only a Neverbird,” Peter offers airily, leaning onto his elbows and propping his chin.

			I watch the feathered threat and hold on to Hudson’s shoulders.

			Even in the dark it’s horrifying. Its bill is orangish gray and chipped on one side. It stares down at us like it’s considering swooping down and grabbing one of us to take back to its nest for dinner.

			Maybe Peter was right about the bears and tigers.

			“I’ve never seen one eat a human. Small crocs, lizards, and other birds, sure. Then again, you’re really small. Maybe he’s hungry,” Peter says.

			“Stop teasing her,” Hudson grits.

			Pan plucks a mushroom from the circle and tosses it at Hudson, hitting him in the head. “I’m not.”

		


		
			forty

			Only darkness lays on the other side of the windowpanes lining Hudson’s quarters. I couldn’t have slept long, because I remember who I am and where I’m at, which is tucked into Hudson’s bed. I toss the covers off, pad to the door, and start to ease it open.

			My hands still on the handle when I hear splashing from behind me. I didn’t even notice the privacy screen, stretched to conceal the tub.

			“Ava?” Hook questions.

			My throat goes tight. “Yeah.”

			“Are you okay? Do you remember?”

			I grip the door handle. “I do. I’m fine.”

			I should push outside and allow him privacy. I should keep my distance like Belle said. But I don’t want to keep my distance anymore.

			The skin of his back slides down the tub’s back as he relaxes. “Good. How do you feel?”

			How do I feel? Knowing that he’s naked behind a paltry partition, my skin is too hot. My breaths are too shallow. I need to see his eyes.

			I want to know how he would react if I slipped behind the screen.

			My fingers fall from the door handle, and I turn and lean back against it. The clock ticking against my sternum is still working backward. I feel its gears turning. I can feel time slipping away.

			When he leaves Neverland, he won’t look back, Belle said.

			He has his shadow now, so when he goes, he will remember me, remember this night.

			I won’t, but I don’t care. I want it anyway.

			Water sloshes. “Lifeguard?”

			I push off the door and start toward him, pausing on the other side of his screen.

			“If you want to join me, feel free,” he says breezily.

			I hear the smirk in his words, just like I can hear the dare in his tone. He doesn’t think I’ll breach his barrier.

			I step around it and take him in.

			His near-black hair is wet, as is his tanned skin. The strands of hair leak thick rivulets of water down his shoulders, arms, and chest. The metal piercing his skin is silver. His soap smells fresh. He’s relaxing back into the tub, his forearms propped on the sides. Water, lightly clouded with soap, laps at the bottom of his ribs. Steam still wafts from its surface. His skin is flushed.

			His green eyes slowly darken. There is a hint of surprise in them, but it’s nearly drowned out by pleasure. He’s pleased that I’m here.

			“Is everyone asleep?” I ask.

			“Should we wake them?” he proposes. His eyes glint in the warm light tossed over the space by the candle perched in the lantern hanging on the wall just beyond him.

			I step closer.

			The tip of his hook dings the tub’s copper side as he drinks me in.

			“Where’s my sister?”

			He lets out a tight groan. “Why should we sully the moment with thoughts of her?”

			“I just don’t want her to interrupt.”

			Hudson’s chest rises and falls, faster and faster.

			“She went into town. I don’t believe she’s back.”

			“Good.”

			I push down the shorts I borrowed from him. He takes in the pooled fabric at my feet and mutters a curse. “Are you bare?”

			I nod. My swimsuit, last I saw it, had been scrubbed and was drying outside. I close the distance between us, grip the edge of the tub and step in, sinking to my knees to straddle him.

			His breath hitches. He slowly moves his hand and hook to my hips, maneuvering my knees as far apart as the tub’s sides will allow. He spreads me until all I can feel is his pulsing length.

			Water soaks into the bottom of the shirt I borrowed from him. He works his hook into the small knot I made to make it fit me better and releases it. He strains against me. “I’m going to enjoy ruining you,” he breathes. “Just remember that you asked me to.”

			My heart aches. Because I won’t remember any of this. “Do your worst, Captain.”

			He flashes a wicked grin. “Take that fucking shirt off.”

			I raise my arms, grab the collar, and slowly bare myself to him.

			He curses under his breath as the wet garment slaps the wooden floor. “Perfect.” His eyes comb over every inch of me. It’s enough to make my skin and nipples pebble.

			His hand dips beneath the water and he digs his fingers into my thigh. He strokes me with his thumb, agonizingly slowly. I grip either side of the tub as he smiles.

			“No one else has touched you like this, Precious?”

			“No,” I say, breathless.

			“No one’s filled your tight little pussy?” When he pushes a finger inside my entrance, I can barely think. “Lifeguard, I asked you a question.”

			I shake my head. “No.”

			The admission earns a pleased smile. “Good. Now turn around and sit on my lap.” He takes his hand away and waits while I comply. His chest is wet when I lay back against it.

			His arm snakes across my belly, the hook at the end gently scraping my side as he kisses close to my ear. I can’t help but squirm. His breath is hot and he is so hard beneath me. He rolls my nipple between his fingers as he kisses down my throat, stopping to tell me, “Put your legs outside of mine and spread them.”

			I do and he spreads his, knocking my knees into the sides of the tub and pinning them there. And the hand that has been teasing my nipples slowly drifts into the water again. I start to squirm again as his thumb rubs the bundle of nerves he merely taunted before.

			My breathing is ragged, and my back straightens as every muscle draws tight. “Relax, Lifeguard.”

			“Can’t,” I answer. His thumb circles. His finger pushes into me again and both sensations tumble over the other until I’m panting. I grip his forearms. “Hudson!” I gasp.

			He growls into my ear. “Fucking perfect.”

			His hand works me until I’m falling and the only thing I see behind the lids of my eyes is darkness dancing with stars.

			My body is limp when he turns me over again and drapes me over his body. My breasts brush his chest and his lips take mine. His forearm circles my lower back as he pulls me tighter against him. He fists my hair and tilts my head just where he wants me, where he needs me. Then he kisses me like he’ll never kiss anyone again.

			Fingers tight in my hair, he cranes me backward to clamp his teeth against my nipple, only to lick the slight pain away. He groans against my gasps. Swallows my moans. And I move against him, needing more. Needing him.

			“You have the rope, Lifeguard. You’re in control.” He releases my hair and watches. My lips are swollen, but so are his. His chest rises and crashes like the sea rocking the ship.

			It’s heady seeing how I affect him. That I have power over him.

			I scoot back, take him into my hands, and run them over his long, silken length. Everything about Hook is huge, I now know. And while I also know this will feel uncomfortable for a time, I have no doubt the pleasure will be worth the discomfort. I move forward and raise up to settle on top of him.

			“Look at me, Ava,” he says.

			My eyes lock on his and I find not only heat, but warmth in them. I find safety. His hand braces his cock as I hold his shoulders and begin to sink down onto him. Inch by inch, I stretch my body over him until I can hardly breathe.

			Hudson’s shoulders are stone under my hands. His thighs, his abs, the muscle in his jaw – all taut.

			When I’m fully seated, I pause, my lips parted. He holds my eyes and I wonder what he’s thinking, what it feels like for him. “Say something,” I beg.

			Slowly, he grits, “You need to move – now.”

			I swallow thickly as his hand clamps onto my hip. He’s trembling. His eyes close tightly. He takes in a deep breath through his nose and breathes out a curse.

			But he lets me set the pace and as soon as I’m more comfortable and able to move up and down his length without feeling like he might split me apart, his thumb begins to circle my clit again. It doesn’t take long before I’m clawing at him to get closer. My breasts brush his chest as he begins to move with me.

			The clouded water sloshes and Hudson loses control. “Out of this tub.” He pulls out of me, stands, and lifts me out of the bathtub. His hook rakes through the panels of the privacy screen, snapping the wooden framing and cutting through the fabric until nothing but a heap of the material lays on the completely soaked floor. “Where?”

			“What?” I ask as my ears ring and my chest feels as if it will implode.

			He picks me up and draws my legs around his waist. “Where do you want to fuck next? Bed, floor, swing, desk? Where?”

			“Um… bed?”

			He carries me to it and the moment my back hits the sheets, his mouth is on mine. He moves over me, stretching me again, but this time, he has the proverbial rope. He fucks me slowly at first, and I watch his abs work as he raises up to loom over me, filling me again and again.

			I lift my legs and thread them over his shoulders to drive deeper, but then he growls and pushes them down again. “Can’t get enough of you.”

			His mouth finds my breasts and he nips at the side of one before taking the opposite nipple into his teeth and dragging it toward him. “Hudson,” I whimper.

			His hook tears into the bedding beside my head as he leans close. With his right hand, he draws my knee up and hooks it around his waist. And when he bottoms out, he’s so deep it takes my breath away. His hand rakes upward until it’s on my ass, but when he drags a finger over my puckered hole, I go rigid.

			Hudson laughs. “Squirm all you want, Ava, I’ll be sinking into this soon enough.”

			“So confident,” I tease as he kisses me.

			“Thread your arms around my neck.”

			I do it and he lifts me again. A moment later, my ass hits the smooth wood of his desk and he fucks me on it. “Hudson, anyone could walk by!”

			“Let them,” he said, not caring in the least. Pulling out of me, he stares at my body and grins toward the windows, then slowly spreads my knees. “I hope they see every inch of you and know that you’ll never be theirs.”

			He leans down to suck my nipple into his mouth and releases it with a loud pop, then he trails kisses down my stomach. “I’m going to enjoy licking every inch of you soon.” He drags a finger exactly where he plans to place his tongue and the noise that claws from my throat elicits a dark chuckle. “Perhaps I’ll have your pussy for breakfast. Does that sound nice? I could eat you out as the men go about their tasks, and you could watch them pass by the window as my tongue darts into your cunt. I’ll lave your clit until you scream my name. They’ll all know who you belong to, then. They’ll know how precious you are to me…”

			Holy. Hell.

			His eyes gleam darkly. “Do you trust me, Precious?”

			I nod.

			He grins, then rakes the tip of his hook gently down, starting at my collar bone, until it travels up the swell of my breast, then over the crested nipple. He drags it down my stomach, dips into my navel and back out, then moves toward the apex of my thighs. A faint red line blossoms over my skin in his wake. The tip reaches my clit and I scream in pleasure when he slowly rakes the sharp point over me.

			“I’m going to fuck you with this one day, too.” He lifts the sharp hook, draws my face to his, and kisses me.

			I hear male voices outside. I can’t make out who’s returned from town, but someone has.

			I look toward the window.

			“I hope they just heard you scream,” Hudson says with a wicked grin.

			He releases me and offers a hand so I can stand up straight. My legs quake under my weight. But before I can even think through the lust fogging my mind, he’s turning me around and pushing on my spine until the front of my body is plastered against the desk. His feet spread mine and he’s at my entrance, hovering over me, pushing back into me. My legs shake.

			“I love the way you smell, the sounds you make.”

			His hand is in my hair, gripping the strands. He cranes my neck backward as he grinds me into the desk. His hook is beside my head, cutting into the wood, dragging a trench into it. “Hudson,” I breathe.

			He’s everywhere. His breath is in my hair, in my ear. His mouth is on my shoulder blade, his tongue drags up my spine. He releases my hair and moves his hand to my breast. He pinches my nipple until I cry his name.

			“These perfect tits.” He pushes me down again and holds me there with splayed, powerful fingers. My skin squeaks against the polished wood. “Your smart fucking mouth.”

			His hook carves more of that trench. And I can’t take anymore.

			A powerful sensation washes over me.

			I fall apart again and he laughs, his voice dark and deep as I splinter for him.

			“I am never letting you go,” he promises feverishly.

			He drives into me, harder, faster, wildly, madly. And when he comes it’s with a roar, transforming the trench he’d been carving in the desk into a canyon.

			Hudson pulls out of me and helps me stand. He wraps my arms around his neck and kisses me gently. “I would offer to get a cloth and clean you up, but I prefer you like this. Dripping with me.”

			The books I’ve read described what sex was like, but they did not prepare me for sex with Hudson.

			He scoops me up and carries me to the bed. “We’re sleeping naked. I want to feel you against me.”

			I think I’ve created a monster.

			I think I might be one, too.

		


		
			forty-one

			I wake up to a pastel morning, alone and naked under Hudson’s blankets. The soreness between my legs confirms that he and I have definitely been busy. But what day is it?

			Did I just give him my virginity in his tub, his bed, and atop his desk last night, or have we been enjoying each other for days now?

			I hate forgetting. The doubt makes my skin crawl.

			I cross the room and take in the obliterated screen. My clothes are folded over the swing’s plank. I quickly tug on my bikini, then don my shorts and shirt. The planks near the tub are still soaked. I don’t think I’ve missed more than a few hours. But where did Hudson go?

			I pad to the door and slip outside.

			The deck is quiet. Thin clouds limned in golden dawn rake across the sky. The ship rocks uneasily on the water.

			“Where is everyone?” I mutter.

			I hear a peal of laughter from town, but there is no one on the deck. Not at the stern or bow, neither to port nor starboard. I creep down the steps I’ve never taken to descend into the ship’s belly, which seems like a different world. Some cots are tethered to beams while other cots and some bunk beds have been built into the ship’s walls. Supplies – crated, bagged, and barreled – are scattered throughout in small stacks and clusters.

			Pots, pans, and utensils sway from hangers on the wall. A small woodstove sits in the back with the glow of embers spilling from the door’s seam. The stove’s flute rises and stabs into the quarterdeck, where I’ve seen smoke snagged by the wind.

			“Ava?” a man says from behind me.

			I turn to find Sydney, who I’ve forgotten all about during my cursory inspection of the space below deck. Especially that he likes to stay aboard the ship. I gasp and press a hand against my chest. “Sydney!” I offer an embarrassed smile. “I just woke up and couldn’t find anyone.”

			He looks away. “They’re working on the ship Tinkerbell raised from the water. It needs a lot of patching, turns out.”

			“Where is it?”

			“Anchored in deeper water. It’s a merchant ship.” He looks up at the ceiling like he’s imagining how the other ship might be built. “Quite a bit larger than this brigantine.”

			“Thank you. I’ll go find them.”

			He inclines his head and walks back to his bunk, where he sits on the edge. His shoulders cave in like they’re wings with which he tries to shield himself. My heart inexplicably twists at the sight. I trail back toward the steps, hesitant to leave but sensing he prefers to be alone and wants me to go.

			Popping back up onto the deck and into the briny air, I scan the open water. The ship’s there, and so is the skiff, but I have no way to get to it.

			There is a splash in the water and I look down to see Nyin. She points toward the ship they’re sprucing up. “They’re going home soon,” I explain.

			She swims closer and opens her mouth like she’s about to speak, then her eyes dart over my shoulder.

			Quiet footsteps approach from behind. I turn from Nyin to see Wendy standing across the ship at the top of the ramp. “Hey,” I greet her.

			“I changed my mind,” she says, her voice thick with emotion. “I don’t want to be left behind.”

			I give a relieved sigh. “I’m so glad you did.”

			Tears shine in her eyes. “I want to go home.”

			I nod, fighting the pressure building in my throat and the tears welling in my eyes at the sight of her breaking. I meet her in the middle of the deck.

			Nyin calls my name and I hear a question in her voice, unless I’m imagining it. “I’ll be right there, Nyin!”

			Wendy swipes her eyes and looks up at the cloud-strewn sky. “What do I need to do?”

			I offer an encouraging smile. “I just have to touch you; typically I hold your hand or arm. Then I can return your shadow.”

			She gives a nod. “Okay.”

			Her cornflower blue dress is worn thin at the elbows, knees, at her hips, and at the square neckline. A makeshift apron is tied around her waist. It’s pretty, made from scraps of material like some patchwork quilts I’ve seen. Her dark hair is braided, the heavy cord hanging down her back.

			When she holds out her left hand, I clasp it.

			“Ava?” she says, dropping her gaze to her feet. “Will this hurt you?”

			“It’s uncomfortable, but I wouldn’t call it pain.”

			Wendy’s face blanches. “Can you shut your eyes? I… I don’t like it when people look at my face.”

			I squeeze her hand. “Of course I can.”

			I hate that she dreads what’s about to happen, especially because everyone else was so eager. They didn’t even stop to ask if it was uncomfortable for me or not. They just wanted their ticket out of here.

			I squeeze her hand despite the tight grip she has on mine. “I’m going to close my eyes and start, okay?”

			Her shoulders shake as she cries. “Okay.” Tears stream down her cheeks.

			The lanterns sway, painting the watery trails with amber. I close my eyes. Take a deep breath.

			In the next second, Wendy’s hand crushes mine and something sharp stabs into my stomach. I gasp and my eyes fly open, then my head dips to see her hand curled around the handle of a large knife.

			She places her other hand on my shoulder and jerks the blade free. I buckle and my knees hit the deck. The pain is searing, but what’s worse is the sticky, warm river of blood that flows from my stomach, curving around my fingers as I hold them to the wound.

			I look up at her, trying not to breathe. Pain tears through my middle.

			Why?

			“You’re better off dead than his, Ava.” Her words tremble as she walks backward to the railing and tosses the knife into the water. She starts toward the ramp and stops short, sucking in a breath and slowly reversing her steps, her hands held out in surrender.

			Nyin pulls herself up to the top of the ramp, preventing Wendy’s escape. The mermaid takes one look at me, and her face turns thunderous. Her coral scales rattle angrily. The pointed fin gracing her spine stands on end.

			I slump to my side, pushing a blood-covered hand against the deck. My heart is pumping too fast. My clothes are soaked. Crimson blossoms onto the boards beneath me.

			I’m bleeding out.

			I’m going to die here. In Neverland.

			Nyin bears her serrated teeth at Wendy.

			Wendy turns to run, but Nyin is fast. She uses her claws to dig into the ship’s planks and catches the old woman’s ankle before she can take more than a couple steps. When Wendy crashes to the deck, Nyin drags her backward, across the deck, and down the ramp.

			There’s a loud splash as Wendy hits the water, then another as Nyin does.

			Frantic splashing.

			Wendy’s brief scream is cut short and then… the sea settles into silence.

			“Sydney?” I try to yell. But I can’t. My voice is dying, too. I slam the heel of my palm on the planks, but the sound is so dull there’s no way he’ll hear it.

			Though it was nothing more than a whisper, he’s there the next minute. “What was that noise, Av –?”

			My fingers stretch toward him. “Belle,” I rasp. I need Belle.

			“Right,” he says, stunned. He runs to the ship’s side, cups his hands, and screams toward the ship. A minute later, he’s ringing some sort of bell. The noise carries.

			I know they’ll hear him, but I worry it’ll be too late.

			My hearing blurs and undulates like my vision. I can’t hold myself up, even with my elbow. My blood slickened hand weakens and slips away from my stomach. Blinking, I watch as Nyin crawls back in front of me. Her words are laced with panic and cut with fear. I might not know her words, but I know what they mean.

			“Belle. I need Belle.”

			She grabs my wrist like she did Wendy’s but there’s no anger, only urgency, when she pulls me toward the ramp. When she gets me onto it, she takes me into the water, breaking it with the spines on her back.

			“Ava!” Sydney rushes to the deck when he hears the splash.

			I try to tell him I’m okay, that she’s taking me to Belle, but I can’t.

			Nyin keeps my head above the waves, curling her arm around my shoulders and swimming around the ship’s hull toward the open water where Belle is. She’s taking me to her so I can be healed.

			“Thank you, Nyin,” I slur.

			“Ay-vahhh!” she shrills.

			When the sea swells over my mouth and nose, I don’t have the strength to hold my breath. Seawater runs into my lungs. My arms and legs are numb. I blink and see them floating out from my body like Hudson’s did when the siren pulled him under far too long.

			Then Nyin is torn from me. Her shriek pierces my ears. There’s thrashing and fighting, snarls and the sounds of tearing scales and flesh.

			“Nyin?” I try to yell.

			But the fight continues, swirling so close I finally see what she’s fending off: two sirens who look like she did before the salve healed her.

			Water floods my ears. I can’t stay afloat.

			I tilt forward and sink under.

			A clawed hand wraps around my arm above the elbow and I’m being dragged through the dark water so fast, I can’t even lift a hand to try to pry it away. My ears pop from the mounting pressure.

			Bubbles rush over me as we surge through the tides.

			The longer I hold my breath, the more my stomach screams.

			I can’t…

			I breathe in the sea.

			Then, everything goes black.

		


		
			forty-two

			“Open your eyes,” someone says.

			But I don’t want to. They feel so heavy.

			Their hand is on my stomach. It’s broad and warm. Comforting.

			I lift my lids to half-mast before they slide back down.

			“That’s good. Again…”

			I try again, and the lids open a little farther. The world beyond them is blurred and way too bright.

			“All the way this time,” he encourages.

			I open them fully. My blinks are heavy at first.

			“Good girl.”

			A young man stands beside me. His smile is wide and playful as he looks down at me.

			I’m lying on something hard. My back is stiff. When I try to sit up, he places a gentle hand on my shoulder.

			“Not too fast or you’ll be sick,” he suggests softly.

			I’ve never seen green eyes like his. They aren’t as heavy as emerald, and they aren’t cold like evergreen. They’re vivid, wild, like spring plants revived and blessed by sun and soil.

			I squirm to ease the ache in my back. My fingers splay and ease into gritty, wet sand. “Where am I?”

			“How is your stomach?” he asks instead of answering.

			“My stomach?” I turn my head to the right and see waves rolling up a sun-kissed shore.

			“If you feel sick, I’ll need to roll you onto your side.”

			“I don’t understand.” I lift a hand to the left side of my forehead where a very large goose egg has formed. I hiss when I feel split skin.

			He draws my hand away. “Don’t want it to start bleeding again.”

			I don’t feel like I’m going to be sick, but I roll onto my side just in case. Because I do feel strange. “What happened to my head?” My mouth is dry and there’s sand in my teeth.

			He rests his forearms on his knees and looks out at the water. “We were swimming. You got rolled by a wave and hit your head,” he replies smoothly.

			“I want to sit up,” I say, and start pushing off my side. The world moves with me, but I want to do this. I can lay back down if I need to.

			“One of your pupils is larger than the other,” he notes, studying them as I cross my legs and steady myself.

			That means head injury. “I think you should call 9-1-1. I think I need to go to the hospital,” I suggest, feeling numb.

			He ignores my suggestion. “What’s your name?”

			I wrack my concussed brain for it but come up empty. “I don’t know.”

			“Do you know mine?” he asks, leaning closer and looking back and forth between my eyes, checking the size of my pupils.

			I want to know his name, but I don’t. I don’t recognize him at all. Not a single feature. Not even his voice.

			He’s wearing tan shorts that hang low on his waist, and his chest is bare and golden. He obviously spends a lot of time in the sun. His auburn hair is a little long on top, but short on the sides. “You don’t, do you?” he asks.

			His green eyes drop to my stomach right as a sharp pain flares there. It’s like he can sense my pain, but that’s insane. No one can do that. I clutch my abdomen and wince, rocking forward and pinching my eyes closed. I hold my breath, hoping it’ll pass.

			“Do you need to lie back down?” he asks.

			“Can’t.”

			“Let me help you, Laira.” He forces his fingers under my cupped palm and holds me. The warmth from his hand relaxes the pain, then me.

			Laira… my name is Laira.

			My lids get heavy again. They droop, then shut. “What’s your name?” I ask.

			I can hear him smile.

			“Peter. When you wake up, I’ll help you remember me.”
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