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            Where Were We?

          

        

      

    

    
      In A Land of Never and Night, our heroine Moira—a descendant of Wendy Darling—has been stolen away to Neverland by Peter Pan and his shadow. She meets the Lost Boys and discovers many wonders on the island. Peter asks her to tell stories, and she happily obliges. Moira strikes up friendships with the Lost Boys, especially the twin Coy, and has run-ins with the Guardians, a devious fairy, a few hungry mermaids, and a blue-eyed pirate.

      Moira fears for her sanity and questions the reality of Neverland, especially given that her mother suffered from a mental illness that claimed her life. Even so, Moira is seduced by the magic of the island and of the boy who never wanted to grow up.

      At the end of A Land of Never and Night, Moira runs from the mysterious and terrifying shadow children that emerge in the cave. She’s caught by the blue-eyed pirate, who then kills Coy. Broken-hearted, Moira is kidnapped by the pirate and plunged into the deep, dark sea that surrounds Neverland.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Sea of Risk and Ruin

          

        

      

    

    
      Stolen and adrift, I’m held prisoner by Captain Hook.

      Peter warned me about how ruthless and terrible the monstrous pirate could be, but there was so much more he left out. Hook isn’t just the vicious captain of legend, he’s a man who confuses me and terrifies me all at once. But that’s not the worst part. By far the worst is when he makes me feel things I shouldn’t.

      When he gives me looks that make me want to combust.

      When he touches me.

      When he holds me close.

      James Hook is a villain, a killer who will stop at nothing to get what he wants. I’ve seen it first-hand. So why do I seek him out instead of running away? And what will happen when Peter finds me with his greatest enemy?

      Lily's Note: This is the second book in the Never and Night Series, a  fantasy romance. Please mind the cliff and the higher level of spice. Book 3, A Isle of Secrets and Shadows, will release at the end of August. TW: Attempted SA.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Seven years ago

      

      

      “Mom?” I sit at the foot of her bed as she stares at the wall. “Can you hear me?”

      A burst of laughter echoes down the hallway. My father is busy flirting with the nurse, the same one he always makes a beeline for the moment we step into the mental hospital.

      Mom doesn’t seem to notice. She’s completely wrapped up in whatever she’s seeing in her mind.

      “Do you think you could talk some this time?” I scoot closer to her though she offers me no warmth.

      Her body is lean and bony, and I’m not sure how they even get her to eat, though they assure us during our visits that she’s being well taken care of.

      “You said a few things last time I was here. Remember?” I take her hand, the skin far too thin for someone her age. She’s wasting away, dying in front of me in real time, and there’s absolutely nothing I can do to change it.

      I sigh and force myself to keep her hand in mine. It’s not her fault, I remind myself. This is a mental illness. She’s not like other people, and I can’t blame her for her disease. At least, that’s what my therapist told me when my mom was first admitted to this place. That was back when I still believed she was going to get better, get out, and come running home to me so she could be the mother I always wanted.

      Tears prick my eyes at that thought, but I tilt my head back and will them away.

      “It’s almost Mother’s Day.” I search for something, anything to talk about. “Dad’s already talking about opening the pool. The water will be too cold, though, for a swim anytime soon.” I shrug. “That’s okay with me.”

      The silence falls between us again, and I listen for her shallow breaths. Her chest barely rises and falls, and her eyes only blink after long intervals of staring.

      “They braided your hair.” I reach up and run my hand along the long brown and gray braid that hangs down the middle of her back. “It looks good. I’m glad they didn’t cut it. Dad thought they might.”

      She blinks.

      I take that as encouragement to continue, but it’s probably nothing more than a reflex. “School’s going fine. I hate chemistry. I don’t understand it. The teacher tells us to mix two things together, then something happens, but he never explains much more than that. I want to know why the reaction happens, you know? Who came up with this? Who was just sitting around a lab one day, shooting the shit, and then decided to mix hydrogen peroxide, dish soap, and yeast? And on top of that, who decided to name the end product ‘elephant toothpaste’? Though, honestly, that’s the only thing that makes a little bit of sense out of all of it. It does sort of look like what an elephant would use for toothpaste.”

      She keeps breathing. Keeps floating around in her own mind with no care for me or the outside world.

      I put her hand back on her lap. “I have a bully at school, but it’s not a big deal. I can handle it. I’m tough.” I don’t know why I lie to her. She’s not listening to me anyway. The doctors at first tried to liken her state to someone who’s suffered a stroke and can’t interact but can understand perfectly well. Then they realized that wasn’t the case when it came to my mom. I like to imagine them putting some contraption on her head and measuring her brainwaves to always find the signal popping inside her mind. There’s no quiet in there, nothing like the sterile halls of this hospital. It’s color and light and creativity. At least that’s what I hope it is. Sometimes, I have doubts.

      When she used to let out piercing screams while doing mundane things around the house—it terrified me when I was a child. It didn’t happen often, but when it did, she’d grab me and hold me tight while she mumbled to herself. Eventually, the fear faded, and she’d take deep, trembling breaths. “I, I think I just slipped and fell into a daydream. You know what I mean, darling?”

      I would nod and pretend to understand. I never did. I couldn’t. All I could do was want. I’d want my mother to pay attention to me, to stop staring at nothing, to talk to me. I’d want her so badly I’d cry and wrap myself around her leg when she was having one of her episodes. My father had to drag me away from her on more than one occasion, scolding words on his whiskey lips as he tossed me into my room and slammed the door. That was when she’d still come back.

      But when I got older, she stayed locked up in her mind for longer and longer.

      Until one day, she just … left. She was right there, a piece of crochet in her hands as she sat looking out on our backyard and the pool. But one moment she was twisting the hook, and the next moment she was gone. Like a criminal fleeing the scene and leaving cupboards open, doors off their hinges, and a body in the hall.

      I clear my throat and try to keep myself tethered to the now. I’m quite careful about allowing my mind to wander, and if I ever feel like it wants to pull against the tight leash, I write it down. Tell a story. Make some sort of sense out of the creative hive of bees buzzing through my brain with their stingers out.

      “The bully is a boy. Everyone loves him. Plays football.” I roll my eyes. “He’s taller than me. This last year, all the boys caught up with me and passed me, for the most part. Now I have to look up at them instead of the other way around. It sucks.” I let my fingers play over her braid. “He tripped me in the hall. His friends laughed. I don’t know why the teachers think he’s so wonderful. My English teacher, Mrs. Barry, practically fawns over him in class. Like he’s some golden boy and she can’t wait for him to hit 18. It’s all very pervy, really.” I sigh. “He runs junior high. You’d think that would be enough for him. But no. I just wish he’d leave me alone. If I could get him to—”

      She moves.

      Not a lot. Not enough that anyone but me would notice it. But her nostrils flare, her eyes opening wider.

      “Mom?”

      Her fingers twitch, the legs of a dying spider on its back.

      “Mom?” I take her hand.

      She grips me so hard I yelp with surprise. “You shouldn’t wish.” The words seep through her gritted teeth. “You should never make a wish.”

      By the time a nurse walks in, Mom’s back to her catatonic state, her eyes seeing nothing.

      “What was that yell?” The nurse, unhurried as nurses generally are in this ward, stops in front of me, her eyes on her phone.

      “I just … slipped.” I glance down at the floor. “It’s a little slick in here.”

      “Be careful.” She gives me a fake smile then retreats, her footsteps squeaking away down the hall, likely back to where my father entertains her.

      It would seem like my imagination, like my mother hadn’t moved at all or spoken to me. But when I turn my wrist over, I see the half-moon circles where her nails dug into me, and I still feel the hiss of her breath laced with warning against my cheek.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A more villainous looking lot never hung in a row on Execution dock.

      

      

      The impact hits like a fall onto concrete, and I feel like I must shatter to bits and pieces and float back and forth, lazy leaves drifting to the bottom of the sea.

      Not long after, I feel a pair of strong hands grabbing me under my arms and pulling. I don’t know if I should struggle or swim or let go. But none of that is my decision. It’s the pirate’s.

      We surface in the black sea as the full moon dances off the water around us. The pirate sticks his fingers in his mouth and lets out a loud, sharp whistle. It’s answered by shrieks from the forest above. If I even begin to imagine what’s in the water beneath me, I may freeze up and sink.

      He drapes one arm around my chest and starts swimming with the other.

      “I can swim.” I sputter, saltwater trying to sneak into my lungs.

      “Just kick, lass.” His words are labored as he pulls me through the water, keeping me afloat while he struggles to tame the rising waves and the pull of the tide.

      I don’t want to be here. Not in these waters. I kick as best I can and rise from the surface enough to get my bearings.

      “Hey!” I twist from his grip and tread water as he stops. “We’re not going to shore?”

      Reaching up, he snugs his hat onto his head, shading his eyes from the moonglow. “Why? You’d like to have words with the cockatrice?”

      I whip my head back to the cliff above, though the creature isn’t there—or if it is, it’s lurking in the shadows and wondering how its meal disappeared so suddenly. “We’ll drown out here.” I turn and start kicking away from him.

      His hand comes down on my shoulder, and he pulls me against him. “We won’t drown.” Spinning me in the water, he points. “We’re headed home.” His mouth is at my ear, his warm breath tickling even more than the water dripping along my skin.

      A wave crests and falls ahead of us, and that’s when I see the black sails in the night. The Jolly Roger. Hook’s ship.

      “No!” I try to kick again, to get away from him, but the pirate is everywhere, wrapping me up and holding me steady despite my splashing.

      “Calm down.” His voice is gruff as his palm goes to my throat and squeezes lightly.

      “Don’t you fucking tell me to calm down!” I struggle, but only manage to dunk myself.

      He pulls me up again. “Be brave, Moira.”

      “I’m not brave!” I scream, my voice breaking as the truth tears out of me. Because I’m not brave. I wasn’t when Coy needed me, when this brute killed him. I’ve never been brave, and I can’t see myself starting now when I’m in deep water with a murderous pirate. I thrash, trying to free myself from his hold.

      He pulls me against his chest, his arm like an iron bar across my back. “Do you want to attract the mermaids?”

      That stops me. I still feel the sting from Marinda’s bite. If I never see another mermaid, it’ll be too soon.

      “No,” I whisper and spit the saltwater that sloshes into my mouth. “But there’s no way I can swim all the way to the ship.”

      “Just take it easy and follow me.” He releases me, then strikes out ahead, swimming easily.

      I throw one more glance toward shore where the sounds of raucous beasts still bounce across the waves. There’s no good choice here. Either die in some monster’s maw on the shore or let this pirate asshole hand me over to his boss.

      “Come on, lass,” he calls.

      It’s no easy decision, but I turn and begin to swim, following the pirate out to sea. He’s a murderer and just as much a monster as the creatures on the shore, but he seems to feel certain we can make it to the ship. After that, maybe I can talk my way into staying alive. The monsters on the island won’t be quite so open to discussion.

      He’s a strong swimmer, but I can tell he’s holding back for me, glancing at me frequently to make sure I haven’t given up. That idea certainly has its merits, especially when my thoughts wander back to Coy, to the look in his eyes …

      A whistle sounds across the waves. It’s a high-low, not the same tone as what the pirate used earlier.

      “Ahoy!” a voice calls, and that’s when I see a small boat cutting through the waves toward us.

      “About fucking time, Starkey!” The pirate reaches out and grabs me, then holds me in front of him. “Get a move on!”

      I gasp as the boat turns hard right and drifts up to us with perfect speed until it stops right in front of me.

      “Here. Take her.” The pirate lifts me from the water, and another reaches down, his hands out. But the pirate pulls me back. “I didn’t say for you to lift her by her tits, Starkey,” he snarls.

      “Oh, my apologies.” Starkey speaks with what sounds to me like a posh English accent, as if he stepped right out of a movie. “Let me try that again, love.” He reaches farther and grabs me under my arms.

      I yelp when my pirate’s hand finds its way to my ass and pushes me from the water. “Watch it!”

      “Just helping you, lass,” he grumbles.

      Starkey puts me down on a little bench, then offers his hand to my pirate.

      I grip the sides of the rowboat as it rocks violently, but then all three of us are on board.

      “Starkey, row.” My pirate sits next to me. “Are you hurt?”

      “What?” I stare at the Jolly Roger as Starkey—dressed in much nicer clothes than I’d expect from a pirate—begins to row with steady strength.

      “Water in her ears.” Starkey snorts a laugh, then goes quiet when my pirate glares at him. Funny I think of him as ‘my pirate’ when he’s anything but. He’s my enemy, the man who killed Coy right in front of me. A grunt escapes him as he rolls his shoulder, and I watch as a red stain grows along his wet shirt. Pan’s arrow wound is still bothering him. Good. It’s what he deserves.

      “I’m not hurt.” Not physically, at least. I have my usual aches since arriving in Neverland, including the headache, but now it’s joined by the mermaid bite and the open hole through my heart where memories of Coy leak out. “I don’t know why it matters since all you’re going to do is turn me over to Hook so he can kill me.” I wrap my arms around myself and turn to look at the Jolly Roger as it grows ever larger.

      “She’s salty.” Starkey grins. “I like that in a woman.”

      “Mind your manners.” My pirate’s voice is low, lethal.

      “Apologies again.” He sighs and keeps rowing, perhaps finding it better not to open his mouth lest more apologies fly out.

      Manners on a pirate—now that’s a laugh.

      The ship looms large now, the sides the same dark wood as the rest of it. It rests on the waves, unbothered by the full moon or the black water beneath it. Above, I see shapes hurrying along the decks, some of them calling out to each other with nautical terms that have zero meaning for me.

      It sends a chill through me, that this hulking craft of wood and treachery will probably be my last stop on my trip to Neverland.

      Once again, I wonder if I’ll simply wake up. Walk the plank, wake up in my dorm room. Strung up on a rope, wake in my dorm. Sliced from ear to ear, asleep and drooling on my desk. I snicker to myself at the mix of gallows humor and false hope. Now that I’ve been here long enough, it’s the real world that begins to seem fantastical.

      “Plummeted like Icarus, I tell you.” Someone’s voice echoes across the water, and I look up to find a pirate gawking down at us. “But here they are, not a lost limb between them.”

      “Smee, stop your yapping and drop the tackles!” Starkey eases up on the oars, and we float closer to the brigand’s ship.

      I can’t help but shiver as the ocean breeze brushes past me.

      A wood frame swings out above us, and ropes are lowered from it. Once they reach the boat, Starkey and my pirate make quick work of getting our small boat hooked up. Then someone above yells, and a pulley begins to turn with a creak as we rise from the water.

      “Hang on, lass.” My pirate stands, his balance impossibly good despite the wobbling of the boat, and grips the rope overhead, keeping it steady as we ascend.

      “Swing her in!” another man yells as we crest the top deck of the ship, and the wooden frame pulls us onto the deck and lowers us slowly.

      “Make fast, Starkey.” My pirate jumps out onto the deck, then offers me his hands.

      I look around at the ship and meet several sets of curious eyes, though no one speaks to me. Starkey busies himself with pulling ropes tight and securing the rowboat onto the Jolly Roger’s deck.

      I have nowhere else to go. It’s not like I’m going to jump back into the sea or somehow figure out how to lower the rowboat and escape. I don’t want to be here, but that choice wasn’t mine in the first place.

      With a sigh, I reach for the pirate. He grips my waist and lifts me from the rowboat and onto the polished deck. I drip all over it, my clothes still drenched with seawater, but no one says anything.

      A man with spectacles hurries up, his attire not terribly pirate-y either. Unlike Starkey, this pirate looks more like an accountant. A neat haircut and an even neater tunic with leather pants, he seems to have every hair in place. Giving me an appraising look, his brows draw together, worry in his eyes.

      “Smee, escort her to the captain’s quarters.” My pirate gestures for me to follow the accountant.

      “Hey, wait, I …” Completely ignoring me, my pirate stalks off toward the front of the ship. “Hey!” I yell after him, but he doesn’t turn around.

      I jump as Starkey lands on the deck beside me. “Jeez!”

      “I can take her to the captain’s quarters, Smee.” Starkey gives me a charming smile. “Give us a chance to get to know each other.”

      If I didn’t already suspect he was a fuckboy, I know now for sure. Blond hair, bright green eyes, and dimples for days—he’s as handsome as they come, not to mention the physique. I suppose a pirate’s life keeps you in shape.

      “No, thank you.” Smee cuts between the two of us and takes my elbow. “Right this way, miss.”

      He leads me down the dark wood deck, pirates scattering this way and that as we pass ropes, masts, and various openings that lead to lower decks. I’m no expert on pirate ships—or any ships, for that matter—but this one certainly seems huge.

      A rhythmic, grinding noise catches my attention, and I watch as two men, both shirtless, turn a crank attached to a thick chain that disappears beneath the water.

      “What’s that?”

      Smee stops and looks at me, his mouth twisting in disdain. “The anchor, of course.”

      Something in the way he says it rubs me raw. “Look, buddy, I don’t need that tone, okay? I’m being kidnapped again, and I’d rather not have to deal with your condescending attitude while I’m at it!” I snap.

      His eyes widen, the spectacles dropping to the end of his nose.

      What am I doing? Am I trying to get myself thrown into the sea to drown? Or worse, get eaten by mermaids? I step back from him and hold my breath.

      “You tell him, girl.” A pirate strides by with a huge coil of rope over one shoulder and golden hoops dangling from his ears. “Smee needs someone to knock some sense into him.”

      I recognize him from my first night on the island. He’s the one with the Italian accent who has a mermaid lover.

      “Oh, shut it, Cecco,” Smee grumbles and motions for me to follow him.

      I glance over the side to try and catch a glimpse of the anchor, but only the length of thick chain, some of the links draped with seaweed, are visible. Maybe I should take a page from Smee’s playbook and focus on where we’re going instead of what’s happening around me. After all, I’m being taken to the captain’s quarters. Hook’s quarters. It’s a sobering thought, one that fills me with a queasy sort of dread. My feet begin to drag, and I slow to a stop as Smee passes the giant steering wheel and strides to a set of doors behind it.

      When he opens the door, the dread inside me explodes into full blown panic, and I backpedal right into someone.

      “Whoa.” A deep voice.

      I whirl and find a huge man with tattoos covering his entire face and chest, black ink everywhere I look. I scramble back, and he steps toward me as a scream rises in my throat.

      He arches one eyebrow as my wail dies on my lips, then steps around me to adjust the wheel, spinning it clockwise a few turns before securing it.

      “Bill.” Smee nods.

      “Smee.” The man whose voice is deeper than the sea nods back, then gives me an amused look before returning down the deck.

      I’m surprised the ship doesn’t shake with each of his footfalls.

      “Miss.” Smee impatiently waves me toward the open door.

      “I-is he in there?” I swallow hard and look behind me, trying to spot the black feather plume or the gleam of moonlight on a metal hook.

      “Please, miss. I have work to do.” He gestures again.

      I glance toward the dark waves and to the island. Peter is there, and I have to believe he’s okay. Even if Coy … No, I can’t go down that road right now. I can’t think about him or the kindness he showed me, because if I do, I’ll crumble. That’s exactly what I don’t need, especially when I’m about to meet the villainous Captain Hook.

      Coy would want me to be tough, to hold onto hope and wait for Peter to find a way to come for me. A chill breeze blows off the ocean, reminding me that I’m still soaked, tired, and injured.

      Smee taps his polished boot on the deck.

      “I’m going.” I ease toward the door, my eyes straining as I try to see what’s inside. The closer I get, the higher my tension rises until I could swear my hair is standing on end. When I pass through and find the captain’s quarters uninhabited, I let out a sigh of relief. He’s not here. I’m safe. For now. I can take a second to regroup, to think of some way out of this. I’m okay.

      Some of the tension in me unwinds until Smee closes the door behind me, and I hear the lock click into place.
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        With ironical politeness Hook raised his hat to her, and offering her his arm, escorted her to the spot where the others were being gagged.

      

      

      Two lanterns swing gently back and forth on either side of the room, casting light on a table with chairs, a wall plastered with maps, and a bed half-shrouded by a crimson curtain. A small closet stands along the left wall, and the back of the room is a row of windows looking out on the dark sea beyond. The iron chandelier overhead swings gently with the rocking of the ship, its candles in various stages of drip though none are currently lit.

      I grip the door handle behind me and try to turn it, just to see. It’s locked tight. I’m not getting out of this room, but at least Hook isn’t in here … Unless he’s hiding in the closet.

      Skirting around the bed, I walk right to the small wooden door and yank it open. Inside are a few coats, shirts, and pants. No feather plume. No spare hook attachment for his hand or anything. Maybe he only has the one.

      I close the door and turn to look at the maps on the wall. They’re spread over each other, layers and layers of directions and cursive place names. It’s as if it has its own topography, not reflective of the flat sea depicted in each of the wide drawings. Only, the maps don’t make sense, not all of them, at least. There are some places I recognize—bits of Spain and a particularly detailed rendering of Crete and the surrounding waters. But there are others that make my mouth drop open. A map showing the famed city of Atlantis with a note scrawled along the edge ‘Whirlpool, keep left.’ Another map purports to show the Bermuda Triangle, but there’s no way it’s correct, because this map has at least a hundred islands, all of them in a pinwheel pattern that seem to swirl around a central vortex, one shaped like a … triangle.

      I step back and rub my eyes. This is nonsense, all of it. But at the very center of the wall is a map of Neverland, which I know for a fact is very much not nonsense. I’m here, after all.

      I back up a few steps to take in the entire wall, the parchment curled around the edges and those scrawled notes here, there, everywhere. Captain Hook has spent plenty of time studying this world and many more. He’s been everywhere. So why is he so hellbent on taking over Neverland?

      I peer at the Neverland map, the Nevertree in the center reaching out over the island like a golden umbrella. It doesn’t matter, I remind myself. None of this does. What does matter is me finding a way to defend myself from the sea captain.

      The wall doesn’t offer anything I can use, so I turn to the table. It’s bare, but it has a single drawer. I yank that open. A couple of fountain pens and a roll of parchment later, I still have nothing to fight off Hook. Still, I grab one of the pens and hold onto it.

      After another once-over of the room, I find nothing else of use. When I go back to the little closet, I dig around in the top and pull down a simple white shirt, much like the one my pirate was wearing. I give it a test sniff. It actually smells … clean. I sniff it again. Like sea spray and pine tar. Not what I assumed at all. I figured there’d be blood stains and stink on anything worn by Captain Hook.

      Now I have a dilemma. Am I bold enough to change out of my wet tunic and wear one of Hook’s shirts while it dries? I don’t need it to survive, but damn, my wet clothes are cold, and I’m probably in the last moments of my life. Why shouldn’t I be comfortable?

      That settles it. I glance at the door, then turn my back and quickly strip from the soggy Lost Boys tunic. Sliding the clean shirt over my head, that nice scent envelops me, and I inhale. At least the monster takes care of his laundry. The shirt feels clean and soft—far nicer than the rough clothes favored by the Lost Boys. The fabric swims around me, but it’s warm, and it will do until my tunic dries.

      Once I’ve laid the tunic out on the table, I look down at my thin pants. Nope. There’s no way I’m taking those off even though they’re still damp.

      I tuck my stolen pen into one of my billowy sleeves and creep toward the door. Pressing my ear to it, I listen for voices over the creaking of the ship and the rustling of the sails.

      “—somewhere over on the Cay.” Smee, the accountant, is speaking to someone.

      “I don’t mind the Cay. Plenty of entertainment there.” I recognize the posh accent of Starkey. “Widow, too.”

      “I’m not interested in the entertainment, thank you very much,” Smee replies haughtily.

      “One of these days you’ll find a woman to turn even your pointy head.” Cecco, the Italian from the beach, joins in. “Ass like a ripe tomato. Tits with nipples pointed to the moon. Ah, such a woman.”

      Someone clears his throat loudly—I can only assume it’s Smee. For a crew of murderers and monsters, they seem to have a decent camaraderie among them. Maybe working under such a horrible captain has forced them to bond.

      Smee clears his throat again. “That’ll be all. You can go below. I believe Cookson’s finished preparing supper.”

      “I’d like to speak to the girl.” Starkey’s voice moves closer. “Only for a moment. Take her temperature, you know. It was rather hard to tell how badly she fancied me in the rowboat, but if I could speak to her privately, I could—”

      “You could have your guts ripped out by the captain,” Smee retorts.

      The other men laugh.

      “She’s our boon. Err, I mean our guest. Until such time as the captain has need of her to do what must be done, she is to be treated with respect from a safe distance.” Smee’s sanctimonious tone is almost amusing, but then I stand up straight when I realize what he just said.

      Boon. There’s that word again. The one Peter used but then downplayed when I asked him about it. What does it have to do with me? It clearly has a meaning I don’t understand.

      They burst into laughter, though I missed the joke, and then I hear them departing. Somehow, I know Smee is still out there standing watch like a guard dog.

      I abandon the door and go to the windows along the back. We’re moving quickly now and leaving a wake of white waves behind us. They mentioned something about a cay. I wonder if that’s where we’re headed.

      I return to the map on the wall. The only cay near Neverland is Blackbeard’s Cay to the southwest of the island. That doesn’t sound particularly safe. Was Blackbeard the one who took a bunch of wives and killed them all off? Or was that Redbeard? Maybe Bluebeard? What’s with all the terrifying bearded pirates?

      Sighing, I slump into a chair at the table and prop my chin on my hand. The adrenaline of being Hook’s captive is fading, and I can’t help but shoot a longing look at the bed that’s partially obscured by a velvety crimson curtain. There’s no way in hell I’m climbing into it, of course, but I bet it’s soft. Hook seems to have a fondness for finer things, so it would make sense that he has a nice bed.

      A yawn escapes me as I let my thoughts wander back to Peter. What will he do when he finds out I’m missing? When he finds Coy’s bod—no. I shut that train of thought down immediately. Falling apart right now isn’t an option. I carefully open the filigreed box that I keep deep inside me, and stuff Coy’s death into it right next to my mother’s. Knowing my limitations has never been a problem for me. I’m aware of what I can’t face, and—for better or worse—I’ve become adept at hiding those things where no one else can see them.

      I stare at the door, waiting for my executioner to arrive. My legs ache, my limbs heavy from the swim and the draining adrenaline. Long minutes pass. My eyelids begin to droop. Then I start dozing off, but I shake myself awake each time. I have to be on my toes when the monster finally comes to meet me. A hundred different scenarios play through my mind—torture, beatings, dragged behind the ship, passed around to the crew. I shudder and rest my forehead on my arm, clenching my eyes shut against all the horrors my mind can conjure.

      When I hear a sound, I pop my head up. That’s when I realize I’ve been asleep. Only one lantern still burns, the other one dark.

      The door opens, and I scramble to my feet, knocking my chair back as I grip the fountain pen in my right hand.

      “Evenin’.” A man limps in, a red kerchief around his neck and a white apron wrapped around his middle. “I’m Cookson. Bit o’ supper for ya.” He places a plate and a cup on the table in front of me, clearly unworried about the pen I’m holding out like a sword. “It’s my beef bourguignon, but I admit ter ya the beef isn’t as tender as I’d hoped given that the last butcher’s order I had fulfilled was quite a ways back, so I had ter salt most of the meats ter keep them fresh, but that also means it’s a bit more difficult for me ter judge just how long is needed to keep them in the broth.” He gives me a nod, his only eye focused on me. “But suppertime is suppertime, isn’t that the truth, young lady?” He smiles and gestures toward the plate.

      I blink, unsure of how to react. First, the man seems truly kind and genuinely worried about the tenderness of the meat that is currently wafting the most delicious smell to my nose. Second, I can see the food. The plate is covered with bits of beef, carrots, and potatoes. It makes my mouth water.

      “How?” I feel like I haven’t seen real food in a year.

      “Oh, you want ter learn how ter cook do ya? Well, I’d be happy ter show you around the galley when you get ter feeling better. Take it easy, no need ter rush while you’re still ill.” He pulls his kerchief from his neck and uses it to mop his forehead. “Hot down there, but worth it.”

      “I …” I lower my fountain pen. Why does he think I’m ill? What’s with the food? “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Any good cook knows that silence at the dinner table is the mark of a good meal.” He winks at me with his one eye, then backs away. “You enjoy it.” Once he’s shuffled from the room, and Smee locks it behind him, I stare down at the food.

      “This can’t be real.” I right my chair and sit down. “Poisoned?” I pick up the wooden tableware Cookson left me, and he even brought a napkin. No, I don’t think anyone who was that proud of his food would poison it, would he? And my god it smells amazing. Real food. Not those damn berries!

      I unfold my napkin, and almost moan with delight when I find a piece of buttered bread inside it. “Oh my god.” I bring it to my nose and inhale. “Come to Mama.” I take a big bite, not giving a rat’s ass if it’s poisoned. It’s fresh bread with butter—what a way to go. I greedily devour the whole thing, then slice my fork through a piece of the beef.

      I don’t know what Cookson was talking about. It’s tender, the dark broth pooling around it. Bringing it to my mouth, I take a bite. It’s warm and absolutely delicious. Throwing caution to the wind, I eat my fill, enjoying every bite.

      When I’m absolutely stuffed, which happens far too soon, to be honest, I sit back. I don’t do Cookson justice as I survey my half-full plate, but if I ate another bite I might explode. I put my fork down and rub my hand over the food baby in my stomach.

      “At least you’re taking good care of me before you kill me.” I raise my cup to the crew of the Jolly Roger and finish off my water.

      For the first time in a while, I feel truly full. My headache recedes to a dull thump, but my body still complains every time I move. My pirate broke our fall into the water, but it still jarred the hell out of me, and I was tense as we fell. Don’t they tell you not to get tense if you know you’re about to be in a car wreck? How does that even work? Of course you tense up.

      I push my plate away and eye the wooden fork. Could it be a weapon? Probably not. The tines are rather dull on the end, as if it’s seen a good bit of use. Best if I stick to the fountain pen.

      Rising, I return to the windows along the back of the captain’s quarters. They have latches, but when I open one, the hiss of the ship cutting through the water is loud in my ears. I swing it back shut. It’s not a reasonable option for escape, but if Hook tries anything—I glance at the bed—I won’t think twice about jumping out into the dark waters. A chill rushes across my skin, my eyes watering at the prospect.

      “Keep it together.” I scurry to the bed, grab the blanket from the top of it, then hurry to the other side of the room.

      It’s sort of thick, likely stuffed with down, and I wrap it all the way around me. Maybe it’ll keep the chill away.

      The lock clicks, and I back up, my heart beating triple time as I stare.

      A man walks in—no feather, no hook—and closes the door behind him. He’s in what I’d assume was normal pirate gear: tricorn hat, white boatneck shirt, black pants, and leather boots. Young like the rest of the crew, though Cookson seems to be an exception, he removes his hat and tucks it under his arm. That’s when I see the bag in his other hand.

      “What’s that?” I back up until I’m pressed in the corner where the windows meet the wall.

      “I’m Skylights.” He gives me a small bow. “I’m the quartermaster for the Jolly Roger, and the medic, when called for.”

      “I didn’t call a medic.” I grip the blanket so tightly my fingers start to tingle.

      He steps forward.

      I squeak in alarm, my gaze on his bag.

      “It’s all right, miss.” He puts the bag on the table, opens it, and steps back. “Have a look if you like.”

      “I think I’m good here.” I pull the blanket tighter around me.

      “Moira—that’s your name, right?” He stays put, his hands behind his back.

      “Yes.”

      “I heard you were bitten by a mermaid?”

      I suppose my pirate has been talking about me. “Yeah, though apparently it was just a ‘taste’, or so I was told.”

      He nods. “Those can still hurt terribly. Might I have a look at it?”

      “I’m good.”

      With a sigh he goes over to the dark lantern and takes it down. “I know you aren’t ‘good’, Moira. You were bitten, kept captive by Pan, then had to jump into the sea to—”

      “What? You think Peter was keeping me captive?” I’m gawking at him, unable to hide it. “Seriously?”

      He presses on the wooden wall to his left, and a panel pops open.

      Wait, there’s storage in the walls? Maybe that’s where I’ll find a weapon. I make a mental note of the cupboard as Skylights fills the lantern with some sort of oil.

      “So, you weren’t kept prisoner?” he asks as he returns the canister of oil and closes the panel. With the strike of a match, he has the lantern lit again. It casts a warm light over the room, putting more shine on the dark walls and honey-colored floor.

      “No. Now I am, though. Just sitting in here waiting for your asshole boss to show up and gut me or do whatever it is he intends to do.” I shiver and pull the blanket even tighter. “Where is he?”

      “The captain’s here. He’s the one who asked me to check on you and give you aid.”

      I snort a laugh. “Sure he did.”

      He raises a brow and leans back against the table, crossing his arms in a casual pose marked with curiosity. “Why would I lie to you?”

      “You’re a pirate.”

      “Yes.”

      “There you go.” I give him a definitive nod.

      “I see.” I don’t miss the amused glint in his dark eyes.

      “I hope you realize there’s no way in hell I’m going to let you touch me.”

      “All right. Fair, I suppose, given your opinion on pirates. May I at least look at your injuries? If I can get a look at the bite, I’ll be able to tell if you have an infection. The fall into the water—it would help if I could palpate—”

      “Absolutely not.” I don’t want any of whatever he just said.

      He sighs. “I’m not trying to hurt you, Moira. I want to help you, if you’ll let me.”

      It’s stupid, but I want to believe him. It’s not like he’s yelling “Avast ye!” and swinging a rapier at me. Still, I can’t just go around putting my trust in people. Especially not here. I’ve learned that the hard way.

      I keep my spot against the wall and eye him.

      “I take it that’s a no?” He shrugs and turns to his bag. “I’ll leave a seaweed poultice for the bite—doesn’t smell good, but it will work a treat on mermaid saliva. For the pain, I’ve compounded a pill.”

      “What’s in it?” I raise a brow as he places the seaweed bandage on the table and then holds out a grayish pill.

      “Medicine.”

      “Like what?” I’m not taking it, but it might come in handy later.

      “Highly-diluted poppy essence with a few other medicinal vitamins.”

      “That’s heroin. Thanks, but I’m not really interested in breaking bad right now.” Though I think that would apply more to meth.

      He gives me a smile and shakes his head. “Not heroin or anywhere even close. It’s mild, but it will help with pain.” He’s still holding it out.

      I’m not going over there. He could grab me. Of course, if he wanted to, he could drag me out of this corner. He’s tall, over six feet, and likely late twenties. Strong. Just like the other pirates on this ship.

      “All right.” He puts it on the table, then goes to another hidden cupboard and pours me a fresh cup of water. “You can take it with this. In any case, get some rest. You look …”

      “Sick? That’s what Cookson said.”

      He grabs his bag and my plate from the table. “You look like you’ve been through a lot. Rest will help you and your body recover.” He backs toward the door. “I’ll be back to check on you later.”

      I want to say ‘don’t bother’ but I don’t. After all, he’s been nothing but kind, even if he is trying to offer me heroin.

      Smee opens the door for him, and Skylights backs out, a rueful look on his face that turns to shadow as he steps into the darkness beyond the captain’s quarters.

      Once again, the door closes and locks, and I finally slump forward, my body aching and the bite throbbing. I hobble to the edge of the bed and sit down, my head swimming a bit.

      I was right. The bed is comfortable.

      “Fuck you, Hook.” I sound miserable. Probably because I am.

      I keep thinking I’m going to hear a knock at the window and find Peter outside with his hand out, waiting for me to take it so he can fly me to safety. But that knock doesn’t come. I’m still on this ship being taken off to who knows where.

      A yawn overtakes me. Then another.

      Shifting back a little bit, I settle on the bed and pull the curtain back so I can keep a steady view of the door. I’ll sit here for a little while, then get back to investigating the room. Skylights had no problem finding compartments filled with all sorts of things. I just need to find the one with the knives or the guns.

      As soon as my body stops aching—I glance at the pill on the table—no. I won’t take it. The seaweed seems harmless, if a little fishy smelling, but I can’t be bothered with it at the moment. Not when I’m trying to think through my escape.

      Lying back, I rest my head on a pillow and turn on my side so I can watch the door. The blanket is warm around me, seeping through the chill of ocean water and fear.

      I’ll stay right here and regain my strength.

      Soon enough, Peter will arrive to rescue me, and I’ll need to be ready to fight when that happens. But I can’t fall asleep. I won’t. I have to stay awake with my attention on the door.

      So that’s exactly what I do.

      Easy.
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        In the midst of them, the blackest and largest jewel in that dark setting, reclined James Hook …

      

      

      Dreams aren’t frightening if you can’t remember them. They’re a fog, one that may be full of warmth and delight or possibly terror and delirium. Either way, ignorance is bliss, and that ignorance is what I’ve known for my entire life until I came to Neverland.

      Now my dreams are soaked in black ooze and coated with soot until no sunlight can ever penetrate. Those are the sorts of dreams that haunt me. Ones with razor claws and dagger teeth.

      That’s the dream I’m having when I wake.

      I open my eyes and try to place where I am. The bed in the cave was never this warm, and I don’t hear any random snores from the Lost Boys. I blink when I hear a seagull laughing somewhere outside. That’s when I remember. I’m on the Jolly Roger, and I fell asleep in Hook’s bed. Shit! I have to get out of here.

      Panic hits me in the gut as I try to sit up. I can’t. There’s an arm wrapped around me, and I’m pressed to someone’s side. I go cold, my heart pounding when I realize who it has to be. I’m in the captain’s bed. Captain Hook’s bed. It’s him. Fuuuuuuck!

      I turn my head slowly and try to find him in the dark, but he’s drawn the heavy curtains, blocking out the faint moonlight and the glow from the lanterns. I can’t see him, but I can certainly feel him. He’s warm, his breath tickling along my hair, his arm heavy and gripping me tightly against him. Muscled body, hard yet yielding. The hand around my waist isn’t a hook, thank god. I might scream if I see it or feel it, so I try to push it to the back of my mind. But that’s when I realize my thigh is draped over him, and my knee is pressed against something that is decidedly thick. Not to mention, hard.

      My head swims as a multitude of curse words flow through my head, all of them directed at myself for getting into this situation. I’ll have to kick myself for falling asleep in a pirate captain’s bed later, because right now, I need to find a way to get the hell out of it without waking Hook.

      Gently, I reach along his arm and find where his hand is resting against me. It’s beneath the blanket, and his hand is beneath my shirt—well, his shirt. Skin to skin, his palm is pressed to my lower back. I take his wrist and slowly pull his hand away, then lift my knee and roll backwards and let his arm fall between us. He shifts toward me, and I realize his scent is all around me. It’s the sea spray and pine tar smell from his closet, the same scent that was on the pillow where I decided to rest my head—like a total idiot.

      He doesn’t reach for me, so I creep backward a little more. Then more. And that’s when my back hits the wall. I thought I was screwed when I woke up, but now that I realize I’ve trapped myself between a vicious pirate and a solid wall, I could scream.

      I run a hand over my face and get a chill that rushes through me like a winter wind. It’s not normal. It reminds me of the time I had the flu. But I don’t feel sick … except for the throb in my calf. I pull my knee up and slide my hand along my leg to feel the wound. I can’t. It’s covered, wrapped up with some sort of bandage. Did the doctor creep in while I was asleep? Jeez, pirates are stealthy creeps.

      The wound still aches, all the same. If I could smack Marinda the mermaid in her perfect face, I certainly would. She’d probably just bite me again, though.

      The only way out of this bed is to crawl over Hook. No way. He’d wake up, and I’d be screwed. Maybe I should just bide my time. Reaching out, I feel for the edge of the blanket and give it a small tug. It comes easily, and I snuggle only a hair closer to the sleeping pirate. His breathing is steady, and he doesn’t even have the decency to have a nightmare. If anyone deserves to feel the terror of dreams, of lingering guilt brought to the surface of the subconscious, it’s him. But no, he sleeps just fine.

      I bring my arm up to use it as a pillow, and something pokes me in the earlobe. That’s when I remember the fountain pen. Moving slowly, I pull it from my sleeve and try to get a look at it, but it’s still too dark in here. Since I can’t see it, I feel it and grip it with the pointy end facing Hook.

      Can I stab a man while he’s sleeping? I feel like the answer to that question should be yes, especially when it’s Hook on the receiving end. A million what-ifs try to parade through my mind to stop me from acting rashly. But what if I can manage to incapacitate him? Maybe then I’d be safe—at least from him.

      I wipe the sudden sweat from my brow, then shiver all over when the chill hits again, making it hard to focus on my murder attempt. When it passes, I’m still gripping the pen. That’s when the what-ifs come back, prime among them, “what if I stab him in the arm and all it does is make him mad?”

      That thought puts a damper on my plan. I tuck the pen back into my sleeve. I shouldn’t use it until I’m certain I can take him out. As it is, it’s just too dark for me to know where to stab him.

      Instead, I decide to bypass him altogether. I have to get out of this bed, but the only way out is past Hook. He’s the dog Cerberus guarding the underworld. I don’t want to be here when he wakes up.

      Easing down the bed, I cram myself against the wall at the foot of it, then feel along the top of the blanket. When my hand comes to his leg, I lighten my touch and keep feeling. There’s not much room between his foot and the wall, but if I can somehow stay on my knees and put one in between his calves, I could make it work. I just have to crabwalk over him. It’s dumb and rash and I shouldn’t be doing it, but fear is an even stranger bedfellow than Captain Hook, and it’s urging me to get the hell out of here.

      I hold my breath and move closer to the sleeping villain, my head aching as I try to see any hint of his form. No luck there, but my hand skates across his foot, and I reach farther to feel the indent between his parted legs. This is it. My only chance.

      Lifting myself onto my knees, I place one between his legs and wait. He doesn’t move, his breathing still even.

      I take a breath and try to calm my raging heartbeat as I feel for his other leg. When my fingers brush against the curtain that separates the bed from the rest of the captain’s quarters, a thrill goes through me. I’m close. Pinching the heavy fabric between my thumb and forefinger, I slowly pull the curtain back and wince when the metal loops make a slight squeak against the railing overhead. But once again, Hook doesn’t move.

      This is working. I’m getting the hell out of this bed. Once I’ve moved the curtain far enough back for me to step out, I scoot myself toward the edge and move my knee farther until I’m straddling the pirate.

      All I have to do is step down smoothly enough that he doesn’t notice.

      I glance at him, making sure he’s still—oh, shit! It’s not Hook. It’s my pirate, and he’s looking right at me!

      I squeak as he grabs my hips, rolls me over, and pins me beneath him. When I try to hit him, he grabs my wrists.

      His scruff scratches against my cheek as he presses his lips to my ear. “And where do you think you’re going, lass?”

      My weak struggle only gains me a tighter grip on my wrists, and when I try to buck him off me, he slides between my thighs, his big body holding me in place.

      “I asked you a question.” He peers down at me, his eyes blue even in this low light.

      “I was just going to—”

      “Sneak out and find a cutlass so you can run me through?” He smirks.

      “When you put it that way, it does sound quite nice.” I sneer up at him.

      His gaze goes to my mouth in that unnerving way that sends a blast of heat through me. Though that might be my fever talking.

      “Sky says you wouldn’t let him treat you. That true?”

      Why do I feel like I’m being scolded? He’s a grown man holding me down and scolding me. No, thank you. “I don’t have to do a damn thing.”

      “That so?” He glances at my mouth again, his grip tightening on my wrists.

      I can’t seem to think. All I want to do is talk back to him. But that’s utterly stupid. He can break me in half if he wants to. And he will. After all, he killed Coy. That thought sobers me up, and I return my gaze to his.

      He seems to sense the shift in me, because he sighs and moves off the bed. “Come on, lass. He needs to take a look at that bite. I put the poultice on while you were asleep, but it hasn’t done a damn bit of good from the look of you.”

      Grabbing my hand, he pulls me to a sitting position and kneels in front of me.

      “What are you doing?” I press my hands to my temples as my head goes woozy.

      “Checking it.” He puts one palm at the back of my knee, the touch sending tingles all through me. “Sorry about this.”

      “About what—ow!” I try to pull my leg away, but he holds it firm and removes the bandage. Pain roars to life up my calf and sizzles along my nerve endings. “Jesus H! That hurts.” Tears well in my eyes as he tosses aside the poultice.

      He rises and hurries to the door, wrenches it open and yells “Sky!” before returning to me with a pitcher of water. “It’s worse. You’re too weak to fight off the infection.”

      “I’m not weak,” I say … weakly.

      He pours me a cup of water and hands it to me. “Drink it.”

      “Probably poison.” That doesn’t stop me from taking a gulp. It hits my stomach and sends a cold ripple along my insides.

      “You need to eat.” He returns to the door and yells again, this time for Cookson.

      I stare up at him as he returns to me, my head still woozy. “What are you even doing in here? The captain just lets his merry band of miscreants take a snooze in his bed whenever they feel like it?” I hiss as he pours some of the water along my leg. When I look down to inspect the damage, my gorge rises. The teeth marks along my calf are oozing pus. “Oh my god.” I cover my mouth with my hand.

      The pirate runs to the window and tosses the water out, then hands me the pitcher. “In there, lass.”

      Though I try to stop it, I can’t. My stomach churns, and every bit of water and food I’ve eaten since I’ve been on the ship pours out of me. It constricts my throat and holds my breath captive until my stomach is completely empty.

      When I look up again, Skylights is there handing me a wet washcloth and taking the pitcher. “Here. Wipe your mouth and lie back. I need to get a look at this, and I don’t want you throwing up again.”

      “I don’t trust you.”

      “Your objection is noted.” My pirate glowers at me. “Now lie back.”

      “No.” I try to smack him away, but my body isn’t cooperating.

      My pirate takes my forearm and gently lowers me onto the bed. “What’s this?” He holds up my only weapon, the fountain pen.

      “It’s mine.”

      “Mmhmm.” He pockets it then sits heavily beside me. “How bad is it, Sky?”

      Pinpricks of pain lace through me, and I gasp.

      My pirate takes my hand, squeezing it hard. “Just breathe.”

      “Shit. It’s not looking good. How long until we’re at Blackbeard’s Cay?”

      “Another hour. Maybe two, depending on the crosswinds.”

      Skylights stands, his face shadowy as the lantern swings behind him. “The sooner the better. Huran will have the right medicines for this. My stores are depleted.”

      “Cap’n?” I can barely see Cookson, but I recognize his voice.

      My pirate turns to him. “She needs to eat. Bring some bread and butter from the larder.”

      “No.” The thought of food turns my stomach. “I can’t. I’ll throw up again. No offense, Cookson.” Why do I care if he’s offended? He’s a pirate.

      “None taken, miss.”

      My mind tries to grasp onto something, but it slips away. What’s bothering me? I mean, other than the gangrene-filled mermaid bite.

      My pirate thrusts the pitcher at Cookson. “More water then, in a fresh tureen. Take this pitcher and dump it over the side.”

      “Yes, Cap’n.” Cookson leaves.

      There’s that word again. My mind wraps around it, inspecting it from every angle. It doesn’t fit. Like a puzzle piece you find stuck to the bottom of your foot when the puzzle’s already been completed. “Wait.” I blink against the darkness creeping at the edges of my vision. “Wait a minute.”

      “I’m going to need to wrap it with fresh seaweed. Hold her steady, Captain.” Skylight’s voice sounds like it’s coming through a tunnel.

      “I’ve got her.” My pirate leans over me, his grip on my shoulders.

      “Why do they keep calling you captain?” I look up at him and try to blink away the black spots. “Why are they doing that?”

      “I suppose if one of them dared call me James, I’d have to make an example out of them.”

      Skylights snorts.

      I can’t tell if he’s fucking with me. From the slight curve of his lips, I can guess he is.

      “When I’m done with this, I should look at the wound in your shoulder again.”

      “Fuck off, Sky. Take care of the girl.”

      “Working on it. All right, I have the poultice ready. Moira, I’m sorry, but this will hurt. I wish you’d taken the pill I left for you.”

      At that moment, so do I. Maybe it could stop the spinning in my head, the confusion that seems to eat me up from the inside out. My pirate is Hook. He’s been Hook this whole time disguised as a crew member.

      “But your hand.” I glance down at where he holds me. “It’s still there.”

      His dark brows draw together. “I don’t follow.”

      “In Wendy’s story, she said Peter cut off your—” I scream loud and long as my leg seems to catch fire and burn down to the bone.

      “Sky, go easy!” Hook barks as his grip on me tightens.

      I try to thrash, to kick, but I’m locked down and awash in pain. “Stop, please!”

      “Almost got it.”

      I scream again, unable to stop myself as Hook looms over me, his grip keeping me still as Skylights tortures me. “Please.” I sob. “Please don’t.”

      “Done!” Skylights yells, and the raging inferno lessens, but it still burns, flames licking up my leg.

      Hook pulls me to him, wrapping me in his arms and holding me tightly against his chest as I go limp. “Give her that pill! Now!”

      A shadow moves behind my pirate—my Hook—and then he’s pressing a pill between my lips and plying me with water.

      I cough and spit, but Hook grabs the pill again and forces it into my mouth.

      His rough hand comes down on my lips, and he uses his other to rub my throat until I’m forced to swallow. “That’s it, lass. Let it settle in your gut.”

      “It hurts.” I loathe the weakness in my voice, the pain that seems to grow bigger, jaws open wide and ready to consume every last bit of me.

      “Shh, lass.” Hook captures me in his arms again and lays me down, then drags his thumbs across my cheeks. “No more tears. The medicine will work fast on an empty stomach.”

      I rest my head in the crook of his neck, inhaling his sea and pine scent and letting delirium take me. What would Peter say if he saw me now? In the embrace of a pirate captain while his crew of monsters answer to my beck and call. He’d hate me. But not as much as I hate me.

      He and Skylights are speaking, but I can’t make out any words. It’s like the TV is on in the background, the low hum of a sitcom, or perhaps some British show from PBS. Something about a modern major general and pirates and men wearing eyeliner who seduce every damsel they meet. I laugh. It doesn’t hurt to laugh. Not right now. My mother would laugh, too, sometimes. She’d come out of her daydream with a giggle, not a scream. I’m trapped with her now. Both of us staring at a wall and seeing nothing. Nothing.

      “Nothing.” I try to explain it to Hook, to the man with the beautiful blue eyes and the heart of a murderer. “Nothing,” I whisper.

      He strokes my hair, his gaze never leaving mine. Like he’s invested. Like he actually cares if I live or die. Delirious, indeed.

      When I close my eyes, I see Coy. The look on his face. The surprise in his eyes, the confusion, the fear. He was afraid. I watched him die and did nothing. Nothing.

      I’m the monster who’s come to the island to feast on its heart. It’s not Hook. It’s me. I’m the rot. I’m the one soaked in Coy’s blood, his life draining away and leaching into my skin.

      “I’m sorry.” I reach for him, for Coy who falls toward me, hand outstretched. “I’m so sorry. Forgive me. Please forgive me. Please, please, Coy. I’m sorry.”

      But he never does. Because he’s dead on the ground, and I’m in the arms of his killer.
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      “—no saving her, James. She’s too far gone.” A gruff voice, one I don’t recognize, pulls me from the darkness.

      Where the hell am I? I can’t get my bearings. I was just on the Jolly Roger, wasn’t I? But I don’t think I’m there anymore. Maybe I’ve been rescued.

      “Peter!” I call for him, but he doesn’t answer. “Peter where are you? Help me!”

      “Don’t summon that cunt.” The gruff voice rumbles nearby. “Lord knows we have enough trouble as it is.”

      “Huran, you’d better save her, or I’ll hang you from my goddamn mainsail.” Hook is right beside me, his demeanor tinged with murder.

      “Don’t you threaten him. I’m warning you, James. This’ll turn ugly fast.” The gruff voice is somehow even angrier. “He’s doing all he can.”

      “He needs to do more, a whole fucking lot more.”

      Tension snaps in the air, and I could swear I hear a sword being drawn, scraping along the edge of its scabbard. But then again, I’ve always had a vivid imagination. I’d laugh at the insanity of all this if I weren’t burning in fiery agony. Nope, I haven’t been rescued. Just delivered to some other version of hell by way of Neverland.

      “You goddamn bastard, I already told you—”

      A smoother voice, kindness laced into its tone, cuts through both of the angry ones. “Put the sword away, my love. It’s all right. Let me work.”

      “James you’re an ungrateful prick, as always,” the gruff man grumbles then falls silent.

      I try to open my eyes, but when I do, all I see is the white cinderblock wall of my mother’s hospital room. It’s as if I’m sitting right beside her, both of us staring, dead-eyed, at absolutely nothing. I wonder if someone might come visit us? No, probably not. I was the only one who visited her in the end. My father had already found several other women to occupy his time. It’s just the two of us, trapped, rotting from the base of our skulls.

      “Let me out!” I try to shake off the shackles created by my mind. I thrash and scream, my body on fire as I try to free myself.

      “Hold her!” the kind man yells.

      Big hands come down on my shoulders, pinning me, locking me into the nightmare.

      “Let go!” I can’t breathe, my body hot and cold.

      “Hang on, lass.” My pirate holds me in place. No, not ‘my pirate.’ Hook. Hook is the one who’s got me in his clutches, his teeth ripping and tearing my flesh away.

      I scream until I’m hoarse, until my throat is nothing but tatters. But Hook doesn’t let me go. He’ll never let me go, will he? I’m doomed.

      My tears roll along my temples and pool in my ears. All I can see is that white cinderblock wall, dimpled and grooved like the surface of the moon. Just as foreign. Just as cold.

      “All right.” A voice from somewhere, or maybe I’m imagining it. “She should start to feel some relief.”

      “When?” Hook bites the word from between his teeth.

      “Any minute now. I cut off the worst of it and bathed it in what I had left of Liuna’s salve.”

      I sob, completely unable to control myself as the cinderblock wall comes closer, swallowing up everything in my field of vision.

      “Fight it, lass. Fight the cold dark. I know it well. Stay with me.” Hook releases my shoulders and pulls me close again, cradling me in his arms like I’m a little lost lamb. “The worst is over.”

      I don’t think that’s true, but I can’t say it. I can’t do anything except sit beside my mother and die slowly, the rot spreading at a steady pace.

      He rocks me gently as the pain from my leg begins to lessen, a tingling taking its place. But I still ache. Everywhere all at once—in my body and my heart. I can’t put together a thought, a feeling, a desire.

      The tingling sensation spreads up my leg, easing me as it goes. Maybe this is me dying. Maybe the infection from the bite is claiming me molecule by molecule until I’m just gone.

      I sigh as the cinderblock wall goes fuzzy and starts to fade.

      Hook holds me tighter and continues to rock me slowly.

      “It’s working.” His voice whispers along my consciousness. “I can feel her relaxing.”

      “She’s not out of the storm yet.” The stoic voice counsels from somewhere nearby. Maybe he’s an orderly at the mental hospital or a particularly attentive doctor.

      “That was the last of the fairy salve, then?” The raspy voice.

      “Yes.” The doctor sounds resigned. “It was quite helpful while it lasted.”

      “Aye. Come now, Huran.” The raspy voice softens a hair. “You’ve done your best. Let’s leave them be. We’ll see if she makes it through the hour.”

      “She will.” Hook’s voice rumbles through me.

      “She’s strong, but she was already drained when she got the bite.” Huran’s voice, the doctor, hovers closer. “I’ll be back to check on her soon.”

      “Thank you.” Hook says it almost grudgingly, but it also has the ring of gratitude.

      The cinderblock wall is gone, and the tingling has spread all the way through me. I feel like I’m floating. Not on water. God no. No more swimming for me. But maybe on a golden cloud, something with glitter in it. Lots of glitter.

      “Glitter?” Hook asks.

      I must be talking, though I don’t feel my dry mouth moving.

      “You’re going to be all right. Huran is the best healer in the waters off Neverland. Hell, he may be the best in all the waters I sail.” Hook kisses my hair.

      I want to claw his eyes out, but I can’t. All I can do is listen to the steady thump of his heart as he rocks me gently. It’s a seduction. It has to be. Hook doesn’t give a shit about me. It doesn’t make sense that he’s going to such great lengths to keep me alive, but perhaps he wants to kill me in some horrible way. It’s a reasonable explanation. Maybe he wants some public display of my death just to spite Peter and the Lost Boys. Coy would take it the hardest. I get a flash of his eyes as the life goes out of them. Right, Coy’s dead.

      “It couldn’t be helped.” Hook doesn’t stop rocking me. “The Lost Boys are just that. Lost. It’s a mercy to release them.”

      I force my eyes to open, and I see the dark scruff on Hook’s face, the sharp line of his jaw, the tanned skin along his throat. A beautiful monster, a murderer of the loveliest design. If I could end him, I would.

      “Many have tried it, lass, make no mistake. None have managed it.” He pulls back and looks down at me, his blue eyes holding mine prisoner. “Though you just might.” When he hoists me higher and settles back into a bed—one in an open, airy room with windows and a soft breeze, I realize we aren’t on the Jolly Roger anymore.

      But I can’t keep my eyes open long enough to figure out where I am.

      “Rest. I’ll keep you safe.”

      I want to laugh, and I swear a giggle bubbles from me, but maybe it’s more of a sob, because the pirate reaches up and swipes some tears away before pulling a blanket over us.

      “Shh, lass.” He begins to hum, the sound deep and smooth.

      I try to pry my eyes open again, but I can’t. That tingling feeling has changed over to almost numbness. I don’t feel pain. It’s still there, though, lurking beneath whatever magical mixture Huran slathered on my leg.

      When Hook sings, his voice so smooth and melodic—that’s when I know I’ve fallen into some other reality, one where villains sing lullabies and heroes can’t save you. “Dreams to sell, fine dreams to sell, Angus is here with fine dreams to sell. Hush now wee bairnie and sleep without fear, for Angus will bring you a dream my dear…”
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        * * *

      

      I wake to a seagull’s laugh. It sits on my windowsill and lets out its raucous chuckle as the moon, now back to only a sliver, hangs in the sky beyond it.

      “Out of here, devil.” A man hurries in and shoos the bird from the window. He turns to me, his mouth turning up into a smile. “Well, hello there.”

      No words come out of my mouth.

      “You’re parched.” He comes to my bedside, his teal robe fluttering behind him, then pours me a glass of water. “Here. Don’t drink too much. Go slow.” With a gentle hand, he lifts my head from the pillow and pours the water into my mouth.

      I swallow, grateful for the moisture.

      Once I’ve had enough, he lays me back down and places the back of his hand to my forehead. “Good. You’ve been out of the fever for two days, but we can’t be too careful.”

      “Who’re you?” I croak.

      “Huran.” He dips his chin. “Very nice to finally meet you, Moira.”

      “You’re the healer?” It’s an effort just to get the words out. I’m so tired.

      “Yes. Among other things.” He winks, his brown skin marked with black tattooed dots all along his cheeks. “May I take a look at the leg?”

      I don’t exactly want him to look at any of me, but I’m not stupid. He’s been looking after me for who knows how long, so he’s seen all of me most likely.

      “All right.”

      “Thank you.” He pulls back the cream-colored blanket and inspects the bandage on my calf. “The drainage has stopped. Also a good sign.” With deft fingers, he unpins the cloth and unwraps it.

      I wince when I get a look at my leg. It’s mottled purple and yellow around the bite, and there are stitches where Huran must’ve had to cut divots from my skin.

      “I know.” He pats my knee. “It looks rough right now. But when it heals, there’ll only be a few dimples and scars. Nothing to worry about and not too unsightly. I thought I was going to have to amputate, but you pulled through. Your leg will be just as strong as it was before.”

      I don’t want an ugly leg but having a working one is the most important thing. “Thanks.”

      “Very welcome.” He grabs a fresh bandage from the nightstand and rewraps it as I look around the room.

      It’s a Caribbean sort of flavor. No glass in the windows, wide wooden shutters, white walls, a white-washed wood floor, and shabby chic furniture scattered around the four-poster bed.

      “Where am I?” I ask as he finishes his work and covers me with the blanket again. The white nightdress I’m wearing looks like something from a Victorian ghost story, but I’m not about to complain about the clothes. I’m just happy to have a leg at this point.

      “Blackbeard’s Cay.” He rises, his teal robe vibrant even in the moonlight. Long braids are gathered at his back and twisted into a rope.

      “Are you Blackbeard then?”

      He smiles, and then it turns into a hearty laugh.

      I guess he’s not Blackbeard. Good. Maybe it’s just named Blackbeard’s Cay because Blackbeard used to live here. Or maybe it’s like, I don’t know, the way a restaurant names itself after a famous person. Maybe before it was just “Sandy Cay” and no one came to visit, but when Huran renamed it “Blackbeard’s Cay” it became all the rage and—Whoa. Yeah, I probably need to rest some more.

      He stops laughing and offers me more water. “Apologies. It’s just no one has ever mistaken me for Ed.”

      “Ed?”

      “Sorry, I meant Blackbeard.” He smiles again, and I estimate he’s possibly fifty or so from the laugh lines.

      I take the proffered water, drinking more this time.

      “That’s enough for now.” He smooths my blanket. “I’ll let the others know you’re feeling better.”

      “Wait.” I try to reach for his hand, but my arm barely moves.

      “Yes?”

      “You have to get me back to Peter. Hook kidnapped me, and he’s going to kill me.”

      His dark brows draw together. “I don’t think—”

      “Please! I’m supposed to be on the island.” I shake my head. “No. I’m supposed to be grading composition papers, but that’s neither here nor there at this point.”

      “I’m sorry, Moira. I think you’re confused.” He squeezes my hand. “I’ll get Ed and James.”

      “Wait!” I finally make a grab for him and snag his fingers. “Hook will kill me. Please! Don’t let him kill me.”

      “You shouldn’t get worked up like this. Not in your condition. Please, relax. You’re safe here.”

      “I’m not safe anywhere if Hook’s nearby.” I glance at the door. “Is he?”

      He gently removes my fingers from his and pats the back of my hand. “Get some more rest. I’ll have a talk with James, all right?”

      I can see I’m not going to get anywhere with him. He’s looking at me like I’m spouting total nonsense. I may as well go along with him … For now. “Okay. That’d be great.”

      He gives me a slightly strained smile, one that tells me he’s not entirely convinced. “Rest. It’s what you need right now. I’ll talk with James and have the cook bring you some foods that will be easy on your stomach.”

      “Thank you.” I settle back on my pillow and close my eyes.

      Once he’s gone, the door shut behind him, I start looking around. There has to be a way out of this room. A flapping sound draws my gaze back to the window as the seagull returns to its perch. This time it’s not laughing, just eyeing me with curiosity.

      If it can come and go through the window, then so can I. I only hope I’m not on a high floor. But Huran is right about one thing—I need to rest. There’s no way I’m making any great escape in this state.

      I take Huran’s advice, biding my time in bed as sleep comes and goes.

      When a knock comes on the door, I try to say, “come in” but my throat has gone dry again.

      The door opens anyway, and a young woman walks in. She’s wearing a black corset and white shirt that barely covers her ample cleavage. A cutlass hangs at her side, her long black hair is swept back in a high ponytail, and I swear she looks like a sexy cosplay pirate.

      “You’re awake.” She slides a tray onto the bedside table. “Let’s have a look at the woman who’s got the whole cay in an uproar.” Bending down, she grabs me under my arms and lifts me into a sitting position.

      My back pops, and I didn’t realize how much I needed a change until I’m settling back against the pillows, relief in my spine.

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      “Here.” She gives me some water, and I reach up with a shaking hand to hold the cup that seems to be fashioned from a coconut shell. I grip it shakily, but she lets it go so I can hold it by myself. Progress.

      When I’m done, I almost drop it, but she takes it and places it beside me, then motions toward the tray. “I made some simple things for you. Huran said you’re positively peaky, and I’d say he’s right.” She gives me a long look, then grabs something from the tray. “Let’s start with rice. Nothing fancy.” She spoons some for me and places it to my lips.

      I’m not particularly hungry, my stomach feeling akin to a dried-up old prune, but I need to get stronger. Besides, I should be grateful for real food. Those neverberries weren’t cutting it, apparently.

      I take a small bite, a few grains of rice on my tongue that she helps me wash down with water.

      “Good start. Let’s keep going.” She spoons me some more, my mouth finally loosening up as I chew. “I’m Widow, by the way.”

      “Moira.” It comes out froggy.

      “Nice to make your acquaintance. Here.” She spoons some more into my mouth, a decent amount this time. I chew, feeling accomplished. Damn, I must’ve been seriously messed up if chewing does it for me.

      I shake my head when she offers me another spoonful.

      “How about some pudding? I made it from Crabapple’s milk. She’s a sassy heifer, but her milk is sweet as pie.” She spoons some pudding to my mouth.

      Generally, I’m not a pudding fan, but with a description like that, how can I say no? I take some of it and am pleasantly surprised by its taste. A little vanilla, a little brown sugar, a lot creamy—this is definitely not a run-of-the-mill Snack Pack.

      “Good, right?” She gives me another spoonful, then another.

      I finish almost the whole little bowl of it before shaking my head again.

      “I think this is a good showing. Blackbeard will be pleased, and Hook might lay off for a while.” She rolls her eyes. “I’ve never seen that man acting like this huge of an ass—and believe me—he’s always an ass.”

      “You know Hook?” I struggle to get the words out, my eyelids already feeling heavy again.

      “Of course. I’m a boatswain for Blackbeard—well, I guess I mean to say I was before he retired.” She grabs the plate and stands.

      That’s when I see the pair of wings on her back. They’re almost see-through, like a ghost of wings, and far smaller than Tinker Bell’s.

      “I can tell you’re gawking at them.” She gives me a look over her shoulder. “It’s all right.”

      “You’re a fairy?” I ask.

      “Only partly.” She shrugs. “Can’t fly. Can’t do magic. But I make a mean pudding.” She smiles again, then heads for the door.

      “Thank you,” I call after her, a million questions flitting around my brain but none coalescing onto my tongue.

      “See you again soon. I intend to feed you well. Blackbeard wants all of Neverland to know how we treated Peter’s boon.” The last word draws blood, like an accidental needle poke.

      “What does that me—”

      She closes the door before I can get the question out.

      I slump back against the pillows, the food sitting heavy in my stomach. Maybe I shouldn’t have had so much pudding.
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        * * *

      

      The bathroom is small but clean. Nothing fancy—no mirror or a real vanity, but it works. I’ve been able to walk myself to it, though it does require a hobble on my part. But I feel stronger. I don’t know how many days—or nights—I’ve been here, but it’s worked wonders. Or maybe the food has. Widow has brought me meals and little tidbits of gossip during her visits over the past few days.

      Still, she isn’t exactly forthcoming when I ask about Hook or Peter, or anything to do with Neverland. She’s close-lipped, and I can tell that it’s the way Blackbeard wants it. I don’t know why. I’ve yet to meet the man. But at least now I know he’s not the one who murders his wives. He’s the biggest pirate of all time, according to Widow. Maybe she’s biased since she’s on his crew. I think Hook is the most well-known pirate I can think of, then Captain Jack Sparrow after him, and maybe the bearded pirates a few spots down from that. But Hook hasn’t come to see me either. Maybe he feels that his prisoner is all sewn up with my bum leg and second-floor bedroom.

      I intend to show him just how wrong he is, but I’m still working up to it.

      At least Widow’s given me some interesting intel. Like how Blackbeard and Huran are an item and have been since they first met when Blackbeard attacked Huran’s vessel. A real meet cute on the high seas with things exploding all over the place. Huran added some more color to the story when I asked him about his history with Blackbeard, but he got shy about the spicy parts. He truly is a kind person. It’s a shame he got mixed up with pirates, but I suppose you can’t help who you fall in love with.

      I limp back to my bed and sit hard on the mattress with a groan. My seagull, who I’ve named Sally, still perches on her window, her shrewd eyes on me. “No treats today, I’m afraid. Widow saw me trying to hide some hashbrown from breakfast for you, and she scolded me.”

      Sally laughs and shakes her feathers before returning to watching the shore outside. A breeze drifts in from the ocean, and the moon glow shows me a glittering sea that stretches far to the horizon before disappearing in a hazy fog. Neverland is out there. I can’t see it, but I can feel it. Like it’s lashed itself to my bones and pulls my strings.

      I hear footsteps in the hallway and recognize them as Huran’s. He knocks and enters, his usual teal robe replaced with a white one.

      “You’re looking spry today.” He smiles and kneels by the bed to inspect my leg. “Very nice. Let’s keep leaving it unwrapped. The stitches came out nicely, and everything’s healing up well.” He stands. “You’re a lucky woman.”

      “What’s with the new outfit?” I ask as I lean back against the pillows.

      “This old thing?” He spins for me. “You’re too kind. Blackbeard has called a meeting of pirate captains. I have to make a good host for the event.”

      “A meeting? Why?”

      He looks away. “Oh, you know, just usual pirate things, I suppose.”

      “You’re a terrible liar.”

      “I know.” He sighs and sits on the edge of my bed.

      “How about the truth?” I probe.

      He pats the back of my hand. “All you need to know is that you’re safe here, all right?”

      “So it’s about me?”

      “It’s about Neverland.” He puts his hand to my forehead, likely out of habit. “But you’re part of Neverland now that Peter’s claimed you as his boon.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He pulls back, his eyes widening. “Oh, nothing.”

      “Huran, please. I’ve been here for days. I’m losing my mind, worried Hook will come and kill me or worse, and—”

      “You’re safe.” He rises. “And James isn’t going to kill you.”

      I see I can’t convince him. He’s bought into whatever lies Hook’s been selling him about his intentions for me. This is going nowhere.

      I lie back and pretend to let it go. “At least tell me what time the meeting is?”

      He glances at the moon. “I’ve got an hour or so.” He hurries to the door. “I need to check with Widow. She said she wanted to try to make soufflés, and I have no idea if she can pull it off.” He pauses in the hallway and turns to me. “After the meeting, we’ll talk, all right? I know you have questions. Once Blackbeard decides our safest course of action, I’ll be able to tell you more. Okay?”

      I force myself to smile. “Okay.”

      He nods and closes the door. Huran’s kind. He’s also an amazing healer. But he’s not too clever when it comes to subterfuge.

      I throw off my blanket and get to my feet, then limp to the window. Sally only fluffs her feathers a bit as I stand next to her.

      The beach curves away from us, palm trees waving in the breeze, dancing under the starlight. Leaning out the window, I peer along the left side of the house and out toward the pier that juts into the sea. Across the water and beyond the breakers, great ships are anchored and shrouded in mist. I count only three, but I know there are likely more buried in the swirling fog that hovers over the ocean.

      Raucous voices pull my attention back to the pier where a rowboat has pulled up onto the beach. A pirate with an almost comically large hat steps into the sand, followed by two others.

      “Don’t forget what I told you. Stick to the plan. Bloody hell! Look at this fucking place, lads. Gussied up like a fresh whore. Goddamn Blackbeard reminds me of my grammy, only with more lace and less mustache.” He laughs, the others joining in as he climbs up the beach and disappears under the palm trees.

      “He sounds nasty.” I exchange a look with Sally. “But his boat looks promising.” Getting back on the water isn’t something I have any desire to do, but there’s no other way to return to Neverland. As long as I stay in the boat, it should be okay. That’s what I have to tell myself even as my stomach churns at the thought of rowing through the pearly fog that separates the cay from Neverland. I can still see Hook’s map in my mind, the cay marked in his slanting black ink.

      “I don’t know if I can do it, though.” I sigh. “I’m still not 100 percent, you know? Then again, if I stay here, it’s only a matter of time before Hook comes for me.”

      Sally ignores me.

      Which leads me down another familiar rabbit hole—why is Peter ignoring me? Why hasn’t he flown here and taken me back to the cave? When he found Coy … My thoughts stray back to that night, but I shut them off again. I can’t function if I think about Coy.

      I reach out and stroke Sally’s back feathers. “Anyway, I’m curious to see what this pirate party is all about.”

      “Never you mind that, lass.”

      I whirl, losing my balance when I try to put my weight on my bad leg.

      Hook catches me, his hands on my upper arms as he sets me back on my feet.

      I back away and startle Sally off the windowsill as my back hits the shutter beside it.

      “Didn’t mean to scare you.” He looks down at me, his gaze on mine.

      Now that I know he’s Hook, I look at him with different eyes. No longer a handsome pirate who takes orders from a power-hungry tyrant—he is the tyrant. A clean-shaven one today. In fact, he looks … Well, I think if I didn’t know who he was, I’d find him handsome in a fierce, sharp sort of way. Dark hair, tan skin, blue eyes. He’s tall and strong, his body well muscled and his gaze sharp. An aristocratic nose with high cheekbones, and a scar along one cheek that ends at his square jaw. His age is a mystery, but if I had to guess, I’d say early thirties. No longer a boy—or a fuckboy for that matter—he’s all man. White shirt open to his lean stomach and black pants with leather boots, he’s dressed the same as always, but his shirt seems to be pressed and his boots have a shine to them instead of bog mud.

      Hook is nothing like the dandy Wendy described, and he has both his hands. No wonder I didn’t recognize him.

      “Is there at least a crocodile with a clock in its gut?” I blurt.

      He cocks his head to the side. “Pardon?”

      I throw my hands up. “Lies.” That was one of my favorite parts of her tale. Of course it was bullshit.

      He straightens. “I only came to check on you. I would’ve come sooner, but Blackbeard was being a right twat about it because of Huran.”

      “I’d rather you didn’t come at all.” I try to coat the words with venom.

      “That so?” He only smirks.

      “Are you slow? That was an insult.”

      “Aye, lass. I know you were certainly trying to insult me. But that’s neither here nor there. I only came to check on you. And to tell you one thing.” He steps toward me.

      I shrink against the shutter despite myself. I want to be tough, but it’s hard when a pirate captain who’s twice your size and has no qualms about killing your friends is coming after you.

      He puts one hand against the wall beside my head and leans forward.

      I hold my breath and fist my hands, ready to do my worst if he tries to hurt me.

      Again, he glances at my lips.

      A puff of breath escapes me, and I suck it back in.

      “Stay here during the meeting, lass. Don’t leave this room no matter what you hear.”

      “What will I hear?”

      He makes a hmm noise. “Pirates aren’t exactly amenable to reason.”

      “I’m aware.” I glare at him, my spine returning.

      He breezes past my implication with ease. “Which means even a calm dinner could turn ugly. I don’t plan on that happening, but I don’t plan against it, either.”

      “That doesn’t even make sense.”

      “You understood me, lass.” He moves even closer, our bodies almost touching. “Do what I say and stay put. Lock the door when I leave. Don’t let anyone else in here unless it’s me or Huran.”

      “You don’t get to tell me what to do.” I try to keep my voice from shaking but fail. Still, I continue, “I don’t care what sick plan you have for me. You aren’t my captain, and I don’t have to listen to you. Now if you would kindly fuck off, I’d appreciate it.”

      His smirk is back, but this time it does things to me. Bad things. Things I’ll never admit. Why is he like this?

      “We’ll see.” He grips my wrist and pulls my fist up, then he brings it to his mouth.

      “Hey!” I try to wrench it away, but he’s far stronger, and he grips my other wrist to hold me in place. He bites my thumb knuckle. Not hard, not enough to hurt. But he doesn’t have to hurt me physically to make me shudder. His lips against my skin, the feel of his teeth—they do that just fine on their own, no pain necessary.

      He drags his lips across the knuckle then lowers my hand. “You have to pull your thumb out of the fist, lass. If you hit a man with it tucked inside your fingers, you could break it.” He releases my other hand and pulls my thumb free, then places it along the outside of my fist. “Like this. Hit a man square on the jaw, and you might have a chance to knock him flat, but I’ll warn you, it’ll hurt if you do it right.”

      My traitorous tongue darts to my lips.

      He follows the movement, his pupils widening. “In fact, there’s plenty that can hurt when you do it right.”

      “Thanks for the lesson.” I want to murder my breathy voice. “Now please fuck off.”

      He backs up a step. “Effective cussing is a lesson for another day.” Turning on his heel, he strides toward the door.

      Did … did he just imply I’m not creative with words?

      “I’ll have you know I could cuss circles around anyone.” What the hell am I saying? No, I certainly can’t. He’s a sailor, for heaven’s sake.

      “We’ll see,” he says with the smug, infuriating tone. “After the meeting.” He closes the door behind him, but I don’t hear him walk away.

      I creep over to the door and listen.

      “Lock it, lass.” His voice vibrates through the wood.

      I flip the lock and flip him off, even though he can’t see me.

      He walks away with a chuckle, and then I hear his boots on the stairs.

      That settles it. If he’s coming for me after the meeting, then I have to get the hell out of here before it’s over. I can’t risk falling into his hands again, not when I know he has zero qualms about killing.

      I return to the window and peer out at the rowboat. Despite the acid churning in my stomach, I know it’s the only way off this cay that doesn’t end with me at Hook’s mercy. My decision is already made.

      I go to my bed and start winding up the sheets to make a rope. I’m halfway done when yelling breaks out downstairs, and I’m lowering it out the window when a shot is fired, followed by a scream, a curse, and the sound of a bottle smashing.

      Damn pirates.
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      By the time I lower myself to the ground along the side of the house, my arms are shaking, and I’m drenched in sweat. I have to sit down and rest my head in my hands for a short while until the blood stops roaring in my ears.

      All right, so I’m not 100 percent, but I have to keep going. If Blackbeard discovers I’ve escaped, there’s no telling what will happen to me. And I know what will happen if Hook finds me. That gets me up, my knees wobbling and my injury aching.

      Sally flutters past and shoots through the trees to the pier beyond. She seems to know my intentions as she hunkers down on the pier as if to wait for me.

      The pirates are still arguing inside, but I can only catch words here and there—many of them deeply profane. But there is a fair amount of “Peter” and a smattering of “boon.” I want to know what the hell that means, but I intend to ask Peter. And if he doesn’t give me a straight answer, I don’t know what I’ll do. He’s the touchstone I’ve been trying to hold onto ever since I got to Neverland, but if he’s as untrustworthy as everyone else on the island … Then maybe I’m well and truly lost.

      “Don’t think like that,” I mutter to myself and lean against the house as I make my way through the sandy soil. Barefoot and still wearing a white nightgown, maybe I can pretend to be a ghost if someone spots me. That makes me smile. At least I can still amuse myself, right?

      The house is a large, white-washed mansion with a wide porch. Noise and harsh laughter spill from the glassless windows, and the most sound seems to be concentrated toward the front of the house—the side that just happens to be facing the pier.

      “Now friends—” A gruff, familiar voice booms over the noise. “And enemies—I’m looking at you, Calico Jack—”

      The pirates laugh as Blackbeard continues, “I feel that we’re all in agreement as to what to do about this crisis. Neverland’s instability is spreading, and it’s only a matter of time before all our ports of call are under the same dark cloud. The sun never rises over this cay any longer, and now Atlantis and the Triangle are threatened. That’s why I’ve gathered the captains, the pirate kings and queens of the sea, here, and it’s worked. We have a plan. We have Peter’s boon—”

      “I’d like to take a look at her, Blackbeard. Bring her out. I want her to dance for me,” a woman calls, and several of the other pirates yell their agreement.

      “Ah, Captain Anne, I’m afraid the little thing has been bitten by a mermaid. Nasty wound.”

      “Then bring her out so she can sit on my lap,” Captain Anne calls back. “I’d like to see just how much of a boon she really is; see how deep that good luck goes.” She laughs with lascivious mirth and is joined by plenty of voices.

      I wrinkle my nose. Shouldn’t we women stick together?

      “She’s not a toy for the likes of us, so you’d best shut your mouth if you want to keep all your teeth.” Hook’s voice cuts through all the others, and his really does drip venom.

      “Hook doesn’t want to share his plaything?” Anne cajoles. “Doesn’t want to let me have a little taste?”

      “One more word about her, Anne. One more fucking word.” I don’t know how death can become wrapped around a tone, like a suffocating black note played on a piano of bones, but that’s what Hook’s voice sounds like.

      The pirates fall silent, and I can imagine all eyes are on Anne.

      “Enough talk. More rum.” Blackbeard slices through the tension. “The agreement’s made, and Captain Hook sets sail tomorrow. Our work here is done. It’s time for the revel. It’s been too long, far too long since I’ve gotten shit-housed with all my closest friends and worst enemies—once again, looking at you, Jack. Now, who wants to tell of their latest victory? Anne, you start. I heard you sacked a galleon full of nuns. Is that true?”

      The silence returns, heavier than before. I pause, straining to hear what happens next—will she taunt Hook or let it go?

      After what seems like an unbearably long wait, Anne’s voice rings out. “Ah, I love that story. All true. I ran upon them off the coast of Isla de Puta, a whole—wait, what do you even call a bunch of nuns? A gaggle of them?”

      “A spit roast for the likes of you,” one pirate yells, and they all fall out with laughter.

      Cringe. I drop low onto my hands and knees and use some scratchy bushes as cover as I veer away from the house and try to find the quickest path to the tree line. I need cover, and the palm trees can hide me from the pirates who’ve started up a sea shanty about a drunken sailor.

      When I’m crouched beside the last bush between me and the trees, I look out at the expanse of sand that I’ll have to cover. It’s wide. Too wide. The chances of someone spotting me are good, especially now that the moon is half full and almost overhead.

      I look back at the house. A sailor hangs out a front window, a bottle in one hand, as he sings as loudly as he possibly can. Anne is still telling her story inside, and a few more pirates spill out onto the porch with bottles in their hands.

      There’s no way I can make it now. Shit.

      I scurry back beneath the bushes and look around again. If I go slowly and stay low, I can get back to the side of the house and try to make it to the beach from the backside. The way doesn’t have much cover, but hopefully no one will be looking.

      Struggling through the sandy undergrowth, I crawl along until I get out of sight from the porch. Then I stand and limp to the back of the house. Once I check to make sure it’s clear, I take off across the sandy expanse and head for the trees.

      When I make it and lean against a trunk, the sea ahead of me and the house behind, I let out a breath of relief and listen to see if anyone sounds the alarm.

      I wait a while, but no one comes, no bell rings—nothing happens. I’m in the clear.

      The moon shines down on me as I go from tree to tree, crabs skittering away into the surf where seashells gleam.

      The pier is ahead, Sally still keeping watch. I sneak up to it, the house loud with singing and yelling. At least no one’s shooting anymore.

      There are several boats pulled up on the other side of the pier. I’ll have my pick. The water draws my eye, and I stare at it. The waves seem relatively calm, but the black water gives me some flashbacks that make me have to take a deep, shuddering breath. I catch the scent of smoke, probably from a cigar. The pirates are in full party mode. This won’t be easy, especially in my weakened state, but I have to escape. Facing Hook isn’t going to end with me still breathing. At least this way, I have a chance.

      I keep close to the pier and try to see if there’s a way underneath it without getting into the water. There isn’t, and I can’t bring myself to swim for it.

      I creep back to the trees and wind my way through them to the other side of the pier. Once I’m back at the surf, I choose the boat closest to me. It seems sturdy, especially when I try to push it into the water and it doesn’t budge.

      “Shit.” I grit my teeth and push again, my leg burning from the effort.

      “There she is.” A surprised voice. “No wonder she wasn’t in her room. Fuck me at our luck. Grab her!”

      I spin and see two pirates coming at me, one of them carrying a burlap sack.

      “No!” I run, but the only direction open is toward the sea. When my feet hit the water, I freeze, fear rooting me to the spot.

      Rough hands grab me, and I scream as the sack comes down over my head. It smells of fish and grease, and I thrash as a pirate picks me up and throws me into a boat. I yelp with pain as I land hard against the unforgiving lumber, and then the boat rocks more.

      “Shut up or we’ll shut you up.” One of them kicks me, not hard enough to hurt, but he gets his point across. “Go and fetch the captain. He’ll want to get on back to the Ranger.”

      “I’ll get him. Keep her quiet.”

      “My pleasure.” A rough laugh, and then I feel a weight settle on my side. No, not a weight, it’s a boot.

      I try to roll away from it, but the pressure only increases. The bag grows more claustrophobic, and I inch my hands up to my face to push the fabric away from it.

      “Don’t bother. You aren’t going anywhere.” The pirate rocks the boat a little, then I hear a glug-glug noise. “Want some?”

      Something drips onto the burlap, wetting it and my face. Bitter alcohol, the scent of it stinging my nose. I cough and try to roll to my side, but his boot presses down harder, forcing me onto my back.

      “A little more?” He pours it right over my face, the caustic liquid going up my nose as I turn my head and keep my eyes shut tight.

      “Cock, what are you doing?” The boat rocks violently as the pirate stops waterboarding me with alcohol and I try to breathe.

      “Just wetting her whistle for you, Captain,” the pirate mumbles.

      “Row. Fast.” Someone grabs the bottom of the sack and starts yanking it up. “No, Balls, you row. You’re stronger.”

      “Aye, Captain.” The boat shifts again, and then I hear the shick shick of oars in the water.

      When the burlap is lifted from my face, I use the sleeve of my nightdress to wipe the liquor off my face. Looking up, I only see the brim of a giant black hat with the moon high behind it.

      “Puny, ain’t she?” one of the pirates says. “Not worth the trouble.”

      The hat moves, and I hear the sound of a hand hitting flesh. “When I want your opinion, I’ll give it to you, Cock.”

      “Sorry, Captain.”

      I scramble to a sitting position and back away from the squabbling pirates. But that lands me at the feet of the rowing pirate where I almost get brained with the end of the oar. Turning, I press my back to the side of the boat and wrap my arms around myself.

      The huge hat keeps the pirate’s face in shadow, but the other two are practically leering at me, though one is holding his cheek.

      “Sorry for Cock and Balls. They aren’t the brightest on my crew.” The pirate offers me his hand.

      I don’t take it. I’m too busy trying not to look at the black water or think about the fact this pirate’s crew are named Cock and Balls.

      “Ah, well.” The captain leans back on his elbow. “You’re suspicious.”

      “Where are you taking me?”

      “To my ship of course.”

      “Why?”

      The captain leans closer, whiskey on his breath. “What? A fellow can’t take a pretty woman when he sees one anymore?”

      All I can do is blink up at the ridiculous hat.

      “Of course he can, Captain. Way of the world.” The one rowing, Balls I think, gives me a rude wink.

      I could scream. But what would that do for me? Bring Hook? Out of the frying pan and into the fire. I pull my knees up, though I’m careful to keep my legs together. I didn’t think this through enough. Not nearly enough.

      “Anyone following?” The captain turns his head, and I finally get a look at him in the moonlight.

      He’s the one who I saw coming ashore earlier. At least I think he is. Pirate fashion isn’t too varied, it seems. He’s got dirty blond hair, a wide mustache that curls upward on the ends, and hollow cheeks. I couldn’t guess his age. He could be a worn 25 or a youthful 50.

      “Naw, we’re clear.” Cock turns and keeps an eye on the shore as Balls continues rowing, his body odor wafting over me with each stroke.

      I put a hand to my nose and try to breathe deeply to calm the stampeding beat of my heart. There has to be a way out of this. I glance at the black water. No way. Even if I could bring myself to jump out of this boat—which I don’t think I can… That’s it. That’s where my thought stops, because my mind can’t even contemplate it any farther. The fear is too big, eclipsing the idea before it’s fully born.

      “You’ll be plenty comfortable onboard, miss.” The captain runs his fingers along the brim of his hat. “And the trip to Neverland won’t take too long.”

      I whip my head around. “You’re taking me to Neverland?”

      “Sure am. I made a deal with your lover boy over there. Going to come out of it with quite a load of fairy dust.” He sucks on a tooth. “Just have to deliver you.”

      Surely, I haven’t misheard him. He means to return me to Peter. This is actually … a stroke of luck for once? I want to believe it, but I’ve been fooled by a pirate before.

      “Are you serious?”

      “I’ll have you delivered before the moon is high again.” He picks something off his leather pants and flicks it into the sea. “A deal is a deal.” He grins, the moon glinting off a golden front tooth.

      I don’t know what to say. I can only hope it’s true. But I don’t feel as relieved as I might. Not when my life is in the hands of pirates.

      Balls rows for a while longer, then slows the boat as we approach a ship that’s maybe half the size of Hook’s.

      “Let’s go. Peter’s waiting.” The captain stands and offers his hand again.

      This time I take it, and he jerks me to my feet.

      Someone throws a rope ladder over the side, and I cringe when the captain gestures toward it. “Ladies first.”

      “I don’t know if I can.” It’s not too high up, but my leg is already aching.

      “Best get a move on then.” Cock snorts and grabs the ladder, handing the end to me.

      I gingerly move to it, careful not to rock the boat too much. We’re in deep water now, the shore far behind us. The mist surrounds us, covering everything with a milky haze.

      I pull on the ladder, testing it, and it holds as pirates clunk around on the deck above me. It takes more effort than I thought I had, but I manage to climb using mostly my good leg. When I pull myself onto the deck, I look back over to find all three pirates in the boat staring up at me. That’s when I realize they’d been looking up my dress.

      Yanking my dress over my knees, I catch my breath as I sit with my back against the side railing. Pirates mill around, all of them eyeing me suspiciously, some of them whispering to each other. When the captain pops over the top of the ladder, he takes off his ridiculous hat and tosses it to one of the men. “Hang it up.”

      “Aye.” The pirate limps off, one of his legs a wooden peg.

      “Welcome aboard.” The captain takes my arm and pulls me along with him toward the front of the ship. “You’ll be plenty comfortable. I’ll even be so kind as to keep you in my private quarters.” He turns to me, a smile on his lips. “Seeing as how I’m a gentleman.”

      There’s nothing about this man that’s remotely gentle. I glance back at the island, but I can’t see it through the fog. My misgivings are growing by the second, but I’ve made my stupid bed, so now I have to lie in it—stupidly.

      “In here.” He opens a narrow door that leads into his quarters, the ceiling low and only one window along the back. It smells like stale laundry with extra muskiness. I want to cover my nose, but I’m trying not to be rude.

      “Get underway, you dogs!” The captain’s shout makes me jump.

      I look around the sparse room and realize Hook’s quarters verge on nice. This is more like a cellar than anything, musty smells included.

      “Nice, eh?” He closes the door and leans on it, his hand behind him as I hear the lock turn over. “Let it never be said that Calico Jack doesn’t know how to treat a lady.”

      Calico Jack? Isn’t that the one Blackbeard kept joking about being his enemy?

      “Have a seat.” He points to the bed. “It’s mighty comfortable.”

      The ship lurches, moving through the sea toward Neverland.

      “I’m good.” I back against the wall and glance out the window. “When will we get to Neverland?”

      “Already wanting to leave us?” He steps toward me, his gaze raking up and down my body.

      My heart drops into my stomach, and I glance at the door. “I just know Peter’s worried about me. That’s all.”

      “I’d say so.” He moves closer. “He’s paying me a pile of fairy dust and a heap of gold to deliver you to his doorstep.”

      “Then we’d better sail faster.” I stare back at him.

      “We will.” His tongue darts out and wets his bottom lip. “When I’m done.”

      I tense, my entire body going rigid as he leers at me. I don’t have to ask what he means, not when he reaches for his belt. “No!” I scream and dart along the wall.

      He closes the distance between us, and I try to jerk to the right and avoid his grasp. I don’t. His fingers grip my night dress, and he yanks me to him.

      “Let go!” I slap at him, but he shoves me back against the wall.

      The back of my head explodes with pain, and I see stars for a moment. Then he’s on me, grabbing my arm and dragging me toward his bed.

      “Stop!” I fight, yanking against him and trying to free myself. But he’s bigger and stronger, and I don’t stand a chance against him.

      He throws me onto the bed. “The bossy twat didn’t say what shape I had to deliver you in, girl. Keep fighting me, and you’ll be a lot worse for wear.”

      I kick at him, still fighting as he slaps a hand on my chest and holds me down.

      “Quit moving. It’ll be over soon. Just take it and stop your whining.”

      “Get off!” I scratch his face, my soul turning into a caged animal.

      He roars and rears back, backhanding me across the cheek so hard it makes my ears ring.

      I gasp, pain radiating through me as my mind swims.

      “Better.” He grunts and knees my legs apart. “Hook already had it. Now I want my turn. You’re my spoils now.”
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      I fight. I have to. Even though Jack hits me again, his hand open and stinging against my cheek. I won’t give in.

      “Bitch!” He bares his teeth and wraps one palm around my throat. “Stop squirming!”

      “Fuck you!” I claw at his hand, my fingernails scraping deeply as I try to free myself. Then I make a fist, my thumb locked against the outside of my fingers, and swing as hard as I can. I catch him in the face, and my hand explodes with pain as he yowls and grabs his bloody nose.

      A whistle sounds outside, the noise high and sharp.

      The pirate stills and turns his head to bark, “Fucking hell, what is it?”

      “The Jolly Roger,” a pirate calls through the door. “Bearing down on us fast, Captain Jack.”

      I hear the tremble in the pirate’s voice.

      “That goddamn bastard is trying to take my spoils.” The pirate captain releases me and hurries to the door, opens it, dashes out, and slams it behind him.

      I sit up and scramble out of the bed. My heart is thundering against my ribs, and hot tears overflow down my cheeks. My lip is busted, but that small burst of pain is nothing compared to the terror that threatens to engulf me. That was close. Too close.

      I rush to the window. There’s a latch in the middle. I flip it with shaking fingers, then swing the window open. A narrow wooden ledge lines the back of the ship, perhaps just big enough for someone to stand on if they could maintain a hold on the railing that’s just below the window sash. But below the ledge is nothing but black water, the depths inscrutable and covered with swirling mist. If I fall, I won’t survive. I know that as surely as I know that if I stay here and Calico Jack returns, something bad is going to happen to me in this room. Something I won’t recover from.

      I lean out the window, but something in the darkness behind the ship catches my eye. It’s a light. No, several lights—lanterns floating high in the fog and approaching quickly.

      “Hoist the mainsail!” Captain Jack yells. “Now! Now!”

      Scampering footsteps are everywhere as men yell, something whines and hisses, the ship jerking to attention, and then it shoots forward.

      I hold onto the windowsill lest I topple overboard. We’re moving fast, the sea behind the ship becoming topped with white as we begin creating a wake. But the lanterns are still floating in the dark, coming closer even though the Ranger is moving at a decent clip.

      It’s Hook. He won’t let Calico Jack steal his prize. For some reason, a single thread of relief sews through me. Hook at least took me to Huran for treatment. He didn’t try to … I glance at the bed, then tear my gaze away. Maybe that saying “better the devil you know” applies in this situation.

      More yelling comes from the Ranger, but the Jolly Roger slices silently through the water, its lights glimmering in the mist.

      Heavy footsteps sound overhead, and then I hear Calico Jack above me.

      “He’s coming on fast. Too goddamn fast! Hard starboard!”

      Someone yells back at him, “That’ll take us too close to the whirlpool!”

      “I said hard starboard, Guernsy! Disobey me, and I’ll spill your guts on the deck!”

      “Aye, Captain!” The ship veers hard, and I scrabble to hang onto the windowsill. I don’t. Instead, I go tumbling onto the wooden floor and slide hard up against the base of the bed.

      With a cry, I climb away from it, the floor at a harsh angle as the ship turns. Everything in the room stays put, but the dark lantern overhead hangs sideways. I stay on the floor as the ship maintains its perilous tilt. After what feels like an hour but is probably only a minute, the ship begins to even out again.

      Now I hear the hiss of the sea, the water rushing against the timber as Calico Jack orders his pirates around on deck.

      There’s fear in his voice.

      Good.

      I want him to be afraid.

      I get to my knees and crawl to the door. Right when I get there, my stomach lurches.

      I realize I’m going to be sick as I reach for the knob, then make a last-second decision and scramble back to the bed.

      My stomach lets loose, tossing up everything it has as I aim right for Calico Jack’s nasty yellowed pillow. When I can finally breathe again, I spit what’s left on his bed, admire my handiwork for only a moment, then return to the door.

      The ship is back to rights now, and I can feel its movement. We’re speeding through the water. But I still see the lights through the mist, the lanterns that promise a brief reprieve at the hands of Captain Hook. A laughable thought.

      I grip the doorknob and turn it slowly. Cracking the door open, I realize I shouldn’t worry too much about stealth. The pirates are dashing around and yanking on ropes, turning cranks, and staring at the water both ahead and behind. They pay me no mind. The sails are full and tight, the wind pushing us ahead at a reckless pace.

      The captain is above me shouting orders, and I ease out and peek up at him. The ship’s wheel is on the top deck above the captain’s quarters. He’s got a death grip on it, his eyes straight ahead, though I don’t know what he sees through the mist. It’s thick and swirling. We could be heading right for an iceberg, and we’d never know it. My stomach threatens to empty again, and I swallow hard, fighting off the nausea as best I can.

      A pirate runs past, then scales the mast ahead of me. He moves easily up it, grabbing the ropes and bits of grip until he’s at the very top. Hanging onto it, he leans out and looks ahead.

      “We’re too close, Captain!” His yell is barely audible over the sound of the ocean and the wind in the sails. “It’ll swallow us!”

      “He won’t take this from me!” The captain yells back. “James Hook can bugger himself right in his own asshole before I’ll give him the girl!”

      I don’t dare look up at Calico Jack again, but the ship doesn’t change direction. We’re still hurtling straight ahead toward whatever the guy up the mast is worried about. Wait, didn’t someone yell something about a whirlpool earlier? The blood drains from my face, and I grip the door hard as I try to peer into the fog. I remember a whirlpool on Hook’s maps. Is that where we’re headed? If the map was accurate, then the whirlpool is enormous. Plenty big enough to destroy this ship.

      “Captain!” The man on the mast is almost screaming now. “Captain, please!”

      A shot goes off.

      I jump back inside the doorframe as the pirate falls to the deck right in front of me.

      He lands all wrong, his legs twisted and his face down. My gorge rises again, and I dry heave.

      “If any more of you decide to go yellow on me, you’ll meet the same fate!” Calico Jack yells.

      No one comes to check on the dead man. The others just keep working as if their captain didn’t just murder a man.

      “If Hook gets ahold of us, you’ll wish I did you the same!” Calico Jack adds. “Guernsy, is the powder ready? Where the fuck is Guernsy?”

      “He’s below, Captain. Cannons are ready,” one of the men yells.

      Calico Jack laughs, the sound unhinged. He’s afraid. No matter what he says, he’s terrified of Hook. So scared, in fact, that’s he’s sailing us right into our death.

      Keeping my hands on the outer wall of the captain’s cabin, I make my way to the side of the ship. The rowboat is there. Covered loosely with a tarp, it has oars poking out on either side. Maybe I could climb in and—I stop and look up when I hear a roar.

      It only grows louder as I stare at the fog ahead of us. The crew does the same, some of them letting go of their ropes and hanging onto the rails as the mist clears.

      The source of the roar becomes clear—the whirlpool. The waters spin in a huge circle, waves higher than the ship rising in a wall around it and echoing out into the sea before dissipating. We can’t go in there. There’s no way we’d survive.

      “Ready the cannons!” Calico Jack yells, his voice barely audible over the din of the water.

      My knuckles go white as I grip the sides of the rowboat.

      Turning back, I gasp when I see the Jolly Roger right behind us, its figurehead a beautiful mermaid with her teeth bared.

      “Hard port!” Calico Jack yells as the ship wrenches to the side.

      I hold onto the rowboat as we veer away from the swirling walls of water ahead of us, the ship fishtailing as we swing around to face the Jolly Roger broadside.

      “Fire!” Calico Jack cries.

      The entire ship rocks as the cannons let loose. I want to cover my ears, but I don’t dare let go of the rowboat. Smoke and the acrid smell of burned powder fill the air as bits of wood fly off the sides of the Jolly Roger. But it’s like a fly biting a horse—unpleasant for the horse but easy enough to ignore. The Jolly Roger keeps coming, the figurehead aiming right for us.

      But we’re moving again. Backwards this time.

      “Captain, the whirlpool’s got us!” a pirate yells from somewhere behind me.

      “No!” Calico Jack turns the wheel in a never-ending circle, but whatever he’s doing isn’t enough. His ship can’t resist the pull of the water. My stomach clenches and cramps, and I try to pull myself into the rowboat. It’s futile. I know it is. The waves we’re being dragged into will drown everything—the Ranger and this sad little rowboat right along with it.

      I get my good leg over the side and roll into the boat, the tarp beneath me as I sit up and grab the sides. When I look up again, I scream. The Jolly Roger is nearly on top of us, the mermaid’s fierce teeth right in front of me.

      “Captain, they’re boarding us!” Pirates rush around me, their swords drawn.

      Something swings past me, and then I see someone hit the deck in front of me, his sword swinging as he cuts down man after man. No, not someone—it’s Hook. I can tell by the fierceness of his fight, the way he moves. I can almost smell the sea spray and pine tar on him.

      More men land on the deck and fight alongside him. Then I see a flash of dark hair and a ridiculously great rack. Widow. She’s here, too, fighting with a ferocity I can only envy. The one with all the tattoos, Bill, grabs two pirates and crashes their heads together. Starkey wields his sword like he’s doing a dance, cutting and murdering with effortless flair.

      Hook runs to the captain’s cabin and flings the door open, then wheels around, his gaze searching the ship. When his eyes meet mine, he stomps right toward me.

      A pirate rushes him. Hook cuts him down without even turning his head, his blade slicing the man almost in two.

      “There you are, lass,” he yells over the sound of the whirlpool.

      Water is splashing all around now, the wall of swirling water so close I know there’s no way we can escape.

      “Damn you, Hook!” Calico Jack calls, but he doesn’t come down from the wheel to fight.

      Hook ignores him and reaches for me.

      Shame coats me as I go to him, letting him lift me from the rowboat without protest. He’s my enemy, but if I stay here, I’m dead. I can’t help Peter if I’m at the bottom of this hellish whirlpool.

      “Hang onto me, lass. Tight.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck, and he helps me clasp my legs around his waist.

      “Tighter,” he growls in my ear.

      I squeeze, clinging to him as he reaches for a rope and lashes it around his forearm.

      He turns his head and yells, “Abandon ship!” Then he yanks on the rope.

      Before I can even scream, we’re hoisted into the air, pulled high and fast until we’re up and over the deck of the Jolly Roger.

      When we land, I think I might pee myself. From fear or relief—I don’t know which.

      “Captain, the pulley’s stuck!” one of the pirates on his deck yells.

      “Here, lass.” He pulls me off him and turns me, placing my arms around the front mast. Then he grabs another rope and wraps it around my middle, then ties a complicated knot with ease. “You’ll be safe here.”

      He runs toward the sailors, climbs another mast with total ease and starts feeding rope through a pulley system overhead. When he pulls his hands back and yells “Now!”, his men pull so hard and fast the rope begins to smoke.

      Starkey and the tattooed pirate appear through the pouring seawater and land in a heap on the deck. Then Hook loops another rope around the pulley system, and all of them heave it backwards. Widow rises over the railing and smacks into a sail before gripping it and riding it down to the deck.

      “Fuck me!” she yells as she lands on a pile of rope, her boots skyward.

      “Smee! Hard port! As hard as she can go!” Hook yells, and the pirates along the deck echo his order.

      He rushes back to me and wraps his arms around me, shielding me from the back as the solid mast rises in front of me. “Hold on!”

      Right as he says it, the ship lurches to the side, and I scream as the galleon’s timbers groan under the impossible pressure. The wall of spinning water rises to our right, and I can barely see the top of it now. We’re caught in its powerful pull, both ships racing along with the screaming current.

      Calico Jack’s ship is starting to rise up the nearest wave, and I can’t see anyone on the decks anymore. Only him at the wheel, still furiously turning.

      “We’re going to get clear. Just hang on!” Hook presses against me, his body hard yet warm at my back.

      Even though the Jolly Roger is a large ship, it’s nothing compared to the power of the black cyclone to our right. If we get sucked in, we’ll never escape.

      A blast of water from the top of the monstrous wave falls onto the ship, the timbers whining again as one of the sails falls behind us, wood splintering and slamming into the deck. Water rises to my waist before it sluices off from the sides.

      “We’ll get clear, lass.” Hook stands firm, his resolve like a physical touch. “She can take it.” He slaps the mast.

      The ship is still listing to the side, pulling away from the vortex slowly. Once we’ve gotten far enough away that I can no longer tell if Calico Jack is still at the wheel, we pick up speed. The water no longer falls on us in punishing sheets, and the crew starts moving around on deck, working on the fallen sail.

      “There.” Hook backs away and unties his impossible knot with nothing more than a flick of his wrist.

      I turn and lean against the mast, my heart still pounding as I stare at the whirlpool that’s still too close for comfort.

      Hook grips my chin and pulls my face back to his, his gaze going to my lips. When he gently rubs his thumb across it, I wince and remember where Calico Jack struck me … along with everything else he tried to do.

      Hook seems to change in front of me. From the man who just saved my life into the monster Peter warned me about.

      “Calico Jack did this.” It isn’t a question. Not really. When he meets my gaze again, he asks, “What else did he do to you, lass?”

      I drop my gaze.

      He leans down, trapping me in his deep blue eyes. “Speak plain.”

      I don’t want to say it, don’t want to even think about what just happened. But Hook isn’t letting go. If anything, the storm in him is rising higher and higher, the pressure between us growing with each moment.

      “Tell me.” His voice softens only a hair, only enough to stroke the part of me that needs coaxing. The part he somehow senses when no one else has.

      “He, he tried to …” I can’t finish. I’m not ready to talk about that. I don’t know if I’ll ever be ready to talk about it.

      Hook grabs the nape of my neck and pulls me close. “I’m sorry.” His voice is gruff, and I don’t miss the anger in it, but there’s also sincerity. I don’t know how I can feel it, but I do.

      With that, he releases me and stalks off down the deck. “Back to starboard, steady as she goes!” he yells.

      Starkey pops up from where he’s been working on the fallen sail. “Captain?”

      “You heard me!” Hook barks. “Starboard!”

      I don’t know what starboard means, but a weight settles in my gut when I look at Hook, at the way he radiates calm, cold fury.

      “Aye, Captain!” several men yell in unison.

      The ship turns back toward the whirlpool, toward Calico Jack’s Ranger that is still struggling to escape the pull of the swirling water.

      Hook leans on the side rail, his gaze set on the Ranger.

      “Orders?” Cecco, the one with the thick Italian accent, calls.

      “Sink it!” Hook bellows.

      Starkey drops the corner of the sail and hurries over to Hook. “What? Why?” He looks out at the Ranger then turns his head, catching a glimpse of me, his gaze flicking to my throat. His eyes narrow. “Oh, fucking oath! The bastard’s brought this on himself.” He dashes away and down into an opening leading below decks.

      “On my command!” Hook’s voice booms over the roar of the water and the sounds of the ship. His voice thunders, power in every syllable.

      We drift closer to the Ranger, close enough that I can see Calico Jack again. He’s clinging onto the wheel now, only one of his sails still up as his ship is being wrenched up the high wave and dragged along.

      Hook turns his head, his gaze catching mine. He stares at me, so much passing between us that I don’t understand.

      Then he raises his hand, and with every bit of malice one man can hold, he yells, “Fire!”

      The cannons boom, and the ship shakes as the cannonballs take flight. The Ranger doesn’t stand a chance. Even through the smoke, I can see it disintegrate under the barrage of heavy fire. It’s blown to nothing but bits of timber and shards of death, the whirlpool swallowing all of it into the cold, dark deep.
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        Five Years Ago

      

      

      “Mom, are you sure you don’t want some real food?” I pull her blankets up, covering the feeding tube that’s attached to her stomach.

      She stares at the ceiling, the lights low in her room. She’s so thin now. I take her bony hand in mine. She’s like a bird, hollow and light.

      “Dad didn’t come this time. I’m sorry. He only dropped me off and said he had errands to run.” I scoot my chair closer and take her hand again. “I think he doesn’t want to see you like this. He knows … He knows you’re close to …” I can’t say it. Even though this has been coming for years, I still can’t seem to accept it. For my father, it’ll be a relief. He’s said as much. I’ll be his last burden, and he’ll be rid of me soon enough once I go to college.

      “I’m thinking about Northwestern. I know it’s not your favorite, but if I can keep my grades up, I should be able to get at least a partial scholarship. If they don’t offer anything, I’ll stay closer to home. But don’t worry, I’ll still come by and see you. I’m not going to run off to college and forget about you or anything.” Not the way you’ve run off to whatever is going on in your head and left me here alone. I try to tamp down my resentment. It’s not fair to her. I know that. She’d be here with me if she could. At least that’s what I tell myself. I have to believe she wouldn’t pick this life over one where we’re together and happy.

      “We got a new neighbor. It’s a guy living in the Robertson’s pool house. He cuts the grass and cleans the pool and all that. I think Dad’s going to pay him to do ours too. I told him I could do it, but he thinks I’d break something.” I sigh. “He’s probably right.”

      Silence. The TV in the common down the hall is particularly loud today. Apparently, some people named Ross and Rachel were ‘on a break’, which cues canned laughter from a TV audience. I almost prefer the cinderblock wall.

      “Um, what else is new?” I try to think of something interesting to tell her, something that will magically snap her out of her catatonia and bring her back to me. Sometimes when I think about her, I pretend there’s some magic combination of words that will open the lock and set her free. All I have to do is figure it out. I never have, though. Whatever the key is, I’ve yet to find it. “One day, Mom. One day I’m going to nail it.”

      That wasn’t the correct combination, because she’s still gone. Maybe next time.

      I just watch her breathing. I have a fear, one I try not to think about too much, that one day I’ll be sitting here with her, and she’ll just stop. Her chest will go still, and she’ll be staring at the wall or the ceiling. Her heart will fall silent. And nothing will be the same. She won’t be here anymore.

      “Are you here right now, though?” I squeeze her hand, but not too tight. She’s brittle, her bones ravaged by whatever is going on in her mind. No exercise and not enough nutrients have left her withered away. She’s in her early forties, but she doesn’t look it. One of the newer nurses thought she was my grandmother the last time I came to visit.

      I get up and grab the little sponge in the cup by her bedside, then use it to wet her lips. “I’ll bring you some Burt’s Bees next time. I love that stuff.” I wander to the window and stare out at the cloudy day. No one’s out on the grounds at the shuffleboard court or playing basketball. The rain earlier in the morning curtailed all of that, though now that I think about it, I’ve never seen anyone playing shuffleboard. Maybe it’s a lost art.

      “He asks me about you.”

      I whirl so fast I bang my elbow on the window. “Mom?” I hurry to her side and take her hand. “You’re awake.”

      “Always asking about you. This and that. Obsessed.” She smiles, her lips cracking. “I told him to find out for himself.”

      “What? Who?”

      She meets my eyes, hers watery and dim. “Moira?”

      “Yes.” I lean closer to her. “It’s me, Mom. Hi!” I can’t stop my eyes from watering.

      “It’s you.” She reaches for me, her hand cool against my face. “My darling.” Her hand falls away, and she turns her head toward the wall.

      “Mom?”

      I run around to her other side. “Mom?”

      She stares at the cinderblocks, her eyes vacant.

      “Mom?” I pat her cheek. “Mom, come back.”

      Her chest rises and falls. Her heart continues beating while mine crumbles and lands in jagged shards at my feet.
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      “You have to warm up.” Hook sits me on the table in his cabin. “You’re soaked through.” He goes to one of the hidden cupboards in the wall and pulls out a small bottle and a piece of cloth. “Take off your clothes so I can—”

      “No.” I flinch back and wrap my arms around myself.

      He sighs, his back expanding and then lowering. “I’m not going to hurt you, lass.” When he turns to me, his gaze goes right to my mouth, and then he wets the small square of white cloth with the liquid from the bottle.

      “This’ll help.” He walks to me and dabs the stuff along my lip. It stings a little, but I suppose that must mean it’s working. His thumb drifts to my cheek. Ire kindles in his eyes, fire in an endless pool. “That fucking bastard.”

      “I’m okay.”

      “You’re not.” He runs a hand through his wet hair and slings the water towards the windows. “I should’ve come up to check on you. He never would’ve gotten his hands on you if I’d stuck close by.”

      Does he know that I escaped all on my own? I don’t know, but I’m definitely not going to mention it. Not after what he did to Calico Jack.

      “Are you hurt anywhere else?” He rubs his thumb gently across my cheek once more before stepping back.

      “No.” It’s not entirely true. My ribs are sore from when Cock and Balls threw me in the rowboat, but I’m not going to show him the injury, and I don’t want him ordering me to take my clothes off again.

      “You’re not good at lying, lass. There’s no point trying.” He dabs at my lip a little more, then pulls the cloth away, a few traces of blood on it.

      “I’m not mermaid-bite injured. Just regular injured. Nothing serious.”

      His jaw tightens, but he doesn’t push farther. He strides to the door and opens it. The accountant-looking pirate is stationed outside again.

      “Smee, tell Cookson to bring up the firepot and get a small one going on deck. Grab a cannonball and put it right next to it so it can warm up.”

      Smee looks nothing short of confused, but all he says is “yes, Captain” before turning on his heel and heading below deck.

      “Fire on a wooden ship? Doesn’t sound very safe.” I rub my upper arms, the same seawater chill I remember all too well seeping into my bones.

      “Cookson is the only one I trust with a flame.” Hook goes to his closet and pulls out one of his white shirts, then digs toward the back, rummaging until he stands up with a pair of gray pants in his hand. “These won’t fit.” He spins again and digs around some more before pulling out a worn leather belt. “But you can use this.”

      “I told you, I’m not taking my clothes off.” I slide off the table and back away from him. “Not happening.”

      He moves toward me slowly and lays the clothing on the bed. “I’m going to see about the fire. Change in here. You’ll be safe. No one will bother you. I can even send Widow in if you like.”

      “Yes.” I think having that fierce pirate in here might help settle my nerves. Because, at the moment, I still feel Calico Jack’s hand at my throat. I lift my hand to my neck and brush my fingers along my skin.

      “There’s a mark there, lass.” His anger rises again, but he pauses, clearly making an effort to temper it. “Not a bad one. Should fade in a few days.”

      “You’ve had worse, I suppose?” I let my gaze linger along the scar on his cheek.

      “Maybe a few times,” he says wryly, then steps closer to me, his movements slow, as if I’m a fawn and he doesn’t want to startle me. But that’s what I am, I suppose. I don’t belong in this violent world of dreams, of never, and of endless night. It was always a pleasant bedtime story. Wendy left so much out. It makes me wonder if Neverland changed or if Wendy did.

      I look up at him, my eyes watering. “I shouldn’t be here at all. I’m not going to survive, am I? And when I die, I won’t wake up. I’ll be sitting next to my mother staring at the wall. Dead inside.”

      He reaches for me, then pulls his hand back when I tense. Something passes across his face. Maybe sadness or possibly that angry fire I’ve been seeing spark and sizzle when I mention Calico Jack. But maybe it was … hurt? Surely not.

      He backs away. “I’ll get Widow. Try to relax, all right? You’ve been through a lot.” With that he leaves and starts barking questions about the fire.

      I look down at my night dress. Soaked and dirty with more than just soot and grime from the Ranger—it’s covered in Calico Jack’s fingerprints. My throat closes up at that thought, and I reach down and yank the fabric up. It sticks to me like a wetsuit, but I don’t stop pulling, not even when I hear stitches popping and the material ripping. Once it’s off, I toss it to the corner and grab Hook’s clean shirt.

      It’s sick, so damn sick, but I can’t help myself. I press it to my nose and inhale. I’m afraid of him. I know he’s out for my blood. But I still get an indescribable sense of comfort from his scent.

      Shaking myself out of my brief insanity, I pull the shirt over my head, then grab the pants. They’re a little stiff, likely made of canvas or something similar, and once they’re on, they billow around my waist. The belt comes in handy, and I cinch it tight.

      I gather my hair and tie it in a loose knot at the back of my neck, finishing up as a knock comes at the door. I recognize the cadence of it at once.

      “Come in,” I call.

      “—your stupid face with the back of my hand if I catch you taking a gander of my ass again.” She points at a red-faced Smee before slamming the door in his face.

      “Is he a problem?” I ask.

      She laughs. “No. Not at all. He wasn’t even looking at my ass. I just like to fuck with the pencil pusher.”

      I lean against the table as she comes closer, her eyes taking me in.

      “You’re hurt. Again.” She frowns and inspects my lip and cheek. “Fucking Calico Jack. I’m glad he got what he deserved. It was a long time coming.”

      A chill goes through me, and I hug myself.

      Her eyes narrow. “I knew he was an utter shitstain. I’d heard enough stories. Blackbeard never liked him, and I think Anne tried to kill him on more than one occasion. But she does that to all her husbands.”

      “Wait, they’re married?” I feel like my mind’s been blown too many times to still be intact.

      “Yeah, like I said, she’s been gunning for him for years.” She smirks. “But Hook is the one who finally sent him to the deep. No one could’ve predicted that even if they had a ship full of crystal balls coated in fairy farts.”

      I laugh.

      Her smirk turns into a smile as she pulls me into her arms. “I’m glad you’re all right.” She lowers her voice. “I wish you could’ve seen the look on Hook’s face when he found your rope hanging out the window. Work of art, that was.”

      “Oh, shit. He knows I left?”

      “Aye.” She pulls me back at arm’s length. “He stormed out of the cay cursing Blackbeard and his mother for a whore. I barely had enough time to throw in with him before he hightailed it back to the Jolly Roger and took off after you.”

      “Why’d you do that?” I peer into her eyes. “I mean, why’d you leave Blackbeard and go with Hook? I don’t presume it was for me.”

      “Not entirely, no.” She shrugs. “I suppose I felt the call of adventure. When I joined Blackbeard’s crew, we were only at sea for one season before he decided to retire and settle down with Huran. I didn’t sign up to be a cook in a grand house. The sea called to me then, and it called to me again when I saw Hook racing off to the water.”

      “So now you’re a pirate on the Jolly Roger. Is that a promotion?” I have zero clue how pirate rankings work. I assume there’s a clear hierarchy, especially since there’s a captain.

      “I’d say it’s a bit of a sideways move as I’m hired on as a boatswain, but there’s a whole heap more fun out here on the water. And damn, it felt good to strike down some of those goddamn whoresons on Calico Jack’s sloop. They had it coming, the lot of them.”

      She’s so fierce. Even now when she’s bruised and dirtied from battle, her braids hanging in disarray and her clothes torn and damp—she’s still ready to do some damage.

      “I wi—” I stop myself before I say the dreaded ‘w’ word. “I mean, I would love to be like you,” I admit.

      She cocks her head to the side. “Come again?”

      “Just look at you!” I scoot around the table and sit on the bed.

      She plops down beside me. “I’m a mess.”

      “You fought! You went out there and like—I mean I saw you kill people!” I look down at my silly cinched belt and my aching leg. “I couldn’t even fight him off,” I say softly. “I tried, but I couldn’t stop him. If Hook hadn’t …”

      She takes my hand in hers. “Can I tell you a story, Moira? I know that’s your forte with the Neverland lot, but I have one I think you may understand more than most.”

      I nod. “Please.”

      She gives me a decisive nod and takes a deep breath, and I can’t help but notice that she looks away as she begins speaking. “I wasn’t always a pirate, which I suppose you can tell with my limited pirating resume. Before I joined Blackbeard’s crew, I was in service to a big house on the mainland. It was huge and grand—room after room—most of them empty save for art and bits of ornate furniture we weren’t allowed to sit on. I worked in the kitchen under a cook who could blister you raw with nothing more than a look. She was a dragon, one who taught me everything I know.” She says it with a ghost of a smile. “I loved her like she was my ma. She wasn’t, of course. My ma died when I was born. Anyway, that great house belonged to a great lord. He was polite, though the sort that never really paid attention. I think that’s how all rich people are. If everything’s handed to you, does it matter where it came from or who worked to make it? No, I don’t think it does. The owner would throw lavish parties. We’d watch from hallways and loiter with serving trays. It was so overwhelming, especially me being so young.” She squeezes my fingers. “Like you are now.”

      “You’re young. You’re what, 25?” I ask.

      She winks. “Neverland and the waters around it do strange things with time. Don’t forget that. I may look 25, but I can promise you I’ve lived a whole lifetime in here.” She taps her chest.

      “Is that why Hook and the others look young, too?”

      She nods. “Aye, he’s been in these waters longer than anyone else. He’s aged but little, they say.”

      “That’s …” I try to fit in that information with what Peter told me about the island losing its power. That’s how he explained his aging. But how does that explain Hook’s?

      “One night, the party lasted well into the wee hours. The cook tasked me with staying up late and fetching any requests from the guests. I waited in an antechamber. I wasn’t supposed to sit on the furniture, but it was late, and I was tired. I decided to rest on a small sofa, ready to jump up if someone should ring or the door should open. But I fell asleep.” Her tone darkens, and she looks away again. “And when I woke, I wasn’t alone.” She clears her throat. “I fought them, too. Same way you fought Calico Jack. But I wasn’t strong enough. Not then. I couldn’t stop it. And after, when none other than the master of the house found me lying broken on the floor, he fired me and instructed the entire household to never speak of me again.”

      “Widow.” I have no words. Nothing I could say would ever be enough to dull the pain of her memory. I wrap an arm around her, giving her silent support.

      She takes a deep breath. “I was dumped in an alley in the town nearby. They treated me with as much disdain as the lord did. I was kicked and spat upon, called a whore and worse. I managed to drag myself into a stable and laid down in a pile of hay to die. But I didn’t. A milkmaid came through the next morning, found me there, and she helped me. Even though she knew who I was, knew what the lord had said about me—she helped me. I survived because of her. Sarah was her name.” She smiles, real warmth spreading across her face and making her look youthful and happy. “She was an angel, I think. An angel of mercy.” She turns to look at me, her eyes sparkling with unshed tears. “Because of her, I became an angel, too. One of vengeance. I recovered for a month, regained my strength, and when the lord threw another lavish party, I dressed in my old clothes and snuck in through the service entrance. I kept my head down and stayed in the areas where the guests were. There, no one would notice me. The men who’d hurt me were there, drinking and laughing with the lord.” She reaches across her body, her fingers toying with the grip of her cutlass. “I picked them off one by one. Lured them through that stunning estate’s rooms until I had them where I wanted them. They thought they were going to have their way with me.” She grips the hilt of her blade and pulls it free. “I gutted each of them and left their bodies on the fine furniture.”

      “Holy shit.” Is it weird that I want to applaud? I think it probably is, but it’s a visceral reaction. It’s real.

      “I was messy.” She shrugs. “After that, I realized I needed to work harder, to study up on the many, many ways to kill a man. I did just that. And once I was ready, I realized my destiny lay on the sea. It led me here. Led me to you. Will lead me on to more adventures.” She leans against me. “So maybe you weren’t strong enough with Calico Jack, but next time?” She hands me her cutlass, the blade balanced on her palms. “Take it.”

      I reach for the hilt and slide my hand behind the cupped guard. When I grip it, it’s a little heavier than I’d thought, but I can wield it. I can hold it up, though my arm shakes a little.

      “Next time, Moira, you’ll be ready.” She takes my elbow and helps me to my feet. “Swing it. Get a feel for it.”

      I do as she says, slicing through the air. “Like this?”

      “Good.” She smiles. “Treat it like an extension of your arm.”

      A knock comes at the door and then it opens. Hook’s eyebrows rise like a rogue wave as he watches me swing Widow’s cutlass.

      “I see I’ve arrived just in time.” He holds the door open as Bill, the tattooed pirate, walks in with a cannonball wrapped in a burlap sack in his arms.

      The large pirate deposits it on the foot of the bed, gives me a wry look as I hold the cutlass out toward him, then leaves.

      “He was scared,” I tell Widow.

      “Terrified.” She nods, her wings tittering.

      Widow retrieves her blade and sheaths it. “Excellent. Lessons start tomorrow.” She strides out, her back straight and her head held high.

      Hook closes the door, leaving just the two of us in his quarters.

      “I guess you’re going to say I can’t learn how to use a sword?” I sink back onto the bed, my energy gone.

      “Why would I say that, lass?” He adjusts the cannonball, then pulls down the blanket. “Get in.”

      I want to argue with him, but I don’t. Not when I feel the heat radiating off the ball of metal. I ease down and lay on my side.

      He tucks the blanket around me then stands. “I’ll check on your leg later. But you certainly seemed well enough to climb down from your room and run to the shore.”

      Yeah, he definitely knows what I did.

      “What was your plan? Row all the way back to that prick on Neverland?” His tone darkens.

      I look up at him. “I was trying to save my life.”

      “By getting captured by Calico Jack?” he snaps back.

      “No!”

      He rubs his forehead. “I’ve told you you’re safe here. You have my word on it. You were safe on Blackbeard’s Cay, as well.”

      “Safe?” I snort. “Safe when you’re going to kill me?”

      He drops his hand, slapping it against his thigh—drawing my eye to it. “Why would I kill you?”

      I force my gaze away from his tight leather pants and back to his face. “Because you want Neverland for yourself!”

      “Is that the tripe Pan has been selling you?” He shakes his head and sighs long and belabored. “And you believe him?”

      “Of course I do. He has no reason to lie to me. He told me you sent pirates to the mainland to find me. Is that true?”

      “Aye, I did. I sent Mullins and Alf Mason.”

      “He said you chained Tiger Lily to Marooner’s Rock to drown.”

      “Aye. I did that too.”

      “And that you’re the reason the island’s magic is dying. That you’re the cause. Because of your greed. Is that true?”

      He grits his teeth, something unknowable passing across his face, then nods. “Aye.”

      “See?” I stretch my feet down toward the warmth from the cannonball. It feels amazing. My eyelids start to get heavy. It’s as if Hook is working a spell on me, trying to trick me with kindness. But it’s a lie. It has been all along. He’s anything but kind. Peter was telling the truth about him. I force my eyes to stay open, to fight the spell Hook’s weaving.

      He doesn’t falter, his deep blue gaze on mine, burning through me and laying me bare. “I suppose that’s what you needed to know, was it? That was all it took for you to make your choice?”

      “I don’t know what you want from me.” My voice is small and thin, stretched across the million miles of distance between Hook and me even though he’s close enough to touch. “But Peter said you want me dead, and from what you’ve said, Peter told the truth about everything else.”

      “That feckless cunt wouldn’t know the truth if it bit him on his powdered ass.”

      He plucks a lock of my hair and rubs it between his thumb and forefinger. “I’ve done every sort of villainy you can dream up. More. Any black speck your beautiful mind can create, it rests on my heart, marking it like a piece of coal. There is nothing you can accuse me of that would roll off and leave me blameless.” He leans over me, his gaze slipping to my lips. “Which begs the question, if I wanted you dead, lass, wouldn’t you already be so?”

      My breath hitches in my throat, and I can’t stop myself from wetting my lips. He follows the movement, his look predatory as he hovers over me. I should be afraid, especially after what happened on the Ranger and especially after everything Hook just admitted, but with him, it’s different. I can’t explain it. I know he’s dangerous, but I never feel like I’m the one in danger. He’s a blind spot for me, one that will lead to ruin if I let it. “I think you’re saving me for later. I don’t know, maybe like a sacrifice to the island or something? Peter was never clear about that.”

      He scoffs, his warm breath against my lips. “What if I told you Pan is the one who wants Neverland for himself? That he’s been using you to that end. What would you say to that?”

      “I’d say you’re a lying pirate.” I close my eyes, and that’s when I glimpse Coy’s face, the light fading from his eyes. That brings everything into sharp focus. “And a murderer.” I pin Hook with a glare.

      “That’s true.” He straightens, his dark hair falling against his forehead, giving him an even more devil-may-care look, as if he needs the help. “Can’t deny that.”

      We fall into a tense silence, a standoff that grows heavier by the second. I feel like I’m losing touch with reality, the distance between Neverland and the mainland growing wider by the day. With Peter, I could still remember myself, still worry about papers to grade or assignments to turn in. But with Hook, I’m losing all that. Instead of trying to get back to my dorm, I’m planning on taking fighting lessons with Widow. Instead of grading papers, I’m wrestling with my foolish desire to run my fingers through an evil pirate king’s hair. I’m buying in to the delusion. Does this mean the cinderblock wall is one step closer to becoming my reality? I don’t know, and it’s terrifying that I don’t know.

      He breaks first, turning and stalking toward the door. “Get some rest. Cookson will bring you a meal later.” He doesn’t slam the door, but he closes it with enough force that I know the conversation is over.

      I think through his words, and a small part of me wants to believe in him. After all, he hasn’t strung me up or forced me to walk the plank. If anything, he’s treated me well. He saved me from Calico Jack and then … he killed him. Was it for me? Or was it because that’s who Hook is—a killer?

      I don’t know the answer to that. If anything, I’m more confused than ever.

      If I could only get back to Peter, I feel like this would all make sense. He would tell me the truth. I have to believe that, because the alternative is Hook. The alternative is me putting my faith in the villain, the man Wendy warned about in her well-worn tale of Lost Boys and fairies, the pirate who killed my friend right in front of my eyes.

      I can’t do that.

      I never will.
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        The Jolly Roger was wrapped in the blanket of night, through which no sound from her could have reached the shore.

      

      

      “You’re looking better.” Widow circles around me as the Jolly Roger coasts through the waves.

      Neverland rises ahead of us, the great golden tree glinting in the moonglow. We’re moving closer to Peter, to my freedom, and hopefully to my return home.

      “I slept well.” The cannonball warmed me for hours, and when I woke, I found a breakfast already laid out for me on the table. I didn’t see Hook, though. In fact, I haven’t seen him at all today.

      “Me too. I guess I missed my time on a rocking boat surrounded by slovenly assholes.” She glances around at the pirates.

      “Slovenly?” Starkey drops down from a rope, some sort of metal crank in his hand. “Absolutely not, Widow. I’m the best dressed on the ocean.”

      She looks at him over her shoulder. “With the biggest ego.”

      “Not the only thing about me that’s big, but you already know that, don’t you?” He grins at her.

      My eyes are probably as big as saucers.

      Widow tosses her dark hair over her shoulder. “We all make mistakes.”

      “Shall we make it again when the moon is high?” He sweeps up behind her. “We’ll be at the hideaway by then.”

      “I’ve raised my standards.” She sidesteps him. “No more pirates for me.”

      “Then it’s a good thing I’m Gentleman Starkey.” He gives her a practiced bow, his eyes eating up her curves.

      She turns her back on him. “Isn’t there a deck needs swabbing?”

      “If I recall you’re the newest boatswain onboard. You should be bent over … a mop.” He leans against the railing.

      “I have orders.” She draws her cutlass and tosses me a wooden one.

      I catch it. Barely.

      He looks at me. “A stiff wind could knock you over, darling. You sure you’re up to this?”

      “Quit pestering them.” Hook’s voice comes from somewhere above.

      I crane my head back and see him leaning out of the crow’s nest.

      “Aye, Captain.” Starkey stops gawking and takes his metal crank somewhere up to the front of the ship.

      The other sailors get to work, some mopping the deck, others coiling rope, while a few others are working on repairing the sail that was ripped when they fought the Ranger.

      “Don’t worry about them. Hook runs a tight ship.”

      I hoist the wooden sword. “How can I not worry? They’re pirates.”

      “So am I.”

      “But you’re different.”

      “No. I’m a pirate. Same as them. Bound to the Jolly Roger and sailing under the command of James Hook. His word is law, and you’re his guest. They won’t touch you.”

      “I don’t know about that.” I shoot a look at the large one—the man with all the tattoos—then jerk my chin at him. “See?”

      She raises a brow. “Bill, step up.”

      “Oh my god.” I want to sink beneath the ship deck when he stomps over.

      “I’ve got a mast to tar. What is it you’re wanting?” He wipes his forearm across his sweaty forehead, all the muscles in his body flexing as he does it. He’s absolutely massive.

      “What would happen to you if you were to lay a finger on Moira?”

      He glances up at the crow’s nest. “I reckon I won’t have any guts left in my body if I were to do that.”

      I swear I can hear Hook snort a laugh. I might sag a little in relief. Of all the men on this ship, Bill’s the scariest after Hook. He’s just so big, and all that ink—it must’ve hurt like hell. If he can take that kind of pain, how much can he dish out?

      “That all?” he asks.

      Widow taps the flat of her blade on her palm. “Wait, if I remember right, you’re amazing in hand-to-hand. I saw you fighting at Blackbeard’s contest a little while ago. You won the prize money.”

      He draws himself up, pride in his chest. “I did.”

      “Could you show Moira some moves, maybe teach her how to defend herself if—”

      “Not a chance. Captain would—” He drags his thumb across his neck.

      “Captain!” Widow yells.

      “Oh my god, Widow, don’t!” I grab her forearm.

      “What?” Hook leans out of the nest again, his black hair blowing in the breeze.

      That’s when I notice he isn’t wearing a shirt.

      My mouth goes dry.

      “Can Bill show Moira some hand-to-hand when I’m done with her sword lesson?”

      Hook stares down at us, then in a lithe move, he grabs a rope swinging beside the crow’s nest and slides down. His feet hit the deck, and then he’s standing only a few feet away. Scars litter his torso, a particularly nasty one along his left side. His tanned skin is dusted with dark hair, and underneath he’s solid, his muscles undeniable.

      My mouth was dry before. Now it’s a desert.

      “Bill?” Hook gestures toward me.

      Bill sizes me up.

      I try to stand a little straighter.

      “No.” Bill crosses his arms over his wall of a chest.

      “What?” I glare at him. “I can fight!”

      Bill doesn’t blink.

      Hook faces him, giving me a view of his back. I lean on the railing as I stare at every bare inch of him. Is there a weight room on board? Is that what’s happening? Because, jeez, he looks like he’s carved from stone. Chiseled, tanned, and with more scars, some matching the ones on his front. He’s been through hell.

      “Close your mouth,” Widow whispers.

      I do as she says, and I can feel my face going hot with embarrassment. The last thing I need is to be checking out my captor, especially when his goal is my murder. I don’t care what he says; I know what he’s capable of. I’ve seen it. I shouldn’t have to keep reminding myself that Hook is an evil man. Not after what he did to Coy. It’s just so jarring—he’s taken care of me, and now he’s letting me learn to fight. I have no illusions about his power on this ship and over everyone around him. If he said the word, I’d be tossed below decks somewhere and chained to the wall. But he hasn’t done that. His kindness is a pebble in my shoe, and I feel it with every step I take.

      The men are in terse conversation, their voices low and impossible to make out over the hiss of the wind and water.

      When they finally seem to come to some sort of agreement, Hook steps back and turns to me. “He’ll spar with you.”

      “Good.” I look up at the now scowling Bill Jukes. “I think.”

      “He won’t go easy on you, lass.” Hook scratches the ever-present 5 o’clock shadow on his cheek. “I told him you’re fair game during sparring.”

      My insides twist at that. Maybe I’ve bitten off more than I can chew. In fact, I know I have. I’m not athletic. I get winded when I have to climb the stairs in the dorm quickly—which I only do when a regularly athletic person is behind me, and I’m trying not to embarrass myself.

      Hook smirks. “No going back now, lass. After all, you’ll need to defend yourself when I come for your head. Isn’t that right?” He strides away and barks orders at two of the deckhands.

      “Did … Did he just tease me about my eventual murder?” I ask Widow.

      She shrugs. “Pirates live on gallows humor. Don’t worry … too much.” Then she moves more quickly than I ever have in my entire life and knocks me on my ass with a sweep of her leg.

      “Hey! I wasn’t ready!” I reach for the wooden sword I dropped.

      “Stay on your feet.” She hauls me up. “That’s the most important lesson of all the ones you’ll learn from me. If you’re on your feet, you have a chance. If he gets you on the ground, your options narrow.”

      “You didn’t even give me a chance to get set.”

      “You think Hook will give you a chance to get set if he’s coming for your life?” She tsks. “Think again.” She whirls, knocking me on my ass yet again. “I’ve seen him kill half a ship full of pirates. Alone. Just him and his sword.”

      “Really?” I swallow hard and get back to my feet.

      “Really.” She nods. “And if he so much as thinks there’s a Lost Boy nearby …” She whistles and swings her sword at me.

      I fling my wooden blade up and block her strike, the impact vibrating down my fingers and into my wrist. “I know what he does to Lost Boys,” I say quietly. God, I wish I didn’t. But I can’t say that out loud.

      She steps back and lowers her blade, her gaze softening. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      I clear my throat. “No. Just teach me how not to die.”

      “I can do that.” She thrusts her blade toward me, and I stumble backward, trip over my own feet, and wind up on the deck yet again. It hurts. But I can take it. I have to, because I’ve decided I’m going to survive this nightmare.

      I refuse to end up staring at that goddamn cinderblock wall. If I have to fight my way out of this delusion, then I will.

      Climbing to my feet, I wave Widow toward me. “I want all the smoke.”

      She smiles and raises her sword. “Then let’s go, little darling.”

      I spend much of the next hour on my ass or on the way to being on my ass. Widow is skilled in all sorts of combat, not just the sword. She’s lethal and clever, and I’m … well, I’m slow and somewhat bumbling. But when we’re done, Widow pulls me to my feet again and pats me on the back. “Well done for your first day. We’ll practice more tomorrow.”

      “Bill!” she yells.

      “Hang on.” I gulp in the salty air. “Hang on a second. I just need to catch my breath is all.”

      “You’ve got this.”

      The large pirate climbs up from below decks and gives me a long-suffering look. “You’re already beaten.”

      “I saved some for you.” I hold my sword in front of me the way Widow taught me, while also trying not to breathe as loudly as a wounded wildebeest.

      “Good. Always keep them guessing. Maybe you look fuck-all tired, but they don’t know you’ve still got some pep left underneath.” She leans back on the ship’s rail, the island looming large behind her.

      We seem to be skirting the coast and heading inland between two cliffs. Widow said we’re going to Hook’s Hideaway. Catchy. All I know is that I’ll be back on Neverland, which means I’m close to Peter. He has to know by now that his plan with Calico Jack didn’t work out. Will he find out I’m at the hideaway and come find me? A lot of raw emotions wrap around that question.

      Bill Jukes cracks his knuckles, the sound like gunfire, then runs one hand over his bald head. “Fine.” He sighs like this is by far the worst chore on his list for the day. “Hit me.”

      “Hit you?” I lower my sword. “Like with my fist?”

      “Any way you can.” He sounds bored.

      I shouldn’t feel insulted. After all, he’s right to be bored—I’m already winded, covered in sweat, my leg is aching, and I lost feeling in my ass several falls ago. Even so, I want to show him I can do some damage.

      “Go get him.” Widow gives me a shove forward.

      I don’t lose my balance—point for me—and then charge at the huge man with my sword.

      Then something happens. I don’t know how, but I’m yet again on my ass. I didn’t even get near him, and he’s knocked me down.

      “What was that?” he asks.

      “You’re lucky I can’t feel my cheeks.” I use the sword like a cane to help myself back to my feet.

      He sighs. “If you come running like that, you deserve what you get.”

      “Then what do you suggest?” I try to keep my knees from wobbling, but I’m so tired. It’s hitting me harder now that I’m trying to regroup and tackle the giant.

      “Be smarter.” He drops to one knee so we’re almost at eye level. The tattoos on his cheeks are of flowers, beautiful ones with dainty hummingbirds floating in midair. They’re actually quite lovely. “You’re small. You can’t use blunt force attacks and get anywhere. You need to misdirect.” He reaches toward me—I’m too tired to even try to dodge—and he pulls a golden coin from behind my ear. “You need to use your brain.” He taps my forehead lightly, then opens his palm where he held the coin and blows a paper butterfly into the wind. It floats away over the sea.

      I can only stare at him. He’s so huge and scary, but when he’s down here on my level, I realize he’s utterly charming. And he can do magic—that’s always a plus.

      “Rest. We’ll spar first tomorrow.” He gets to his feet and lumbers back below decks.

      I turn to look at Widow, my eyes wide. “Who knew?”

      “Bill’s a bruiser. But he’s also more than that.” She wraps her arm around my shoulder and walks me back toward Hook’s quarters. “Don’t judge us pirates so harshly, darling. We may not be eternal children, but we have a few tricks of our own.”

      Her words are spoken lightly, but they land a solid punch. I’ve judged everyone I’ve met ever since I left the island. Even the people who saved my life. I owe Huran an apology, and I owe Blackbeard a proper thanks for allowing his husband to take care of me and welcoming me into their home. In my quest to trust absolutely no one, maybe I’ve been a bit of a jerk. No, I definitely have. That’s sobering.

      She gives my shoulders one more squeeze and lets go. “I’m going to see if I can annoy the shit out of Cookson in the galley. Lunch soon, hopefully, and then we’ll drop anchor and row over to the hideaway.”

      “Okay.” I’m grateful for the break. I have a lot to think about. Not to mention, I need to regain feeling in my ass again.

      “The captain is putting a great deal of trust in you.” Smee, the accountant, stands guard at Hook’s cabin door. “I hope it isn’t misplaced.”

      “Good to know.”

      “Lay off her, Smee.” Skylights, the ship’s quartermaster steps up behind me, his bag in hand. “Captain’s asked that I give you another checkup, especially after all your … exertion.” His mouth twitches as though he’s trying not to smile.

      “Yes, I got my ass kicked.” I roll my eyes and push past Smee and into the captain’s quarters.

      Skylights follows and closes the door on a glaring Smee.

      “That guy is always giving me the stink eye.”

      “Smee is very protective of the captain.”

      “I don’t think Hook needs protecting.” I wince as I sit at the table.

      “We all need protecting sometimes.” He slides his bag beside me and turns up the lantern. “Do you mind if I examine you?”

      I shrug. “It’s fine.”

      “Thank you.” He pulls out some sort of horn from his bag, then taps his chest. “I’d like to listen to your heart.”

      I sit up straighter, and he presses the funnel-looking thing to my chest and listens for a while. “Good.” He puts that away, then kneels and lifts my baggy pantleg. “Huran did wonders on this bite. Great stitching, too. You’re healing nicely.” He moves his fingers around the wound, and I grit my teeth against the little sizzles of pain. “How does it feel?”

      “It doesn’t hurt as bad. Still aches, though.”

      “It will for a while. But soon you won’t even think about it.” He lowers my pantleg then stands. “How about the rest of you? Any pain? Any headaches?”

      “No. I mean, I used to have them every morning when I was on the island. But I suppose after the bite, I was more focused on that? I don’t know.” I try to think back to the last time I had one of those pounding headaches. “Yeah, no headaches. I’m good.”

      “Nightmares?” He closes his bag slowly.

      “Why? Do you have a cure for nightmares in your bag?”

      “No, but that would be grand, wouldn’t it?” He looks at me expectantly.

      “Oh, you were serious. Um, no, I don’t remember my dreams. Well, I did sort of when I first got here, but now I’m back to just nothing.” I tap my temple. “Blank.”

      “Good.” He seems relieved.

      “Wait.”

      “Hmm?” He hefts his bag.

      “Why would you ask about my dreams?”

      “Neverland can have strange effects, especially certain parts of it.” He looks down at me, his eyes studying my face. “When I first saw you, you were suffering from the mermaid bite, but you also had something else. Another sickness.”

      “What? No, I didn’t.”

      “You did. A wasting disease I’ve seen before. It’s peculiar to the island and to …” He clears his throat and lowers his bag again. “Don’t worry. It’s not active at the moment. You don’t seem drained like before. Your color is much better, your heart stronger.”

      “What were you going to say? You didn’t finish your thought.” I’m tired of half-truths and hidden bullshit. Widow is only starting to open up, Hook never shoots straight with me, and everyone else on this ship is more or less a mystery. But Skylights strikes me as someone who might level with me.

      “It’s just a guess on my part.” He shakes his head. “I can’t be certain, so I don’t want to say more.”

      “Say more.” I grab one of the handles on his bag, holding it hostage. “Seriously, tell me the truth.”

      He glances at the door, then back at me. “Like I said, nothing for certain.”

      “Don’t hold out on me.” I tighten my grip on his bag.

      He thinks for a moment, then says, “Let me put it this way: I don’t think your time with Peter was great for your health. Now, if you don’t mind, I think Cecco mentioned a leak I need to fix.” He pulls his bag away from me.

      “You fix leaks, too?” I ask half-heartedly, my mind still locked on what he’d just said.

      He gives me a wry smile. “Not a leak on the ship, Moira. Cecco’s leakiness is a bit more … personal.”

      When I figure out what he’s implying, I wrinkle my nose. “You’re a good medic to help him out with that.”

      “I’ve tried to get him to lay off the wild women, the mermaids, the sirens, the succubi, the vampires, the goblin mistresses—all of it. But there’s no talking sense into him. So, I just have to keep working on the damage.” He gives me a small bow and backs out of the room, leaving me with my wrinkled nose and my curiosity piqued.

      Does he think Peter did something to me? Peter didn’t. Other than not feeding me anything other than neverberries, he never hurt me. I think back through it all—how he saved me from the mermaids, rescued me from the Guardians, looked out for me around the cave. But then I remember our last times together—when he prepared a bath for me and my mind got all fuzzy. When the shadows erupted from the ground, the images of children with red eyes intent on chasing down anyone in their path. What would’ve happened if one of them had caught me?

      I shudder just thinking about it. But my revulsion doesn’t answer any of my questions. What were those things and how are they related to Peter? He denied they existed. He was wrong. Something’s not adding up.

      A high-low whistle cuts across my thoughts, and I go back out on the deck.

      Pirates are hurrying this way and that, tying off lines and furling sails as the ship slows. Neverland has risen on either side of us, the cliffs dotted with scrubby trees and veins of some sort of silver ore. The channel we’re in narrows sharply just ahead.

      “Drop anchor!” Hook calls from the front of the ship, his back to me.

      “Aye, Captain!” several pirates yell and begin twisting some sort of crank shaft.

      I hurry to the railing and lean over to watch the anchor drop into the dark waters, sinking beyond my sight in an instant.

      “You never forget your first time at the hideaway.” Starkey leans on the railing beside me. “You’re going to love it.”

      “Lay off, Starkey.” Hook’s growl sends a tingle down my spine.

      “Yes, Captain.” He winks at me before dashing away.

      Hook glares at him for a while before turning to me. “Come, lass. I’ll row you to shore.”

      He whistles, and Bill and Smee work on lowering one of the rowboats to the water below.

      “I hope you don’t think I can climb up there.” I point to the sharp cliffs that rise like pincers on either side of us. “I’m barely standing from getting my ass kicked by Widow and Bill.”

      “You did well today. Keep it up and you might make a fair pirate.”

      I give him a sidelong look. “In the market for another crew member?”

      He meets my eyes, a sparkle in his. “A good pirate’s worth their weight in gold. I’d pay you well.”

      “Hmm, that’s a nice offer, but I’m not much for gutting or stabbing or pillaging. I’m afraid I can’t meet the job requirements.”

      “You’d be surprised at what you’re capable of when it’s you or them.” His tone sobers.

      “That got dark pretty fast,” I whisper.

      His smirk returns, that near half smile that makes something clench low in my stomach. “Come on, lass. Let’s go ashore. Maybe you’ll change your tone when you see what a life of piracy can get you.”
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        I have got you home again, and I mean to keep you.

      

      

      “So, this is Hook’s Hideaway?” I follow him up a wooden pier and onto the sandy shore.

      He gives me a look over his shoulder. “I’ve never called it that. I don’t know who on my crew did, but if I discover him, he’ll be swabbing the deck by himself for a month.”

      My money would be on Starkey, but I don’t mention that.

      “This is my home on the island, yes.”

      “But your real home is the Jolly Roger?”

      “The sea. Has been for almost as long as I can remember.” He climbs a few steps, then turns and offers me his hand.

      I take it, and he pulls me alongside him until we reach a wooden platform with ropes around the four corners that are attached to something in the cliff above. “What’s this?”

      “Just a little something Smee and I built.” He points through the trees. “We got tired of the stairs.”

      I peer through the greenery and barely pick out a staircase hewn into the cliffside. It’s a switchback that moves back and forth for several stories until it disappears into more greenery.

      Shaking my head, I say, “I, too, am tired of the stairs, and we only just met.”

      He gives me a wry smile, then begins to turn a large hand crank at the back of the wooden platform. It begins to move upwards, and I scoot back until I’m standing beside him in the center.

      The ground moves away from us at a frightful pace, and I get a good view of the Jolly Roger and all the pirates disembarking from it. They carry chests and other goods from the ship and load it into the rowboats, all under Smee’s watchful eye.

      “Smee hates me,” I blurt.

      “No, lass. He doesn’t hate you. He’s just suspicious.” Hook keeps turning the crank, and I can tell it’s getting more difficult the higher we go, because the muscles in his arms begin to show through his shirt.

      “Of me?”

      “Of course.”

      “What? Why?” I put my hands on my hips. “I’m harmless.”

      He laughs at that, a hearty one that makes me go warm all over. “You, harmless?” He smiles down at me.

      What is this feeling? It’s new. It’s scary. It’s probably just my fear of falling to my death off the side of the platform.

      “Smee is the most careful of all my crew. Naturally, he has his misgivings about you. After all, you came to this island under the arm of our greatest enemy. You lived with him, and I’m pretty certain you’d run right back to him if given half a chance.” His voice sobers on his last words, the smile gone from his lips.

      “He thinks I’m a spy?”

      “He thinks you could be, yes. He doesn’t want you parroting information back to Pan.”

      I mean, it makes sense. I’d still argue I’m harmless—it’s not like I know any inside intel on the Jolly Roger. Hell, I can barely find my way around the deck, much less have any idea of what lies inside. But if Smee loves Hook like he seems to, then he’ll want to protect him from every possible threat.

      “I wouldn’t do that,” I say quietly.

      “You certain?” He focuses on turning the crank. “I’m not so sure.”

      “Look, you’re the one who kidnapped me from the Lost Boys and—”

      “I saved you from the Lost Boys,” he corrects me.

      I wheel on him, hands back on hips. “You didn’t save me. You stole me, and you killed Coy in the process!” I don’t realize I’m shouting until the words are out.

      “I told you, lass,” he grates. “What I did was a kindness.”

      “How can murder be kindness?” I can’t believe what I’m hearing.

      “He was already dead.”

      “He wasn’t!” I step to him, staring up into his deep blue eyes as he stops turning the crank. “He was alive. He helped me. He kept me safe. He was my friend.” My voice breaks on the last word, my eyes filling with tears.

      He sighs and runs his free hand through his black hair. “Listen, lass, I know you won’t believe me when I tell you this, but it’s the truth. That boy—all those boys—they are well and truly lost. They’re dead. They died young, most of them so young that they barely remember their parents. Pan—” Hook’s face sours just at the use of his name. “He takes them when they die.”

      “No.” I shake my head. “They aren’t dead. I was there. I was with them. They are living, breathing people. Coy was alive.” I swipe my tears from my cheeks, the hurt still so close to the surface that if it’s grazed, it bleeds. “He was alive,” I whisper.

      “All right, lass. All right.” He sighs and returns to the crank, turning faster now as we rise over the trees and hover closer to the edge of the cliff.

      I’m stuck in that memory now, unable to see anything except the look in Coy’s eyes as he fell. He wasn’t dead. I don’t care what Hook says to try to make himself seem less of a villain, I know what I saw. What I felt. Coy was real. That thought strikes me wrong, though. Because none of this is real. Not a single solitary bit of this fantasy is the least bit true. I have to remember that. I keep slipping deeper into it, like I’m being seduced by the make believe of Neverland.

      I can’t be her. I won’t be her. I’ll do whatever it takes to keep that damn cinderblock wall at bay. So maybe Hook’s right on some level. None of this is real … which means Coy isn’t either. I rub my temples, a headache threatening to set in.

      “Here we are.” He stops cranking, and the platform halts abruptly, hanging so high in the air that I swallow hard.

      He jumps a short distance to a rock outcrop. “Come on. You can make it.” He holds out his hand. “Just don’t look—”

      I peer between the platform and the rock, then grip hard onto one of the ropes overhead.

      “Down.” He grimaces.

      “I can’t.” I shake my head vehemently. “Nope. That’s a whole lot of nope.”

      “Lass, just breathe. It’s no more than a few feet. Come on.” He steps to the edge of the rock and reaches out for me.

      “Don’t! You’re going to fall.” I clench my eyes shut.

      “Worried about me, are you?” I can hear the amusement in his tone, and I have the urge to smack him. Not hard. Just enough to wipe the smug look off his face.

      “Shut up.”

      “I don’t recall a lass as pretty as you ever being worried about me.”

      I open my eyes. “Did you just call me pretty?”

      “Aye.” He still offers his hand. “Prettiest thing I’ve ever found in any waters.”

      I scoff. “You’re just trying to distract me.”

      “By telling you the truth?” He waggles his fingers. “Grab on. You can do this.”

      Why am I blushing? I feel like my emotions are attached to a boomerang, flying away and then coming right back. I can’t settle down.

      “Captain? We’re ready!” Smee calls from far, far, far below.

      “I’ll send it back down. Rein it in for now.” Hook always keeps a rather harsh tone with his crew. I have to admit I like it when he uses it on Smee.

      “Aye!” Smee calls.

      “Look, if you take my hand, I’ll let you hit the lever that’ll send the raft crashing down on Smee’s head, all right?”

      “Why would you think that would be an incentive?” I shake my head.

      He groans. “I didn’t want to do this.”

      “Do what?” I yelp as he jumps back onto the platform, wrenches my hand off the rope, then scoops me into his arms and jumps over the chasm and onto the rock, which draws a bloodcurdling scream from me. Raucous laughs echo up from below us, and with a sideways kick, Hook hits a lever that sends the wooden raft back down at a mannerly pace. God, I’m mortified. “Okay, put me down.”

      “I lied.” He carries me up a set of stairs.

      “About which part?”

      “When I said I didn’t want to do this.” He looks down at me with a heated look, one I can feel deep in my ladybits.

      I can only stare at him. I can’t deny the current between us, the absolutely electrical connection. But I don’t want it. Not with him. Not with the man who killed my friend and most likely wants me dead. These emotions are going to wreck me if I let them. I have to get back to Peter. Then I’ll sort it all out and figure out how to get back home.

      “Are you always at war with yourself like this?” he asks.

      “Wh-what?”

      “Must be tiring.” He shrugs, which brings me even more tightly against his hard chest.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking—” My words break off when I catch a glimpse of the structure ahead.

      Past the stone cliffs and into the forest beyond, there’s a clearing with a huge house. I blink several times, trying to clear my eyes of this absolute impossibility. But no, the house is still there. It’s like someone went to England, plucked a home off a windswept seashore, and deposited it here on Neverland. It’s painted in hues of aqua and blue, the woodwork on the sides like mermaid scales. Hmm, that’s the first time I’ve thought of mermaids and not winced in quite a while.

      It’s three stories of intricate beauty with a wide front porch, a swing, and the now familiar Neverland flowers growing all around it. There’s even a little fountain and pond out front with fish in it. More homes lie farther back in the trees. They’re painted in the same style but are smaller cottages that seem to be laid out in a diamond pattern.

      “It’s like a little town.” I can barely believe my eyes.

      “Don’t worry. We still have buried treasure around here somewhere, and I can make you walk the plank if you’re interested.” He strides right to the big house and climbs the stairs.

      The door ahead of us swings open, and a wizened old lady cackles. “Brought you a boon, eh Captain?”

      “Okay, that’s it!” I kick my legs to make Hook put me down. It doesn’t work. “Why do people keep calling me a boon?” I point my finger in his face, sending his eyebrows straight up. “I want a straight answer this time. No more bullshit.”

      The cackle only grows. “Oh, yes, she’ll fit right in here. Come along, come along. James, put her down! You mustn’t treat a lady so.” She smacks him on the arm, her fingers twisted and spotted with age.

      He drops the arm under my legs, which means my front is pressed against him as he slowly lowers me to my feet. I feel every hard inch, and I know for a fact my face is bright red by the time I touch the floor.

      “I’m not going anywhere until someone tells me the truth! What is this boon crap?”

      The old lady elbows her way between us. She has long white hair, wears a navy blue dress that reminds me of a maid from a period drama, and looks up at me with deep brown eyes. “You’re a boon because Pan claimed you from the mainland as his own. The island gave him a choice, and he chose you, but not in so many words of course.” She grins, her teeth surprisingly intact despite her age. “Okay, now we have that all settled, let me show you to your room.”

      The island offered me to Peter? I honestly can’t tell if the woman is messing with me or serious. Either way, her answer makes zero sense.

      Hook pinches the bridge of his nose, then seems to shake off his irritation. “Clytemnestra, this is Moira.”

      “I know. Ari told me all about you.” Clytemnestra pats my hand. “Call me Nessie.”

      “Nice to meet you.” I offer her my hand. “Wait, Ari from the town?”

      “Ari, queen of the mermaids. Mmhmm. Oh look! Manners, manners.” She takes my hand with a little giggle. “Good manners. I always love good manners.”

      Okay, so Nessie is a little batty, but she seems kind. I can work with that. I glance around the house. It’s cozy here, the living room dotted with sofas, most of them gathered around the wide fireplace. The wallpaper is a lively green with vines, and the ceilings are high and white with what looks like ship beams for rafters.

      “You can explore later. I’ll show you to your room. Come, come.” She takes my hand. “James, go pound sand. Us ladies need to talk.”

      Now it’s my turn for my eyebrows to hit my hairline. I’ve never heard anyone talk to Hook like that. And what’s even crazier is that he just sighs again and strides off somewhere deeper in the house as Nessie leads me up a winding staircase.

      “So, are you the housekeeper?” I ask.

      “Something like that.” She hits the landing and leads me to the right, past a small sitting room along the front of the house and then down a hallway. “This is yours.” She points to a set of double doors at the end of the corridor. “That’s James. I’m on the first floor.”

      “This house is beautiful.” I peer at the stained-glass windows at the back of the sitting room. “It’s not what I’d ever expect of Hook. I mean, I figured there’d be chains everywhere and skeletons, maybe some gaudy feather décor to top it off.”

      “People aren’t always what they seem.” She taps the side of her nose then opens the door to my room.

      Inside, the walls are painted a deep gray and the ceiling is done in black with golden specks here and there. The bed is four-poster, large, and covered in a deep purple quilt with silvery pillows. It’s practically luxurious. Then I spot some marble through a door to the right. I peek inside and almost moan at the sight of the well-appointed bathroom. A clawfoot tub greets me, and there’s a water closet as well. It’s not huge, but it has everything I need. When I pass the sink, I stop.

      There’s a mirror here. As I stare into it, I realize I haven’t looked in a mirror since Pan took me.

      “Holy shit.” I press my palms to my gaunt cheeks, the dark circles under my eyes like two shiners. The mermaid bite must’ve been even more horrible than I remember. I look sickly, far worse than I could’ve imagined.

      Nessie comes up behind me and peers at my reflection as well. “You’ll be back to rights after you see the Spinner.”

      “The who?” I lean closer, taking in the drained look that shadows my face.

      “The Spinner. At the Fairy Village. She’ll be able to fix what’s ailing you.”

      “The mermaid bite?”

      “Pish posh.” She cackles. “The mermaid bite was nothing. This is from you giving out your magic like free treats on All Hallows Eve with no mind to the consequences.”

      I lean on the sink and feel like I’m well and truly going mad, because everything she’s saying is not computing. “Are you a sphinx? Can you only speak in riddles? I need real information.”

      She cackles again, this time even louder. “Yes, I like you, girl. James chose well.” Surprisingly agile, she turns on her heel and toddles away. “I’ll have some clothes for you soon. I’ve got your measurements in here.” She taps her temple then disappears into the hallway.

      I press my forehead to the mirror, frustration oozing out of me. “What the fuck? Like, no seriously, what in the ever-loving fuck? What the fuuuuuuck!” I breathe out, my breath fogging the glass.

      After a few moments, I pull back. I have to stop looking in this mirror. It’s messing with my head. I leave the bathroom and close the door tightly behind me, then inspect the bedroom.

      The furniture is spare, but what’s in here is useful. There’s a bed, nightstand, a dresser, and a small wardrobe that’s empty. The windows have top pieces that are done in stained glass, and the bottom panes are wavy but clear. I open the middle one and let the sound of frogs and chirps of crickets enter the room. This part of Neverland is like a smaller forest, one that has different sorts of trees than the areas I’m used to. There are no clinging vines and roars in the bushes, just a lovely little hamlet with stars overhead. It’s as if this part is self-contained, and given the cliffs we had to scale just to get here, perhaps it’s isolated from the rest of Neverland. Even if Hook doesn’t appreciate it, Hook’s Hideaway is the perfect name for it.

      I sink onto the bed and rub my eyes. My sunken eyes. Damn, I look like a monster. And Hook had the nerve to say I’m pretty? When I look like a ghoul? God, what if this is permanent? What if I’ll always look like I’m two days of sun out from being a full prune? I snatch a pillow from the bed and scream into it. And what was Nessie even talking about? Riddle after riddle. Magic? I have magic?

      Holding my hand out, I say, “bibbipity fuckity boo” and snap my fingers. Nope. No magic.

      “What was that supposed to be?” Widow leans against the doorframe.

      “Thank heavens.” I jump up and drag her into the room, then sit her on the bed as I pace in front of her.

      “This is nice.” She gives me a quizzical look. “But I rather like the little home I was assigned.” She hitches a thumb over her shoulder. “Running water and everything.”

      “That’s great. Okay, you’re going to answer my questions, and—” I hold up a finger. “You will not speak in riddles.”

      A wary look crosses her face. “All right. I’ll answer what I can.”

      “Why do people keep referring to me as Peter’s boon?”

      Her gaze darts away.

      “Hey!” I stomp over so I’m in her line of sight again. “Tell me!”

      She sucks on a tooth, then shrugs. “I can only tell you what I’ve heard.”

      “That’s better than what I’ve got which is a whole heap of nothing.” I put my hands on my hips. “Go on.”

      “I’m relatively new to Neverland. Sure, I’m part fairy, but just because I have an ancestor from here doesn’t mean I know a whole lot about the island. I mean, look, my wings didn’t even sprout until I got here—that’s how far back in the line my fairy is. It took the island’s magic to wake it up.”

      “You’re stalling.”

      “All right, look. This is what I think I know, but I can’t promise it’s the real deal. So take it with a pinch of salt over your shoulder.” She clears her throat. “The island grants wishes.”

      I scratch the side of my head. “Okay, so …”

      “So, when Peter Pan brought you over from the mainland, we all assumed it was in answer to a wish. It’s extremely uncommon for Peter to bring anyone from the mainland. They say the last time he did it, he brought—”

      “My great-great-great grandmother Wendy.” I finish for her.

      “Right.”

      “Was she a wish, too?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I glower at her.

      She throws her hands up. “I really don’t know. You’d have to ask Peter. The island’s magic isn’t something people like me understand. The fae in my blood is too thin for me to even hear the island speaking. I think maybe the longer I’m near it though, the louder it will become. I can’t say for sure, but I feel a pull to this place. Even when I was over on Blackbeard’s Cay, I could sit on the pier and stare into the mist for hours, just wondering what awaits me here.”

      A wish. Peter made it clear I was never allowed to use that word on the island, that wishes were dangerous, especially if they were granted. It would mean you owed someone something. Does he owe the island? It’s all so tangled, and the way Widow describes Neverland, it’s as if it’s a living, breathing person.

      “Good chat.” She stands and claps her hands. “I should go and see what Cookson is making for—”

      “Wait!” I scoot back and block the door. “I have more.”

      “One more.” Now she’s the one with the hands on her hips. “Not because I don’t want to help you. I do. But I can already tell that the person you should be asking these questions isn’t me. It’s Pan or Hook. They’re the two people who know the most about the island.”

      “Do you know about the shadows?”

      “Only rumors about Peter Pan using his shadow like it’s another one of him.” She shakes out her arms as if the thought unsettles her.

      “No, not that shadow. That’s true by the way—it’s how he took me from my dorm room. I’m talking about the shadow children I saw when Hook came for me at Peter’s hideout.”

      “Shadow children?” She full-on shudders. “Regular children are awful enough, don’t you think? With all the crying and the needing attention and just … Yick.”

      I can’t suppress a smile. “Maybe you’d like them if you had one of your own.”

      She pulls a face, a completely disgusted face. “May I never meet such a fate.”

      “So you’ve never seen a shadow child with freaky red eyes?”

      “No.” She sidesteps me.

      “Wait!”

      “I said one more, and you asked one more, and now I’m going to go investigate what’s cooking down in the kitchen.” She inhales sharply, and though I can’t smell anything in particular, she says, “He’s got some fresh rosemary boiling in some sort of oil. Could be olive. Flavoring it. Wonder what that’s for.” She scoots between me and the door and strides to the stairs. “After supper, you need to get to bed. We have to keep working on your fighting in the morning.” She pauses. “Though this place has no morning—but you know what I mean.” She hops down the stairs with nimble steps.

      A laugh behind me has me spinning.

      “Sally?”

      The bird hops into the open window, her gaze raking over my room.

      “How’d you follow us?” I walk over to her. “I hope you didn’t go near the whirlpool. That was nuts.”

      She lets out a deep squawk and turns to look out the window. I follow her line of sight to where Starkey and Bill Jukes are having a wrestling match on a small patch of greenery in front of one of the cottages.

      “Get him in the gut!” one of the pirates yells.

      “But not too hard,” adds Skylights who stands to the side with his arms crossed. There are stacks of crates and chests behind him. It looks like the pirates brought all their booty up to their hideout and then got violent for fun. Typical.

      I lean out and wince when Starkey lands a hard shot to Bill’s left cheek. But Bill only spits a wad of blood and lashes out with his own vicious right hook. Just watching them makes me wonder how in the hell I’ll ever have a chance against Bill—or anyone, for that matter.

      Starkey howls, then backs away, his fists still up. “You going easy on me, big guy?” He thumbs the blood from his lip and circles the giant. “I barely felt that.”

      I’m beginning to suspect my self-defense instructor was right. Maybe I should back away from this training thing. Then again, I refuse to be an easy target ever again. Calico Jack was more than enough to show me that. My stomach sours at the thought of the man. The dead man. Thanks to Hook.

      “Room for one more?”

      I still when I hear Hook’s voice boom across the courtyard. Then I see him striding from the back porch below me and stripping his shirt off as he goes. I swallow hard, my tongue suddenly stuck to the roof of my mouth as he tosses his shirt aside and steps up to Bill Jukes.

      Starkey backs up, one hand at his side. “I, ah, I have him at my mercy, Captain, but if you’d like to step in—”

      “Take a breather.” Hook shakes out his arms.

      “Are you certain, Captain?” Bill is already smiling.

      “Why? Are you scared?” Hook taunts and circles him.

      When I get a look at his face, at the way he’s got the focus of a fighter—not to mention the absolutely rippling muscles all over him—I grip the window frame a little tighter.

      “Scared that Skylights won’t be able to heal you up in time for our voyage north?” Bill grins even bigger.

      “Don’t you worry about me, Bill. Take my head off, if you can.” Hook feints forward, then leans backwards like a reed to avoid Bill’s long grasp. When he shoots forward again, he strikes Bill in the side and dances away.

      Bill makes an oof sound, the grin falling off his face. Dappled moonlight paints the fighters as they work. Hook is clever, waiting and striking whenever he sees an advantage. Bill is more openly combative, taking more shots and seemingly using an ‘any hit is a good hit’ tactic. I can’t fault him, not when he rings Hook’s bell on one lucky hit.

      “You done?” Bill asks.

      “Not until you’re on the ground.” Hook circles the larger man, the moonlight painting him in strokes of silver and gray. His black hair falls on his forehead, and he wears a pair of leather pants better than any man should.

      I’m glued to the match, to the clear artistry in the lithe way Hook moves and strikes. The spell he weaves with his body grips parts of me that have never even been glimpsed by anyone else. Maybe it’s a death wish or maybe it’s me finally feeling alive after going so long without it. I don’t know. But I do know I can’t take my eyes off him. Not for a second.

      Still, if he simply pressed his lips to mine, what would I do? No. I can’t let my thoughts go there. Not when I know he’s a liar and a killer. But they stray there anyway, giving me brief fantasies that can never come true.

      Someone clears their throat behind me, and I whirl as my door clicks shut and the man blocking it gives me a withering glare.
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        Smee had pleasant names for everything, and his cutlass was Johnny Corkscrew, because he wriggled it in the wound.

      

      

      “I don’t know what your purpose is or what you could hope to accomplish by spying for Pan, but I assure you it won’t work.” Smee’s words are clipped. He seems even more like an accountant now, his tone implying that I screwed up all the numbers and I’ll have to stay behind to balance the books. “I’m onto you. You won’t be leaving here with any information. Maybe the captain can’t see you for what you are, but I certainly can.” He steps forward, menace in his gait.

      I back up, but there’s nowhere to go. When I blink, I see Calico Jack, not Smee.

      “Don’t.” I put a hand out in front of me as Sally flaps away from the windowsill. “Don’t come any closer.”

      Smee’s eyebrows draw together in disdain. “Excuse me?” He puts his hands on his hips and moves to the middle of the room.

      “Stay back!” I scream.

      He actually jumps, his mouth dropping open. “I beg your pardon?”

      It’s not Calico Jack. Calico Jack is dead. He’s dead. I can’t blink, because if I do, I see him.

      “You’re not him,” I tell Smee. “You don’t look like him or sound like him.”

      “Who?” Smee’s initial haughty tone has fallen away somewhat. Now he’s more perplexed than anything. “Who are you talking about?”

      “Calico J-Jack.”

      That gets his nose in the air quick. “As if I would ever be in the same room with that reprobate.”

      “I was in a room with him.” I try to get air, but even though I’m breathing faster, I can’t seem to hold it in. It’s like there’s a leak where my courage should be. “He … He …” I get a flash of him leering at me, his hands on me. It makes me want to retch all over the lovely wood floor.

      Smee’s face softens for only a moment. “Oh.” He steps backwards and keeps going until his back is to the wall beside the door. “Oh, I see. I didn’t realize you—”

      The door bursts open, flying straight into Smee’s face.

      He yowls as Hook stomps into the room, his cutlass out as he whirls and yanks the door away from Smee.

      “What are you doing in here?” Hook bellows.

      Smee holds his nose, which is now bleeding profusely. “Captain, I was just interrogating the prisoner. I thought she might—”

      “Out!” Hook’s yell seems to put air into my lungs, my breathing slowing as I blink away the dark spots floating in my vision.

      The pirate scurries away, and Hook slams the door, hitting Smee in the ass with it, then kicking it all the way closed. He drops his cutlass and comes to me, his own nose a little bloody as he cups my face. “You all right?”

      “I’m …” I’m too shaky to actually answer that question. But I’m not too rattled to notice Hook is still shirtless, a fine sheen of sweat on his toned body. He’s supposed to have a grotesque hook for a hand, for crying out loud. He’s supposed to have a giant feather plume and questionable taste in 18th century clothing. But that’s not him at all. Not even close. Wendy was full of shit.

      “Damn Smee.” He shakes his head. “Meddling twat.”

      That brings a weak smile to my face. Something about the way Hook talks is soothing. He’s got that odd mix of English and Scottish, and when he says colloquially filthy words, they sound so … interesting.

      “Come, lass. Have a seat.” He leads me to the bed, but I stiffen when he tries to sit me on it.

      “All right.” He lets go of my hand and walks to the wall beside the window, then crosses his arms and leans back. “Sit down. I’ll stay right here.”

      “Thank you.” I let my knees go and sink to the bed.

      He glances at the door, his eyes narrowing. “Goddamn bellend.”

      I snort a laugh, half amused at the word, half amused that I know it means dick. “I think he was just trying to protect you.” Now that the haze of fear has cleared, I can see it a bit more objectively.

      “He’ll need protection from me if I see him anytime soon.” He glowers. He’s good at that—glowering.

      “I was just taken off guard. He came in here, and it made me think of—”

      “You don’t have to say the bastard’s name, lass. It’s as dead as he is.”

      I nod, finally feeling my lungs getting full. When I rise, Hook uncrosses his arms. “Stay there,” I tell him.

      He smirks. “Is that an order?”

      “Sure.” I go into the bathroom—and avoid looking in the mirror—grab a cloth and wet it. When I return to him, I reach up and dab it along the bloodied edge of his nose.

      He lets out a slow breath and puts his hands behind him like a soldier standing at ease.

      “Does it hurt?” I keep wiping away the blood.

      “Which part?”

      “What do you mean?” I wipe the last of the blood from him.

      He takes the cloth from me, our fingers touching for a few moments longer than necessary. “Nothing, lass. You should get some rest. I can have Widow bring your supper.”

      “No way. I’m tired of being cooped up in bed.” When I look up at him, I realize I’m too close. Way too close. But I can’t seem to move away. He’s been drawing me toward him from the moment we met. Like a lighthouse—which means I should be getting as far away from him as possible. He’s danger, a rocky shoreline promising regret and ruin.

      His gaze strays to my mouth.

      I want him to kiss me.

      I don’t want to be afraid anymore.

      I want to know if this thing between us is real.

      “Lass.” His voice is a gravel pit. “If you keep looking at me like that …” His words trail away as he runs the back of his fingers down my cheek, then lower to my throat where they play at my collarbone.

      Just that little touch lights a fire inside me. Something about him, about the way he looks at me like I’m more than just a woman caught up in a world where she doesn’t belong. He looks at me like he’s hungry for me, like he knows me from some ancient world in another lifetime where the two of us were joined in every way two humans can be.

      “What?” I move closer, my chest brushing against his as I tilt my head farther back. “What will happen?” I dart my tongue out and wet my lips.

      His breath catches, and he leans down and kisses me hard, his hands going to my waist as he yanks me against him.

      I squeak and grab his shoulders as he presses his tongue along the seam of my mouth. When I open and he delves inside, my entire body turns into liquid. I melt into him, wrapping my arms around his neck as he leans me back, his tongue stroking mine as he reaches down and grips one of my thighs, bringing it up to his hip.

      When he turns me and presses me against the wall, I moan. He swallows the sound, his rough kiss full of urgency and heat. I’ve never been kissed like this. I don’t even know what it is. It’s like another language, one that Hook speaks directly to my soul. He devours me, sucking my tongue and gripping the back of my neck with his hand. Angling my head, he tongues me deeper, a groan lofting from him as he presses his hard length against my sex.

      I’m wet for him, my body open and wanting, begging for more from this man of nightmare and myth. It’s wrong. Everything about him is dark and tarnished, but I want him all the same. I can’t stop, not when he kisses me with a fierceness that turns my blood into lava and my mind into a writhing pit of filthy desires.

      When he reaches between my legs and cups my sex, I whimper, and when he rubs my throbbing clit, I gasp. He finally relinquishes my mouth and kisses to my throat, sucking my skin between his teeth, his rough beard scratching against my flesh. What would it feel like on my thighs? I shudder at the image of him between my legs, his deep blue eyes on me.

      “Hey, we’re doing a barbecue out back if you—” Widow’s voice dies away as she opens the door to my room.

      Hook lets out a growl that’s more animal than man.

      “Oh, shit.” Widow slams the door.

      I take a breath and try to remember myself. But I can’t. All I can do is stare at Hook, at my savior, at my killer, at my avenger, at my kidnapper, at the man I can’t seem to figure out.

      “I didn’t intend to … I …” He shakes his head, seems to collect his thoughts, then presses his palms on either side of my head as he leans toward me, towering over me with the darkest glint of desire in his eyes. “Let this be a warning to you, lass. If you look at me like that again, I’ll have your knees pinned to your ears and my cock so deep in your sweet cunt that you’ll feel me for days.”

      I can barely catch my breath. “If that’s your version of a threat, you might need to work on your ‘scary pirate’ skills.”

      That pulls a smirk from him, the temperature in the room lowering a few degrees. Only a few though, because I still feel the heat coming off him in waves.

      “Then again, Peter might take that threat a little more—”

      His face instantly sours. “I don’t want to hear that cur’s name.”

      His quick wrath is almost like a slap.

      I wince back, but he doesn’t give me any room.

      “Afraid of me now that you remember him? Is that it?” His voice turns cold, hard.

      I reach for any thought, any combination of words to defend myself. “Why do you hate Peter so much?”

      His nostrils flare, his eyes igniting with blazing fury. “Because he’s a vile, arrogant child who plays at being a god!” He seethes. “A parasite that destroys everything and everyone around him. Because he brought you here. Because he stole you away and drowned you in this nightmare, his nightmare. Because he touched you. You.” His voice breaks, the pain and rage crackling like the glass of a broken mirror. “Because he hurt you,” he finishes on a whisper, his lips so close to mine that we share breath and soul and roiling emotion.

      I don’t know what I expected from this fearsome pirate, but that wasn’t it. Not the way he sounds like a wounded animal. Not the way he looks at me with a mix of regret and pain. My heart—a cloistered and protected thing, soft and untried—suddenly cracks open, revealing lifeblood that mingles with his.

      “I’m all right.” I press my palms to his cheeks, the stubble rough under my skin. “I’m right here, James. I’m not hurt.”

      He pulls in a deep, shuddering breath, then—as if remembering himself—he blinks and pulls away from my hands.

      I let them drop, unsure of what this means or where we go from here.

      “Come down for supper. Then rest. You need a break.” He leans closer, so close I think he’ll kiss me again, then he pushes off the wall and strides from my room.
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        * * *

      

      Widow plops down next to me. There’s a roaring fire in the middle of the diamond created by the cottages. Sparks of embers fly up to the half moon, bright as they leave the flames then darkening as the shadows eat them up.

      “So, I’m going to need details.” She elbows me lightly as I take a bite of the crispy fish Cookson claims he made just for me.

      “No details.” I chew, then have to stifle a moan at how good it is. It’s somehow buttery even though it was cooked over an open flame.

      Cookson watches me from across the fire, though he’s trying to pretend to be busy serving the pirates.

      I take a bigger bite and give him a thumbs up. He seems to swell with pride, then gives Starkey a generous helping of ribs.

      “This is a feast.” I try the vegetables—some of them completely unfamiliar—from a skewer. The thing that looks like a pepper has a little spice, but it’s sweeter, the red meat of it like a treat.

      “Don’t change the subject.” She balances her plate on her lap and slices off a piece of her fish and plops it into her mouth.

      “Good, right?”

      She chews for a moment, then swallows. “I hate to admit it, but Cookson is good at what he does. Not as good as me, of course, let’s not get looney. But he can cook a mean fish. Now spill.”

      I keep glancing around for Hook, but I haven’t seen him since he left my room. I’m still reeling from what happened, from everything he said. His voice is on constant replay in my mind, and I get chills each time. I don’t understand him, not completely, but I understood his emotion, the deep well of sorrow in him that I’ve barely seen.

      “Moira, come on,” Widow wheedles.

      “I don’t know if I can. It all happened so fast. Smee was in there, and he scared me—”

      “Yeah, I know. I was bringing the firewood when I heard you scream. Hook took off like someone had shoved a hot poker up his ass.” She shrugs. “I figured he had it handled. But when you didn’t come out, I wanted to make sure—”

      “So, you didn’t just happen by to tell me about the food, then?” I give her a playful elbowing. “You were snooping.”

      “Absolutely.” She takes another big bite of fish, then talks around it. “I was in service, like I said. I used to deal exclusively in baked goods and secrets. Maybe a gooseberry jam here or there.”

      “I wouldn’t know a gooseberry if it bit me on the ass.”

      “They don’t bite.” She stops chewing and leans closer, looking around suspiciously. “As far as I know.”

      I smile. “You’re ridiculous.”

      “Sometimes.” She nods. “I just want to make sure you’re all right.”

      I want to thank her, to tell her that I’m so glad I met her. But I don’t. I can’t. The last time I made a friend on this island, it didn’t turn out so well. God, I just made out with the man who murdered said friend. My mind’s muddled with too many feelings. It’s like I can’t fit them all inside me, and my heart is still sore where Hook ripped it apart. “Because he hurt you.”

      “What happened right then? You just sort of … went gray.”

      I clear my throat. “Just thinking about things.”

      “Like what?”

      “About …” Hell, I may as well tell her some of it—the juicy bits are what she’s after. I drop my voice to a whisper. “You saw what you saw.”

      “Indeed I did.” She waggles her eyebrows.

      “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because he’s Hook. He’s a bad guy. He’s told me as much.” He’s a villain.

      “Mmhmm.” She spears one of the sweet and spicy veggies and chews it thoughtfully. “Has he been bad to you?”

      “Bad to me?”

      She points her fork at me. “Has he hurt you?”

      No, just the opposite. He’s protected me at all costs. But I can’t same the same for Coy. “Not me. But he killed a friend of mine.”

      She nods. “The Lost Boy?”

      “Yes.” I drop my gaze, shame washing over me. I kissed Coy’s killer. I kissed him, and I liked it. God, I’m a shitty friend at best.

      “Hook will kill any Lost Boy he can get his hands on. Everyone knows that.” She says it so matter-of-factly. As if it’s completely normal to murder on sight.

      “Because he hates Peter?” I know from Wendy’s stories that Hook hating Peter is nothing new, but given the rawness of Hook earlier, I think the hate has reached boiling sunspot levels.

      “I don’t think so, though I’m sure that plays into it quite a bit.”

      “Then why?”

      “To set them free.”

      I drop my fork onto my plate. “That’s crazy, Widow. Death isn’t setting someone free.”

      “It is when it’s a Lost Boy. They aren’t like us, Moira. They aren’t real.” She says it with utter conviction, and somehow it strikes a slightly wild chord inside me. Maybe because I can still see the fear and pain in Coy’s eyes and hear his voice telling me to run. Maybe because the guilt from that night still eats at me whenever I get a moment to be still. Or maybe because I’m falling under a spell woven by his killer. All of it. It’s all of it, and Widow has lit a fuse that sizzles and sparks inside me.

      I scoff. “Real. What the hell does that even mean?” My voice rises as the image of the cinderblock wall threatens in my mind. “None of this is real. You aren’t real. A part fairy who was in service in England in what, the 1800s? And yet you’re here talking to me?” I put my plate down and rub my temples. “I’m really going insane. I’m her. I’m turning into her, and I can’t stop it. Maybe I never could.”

      The voices around the fire are quieter now, and when I look across the flames, I freeze.

      Widow reaches for me, lightly gripping my forearm. “Moira, I know it’s hard to hear. I get it, but—”

      “Stop!” I jump to my feet.

      The man I saw through the orange flames turns and hurries into one of the cottages. “Corey!” I dash around the fire, almost running into Bill Jukes, then manage to sidestep and keep going. “Corey, wait!” I ignore the lingering ache from my mermaid bite and move faster.

      When I burst through the cottage door, Corey is standing just ahead of me, his back to me. “Corey!”

      He sighs deeply, then turns to me. “Hi, Moira.”

      “Corey!” I blink several times, as if I can somehow clear whatever weird vision I’m having at the moment. Corey Glavin lived next door to me in my dorm. He was always hanging around but never talked much. I didn’t even know what he was majoring in besides smoking weed and eating Doritos. “It’s you.”

      “It’s me.” He’s holding a plate of food, the steam curling up in front of his face in little tendrils.

      “How?” I’m utterly stunned. Can’t move stunned. Brain fried stunned. He even speaks with a British accent now, not that I ever actually spoke to him much at college.

      He gestures to a small table. “Come on. Let’s talk.” He sits down and slides his plate in front of him.

      I sit across from him and glance at Widow skulking past the window. “What the hell? How did you get here? Did Peter bring you?”

      “No,” he says quickly. He fiddles with his fork then drops it onto the table. “I came through the triangle.”

      “Huh?”

      “The Bermuda Triangle. It’s how I got to the mainland in the first place.” He gives me a sheepish look, his dark hair falling into his eyes before he swipes it away. “Captain told me where to find you and what to do to stay close.”

      “Hook … Hook sent you?” I lean back, my chair creaking as I push it away from the table.

      “Yeah. He told me to watch you, so I did.”

      Ice water trickles along my spine, chilling me to my marrow. “How? I mean, how did you get into the school? No.” I press my palms to my cheeks. “This is wrong. You’re lying. This is just another delusion. It’s like The Wizard of Oz where I take all the people in my real life and stick them into the fantasy. ‘And you were there, and you were there’. Like, you’re a farm hand, but you’re also the tin man. My brain is totally fucked, but at least it’s a little bit brilliant.” My heart is racing, my mind spiraling. What’s real? What is fucking real?

      He takes a nervous bite of what looks like rice. “I, um, don’t know what you’re talking about. But yeah, I was sent to watch you. The night you disappeared, I knew what must’ve happened, so I came straight back here to tell the captain.” He takes another bite. “Glad to be back, actually. I missed the sea. Hated everything about school.”

      “How did you even get accepted? What did you put on your application? That you’re a grade-A pirate? Top marks in thievery and pillaging?” I laugh, the sound high and admittedly hysterical.

      “Oh, no.” He shakes his head, the hair falling into his eyes again. “I didn’t do any of that. I just found the student who was living next door to you and—”

      “You killed the real Corey Glavin?” I back up even farther, the chair scraping across the floor.

      “No! I wouldn’t do that. Hook told me to send him to work on Anne’s ship as a swab for a while. When I came back, Hook sent word for him to return to the mainland. He’s already back at that dorm room by now. No harm done.” He gives me a nod. “Don’t worry.”

      “No harm done?” I stand and gawk at him. I heard the way Anne spoke at the pirate gathering at Blackbeard’s house. Hook sent an unsuspecting college student to work for her? Holy shit.

      “It was nothing personal.” He even has the nerve to sound apologetic. “I’ve been ducking you since I got back. I didn’t want you to—” He gestures at me. “To freak out like this.” He clears his throat and stands, holding out his hand to me. “My real name is Alf Mason. I’m from Liverpool though I don’t quite remember when. Been in Neverland waters too long, I suppose.” He gives me another sheepish smile, as if he didn’t just admit to stalking me at the behest of his pirate captain.

      I stare at his hand like it’s a snake with venom dripping from its fangs. Hook sent him to spy on me, maybe worse. Everywhere I look, I’m in danger.

      He takes the hint and lowers his hand. “It wasn’t like it sounds, all right? I just kept an eye out for you and …”

      The rest of it fades away as I hurry from the cottage, beeline past the barbecue and head straight up to my room. Several pairs of eyes follow my progress, but I couldn’t care less. They can stare all they want.

      I run up the stairs far faster than anyone ever should, close my door and lock it, then sit on my bed. Hook lied to me. No, he didn’t. He told me exactly who he is, and yet here I am almost letting him fingerbang me against a wall. I cover my face with my hands. What is wrong with me? Am I really this naïve? I must be. Here I was thinking I was well educated and making my way in the world, when the truth is I know absolutely nothing. Too trusting, too foolish, too afraid. When I told Hook I wasn’t brave, that was the truth. I’m not. I’m not cut out for this. I’m a book nerd, a dumb one, apparently.

      This has officially turned into a pity party. I sigh and realize how tired I am. Maybe if I can rest, I’ll be able to see a way out of this.

      “There’s no way I’m this dumb, right?”

      A flash of light scares the crap out of me, and then Tinker Bell is standing in front of me, glaring. “You are absolutely this dumb,” she hisses.
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        “She is quite a common fairy,” Peter explained apologetically.

      

      

      I fight the urge to scoot away from her. After all, she’s as tall as I am while I’m sitting down. Then again, there’s something wild about her. Like a feral cat—so cute until it gets its claws and fangs into you. And it’s not even the cat’s fault. It’s just their nature. Like hers. Scary.

      “If you’re finished feeling sorry for yourself, we need to talk.” She hovers off the floor, her beautiful wings flapping lazily.

      “Does Peter know I’m here?”

      She holds her hand up and presses her fingers together in a ‘shut your mouth’ motion. “When I said ‘we need to talk’ I meant I’m going to talk and you are going to listen.”

      “Rude.”

      Her eyes flash, and she hovers closer. “Do you have any idea the mess you’re in?”

      “No,” I snap back. “No one will tell me the truth, so no, I don’t.”

      “The truth is you belong to this island, and all you’ve done since you’ve gotten here is fuck up. So let me help you out. In three nights’ time, you are going to walk out of here and through the woods. That way.” She points. “Geo will be waiting for you the night before the full moon. I’ve given him enough fairy dust to take you back to the mainland. When you get there, you will hide. Understand?”

      “You mean Peter wants me—”

      “Do I look like Peter to you?” She puts her hands on her hips.

      “No, he’s prettier.”

      Her nose wrinkles, the scar wrinkling along with it. “You will stay far away from Peter. He is mine. Not yours.”

      “This jealousy thing you’ve got going on isn’t healthy. You know that, right?” I don’t know why I’m taunting the violent fairy. I guess I’m out of fucks to give at this point.

      “You don’t know what you’re talking about. As usual.” She floats backwards.

      “Last time I took your advice, I got all sorts of messed up. So, thank you for stopping by, but no, I will absolutely not be walking into the deep, dark woods to supposedly meet a Lost Boy who will supposedly take me back to the mainland.”

      She drops and stamps her foot on the floor. “Yes, you will.”

      “Nope.” I scoot back into the bed and yank the covers over me. “Now I’m tired. You can see yourself out.”

      “Get up!” Her voice rises, the melodic sound of it still marred. A broken bell.

      “No.” I pull the blanket over my head, fully aware she might knife me through it. I don’t care. I’m done negotiating with creatures who want to do me harm. I need to wise up. I need to be brave for once. Standing up to a pixie seems like a good start.

      “I’m trying to help you.” She yanks at the edge of the blanket.

      I keep it firmly over my head. “No, you aren’t. You’re trying to trick me. Just like Hook. Just like Peter. I know you all have your own bullshit motivations that are way bigger than I am. They’ve been going on for centuries or more, and I just stepped into it like a big old pile of bullshit. So, no. You can go.”

      “You really are a stupid bitch,” she screeches, her voice a needle in my ear.

      “I guess that makes two of us.” I roll over, turning my back on her. God, it feels good telling her off. Like really good.

      She flits around to the other side of bed, her jingling sound perilously close to my face. “Stop behaving like this. Wendy would never act this way.”

      “I’m not Wendy.”

      The bed shifts a little, like a cat has jumped up to steal warmth for a short while.

      “You’re not sleeping with me.”

      “Don’t be an idiot.” She finally manages to yank the blanket away from my face.

      “I think you already made it clear I’m an idiot.”

      “You are.” She nods. “You are the biggest dummy I could’ve imagined.”

      My hands itch to go around her perfect throat. “Why do you hate me?”

      “Because you’ll be the death of me,” she retorts.

      I roll my eyes. “Because I’ll steal Peter from you?”

      She gives me a look that says I’m being stupid again. “You never should’ve come here. Everything is so much more … complicated now. You have to leave. This way is safe. Geo will take you back home. You can hide for a while and then go back to school or do whatever it is humans like you do. I don’t care. Just as long as you aren’t here any longer.”

      “Great sales pitch. Really. I think you missed your calling.”

      She bares her teeth, two little fangs making an appearance. “I hate you, but I’m trying to help you.”

      “Sure you are.” I make a pfft noise. “Look, if you want me to go traipsing through the scary woods, you’ll need to give me something.”

      “A deal?” Her eyes flash.

      “No.” I shake my head. “Not a deal. Nothing transactional. I just want you to tell me the truth. I think you know everything about this island, maybe things even Peter and Hook don’t.”

      “I do.” She gives me a prideful grin. “I know lots of secrets.”

      “Great. Now share them.”

      She shakes her head. “Not for free.”

      “I told you. No transactions.” I glare up at her.

      She frowns, irritation warring with compromise. “Fine. You can ask me three questions. No more. If I answer them, will you at least consider my offer to leave Neverland?”

      It feels like she just laid out a treasure chest in front of me, one that’s full of pirate gold and priceless relics. Three straight answers? In Neverland? Unheard of! Still, I can’t seem too eager.

      “I don’t know.” I pull the blanket up higher. “I still can’t trust you.”

      “Three answers, and—” She takes a deep breath “—I promise to tell you the truth.”

      A little sizzle of gold thread ignites between us and dies away.

      “What was that?”

      “Is that one of your questions?”

      “No!”

      “Then you don’t get an answer.” She wiggles until she’s sitting beside me, her feet hanging off the bed. “Now, three questions. Stop pretending you won’t ask them. I have things to do that don’t involve babysitting a foolish mainlander.”

      I have so many, but I can work with three. Three should give me enough information to stop bumbling around like a newborn calf.

      “Okay, first question. Do you know—wait!” I was going to ask ‘do you know what the Lost Boys are?’ but that could lead to a yes or no answer. That’s not going to work.

      She cuts her eyes at me. “Change your mind?”

      “Give me a minute.”

      She leans back against me, absolutely no respect for personal space. Her wings are surprisingly warm. I remember when my mother told me the Neverland story, and oh how I wished I could be friends with Tinker Bell, the sweet fairy with the golden hair. That daydream is gone, but there’s still a tiny wisp of nostalgia for it twirling around inside me.

      I take a deep breath and go for it. “What are the Lost Boys?”

      “The souls of dead children.”

      What the fuuuuuuuck? I choke on my own spit and have to sit up sputtering. “What? No! Coy was alive.”

      “Coy died a long, long time ago when he was still a little boy. To sickness or injury or who knows what. Peter brought his soul to Neverland and kept him here.”

      “Like purgatory?”

      “Is that your second question?” She readjusts so she’s leaning on me again.

      “No!”

      If she’s telling the truth, then Hook was telling the truth. So was Widow. Guilt coats me like a sticky film when I remember how I’d treated Widow earlier. I was a real dick. Still, it’s hard for me to accept. Coy was alive to me. He was warm and friendly. But if Tinker Bell is to be believed, it was his soul. And she didn’t say he was trapped here, but putting everything together—maybe that’s exactly what he was. Trapped in Neverland.

      Hang on. Am I dead too? I open my mouth to ask that, then snap it closed again. I won’t waste a question on my existential crisis.

      I need to focus on this next question. There are so many ways to ask it that will lead to a shit answer from the clever fairy who’s currently using me like a piece of furniture.

      “What does it mean that I am Peter’s boon?” I wince, afraid she’s going to wriggle out of it.

      “It means he made a wish to the island, and the island gave you to him as an answer to the wish.”

      “What did he wish for—wait! That’s not my third question.” I put my finger to her lips, and she smacks it away.

      This is what I was worried about—her answer only gave me another question. Ugh.

      One more question. I have to pick a good one. At least, I should. But there’s something that’s been bothering me bigtime. The worst thing is, I think I already know the answer, but I have to be sure.

      “Why did Peter want me to tell stories?”

      She rolls her eyes. “You really are a dumdum.”

      “That’s your answer?”

      “No, but it’s perfectly obvious why—he needed you to—”

      Sally lands on my windowsill and makes a loud squawk.

      Tinkerbell jumps straight up to the ceiling over the bed, her gaze on the bird as she hisses.

      “What the—”

      Sally flies into the room right for Tinker Bell who flashes into the little orb and flies straight out the window. Sally follows. I run to the sill and watch as Tinker Bell and Sally disappear through the trees.

      When I look down, plenty of pirates are staring up at me from their spots around the bonfire. All except Bill Jukes, who is singing as loud as he possibly can to a mermaid statue in front of one of the cottages.

      I pull my window closed. If Tinker Bell comes back, I have no doubt she’ll figure out how to get in. But I doubt she will. She already gave me my answers. The last one wasn’t quite as clear, but I think I’ve known the truth of it ever since I saw my reflection here. Maybe even before when I kept getting those odd headaches and horrible dreams.

      Peter brought me here to tell him and his Lost Boys stories. I thought it was sweet, and if I’m being honest, I was flattered. I love stories. I love telling stories. I live in my head more than anywhere else. Which is scary, given my past, but it’s also who I am. Peter somehow knew that, and he brought me here to tell my stories to him. What did Clytemnestra say? That I was giving away my magic for free? If stories are magic—and I’ve always believed that’s true—then my stories are what erased the crow’s feet from Peter’s face and slapped them onto mine. My stories are what fed him, made him younger, kept all of them going while I faded away. And he knew. The whole time he knew what he was doing to me. Did Coy know? I swallow hard and think back to some of the looks he gave me. In hindsight, it’s perfectly clear. Guilt. He felt guilt. He knew. Yet he didn’t stop it.

      I sit heavily on the bed and glance up at the window, half expecting a Yeti or some other fantastical creature to come crashing through. But there’s nothing, no one. Just Bill Jukes singing in a language I don’t know and the crackling of the bonfire.

      Lying down, I let myself mourn for the Peter I thought I knew. God, I’ve been so completely clueless. About him, about Hook. I can’t afford to be that way any longer. I don’t know how to burn off my naivety, but I think hearing the truth from Tinker Bell was the first step. She wants Peter for herself? She can have him. I’m done with him. I won’t be used by anyone.

      I close my eyes, letting my mind drift. My resolve grows even as I begin to fall asleep. I’m not going to be a soft target anymore. I’m going to get strong, learn from Widow and Bill, and then I’m going to make a break for the mainland on my own terms. Of course, I have no idea how to get there. Then again, there’s a Lost Boy waiting in the woods with a pouch full of fairy dust. If I can get to Geo and somehow snatch it from him, I’ll be one step closer to getting out of this mess.

      I’m not waiting for anyone to save me. This time, I’m going to save myself.
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      “Hey!” I go sprawling face first onto the mossy ground.

      Starkey chuckles behind me. “Your balance is atrocious, darling.”

      “Shut up!” I scramble to my feet and wipe my sleeve across my forehead.

      Nessie claps from her seat on the back porch. “Give it to him good, girl!” she cries.

      “What she said.” Widow nods.

      “Is the little mainlander going to hurt me?” Starkey has the nerve to turn his back on me and speak to Bill who’s sitting near the fire pit. “Am I going to lose my life to a darling girl?”

      Bill shrugs.

      I lunge for Starkey, my wooden sword aiming right for the center of his back.

      He turns and easily deflects it.

      “Ass,” I grumble and back up a few steps.

      “I thought Widow taught you a thing or two.” He tsks. “Doesn’t look like it.”

      “Go easy, Starkey,” Widow shoots him a nasty look.

      “Why should I? No one else will.” He lunges forward, his sword slashing perilously close to my face.

      I drop low and smack my sword against his knee.

      Widow jumps to her feet and yells as I fall back onto my ass again. “You got him!”

      “That?” Starkey pushes his blond locks off his forehead. “That was nothing.”

      “That would’ve been a gusher if her blade had a bite,” Bill intones.

      Cecco, shirtless and with an amused smile beneath his mustache, sits in front of Bill and leans forward.

      “Ready?” Bill asks.

      “As I’ll ever be.” Cecco looks over his shoulder. “Make it beautiful. Something the ladies will love, si?”

      “It’s a skull, Cec, I’m sure the ladies will swoon.” Bill shakes his head and grabs a long stick and a small bowl of black ink. When he starts whacking Cecco’s back, the Italian grunts but keeps still.

      “You want one?” Starkey asks. “Maybe a snake between your breasts or—”

      “Starkey.” Widow’s tone bears a warning.

      He glances at the house. “Fine. James ruins all my fun.” His gaze slides to Widow. “Except the fun you and I have together.”

      “Don’t start.” She grabs her silver cutlass and stands. “You and me, Moira. Let’s go.”

      I climb back to my feet and roll my shoulders. We’ve been at this for at least an hour, and even with a cool breeze soughing through the trees and along the mossy ground, I’m still soaked with sweat. Out of shape—but can you really be out of shape if you were never in shape? Doesn’t matter. I bend my aching knees and wait for Widow to come at me.

      She doesn’t wait, her attack furious as she comes at my left. I cross my blade over my body, holding it downward so that her blade glances off instead of slicing me in half.

      “Good!” She backs up. “Now come get me.”

      “Seriously?” I’ve been on defense this entire time.

      “Seriously. You might actually have the upper hand in a fight—”

      “Against a drunken nymph maybe,” Smee snickers as he walks by. He goes into the big house with an air of self-importance I’d love to stomp out.

      “I could kick that guy’s ass, right?” I ask Widow.

      She winces. “Smee? I mean … He’s not the best at hand-to-hand, but I’ve seen him carve pure art with a rapier.”

      I wrinkle my nose. “That sounds disgusting, if I’m being honest.”

      “It was.” Cecco nods.

      “Quit moving,” Bill grunts.

      “Smee got into it with one of Anne’s boatswains. It ended with more blood than I thought a single body could hold.”

      I groan. “Is there anyone on this ship who can fight at my level? Hey, wait, what about Cookson?”

      Bill laughs and stops whacking Cecco’s back. “I once saw Cookson take a man’s head off with nothing but a strainer and a rusty potato peeler.”

      “That’s right, you sorry cum-twang.” Cookson bursts from one of the cottages with a pot in his arms, then stops when he sees me. His face goes red. “Oh, no. Begging your pardon.”

      “No, it’s fine. I’ve actually been wondering where all the spicy pirate language was, but here we are.”

      He limps closer to the fire crackling behind Bill. “Pay me no mind.”

      “No, I want to hear more about this thing with the strainer and the potato peeler.”

      “Aw that tweren’t nothing, miss.” He sets the pot on the iron grate over the flames. “Nothing ter brag about. You go on now. I wanna see you with a proper pig sticker getting ter work on this sorry lot.” He grabs a ladle and stirs the pot.

      “He’s being modest. I saw the whole thing. I almost vomited,” Cecco says. “Brutal.”

      With a newfound respect for Cookson, I go back to play fighting with Widow. Once she’s thoroughly kicked my ass about fifty times in a row, she sheathes her sword.

      “Enough for now. If I beat you into the ground today, you won’t want to work tomorrow.”

      “So true.” I lean on my sword. “Very wise.” This right here is why I skipped gym whenever possible in high school. At least the jocks aren’t picking on me, though. They actually seem to like me this time around.

      “Go on. I don’t want to smell you at supper time.” She waves her hand in front of her nose.

      “Harsh.” I laugh and head toward the house.

      Widow and I haven’t spoken about what I said by the fire last night. I know I need to apologize to her, but I don’t need the entire pirate crew listening in as I grovel. Besides, I think her kicking my ass over and over was pretty good payback for me telling her she’s not real.

      A bright blue frog is singing its heart out on the porch railing as I approach, its neon pink eyes nearly glowing in the gloom. I find myself wondering what the island would look like in the sun. As bright as it is at night, it must be beyond beautiful in the day.

      Nessie rocks in her chair, her silver hair swept up in a high bun as she works on some embroidery. “I put some new things in your closet, my dear. Pants that actually fit you, a few tops, and I even made you a dress should you feel fancy.”

      “You made clothes? Like with your hands?”

      She nods. “James was kind enough to bring all the fabrics I asked for and more. An embarrassment of riches.” She grabs a large pair of golden scissors and cuts the thread she’s working on.

      A chill goes through me, like someone just walked across my grave.

      Nessie seems to notice and stows her scissors in her pocket. “Sometimes the thread is over.” She pats the front of her embroidery hoop with her fingers. “But others go on.” She flips it over and shows me a wealth of colored thread hanging through the fabric. “Such is the way of it.” She turns it over again, showing me an embroidered image of the golden tree at the center of the island. “Such is the way of all threads. They have to end.”

      “We’re just talking about thread, right?”

      She smiles and goes back to stitching. “Of course. What else could we be talking about? Tell me if you’d like anything else. I love making clothes.”

      “Okay. Thanks.” I’m beginning to suspect Nessie is a lot more than a housekeeper.

      I walk in the back door, the house cool and dim compared to outside. Thunder rumbles in the distance, though it could be the ocean crashing on the far side of the cliffs. Up in this hideaway, it’s hard to know for certain.

      I pass through the kitchen, then into the hallway that runs to the staircase. My steps slow when I hear Smee and Hook talking in Hook’s office. I haven’t gone in there. The doors are always closed when I pass by, and the absolutely enormous crocodile skeleton mounted over the door doesn’t look too welcoming.

      This time, though, I pause and listen.

      “—plenty of time to chart our course.” Smee sounds whiny. Good. I want him unhappy.

      “We set sail in two nights. Tell the crew.” Hook’s tone brooks no argument, but Smee isn’t much for subtext, because he says, “We’ve been at sea for months, Captain. The crew needs more of a break.”

      “Once this is done, they’ll have as long a break as they like. But I can’t rest until she’s taken care of.”

      “Why?” Smee’s exasperation rankles.

      “That’s none of your concern.”

      “She seems stable, Captain. She’s even been out there sparring—horribly, might I add—with Widow. An ineffectual fighter, at best.”

      What a dick! I’m highly effectual.

      “She’s fading. What that goddamn parasite did to her has left marks.” His anger telegraphs through the wall. “There’s only one way, one place, where she can become whole again. As soon as we’ve all had a rest, that’s where we’re headed.”

      Smee sighs dramatically. “I don’t understand what hold this mainland girl has over you.”

      “You don’t need to understand, Smee. I’m your captain. If you’ve lost your faith in me—”

      “No!” Smee practically barks the word. “Never, Captain. I … worry. That’s all.”

      “Don’t. Once we handle this, the rest of it will fall into place. We’ll be rid of that bilge rat for good.”

      “From your lips to Calypso’s ears.” Smee shifts, and I creep farther down the hall, but linger.

      “Tiger Lily arrives tomorrow. Is everything ready?” Hook asks.

      I must’ve misheard, so I tiptoe back to the door.

      “She and her warriors arrive before the moon is high. The menu is ready, and everything will go smoothly. This time will be different.”

      Hook chuckles low in his throat. “You mean this time won’t end in bloodshed? Don’t bet on it.”

      “Everyone will be on their best behavior. I’ll make sure of it.”

      “Good. We need Tiger Lily on our side for what’s coming.” A chair scrapes across the floor. “All right, if that’s all you wanted to discuss—”

      “Not quite, Captain. Alf pulled me aside earlier. He’s been out and about too much, and now she knows.”

      “Shit. Has she seen Mullins or Teynte yet?”

      “I don’t think so. I’ve had them down at the ship re-equipping. Teynte knows to keep a low profile. Mullins as well.”

      “All right. That’s something, at least.” The floorboards creak, and I scamper away down the hall to the staircase.

      By the time the study doors open, I’m already halfway up the stairs. When I get to the top, I bump into Skylights.

      “Hey.” He steadies me. “I was just coming to do another checkup, if that’s all right.”

      “I’m all sweaty.” I pull my shirt away from my chest to get some air in there, but that wafts my smell to my nose. “And stinky. Can we do it later?”

      “Sure thing.” He backs up so I can pass. “You’re feeling all right, though?”

      “Why? Am I sick?”

      He glances away. “Your leg’s not bothering you?”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      He drops down a step. “Not sick in a smallpox sense, no.”

      “More like a plague sense, then?”

      One corner of his mouth twitches. “No.”

      “Am I ‘fading’?”

      “Who told you that?”

      “Is that why you’ve been checking up on me so much? I know there’s something wrong, Skylights. You already told me as much the last time you looked in on me.” I sigh. “Besides, I’ve seen myself in the mirror, and it’s not a pretty sight.”

      His demeanor switches back to his warm bedside manner. “You’re going to be all right, Moira. Pan took something from you. You’re not ill, but you aren’t healthy, either. It’s why the mermaid bite got so infected and took such a deep hold.”

      My nose prickles as unbidden tears begin to fill my vision. “Can you fix it?”

      His eyes soften even more. “No. I’m sorry. I can’t. But I think the captain believes there’s a way.”

      “Nessie said there’s something at the Fairy Village—wherever that is—that can help me. Do you think so?”

      “That’s what the captain believes, too. I’ve always put my faith in James, and I’m not going to change that now.” He slings his bag over his shoulder. “I know it’s important for you to learn how to defend yourself, but I do hope you’ll try to rest a bit more. It might help.”

      “Mmhmm.” I don’t think so. “I’ll let you know if I start feeling gross, okay?”

      “All right.” He jogs down the stairs, clearly happy to be away from my questions.

      I hurry to my room and close the door. Safe.

      Sally sits on my windowsill again.

      “There you are!” I go to her. “I was worried after you and Tinker Bell took off. Are you okay?” I bend over and peer at her feathers. “You seem all right. Did you kick her ass?”

      The gull laughs.

      Cecco yelps below, and Bill smacks him on the back of the head. “Stay still, you big baby.”

      “Go easy.” He leans forward, his elbows on his thighs. “I’m sensitive.”

      I catch sight of Widow and Starkey sneaking into one of the cottages, and Cookson starts singing a bawdy tune about a prostitute with no teeth, if I’m hearing it right. Alf joins in with a harmony in a shockingly smooth singing voice. He should’ve majored in music while he was playing at being a college student.

      Turning, I stride to my bathroom and strip off my shirt as I go. As soon as I loosen my belt, my oversized pants drop to the floor with a wet thud. Gross.

      I flip on the tub water. The hot isn’t super hot, but it’s a lot better than taking a cold shower. I let the water run and again inspect myself in the mirror. I’ve been avoiding this. It scares me, if I’m being honest.

      I stare at the new wrinkles and the dark hollows along my cheeks. My tears try to return when I think about how Peter did this to me. I was so foolish to believe him, but what else was I going to do? I force the tears down and pour some of the bath salts Nessie gave me into the tub, which reminds me of the clothes she mentioned.

      I go to the closet and gasp at the beautiful things she’s made. Two pairs of light linen pants with intricate embroidery in aqua and pink at the hems. A white shirt much like what the pirates wear, and a light green shirt with navy thread along the collar and at the cuffs. But by far the most beautiful piece is the dress. A deep blue, one that looks to be the exact same shade of Hook’s eyes, the dress has hand embroidered golden moons and flowers at the neckline.

      “You’ve outdone yourself, Nessie.” I hold it up to me, careful not to let it touch my sweaty body, then spin around. It’s going to flow out perfectly, the skirt long but billowy and slitted on either side. “Wow.” I carefully hang it up again, then return to the bath.

      When I slide into the warm water, I sigh. I’m tired. The kind of tired that I never felt until I came to Neverland, until Peter took something from me. Or maybe Nessie’s right and I just gave it away freely. But I refuse to blame myself. That’s what Peter would want me to do. The gaslighting asshole. Why did Wendy make him seem so wonderful when he’s really a lying, manipulative monster? He’s not the only monster, though. There’s Hook.

      Hook, the man who admitted doing all manner of heinous things. Hell, he even said he’s the reason the island’s magic is dying, that it was his greed—as Peter said—that caused it.

      I’m beginning to think I’ve been asking the wrong questions. What I need to know is what exactly started Neverland down this dark path. What did Hook do? Or what did Peter do? And if I ask either of them, will I get a straight answer?

      “Ugh.” I bend me knees and slide beneath the surface of the water. It’s quieter here, the water a perfect buffer. My thoughts don’t get any clearer, though.

      Unbidden, Hook’s filthy threat replays in my mind: “Let this be a warning to you, lass. If you look at me like that again, I’ll have your knees pinned to your ears and my cock so deep in your sweet cunt that you’ll feel me for days.”

      “Oh my god.” I sit up, the water sluicing off my wet hair as an ache starts to thrum deep inside me.

      Pressing my thighs together, I swipe the water from my face. “Nope, not happening.” But my chiding does nothing to stop me from hearing his words again and again, always in that deep voice that strokes along my secret places.

      “This is a bad idea.” I ease my hand down my body, then rest it at the top of my thighs. “I shouldn’t.” I lean my head back and close my eyes.

      My thighs part, and I slide my fingers right where I need them. I see Hook, his eyes so intense as he watches me. I imagine him here with me, watching me touch myself. The way he kissed me, the taste of him, the thick length in his pants. What would that feel like inside me?

      I bite back a moan and stroke myself faster, my body tightening like a spring under pressure. He’s there in my mind, a sly smirk on his face as he leans over me, his eyes between my legs as I play my clit to his tune.

      Then I see him on top of me, his cock pressed against me, touching me where no man ever has. When I imagine him entering me, my thighs shake. It’s too much, too damn much. I come hard, my body shattering into a million sparks beneath the water.

      His name slips from me, and I bite my lip to keep quiet, to somehow contain the fevered pleasure that splits me apart and holds me together. I pulse and ache and soar, the sensation so much stronger than I remember. And the whole time, I see him, James Hook. My nightmare and my fantasy.

      When I’m left with nothing but aftershocks, I go limp and finally manage to catch my breath. My body still hums, though my need is sated, for the moment. The ache remains, though. It’s undeniable, a longing that I’m afraid can only be answered by him.

      I jump when my bathroom door bursts open and I see Hook standing there, wearing nothing but a towel around his waist, his hair wet and dripping.

      “What the hell?” I scream and try to cover myself.

      “You called me. Are you okay?” He scans the bathroom, then turns to look back into the bedroom. The damp towel clings to his ass. When he turns again, it clings to all of him.

      “Lass, are you all right?” He growls and stands over me.

      “I’m fine. Get out!” I point to the door, then slap my hand back into the water to cover myself.

      He looks down, taking me in. “Why’d you call me then?”

      “I didn’t call you!”

      “Lass, I know when I hear the name me mum gave me. You said ‘James’, and you said it …” He lets his eyes roam me again. “Desperately.” His gaze darkens when he meets my eyes again. “Did you not?” His tongue wets his bottom lip.

      I want to sink under the water and wait him out until either he goes away, or I drown, because I can tell he knows. He flippin’ knows what I was doing.

      “I’m fine. Please go.”

      “You’re close, lass.” He leans closer, the outline of his hard cock at eye level.

      “Close to what?” I swallow hard.

      “To giving me that same look. The one I warned you about.” He stares down at me, clearly not giving two shits that I’m naked and told him to leave.

      But do I want him to leave? The pulse between my thighs says no. I have to force myself to look away from him. I can’t do this. Hell, I’ve never done this. That’s a bucket of cold water—the thought that I’d be a bumbling fool at the whole sex thing.

      “I see you’ve had a change of heart.” He steps back. “But I haven’t. If you need me, you call me. You say my name like that, lass, and I’ll come running and give you just what you need. I’ll lick your pleasure out of you, then fuck you so filthy and perfect, you’ll never be able to look at me the same way again.” The smirk on his lips, the way he seduces me with his words—god, I’m going to combust. “You’ll look at me as I am and still want every bit of me. The same way I look at you.”

      A tremble rocks through me as he stalks from the room, his back tense, everything about him on edge.

      When I hear the doors to his room slam, I let out a long, shaky breath, then hear the water switch on across the wall.

      Shit, that must’ve been how he heard me. He was in the shower right next door. I must’ve missed it when I was … busy.

      I move to get out of the tub, but then I hear a groan. My heart, already rampaging through my chest like a bull in the streets, kicks up a notch, and I lean closer to the wall.

      Another groan, low and masculine and so damn sexy. My nipples go hard, my body coiling again as I listen with bated breath. He’s … doing the same. He’s doing it where he knows I can hear every single word that falls from his lips. I’m on fire, I’m lit up like a sparkler, fizzing and popping and burning into oblivion.

      Then I hear a deep grunt, one that sizzles through my veins, and after that, Hook’s voice rasping and taut. “Moira. Ah fuck, Moira. That’s my good lass. Take it all.”
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        Bringing up the rear, the place of greatest danger, comes Tiger Lily, proudly erect, a princess in her own right.

      

      

      “You have almost as much hair as I do, but not quite.” Widow pins my brown locks away from my face in loose, draping waves.

      “I don’t know if this is a good idea. Maybe you haven’t noticed, but I look sort of …” I wince. “Shriveled.” God, that sounded worse out loud than it did in my head, and it already sounded pretty damn horrid.

      “It’s not as bad as you think.” She tuts. “I got hexed several years back. Turned my nose three sizes too large, my mouth two sizes too small, and don’t get me started about the damage down below.”

      My mouth drops open. “You can’t be serious.” I stare at her in the mirror of her cottage. It’s a cozy little house with a warm fire and a few touches here and there—like the intense cutlass collection on the wall—that are completely Widow’s personality.

      “Serious. That’s what I got for sleeping with a witch’s man. Of course, I didn’t know he was spoken for when I was astride him.” She shrugs. “I was all messed up after that witch got ahold of me, I can tell you that.”

      “How’d you get back to normal?”

      “Oh, that part wasn’t too difficult.” She pins another lock of my hair. “I told the witch the truth—that the lout had tricked both of us.”

      “So, she undid the spell?”

      “Not right away.” She leans down and looks into my eyes. “First we needed a blood sacrifice.”

      “Whaaa?”

      “Leonard wasn’t the same after that. He was missing a couple of pieces, but his singing voice became quite high and lovely.” She gives me a wicked grin. “Then I was back to my old self.” She turns her head so her profile is reflected. “Though sometimes I think my nose is a hair larger than it used to be.”

      “It’s perfect,” I say.

      She fusses with my hair a bit more. “All that to say, plenty of folks have had ailments like yours. Magical or whatnot. Doesn’t mean they can’t be reversed.”

      “At the Fairy Village?”

      “Could be. I’ve never been there, but I’m quite happy we’re going straight to it when we shove off.”

      “Why? Aren’t all the fairies dead?”

      “All dead?” She scoffs. “Who told you that?”

      I don’t even have to say it. She answers her own question with a sour look. “Peter. That little whoreson will say anything, won’t he?”

      I want to rub my face, but that’ll ruin the little touches of color she’s put on my cheeks. “I guess I just assumed it was the truth since I haven’t seen any fairies except Tinker Bell.”

      Her face sours even more. “I’ve heard nary a good word about that little beastie.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “We should have a girls’ night once we’re back at sea. You can tell me everything that slimy ponce Peter told you, and I can tell you what percentage of it is utter bollocks.”

      “Deal.” I look down, my heart stinging with a memory, still mourning the last friend I made and lost.

      “Coy?” Widow already knows somehow.

      “Yeah.”

      “I wasn’t trying to hurt you when I told you he wasn’t real.” Her voice is softer now.

      “I know.” I can’t tell her I met with Tinker Bell, not when I plan on finding Geo and stealing the fairy dust from him. But I want to, all the same. Now that I know the truth, I’m ashamed of how I spoke to her. “I’m sorry about what I said.” I take a deep breath and open a small door, showing her a bit of myself I usually keep hidden. “I’m just afraid. Really afraid. My mom, she had a disease—well not a disease that they could diagnose. She lived in her mind to the point that she neglected to actually live.” I tangle my fingers together in my lap. “She faded. When I was little, she was present. But she had episodes that gradually got worse until she was just … gone. She didn’t know reality from fantasy. She was lost. She died that way—lost.” I stop when my throat tightens, my emotions trying to rise to the surface.

      She puts a hand on my shoulder. “That explains a lot.”

      “It does?” I finally work up the courage to catch her gaze in the mirror again.

      “Why you sort of went—” She puts her fingers by her head and wiggles them around. “That night.”

      That makes me smile. “I guess that’s one way to put it.”

      “It’s not easy to accept all this.” She smooths down a few loose strands, then steps back and checks her work. “People don’t believe in magic. At least, I didn’t. The world tells you it’s all a trick, one designed to part you from your coin. There is no magic, they’d have you think. There is nothing beyond toiling at your employment and going home to supper and doing it all over again for the rest of your life.” She leans down, our faces beside each other in the mirror. “But they’re wrong. There’s a million secrets out there, each one with enough magic to power worlds within worlds.”

      Her words are like a bandage on my wounded psyche. Maybe she’s right. Maybe I need to put the ‘real’ world away for a while. I don’t know if I can do it, but at least I can try. “You know, Widow, I’m beginning to think you have something of a poetic soul.”

      She stands upright and puts her hands on her hips. “Pish posh. I’ll run you through if you keep talking like that.”

      I laugh and rise from my seat. “Thank you for doing my hair. I like the braids and the way you swept it up in the back. I’ve never had such a pretty look before.”

      “You’re welcome.” She pulls me in for a hug. “Now go back in the big house and put on your fancy dress. I’m going to get changed, too. I’ve never seen the Guardians, and I’m expecting big things from this Tiger Lily I’ve heard so much about.”

      “Oh, Widow. She’s beautiful. Like a model. Seriously. I don’t know where you land on liking girls, but guard your heart in any case.” I pull back and catch the cat-like look in her eyes.

      “Now I’m intrigued. Might even rouge my tits for the evening to get more of her attention.”

      I laugh and head to the door. “Do what you need to do.”

      “See you in a bit.”

      I walk through the center of the cottages, most of the pirates inside to get “presentable” as Skylights put it this morning during sparring. Most of the pirates groaned—except Starkey—who began strutting around like a peacock even though Bill had already given him a bloody lip.

      “Pleased ter make your acquaintance, fairy princess,” Cookson calls from his spot at the fire.

      I turn and stare through the trees to see who he’s talking to.

      He lets out a hearty laugh and uses his red kerchief to mop the sweat from his brow. “I’m talking ter you, girl.”

      My cheeks warm at the compliment. “Aww, thanks Cookson! You look nice, too. Is that a new apron?”

      He pats the dark brown material with pride. “Nessie made it for me. I’ve never had something so fine in me life! I only hope my food is up ter Tiger Lily’s standards. I only saw her the once—when she tried ter slit the captain’s throat.” He smiles like it’s a fond memory. “Fierce. It was a shame we had ter leave her on the rock, but she brought that on herself coming after the captain.” He goes back to pouring some sort of glaze on what looks like rack of lamb.

      “I’m sure she had her reasons.” I’d like to know what those are. “Do you know why she did it?”

      He looks up and scratches his bald head. “I don’t rightly remember. Something ter do with her people going missing. Not sure. But you can ask her soon.” He glances at the moon. “Real soon, fairy princess.”

      A violin strikes up from one of the cottages.

      “Better wear your dancing shoes. I’ll be looking ter sweep you off your feet later.” He grins and cleans off his prep area by the fire.

      “I look forward to it.” I give him a little wave then hurry into the house and up to my room.

      The dress is hanging in my closet, and I’m excited to put it on. It slides over my skin like silk though I assume it’s some sort of cotton. I honestly don’t know a thing about fabric. Shakespeare? I’ve got you covered. Everyday useful stuff like how to fight or how to make clothes—I have none of it. But I’m working on myself. Seems like ever since Hook took me in his arms and plunged me into the waters off the island, I’ve been learning more about myself than anyone else. Maybe I should ask Nessie to show me some sewing basics. Then again, given the way her scissors make me feel, maybe I should start small. Starkey knows how to sew. If I can put up with his over-the-top flirtations, I can probably learn a thing or two from him.

      The dress sits nicely on me, the front dropping into a V between my breasts, but not perilously so, and it cinches in at my waist before flaring out at my hips and draping almost to the floor. When I take a step, the fabric falls from my leg, showing skin up to my thigh. Somewhat revealing, but all the important bits are covered.

      When a knock comes at my door, I practice swishing my way over to it, then realize I look silly and just walk like normal, slight limp and all.

      I open the door. “Um, hi.” I can’t seem to form any more words. Not when Hook is standing in front of me clean-shaven with his hair styled off his forehead in black waves that frame his angular jaw. He’s wearing a crisp white shirt with the same golden embroidery of moons and flowers on the collar as mine, and it’s buttoned down into a pair of deep blue pants. He smells so good, that familiar scent of pine tar and sea spray, and when I focus on his hands, my eyes widen.

      “What’s that?”

      “For you.” He holds up a golden necklace with a huge blue sapphire at its center and opals fanning out from it on either side.

      “It’s …” I reach up to touch it, then pull my hand back. “It’s so beautiful.”

      “It is.” He holds my gaze. “Turn around, lass. I’ll put it on you.”

      “Are you sure?” I do as he instructs and turn my back to him. “It looks expensive.”

      “This necklace was designed for the queen of the Amazons.” He sweeps my hair from my neck, his fingers lingering along my skin and sending goosebumps shooting down my back.

      I close my eyes, living in his touch. When I feel his warm breath against my neck, heat pools between my thighs. “How did you get it?” I ask, trying not to sound breathy and failing.

      “I stole it, of course.” He drapes it on my chest, the gold warm from his hands. “The jeweler who created it chartered a ship from the shores of El Dorado. I got word of the manifest from an acquaintance.”

      “You have acquaintances?”

      “If you hold someone at the end of your sword for long enough, you get acquainted.” His lips graze my ear as his fingers set the clasp.

      “I see. Just regular villain stuff.”

      He laughs, then takes my shoulders and spins me back to him. “I like that. ‘Regular villain stuff.’”

      My cheeks heat, and I can’t seem to look away from him when he smiles like this. His dimples show, his eyes aflame with amusement. He’s so beautiful. Why would any deity create such a villain and wrap him in the most alluring package? Devilry.

      “Anyway, I found out the ship’s course, and my crew and I did what we do.”

      “General pillaging and thievery, maybe with a dash of murder thrown in?”

      “Part of the job, lass.” He glances at the necklace. “But I’ll tell you one thing, I’ve never been more pleased with my plunder than at this very moment.”

      If I had any morals, I’d yank this necklace off and toss it at the monster in front of me with a vile curse on my lips and my head held high. But when he looks at me like this, I can’t seem to work up the outrage. I’m under his spell, drawn to him even though I know he’s everything that’s wrong with Neverland.

      “It was made for a queen. No wonder you wear it so well.” He grazes his fingertips along the jewels, then lower, tracing the edges of my dress as it drops between my breasts. “So soft, lass.”

      I swallow hard. “You look handsome.”

      He smirks, those dimples teasing me yet again. “You think so?” He puts his finger under my chin, holding my gaze as he steps closer.

      I want to squirm, to make a flippant comment that could defuse the ticking bomb between us, but I don’t. I look at him. Really look at him. I show him what I want.

      His hand slides to my throat, his palm squeezing as he uses his other arm to drag me against him. When his mouth claims mine, I close my eyes, my mind swimming as he tongues my lips apart.

      He spins me and kicks the door shut then pins me against it. “Warned you, lass.” He grates against my lips as his hand goes to my thigh. “Warned you not to look at me like that, didn’t I?”

      I gasp as he reaches between my legs and turns his hand to force them apart. When his fingers graze against my wet panties, I moan. He kisses the sound from me, then shoves my panties aside and sinks two fingers into me.

      I buck at the sudden intrusion, and he curses against my lips.

      “So wet, lass. Dripping for me. Only me.” He pulses his fingers in and out.

      “James,” I whimper.

      He pulls my dress aside and fastens his mouth around one of my nipples.

      I gasp and grab his hair, my body arching as he touches me deeply, his teeth teasing against my hot flesh. Everything inside me feels like a lit fuse. Hissing and sparking as my body winds up tighter and tighter.

      “This is mine, lass.” He growls against my breast. “Don’t you forget it. When I take something, I don’t give it back. Never. You’ll never pry it from my grip.” He curls his fingers as he says it, and I can’t stop the moan that tears from my lips.

      He moves to my other nipple, his tongue hot against me as he keeps moving his fingers in and out. My legs begin to shake, my body desperate for release. Then he pulls his fingers out and rubs my clit, giving me exactly what I need.

      I dig my nails into his shoulders as I fold in on myself and explode, my body rolling in pleasure as his name is on my lips. I cry out, unable to hold it in as he masters me with nothing more than his fingers. He returns to my mouth, kissing me hard and swallowing each sound, each whimper, each whisper of his name. I ride his hand, taking everything he gives and demanding more until I’m barely able to stand.

      When he finally lets me take a breath, his eyes are on mine, the intensity in him like the beam of a searchlight in dark waters. “Remember my words, lass.” He pushes his fingers inside me again, sending a shiver of pleasure through me. “Mine.”

      He pulses into me a few more times, then brings his fingers to his mouth and licks them clean, taking every bit of my wetness and making it his own. It’s erotic and filthy and so hot that I don’t know how I’m still standing.

      “You taste just as sweet as I knew you would.” He grips my waist and lifts me, then spins and deposits me away from the door. “Come downstairs when you’re ready. The Guardians are here.”

      The blood drains from my face. “Right now? You mean they’re downstairs?” I hiss.

      His smirk is back, and he runs a hand through his hair. “Yes.”

      I cover my face with my hands. They heard everything. Everything! There’s no way they didn’t. “I was so loud,” I whisper.

      His smirk turns into a rakish grin. “I know, lass. Trust me, I know. I’m rather curious to see how loud you’ll be when I’m bollocks deep in your hot cunt.”

      “Hook!” I slap his arm.

      “I thought it was James. Or is that only when I’m inside you, lass?” He’s dripping with masculine pride. Why does he have to be sexy when he’s taunting me?

      “Get out.” I point at the door.

      “I’m going.” He strides out, a fucking jaunty whistle on his lips as he heads down the stairs. “Welcome!” His voice booms through the house.

      I consider hiding in my closet, or maybe climbing out the window and asking Sally to somehow fly me away from here to avoid dying of embarrassment, but none of those things are legitimate options. Besides, I want to see Tiger Lily and Shiner again. Maybe they can shoot straight with me about what it’s going to take to fix the island’s magic. I fetch the little shoes Nessie put in the bottom of my closet and slip them on. I think maybe they’re satin or silk? Once again, I have no idea, but they’re soft and nice, the same color as my dress.

      “Hey, Moira?” Widow’s voice is outside my door. “You, um, coming?” She doesn’t even bother to hide her snicker.

      “Ugh.” I open the door and walk out, giving her the cold shoulder.

      “Oh, come on.” She hooks her arm through mine. “You can’t be mad at me for that one. I couldn’t resist.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “Look at the rocks on you.” She taps her nail against the large sapphire. “I bet that’s from Hook’s private collection, the treasure to end all treasures.”

      We stop at the top of the stairs. “Everyone heard?” I glimpse Starkey below. He’s looking up at me with a big smile on his face. Smee is, as usual, glaring at me.

      “Yep, everyone heard.” Mortified doesn’t even begin to cover it.

      “It’s fine. We’re pirates. We’ve heard it all. Come on. I still haven’t seen Tiger Lily.” She steps back and does a flourish with her arms. “What do you think?”

      I finally pull myself out of my embarrassment and look at her. “Wow. You look like a goddess. A fertility goddess.”

      Her emerald dress looks like velvet. It’s a wrap that hugs every bit of her curves and cuts so low between her breasts that I swear I almost see nipple. It’s long like mine, but her slit follows where the wrap opens all the way up to her hip where it’s tied together with a strip of fabric that is likely saying its prayers at the moment.

      She primps her dark hair. “Yeah? You think I might get some alone time with Tiger Lily?”

      “You might get some alone time with me if I were more experienced and in touch with my sexuality.” I nod appreciatively.

      Her smile is genuine, and when she spins to give me a view of the back, her wings flutter happily.

      “Gorgeous.” I would wish for even half of her curves, but of course there’s no wishing on Neverland.

      “Thanks.” She takes my arm again. “It’s nice being the two hottest bits of ass on the entire island.”

      “I guess that’s one way to put it.” I hold her a little tighter as we move down the stairs.

      Voices waft up to us from below, and then I hear the violin kicking up in the back garden. Nessie is in the dining room, checking over the long table and making sure everything’s in place for dinner. I thought we’d be eating outside like we do for most meals, but I suppose it makes sense to have something a bit more formal for guests.

      Widow gasps. “That’s her.”

      I look toward the direction she’s turned. “Yes. Told you.”

      Tiger Lily is wearing a light blue dress that reminds me of a sarong with the way it’s wrapped around her and leaves her midriff bare. Her Guardians are with her, all of them standing on the back porch and keeping close to each other. The only one I don’t see is Shiner.

      “They don’t seem too friendly,” Widow says. “But we are enemies, more or less, so that makes sense.”

      “I’m surprised they’d come to meet with Hook.”

      “Allegiances change all the time. Same thing happened back when I was on the mainland.”

      She has a point. It’s not as if opinions and beliefs can’t change. No one knows that better than I do.

      “Moira?” Shiner sidles up to me, a wine glass already in her hand.

      “Hey! I was looking for you.”

      “You two know each other?” Widow asks.

      “Yeah, she kidnapped me one time.”

      Shiner nods and takes a big swig of her wine. “Good to see you again. We’d gotten word Hook had you, so we assumed the worst.” She mimes being hung in a disturbingly accurate way. “But here you are, safe and sound.” She squints a little as she surveys my face. “No worse off than when I found you.”

      “So, you knew Peter was making me sick?” I cross my arms over my chest.

      “I’m just going to go see if Tiger Lily wants a drink.” Widow backs away. “I’ll be back.”

      Shiner comes around to stand in front of me. “I wasn’t sure.”

      “You weren’t sure that I was starting to look like the crypt keeper?”

      She cocks her head to the side, one of her braids falling in her face. She swipes it away. “The what?”

      “Never mind.” I try to swallow my irritation, but a bit of it still leaks out. “You could’ve just told me he was using me. I needed help. I still do.”

      “Sounded like you were getting plenty of help a little while ago.” She glances at the staircase.

      “Ugh.” I turn and walk toward the dining room.

      “Wait.” She takes my elbow, gently though. “Sorry. Look, I’m sorry.”

      I meet her eyes again.

      “We didn’t know what you knew and what you didn’t know. Of course, when Tiger Lily talked to you a bit more, we realized you were completely in the dark. And it’s not like we know anything for certain. Still don’t. We would’ve told you our suspicions, but Peter had already found you. There’s nothing we could’ve done without risking a fight.”

      I try to think of it from her point of view. After all, I was a stranger to them, and it’s been made perfectly clear to me from Peter and Hook that Tiger Lily will do anything to protect her people.

      “If I could go back, I would’ve warned you. All right?”

      I try to read sincerity in her eyes. Staying mad would be easy, but Shiner seems earnest. I’m not going to trust easily. Not anymore. But I finally relent. “I understand.”

      She seems to relax a little and lets go of my elbow, then looks around the room. “This is a nice place, if you’re into that sort of thing. You’re staying here, then? For good?”

      “No.”

      “So you’re going back to Peter?”

      “No.”

      She finishes her wine. “All right, then what are you planning to do?”

      I plan on stealing fairy dust from a Lost Boy and flying back to the mainland on my own. But I don’t say that. Instead, I opt for, “I guess I’m going to see what fate has in store.”

      Nessie lets out a little giggle from the kitchen.

      I turn the questions on Shiner. “Last I heard, you weren’t a fan of pirates, much less Hook. Why did you all agree to come here?”

      She shrugs. “I didn’t want to come. We all advised against it, but Tiger Lily had different ideas. Hook offered safe passage and said he wanted to discuss a solution to the magic problem.” She pats the blade at her waist. “But we’ll see how it goes.”

      “You think he’ll try to hurt you?”

      She gives me a skeptical look. “Hurt? No. Kill? Probably.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, I’ve been here for days and no one has said anything about attacking you. In fact, all the pirates are supposed to be on their best behavior.”

      Her skepticism only increases. “You think Hook would share his plans with you, Moira? When you’ve been cozied up to Peter?”

      That hit lands. I hate to think that I’ve been duped yet again, but given my track record, it’s entirely possible. I assumed from everything I’d heard that this meeting was supposed to be peaceful. Would Hook be feeding me that lie to turn it all to bloodshed when he feels he has the upper hand?

      “Just keep an eye out, that’s all.” She grabs a bottle of wine from the buffet and puts her glass down. “Come on. Tiger Lily will want to see you.”

      I let her lead me to the porch where Widow is leaning against the railing seductively and listening intently to every word Tiger Lily is saying. Hook is out in the back yard talking to Cobweb, the two of them looking a bit standoffish with stiff posture, but still conversing amicably enough.

      “There you are.” Bunk, who’s the only person I’ve seen to even come close to Bill’s size, gives me a nod.

      Wraith barely acknowledges my existence with a slight jerk of his chin, but at least he remembers me.

      “—and that’s how I knew we could travel through the Fading Forest without worrying about the imps.”

      Widow laughs and reaches out to touch Tiger Lily’s arm. “Well aren’t you a clever one?”

      Tiger Lily smiles, but I can’t tell if she’s taking the bait. Bunk certainly is, because he’s staring right at Widow, seemingly forgetting all about me.

      “Moira?” Tiger Lily turns to me. “Can I have a word?”

      “Sure.”

      She pulls Bunk over to Widow. “This is Bunk. He’s very familiar with this island. If you have questions, he’ll be happy to tell you anything you want to know.”

      “Hi, Bunk,” Widow says brightly, though she still cuts a glance over at Tiger Lily.

      Bunk seems at a loss for words as I follow Tiger Lily to a quieter spot on the wraparound porch.

      Once she seems satisfied we’re out of earshot, she turns to me. “Are you safe?” Her tone is no-nonsense, none of the warm chat she was giving to Widow.

      That’s a good question. One I don’t know if I can answer. “Hook hasn’t hurt me.”

      “Does he intend to?” Her eyes narrow.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think so.”

      She sighs and leans against the house. “That doesn’t tell me anything.”

      I throw my hands up. “Then ask him.”

      “I did. It was one of the conditions of our coming here. He gave his oath that he has no intentions of harming you.”

      “Wait. You wouldn’t agree to come here unless he promised not to hurt me? Why?”

      She straightens up, putting back on her air of ease. “Because I don’t know what you are, I don’t know what Peter will do if you’re harmed, and I don’t know what Hook intends.”

      “I’m from the mainland.” I shrug. “Though Nessie says I have magic—she’s a bit woowoo and scary if I’m being honest—and everyone else thinks that when I told Peter stories that he somehow drained my … my …” I search for the right word.

      “Your essence,” she finishes for me.

      “Yes, that. I’ve looked in a mirror.” I point at my face. “I know it’s not supposed to look like this, so yeah, that’s probably true. Hook caught me when I was trying to run away from this shadow child thing, and—”

      “So you’ve seen them?”

      “The creepy kids?”

      “Yes. The shadows. We’ve heard whispers of them, but we haven’t seen one. They truly look like children?”

      “The ones I saw did. Little boys. Makes me think maybe they’re connected to the way Peter brings Lost Boys to the island.”

      Her perfect brow wrinkles. “How do you know about that?”

      Shit. Why do I have to talk so much? “Hook told me.” It’s somewhat true, though of course Tinker Bell is the honest answer.

      She doesn’t seem convinced, but she continues, “It could have something to do with that, but I don’t know. Peter used to treat me like a confidant, but after the fairy folk began disappearing right along with my own people—” Her jaw clenches, her gaze hardening. “That’s when he changed. He’s different now. Different ever since he went into the heart of the island.”

      “What’s the heart of the island?”

      “Beneath the tree. Where all things converge. It’s a sacred place. No one should ever venture there lightly. Peter knew that,” she says bitterly. “But he went anyway, and when he came out, he was changed.”

      “That’s where he made his w—”

      She shoots me a sharp look.

      I regroup. “That’s where he made a request of the island?”

      “He won’t say. But I assume so. Yes. Then he changed more and more. Grew dark.” She taps her chest. “In here. It was all coming to a head, but then we heard about you. I thought you might be the key to solving all this, to bringing back the sun and my people, the fairies too. Their numbers have dwindled. The ones who remain hide in the Silver Mountains. From what, we don’t know. They won’t speak to us anymore.”

      “What about Tinker Bell?”

      She bares her teeth like a reflex, then schools her features. “Tinker Bell is no friend to us. And if you’d like a word of advice, don’t trust a thing she says. She serves only herself.”

      “I’ve noticed.”

      “Good. We’d best get back before Hook starts to look for you.”

      I ignore the knowing look she gives me and walk around to the back garden.

      “There you are.” Hook is waiting, and I have absolutely zero illusions about him not knowing exactly where we were.

      “Captain.” Tiger Lily gives him a slight bow.

      “Tiger Lily. Nice to see you again, on better terms this time.” He bows in return.

      I can feel the tension in Shiner and the others rising by the second.

      “The terms are yet to be decided.” Her tone is polite but edged with steel.

      “True.” He nods. “All the same, I’m glad you’re here and not actively trying to kill me, at least for the moment.”

      “For the moment.” She nods.

      Cookson whistles sharply, and several pirates head over to him, each of them grabbing platters and trays of meat and vegetables. They carry them inside.

      I startle for a moment when I see another familiar face. “The frat boy. The hot dog jerk was a pirate?” I gawk at him as he carries what looks like an entire roasted boar on one shoulder. “Still serving up pork, I see,” I mutter under my breath. Who else did Hook plant to keep an eye on me? He played it so cool when he saw Peter on the quad. That little dickwad. I bet he ran back to Hook the second I was out of his sight. I need to give Hook hell for sending spies after me, but I suppose it’s better than straight up kidnapping me like Peter did. Now when I think about him, I feel like my memories are coated in a grimy residue. He piled so many lies onto me that I didn’t know which way was up. I’m still trapped in all sorts of deceit—from Peter and Hook—but at least with Hook I feel safe. Which is probably exceptionally dumb, even for me.

      “You all right?” Widow asks.

      I didn’t realize she was waiting at my elbow. “Yeah. I’m good. Just hungry.”

      Once all the dishes are inside, Hook motions for Tiger Lily to lead the way. “Princess, after you.”

      Bunk offers her his arm. She takes it, and they walk into the house toward the dining room. Starkey, fresh off carrying a tray of roasted potatoes, comes to Widow’s side. “Shall we, my beautiful piratess?”

      “That’s not a word, Starkey.” She rolls her eyes but allows him to escort her inside.

      Hook is still standing in the same spot, his eyes on me. “Come, lass. If you’re as hungry as I am—and I know you are—you’ll be wanting to eat your fill.”

      I don’t miss the heated tone and the lascivious implication, but I choose to ignore it. Hook truly has a sailor’s grasp of filth.

      I take his proffered arm and walk with him into the dining room.

      Tiger Lily has already chosen a seat at the head of the table on the opposite end. Bunk is on her right, Shiner on her left, and the others beside them. She’s protected and has her back to the wall so nothing can surprise her from that direction. I wouldn’t have noticed any of this if it weren’t for Widow. She’s always calculating a few steps ahead when we’re sparring and in life in general. I’m picking up some of her habits, which is a good thing.

      Cookson fusses over the serving dishes, using a white cloth to wipe the edges where bits of broth have spilled over or a sauce dripped. The pirates pick a chair, all of them doing their best to seem polite and pleasant. So much so that Bill Jukes has a decidedly terrifying smile on his face, and Smee his usual pinched one. Skylights is the only one who seems remotely comfortable as he makes small talk with Cobweb.

      “Thank you, Cookson and Nessie, for this feast.” Hook leads me to the seat beside his. “It looks and smells amazing. I hope our friends enjoy it and take it as a sign of our shared interests.” He takes his glass and raises it toward Tiger Lily.

      The pirates follow suit, though Alf Mason (nee Corey Glavin) fumbles his glass and almost drops it. A scowl from Cookson gets him back in line.

      “To friends.” Hook tilts his glass to Tiger Lily.

      She mirrors the movement, and they both drink. A silent sigh of relief seems to envelop the room as everyone downs the wine, the grapes tart on my tongue.

      Once Tiger Lily sits, to my surprise, Hook pulls my chair out for me. Smee makes a strangled sound as I sit. Then Hook takes my napkin and lays it across my lap for me. Smee is bright red now. I shouldn’t do what I’m about to do. But this is too good. Payback for Smee scaring the hell out of me in my room a few nights ago.

      I look up at Hook. “Thank you, James. That’s very kind of you.”

      The pirates pause, all eyes on me. Only a few of them call him James, and most of the time it’s ‘Captain’.

      Hook’s eyes widen in brief surprise before his smirk is back. Then he leans down and kisses me rough on the lips, like he’s starving for me, like he didn’t just devour me upstairs. Now I’m the one making a strangled noise. I didn’t see this coming. And I certainly didn’t see him swiping his tongue against my lips to deepen the kiss while everyone at the table watches.

      I clutch his shirt in my fists as he grabs my hair and pulls, harder and harder, silently telling me I’m going to open my mouth and let him in because that’s what we both want. He’s right. I open for him, and he relaxes his grip as he delves inside, his tongue wicked and wanton, carrying the tart taste of the wine. I tease my tongue against his, sharing his desire, and he angles my head to the left, taking over and showing me what he wants. I give it to him, my body willing even though I know everyone’s watching. Hook has a way of doing that, of consuming my focus until he’s all I can see, think, breathe.

      When he finally pulls back, I drag in a breath. The table is completely silent. I’m hot and confused when he finally takes his seat. That’s when the embarrassment truly sets in. I’ve gone my whole life living practically like a nun to making out with villains in front of a crowd. What is wrong with me?

      “Nice one, Captain. Very Italian.” Cecco twirls his mustache, one of his eyebrows arched.

      I shoot him a nasty look.

      Tiger Lily stares.

      Hook shakes out his napkin and places it in his lap, then leans back. “Dig in.” He gestures toward the food.

      The pirates seem to wake up and begin to serve themselves. Cookson clears his throat viciously, and the pirates slow down, doing their best to not make a mess or seem too … pirate-y.

      I can’t believe Hook just did that. In front of everyone. And he’s got that satisfied smirk on his face, the dimples showing. I could kill him. I reach under the table and dig my nails into his leg. He grabs my wrist and pulls, causing me to lean over the table as he places my palm on his hard cock. Asshole! I can’t free my hand without making a scene.

      When I look at Widow for help, she hides her smile behind her hand. So I have to look at him. He’s staring right at me, his cruel mouth twisted in an even sexier grin. “I knew you were hungry, lass, but I thought you could at least wait until after supper.”

      “Let go,” I hiss.

      “You sure that’s what you want?” He rubs my hand along his length, a long length.

      I press my thighs together when a tingle erupts between them. “I swear if you don’t let me go, I’m going to scream my head off.”

      “Aye, you will. Soon.” He eases his grip, and I snatch my hand away from him.

      I glance around the table, and no one meets my eyes. They’re all suddenly quite occupied with what’s on their plates. Maybe that’s a blessing.

      Hook grabs my plate and rises, walking to the center of the table and picking meats and vegetables, piling them neatly on my plate before returning to me. “There’s always more if you want it, lass.” He puts the mountain of food in front of me, then fills his own plate.

      Smee stabs his potatoes angrily as Widow and Starkey whisper to each other. The pirate king of Neverland just served me like I’m a queen. I glance at him as he spears some greenery and takes a big bite. His gaze lingers on me far too long, but it’s not like I can do anything about it. Besides, the whole table saw him stick his tongue down my throat, so I suppose serving me food isn’t too far out of the realm of possibilities.

      I grab my fork and take a bite of the boar. It’s delicious. Cookson has never let me down, so there’s no way he’d start now. The room is full of the sounds of silverware and glasses clinking. The food is good, so no one wants to make conversation when they could be stuffing their faces. I heartily concur on that point and eat my fill under the proud watch of Cookson who brings fresh portions every so often to heap onto the serving dishes.

      The Guardians eat well, too, though I think they may have waited until everyone else was digging in before chancing it. There clearly is zero trust between these parties, so I’m even more surprised that they came when Hook offered the invitation. Is Tiger Lily that concerned about me and how I relate to the island? Or does this involve more?

      Once everyone is full, the food dented but not defeated, Hook stands. “Now to business.”

      The pirates settle down, their chatter having grown louder with each round of wine they drank.

      Tiger Lily stands as well. “Agreed.” She gives Shiner a pointed look. “But we may as well let everyone have a good time while we talk.”

      “Of course.” Hook offers me his hand and pulls me to my feet.

      Smee stands quickly, his eyes on Hook.

      “The usual rules?” Tiger Lily asks.

      “If you don’t mind.” Hook takes his wine glass in his other hand. “I’ll meet you in the study when you’re ready.”

      “Captain.” Smee sidesteps toward Hook. “I must—”

      “Enjoy the revels, Smee. I’ll return soon.” Hook’s tone is hard, denoting some overstep on Smee’s part.

      Smee looks nothing short of stricken as Hook guides me from the room and across the hall. The crocodile skeleton over his door gives me an eyeless stare. I’m surprised there isn’t a clock ticking in its bony stomach.

      “What are the usual rules?”

      “We each can have a second with us during our talks. Keeps the fight fair if one breaks out.”

      “This sounds like a shotgun wedding.”

      He smiles at that. “I suppose so, but it’s more like a duel than anything else.”

      “Pistols or swords?”

      “The most vicious weapon of them all.” He leans closer to me. “The tongue,” he whispers in my ear.

      “Didn’t you get enough at the table?” I elbow him.

      “Not at all, lass. I’m still starving.” He moves even closer.

      “Thank you for a delicious meal.” Tiger Lily strides in like she’s the master of the house, not Hook. Shiner is at her elbow, her head on a swivel as she takes in one wall full of books, another full of maps, and the windows with the stained glass along the top like the ones in my room. I’ve snuck in here a few times when I knew Hook was out and about. It’s just what you’d think a pirate hideaway should be. Bits of cigars in ashtrays, a robust liquor cabinet, all manner of weapons and trophies on the walls and even a few—like a golden skull—locked in display cases. Nessie busted me once, but instead of ratting me out, she showed me where Hook hides the best liquor.

      “I’ll give Cookson your compliments. Can I pour you something stiffer for our talk?” he asks.

      “I think we’re all right, and we’ll need clear heads for this to stay … friendly.” Tiger Lily gives a tight smile.

      “I’ve found things can be a lot friendlier if there’s liquor involved, but as you wish.” He shows them to the seating area in front of the fireplace.

      When they sit, he pulls me down next to him, the two factions facing each other. That’s an odd way for me to think about it—me being part of Hook’s faction. But I suppose I am. I still intend to get that fairy dust and find a way home, but I can admit that I’ve felt more at ease here with this fearsome pirate crew than I have anywhere else. Even … even on the mainland, though that’s hard for me to reconcile.

      “Let’s get down to it.” Shiner crosses one leg over the other.

      “Shiner’s right.” Tiger Lily settles back against the leather sofa, and Hook slings his arm behind me. Hook begins, “Well, as I see it, Princess, we both have a problem. One that’s gotten so big we can’t ignore it any longer. The island’s magic is being siphoned off by the parasite known as Peter Pan. If we ever want to see the sun rise over Neverland again, we have to stop him. If we work together, I don’t see why we couldn’t bring the fairies, mermaids, and more to our side. But we need to be a solid front on this. I’ve already spoken to Blackbeard and the other pirate captains, kings, and queens. They fear the darkness spreading to all their territories—and they’re right to be afraid. The sun no longer rises over Blackbeard’s Cay. The blight on Neverland has to end, and I’m more than happy to be the one who strikes the killing blow.” His plea ends on a dark note. It’s clear he means to end Peter by any means necessary.

      I don’t know how I feel about that. He’s not a good person. There’s no way around that fact—not after what he did to me, and not after what he’s done to the Lost Boys. But does he deserve to die?

      Tiger Lily folds her hands in her lap. “I understand your concerns. But you seem to have left out an important part of why the magic here is fading.” She gives him a pointed look. “You are the one who set off the decline. If you recall, you came to me. You asked me for my blessing to enter the sacred cave beneath the NeverTree.”

      Hook shifts, his arm draping across my shoulders.

      “You heard my refusal, and then you began a fray that led to losses on both sides.”

      “Aye.” He nods. “I remember just fine, Tiger Lily. I also remember soon after that you sneaking onto the Jolly Roger with a mind to slit my throat.”

      “Because you still intended to violate the cave despite my decree,” she shoots back. “And then you left me on Marooner’s Rock for the mermaids to devour.” Her ire rises, coloring her throat and cheeks a deep pink. “Peter saved me from that fate.”

      His grip on me tightens. “Back then, sure. That Peter probably did something cocky and foolhardy to save you from the death I designed. But this Peter?” He shakes his head. “He’s changed, Tiger Lily. You know that.”

      “He’s become more like you—taking what he wants, refusing offers of friendship, ignoring the consequences of his own actions.” Her words have bite.

      Shiner and I exchange a look, but she gives nothing away. She doesn’t have to. I know she’d defend Tiger Lily to her last breath.

      “You blame him for the island’s darkness, but you are the one who set it in motion.” She tangles her fingers together. “This began because you went into the cave and bargained with the soul of the island. Whatever it gave you created the imbalance. It was a festering wound until Peter committed the same sin. Now, it’s tearing Neverland apart. Make no mistake, Captain, I blame both of you.”

      I look at Hook from the corner of my eye. His jaw is tight, his face a grim mask. I don’t know what he’s thinking, but it’s certainly not about reconciliation and finding common ground over a meal. Not anymore.

      “I did what I did. I make no apologies for it.” He sounds every bit the fierce pirate of legend, violence dripping from his words. “I will do whatever the island demands of me to repair the damage I’ve caused. You know that. I’ve asked to return to the sacred cave, but you’ve refused your blessing again and again. I will not venture there without it.”

      Tiger Lily pins him with an icy glare. “You won’t have it. Not after what you’ve done. I can’t trust you.”

      They fall silent, each of them staring daggers at each other. We wait for a long while, the sounds of the violin and someone singing floating in from the back garden. The pirates and the Guardians out there are getting along far better than the ones in this room.

      Finally, I clear my throat. “Let me just go over the minutes of the meeting to see if we can move forward, okay?” Shiner nods encouragingly, but Hook and Tiger Lily are still engaged in their standoff. “Hook did a bad thing by going to talk with the island about a request. Is that right?”

      “Yes,” Tiger Lily says through tight lips.

      “And that was the beginning of the end for the sunshine and maybe some other magical things?”

      “Right,” Shiner agrees.

      “But then Peter went and did the same bad thing—asking the island for something—and that threw it off even more. Which has now led to the island’s magic fading, missing Guardians and fairies, the creepy shadow children, and the forever night.”

      “And the terror at the full moon,” Shiner adds. “It was dangerous before, but each full moon brings the whole island a little closer to …” She looks up, searching for a word.

      “The island is going feral. Bit by bit. Soon, it won’t allow Lost Boys, fairies, or even Guardians to survive here.” Tiger Lily sighs.

      “I believe your minutes are correct, lass.” Hook squeezes my shoulder, his hand warm against me. “But there are a few things I’d like to add. I think the shadows are entirely Peter’s doing.”

      “How so?” Tiger Lily asks.

      “It’s a theory, one I can’t prove. But ever since I visited the cave, Peter and the Lost Boys began to age far faster than any of the rest of us here. Tiger Lily, you look the same as the day of our first duel, the time when you tried to carve out my liver.”

      Tiger Lily nods. “I would have done it, too, if it weren’t for Smee running through the forest and screaming so shrilly that I thought there might be a child in danger.”

      I let out a small snort, then cover my nose with my hand. “Sorry,” I say. “I just kind of hate that guy.”

      “Can’t stand him. He looks like he enjoys counting things and arranging them in neat little rows.” Shiner wrinkles her nose. “What sort of person enjoys that?”

      Tiger Lily puts her hand on Shiner’s knee, and she falls silent. I suppose our misbehaving is at an end.

      “The point is, Princess, Peter is the one who’s losing the magic far faster than anyone else.”

      “Where are you going with this?” she asks.

      “I think Peter has been doing something to the Lost Boys. Their numbers have dwindled to—”

      “You kill every Lost Boy you find,” Tiger Lily interrupts. “You can’t seriously think I’ll blame Peter for that.”

      “I don’t deny that. I set them free to go on to wherever they belong.”

      Tiger Lily sighs. “If you’d just let them live, the conflict between Peter and—”

      “I won’t.” His words are clipped.

      “Why?” I blurt.

      Hook turns to me so fast his neck cracks.

      “Why won’t you just let them live?” I hate the prickle of tears behind my eyes when I see Coy’s face. Will I see it forever?

      “Because they’re trapped here.” His voice softens, and he speaks only to me. “When I was a child a long, long time ago—longer now than I can truly remember, I had a sister.” He pauses for a while, then continues. “She was younger than me. A little blonde thing that followed me around our small house.” He smiles a little. “She had a dolly she loved. She called it Frenchie, though I’ve no idea where she got that name. I don’t recall what it looked like or even what happened to it, but I remember she loved it dearly. One day, we went to the market with our mum. My sister took Frenchie with her, dragged it all around the market while my mother sold her knitting and bought some food. When we got home, Frenchie was gone. My sister cried herself to sleep that night, her heart breaking because her doll was gone. I remember holding her. She was so wee in my arms, her tears consuming her.” He looks down as if he can still see his sister. “That morning, a man from the market came to the door and handed over the dolly. He said he’d found it in a rubbish bin at the back of his stall. My sister was overjoyed, and I remember that day as one of the happiest of my childhood.”

      For some reason, I lean into him. I don’t know why. I don’t know what he’s going to say next, but I can sense something inside him that’s brittle and cracked, and with any force at all, it could break.

      “The next week we were getting ready to go to market again on our usual day, but my sister wasn’t feeling well. I stayed home with her while our mum went out. She was tired, so tired. Not hopping around the house like usual. Instead, she kept to her bed, her Frenchie always by her side. By the time Mum came home, she was coughing, her face pale, her skin cold. I held her again, kept her close to me as she began to burn with fever. My mum left to get help, to try and find a doctor who’d work for very little. I stayed with my sister. Held her as she burned and wept. She held Frenchie in her pale hands, her fingers wrapped tightly around the harbinger of her end. And when our mum finally came home, my sister was already gone. I held her as she took her last breath.” His eyes are glossy, the memories old but the pain still fresh. “The only comfort I ever had from losing her was the thought of her being in a better place. Somewhere with no hunger, no pain, no sickness. Somewhere our father could never find her and hurt her the way he used to. Somewhere she was free.” He turns back to Tiger Lily. “So, yes, I will kill every Lost Boy I find. I will set them free to escape this endless night and into whatever heaven every innocent child deserves. Because make no mistake, that’s what they are. Children who were led here by a pied piper who has no intention of ever setting them free.”

      I wipe my wet cheeks, my tears still rolling as I try to brush them away. I’ve never heard that kind of pain in someone’s voice, not the sort of raw emotion that leaves a lifetime of scars. I felt it when my mother died. I felt it when Coy died. And now I know Hook feels it, too. Some scars can never fully heal.

      Tiger Lily’s stony countenance has softened somewhat. “I understand,” she says quietly.

      He gives her a nod.

      “With that aside, I still need to know how you plan to use Moira to break the curse over the island. If she is a boon from the island, I won’t let you harm her.”

      “You let Peter harm her.” Hook snaps with sudden ferocity, his pain transformed to anger. “You let him sink his claws into her and said nothing.”

      “We didn’t know.” Tiger Lily meets my gaze. “I had my suspicion, especially when you said you would tell Peter stories.”

      “Why? I still don’t know why he asked for that.”

      “When Peter communed with the island, he made a bargain. I don’t know what he asked for, but you were what the island granted to him. He brought you here and asked you for stories. That alone is suspicious.”

      “You lost me.”

      Tiger Lily adopts a patient tone. “Stories have power. You believe that, don’t you?”

      “Yes.” The fact that I’m currently trapped in one isn’t lost on me. “They’re magic.”

      “Exactly. Island lore has it that fae told the first stories. They were the first beings to ever attempt to make sense of the world around them by telling it to others. In it, they found magic, power, and other realms.”

      “I’m not fae. Wouldn’t Widow and Tinker Bell know if I was one of them?”

      “We don’t know what you are, but the Spinner will be able to tell.”

      “Nessie, I think, mentioned a Spinner.”

      “Spinners are the leaders of fae society here on the island. They’re, for lack of a better word, fae royalty. Their magic, if freely given, can heal wounds, save lives, do any number of powerful things. If you are descended from the line of Spinners, then you may be the answer to Peter’s request because of it, because of your link to the island’s deep magic. Your fae blood line could be his boon.”

      “His boon.” I’ve come to hate that word. And now I’m starting to resent the island. Why does it think it has the right to give me to anyone? I look at Hook. “What did you ask the island for?”

      He meets my gaze, but he doesn’t answer.

      “He’s never divulged it, even though it might be a great help to all of us,” Tiger Lily says pointedly.

      Hook scowls. “I think I’ve told you enough. What I need is for you to tell me who you intend to ally with. If it’s Peter, I’d rather know now than later, and I give you my word I’ll let you leave this forest safely. After that …” He doesn’t need to say more. The implication is clear.

      Tiger Lily’s eyes narrow, and she and Shiner whisper to each other for a short moment, then turn back to us. “We will work with you to save the island, conditionally.”

      “What conditions?” Hook asks warily.

      “I assume you intend to visit the Fairy Village as soon as possible to find the Spinner, if she’s still alive.”

      “Why would you assume that?” Hook tosses back.

      “You are a lot of things, but a fool isn’t one of them, Captain. If Moira is somehow part of the island, the Spinner will know.”

      Hook considers for a while, then gives a slight nod. “We set sail tomorrow.”

      “Good. Shiner will accompany you as long as Moira is with you.”

      Hook raises a brow. “How is she at swabbing decks?”

      “I get seasick.” Shiner grins. “Easily.”

      Hook doesn’t seem particularly pleased, but he doesn’t argue. “Anything else?”

      “If Moira is fae, then you will deliver her to us, the only neutral parties on this island, while you and Peter—”

      “No.” I stand so quickly that Shiner reaches for her weapon. “I’m not a trading card. I’m not a boon. I’m a person. I decide where I go and what I do. You don’t.”

      Tiger Lily rises, all grace and elegance. “I didn’t mean to offend you, Moira.”

      “You’ve been talking about me like I’m some sort of pawn on a chess board. It’s pissing me off.” After the words are out, I have a twinge of worry. After all, she’s an actual princess. I probably shouldn’t speak to her so—

      She coughs into her hand, which is when I realize she’s covering a laugh. “I don’t think anyone’s ever used that turn of phrase with me. I rather like it.”

      I shrug as Hook stands at my elbow.

      Tiger Lily sighs, and I realize she looks tired. Even through her dazzling beauty, she’s weary of the island’s troubles. “You’re right, Moira. I apologize. There’s no excuse for it. Would you be all right with Shiner accompanying you to the Fairy Village?”

      I glance at Hook.

      He dips his head to me. “It’s your say-so, lass.”

      My say-so. I like the sound of that.

      “Yes.” I offer my hand to Tiger Lily. “You have a deal.”

      She takes it and covers it with her other one. “You have our protection for as long as you want it.” She squeezes my hand. “And our friendship.”

      I blush. I can’t help it. I can’t wait to tell Widow about this. “Thank you.”

      We pull away, the meeting over and a shaky alliance struck. It was only words, but I feel like we all took a momentous step forward … toward what, I don’t know.

      “Starkey!” I hear Bill Jukes roar and then a hard thud.

      Tiger Lily gives Hook a questioning look.

      “I think the lads are showing off for you in the garden.” He leans over to peek out the window. “Yes, peacocking at its finest. Starkey’s already shirtless and Bill is out for blood.”

      Shiner grins. “I’d like to try my luck.”

      Hook makes a hmm sound. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea—oh, hell, Cobweb’s already thrown herself into the ring and is duking it out with Cecco.”

      “Woooo!” Shiner jets out of the office.

      “I thought you said no bloodshed.” Tiger Lily peers out the window as Shiner joins the fray, the violin music whining faster now.

      “No serious bloodshed. Maybe a little for fun.” Hook grins as the brawl grows, though there are plenty of laughs and whoops included in the fighting. “It’s the way of pirates.”

      “And of Guardians. I suppose we can let them blow off some steam.” Tiger Lily glides from the room, her long dark hair shining in the lantern light. “I’ll keep an eye on them, make sure no one dies.” She closes the doors to the study, leaving Hook and me alone.

      He returns from the window. “We’re all wild things here, I suppose.”

      “Definitely.” I’m looking at the wildest thing of all.

      He stands in front of me, close enough to touch. Close enough to feel the heat coming off him.

      “Why won’t you tell me what you asked the island for?” I look up and try to pry his secrets free from the deep blue of his eyes.

      He studies me for a long while, our breaths mingling as our souls seek to find some common ground between lust and curiosity and fear.

      “I don’t want to scare you, lass,” he finally says.

      “Why would I be scared? Did you ask for Cthulhu or something? Maybe the kraken?”

      One side of his lips quirk up. “Something bigger.”

      “You did say you were greedy.” I run my fingers along the jewels at my throat. “Treasure, then?”

      “Aye.” He moves closer, his hands at my waist.

      I’m falling again, his spell wrapping me up in his scent and the need that blooms inside me.

      He tilts my chin up, his mouth grazing across mine. “I think you know what I wished for, lass.”

      My breath catches when he uses the forbidden word, and for the meaning that lies beneath it.

      His lips are so soft against me, gentle and teasing. He’s a man full of ironies, one who I don’t know if I’ll ever fully understand.

      “Tell me.” I grip his shoulders, demanding he yield to me. “Tell me what you wished for.” I kiss him, tasting him and biting his lower lip as he pulls me against him.

      One of his hands strays through the slit of my dress and goes to my ass, and he lifts me with ease, wrapping his other arm around my back as he kisses me with unbridled fervor.

      “Tell me.” I let my head fall back as he kisses my throat, his teeth nipping as he sucks the spot below my ear. “Please, James. Tell me.”

      He carries me to the desk along the wall of maps and swipes his arm across it, sending everything to the floor as he sets me down. Then he hikes up my skirt, grabs my panties and wrenches them off, the fabric tearing and falling to the floor as he spreads my legs, his hips between them as he kisses me again.

      I run my hands along his chest, my body on fire as he reaches for his belt. I’m delirious from his kiss, and all I can think about is how I want more. More of him. All of him.

      “Tell me.” I whimper as he frees his cock and runs it along my wet slit. “James.”

      He yanks my hips to the edge of the table, his cock head pressing at my entrance. “I give nothing back, lass. Nothing.” He presses his forehead to mine. “I’ll never give you up. You are my treasure.”

      I press my palms to his cheeks, my entire being focused on him, on this moment. “What did you wish for?”

      “I wished for love.” With a thrust, he slides into me. He swallows my yelp of surprise, then pushes himself all the way in. I gasp, my body adjusting to him, to the thickness and the sudden sensation of being filled in a way I’ve never experienced before. “And the island gave me you.”
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        To what extent Hook is to blame for his tactics on this occasion is for the historian to decide.

      

      

      Tears swim in my vision as I hold onto him.

      “Lass, are you all right?” He kisses my tears away, then takes my mouth.

      “I’m … I’m …” I move my hips and moan. “I want you.”

      My words seem to light an even brighter blaze in him, because he pulls back and rocks into me hard. His body is tense, every muscle strained as he goes slow, working his cock into me again and again as I get used to it.

      It’s not what I expected at all. I thought it would hurt. It doesn’t. It’s … different. I move my hips and whimper at the rush of sensation it sends through me.

      He grunts when I move again, my body adjusting to him.

      “So goddamn tight.” He pulls my dress from my shoulders and cups one of my breasts, then drops his mouth to my nipple and sucks it as he continues to thrust, working himself deeper and deeper.

      I feel a little pinch and gasp.

      He stills, his eyes meeting mine. “Lass?”

      “Slow.” I kiss him, his mouth taking mine roughly, hungrily.

      “I can’t.” He presses deeper. “I can’t go slow with you. I never could.”

      I wriggle, my body focused on the heat building between my thighs as he cups my breast and kisses my throat.

      “Beautiful,” he murmurs against me. “So beautiful, lass. Can’t go slow.” He thrusts harder, sending shocks of desire through me.

      It feels so strange, but it also gives me pleasure in ways I’ve never experienced.

      “I need you.” He returns to my mouth and thrusts back and forth, sliding inside me as I dig my heels into the backs of his thighs. I grow wetter, his movements more slippery, my body desperate for more.

      “That’s my good lass. Take me in. All of me.”

      I move with him, and when he’s fully inside me, his body grinding against mine, I can feel my orgasm building.

      “James,” I gasp, my eyes on his.

      He rocks into me, hitting my clit with his strokes. “That’s it. Don’t hold anything back from me.” He splays his palm on my chest and eases me back onto the desk.

      I stare up at him as he takes my thighs and spreads them wider, pushing them up and looking down as he feeds his cock into me again and again.

      “Fuck. Oh my fucking hell. Just look at you. Pink and slippery, taking every inch of me. Your cunt was made for me. Only me.”

      I moan and grip the edge of the desk. So many sensations are coursing through me, pleasure chief among them. When I stare up at him, at the strain on his handsome face, at the way he watches us join together, I can barely catch my breath. And when he licks his thumb and presses it to my clit, I cry out.

      “That’s it, lass. Give me everything. I want this pretty slit to milk every bit of come from my cock.” He strokes me faster, the ferocity of his hips growing as he pounds into me, shaking the desk and sending pleasure skittering all along my skin. “I’ve wanted you for so long.” His voice breaks, his gaze capturing mine. “I’ve dreamed of you, lass. Only you.”

      I can’t catch my breath, can’t focus on anything but the way we’re joined.

      He swirls his thumb faster, bearing down just right, and I let go. I come on a loud cry, my body releasing, pleasure rocketing through my veins and frying every nerve ending with bliss. It rolls, a hard, thumping orgasm that curls my toes and steals my breath. I’ve never felt this, never given myself to another person. Hook takes me, slamming into me harder and harder as my sex squeezes him, my orgasm still falling over me in drenching waves. I moan and arch, and he watches me, his gaze burning into me as he claims me with vicious, animalistic strokes. It sends me higher, more waves cresting and falling as he wrings me out, taking my pleasure and giving it back to me again and again.

      He surges deeper and lets out a low groan, his hands squeezing my waist as he releases inside me. I feel his cock kicking, his body surging into mine as my orgasm matches his, our shared pleasure writ large on his face as he holds my gaze. Every muscle taut, he grunts, shoving so deep into me that the desk scrapes along the floor.

      “That’s my good lass. Take every last drop.”

      I moan at his filthy talk, at the way he feeds into my desire with every look, every touch. He yanks me to him, sealing us together, his cock embedded deeply as he finishes and my body takes what he gives. I let go of the desk and put my hands in my hair, pull the strands close to my scalp as I’m overcome with so much sensation.

      My waves begin to slow, my body awash in warmth as he sucks in a breath, his eyes wild.

      When the last aftershock is gone, I can only look up at him. He’s leaning over me, his palms flat on the table, his eyes on mine.

      My head is swimming with what we’ve just done, with the mind-blowing orgasm that even now echoes through me.

      He reaches down and grabs the nape of my neck, pulling me to him and kissing me.

      I’m limp, barely able to sit up, and I’m already a little sore between my legs.

      When he pulls out, I wince.

      “Are you hurt?” He stows his cock and scoops me into his arms.

      “I’m all right. I can walk.”

      He carries me out of the study and up the stairs. Everyone is still outside having a good, violent time, so we go unseen—though I’m certain we didn’t go unheard.

      “Was it your first time?” he asks as he skips my room and carries me into his.

      “You could tell?” I feel suddenly shy, which is ridiculous since he was just inside me.

      “No, not really. Just a feeling.” He takes me into his bathroom and turns on the faucet to his tub.

      “Yes,” I say quietly. “You’re my first.”

      He kisses my crown. “Your only, lass.”

      I drop my head back to look up at him. “Don’t go getting ideas.”

      “Ideas?” He kisses me. “Not at all.” He talks between kisses, his mouth a wicked instrument. “I told you.” Kiss. “I take what’s mine and never let go.” Kiiiissss. “And you’re mine.” Kiss. Kiss. “You’re a pirate’s greatest treasure now, lass.” Kiss. “I’m not letting you out of my sight.” Kiss.

      I could get used to this. For the moment, I put aside all the doubts, all the questions, all my myriad worries. I want to be his. I want to be right here in this moment, safe in James’s arms as we bask in each other.

      “I suppose that means you belong to me, too?”

      He smirks. “I knew you’d make a good pirate.”

      “Good pirates state ownership?”

      “Good pirates know what pieces to leave and which ones to collect. I have an eye for quality, lass.” He slides my dress off my shoulder again and runs his finger around my nipple, sending a tingle to my sore spots. “Like this right here. Quality.” He leans down and runs his tongue along it, making me gasp. “And this.” He slides his hand lower and cups my sex. “Top quality.” Then he kisses my forehead. “And nothing beats what’s in here, lass. Nor in here.” He kisses my breast over my heart.

      How can the devil incarnate be so sweet? I don’t know, but I don’t want it to stop.

      When he lowers me to his lap to check the water temperature, I feel how hard he is.

      “Wow. I thought you would need time to … to, um … recover.”

      “For you?” He sets me on my feet and reaches up to pull my dress off my other shoulder. It falls and puddles at my feet. I wear his necklace and nothing else. I know the old me, the one who spent all her time grading papers and doing schoolwork, would try to hide. Would cringe. Would turn fifteen shades of red.

      I don’t. I only turn maybe two shades of red, and I don’t try to hide from his gaze.

      He looks me up and down slowly, his eyes lingering on my sex and then higher. When he licks his lips and runs his hands along my sides, I feel my knees go weak. “For you I think I could fuck through a slab of granite. That’s how hard you make me. I’d bend you over this tub until you screamed my name again.”

      He drops a kiss on my stomach, making it tremble. Then he goes lower, kissing my mound and each of my thighs, worshipping me with his mouth as he moves up again, licking the valley between my breasts and nibbling at my throat before kissing my mouth, his tongue an avid explorer.

      His calloused hands rove me, and I reach for the buttons on his shirt.

      He takes my hands.

      “I want to see you.” I glance down. “All of you.”

      A satisfied smile twitches on his lips.

      I roll my eyes as he steps back and grips the back of his shirt and pulls it over his head. The now-familiar scars on him catch my eye, but when his hands go to his pants, I can’t help but stare.

      He unfastens them and lowers them, his cock springing free as he steps out of them and kicks them away. I already knew he was big, but this is verging on obscene. Long and thick, I wonder how it managed to fit all the way inside me. Why am I burning, already thinking about what it feels like and wanting more?

      “Fuck, lass. You’re looking at it like you want me inside you again.” He steps to me and grips my hair, leaning me back. “And I want that too, but you’re sore.”

      “I am.” I reach down and grab him.

      His hips jerk. “Moira,” he warns. “You’re playing with fire.”

      I stroke him slowly, amazed at the soft skin over the hardness beneath.

      He groans and pulls my hair harder. “You’re not ready.”

      “I think you’re not ready.” I stroke him faster, traveling along the full length of him.

      “Fuck.” His hips buck.

      I feel my power, the sway I hold over this irresistible villain, and I say the one thing I think might make him lose control. “I wonder what it tastes like.”

      His eyes roll. “Lass, I told you—”

      “I’m playing with fire.” I drop to my knees, his hand still in my hair.

      “Lass.” His voice is gravel.

      When I lick the drop of come on his tip, he barks out a curse, and when I put it in my mouth, he grabs my hair with both hands.

      He’s a little salty, and I think I can taste myself on him. Just being on my knees like this with his stormy eyes on me as I run my tongue along him—I feel powerful. I feel sexier than I ever have in my life. And I feel in control.

      I start to work my head back and forth along him. With no clue if I’m doing this right, I grip his base and suck, hollowing out my cheeks as I bob my head on him.

      “That’s it, lass. Ah fuck.” He pulls my head forward to his rhythm, and I suck and lick, doing whatever seems to drive him the craziest.

      His hips piston, pushing forward again and again. “I need to see you, lass. Keep watching me.”

      Warm water falls onto my calves from the overflowing tub, but neither of us care.

      I look up at him, my eyes watering as his cock head flirts with the back of my throat. Then I feel him get even harder.

      “I’m—” He groans, his cock spurting into my mouth.

      I’m surprised by the force of it. It squirts onto my tongue, and I instinctively swallow, but more of it flows out past my lips and drips down my chin.

      He’s still watching me, his breath heaving. “Bloody hell. Bloody hell. Bloody fucking hell!”

      “Did I do it right?” I lean back, letting him fall from my lips, and he pulls me to my feet.

      “Devilish minx.” He wipes his come away from my chin, then reaches over and stops the faucet.

      “In.” He lifts me into the tub, then climbs in behind me, water sloshing everywhere as he pulls me against his chest and uses his wet hand to clean my face off.

      “Are you okay?” I turn to look at him over my shoulder.

      “Okay? I’m …” He lets out a long breath.

      “Have I finally stumped the clever Captain Hook?” I spin in the water and straddle him. “Nothing to say?”

      He runs his hands down my chest, his gaze reverent, as if he can’t believe I’m here.

      “You should see me when I’m not a prune.” I kiss him. Confidence rises inside me. I just made the fiercest pirate in the world come and rendered him speechless. Maybe I’m not as dowdy as I always assumed. Maybe I can be sexy. Maybe I can fight. Maybe I will find a way to make sense of Neverland and save it from darkness. Why does it all seem possible now that I’ve been claimed by a villain?

      “You are beautiful, lass. Never doubt that.” He kisses me back, then holds me as we soak in the warm water.

      As my body settles, my mind begins to wake back up. So many nagging questions resurface, and I begin to think about what this means. I just had sex with Hook. Hook said he’d wished for love and implied that it’s the reason the island started losing its magic and is also the reason I’m here. But then why does everyone say I’m the answer to Peter’s wish? It doesn’t make sense. And does that mean he loves me? Like loves loves?

      “I can hear you thinking, lass.” He spins me and pulls my back to his front, wrapping his arm around my shoulders. “Let it go. Just be here with me. We’ll wash, and then I want to sleep with you.”

      “We just did that.”

      He snorts. “I want to feel you close to me in my bed. I’ve been wanting it from the moment we set foot here. I want to wake up with you in my arms.”

      “Villains can be romantic at heart. Who knew?”

      “I think most villains are romantics at heart.”

      “How so?” I run my fingers along the surface of the water.

      “I don’t believe villains are born. Not in the usual sense. Maybe there’s a vicious scoundrel here and there, but most of them are made.”

      “Were you made?”

      “Aye.” He puts his hand on mine, following my motions through the water. “I was a good lad for a time.”

      “Like with your sister?”

      “Aye. I think that’s when my fall began.” He sighs. “As I got older, I realized even more that I had no control over what befell me. And quite a bit of bad things did. Still, I had a heart that beat for better days and hope for the future. I believed I could drag myself out of the slums of my village and make something of myself. I didn’t realize that I’d have to do terrible things, many terrible things, to make that happen. I did them, though, thinking I could get by. If I could only get an education and learn the ways of the nobility, I’d be able to speak their language. I could pass for one of them. By the time I’d managed to enroll at Eton under a stolen name from a noble I’d gotten over a barrel for gambling debts, I thought I could perhaps change the course of my life. I learned quickly that wasn’t the case. They knew, you see. They knew. Even in my fine clothes with my adopted accent and my loose knowledge of how a noble should behave, they could smell the streets on me.”

      “What happened?”

      “It was late. I was walking along the Thames to get back to my tiny flat far outside of the school bounds. I didn’t realize they were following me until the rope was already around my neck.”

      I spin to him.

      He points to a faint scar on the side of his throat. “They dragged me back to a tree and threw the rope over. I fought, but there were far too many of them. Like sharks scenting blood in the water, they all came for me.”

      “Oh, god.” I run my fingertips along the mark.

      “They hoisted me, my feet kicking, my arms flailing.” He closes his eyes as if he can still see it, still feel the rope around his neck. “I passed out and woke under the same tree. I was soaked with their piss, my book and papers thrown into the river. They thought they’d killed me, I learned later.”

      “I’m sorry.” I can’t imagine what that was like. I don’t want to.

      “Don’t be. I had my revenge. First on the ones who were there, and later—once I’d gone back to the streets where I belonged and amassed a crew and enough money to take to the sea—I preyed on the nobles. Stealing their goods, sinking their ships, taking what I wanted. I was a scourge.” He smiles a little. “That was before I ventured to the triangle and found my way to so many other worlds. Though this one is my home.”

      “You chose Neverland?”

      “Neverland chose me.” He picks through my hair, pulling out the pins Widow had so carefully placed. “It’s where I belong.”

      “How many people have you killed?”

      He sputters a laugh. “No foreplay for you. Right into the thick of it.”

      “I don’t know. It just seems like maybe I should get to know the villain I’m in bed with.”

      He picks the rest of them free and tosses them into the sink. “Come, lass, to bed with you then.” He rises and helps me from the tub, then dries me off with a towel a bit too vigorously as I protest.

      By the time he’s done, I’m clean and dry, and then he carries me to his bed. “Here is where you belong.” He lays me down and climbs in beside me.

      When he pulls me to his chest, I sigh. “Everyone’s going to know.”

      “If they don’t know from the noises you made in the study, by god I’ll take you down there and do it again.”

      I laugh. “Not necessary.”

      “I’ll do it anyway, lass.” He kisses my hair. “After you’ve had a rest.”

      “If you’re such a bad guy, why are you so good to me?” I yawn.

      “You know why.” He runs his hand up and down my back, soothing every bit of me.

      I do. He wished for love, and he thinks the island gave me to him in answer. But I still have that nagging thought about Peter. He made a wish, too. He thinks I’m the answer to it, too. Who’s right?

      “I can hear the wheels turning again. Shut it down. Rest now. You’ll need your strength. We’re setting sail tomorrow.”

      “To the Fairy Village?”

      “Aye. To the far north of the island. You can’t get to it by land, not unless you cross the Silver Mountains. But that journey is treacherous, to say the least.”

      “What happened to the fairies and the Guardians that are missing?”

      “I don’t know, lass. I wish I did.” He pulls the blanket over us. “Sleep now. We’ll know more once we reach the village.”

      I close my eyes and listen to the steady thrum of his heart. I didn’t plan on staying or going with him to the Fairy Village. I didn’t plan on having sex with him either, but here I am.

      If I’m smart, I’ll steal the fairy dust from Geo and leave this island. But Tiger Lily and Hook both think my best chance of figuring out my place here—and the way to stop me from going full-on prune—is with the fairies.

      I’m at a fork in the road. One path leads to the mainland, the other to Hook. Which one should I take? I know which one my heart wants. It’s here in this bed with me.

      My mind starts to drift into sleep, my body worn out and my soul at ease. That’s when I realize I can have both. I can meet with Geo and either steal or talk him out of the fairy dust, and then I can come back to Hook and sail with him to the Fairy Village. That way I’ll have an out. If things go wrong, I can always use the fairy dust and get myself back home.

      This is going to work perfectly. I love it when a plan comes together.
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        The boys on the island vary, of course, in numbers, according as they get killed and so on; and when they seem to be growing up, which is against the rules, Peter thins them out.

      

      

      Nessie putters around in the kitchen as I snag some buttered toast from the pile on the table. “Did you have fun last night, child?” She gives me a knowing smile.

      “Yep.” I still feel Hook, the sweet ache he left behind. “Did you?”

      “I had some fun.” She hands me a cup of coffee. “It was good to see the Guardians again. It’s been quite a long time.”

      “You know them?”

      “I know everyone on this island.” She sips her own coffee. “Where are you off to?” She glances at the cutlass I’ve strapped to my side. “Everyone’s loading up the ship for the voyage. Hook is practically chipper with all his yelled orders.”

      “I’m going to do a little sparring before I head down to the beach.”

      “On your own?” she asks, her eyes piercing.

      I shrug. “I’m sure Hook can’t spare any pirates to practice with me. I’ll just pick a tree and get to work.”

      “All right.” She looks at me over the rim of her cup as she takes a drink. “Just make sure the tree won’t fight back first.”

      “I’ll go after a pacifist sort of tree. Make it easy on myself. See you in a bit.” I polish off my coffee and put the cup in the sink, then head out the door.

      When I look back, Nessie is watching me.

      Ugh. She knows. I don’t know how she knows, but she knows. It only makes me move faster, skirting the cottages where a few pirates are grumbling about being hungover.

      I’m almost to the edge of the woods when I stop dead. “Kevin?”

      “Shit.” He turns as if he’s going to dart into the trees.

      “Don’t you dare!” I stomp over to him. “Turn around!”

      He does as he’s told, his familiar face like a slap in mine. “What the hell are you doing here?” I hold up a hand. “No, don’t tell me. Hook sent you to spy on me?”

      He nods.

      “But you showed up …” I think back. “You showed up as the pool boy next door when I was still a kid. Like fourteen?”

      “Something like that.” He at least has the decency to have an American accent.

      “Who are you really?” I ask with an almost bored tone.

      “Ed Teynte. Boatswain. Happy to finally get to meet you. It was odd just watching from a distance and not being allowed to speak to you.”

      “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me!” I want to shake him, to smack him, to demand answers.

      “Whoa. I just did what the captain ordered. Watched out for you. Made sure you were all right.”

      “How many more were there?” I put my hand on the hilt of my cutlass. “Tell me!”

      He holds his hands out, palms toward me. “Me, Mullins, and Alf Mason as far as I know.”

      “Just you three?”

      “As far as I know, miss.” He backs up a step.

      I spin back toward the house, fully intending to cuss Hook out to the best of my non-sailor ability, but I remember he’s down at the beach supervising the crew. I should’ve jumped on him last night about this, but then again, I was somewhat preoccupied.

      “Can I go? I’m supposed to be carrying the new sail with—”

      “Go.” I swipe my hand through the air.

      “Thank you, miss.” He hurries away, then breaks into a run once he’s past the cottages.

      Damn. That little tête-à-tête just cut into my time for finding Geo. Not to mention I have no doubt Teynte is running as fast as he can to rat me out to Hook.

      I’ve no time to waste, so I take off through the woods, heading in the direction Tinker Bell had pointed. The moon is still low, so hopefully the beasts in the trees will leave me alone. And if they don’t, I’m armed for once. Maybe I can actually defend myself.

      I crawl over fallen trees and jump over streams, the forest becoming denser the farther I get from Hook’s Hideaway. No wonder the Lost Boys don’t come here—the trees are becoming thick, almost like toothpicks in rows. If it keeps up like this, I’m going to run into a wall.

      Still, I keep going, picking my way past trunks and scrambling over boulders. I can still hear the crash of the sea somewhere away to my left, so I can’t be too far from the cliff that runs along the shore.

      I feel the ground rising, and I’m already sweating from the exertion. I know I’m not much for cardio, but this is ridiculous. It has to be from what Peter did to me. A full-on couch potato wouldn’t be struggling as much as I am right now.

      When I finally crest a small rise that’s thick with huge trees, I spot a light up the slope and to my right. My heart leaps. I take a deep breath and pull out my cutlass. I have to be ready. Geo isn’t going to just hand over the fairy dust. In my mind, the scenario plays out where he’s asleep and I slip it out of his pocket, or maybe he’s off taking a piss, and I steal it from his bedroll, or I smooth talk it out of him, or, worst case, I duel him until he gives it up.

      I try to quiet my steps, though it’s difficult given the amount of twigs from all the trees. The ground is almost bare of vegetation, but there’s still plenty of noisy stuff to step on.

      Easing through the darkness, I circle around a little to try and get the upper ground. I can see the lantern now. It’s giving out a yellow glow from where it hangs in a tree. I don’t see Geo, though.

      I keep going in a steady arc, then stop when I can get a better view of the small space between the trees where the lantern light casts shadows.

      I still don’t see him—no, wait. He’s there underneath a blanket. Holy shit, he’s asleep! This is going to work. I slide my cutlass back into its scabbard and pick my way down to him.

      His back is to me, and he doesn’t roll over as I creep beneath the lantern light and reach for the small bag on the ground beside him. With shaking fingers, I loosen the little bit of leather that holds the bag closed, then feel around inside. When my fingers brush against what feels like a glass vial, a thrill goes through me. It’s fairy dust. Has to be.

      I pluck it free and pull it from the bag. Right as I do, the bag shifts forward a little, making a slight scuff sound against the ground.

      I freeze and hold my breath, my eyes glued to Geo.

      When he doesn’t move, I slide the dust into my pocket and stand, then turn slowly.

      “Hi, Moira.” Peter stands beneath the lantern, an amused look on his face.

      I gasp. “P-Peter.”

      “Missed me?” He moves closer, and that’s when I see a shadow behind him, one that doesn’t match his steps.

      Panic tries to blot out rational thought. I swallow hard and try to think of something, anything.

      “I missed you,” I squeak out.

      “Why are you out here in the woods all alone?” He looks around. “It’s dangerous.” Then he focuses on me again. “There might be pirates.”

      “I, um, I’m okay. I—”

      “You’ve been with Hook.” He steps closer.

      I stumble backwards, tripping over Geo. Landing hard on my ass, I yelp then scream when I find a desiccated corpse wrapped in the blanket. I kick away from it, backing into a tree as Peter steps over the body.

      He drops to his haunches. “I warned Geo plenty of times. He didn’t listen. And then I find out he’s conspiring against me? I can’t have that.”

      I reach for my cutlass, but Peter grabs me by the throat and lifts me until we’re both standing, my back against the tree as I struggle. He’s strong, so much stronger than I remember.

      “Let me go.” I scratch at his hand.

      He shakes me, and the back of my head smacks into the tree.

      “Moira.” He presses against me, his eyes boring into mine. “You belong to me. You are my boon. I’m sorry I wasn’t able to come for you sooner.” He shoots a dark glare through the trees. “But Hook’s witch is still powerful enough to keep me out.”

      “Please.” I try to breathe, to suck in air, but he’s controlling my airway. I start feeling faint, but I can’t let him knock me out. If I do, I’m done.

      “Please what?” He presses his cheek to mine and inhales, then rears back. “You stink of Hook.”

      “Peter.” I choke on his name.

      “Has he touched you?” He looks down my body. “Has he taken what’s mine?”

      My vision begins to fade, and I fight harder, slapping at him and trying to break his hold.

      He grabs my hair and pulls until I scream, then turns me around and shoves me face-first into the tree. Pain blooms on my cheek as his other hand returns to my throat.

      “You are mine.” His hot breath is against my ear. “Every part of you. The island gave you to me. Not him. Now you are coming back to the cave. You are going to do what I say. You are going to tell stories. Do you understand?”

      “No!” I yell.

      “Yes, Moira.” His grip tightens on my aching throat again. “When I say that you are mine, I mean it. It means I can do what I want with you. Anything.” He licks the shell of my ear, and I try to break away. I get nowhere. “That includes killing you if I want to.” He turns me around and forces me to look down at Geo’s corpse. His face is sunken, the bones showing through.

      “I could do that to you, Moira. Maybe I should have.” He pushes me closer to the body. “Is that what you want?”

      “Stop!” I try for my cutlass again.

      He grips my wrist and wrenches it behind me. “I won’t. Not until I get what I need from you.”

      “Let her go.”

      “James!” I scream his name at the sound of his voice.

      “James?” Peter growls and twists my arm even farther up my back until my shoulder screams with pain. “You two are on a first name basis now?” He wheels me around to where Hook is standing, his blade drawn and fire in his eyes.

      “Let her go.”

      “Why would I? She’s mine.” He backs away, dragging me with him.

      “Moira—”

      “Did James tell you all sorts of lies about me?” Peter’s tone is gleeful. “I bet he did. Did he make himself out to be the real hero?” He shouts at Hook. “Did you?”

      “Just let the girl go, and you and I can finally finish this.” Hook steps closer.

      Peter only drags me back farther until we’re under the lantern. “You want me to let go of my boon? No. I’d rather tell her the truth about you, Captain Hook.”

      “You wouldn’t know the truth if it bit you in your lying ass.”

      “I’m not the liar, though, am I? You are. Did you tell her about her mother?” Peter giggles. “Did you?”

      I meet Hook’s eyes. “What’s he talking about?” I barely push the words past Peter’s grip.

      “Did he tell you how he’s the one who drove her mad? When he came looking for you again and again, poisoning her mind with Neverland magic because he thought you were meant to be his? Isn’t that right, Captain?” Peter snarls.

      “James?” I don’t want to believe it.

      “He can’t deny it. When Wendy left, he realized his life of fighting and murdering wasn’t enough. He wanted more. He asked the island for love, and then he got it into his head that one of Wendy’s descendants was meant for him. He fixated on you. And then he drove your mother mad over it.”

      My head begins to pound, my heart hammering in my chest. “James?” I demand.

      “I did visit your mother, but—”

      “What?” I fight against Peter’s hold, but he doesn’t let up.

      “That’s how he knew all about you. Your mother,” Peter whispers in my ear. “He even sent spies.”

      “Lass, you have to listen to me.” Hook moves closer, his eyes on Peter. “Peter will say anything to convince you he’s good. Anything at all. You mustn’t believe a word he says.”

      “And I’m supposed to believe you?” I yell back. “You’ve told me over and over you aren’t good. That you’re a villain, that you were made into one. You were right!”

      Hook has the audacity to look stung.

      Peter laughs again. “Caught in your own trap, Hook. Fool.”

      “Let her go, and we’ll see which of us is the fool.” Hook’s menace has doubled, his anger seething from him.

      Much like mine.

      “All right.” Peter releases me, to my shock. “She’s free.”

      I step forward, but then I’m covered in darkness.

      “Moira!” Hook yells for me as Peter’s shadow lifts me from the ground and carries me over the trees.

      The last thing I see is Peter and Hook fighting to the death, both of their swords thirsty for blood.
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      Read An Isle of Secrets and Shadows, the third book in the Never and Night Series.
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      Fae’s Captive
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      My college roommate is the worst. Cecile steals my food, brings guys over at all hours, and parties instead of studying. But those quirks pale in comparison to what she does next. She drugs me, and I wake up imprisoned in an alternate universe full of terrifying creatures. Now, the biggest and scariest creature of all--a fae king--believes I'm his mate. He's freed me from the dungeon but keeps me close. So close, in fact, that I'm beginning to like his wintery gaze and ice-chiseled body. But secrets and villains lurk throughout this new world, and I don't know if I'll survive long enough to figure out how to get back home.

      

      Fae’s Consort
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      They call me the village spinster. I rather enjoy it. Single and free to dance with the witches under the moonlight whenever I please—what could be better than that? When the day king shows up to take ten changelings as his consorts, I’m happy those selection days are behind me. At least I thought they were. But instead of ten young females, King Solano chooses only one. Me. Emma Druzy, sock darner and 28-year-old spinster of Moonhollow. He takes me to the day realm, a world of sun and beauty the likes of which I’ve never imagined. Solano is far more than he seems, his wit and his warmth breaking down my walls. But there’s danger here, too, the sort that creeps up on you despite the bright light of day. And if I’m not careful, I’ll lose my heart to the day king or my life to his enemies.

      

      Omega Academy
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      Drawing, my online clan, and planning my escape from my mother--these are priorities. Or, at least they were, until three huge alien Alphas came to abduct me and take me to their planet. But it's not just a simple process of probing and then releasing me back to Earth. All those movies are lies. These three males keep me. And I'm suddenly a cadet at an Omega Academy where I'm supposed to learn how to serve the Gretar Fleet.

      None of this makes any sense to begin with, nevermind the three Alphas I can't seem to avoid. But they say we have a connection, that we're a circle, whatever that means. And my body seems to agree, because anytime they're near, I can't seem to think of anything except Kyte's horns, Jeren's smirk, and Ceredes's long, hard ... sword. Focusing on class is almost impossible, and the Omega Academy isn't for the faint of heart.

      I have to learn who my enemies are, how to make friends, and how I fit with the three males I can't stop thinking about. All doable, right? No. Not right, especially when I discover the fleet has other plans for me. The bond with my three Alphas may be the only thing that can keep me safe, but that means we need to consummate our circle. Yeah, you read that right, consummate. Deep. Breaths.
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      Lily Archer believes in fairies, mermaids, and fierce fae warriors. Armed with nothing more than her imagination and a well-worn MacBook, she intends to slay the darkest beasts of the fantasy worlds and create true love where none seemed possible.
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