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Blurb
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If you think you know the story of "Peter Pan," think again.

WENDY DARLING IS A disgruntled employee at Lost Boys Clubhouse on planet Neverland and technically involved with Peter Pan, but he's too busy for her and always flirting with Tink. He's also totally immature and refuses to grow up, so that's why she's leaving him. The arrival of James Hook, in search of something Pan stole from him, derails her plans to return to New London when he kidnaps her and takes her aboard the Jolly Roger. As they set off on an adventure that spans the galaxy while evading Admiral Croc, who's on James’s tail, Wendy soon realizes she doesn't need a boy when she can have a man.
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Prologue 
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WENDY DARLING HAD REACHED her limit with Peter Pan’s bullcrap. She could barely remember the younger, more naïve version of herself who had been sweet-talked and charmed by Peter just eight months before. She’d left the colony of New London with barely a backward glance and hadn’t even looked out the windows of Peter’s ship, the Pixie Dust, to glance back at planet Nexa, which had been her home for most of her life. 

Now, here she was on Neverland, and she’d discovered Peter was as charming and funny as could be, but he was also irresponsible and careless with other people’s feelings and emotions. She was sick of cleaning up after him and his crew, and having the job of bartender at the Lost Boys Clubhouse certainly wasn’t a dream come true. It would’ve been tolerable if Peter had been the man she expected, but he was neglectful and forgetful, and she’d had enough.

With those thoughts firmly in mind, she carried her bag from the room she shared with Peter above his bar, though there wasn’t much sharing involved these days. She was busy working in the bar, and he was often busy doing whatever it was he did with his crew of irresponsible men, who were just as immature as he was.

She hefted her bag down the stairs, sliding past Tink Rabelle in the process. Tink glared at her, and Wendy glared right back at the Faetian. She had faintly green skin, a pixie cut with silvery white hair, pointed ears, and stunning features. Everything was perfect about her, including the level of witchiness. Tink was a perfect witch, and since she was the only other woman on Neverland that Wendy had seen, at least on a regular basis, she was another reason to leave.

She reached the bottom of the stairs. Getting to the exit required passing Peter’s usual table in the corner. He was whispering with Kubrick, and she overheard Peter say the word traitor as she walked by. She stiffened and glared at him, at first thinking he was addressing her, but he was still looking at his best friend, and they were clearly discussing something unrelated to her. Peter didn’t even glance at her.

She huffed on past and stepped outside, waiting for the transport ship. She’d gotten hold of one with her radio hours before and had been lucky enough to find a position as a dishwasher on a cargo ship in exchange for working her way back to the New London colony. The Wasp would have to make its way through Neverland’s security system, but it should be there imminently.

She placed her bag on the dusty ground and sat on top of it to wait. It was almost a shock when Peter came out a few minutes later, since she had genuinely assumed he hadn’t seen her go by. She didn’t look at him as he came to stand beside her, not wanting to be swayed by the perfection of his Faetian features. Like Tink, he was a pale green color, but that somehow managed to be vibrant and exciting on him. His hair was a darker blond than Tink’s, but in a similar pixie cut as well that framed and showed off his pointed ears.

“What’s going on, Wendy?” asked Peter.

She still didn’t look at him as she stared upward, hoping for some sign of the cargo freighter whose captain she had been in contact with earlier. “I’m leaving.”

“Going back to visit your brothers and grandmother?”

She shrugged a shoulder, honestly sort of surprised that Peter remembered she had family, and how they were related to her. He seemed to have lost interest in her practically from the moment she arrived on Neverland and agreed to share his bed. “I’m going home.” Not that New London actually felt like home. The only place she could ever recall feeling like home was planet A28Z, where she had lived for three happy years with her parents, little brothers, and grandmother as her parents worked with the terraforming corporation to transform it to Coalition standards. That was before the Krolilans destroyed the planet, and her parents hadn’t managed to escape along with Wendy, Mikey, Johnny, and Nana.

“When will you be back? I’ll get Tink to watch after the bar for a bit, but I need to know—”

“Never,” said Wendy vehemently.

Peter stood there for a moment, looking surprised. “Why?” 

She rolled her eyes and huffed a breath as she looked at him for the first time. “How can you even ask me that? We don’t have a relationship. We’re practically roommates, and I end up doing all the work around here. I had enough of the mothering thing watching after my brothers when we returned to New London after my parents’ death. I didn’t come here to babysit you and your crew of reprobates.”

Peter blinked, and then he knelt beside Wendy, looking earnest. “I’m sorry I’ve been distracted. I didn’t tell you this, but at least one or two crewmembers have been plotting against me. They’re trying to steal something really important, the kind of thing that makes a difference between owning your own backwater planet at the edge of Coalition space and of owning an entire solar system at the center of the galaxy.”

Wendy somehow managed to keep from rolling her eyes. Peter was full of big dreams and big talk, but she saw little evidence that he could deliver. “How unfortunate for you. I’ll be one less thing on your mind.” Not that she was probably ever on his mind these days, unless he needed a drink or wanted a favor.

“No, don’t leave me. I can’t go on without you, Wendy.” He grabbed her hands, and he seemed sincere. “Things are going to change around here.” He leaned closer to whisper, “I know who the traitors are. Once I deal with them, I’m going to have a lot more time for you again. It will be just like it was in the beginning. I promise.”

She looked at him with skepticism. “I’d like to believe that, but...” She trailed off with a shrug. 

He frowned for a moment, as though thinking deeply about something. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out a bracelet that Wendy had seen once or twice before, but never on his wrist. To her knowledge, he never took it off his person, so it was a surprise when he opened the clasp and started to slide it on her wrist. She froze, staring at it. “What are you doing?”

“It will be safe with you. This bracelet means the world to me. It has... Well, it’s just very important. Knowing you’re wearing it will make me feel better, and I hope it’ll reassure you that I’m serious.”

Wendy didn’t keep protesting as he slid it onto her wrist. “I don’t know. I have a job worked out the will take me back to New London in a matter of months. If I give up that opportunity, I don’t know when I’ll have a chance to leave again.”

Peter literally crossed his heart with his index finger. “I promise that if you’re not happy in a few weeks, I’ll take you home myself. I’m just asking for you to give me one more chance, babe. I love you.”

There was a time when hearing those words from him would’ve made her heart melt, but they did barely anything to warm her now. But the bracelet was a big gesture, and she wanted to believe that she hadn’t spent the last eight months of her life wasting it by investing in a relationship that was never going to go anywhere. With a hesitant nod, she bit her lower lip before saying, “Okay. I’ll stay for a little while longer.”

“Thank you for giving me another chance.” As he spoke, he pressed a button on the bracelet. It hummed for a moment before getting warm and almost burning her wrist as it flashed gold twice before returning to normal. “All locked.”

Wendy scowled. “What are you talking about? Is this some kind of device to keep me locked up?”

Peter laughed. “What an imagination. No. I simply keyed it to your DNA. Some of my associates aren’t as trustworthy as I’d like, and I don’t want you wearing a bracelet they can easy easily steal when it means so much to me. As do you,” he tacked on hastily.

Considering some of the behavior she’d seen during her short tenure as head bartender at the Lost Boys Clubhouse on Neverland, she could certainly believe his friends and associates weren’t the most trustworthy. It made sense that he’d want to safeguard the bracelet, and it clearly meant a lot to him. “Was it your mother’s or something?”

His face tightened for a moment, but then he shrugged. “Something like that. As I told you when we first met, my parents aren’t in my life. They abandoned me at an orphanage, so I have no idea about them or my history.”

The way his lower lip wobbled caused Wendy’s heart to melt, and she couldn’t help reaching out to place a palm against his cheek. He gave her a stoic smile, and she leaned forward to kiss him on the mouth. There weren’t fireworks like she’d read about in books, but they’d never been there. It was more of a safe and steady kiss, with a component of sweetness that won her over and kept her returning, where passion might quickly burn and fade away.

Before she had a chance to see if the passion could at least flare, he eased away. “I have traitors to deal with, and you have a ride to cancel, don’t you?” His eyes were pleading.

With a small sigh, Wendy nodded and watched Peter walk away a moment later. She still wasn’t sure if she was making the right decision, but she had agreed to stay for at least a few more weeks. With that in mind, she used her comm to send a message to the captain of the cargo ship to let him know she was no longer planning to leave Neverland. Yet.

***
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WENDY WOKE ALONE, WHICH was something she’d become accustomed to almost immediately after arriving in Neverland. She tried not to take it as an omen of having made the wrong decision, since she knew he had been busy dealing with the traitors in his crew the previous evening. 

Instead, she went about her day, quickly bathing and dressing before heading downstairs to open the bar—not that it officially ever closed. She worked when she was awake until she felt like going to bed, and then they helped themselves afterward. She made a mental note to check the inventory again as she entered the main area of the bar. 

There was a somberness in the air that took her by surprise, and she saw more than one long face as she looked around. “Who died?” she asked cheerfully, trying to elicit a few smiles. Instead, her comment made several people wince. She was surprised when Tink smirked at her before pointing to the front of the bar. Wendy wasn’t certain if that was an invitation for her to leave, but she was sure Tink was sorry that she hadn’t gone the day before. 

Curiosity got the better of her, so she walked across the bar and pushed through the swinging doors to step outside. Immediately, she gasped and took a step back, bouncing into one of the wooden doors. Her stomach heaved, and she barely bit down the surge of nausea as she saw two familiar heads resting on pikes in front of the bar. 

Tootles and Curly, who had been regular drinking buddies of Peter’s, and also manned his ship when he took the Pixie Dust on whatever shady mission he was undertaking at the moment, adorned matching poles. Their heads were all that remained, and Curly’s eyes had closed, but Tootles’s remained wide-open, and his expression was forever frozen in a horrified scream.

“Snitches don’t get stitches,” said Peter with a high-pitched laugh from behind her. “They just bleed.”

Wendy barely swallowed the nausea and turned to face him. “What?”

“They’re the snitches, or in this case, the plotters, so they don’t get stitches to fix them up. I took care of the problem, as you can see. I got right to the root of it and cut it out.” He giggled again.

She winced at his insensitivity. Wendy wasn’t particularly close to either Tootles or Curly, but she’d serve them drinks and listened to their stories long enough to know something about both of them, so it was upsetting to see them as they were. “Are you the one who did the actual cutting, Peter?”

All signs of amusement faded from his delicate, precise features. “I sure was. Don’t cross Peter Pan if you want to live to tell the tale.”

She nodded and hurried back into the bar, uncertain if he was simply giving her an answer, or if there was something more to it—something like a threat, which made her tremble in spite of herself. Would he consider it crossing him if she left? She wanted to pretend like she could stay, that they could be happy again, but deep in her heart, she already knew she was going to be leaving at some point. Peter wasn’t who she thought he was, and perhaps he had never been the man she’d once believed him to be.
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THREE MONTHS LATER.

Wendy took one look at the overflowing sink filled with shot glasses and appetizer plates before moving her gaze to the two bus trays, both heaped high with dirty dishes as well. There was a huge stack of dirty bar towels flowing out of the bin, and something sticky on the floor caught her foot with each step she took. She was livid at the state of the place, since it had been not quite spotless, but certainly far more under control, before she went to bed the previous evening.

She started to march into the bar, but froze when she saw the door to the supply room open. She detoured to that area and stumbled to a halt when she saw only one shelf of liquor remaining. Peter and his crew could go through quite a quantity every week, but half the time there was no money to reorder, since Peter let his friends drink for free. How was she supposed to make this amount last with the swine that never seemed to leave the Lost Boys?

She marched through to the bar, hands on her hips, and raised her voice to get everyone’s attention. “If you want to keep drinking, you need to settle all your tabs now. I’m tired of fronting you slobs and cleaning up after you. I’m not your darn mother.”

Kubrick frowned at her. “Peter’s never asked me to pay. He’s me best mate.”

A few other joined in that chorus, and Wendy glared at each of them. “You can’t drink for free, because there’s no money to replace the alcohol. It’s a simple fact of doing business. You have to have money to pay for the suppliers, so you have something to sell. That’s why you all have to settle your tabs today.”

“I don’t even know what my tab is. There’s that, innit?” called a Faetian from the corner. He was fairly plump for the species, and he’d clearly enjoyed more than a few glasses of Peter’s special house brew that he called Tiger Lily.

“Fortunately for you all, I’ve been keeping track.” Wendy glared at them all again as Peter walked up to her. She braced herself for a fight.

“Relax, babe. These are friends, and we’re not going to charge our friends.”

She rolled her eyes. “They’re your friends, and as I was trying to explain to them, if you don’t have money to resupply, nobody drinks, let alone for free.” She wasn’t certain why she cared, because it made her life easier if all the drunks left the bar. Perhaps she was simply trying to teach them all a life lesson about supply and demand, or give them a kick toward personal responsibility. Whatever she was doing, it was clearly a losing battle if Peter wasn’t on her side.

“It’s not a problem. We’re going out on a job in couple of days, and I’ll make sure we raid some stock from somewhere. We’ll all continue to drink, and for free,” he announced with a loud shout that was met with a chorus of cheers. 

Wendy shook her head and took off the apron she had just donned. Why was she still wasting her time with this when all she wanted to do was escape? Three months had changed nothing, and Peter was the same careless, superficially charming, and inconsiderate boy he’d been the day he gave her the bracelet. He still flirted shamelessly with Tink, and he still took Wendy for granted. She was done trying to keep his business together or clean up his messes. 

As she slipped away from Peter and behind the bar to head out for a breath of fresh air, Tink blocked her path. The blonde Faetian had a pleased grin on her face. “He doesn’t love you, you know? He never did.”

Wendy rolled her eyes again. “Like I care. He obviously doesn’t love you either, Tink, or he wouldn’t treat you like one of the boys.” When he isn’t busy flirting with you to make me jealous. She couldn’t prove it, but suspected Peter’s feigned interest in Tink was to annoy Wendy and/or to ensure Tink stayed around, since she was one of the best safecrackers, as Peter liked to brag.

Tink scowled. “He and I were together for twenty years.”

“Yeah, when you are both young. What were you, seventy?” That was young by Faetian standards. “And he grew tired of you after twenty years. Personally, I grow tired of you after twenty seconds.” 

She didn’t bother to try to push her way past Tink. Wendy veered away from her to take the steps from the bar to upstairs, intent on heading to the room she shared with Peter. She was going to move her things into one of the smaller rooms that he made available for his drunk friends, also usually without a charge. She wasn’t certain how, but she was going to find a way off Neverland as soon as she could. 

She’d barely taken the first stair when the proximity alert sounded, and red lights flashed all over the room. They would flash in any building on the planet, which was composed of a single large island surrounded by a choppy ocean that was never suitable for swimming.

“Look alive, lads,” called Peter. “We have an intruder.”

Wendy turned to face the large vid screen that had previously revealed only the vast waters covering Neverland, but now showed a red and black ship streaking through the sky. It seemed to easily evade all of Peter’s countermeasures, including surface-to-air missiles, and as she heard the roar of the engine from the ship setting down outside the bar, she found herself silently cheering for whomever was invading Neverland. They couldn’t be any worse than Peter and his useless group of Lost Boys. They might even offer a way off the planet.

The Lost Boys scattered in various directions. Some of them simply disappeared through the nearest exits, or broke through a window. There were a few, including Kubrick, who stayed behind to stand with Peter. 

They all had sensible choices for defense with their laser rifles, but Peter reached for the laser sword sitting in the scabbard he’d left at his table. It was the silliest affectation, and even under the circumstances, she couldn’t stifle a giggle at seeing him with the sword that was little more than the length of his forearm. He moved like a ballet dancer about to perform, and she hoped he was going to get beaten.

There was some fighting outside, but she couldn’t see the initial scuffle, since the vid screen view hadn’t changed. All she knew was there were people coming, and she could hear boots on the steps outside the swinging doors a moment later. After that, one of the doors swung open to crash violently against the wall, and the light filtering into the previously darkened interior served as a backdrop to highlight the intruder. 

Wendy couldn’t make out his facial features, but he was tall and broad-shouldered, with lean hips, and what appeared to be muscular legs in tight-fitting pants. When he stepped inside, and her eyes adjusted to the sudden intensity of the light that was no longer framing him, she could see his features. He would’ve been classically handsome, with high cheekbones, a straight nose, and firm lips, had it not been for the large scar marring the left side of his face and cutting through his eye. 

Clearly, that injury had cost him the original eye, because now a light blue eye that was clearly cybernetic, with a flickering red light instead of a pupil, stared out instead. That eye seemed to miss nothing in the room, and the newcomer swaggered in with confidence despite the laser guns pointed in his direction. Others followed him, and it was quickly obvious Peter and his Lost Boys were outnumbered.

Wendy re-counted, realizing they weren’t outnumbered after all. The man who’d entered had only four backing him up, where seven others stood behind Peter, but the four who’d come with him seemed far more dangerous and competent than the seven weaklings who stood behind Peter, almost all with their gun hands shaking.

“What are you doing here, Hook?” asked Peter with false bravado. His voice was trembling, making it hard to pull it off.

“You know why I’m here, Pan. You double-crossed me, and I’ve come for it.”

“It took you long enough,” said Kubrick with a hint of snark that was ruined by the way his hand trembled as he tried to point the gun at one of the people behind Hook.

“You’ve done a good job hiding your coordinates and obscuring the existence of this place, but you should know better than anyone how determined I am to find you, Pan.” Hook addressed the words to Peter rather than Kubrick. “Did you really think you could hide from me forever?”

Peter didn’t bother to answer. He simply thrust the sword forward with a challenging air. “You’ll never get it from me.”

Wendy almost giggled again at how ridiculous Peter looked with his sword, especially when the man identified as Hook eyed it with chagrin for a moment before turning to face one of the men behind him. He clearly trusted his companions to have his back if he would turn it toward Peter and the others for even a moment. “Turley, I’ll have your sword please.”

“Yes, Captain.” The man identified as Turley was tall and broad, with swarthy skin and beautifully contrasting silver hair that he kept combed back and confined with a synth-leather thong. He didn’t hesitate to offer his sword, and this was a real sword. It was long and lethal-looking even before Hook flipped a button that made it glow with the hum of electricity and gave it a menacing look that Peter’s little laser sword couldn’t hope to achieve.

Wendy saw movement from the corner of her eye and looked at Tink, seeing the other woman reaching for her own laser pistol. Wendy couldn’t still the impulse and reached for a glass someone had carelessly left on the banister. With precision, she threw it in Tink’s direction, smiling with satisfaction when it collided with the Faetian’s temple, dropping the little sprite to the floor, where she twitched and groaned heavily. She was still alive, which was good. Wendy didn’t want her to die. Probably.

Her attention returned once more to Peter and Hook, who seemed to, by unspoken mutual agreement, face off while the others stood idly by. It seemed like such a male thing to do and was clearly some display of machoism, but that didn’t mean it left her unaffected. Seeing Hook wielding a proper sword with such skill and confidence made her heart race.

Peter’s looked like a toy in comparison, and though he was a skilled swordfighter, it was obvious he didn’t have the stamina or the expertise that Hook had, and he was clearly losing. With a growl of what sounded like impatience, Hook suddenly shoved Peter against the wall, knocked aside his ineffectual laser sword, and pressed the point of the electrified sword close to Peter’s throat without touching. 

He spoke to Peter in a low tone, and Wendy was too far away to hear what they were talking about, but she grew uneasy when Peter looked at her, and Hook’s gaze followed. When his eyes settled on her, including the cybernetic one, she trembled as a shock went through her. She wasn’t certain exactly what prompted it, but there were definitely elements of fear and excitement. 

Both emotions amplified as he tossed Peter toward his crew, who were quickly rounded up and surrounded by the other four who’d backed up Hook as the man strode toward her. He was poetry in motion, and it left her frozen to the floor like an idiot. Before she could even think about trying to run away, he was already in front of her. He reached for her, and she almost took a step forward to meet him. Only realizing how ridiculous that would be when she knew nothing about him kept her frozen in place.

A moment later, he picked up her arm and started tugging on the bracelet. It was instinct to fight back, both because she didn’t know or trust him, and because the bracelet seemed like it meant something, if not to her, certainly to Peter. She resisted as he kept trying to take it off unsuccessfully. 
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