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      After escaping Neverland and its mad lords, who in their right mind would ever wish to go back?

      

      My memories from the island torment me. I am worried about Peter, Jas, and the other Lost Boys, no matter how badly I want to deny it. Coming back to my own world hasn’t given me the relief I’d expected.

      I miss them.

      I miss what we did together.

      I miss being with these men who understand me, understand what I need and give it to me, no questions asked, no regrets, no shame.

      Leaving them, I was aware I might be signing their death warrant, but I was selfish. I thought I was happy in the human world.

      But the truth is, I don’t think I am. The only place I’ve ever felt safe and content and right in my own skin was with them, on the island. In Neverland.

      So when Peter Pan appears below my window, I jump at the chance to go back.

      Call me crazy.

      I must be.

      Will things be like before? Will I be able to help them? Will I face my fears? What about my feelings for them?

      And their feelings for me?

      

      NOTE: this book is the second one in a trilogy ending in a cliffy. It features mature situations with some dark themes and adult language. Warning for dubcon, blood, gun, & knife play, self-harm, violence, kidnapping, stalking, forced proximity, bondage, light BDSM, unhinged psycho men and M/M relationships. Also child abuse (past, off page) and rape involving the mains (past, off page). Only for +18 audiences.
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        “Never say goodbye—because goodbye means going away and going away means forgetting.”

        ― J.M. Barrie, Peter Pan
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      I find myself staggering down the main street of town, feeling sick as a dog.

      Truth is, I arrived here sick. Shaking with cravings. A junkie’s son, a junkie myself, hooked on fucking fairydust.

      Ah, you didn’t know. Or you forgot.

      Wendy doesn’t know, either.

      She doesn’t know it was the only goddamn way for me to survive Neverland.

      Weak, you might say. Cowardly of you, Peter. The Twins certainly said so, more than once. But they share a shadow that is whole. Mine is feral and torn, tugging on the wound. The pain is getting worse every day.

      And leaving it behind to come to the human world hurts even worse.

      Turning onto her street—Wendy’s street—I make a beeline for the store entrance where I have my lair, where I have kept watch over her for all this time waiting for her to turn of age.

      Waiting for her to show a sign of her power.

      But like with every other Wendy, it didn’t happen. I watched her life from afar, savoring every gesture, every expression on her pretty face, fantasizing about her being the one and convincing myself it would come, if only I was patient.

      As time passed, I realized she needed protection I couldn’t offer, not if I didn’t want to interfere with the path of her fate. And yet I couldn’t help myself.

      The thought she wasn’t the one damn near killed me.

      By the time she turned eighteen, I knew I should give up. I wasn’t going to take her to Neverland and watch her go mad. And yet I couldn’t do it. Couldn’t stop looking for her.

      Then I grabbed her when she was in danger of dying, my patience snapping, my fear of losing her tearing through me like a blade, and took her with me, to the island.

      So much for waiting. So much for giving up.

      Tink was right.

      I remember the other Wendies. Over the centuries, their faces blurred together, their reactions, their pasts, their doubts. But this one… this one hooked me from the start, worse than fairydust. I watched her grow up since she was a chubby little toddler, with her family in a little house on the coast. I watched her trials and tribulations. I watched her grow into a beautiful, strong woman.

      A broken one.

      Of all the Wendies born in the world, only a handful have called to me across the Veil between worlds. The ones who need me. The ones with nightmares.

      The ones who might save us.

      And yeah, in Neverland my memory may be going, but here, I remember everything—who I am, why all that shit went down, why this is important.

      Why she is important.

      And about the others, left in Neverland without me. Not that I can stay here long. Not while the spell lasts and my shadow belongs to Neverland. With every trip, it tears a little bit more, grows a little bit crazier, beastlier. It detaches from me even more.

      This is probably my last trip to the human world while keeping my sanity.

      As much as is left of it.

      “Are you dying?” she’d asked me.

      Yeah. All of us are, on the island. Our period of Grace is coming to an end. Failure is a hot bullet lodged in my chest. It’s true, I brought them together, called them to arms, told them we could make a difference.

      But in the end, I will take them all down with me.

      Mea culpa.

      Sliding down the wall, I park my ass on the piece of cardboard I placed there months ago, when I moved my watch closer to her apartment. I’d checked on her more periodically over the years as she grew up. I mean, a child wouldn’t do. She’d called to me but I couldn’t be sure. She had to be an adult woman for her magic to manifest.

      Still waiting for that part. The magic. I mean, apart from the island changing, which may or may not be her doing.

      And she doesn’t believe me.

      Doesn’t care what happens to me.

      To the others.

      To Neverland.

      To be fair, that place is made from her nightmares and traumas. Why would she wanna save it, right? Save us?

      Right.

      Problem, right there. One I cannot solve. It sucks to be rational and clear-thinking in the human world. To realize that I behave like a madman on the island. It feels as if it’s someone else doing all that shit and yet I know it’s me.

      Clasping in my hand the small silver thimble that belongs to her, I hunker down as an icy wind blows. Snow threads the air. My stomach growls with hunger. And if she saved us? If she managed it? What then?

      What would happen to us? We discussed it a few times, drunk, sitting on the beach of the island with the mermaids snapping at us. Would I return to the human world? Would one of the Twins? Would it be possible?

      What about the Fae among us? What about the other Twin? What about Tink?

      What about Hook?

      Hook… Christ, fuck, what a mess. What happens when you don’t have a shadow anymore? A human without a shadow. Not even a shred of your own soul to clutch to yourself. Feeling your mind unravel while a foreign, alien shadow digs its claws into you.

      That’s Hook.

      And would that happen to Tink if he crossed over here? I’ve often wondered how Tink survived among humans before crossing to Neverland. How any visiting Fae survives. But maybe it’s only a question of time, of how long you spend in the other dimension.

      Probably why my own shadow is changing, pulling free. I’ve been in Neverland way too fucking long…
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        * * *

      

      Time passes with lurching leaps as I doze on and off in my corner. I need to talk to Wendy, so I lurk like a perv, keeping an eye out for her.

      Except my body is weakened by the pain and hunger and the cravings. All I have is my knives, and I already used them earlier to carve two lines on my arms.

      Countering pain with pain, despair with destruction.

      That’s my way. The only way I know.

      Fuck, I hurt. It’s not only my shadow, not only the cravings, not just this fucked-up world, but also my link to the others. To the Island. I have to go back.

      But what’s the use of going back without Wendy?

      She’s not the one, I tell myself for the millionth time. She’s not the one, dammit, Peter. Let go.

      It almost sounds like Tink’s voice in my head, and fuck, the thought of them suffering while I’m away does my head in.

      The thought of all three of them suffering and Hook probably gloating nearby, getting a promotion in the Fae ranks, though I never understood why he’s doing what he’s doing, which only shows what a goddamn idiot I am⁠—

      “Wendy,” I breathe, dragging myself to my feet.

      She’s coming down the street, dressed in black jeans and an overlong sweater, a jacket thrown over it. She’s talking animatedly with her roommate, and I feel a stab of guilt for wanting to take her away from this easy, happy life, to wipe away this soft, pretty smile I never really got to see since I carried her off to Neverland.

      Then I smell her scent of roses and my need for her rises, and as she steps closer, I remind myself that the nightmares making up the island are hers. She’s no innocent bystander. She’s involved in this.

      In us.

      So, I step in her way.
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      “Don’t look,” Charlie says, “but I think it’s that weirdo junkie again.”

      “Weirdo?” I glance toward the spot where he usually sits but can’t see him. “Are we talking about the one who saved me from being mugged and maybe murdered?”

      “You said he saved you.” Charlie shrugs. “But you came home alone, and were confused and out of it. Can you swear it was him?”

      I open my mouth to say yes and hesitate. My memory is foggy.

      “Never mind, let’s go.” She tugs on my arm. “Our TV show is about to start.”

      “You know I don’t care about tragic love stories, Charlie.”

      “But you’ll watch it with me, won’t you?” She pouts, bats her lashes. “And eat sweet popcorn?”

      “I’m not sure,” I start and stop, stumbling over my feet.

      The junkie steps in our way, looming over us. He’s a good six feet four, wrapped up in jeans and a filthy zip-up hoodie, with bulky muscular shoulders and eyes blazing like blue fires.

      “Shit.” I stumble backward, pulling Charlie with me. “What do you want?”

      “You are forgetting about me,” he accuses me, his voice a pleasant low rumble. “About us, Wendy.”

      “Uh-oh, he’s cuckoo,” Charlie breathes, “come, let’s go⁠—”

      “Us? What are you talking about?” I dig my heels in, for some reason needing to talk to him, even though rationally I know it’s the worst idea ever. “There’s never been an us, we were never involved⁠—”

      He cocks his head quizzically to the side. “Us, the Lost Boys.”

      “The Lost Boys,” I repeat, wheezing a little. “Oh, God.”

      “What is this about? What aren’t you telling me?” Charlie turns on me, eyes narrowed. “Did you sleep with him? And some… random boys?”

      “No, I…” I stop again, unsure. “I don’t know.”

      “I tied you up in bed,” he says, his voice sharpening. “Twisted your nipples. Forced my way into you. You screamed.”

      “What?” I say. “No.”

      “The Twins used their guns to fuck you. Tink almost lost control, too, but even then he couldn’t let go of his past. He was getting there, though, because you were on the Island, and now they’re all in pain⁠—”

      “Good Lord, this is enough,” Charlie says, pulling out her phone, her face a mask of outrage and fear, “Stay away, I warn you, I got pepper spray! I’m calling the cops, you pervert psycho!”

      “No.” I reach for her phone, “Charlie, wait⁠—”

      He grabs the phone from her hand and dashes it to the ground. Charlie shrieks and drags me away from him, but I resist.

      There’s something about him, and I half-recall talking to him recently. I think I remember his name.

      “Peter,” I whisper.

      “Yeah,” he says. “That’s me.”

      “What are you doing, Dee?” Charlie’s voice is high-pitched and she’s still trying to pull me away. “Come on, we have to go! He’s crazy!”

      “I know,” I whisper.

      He’s watching me from under his long black lashes, head tipped back a little, as if assessing me. Or waiting for my next move. He’s really handsome under all the grime, I realize with a start, with those blue eyes and angular cheekbones, a fine mouth and a square jaw, and his body is trim and muscular.

      Sexy.

      And what he said…

      A handsome male face bowed over me, pain and pleasure as he thrusts into me, and I arch up against him, craving more.

      “I never kiss.”

      “Wendy?” Charlie is staring at me, holding her purse in one hand and gripping my arm with the other, ready to run but curious about my blankness, no doubt. “Snap out of it. Talk to me.”

      “It’s Peter,” I whisper, “that’s his name.”

      “Wait, you’re serious?” Charlie gapes at me. “You know him?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did you really sleep with him? Is all he’s saying true?”

      “I’m… not sure,” I whisper.

      Charlie stops pulling on my arm. “Christ, girl. But⁠—”

      “Come with us,” I tell Peter who blinks those ridiculously long lashes. He is ridiculously handsome and it’s not helping with the confusion. “To our apartment.”

      “Wendy!” Charlie hisses. “What the hell? No way! He can’t just come⁠—”

      “For dinner,” I go on, trying to ignore Charlie’s panic. “To talk.”

      “Fine,” he says, as if it’s a concession, a compromise. “To talk.”

      “Jesus, what is going on with you?” Charlie releases my arm and takes a step away from me, a frown on her face. “We don’t invite random strangers into our home. That’s a rule.”

      “You said he saved my life,” I argue. “He’s not a random stranger.”

      “I’m a specific stranger,” he says and a smirk twitches at his sexy mouth.

      “Yeah,” I mutter. “And you need to eat.”

      “Do I?” he asks.

      “Yeah.”

      He’s thin, thinner than I… than I remember. How can I remember him and at the same time not? He’s lost weight and black circles ring those gorgeous blue eyes.

      “Can you cook?” I hear his voice in my head and frown, a headache starting behind my eyes. Did that happen? Was it a dream?

      God, what’s wrong with me?
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        * * *

      

      We head back home and indeed it feels like a strange dream, having a furious and paled-lipped Charlie on one side—a few paces ahead, in fact, because she’s too angry to even look at me—and the handsome junkie on the other.

      I’m so aware of him as we make our way toward the apartment, crossing the street and walking on the sidewalk, that it’s messing with my head.

      I can actually smell him—and it’s not rank sweat and trash, but male musk and sexy spice.

      Which makes no sense. He lives on the street.

      I’m aware of his looks, too, because the more I stare at him, the more handsome he seems. I’m caught in the sweep of those lashes, the curve of his mouth, the sharpness of his cheekbones, the dark wings of his brows.

      He doesn’t look much older than my twenty years, but something in his gaze and the set of his jaw feels hard and knowledgeable.

      Experienced.

      Scarred by the world.

      Which isn’t a big surprise, considering how he lives, I tell myself. Without a roof over his head. Doing God knows what for his next hit. His muscular body and a dark scar vanishing into the neckline of his filthy hoodie speak of fights, violence and pain.

      He probably isn’t used to dinner invitations. No wonder he looked like that at me earlier.

      “You probably think I’m stupid,” I whisper. “Gullible and naïve, to invite you over.”

      “No,” he says, “I don’t think that.”

      “I don’t think you’d hurt me. Charlie says…” I glance at my friend, the rigid line of her back. “She says you saved me from a thug the other day. I apparently said so. So… did you?”

      He rolls his big shoulders in a shrug. “Might have.”

      Charlie harrumphs. I understand why she’s upset and worried, but I need to speak to this man and he commands all of my attention right now.

      As we approach the building entrance, I slow down. “It’s here,” I say.

      “I know,” he replies.

      “Oh.”

      “I’m not going in there with him,” Charlie says. Obviously, his answer hasn’t earned him any cookie points.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper. “I need to talk to him, though. Why don’t you go stay with Meredith and come back later?”

      Meredith is Charlie’s sister and though they don’t meet that often, they are on good terms.

      “But I can’t leave you alone with him, either,” Charlie protests, turning around to face me, rolling her eyes. “Wendy⁠—”

      “Please. I’ll be fine.”

      “How would you know that? Wendy, no.” Then she sighs dramatically. “Oh, Baby Jesus, you have that look on your face…”

      “What look?”

      “The look that says you have made up your mind and nothing I do or say can change it,” she says. “Am I right?”

      “I have to talk to him.” I will her to understand, to read my face and see that this is important even if I’m not exactly sure why, but Charlie just seems to get upset all over again.

      Obviously, my face is written in a different language.

      “Fine, then,” she hisses. “If tomorrow the cops call me because they found your corpse in the apartment, I’ll… I’ll…”

      “You’ll what?”

      With a small sound of annoyance, apparently unable to think up a good punishment for a corpse, she turns on her high heel and leaves.

      Peter frowns after her, then coughs—an unsettling, rattling, ugly sound.

      Before I ask if he’s okay, he wipes the back of his hand over his mouth and nods at me. “Talk?” he suggests.

      And so, I lead the way into my apartment, not sure whether I’m the biggest idiot or just a medium-strength one.

      I mean, Charlie is right. What the hell am I doing?
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      He stands in the middle of the apartment as I close the door behind him, kick my shoes off and shrug off my jacket. It occurs to me that he isn’t wearing one and that his hoodie is wet. He has to be freezing.

      So I dial up the heating and walk into the kitchen to see what there is to eat. I open the fridge, study its contents. Something non-moldy would be best. I’m really not a cook but I can swing some pasta and sauce from a jar when I have to.

      “Spaghetti okay?” I ask him and start when I find him right behind me. I stumble back a step. “Jesus, you scared me.”

      He’s looking at me with an intensity in his eyes I can’t read.

      Lifting a hand, he pulls down the zipper of his hoodie, long fingers closing around a trinket hanging from a thin chain around his neck. Then he rubs at his chest.

      I follow the movement with my gaze, staring because he’s so built. His chest and shoulders are wide, though his hips are narrow and his legs long.

      He’s built like an athlete.

      Powerful.

      Sexy.

      On the smooth chest over the torn tank top he’s wearing under the hoodie, I see thin white marks, like scars, a match for the thin white lines on his corded forearms.

      Shouldn’t there be… dark designs, black ink swirling in spirals and zigzagging lines, full sleeves of ink on his arms, and⁠—

      “Spaghetti is fine,” he says. “So, you can cook after all.”

      That’s a strange comment.

      “Did I ever say I couldn’t?” I move away from him, mainly to stop staring and to stop seeing things that aren’t there. I bang around in the cupboards, getting the pasta and the sauce, and fill the pot with water.

      “Something along those lines,” he says.

      “When?”

      “In Neverland.”

      I freeze, having just placed the pot on the fire, the name striking me like a blow. “Where is that?”

      “You know where. You do remember things, Wendy. Try harder to—” He coughs again, presses his fist to his mouth. “Dammit.”

      “Are you sick? Peter…” I gasp. His hand is spattered with blood. “Oh, my God. You got TB or something?”

      “No. I’m fine.”

      “You’re not fine. Nobody coughing blood is fine,” I whisper. “Are you… Are you dying?”

      He starts. Wipes his hand on his pants. “Probably.”

      Jesus. It’s all a déjà vu. I asked him this once and he replied the exact same thing, and⁠—

      “Wendy…” He reaches for me and I let him touch my cheek. What am I doing? “I don’t need dinner or your concern. But I do need your help.”

      “What do you need?” I whisper.

      “I need you to remember. I need you to come back.”

      “Remember what? Go where?” I shake my head. “No.”

      “Fuck.” His jaw clenches. “I was hoping… but why should I ever hope? When will I finally learn my fucking lesson?”

      I glance helplessly at the water-filled pot on the stove, the pack of spaghetti and the jar of Italian sauce sitting on the counter, and draw a shaky breath. “That’s not fair. I really don’t remember much, and what I do remember makes no sense. Stay for dinner.”

      “I can’t stay,” he says, regret shining so starkly in his voice it’s hard to call him a liar.

      “But it’s still early.”

      His blue eyes look black like pits right now. “I can’t stay in the human world much longer. I’m being pulled back. Can’t fight it much longer.”

      “Peter—”

      “Remember us, Wendy,” he says softly. “Come back to us.”

      “I can’t. My life is here. I barely… know you, I…”

      He reaches for me but lets his hand fall before he touches me. “You changed the island. Changed me. Gave me hope.”

      “I just… don’t believe that. I don’t think there’s an island, and that you came from there, that I was ever there⁠—”

      “You have to face your fears, Wendy,” he goes on as if he hasn’t heard me. “Face the sea. Face the water.”

      I suck a sharp breath. “How do you know about that?”

      “Hell.” He coughs again. “We depend on you, Wendy. Our lives. Our souls. The island is sinking and we’re being torn apart. What you see here is a reflection of what is happening over there, and that’s because you haven’t faced your nightmares and haven’t solved your problems.”

      “Now wait a minute,” I breathe, heat crawling up my neck. “You don’t know me and don’t get to judge me like that.”

      He finally closes the distance between us, slides his hand around my neck to cup the back of my head, holding me very still. “Don’t I?” His voice has gone low and dangerous, and for some reason, my body reacts. My nipples stiffen painfully and I clench down below. “Damn, you react so beautifully. You smell like roses and sugar when I touch you, when you get so wet⁠—”

      “Stop it.” But I don’t move, breathing shallowly. “Stop.”

      “I haven’t done anything yet. Not like I did on the island when I had you tied to the bed and took you like that, where you couldn’t refuse, couldn’t fight. You liked it.”

      “I can’t have. I’d never.” But my body betrays me. I’m wet between my legs. I’m burning.

      He chuckles, low and dark, as if he knows exactly what’s happening to me.

      “It doesn’t mean anything,” I breathe. “This doesn’t mean anything.”

      That he can play my body like an instrument, wringing reactions out of it I didn’t know were possible with such an ungentle touch; because of such an ungentle touch.

      That he apparently knows my body better than I do.

      “You’re right. It doesn’t mean anything.” He releases me and something like disappointment washes through me, though it can’t be, right?

      Then…

      “Try to remember,” he whispers, his eyes pleading, the quiet assurance and sexy arrogance seeping out of them, leaving them flat like mirrors. “Remember the assaults of the Reds, the songs of the mermaids, the Lost Boys, and the house in the woods. Remember the cliffs and the clearings, remember the blood and the pain and the pleasure. Remember that you don’t know us but you seemed like you wanted to, like you wanted to save us.”

      “But…”

      He grips the pendant around his neck, releases it. It’s a silver thimble, I see now.

      Wait, isn’t that mine?

      “Goodbye, Wendy. Take care.” With a soft groan, he turns around and heads for the door leaving me to stare after him, unable to move.

      He was supposed to stay for dinner, stay to talk, explain why I feel this way, why I feel like I know him, that all he says is true when it’s impossible.

      Why I’m letting him into my home, into my head, like he belongs here.

      Why I want to take care of him when he’s a stranger, a⁠—

      King.

      I frown. Whatever, Dee, I tell myself. A king? What the hell?

      He’s brainwashing you, probably going to ask for money any second now, tell you he’s a long lost relative, your husband perhaps from another life, or that you have amnesia and he’s been looking for you since you vanished on your honeymoon in the Bahamas, or that he’s been in an accident and simply needs help.

      And you’re so naïve and ready to give it to him because he’s handsome and obviously sick and tormented. Florence Nightingale syndrome, isn’t that what they call it? Being drawn to broken men and trying to fix the unfixable?

      Do I want to fix him, though? Or just… help? Surely a dinner is not the same thing as giving away my savings to someone.

      The way he’d cradled my head, the things he’d made me feel…

      Walking over to the window, I watch him exit the building and cross the street, his messy black hair glinting almost blue in the light of a lamppost. Why does he feel so familiar?

      Why does he act so familiar? As if he knows me, not just my body and its surprising reactions, but deeper. As if he knows my mind. As if he’s known me all my life.

      Instead of laughing at the notion, I frown harder. Why did his words bring images to my mind? Who is he?

      Under the next street lamp, he turns his head and a jolt goes through me. I throw the window open in the cold night air and lean out.

      “You,” I whisper as memory slams into my head like a fist—not the memory he wanted me to retrieve, though, as it’s not a memory of an island or Never-whatever-land—but of the day someone dragged me out of the waves when I was little.

      Saving my life.

      It’s not the face, exactly, that triggers the memory but the collection of features, coming together like a puzzle in the sputtering light.

      The wide set of his shoulders, the contrast of his pale skin and dark hair, the shape of his face, the way he holds himself, the way he turned, glancing over his shoulder.

      No way…

      It can’t be.

      I’m seeing things. Literally seeing things when no such things exist. I mean, what would be the odds that my childhood savior who vanished without a word, without leaving behind an address, phone or name, is this man?

      Only one way to find out.
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