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Chapter 1
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Marianna clutched the old-fashioned compass, checking it every few minutes to be sure they were still on course. The metal shape was cool against her palm, helping her center her thoughts. She could do this. She could find the place where Will was stranded.

She sucked in a breath of fresh salt air and scanned her surroundings. The heavy canvas sails whipped into the air, the rustle of fabric blending with the cawing of the seagulls. The sun sat high in the sky, shimmering over the gentle ocean waves making them sparkle like diamonds.

“How are we going to know when we get there, Miss Locklear?” The captain of the North Star stood at the wheel, keeping the ship steady.

Marianna sighed. Lost in her own thoughts, she barely heard him. How were they going to know when they’d arrived at the right place? Will’s note hadn’t given much in the way of helpful information, and the inscription on the compass was cryptic too. 

Marianna sighed as a brisk breeze blew a strand of hair into her face and slipped her hand into her trouser pocket. The familiar crinkle assured her the note was still there. She’d read it a million times searching for anything she might have missed.

Now Captain Mordear cleared his throat and shifted his weight from one foot to the other. He didn’t say anything, but it was clear he was still waiting for an answer from Marianna. And he deserved one.

People had called him crazy too, willing to take the demented fiancée of a serial killer out to the middle of nowhere chasing after a nonexistent dreamland. Marianna hadn’t told the captain everything. She was afraid to divulge too much too soon. 

What if when she explained exactly where they were going, Captain Mordear refused to take her all the way there? What if he commanded the crew to turn the ship around and head straight back to Anderi?

Marianna sighed again. “When the compass needle stills, we stop and wait for nightfall then follow the second star to the right.” She quoted the instructions engraved on the back of the compass.

Mordear stared at her. It was clear he thought she was mad too.

“But Ma’am, a compass needle never stops moving completely.”

“This is a special compass, made to find a specific place. It will stop when we are in the right place.”

“What place? How did you come to be in possession of this compass? And how do you know it works the way you’ve been told? I've been a sailor all my life, and I’ve never heard tell of such a thing.” The captain’s hands clung to the ship’s wheel, his knuckles white.

These were the same questions everyone had been asking, and a memory from right before she left Anderi washed over her.

Marianna had gone to Courtman’s to find appropriate clothing for a long sea voyage. She was browsing a section filled with sailor trousers and loose shirts when a familiar patronizing voice startled her.

“Oh, you poor dear. You’ve been through quite a trauma, haven’t you?” Lady Gardeau’s clammy hand reached out and clutched one of Marianna’s. The woman’s gray hair was up in the same tight bun she always wore, and her free hand clutched her shimmering silver wrap tightly even though it was hot enough to cook an egg with just the sun.

“But what in heaven's name are you looking at?” the old woman exclaimed.  “And why are you wearing...” She’d hesitated as she’d looked Marianna’s outfit up and down with a searing gaze. Marianna still wore the pair of trousers she’d tried on in the dressing room. “You look like a pirate!”

Mistakenly, Marianna had thought she could just explain. “Well, I’m going on a trip. At sea.” 

“By yourself?” Shock had filled the lady’s voice. 

“Well, not really. Captain Mordear and his crew are taking me.” 

The lady’s eyebrows had nearly shot off her face at that statement. “You’re going off with a ship’s captain and his motley crew without a chaperone?” 

Marianna had nearly been killed by the psychopath she’d been engaged to, and Lady Gardeau was concerned about her going on a trip without a chaperone?  

It had been a mistake to have told the old lady anything at all. But what did it matter anyway? She was already a curiosity, being the only woman out of five to survive her late murderous fiancé. So she’d sighed and told the old lady off. 

“Lady Gardeau, I’ve survived scare tactics from Bludington’s staff, seen what was left of his previous victims,”—the old lady’s face went white at this, but Marianna kept going—“and survived his multiple attempts to kill me. I hardly think going to sea without a chaperone is a problem. It’s clear I can take care of myself.” These last words came out through gritted teeth. 

“After all that, I think a ship of sailors will be like an afternoon tea with you and the rest of the high society ladies. It might not be enjoyable, but I’ll survive it.” She’d grabbed up the items she wanted, pushed past the old lady, ignoring her huffs as she sputtered to come up with a reply, and stalked up to the counter to pay for her armful of clothes. 

The damage had been done. In addition to the wild tales Lady Gardeau had spread about her, which got wilder with each successive telling, somehow someone had figured out she was going off in search of a place that existed only in fairytales, and her fate was sealed. She had officially been written off as crazy. 

Except Marianna knew that sometimes the fairytale wasn’t always just a story. Sometimes the monsters were real. And if the monsters from fairytales were real, why couldn’t some of the places be too?

But Marianna hadn’t told anyone the complete story. Not even her best friend Susan. Will’s sister had her limits when it came to believing strange things. She’d always been the first to discount new rumors, and she was the last to admit she been wrong about said rumor. So Marianna hadn’t told her.

She shifted her weight from one foot to the other as she cleared her throat and tried to focus on the moment.

“I know it seems crazy to you, Captain, but I promise there is an end in sight. Despite what everyone claims, I’m not crazy. I have a plan, but I’m not ready to share everything quite yet.”

He shook his head and stared at her for a long moment. Then, apparently deciding Marianna would be true to her word and not tell him anymore, he sighed heavily before staring off into the horizon.

The only reason he had agreed to this voyage was because of the hefty bag of gold coins he’d been promised. That and he was good friends with her father.

Marianna couldn’t help but wonder if her father had promised him another bag of coins just to take her out here and babysit her. Her father had been furious when she told him her plan, but he couldn’t stop her. Not since she had given up her freedom by agreeing to marry a man she didn’t love to keep him and the rest of their family out of the poorhouse. Especially since that man had turned out to be a psychopathic killer. It was just fortunate that she’d signed the marriage contract before she moved to Lord Bludington’s manor to prepare for the wedding. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have inherited anything when he died before the marriage took place.

Marianna still hated to think about everything she had been through in the last year. The only upside to the whole year was the note. She took a deep breath and strengthened her resolve. It didn’t matter what everyone else thought. One good thing had come from all the Bludington horrors—Marianna now had the funds and the resources to do this. To find Will.
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The sun was just starting to peek over the horizon when Marianna came above deck to relieve the night shift navigator. At first, she’d been reluctant to give up the compass to someone else for the night, but as the days wore on, she realized there was no way she could stay awake all the time. The captain had allowed her to choose who should act as the nighttime navigator which eased her nerves.

She had chosen one of the young cabin boys, Xander, who had shown himself dependable, helpful, and trustworthy. 

“Good morning, Miss Marianna,” Xander greeted her with a yawn.

“Everything good up here?”

“Yes, ma’am. The needle is still bobbing along.” He handed the compass to Marianna and waved to the stocky man who stood at the wheel of the ship. “See you later, Kyle.”

The first mate nodded as Xander scampered down the stairs.

“Full of energy that one. Seen the captain yet?”

“No.” Marianna shook her head.

“Here he comes now.” Kyle gestured towards the hatch.

Behind her to see the older man came up the stairs. She turned back to the first mate.

“You okay, Kyle?” She asked as she put her hand on his shoulder.

He seemed unusually sluggish this morning. Along with Xander, she had come to trust Kyle, so much so that she now considered him a friend.

“Ah, yes, Miss Marianna. Just tired.” He yawned and his eyelids fluttered as if he were struggling to keep them open. The wheel slipped from his grasp, but he jerked up and grabbed it before the ship could veer off course.

“There must be something in the air,” the captain said as he reached them. “I feel a bit sleepy even after I slept later than normal.” He fought back a yawn, shook out his arms, and stretched out his neck. Then he took the wheel from Kyle. “Get some sleep.” 

The first mate nodded as he wobbled down below deck. 

“I’ve never seen him so sleepy before.” Marianna watched as he descended the stairs. Kyle had always been chipper even after staying up all night.

“Uh huh. Compass still holding steady?” the captain asked as he rapidly blinked his eyes.

“Yes,” Marianna said as she stared at the captain. He had never seemed so sleepy before either. She glanced down at the compass to confirm her answer, but the needle wasn’t moving anymore. It was still.

“Oh, I mean, no!” She grabbed the captain’s arm. “Look!”

The captain yawned again and looked at the compass blearily. 

“What am I looking at?” he asked with another yawn.

Marianna smacked his arm, trying to get him to aware of what was happening. “Captain!”

“Uh-huh,” the captain murmured as he turned away. It was clear he hadn’t registered what she said. She looked around the ship for help, but everywhere she looked, men padded about as if in a trance. A sleepy trance.

What was going on? Did this have something to do with where they were? Maybe there was some magic here. And there was that strange yellow dust that persistently clung to Will’s note no matter how many times she’d tried to wipe it off.

Will’s note. They had to stop the ship here. She had to do something.

“Captain,” she yelled as she grabbed his arm and shook it. “Captain, snap out of it. We have to stop the ship here.” The captain seemed unfazed by the yelling and the shaking. He said nothing, hands limply holding onto the wheel, eyes blinking rapidly.

Marianna glanced around the ship once more. Everyone seemed to be entranced just as the captain was. They were still moving about their everyday tasks, but it was as if they were in slow motion. Marianna spotted the second mate over by the port rail.

She glanced back down at the compass. The needle stood still. What would happen if the ship didn’t stop at the right place? Would everyone be stuck in this trance-like state forever? She shuddered and ran over to the second mate.

“Gabe, Gabe,” she yelled, nearly in his ear. He ignored her and continued knotting the rope as if he had not heard her or even seen her. She tried shaking his arm then patting his face, but still it was as if Gabe didn’t know she was there.

She turned back towards the wheel. What could she do? She couldn’t stop this giant ship on her own. It had taken three men to lower the anchor by turning the massive crank. 

She spotted a bucket of water on the deck. Running over she grabbed it, then ran back to the captain and dumped the contents on him.

He coughed and jerked forward, losing his grip on the wheel and nearly falling. Marianna grabbed the wheel as he righted himself.

“What’s going on?” he bellowed as he caught sight of the bucket in Marianna’s hand. “What’s the matter with you woman? I go out of my way to help you—”

“Look around!” Marianna gestured with the bucket at the zombie-like sailors.

The captain wiped water from his eyes. “What is this?” he whispered as he stepped forward. “What place have you taken us to, girl?” He turned back to Marianna, fury in his eyes.

Marianna shook her head. “I don’t know, I swear. But look.” She thrust the compass at him. “The needle has stopped moving.”

He grabbed the device and stared down at it. He gasped. “In all my days, I’ve never seen such a thing.” His eyes darted back up to her. “Is this some kind of witchcraft?”

“No,” she said weakly. “At least, I don’t think so. But this is where we are supposed to stop. I think...I think, maybe it has something to do with that.”

The captain’s sharp gaze shot around the ship. “Quick, give me that.” He wrested the bucket from her tense grip and wrangled it under the wheel so it held it in place. He pulled Marianna along with him to where buckets of sea water were laid out for the morning’s cleaning.

“As fast as you can, dump water on them,” he said as he pointed where he wanted her to go. “I’ll get this side.”

Marianna nodded and rushed to do as he asked. She grabbed two buckets at a time, drenching sailors and moving on until she reached the end of her side. Yells filled the air as angry sailors jumped out of their trances and scrambled to figure out what was going on. Marianna ducked under several angry fists as she hustled back over to the ship’s steering wheel.

A sharp whistle cut through the noise, silencing the angry sailors. “Anchors down, men,” the captain yelled, and the loyal sailors clambered to their positions. A crack sounded as the hefty piece of iron pushed loose from its resting place aboard the ship.

The sailors manning the crank stamped in rhythm, while others climbed the masts with the agility of monkeys. Fabric swished as sails were folded up into the ropes, and a splash let everyone know the anchor had met water. The ship shuddered once then stilled as the anchor found its hold within the watery depths.

Once the ship settled, the sailors slowly found their previous places, their eyes going hazy once more as they returned to a slow-motion trance-like state. Marianna looked around desperately. Where was the captain?

She darted through clusters of sailors, back to the ship’s wheel where she saw the trance had not quite reached him. She darted over, grabbing his arm and shaking him.

“Look at me,” she yelled.

“What? Whatever is the matter with you, girl?”

“It’s happening again. You have to fight it!”

“What? What’s happening again?” the captain asked as his eyes started to glaze over.

“The trance thing!”

“Trance...thing?” His eyes dimmed and his motions slowed as he mechanically removed the bucket from under the wheel, flipped it upside down, and flopped onto it.

“Captain.” Marianna shook his arm. No, no, no! This could not be happening again. What was she going to do? 

“Captain!” she yelled louder. She punched his arm and even slapped his face, but it didn’t matter. She considered drenching him again, but what good would that do? Another twenty or thirty minutes he would return to the trance, and she would have to do it all over again.

She couldn’t do anything until the sun went down, and sunset was hours away. According to the instructions in the letter, the only way to get to Neverland was to wait for nightfall and follow the stars, so she would just have to wait until then.

She refilled all the buckets they’d emptied while waking the sailors. They would need them again once the sun was down and the stars were shining. It took her longer than she would have liked. Her arms were sore, and she was out of breath, but she was satisfied that she’d be ready when the time came to wake everyone. She wiped the sweat from her forehead and sat down to wait for night to fall.
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Marianna guessed there were still about four hours before sunset when Xander's head popped above deck. Wonder covered his face as he scanned his surroundings. When he spotted Marianna, he hopped off the stairs and scampered over to her.

“Xander,” Marianna said as she stood to greet him, her thoughts racing. He hadn’t fallen asleep either. “You’re okay.” Why hadn’t the trance affected him?

He nodded and gave a half shrug as he continued to survey the deck. “Yeah, but what’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” Marianna whispered. “They’ve all fallen into some kind of trance.”

Xander took a step closer and leaned in towards her. “What?” he whispered as he looked around. “Why are we whispering? I don’t think they can hear us.”

Marianna shook her head, thinking. “Xander, how old are you?”

“Fourteen, ma’am,” he said proudly. “I know I don’t look it, but I’m nearly old enough to be a real sailor.”

“How old is Carter?” He was the next youngest crew member, also a cabin boy.

“Why, he’s twenty. I know they call us cabin boys, but I’m really the only one who's still a boy,” he said sheepishly.

“It must have something to do with age. We’re the two youngest members on board; I’m not yet twenty. And we are the only two it hasn’t affected.”

“Yeah, what it this, exactly?” Xander asked again.

“I don’t know, but apparently the only way to wake them is to douse them in sea water. So, when the sun starts to set, you’ll have to help me do that.”

“Hey, has the ship stopped moving?” Xander asked.

“Yes, you just now noticed? I guess you were able to sleep well.” Marianna chuckled.

“Yeah, I guess so.” Xander rubbed the back of his neck. “And once I got up here, all my attention was on... this.” He waved his arm around the deck at all the lethargic sailors. “So, we stopped because we reached the place we’re supposed to be to get to the place we need to go. Which is where, exactly?” Xander’s eyes met Marianna’s, all traces of humor gone.

Marianna sighed. This would not be a normal trip, and she figured it would be better to have someone on board with the plan.

“Neverland.”

“Neverland? You mean like Neverland from the fairy stories? The ones my nana used to tell me?” Xander’s eyes sparkled with laughter.

Marianna nodded.

“That’s where we’re going?” Xander laughed. “You’re joking, right.”

Marianna shook her head. “I’m afraid not. It’s a long story, but I have proof that it exists. At least, I think it’s proof.”

“Proof?” Xander pulled an empty bucket over to him and sat down. “You’d better tell me everything.” He dragged another bucket next to him and patted it. “Sit down. It appears we have nothing but time until sundown.”

Marianna took a deep breath and sat down on the bucket. “It all started a long time ago, when my fiancé, Will, disappeared.”

“Wait, your fiancé? Weren’t you married to that crazy Lord Bludington? The one that killed all his wi...” Xander choked on the last word as apprehension filled his eyes.

Marianna winced. “I was supposed to marry him. But it’s fine. He didn’t kill me, obviously.”

Xander let out a nervous chuckle. “I’m glad.”

“Yeah, me too.” Marianna laughed then told Xander all about the horrifying year she’d had.

“Then I found the bottle with the note.”

The memory of that discovery was still sharp in her mind.  Her feet still tingled with the rise and fall of the sand under her feet, the roar of the ocean approaching the beach still echoed in her ears, and she could still see the rolling white waves that always welcomed her to this specific strip of beach.  

Something had glittered in the water, causing her to stop. A glass bottle bobbed along with the tide, getting closer and closer to the shore. Dots of yellow light danced inside it, and she’d stepped into the edge of the water.  

The waves had rippled over her toes, bringing the bottle within reach. She’d grabbed it and examined its contents. A browning, crinkled paper was rolled up inside. She’d popped the cork and tipped the bottle over. The little bits of yellow light faded and turned to yellow dust that had sprinkled across her skirt as the roll of paper landed in her palm. 

Carefully, she’d unrolled it and skimmed its contents. The name at the bottom had made her eyes fill with tears, and she’d nearly dropped the letter. She remembered every word of it by heart. 

––––––––
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Dearest Marianna, 

I have no idea if this will ever reach you, but I pray it does. Tink, my friend here, has helped me with this and assured me that pixie dust never fails. Yes, pixie dust! I can hardly believe it myself. Tink is a pixie. 

I know this sounds crazy, and even if it does reach you, you may assume it’s somebody’s idea of a bad prank. I assure you it is not. If only I had time to tell you everything, but Tink is here insisting I hurry, or we’ll lose our window of time to send this.  

So, to get to the point. I’m trapped here in this strange land. Neverland, it’s called. I doubt you’ll find it on any map. It’s somewhere south of Carid. I don’t know where exactly, as I was unconscious when I arrived here. And I have no idea if there’s any way for someone to get here, but I fear I’ll never escape without help. 

If you do somehow manage to send someone here, tell them to be wary of everyone, because nothing is like it seems. They can trust no one. I hesitated to even send this. I don’t want you to send anyone to a dangerous place to be hurt or worse, but Tink insisted I do something, as now it is no longer only my own life in danger, but everyone else’s on this island as well. So, if you do get this, I need help. But no matter what, I’ll always love you. 

Forever yours, 

Will 

P.S. The long thin silver thing folds out to a compass. Tink claims it will lead you right to Neverland. 

Now Marianna took a heavy breath and slipped her hand into her pocket then pulled out the crumpled paper. She unfolded it gently and pressed out the wrinkles.

The sky had darkened, enough that the stubborn yellow dust on the paper was glowing.

Xander gasped. “Is that...is that magic?”

“I think so,” Marianna replied. “It won’t come off the paper, and believe me, I’ve tried to get it off. It’s from Will. The compass came with it, and the instructions are carved into the back of it. We have to wait until dark, so we can see the second star to the right then we follow it to Neverland.”

“There are no other directions, like in the note or whatever?”

“No,” Marianna shook her head.

“Oh, right.” Xander’s face reddened as he clearly realized that there were most likely some personal things in the note. He jumped up. “Well, we had better rouse them. It’s nearly dark, and I can already see the stars.” He took a couple steps forward staring up at the sky. “Look, is that it? The second star to the right?”

The sky was a vibrant indigo, hundreds of stars twinkling down on them. Marianna followed his gaze from the giant star directly above them to the smaller star that hung down and to the right of the first star.

“Yes,” she breathed. “That’s it. Wow, that’s really it.” She laughed and grabbed Xander in a hug. “Thank you.”

Xander pulled away. “For what? This is part of my job. C’mon, we’ve got to wake them all up.” He grabbed two buckets and headed for the sailors.

Marianna folded her note back up and slid it into her pocket. She patted her skirt, comforting herself with the crinkle of the paper, then scrambled after Xander.

She roused the captain first, knowing they would need him to keep the angry, rowdy sailors in line, and she was right. The sailors were even angrier than last time, and it took two whistles for the captain to get them settled.

“All hands on deck! We’re nearly to our destination now, men. Anchors away!”

Sailors scattered everywhere as they readied the ship for sailing once again. By the time the ship was moving, it was fully dark. As if the air knew where they were going, the wind picked up, pushing the sails right toward the second star to the right.

The waves became restless too, as if they were also trying to push the ship to its destination. The captain pulled out a spyglass and peered through the murky darkness into the distance. “I can’t see a single thing. How are we supposed to know when we get there?” he demanded.

Marianna shrugged her shoulders. “I’m not sure.” A chill filled the air, and Marianna wrapped her arms around herself and shivered. This was the part where the compass’s instructions got murky. Follow the second star to the right into the darkness and you will find yourself in Neverland. For all Marianna knew, they could have been in Neverland already.

“You haven’t seemed too sure about much on this trip.” The captain had to yell over the wind and the waves. “And what about this?” He gestured to raging sea. “A storm is coming. We’re going to have to batten down. Xander, give the instructions to prepare for a storm.” Xander nodded before running off.

The ship tilted precariously, and Marianna stumbled forward, grabbing onto the ship’s wheel to keep from falling.

“Easy, there,” the captain yelled. “Maybe you’d better go down below decks. It’ll be safer there.”

Marianna shook her head as she righted herself. Before she could say anything, the ship tilted the other way. Sea water sprayed over the deck drenching both Marianna and the captain.

“Go below deck, now!” the captain roared. He wasn’t even looking at her as he fought with the ship’s wheel to keep them on course.

“You might need my help,” Marianna yelled back.

“At the moment, all I need is peace, so I can keep us all from drowning.” 

The ship bucked again. Marianna lost her grip on the wheel. Her feet slid out from under her, and her back hit the wet deck. She shot across the wood. Her feet hit the ship’s rail, and she grabbed hold of it.

A flash of lightning lit the sky for a split second, but it was enough for Marianna to see the sailors scrambling around the ship, helpless against the havoc nature was wreaking upon them.

Thunder rumbled, and the skies let loose a torrent of rain. Between the darkness and the sheets of rain, Marianna could no longer see anything.

“Miss Marianna,” a voice called to her over the roar of the storm. “Miss Marianna, are you still there?”

“Yes, Xander, are you okay?”

“I’m fine, but the storm is getting worse. You need to go below deck. The captain said.”

How was she going to get below deck? She couldn’t see anything in front of her, much less the porthole that led to the ship’s cabins. Besides, could she really be safe anywhere on a ship in such a storm?

“Where exactly are you, Miss Marianna? I’ll come to you and help you below deck.” 

Marianna didn’t answer. She couldn’t. Her throat felt like it was closing up, and she let out a strangled gasp.

Was this how it was to end then? She’d survive a psychopath only to be killed by nature? She’d never find Will, and the old biddies back home would be right. She had been crazy to go off on such a journey and had thus sentenced herself to death.

Lightning flashed across the sky again. Xander had nearly reached her. Sailors rushed around everywhere. How could they even see anything? 

The next rock of the ship tossed a sailor from the mast. The sky went black. Thunder cracked ominously, but it wasn’t loud enough to block the cries of the sailor or the sound of him crashing into the ocean.

Marianna screamed. It was her fault. She’d dragged everyone out here to their deaths. She clung to the ship’s railing, her body lying parallel against the deck. She struggled to breathe. She needed to calm down and think.

A hand touched her shoulder, and she screamed again. Bludington’s piercing blue eyes flashed before her, and his haunting laughter filled her ears.

“Miss Marianna, it’s just me. Are you okay? Are you hurt?” Xander’s voice brought her back to reality, and she struggled to calm her breathing.

She shook her head then realized Xander would not be able to see it in the darkness. “Yes... I mean, no... I mean I’m okay.”

“Okay, okay. Good. C’mon now. We need to try to get below deck.” Xander grasped Marianna under the arm and half drug her upright. They fought against the roll of the ship to stand.

“How are we even going to get to the hatch? We can’t see anything.”

“It’s okay. I can find the way. It’s a feeling, a familiarity with the ship. I know where it is without seeing it. We’ll be fine.” Xander sounded like he was trying to convince himself just as much as he was trying to convince her.

Before Marianna could form an answer, the lightning came again, striking the highest mast beam. Flames erupted from the darkness and scampered down the pole. She shrieked and lost her footing, falling to her knees.

“Not good.” Xander’s face glowed in the firelight. Fear shimmered in his eyes as he hauled Marianna up with surprising strength for a boy of his size. “We’ve got to jump!”

“What? Are you crazy?”

“In a minute this whole ship will be covered in flames, if it doesn’t split apart first. We’ve got to drop a rowboat and jump into it.” He pulled her along the rail toward the area where the rowboats hung. Sailors fought with ropes all along the ship’s rail, desperate to release them and escape the flames.

A crack split the air. Creaking from splintering wood and a rush of air were the only warnings before the flaming mast pole struck the deck. It bounced once, then settled. Flames leapt onto the deck. A line of them rushed straight for Marianna and Xander.

“Xander.”

Xander ignored Marianna, focused on untying the rigging from a rowboat so he could drop it to the ocean below.

“Xander,” Marianna yelled, grabbing Xander’s arm. “I think we’re out of time. Look!”

The flames were nearly to them. Xander’s eyes widened. “Can you swim?”

Marianna nodded.

“Okay, let’s go!”

They scrambled over the rail, and Xander jumped without hesitation. Marianna shot a look behind her. Sailors everywhere were jumping overboard. She searched through the chaos but couldn’t find the captain anywhere. She glanced down. The flames were licking the rail right behind her.

“I’m so sorry! Please let everyone be all right,” she whispered before taking a deep breath and jumping overboard.

Cold water enveloped her. Everything was still for a fraction of a second. Then she remembered she had to find the surface. She saw the orange glow above and reached for it. Her lungs burned as she kicked harder, trying to not to fight with the water, but to move with it. Within seconds, she broke the surface and sucked in air, treading water. 

“Xander.” There was no answer. She scanned the water around her. There appeared to be no one anywhere around. 

The rain had stopped. There was no more thunder or lightning. There was only the crackle of the burning ship.

“Xander,” Marianna tried yelling louder, but her voice came out as a hoarse crackle. She cleared her throat and tried again. Still no answer. She swam around the ship, calling for Xander once more.

No answer. No people anywhere. She was alone with the wreckage of a burning ship. Where was everyone? Was she in Neverland now? Her breath quickened, and her legs felt like jelly.

A wide piece of wood drifted by. Big enough for her to climb onto. She dug down for her last bit of strength and swam after it. She managed to pull herself onto it, before collapsing against the wood and closing her eyes. She shouldn’t sleep, but she was so tired. She took one deep breath before her world went black.
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“Who are you?”  The harsh whisper echoed in Marianna’s ear. Cold steel pressed against her neck as her mind tried to make sense of the moment. She was lying down on something hard, but gritty bits of sand clung to her palms. Was she dreaming?

The blade pressed harder, and the voice hissed, “Answer me!”

Her eyes flew open. A slender girl stood over her, holding the knife that was pressed to Marianna’s neck. She wore a long-sleeved forest green tunic over black leggings, and a long dark braid hung over her shoulder. A rusty, metal panel tied with rough, fraying rope hung over the front of the girl’s torso. She wore soft-looking boots made of some kind of animal skin.

“Who are you?” The girl pushed the knife harder, and the blade dug into Marianna’s skin.

Marianna’s pulse pounded, her mouth like cotton. She wanted to swallow but was afraid to move. If the girl pressed any harder, the sharp edge would draw blood. She settled for motioning to her mouth.

The girl relaxed a little, and took a step back, pulling the knife away from Marianna’s throat. “What? You can’t speak?”

Marianna shook her head as she sat up and used both hands to massage her neck. She swallowed and tried clearing her throat. 

“Water,” came out as a hoarse whisper. She tried again. “Water, do you have any water? My throat is so sore and dry.” It was still a whisper, but at least it came out clearly.

The girl stared at her for a moment before reaching for the canteen slung over her shoulder. She unscrewed the cap and offered it to Marianna without looking away.

Marianna grabbed the bottle and drank deeply. She handed the canteen back to the girl and wiped her mouth with her sleeve.

“Now, who are you?” demanded the girl.

“Umm, my name is Marianna Locklear. Where am I exactly?” She brushed her hands on her trousers as her gaze darted about, trying to take in as much as possible in the dying daylight. 

Dark waves rolled up onto the sand a few feet away. 

“You mean you don’t know?” The girl sounded astounded.

The last thing Marianna remembered was being in the water, watching the ship burn. She shook her head. Had anyone else made it to shore? She scanned the shoreline, but there was nothing but water and sand.

“Well, how did you get here? I mean, obviously you had a shipwreck or something.” The girl gestured to the raft Marianna was still sitting on. “But what were you doing in these waters?”

“Um, where to begin?” Marianna laughed as she pulled on the strings hanging from the ratty hem of her pants. She had no idea who this girl was or whether she would be friendly. Maybe she was that Tink person Will said was helping him, but she didn’t seem to have any gold dust on her anywhere.

“You wouldn’t happen to be Tink, would you?”

Wariness spread across the girl’s face. She may not have been Tink, but she certainly knew who Tink was.

“Why are you looking for her?” The girl crossed her arms but kept the blade hanging from her hand in plain view.

“Well...” Marianna hesitated, unsure of how to proceed. It seemed her answer would determine whether she would be safe with this girl or not. “I’m not actually looking for her, but I think she knows who I am looking for.”

“And who is that?”

Marianna cleared her throat. She had told this girl her name. It was only fair the girl tell Marianna what her name was as well. “Well, who are you?”

The girl’s gaze could’ve frozen water. Just when Marianna thought she wasn’t going to answer her, the girl spoke.

“My name is Tiger Lily.”

“Oh, that’s a very nice name. And would this be Neverland?” Now that the girl was talking, maybe she would tell Marianna where she was.

“You sure don’t know much, do you?” Tiger Lily replied.

“Not really, no.” Marianna sighed.

“That doesn’t bode well if you’re looking for someone. And you never told me who that was. What exactly are you doing here looking for someone? You know this is a dangerous place, right? Even for those of us who live here.” Tiger Lily’s shoulders sagged, and a shadow came over her face. Then the look was gone, and she stood tall. The moment had passed so quickly, Marianna could’ve imagined it.

“Well, that much I kind of figured. But I’ve been wanting to find this person for a long time, so it doesn’t really matter to me that it’s dangerous.”

“And who are you looking for?” Tiger Lily asked again, exasperation in her voice as she flung out a hand.

“His name is Will.” A multitude of emotions covered Tiger Lily’s face. None of which Marianna could read.

“Will. I knew someone would eventually come looking for him,” Tiger Lily murmured almost to herself. Then she looked up and glared at Marianna. “But what took you so long?” she demanded.

“Well, at first I had no idea where he was, then I was unable to go anywhere for a while, then I got a message from him telling me where he was, and so I came.”

“He sent you a message from here?” Tiger Lily’s eyes grew wide.

Marianna nodded.

“That should be impossible. You’re from the other world, right?”

Marianna stared at Tiger Lily. She had no idea how to answer that. Was this some other world she’d come to?

Tiger Lily apparently saw the look of confusion on her face and clarified. “You came from the world Will is from?” She dropped down onto the sand and crossed her legs as if they were two friends, apparently satisfied that if Marianna was here for Will, she wasn’t a threat. Marianna didn’t know what to make of that.

“Yes, of course,” Marianna answered. “What other world is there?”

“Well, this is a different world, and one that your world is not supposed to be able to connect with... at least not without...” Tiger Lily trailed off. Her eyes darted about as she sucked in a breath before returning her gaze to Marianna. “So what exactly is your plan? Are you just here to visit Will?”

“What? No! I’m here to get him and take him back home.” Of course, that might be a little hard now considering Marianna no longer had a ship or a crew or anything except for the clothes on her back.

The note! She slipped her hand into her pocket and nearly cried when she felt the familiar crinkle. How had it survived the water? It didn’t even feel wet.

“Take him back? That’s impossible. He’ll never be allowed to leave here.” Tiger Lily shook her head.

Marianna withdrew her hand from her pocket and sat up straighter. “What do you mean, not allowed?”

“Peter won’t allow it. He’s never allowed it.” 

“Peter, who is that? Is he the king or something?”

Tiger Lily snorted. “Or something. He’d like to be king, but that’s not really how it works here.”

“Well, if he’s not a king, how’s he going to stop Will from leaving?” Now Marianna crossed her arms over her chest.

“With the magic. He controls it all now, and he has eyes nearly everywhere on the island.” Tiger Lily’s gaze scanned their surroundings again as she hopped up. “In fact, we’ve been sitting out here in the open too long. We need to move.” 

She offered Marianna a hand. Cautiously, Marianna accepted it and stood, then dusted the sand from where it clung to her trousers.

Tiger Lily led the way off the beach and into the dense forest of palm trees. Marianna had to practically run to keep up. “Why do we have to move? What does it matter if this Peter sees us?”

“Because Peter is even less kind to strangers than I am,” Tiger Lily answered as she kept stalking through the forest.

“Less kind? What does that mean?” Marianna nearly ran into Tiger Lily as she stopped and turned to face Marianna.

“It means he kills them. Typically, on the spot. The last three strangers who showed up here were killed within twenty minutes of their arrival. You’re lucky it was me who found you sleeping on that raft. Now come on, we can talk later.”

Tiger Lily whipped back around and plunged deeper into the forest. Marianna struggled to keep up, wondering if her situation could get any worse.
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The air was thick and muggy and sweat beaded on Marianna’s forehead. She stumbled over vines and swiped branches away from her face as she struggled to keep up with Tiger Lily. When Marianna was sure she was going to collapse from exhaustion, Tiger Lily finally stopped in front of what looked like a wall of rock and trees covered with leafy vines.

With one big sweep, Tiger Lily pulled back a curtain of forest leaves to reveal a grassy cave-like alcove.

“Halt!” a deep male voice called out. Two men dressed similarly to Tiger Lily stood with their backs to a large stone. They held rifles aimed at Tiger Lily and Marianna.

“It’s just me,” Tiger Lily hissed. The men lowered their guns and stepped back. They bowed their heads in deference, but before they could say anything, Tiger Lily spoke again.

“And her.” She grabbed Marianna’s arm and pulled her into the cave. “I had to bring her with me so Peter wouldn’t kill her.”

“Who is she?” the taller man asked, taking in Marianna warily.

Tiger Lily shrugged. “She’s from the other world.”

Both men took a step closer to them and peered at Marianna.

“My name is Marianna, and I’m here looking for Will.”

Both men’s eyes went wide, and they whipped their heads around to look at Tiger Lily. She said nothing, ignoring their looks.

Clearly they knew who Will was too. Tiger Lily hadn’t really answered her questions about Will, but she clearly knew who he was. A knot formed in her stomach. What if she was too late? It had been a long time, and anything could’ve happened to Will judging by the treacherous landscape here.

“Is he here? Will, I mean?” She took a step closer, her gaze darting back and forth between the two men.

Tiger Lily stepped forward and pushed the men back. “No.” Turning back, she instructed them to open the door.

Marianna scanned the leaf-covered wall. She hadn’t seen any door. 

The men stepped up to the giant boulder and rolled it over. Behind the stone was a narrow path leading downward. Rock rose up on either side creating a tunnel. Little light got through the walls that towered above them. They hung over the path, nearly touching overhead. A bit of cool air rushed up against Marianna, and she breathed it in, trying to remain calm.

“Come,” said Tiger Lily. She started down the path. “And close the door back up behind us,” she yelled. 

Marianna hesitantly followed. A loud grating sounded behind her, and she jumped and turned back. It was just the rock sliding back into place. She took a deep breath and hurried to catch up to Tiger Lily.

The path led continuously downward, out of the forest and into a beautiful valley. Lush, green grass covered the ground. Flocks of sheep and cattle roamed the hillside. Closer to the bottom, magnificent-looking horses trotted around playfully. Farther still, stood a village. Houses of slatted wood and thatched roofs circled around a turquoise lake. Some of the houses even had piers leading off them and out onto the water.

“Wow, this is where you live? It’s beautiful. But why is it all enclosed?”

“Peter,” Tiger Lily replied, trudging on.

Just who was this Peter that everyone was so afraid of? Marianna couldn’t help but imagine a large man like Bludington had been. Goosebumps prickled her skin, and she rubbed her arms vigorously, trying to rid herself of them. It wouldn’t do any good for Tiger Lily to see and think she was scared.

It didn’t take them long to reach the village. Children playing ball paused their game to watch them. People working in their garden stopped and looked up. Even the people feeding the horses stopped to stare. 

As they passed, each person left their task and followed them all the way to the biggest house that sat in the center of them all. At three stories, it was easily comparable in size to some of the manors back home.

Tiger Lily led Marianna to the door. Before opening it, she turned back to the line of people who had followed them there. “Shoo, go,” she yelled. For a minute no one did anything. They just kept staring.

“Go on, now. You all have things to do. Shoo!” she yelled again, and this time the people listened, scattering off to return to their various chores.

“Don’t mind them. You’re just the first outsider to come to our village.” Tiger Lily pushed open the door.

Before Marianna could say anything, a voice called from above them.

“Tiger Lily, is that you, sweet one?”

“Yes, Mother. And a guest.”

“A guest?” Tiger Lily’s mother appeared on the stairs. She wore a beautiful purple dress made of silk. Black flowers had been embroidered all over the fabric and black lace adorned the collar and the long sleeves. A circlet of purple flowers rested in her dark hair. Rather than one braid, her mother wore her hair loose with two small braids circling around the back of her head and then falling loose with the rest of her hair.

“Oh, hello,” the woman said to Marianna. “Where did you come from? Fairy Forest? You don’t look like a fairy.”

Marianna opened her mouth, but nothing came out. What did one even say to that?

“No, Mother, she’s not a fairy. She’s from the other world.”

The lady stared at her daughter. “That’s not possible.”

Tiger Lily shrugged her shoulders. “Apparently it is. Will came from there, and now she is here.” The girl opened a closet door and pulled out a knapsack. “Anyway, we’re not staying. We just stopped here for supplies. She’s come looking for Will.”

Tiger Lily’s mother shot Marianna a sideways glance before stepping closer to her daughter. She lowered her voice. “Did you tell her about ...” she hesitated before continuing, “Will? You can’t let you know who hear you call him that.”

Tiger Lily ignored her mother as she continued moving about the room gathering up things and stuffing them down into her knapsack.

What did the lady mean, she couldn’t call him that? And apparently, they were traveling somewhere else. To where Will was staying, hopefully. Marianna cleared her throat, ready to get some of her questions answered, but before she could say anything, Tiger Lily left the room, her mother on her heels.

Was she supposed to follow them or wait here? They hadn’t said anything to her. She edged toward the door they had left through. Whispered arguing filled the air, and she decided she’d better wait. She took a step back into the main room and looked around.

Instead of raised furniture on legs, there were braided mats with colorful knitted pillows. Someone had put a lot of work into the décor. It had all been handmade, and it was beautiful. She fingered a blanket with tiny, knitted stitches in an elaborate design. How had they even made such a design? Marianna’s knitting skills were minimal, unlike her sister’s, but still she had never seen something so intricate. Her heart ached as she thought of her sister, Annette. She had been traveling the world with Matthew on their honeymoon when Marianna had left Anderi. And her brothers had been gone with the army, still fighting the rebellion on the border. That left her father alone. Was he doing okay?

“Right, we’ll probably need some blankets.” Tiger Lily charged back into the room.

Marianna jumped, startled by Tiger Lily’s return, but the girl didn’t even seem to notice. She snatched the blanket up and stashed it down into another bag. Then she shoved the bag at Marianna.

“Here, you’ll have to carry this one.”

“Oh, okay.” Marianna accepted it and threaded her arms through the straps, settling the bag on her back.

“We’re not leaving just yet. Don’t you want to change?” Tiger Lily gestured at Marianna’s clothes.

Marianna glanced down. Her trousers were completely tattered at the ends, and had more than one hole in them, and her blouse was stained with something rust colored that looked like blood. How had she not even realized the state her clothes were in?

“Oh, umm, I would but...”

“I have some things you can wear. Come with me.” Tiger Lily didn’t wait to see if Marianna was following her. She bounded up the stairs her mother had descended earlier.

Marianna sighed. Was she going to be like this the whole time? Rushing here and there without any explanation, just assuming Marianna would follow her. She took a deep breath and hustled up after her. She made it to the top of the staircase just in time to see Tiger Lily disappear into a room at the end of the hall.

Marianna scurried down the hallway and went through the same doorway. A three-foot-high mattress sat in the middle of the room covered with a sky-blue satin coverlet. Yellow and white flowers were embroidered across it, and matching pillows lined the head of the bed. A brown and white knitted horse sat in the middle of the pillows.

Tiger Lily knelt in front of a large rectangular basket, rifling through it. “How about this?” She held up a teal-colored tunic. “I wore this a few years ago, only a couple of times, so it shouldn’t be too long for you.”

Marianna nodded. She was a fair amount shorter than Tiger Lily. “Okay.” She accepted the tunic and glanced around the room.

“Over there’s a changing shield.” The shield was made of wood and had a painted scene on it. Horses frolicked across lush, green grass. A bright blue sky with fluffy clouds, and a bright sun sat above them.

“Did you paint this?” Marianna traced a black horse that reminded her of the ones back home. “It looks so lifelike.”

Tiger Lily shook her head. “Oh, no.” Her eyes grew misty, and she swallowed hard before averting her eyes. She cleared her throat.  “My brother did that. He was quite talented.”

“Um,” Marianna reached up and grabbed the cameo that hung around her neck. It was the last gift she’d received from her mother, and she never took it off. She knew this kind of grief. The kind that scarred you. She searched for appropriate words.

Before she could say anything, Tiger Lily tossed her a pair of black leggings and some soft boots that matched the ones she was wearing. The emotion etched across Tiger Lily’s face just moments ago had disappeared.

“You’ll need these too. Hurry up, we don’t have a lot of time. We have to be gone before my father gets back.”

“Why?” Marianna asked as she took the clothes and went behind the screen. She carefully extracted Will’s note from her trouser pocket and slipped it into the little pocket on the tunic then hurriedly dressed.

“Because if we’re still here when he gets back, we won’t be leaving the valley, and you can forget ever getting back to your world. My father would be more than happy to throw you in prison and leave you there to rot. He hates the other world because it’s where Peter came from.”

“Okay then, I’m ready. Let’s go.” Marianna hurried out from behind the screen. It seemed everyone here was ready to kill or imprison her. Could she trust Tiger Lily? The knot in her stomach grew bigger with every passing minute. But the girl claimed she was going to take Marianna to Will, and she seemed to know where he was. Marianna would just have to be careful, because she was beginning to suspect Neverland was not a very nice place.
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