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      What makes us go back to our fears and dark desires, again and again, unable to escape?

      

      I thought it was all over. That I was back in the human world, for good this time. Back in my apartment, with my friends, my job, my life.

      But the heart works in mysterious ways and it won’t let me rest. When I find out that the Lost Boys might still be alive, I jump at the chance to go back to the island and save them.

      Losing them would be unbearable, even though I ran away from them once before.

      Only problem is, saving them means I’ll have to face my greatest fear, plunge into the unknown and accept what I did and who I am.

      Can I do it?

      Will it work?

      And even if I manage… where do we go from there? Will love prove strong enough to save us all?
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        “To die will be an awfully big adventure.”

        ― J.M. Barrie, Peter Pan
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      “Jas,” I whisper, running down the stairs and stepping out, onto the street. “It’s you. Jas!”

      Cold wind hits me, sending me a step back. I lower my head against it. He’s still there, staring at me with wide eyes, his dirty white shirt flapping a little, his black slacks looking kind of torn and rumpled.

      Holy crap. It really is him.

      “Wendy,” he breathes. “You know me?”

      “I remember you. You were on the island.”

      “You do remember it, then.” His jaw relaxes a fraction, then tightens again. There is a ticking sound. He’s gripping a pocket watch in one hand. It seems to be encased in crocodile skin. “That’s not good.”

      “Why not?”

      “You were supposed to forget. Always forget, whenever you come back home. It’s how it works.”

      “Well, I do remember you, and… Peter and the others.”

      He’s frowning but even so his gray eyes widen a little. “God almighty.”

      Such a quaint little swearword, so fitting with his clothes and bearing, and yet…

      A savage grin, a bruising grip, a violent thrust between my legs, a snarling shadow at his back⁠—

      “Wendy.” He catches my hand as I gasp for breath, trying to sort through swirling memories of faces, places, moments, recent and old, buried and foggy, bright and sharp.

      “Let go.”

      “Fuck, sorry.” He releases me, mouth tightening. “I shouldn’t have come here. I just wanted…”

      “What?” I clasp my hands together, press them to my churning stomach. “What did you want?”

      “To see that you’re okay,” he says.

      “Why wouldn’t I be?”

      “Because your memories of your past had returned, dark memories, so I thought…” He sighs. “Fuck, it was stupid. You probably forgot all about that already.”

      I shake my head. “I haven’t.”

      Another gust of wind makes my teeth chatter.

      “Damn,” he says. His face is burned by the cold, his lips chapped, his eyes red-rimmed. He has streaks of what looks like dried blood on his bare forearms, under his rolled-up sleeves.

      He has to be freezing his ass off in this weather.

      So I make a strategic decision. “Come on up.”

      He blinks, pale lashes sweeping back up, bright eyes boring into mine. “Not a good idea.”

      “You’ll get hypothermia if you stay out here dressed like this. That wouldn’t be a good idea, either. Where’s your coat?”

      “Didn’t bring my garderobe with me, sweet cheeks.”

      “Garderobe?” I blink. “You mean your clothes? Left them on the island?”

      “There isn’t an island to speak of, Wendy, if you recall,” he says quietly. “It has sunk to the bottom of the ocean.”

      Swallowing hard, I nod. “Yeah, I know.”

      “There’s only a rock left out of the waves, what used to be the Hill, so I had to cross over here to… to get provisions.”

      He sounds like he wanted to say something else. I grab his hand and he jerks a little, obviously not expecting it.

      “Come on up. We can talk there.”

      “About what?” He doesn’t resist, though, letting him tug him inside the building and up the stairs. “It’s over.”

      “You’re still alive, though. How?”

      “I was on that rock.” He sucks a sharp breath. “Last man standing.”

      Opening the apartment door, I lead him inside and shiver pleasantly at the warmth instantly enveloping us. “And what did you do? I thought… I thought you would jump into the sea, too.”

      “What do you care?” He pulls his hand free, examines it as if I wounded him just by holding it. “You’re home now.”

      I open my mouth to retort something, but I’m not sure what it would be. So instead, I open the kitchen cupboards. “I’ll make us some tea.”

      “You don’t…” He hesitates. “Ah, fuck it. Got anything stronger?”

      I turn to look at him. His handsome face is drawn and his hands are shaking.

      “Sit,” I say, pointing at the small table. “Vodka okay?”

      “Whatever you have,” he rumbles, sitting down with a grunt.

      I open the cupboard below the sink and take out a bottle. “Charlie likes it. She’s my roommate. She’s⁠—”

      “Right here. She’s right here.” Charlie appears from her bedroom, arms folded over her breasts, one brow lifted. “Dee, for Christ’s sake, what are you doing?”

      “What?” I’m still holding the bottle of vodka. I place it on the table. “What does it look like I’m doing?”

      “Wendy Persephone Darling,” she says, exasperation in her voice, “will you finally stop bringing strangers up to our apartment? What’s up with you?”

      “He isn’t a stranger,” I protest, waving a hand at him. “I know him.”

      She glares. “From where?”

      Settling his blood-streaked arms on the table, Jas gives Charlie a flat stare, not making any movement to get up. He looks like he’s too tired to give a damn. Or maybe he just doesn’t care.

      I can still see the monstrous shadow arching over him. So much like Peter’s shadow, though Peter’s is human if corrupted, and his… his isn’t human at all.

      “From before,” I say vaguely and turn back around to take three small glasses. “Vodka?”

      “No, thanks.” She scowls. “Not going to drink with this random guy you picked up on the street. Is this how it’s gonna be from now on? Should I start looking for another place to live?”

      “Charlie.” I put the glasses down on the counter, my heart starting a sick pounding. “Are you serious?”

      “Are you? You can’t bring up every man you find on the street, Dee, even if they’re… handsome and all.” She waves a hand at Jas. “You don’t know them.”

      “I just said I do. From… a party. Recently.”

      “A party.” That skeptical eyebrow goes back up. “Really.”

      “Really! Now, will you sit?”

      “Nah, I’m going to bed. I’m tired and I work tomorrow, just…” Finally, she looks at me, her eyes pleading. “Be careful, Dee. I mean it. You’re so trusting sometimes, I swear, and there’s so much evil in the world.”

      “I know that,” I whisper as she turns around to go. I hear the lock turn on her bedroom door. “I know.”

      I don’t think she hears me.

      But Jas nods at me, as if we’re agreeing on something. “How about that drink?”

      “Coming right up,” I mutter, grabbing two of the glasses and sitting across from him.

      Like a déjà vu from less than ten minutes ago when I sat here with Charlie, but now it’s as if my world not only has been turned upside down but is firmly rooted in this absurd position.

      In this absolute madness.

      Across from me is sitting a man from Neverland, the Captain of the ghostly pirates, the one with the crazy alien shadow who bound me and fucked me into the ground, then saved me by sending me back here and…

      “And what now?” I whisper the question that has been underlying my every thought since my return.

      “Now?” He watches as I grab the bottle and pour Vodka into both glasses—then he takes both and empties them, one after the other, down his throat. “More.”

      Without a comment, I pour again but snag one of the glasses for myself before he finishes them, too.

      He tosses the Vodka down his throat and thumps the glass on the table. Licks his lips. Nods again. Glances around. “So… This world has changed a lot since I was last here.”

      “Which was when?” The Vodka burns going down, even if I’m taking small sips.

      “Oh, you know. A few centuries, give or take. Peter… he updated me on language changes. And technology and stuff.” He shrugs his big shoulders. Sweeps his pale hair off his face. “Kept me updated until… until our falling-out.”

      “Is that what you’re calling it now?”

      A sigh is my only answer. He grabs the bottle and pours himself another drink.

      “And I didn’t know you could hop between worlds.” I swirl the Vodka in my glass. “I thought only Peter had that ability.”

      “It has long been believed that only one of us could travel. The one who’d accept the title of the king, and that was Peter.”

      “He said it was forced on him,” I muse.

      “It was. In a manner of speaking.”

      I knock back the rest of my Vodka and wince. “You like riddles. So Peter could hop between worlds while he was king and now…?”

      “Now he’s dead,” Jas says, voice harsh and brittle, and this time he drinks directly from the bottle.

      Oh boy, Charlie won’t like that. Better not tell her.

      Then again, we’re about to finish the bottle. I’ll buy her a new one. I’ll buy her two, I’ll…

      Stop avoiding the pain, I tell myself. Face your memories. Face your fears. You owe it to Peter and the Lost Boys, at least.

      And God, it hurts.

      “I can’t believe he’s dead,” I whisper, and my voice cracks right through. “That they are all dead. This is my fault.”

      “Wendy…” Unexpectedly, he takes my hand—and this time, I let him, grateful for the pressure of his long fingers over mine, his rough palm, his solid presence. This sharing of the sorrow.

      “I’m so sorry.” My breath hitches. “So very sorry. I’m⁠—”

      A flash of darkness blinds me—of pain and fear and despair, taking away my senses so that I’m drowning, dying. Gasping for breath, fighting for the next heartbeat. Sinking into the void, with snapping fanged mouths and clawed hands and⁠—

      “Wendy? Are you okay?” I blink and find Jas leaning over me, over the table, giving me a concerned look. “What is it?”

      One thing is clear in my mind. Despite the similarities with my nightmares, what just hit me is not a memory.

      It’s them.

      “It’s Peter,” I whisper. “He’s alive.” I swallow hard. “They all are.”

      I have to go back.
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      “They are alive?” Jas straightens, pale brows drawn together in a frown. “No, no fucking way. I never thought… Fuck, the merfolk.”

      “Is it possible?” I breathe, still reeling from the vision—was it a vision? “I could swear I was right there, in the sea, but I’m not wet, so I wasn’t, and⁠—”

      “Oh, it’s possible. That you were there, that they’re alive.” He gives a dry bark of laughter, though his face is now carved in strange lines of hope and pain. “I just never thought the mermaids would take such a risk and let the undying live.”

      “Undying?” I squeak. “You just said you thought they’d been killed.”

      “There are ways to kill the unkillable, if you know what I mean.”

      “I don’t. Jas⁠—”

      “The reason you aren’t wet is the portal between the worlds,” he says, frowning at the bottle in his hand. “The time displacement and the magic in between. And it doesn’t matter whether they are dead or alive if the mermaids have them.”

      He tips the bottle up, catching the last drops on his tongue and I swallow hard, annoyed with myself because in spite of the onslaught of memories, the pain and fear they bring, the stabbing panic at the impossibility of it all, I can’t help but watch and want this man.

      Wanting him to use his tongue on me, to grab my wrists and hold me in place, take me rough and hard, as he’d done on the island⁠—

      “Wait.” I lift a finger. “Wait… What do you mean it doesn’t matter if they are dead or alive? It’s all that matters! We can get them out of there! Set them free.”

      “And then what? Neverland is gone. Neverland was never meant to last. It was made of your nightmares and fears.”

      “Why?” I whisper.

      “I thought Peter would have explained it to you.”

      “I’m nobody special. But Peter… Peter saved me. When I was a kid. Pulled me out of the sea, saved me from drowning. I owe him, if nothing else. I have to save him. Save them all.”

      “So it’s a matter of owing him?” he asks.

      I shrug, avoid his gaze.

      “Anyway, you can’t,” he says harshly. “It’s done.”

      “Says who? Your Fae master? What does he have over you? They are alive, Jas, we can get them out!”

      “I don’t have a master. I was only trying to stop the idiots from meeting this fate but they fell for you.” His voice cracks. “Which…”

      “Which?”

      “Fuck.” He shoves back the chair and jumps to his feet, turns to go. “Which is why I came here. Don’t know why?”

      I shake my head. “You need my help to set them free.”

      “I didn’t even know they lived when I came, though I should have felt them, but I’m blinded by what I feel, by⁠—”

      “What you feel? What do you mean?”

      “It’s you,” he snarls, his handsome face suddenly twisting and I don’t know if it’s rage or sorrow or something else entirely.

      “Me?”

      “It’s… different with you. Peter and the Lost Boys… are everything to me. Everything, do you understand? My family, my friends, my lovers. Or they used to be. But those feelings never changed. I changed sides to save them, and I failed, but they hated me for it and I still want them. But then you show up… changing the game. What I feel for them is sharp, for you it’s gentle, for them it’s bittersweet, for you it’s earthy, for them it’s violent, for you it’s… well.”

      “I’d say it’s violent, too.”

      A shadow of a grin teases his full mouth.

      “What are you trying to say, Jas?”

      “That I came here to see you. See if you’re okay. I never thought you’d want to go back. That you’d be in love with them, too.”

      “We have that in common, huh?”

      He laughs. “I suppose we do. And what about me? Do you love me, too?”

      “Still trying to figure that one out,” I mutter.

      “Fair enough.” He’s still grinning, and despite the thinness of his face, the obvious fatigue, he looks so beautiful it burns.

      I whisper, “If Peter is still alive… still the king… how do you explain that you were able to travel here?”

      “I never said I wasn’t. The bridge is still standing, you see. The bridge between reality and dreams, the bridge that threatens to destroy the world.”

      “But—”

      “To travel, you need a Fae token. It helps you focus. The King of Neverland gets a magical acorn.” His gaze dips to my collarbone where the golden acorn is resting. “That allows him to slip between worlds.”

      “But he gave it to me and still he traveled here last time.”

      “And you gave him a silver thimble. As for me… Look.” He takes his crocodile-skin pocket watch out. “Still ticking.”

      “It’s cracked.”

      “Because I threw it into the sea, thinking it was all over. The mermaids brought it back to me. What matters is that it’s still working. It will only stop when the bridge has fallen. My magical Fae token. My curse and my power.”

      I shake my head. “This makes no sense. You never traveled between worlds before.”

      “I did. I tried to stop Peter from taking you the first time.”

      I flinch. “That was you? The man who attacked me before Peter grabbed me?”

      He nods. “I’d apologize, but I was trying to save you. Save all of them. And yet, all I managed was to make them hate me. Peter… He’d never believe that all I wanted was to save him.”

      “You stabbed him once.”

      “And he stabbed me. That was long ago, though. Listen, Wendy… You can go back, but that doesn’t mean you can save them. Chances are, you’ll die. And I… fuck, I don’t want you to die.”

      I cock my head to the side. The alcohol has made me dizzy—or maybe it’s him. His presence, his scent, his voice, his admission.

      This weird discussion that nevertheless makes more sense than anything else in my life right now.

      “I said it,” he whispers. His gray eyes glimmer. “Can’t take it back.”

      “I don’t want you to take it back,” I make my own admission. “But I’m still going.”

      “I knew it was a mistake to come here.”

      “And yet you came.”

      “I keep making mistakes,” he whispers. “I should have stopped you from leaving this world the first time. I should have seen it, seen what would happen. I shouldn’t have gone there in the first place. I shouldn’t have come here.”

      “I’m glad you did.”

      “Are you?” He walks around the table, pulls me to my feet, hauls me against his tall, hard body.

      It takes my breath away.

      I splay my hands on his broad chest, breathe him in, dark spice and masculine sweat and sex—and meet his gaze without flinching.

      “Yes, Jas. I am. I’ll save them. Save all of you.”

      “And if you can’t?” he asks softly.

      “Then at least I’ll have tried.”

      “And then what? Bring us all to live here?”

      “Is it so bad here?”

      “No, it isn’t.” He sighs. “You shouldn’t go back. Why throw your life away?”

      “Saving those you love isn’t throwing your life away.”

      “You barely know us.”

      “So you have all said time and again.” I hold his gaze. “I know you well enough. I won’t abandon you, no matter how used you are to that. So get over it.”

      His brows go up, a flash of shock going through the gray of his eyes. “You really mean it.”

      “I really mean it.” I’m stubborn, and he’s only just now starting to realize.

      When a slow grin spreads over his lips, it’s my turn to realize he doesn’t seem to mind.

      “Let’s go then,” he says and takes my hand, curls the fingers of the other one around the watch.

      I grab the acorn, feel its by now familiar contours against my palm, the inside of my fingers. “Call for Peter three times, like last time?”

      “As many as you want. Not sure that makes any difference. Not sure the acorn matters, either, or that you need to call out his name at all.”

      “No?”

      “I bet he told you that because he’s an arrogant son of a bitch and liked the thought of you screaming his name.”

      “He wouldn’t,” I splutter, though it doesn’t sound too far-fetched if we’re being honest.

      Jas winks. Was he being serious or teasing me? “Just close your eyes and think of Neverland.”

      I can do that.

      Clutching the acorn, I close my eyes and think of the island—of their house, now swallowed by the waves, of their faces, of their voices, of their banter and their grins, their boyish laughter and sexy growls, and with them I see Jas, talking with them, fighting for them, bending over me with that snarling shadow⁠—

      Air whips around me, wind buffets my face smelling of brine and fish and dead things—and the ground under my feet heaves, sending me stumbling backward.

      “Whoa, there.” A hand grabs me, steadies me, and I turn to find Jas giving me a grim smile. “There you go.”

      “It’s an earthquake,” I gasp, “we need to find shelter⁠—”

      “Hardly. You need earth to have an earthquake, if you consider the name of the calamity, at least. But we are on water.”

      “Water,” I repeat dumbly.

      But it’s true. Seagulls cry, circling overhead, and when I tilt my head back, a little dizzy, I see white clouds sailing across the washed-out sky and… a mast?

      “Easy now,” he says.

      “Where are we?” I whisper, confused. “I thought we were going to the island.”

      “You mean the lone rock left of it? Barely enough space to sit your ass on there.”

      “Then where?”

      “Welcome on my boat,” Jas says, and he’s definitely grinning now. He gestures at the sides of the boat, where shadows seem to swirl. “Captain Hook and the Ghostly Crew are at your service.”
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      Wendy is here.

      So hard to believe, after all this time mourning my friends, talking only to my ghosts, building the boat from every scrap I found floating around the rock sticking out of the waves.

      So hard to credit when I watched her from afar in her world and deemed her happy.

      Saved, just like Peter had wanted, like the Lost Boys had wished.

      Like I had hoped for.

      But I had also hoped to save them, and that failed spectacularly. All these centuries, fighting to spare their lives, and for what?

      This pretty girl we barely know.

      And yet…

      And yet here she is, looking bewildered and confused, barely keeping her feet on my slippery deck, the first living person to set foot on the rickety vessel apart from me, and I’m not even sure I am alive.

      I pull her against my chest.

      What am I anymore? Who knows? I certainly don’t. I hardly know what I feel, and she’s soft and warm against me.

      “I didn’t know you had a boat,” she whispers. She sounds out of breath. Shock can do that to you, I know.

      “I didn’t,” I tell her. “I made one. It was that or swim.”

      She shivers. “Swim…”

      “I call her Darling.”

      “Call who?”

      I grin. “My boat, of course.”

      “Oh. Do you, now?” She’s wheezing a little.

      “In your honor.”

      “Yeah, so flattered.”

      “Hey,” I protest, “the old girl may be poor but she floats just fine.”

      “God, I think I’m going to throw up.”

      Not letting this happen on my deck, so I lead her to the starboard where she clings to the side, bowing over the waves.

      “Oh God…” she whispers, retches a little. “This is terrible.”

      “I know,” I say. “We are in the middle of the ocean with only a rock to anchor at, and the next shore belongs to a Fae king who likes to eat small children for breakfast, and what if we get a storm? The boat is small⁠—”

      “I meant being at sea,” she says. “Though the mermaids lurking right below aren’t helping me feel any better.”

      “Mermaids lurking below?” I frown.

      “Can’t you see them? Right there⁠—”

      I yank her back with a loud curse. “They must have sensed your arrival.”

      “Oh, goody. Will the good news never stop pouring in? And speaking of which…” She points down, at the water. “What about those cages?”

      “What cages?” I pull her away from the side again and make her sit on the bench. “Be careful, Wendy.”

      “Have you even looked into the sea since the island sank?”

      “Of course I have. What are you talking about?” I glance at the waves. “You saw cages? Where?”

      “They were right underneath when I was retching.”

      “Fuck. Show them to me.” I sit on the bench beside her, grab he oars. I heave, pull, heave, pull.

      Fuck me.

      “Didn’t you hear them?” she wants to know, and she’s reading my thoughts, dammit. “I thought liquid was your medium. That you could spy on anyone through water.”

      “I could. Past tense. Looks like the Mermaid Queen has taken my ability away. She knows I helped you. Doesn’t trust me anymore.”

      She nods, says nothing. Maybe she’s wondering if she can trust me.

      Not sure I can even trust myself, at this point. I’ve pretended to be their enemy for so long, there were moments I believed it. When you’ve played a role for too long, it’s hard to remember who you are.

      “About… here?” I say, to break the silence, pulling harder on the oars. “Do you see them now?”

      Another shiver, but she bends over the side to look. “Not yet.”

      I row some more, gritting my teeth. “Now?”

      “Um… yeah! There they are.”

      Cages. What the hell.

      Abandoning the oars, I join her, careful not to lean over too far and risk capsizing the boat.

      A boat. Ha. Captain of a raft is what I am, roughly fashioned in the shape of a boat, with a small tent to protect us from the rain and the bench we’re sitting on.

      And now I see them, too. The cages. They are narrow and tall, like pillars, thick chains straining underneath them, probably attaching them to the bottom of the ocean, and inside…

      “It’s them.” She turns huge eyes on me. “It’s the Lost Boys.”

      I’m shaking my head because I don’t know if to believe my goddamn eyes, if this is wishful thinking, because they’re not dead, they can’t be, not if they are imprisoned, and although she had said it, I realize I hadn’t believed it, not after mourning them for dead.

      “And Peter?” I breathe.

      “I don’t see him. But it’s hard to see through the water.”

      Especially with the mermaids flashing through, back and forth, barbed fins and serrated tails, scales like chainmail. I grab Wendy and haul her back when one of the merfolk swims too close to the surface.

      “I said be careful.” I pull her to sit on the bench. “They can jump out of the water and haul you down with them.”

      “They can climb on the boat, can’t they?” She shudders. “Jas…?”

      “Don’t worry.” I grab the oars again. “I’ll put spells on the sides.”

      “Spells. Are you kidding me? You said that you could only travel between worlds.”

      “Did I?” I shrug. “Maybe I was kidding you. After all, I control an army of shadows.”

      “True,” she breathes, her wide gaze landing on me. “So your watch…”

      “Three magical instruments, the acorn, the thimble, and the watch. Sounds like a fairytale, doesn’t it?”

      “But you said that the acorn wasn’t magical.”

      “No, I said Peter’s name wasn’t magical. I said magical items help to jump between worlds.”

      “Oh.” She gives a sad little smile. “But my mom’s thimble can’t have magic. She was… she’s…”

      “Human?”

      “I meant to say awful,” she says bitterly, looking away. “She’s awful. She did things…”

      “She was a witch.”

      “A bitch,” she corrects me. “She tried to drown me. Threw me off a boat like… like this one. Into the sea. To die. I remember now. recalled it all the right before… right before the island collapsed.”

      “Fuck, I didn’t know. And yeah, that sucks balls.” My fucking heart breaks for her. “But I was going to say, I have another source of borrowed magic, so maybe the three magical instruments are bullshit anyway.”

      “Your shadow,” she whispers.

      “Yeah. It’s not really mine. None of this magic is mine. I used to be a human, too, though it was so long ago I barely remember it.” I frown at the rock jutting out of the blue sea, all that’s left of the island that was my home for centuries. “Yet, I use it because I figure something has to come out of this goddamn mess, right? I’ll make use of what’s at my disposal.”

      “Including me?” She lifts her chin.

      “You’re the one who insisted to come,” I growl, and my shadow rises over me like my own personal dark cloud. “Too late for regrets, princess.”

      “I don’t have any regrets,” she shoots back, still in that haughty, defensive voice.

      “Not yet,” I mutter.

      But soon she will regret ever seeing me from her window, ever coming back here. Ever wanting to save me. Save us. Has she forgotten how we treated her last time, and the one before?

      This is hell, we are her demons, and if she’s forgotten, she will remember it any moment now.
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      The damn cages haunt my thoughts. I’d caught a glimpse of the Twins and Tink, but Wendy is right, I didn’t see Peter either.

      Which means fucking nothing. Maybe his cage was right out of sight. We didn’t linger to look for it.

      He has to be there, too. The thought of him being dead is just… impossible, now that the possibility of them being still alive has taken root.

      They are alive. Nobody cages corpses, no matter how sick the mermaids might be.

      But seeing the faces of the Lost Boys through the water, their hair waving like dead anemones and their eyes closed, I’m not even sure they live.

      That was some punch in the gut.

      “You said…” I falter, sink down on the bench beside her. “You said you felt them? That they didn’t die?”

      “That’s right.”

      “They looked dead in those cages,” I breathe.

      “But they’re not. Have some faith, Jas.”

      “In you?”

      “Who else do you have to believe in right now?” she says.

      Good point. “I’m not a believer,” I warn her. “That was Peter.”

      “You believed in saving them. All those centuries, you never faltered.”

      “Until now,” I mutter. “Until you told me that they may yet live and… Fuck, I had given up already.”

      “You couldn’t know,” she says.

      But I should. Of all people, I should be the one to know this. Not her, not a girl we just met, who doesn’t really know us.

      Then again, Wendy Darling has never been an ordinary girl at all.

      “What do we do now?” she asks, glancing uneasily to the side of the boat. “How do we get the Lost Boys out of there?”

      “I thought you had a plan,” I snap, because I’m annoyed at everything right now. Annoyed I don’t have a plan, annoyed I don’t have a clue after all this time, annoyed that she’s scared and there’s nothing I can do to help.

      We’re rocking gently with the waves, every movement making her greener and paler, and I swear I hear singing, that strange wailing ululation that lifts every hair on my body and makes my teeth grind.

      Fucking mermaids.

      Not sure whether that’s what scares her more or the water. The sea. The memory she recovered, the fear she faced.

      The woman that sank the island.

      The Wendy we have been waiting for.

      “I don’t know what to do,” she whispers, and her lashes look wet, as if she’s trying to keep her tears from spilling. “I have to save them. But how?”

      “We have to dive in,” I tell her. “See if we can open those cages. Bring them up to the surface.”

      “I can’t.” She shakes her head, sniffles a little. The tip of her nose is red and it’s strangely endearing. “No way. I can’t dive in. I can’t swim. Even the thought of going into the water…”

      “You can’t swim? You serious?”

      She shakes her head.

      “Damn. I can teach you.”

      “No! You don’t get it, do you? I’m not just scared of the sea!” She’s breathing hard, her smooth cheeks pale.

      “But—”

      “I’m frigging terrified!”

      “Fuck, okay. It’s okay.” I lift my hands. “Take a breath.”

      “I want to go to land,” she whispers, her breathing ragged. “Can’t stay in this boat. Take me to shore.”

      “Shore? There’s only the rock and⁠—”

      “The rock then. Take me there. Now. Please!”

      Dammit. She’s obviously panicking. What use is it, taking her to the rock in the sea? But maybe she needs to feel steady ground under her feet so she can think rationally again.

      Maybe then she’ll decide to go back home.

      And no matter how much I don’t want her to go, it would be the best for her. Meanwhile, now I know where the others are kept and I’ll do my damnedest to get them out myself.

      And then… what?

      What then, Jas? Brilliant. You get them out of those fucking cages and you all live together happily ever after… on the rock? On your boat? On the shore of a hostile Fae king?

      “Jas…” Her voice wobbles. “Please.”

      I open my mouth to call the ghosts to work but never utter the command. Instead, I take to the oars myself once more and row us to the rock.

      For some reason, I can never deny her.

      Even if the world ends.

      I’m besotted.

      What the fuck’s wrong with me?
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