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            GROUP BUDDY READ INVITATION

          

        

      

    

    
      If you’re like me, you probably have a string of all-caps text messages to your best friend with your time-stamped reactions to your favorite books. But if you’re also like me, and you and your best friend’s reading schedules align about as often as a lunar eclipse, I have a solution for you.

      Included below is a link to my Court of Daydreams discord, where you will find a group buddy read option for all of the books in the series. Here, you can all-caps scream over swoony moments, as well as cast your predictions (because we all know it doesn’t count if you don’t have it in writing). And don’t fret, the channels are broken down into chapter sections, so you don’t have to worry about spoilers.

      Join my Court of Daydreams here!
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      As with all of my other books, this one is closed-door. That being said, there are heavy themes of trauma throughout this story. Although, if you’ve made it this far in the series, you probably could have guessed that.

      

      Content warning: This book contains suicidal thoughts, domestic violence, addiction, and sexual coercion. It also contains references to suicide, child trafficking, human trafficking, and child abuse.
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      “How long have you and your husband been married?”

      There’s a conspiratorial nature to Lady Estrias’s question. It’s in the way she obscures her painted red lips with an imported fan as she leans toward me. Still, I’m left with the impression I’m not the one she wishes to conspire with. Her whisper possesses that breathy quality, the kind that renders it loud enough for the men to hear. She might as well have puckered her lips and blown air directly onto her fan’s paper pleats.

      Across the dining table, Peter’s pointed ears perk at the question. He answers for me. “Coming up on a year. Can you believe it, Wendy Darling?”

      I stare at him. He’s quite dashing in the candlelight. An odd choice for lighting a dinner party. Not faerie dust lamps, as is fashionable. Or perhaps they’re out of fashion now.

      I’m not exactly up on the current trends.

      The glow dances across Peter’s copper hair, giving it a reddish tint I almost never glimpse in Neverland. We’ve only been in Estelle three days, and the sun has already darkened him three shades. It suits him—the contrast with his blue eyes.

      He’s all the more captivating for it.

      He’s dressed in a charcoal suit he stole from a tailor in the next town over. His ears are on display—the Estriases are the type of nobility who find their position elevated by associating with the fae, so there’s no need for a disguise. To them, they might as well be having a Fate over for dinner. Still, Peter withdrew his wings into his back before we came, shifting them into shadowy tendrils first. He’s dashing, and fits right in with the expensive oak table, the golden place settings, and the heavy indigo drapes that even a hurricane couldn’t cause to flutter.

      “Yes, it is difficult to believe we’ve been together for so long,” I say, my smile curving without any effort on my part as I tease, “You’ll have to remind me how you managed to win me over.”

      Lord Estrias chuckles from underneath the blond mustache that does nothing to obscure his youth. He’s only just turned twenty. Three years younger than me, though he wouldn’t know it. I spend enough time in Neverland that I’ve not aged in any way that’s noticeable to the naked eye.

      My mother would be proud.

      “Sounds like there’s a story behind those words,” says the lord.

      Peter smiles, and it outshines the candles. Carmine blotches creep across Lady Estrias’s cheeks, blooming past her liberally applied rouge. Another new fashion I’ve missed. My mother’s training has me itching to excuse myself to the ladies’ room and pinch my cheeks. Something twists in my stomach at the delight that sparks in Peter’s eyes at her obvious attraction. But then Peter turns that beautiful smile on me and the knot in my stomach relaxes.

      I’ve grown quite jealous in my captivity. If John were here, he’d know the term for that, I’m sure.

      “A story I hope my beautiful wife will be gracious enough not to make me tell,” says Peter. “I’m afraid the truth of it paints a rather foolish portrait of my character. Though the story turned out well in the end.” His smile falters at that, but only just so. I’m the only one to notice. It’s been a year and eleven months of choosing Peter, a year and eleven months since he called in his bargain. Plenty of time to memorize Peter’s tells.

      “Perhaps another drink might swindle the story out of one of you,” says our hostess. A servant immediately appears from the shadows, refilling Peter’s goblet, though he hesitates when he reaches mine.

      “You’re not drinking,” says Lady Estrias, staring at the burgundy surface of my wine, taut as the leather head of a drum.

      “Not tonight,” I say, a flush creeping to my cheeks as her eyes dip to my stomach, and not in a manner that would only be decipherable by someone who knew her well.

      “Well, I’m just thrilled that the two of you have moved in,” she says, after clearing her throat. “Develi is a lovely little town, but Edward and I were beginning to fear the manor next to ours would never sell.”

      “I hope that’s not a jab at our tastes,” says Peter. Lady Estrias appears horrified that she might have offended him, but is quickly mollified when Peter winks at her. Her shoulders go lax, immediately at ease in his presence.

      “Not at all, it’s a beautiful home,” says Lady Estrias. “All I meant was that with⁠—”

      “With property values decreasing with the halt on faerie dust production, we were sure the only neighbors we’d have for a good long while would be ghosts,” says Lord Estrias, cutting off his wife.

      Peter takes a swig of his wine. He stares at Lord Estrias with an amusement he’s hiding behind his goblet. The lord does not appear to notice.

      “No need to worry about frightening us,” I say. “The butcher in town already did enough of that, I assure you.”

      The lord and his wife exchange a look. Lady Estrias purses her painted lips, looking as if she might explode if she doesn’t partake in the gossip dangling unspoken between us.

      “Are we sure this is appropriate dinner talk, my love?” asks our host to his wife.

      “Oh, please, Edward. They’ve already been frightened. Might as well put their minds at ease before they pack up and sell the manor, leaving us bereft again.”

      Regret characterizes the way the man regards his bride. For a moment, I think I know why, but the way he says, “All right,” makes me wonder if it’s because he married someone he adores too fervently to chastise.

      “They’re just stories, of course,” says Lady Estrias. “They don’t mean anything, other than a means for the impoverished to distract themselves from their misery.” Or the rich, I think to myself. “But they say there’s a ghoul here who has a…shall we say, predilection for women of a certain disposition.”

      “I heard it’s fond of busty blondes,” says Peter, eyes fixating on Lady Estrias’s golden hair. She flushes again at his attention, running her open palm not against her hair, but over her rather endowed chest. “I’m not sure how you sleep at night,” says Peter.

      “Well.” Lady Estrias’s exhale is sharp, as if her last intention was to draw attention to her own assets. “If that’s all the story said, I’d be frightened indeed.”

      “But you believe you’re safe,” I say.

      Lady Estrias cuts her black-lined eyes toward me, but it’s her husband who answers. “Of course, she’s safe. The stories are just that—stories. Stories don’t come to life and harm anyone.”

      “Of course they don’t,” I say, clutching my napkin in my lap. I find my gaze drifting to the starlit window.

      “It’s not only that,” says Lady Estrias. “I must admit, I’m more superstitious than my husband. I believe the stories, but the ghoul won’t come for me.”

      Peter cocks his head. “And why is that?”

      There’s a hint of amusement in her tone when she says, “I’m afraid I don’t possess the correct occupation.”

      “Sasha,” the lord says, clearly embarrassed.

      “No,” says Peter, placing his elbows on the table and leaning across it. “I’d like to know.”

      Lady Estrias’s eyes sparkle, pinning Peter in place. She rubs the pads of her fingers together, making a grasping motion that causes her rings to scrape against one another. “I’m certain your wife would prefer you not.”

      Lord Estrias shifts uncomfortably. “Say, it’s getting late.”

      Before he can dismiss us, Peter rises from his seat. “Ah, look at the time. But hey, wouldn’t be the end of the night without a smoke, would it?”

      Before Lord Estrias can object, Peter pulls a pair of fine cigars from his coat pocket.

      “Krushian cigars?” Lord Estrias whistles. “My, you must introduce me to those foreign connections of yours.”

      A sly grin slips across Peter’s face as he hands Lord Estrias the cigar.

      

      “How did you do it?” Lady Estrias whispers once the men have absconded from the room.

      I swirl the wine in my cup, letting the scent waft over me. The longing is there, but I refrain. It takes a conscious effort. I suppose it always will.

      But there’s so little control I have left.

      This—abstaining from wine—this, I still have. This, Peter allows.

      “Do what?” I ask pleasantly, as if I don’t know what she’s referring to. As if it’s not the same question I’ve been asked by a dozen bored housewives.

      The lady takes a swig from her own goblet, her smile mischievous. “Snag yourself a fae husband. Obviously, you’re gorgeous—I don’t mean to imply otherwise. But where does one even find the fae?”

      “I didn’t find him. He found me.”

      Her eyes linger on my Mating Mark, the golden brush of starlight against my pale cheek. “Did he feel it?” Wonder almost obscures the envy dripping in her tone. “Did he follow it to you? Come searching for you?”

      My throat goes dry, though my smile remains painted. It’s easy enough, thanks to my mother and the bargain I’ve learned to live with as one might a chronic ailment. I’m practically arthritic. “It’s a long story.”

      The woman flits her hand. “Oh, please. You must have realized that running off to a coastal village isn’t nearly as romantic as the novels paint it out to be. You’ve only been here a handful of days, but dear, I’ve been isolated from society for two months. It wears on a girl. One’s mind starts to wander.” She claps her hands on the table. “I’m telling you, I’ve read every novel in the library twice. You must put me out of my misery and tell me something new.”

      My pulse pounds in my ears. I watch her. Her pretty, heart-shaped face. The way not a single strand of hair falls out of place. The paint that obscures her boredom, her misery.

      “Really, darling. I feel as though I’m trapped here,” she says.

      “Tell me how you met your Edward.”

      She waves the kerchief she just used to dab her lips. “It’s an ordinary tale. I’d rather hear yours.”

      I smile. It’s the Mary Darling one. “Peter stole me.”

      The woman’s smile falters, her eyes widening. There’s a flicker of confusion there, but then she lets out a startled laugh. “Oh, like the legends of old. You know, I used to believe those as well. But Peter has me convinced the fae are much more civilized than the propaganda we’ve been handed.”

      I don’t answer. I just wait, my hand still on the goblet full of the elixir that could extract me from this miserable existence for a while if I let it.

      There was a time when I would have let it.

      “Oh…” Her face falls, slowly. Wax dripping down the shaft of a candle. “You’re utterly serious, aren’t you?”

      She glances toward the parlor door. They all do that. Stare off like they can see through the walls. Like looking in his direction will help them make sense of how such a beautiful male, one with such a pleasant demeanor, could be such a monster. So cruel.

      In the end, they all reach the same conclusion.

      “I envy you,” she says.

      It’s not their fault. Their scales for measuring cruelty are broken. Skewed. There’s no use being angry with them.

      “And why’s that?”

      She picks at the napkin in front of her. Her rouged cheeks sag. She looks five years older with that single shift in expression. Perhaps this is why my mother always smiled through the pain.

      “You never longed for it, as a girl? To be stolen away by a dark and terrible creature?” Her throat bobs. When she looks at me, she must find the answer she desires on my face—people always do—because she grasps at her chest, ruby bracelets jangling at her wrist, and says, “Why is it there? Why is it in our hearts, from such a young age? And why is it so difficult to shake? Why do we long to hurt?”

      An ornate brass letter opener lies dormant on the desk situated against the wall. I feel as if it’s caught in my throat. Fortunately, I have become accustomed to swallowing sharp objects. I reach across the table, hovering over her wine for but a moment before I take her hand. Her fingers are so cold, the chill seeps through both of our gloves.

      Lady Estrias wilts, a thirsty day lily I’ve overwatered with nothing but the truth of my situation. It only takes a moment before she switches the position of our hands, placing hers atop mine. She pats it, her entire demeanor changed, the only sign of her anxiety over what she just confessed the urgency with which she takes a swig of her wine.

      It takes three seconds for the poison to settle in. Five for the lady to realize something is wrong. Her face contorts, brows drawing together. She thinks she’s having an anxious fit. But the change that overcomes her as the truth settles in is all too familiar. The bulging of her confused eyes. The way they focus on me, horror morphing into betrayal, settling into fear.

      “What did you put in my drink?” she asks. “My arms, my legs! I can’t⁠—”

      She slumps against the back of her chair, her arms sinking into the armrests of the wooden chair.

      “Don’t fret,” I say. “It’s only rushweed, and a low dose. It won’t cause any permanent damage.”

      “Is he taking me, too?” The question they all ask.

      It shouldn’t sting anymore. Not after how many times I’ve heard it. It’s not the question, so much as the way it’s asked. It’s fearful, of course. Pitch-heightened with a raspy quality. But there’s something else there, lingering underneath the surface.

      Hope. Hope that’s been soiled, twisted into something else. Lust, perhaps?

      “No,” I say, taking off my gloves, one by one. The satin feels decadent against my skin. “No. He wants only me.”

      All of me.

      The emerald ring Peter gave me when he proposed shines on my finger. Shines. Not glitters. It used to glitter, but I don’t remember the last time we bothered to clean it. The last time he bothered to clean it.

      “Will you rob us, then?”

      “In a way.” I glance at the woman. She’s afraid now. And not the hopeful sort. The shaking could be construed as either, but there’s a bead of sweat forming on her dewy brow.

      She should be afraid. But not of Peter. Certainly not of me.

      Glass shatters in the parlor, the sound muffled by the closed door between us.

      “Edward,” the woman says, though I can’t tell if the fear is for her husband, or if she’s calling out for help, or if it’s a little of both. Emotions are so complicated.

      Mine were once complicated.

      “What have you done?” Edward’s shouting in the parlor.

      Peter’s voice is silky, cruel. Amused. “Nothing, yet. But I have plans. Ideations. You know about those, Edward.”

      “What’s going on?” asks the limp woman in the chair across from me.

      “Which one of you wished to move to Develi?” I ask.

      She frowns, crinkling her forehead. “It was me. I wanted to be by the ocean.”

      “But why here? In Develi. A little town no one’s heard of. Why did you choose it?”

      Her breathing grows labored. “Edward found it for me. Said it was the perfect place for the two of us.”

      “And the ghost stories? When did you hear about those?”

      She frowns. “Not until we arrived.”

      “No, you didn’t hear of them until you arrived.”

      “I don’t understand. They’re just stories.”

      “For now,” I say, trying to drown out the commotion in the other room. Edward is whimpering now, but if I can keep talking, I can distract Lady Estrias from the worst of it. “But they won’t be—wouldn’t have been—for long.”

      “I don’t understand,” she whispers. A statement they always mean as a question.

      “You never do.” I bite my lip, then lift myself from my seat. Taking the chair next to the trembling woman, I put my hand on hers once more. She flinches—a twitch of her brow, a tightening of her painted lips. But after a moment, she relaxes.

      “Your husband has an affinity for violence,” I explain. “It stems from the relationship he had with his aunt.”

      The woman swallows. “How do you know about Pearl?”

      “Peter and I…” I shouldn’t have to search for the words. I’ve explained this often enough. “Well, I’m not just a slave to him. Nor him to me.”

      “Someone sent you,” she says.

      “Yes. It’s not important who. It’s not even important that we know about your husband’s past.”

      Lady Estrias shakes her head as much as she can manage in her drugged state. If I were her, I don’t think I’d be concerned with avoiding the past. But shame runs deep in the aristocracy. It’s one thing to gossip about the prostitutes down by the docks. Another thing entirely to admit that your husband’s aunt had an affair with his father, breaking up his parents’ marriage.

      “The abuse he endured at the hand of his aunt, his stepmother, is irrelevant,” I explain. “To our benefactor, the past is of no consequence. Only the future. Rather, what would become of the future were it allowed to play out.”

      The woman scans my face. They do this sometimes. Like they’re looking for a defect. Like one might experience in a dream. A face whose features you can’t quite make out. A person who was once a friend and in a moment’s time has morphed into a family member.

      I’m not a defect in a dream. I’m a ghoul of a girl. Just as terrifying, though.

      “I look like her,” says the woman, her look far off now, focused everywhere and nowhere at once. “I didn’t know. Not until after we wed. I was exploring the attic one day, seeking family heirlooms we might use to decorate. Edward’s style was so drab when he was a bachelor. And then I found it—a portrait of her. He hadn’t needed to tell me what she’d done. The town had tried to warn me off from him. Said he came from an undesirable family. No one told me I looked like her. She died long before we met. I always wondered,” she says, “how he could stand me. How he could possibly look at me without seeing her.”

      A memory from the past tugs at me. A rough voice in a bedroom full of windows. When I look at you, do you know what I picture?

      I shut him out and answer the confused Lady Estrias with a sigh. “He tried. For a long time. Your husband couldn’t stand his fascination with you. But he couldn’t be without you either.”

      “My husband loves me.”

      I’m uncertain who she’s attempting to convince. I nod.

      She nods back, biting her lip. It smudges some of the red paint, staining her teeth. “But he hates me, too.”

      “Yes.” I pause. There’s a commotion in the other room, and the woman is becoming distressed, so I speak louder. “Your husband doesn’t wish to hurt you. He’d do anything not to. Anything. Including moving you to a quaint seaside village where the inhabitants are superstitious. A place where, when blonde girls start disappearing, they’ll blame the ghosts. Not the wealthy nobleman who just moved in.”

      Lady Estrias’s whimpers grate against my ears, which reflects poorly on my part. I should feel more sympathy than I do. “I haven’t heard news of missing girls,” she says. “Not other than the ghost stories.”

      There’s a crash in the parlor.

      “That’s because the girls are still alive.”

      The lady gasps. Again, I watch as she scans the ceiling, as if she might see through it into the attic. “Here? Does he keep them here?”

      “No, darling. They’re alive. Walking the docks. Horrible things have happened to them, but so far, your husband isn’t one of them.”

      Relief pools in her lids. “So Edward…he hasn’t killed anyone. He can still be helped?”

      “He can be stopped.”

      The relief washes away with the tears streaming down her cheeks. “You’re not here to scare him out of it, are you?”

      “I’m afraid not,” I say, though this is a lie. I have no pity for the man whimpering in the parlor across from us. Not when I know what was woven into his tapestry, try as the Middle Sister might to reweave it.

      “But he hasn’t done anything.”

      “And should we wait until he does?” I ask. “Should we wait for these women to suffer?”

      The lady turns her head to the side, the most she can manage with the rushweed still flowing through her veins. She doesn’t have to speak to betray her thoughts. Her hesitation is plenty enough.

      She speaks anyway. Why do they all speak anyway? “They’re just whores.”

      I think of Charlie, fourteen years old, begging to be enrolled at a brothel, driven by her raging stomach. I don’t think of who saved her from that fate.

      Who didn’t save me from mine.

      I could tell Lady Estrias what would happen to her if we let her husband live. I could tell her of the image that shows up, over and over, in the tapestry. The only changeable detail being the number of pieces he hacks her body into. Sometimes it’s seven, because he’s feeling generous. Sometimes it’s eight, because he can’t stand to see her wedding band on her finger.

      I could tell her, but I don’t.

      I’m not sure I want to give her the relief years down the line.

      When Peter’s done, I rise to meet him in the parlor. There’s something I have to do.

      “If he hates me so much, why didn’t he just kill me?” Lady Estrias asks as I reach the door.

      I turn to face her, hardly aware that my heart is beating at all.

      “Because if he killed you, he couldn’t keep you.”
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      “Wendy Darling’s sleeping. Wendy Darling, it’s time to wake up.”

      John is dead. My brother is dead.

      And I’m awake. Again. Soft hands tug at my loose collar. It’s Peter’s shirt. Big enough that it doesn’t touch me in most places. Why am I awake again?

      “Just a minute, Michael,” I say, rolling over in Peter’s bed and burying my face in a pillow that smells of the must of either pine or prison, depending on the day.

      The morning, as it always does, greets me with a hammer to my temple.

      Peter must have returned last night. Pressed the faerie dust to my lips. I bet I melted into his touch. I don’t sense him in bed, but that doesn’t shock me. He used to hold me close in the mornings, cling to me like he thought letting go of me would cause my bones to come undone. Like I’d just unravel before him.

      Peter has been restless as of late.

      It’s strange. Missing his touch this morning. Missing his chest pressed to my back, his sturdy legs framing mine.

      It’s not real. I know that.

      I don’t particularly care.

      There was a time when I would have fought the pleasure that snakes through my skin when he puts his hands on me. A time when I would have fortified my mind against his allure.

      But the Mating Mark is strong, the bargain even stronger.

      And it’s not as if there’s anyone around to help me resist.

      I can remember the words John would have uttered, his warnings against Peter. But I can’t remember his voice anymore.

      “It’s time to wake up,” Michael says again, shaking me by the shoulder this time. If I know my brother at all, the next attempt to get me out of bed will be an innocent placement of his feet directly on my stomach as he tries to balance standing on top of me.

      I debate whether it would be worth it to wait him out, but my brother is nothing if not persistent. So I groan and rub at my temples, grabbing Michael’s hand. This serves the dual purpose of removing it from my shoulder while also keeping him from pinching me. I give his hand a little squeeze.

      “Good morning, Wendy Darling.” Michael’s practically singing with delight that his attempts to wake me have been successful. The hammer still thuds against my temple, willing me to go back to sleep, back to the only true reprieve from my grim reality.

      But I still have a brother who lives, so I shrug the knit blanket off and drag myself up and over to the side of the bed.

      Michael’s other hand finds mine. He twines his fingers through mine and tugs, leading me stumbling over to the little village of toys he’s arranged neatly on the floor. Benjamin’s been busy at work whittling Michael new toys. I think every time he hears Michael call out for John, he whips his blade out and starts on a new one.

      “John wants to play too,” says Michael, dragging me to the floor to sit cross-legged next to him as he rearranges his toys for what I imagine is not the first time this morning. Still hazy-eyed, I scan the arrangement today for any new patterns, but find none.

      My eyes are heavy as lead. There was a time when I was good at playing with Michael. A time I could enter his little world and sit with him in it.

      Now I don’t know what to say. Which toys to pick up. How to reach him. My mind is sluggish, run dry of ideas. There’s just an empty nothingness, the knowledge that John is dead, and the faint craving for faerie dust on the back of my tongue that will compete for my attention with increasing intensity until Peter gives me my next dose.

      I’ve almost succumbed to my eyes’ desire to shut when I glimpse a new toy among Michael’s collection. No, not a toy. A stick he must have gathered from outside the Den. Probably on a walk with Victor. He’s stuck it into the ground and tied a string to the top of it, and at the end of the string…

      My vision blacks, and when it returns to me, it’s speckled and spotted.

      There’s a carving of a boy hanging from the string.

      My stomach churns, the vision of John’s corpse swaying from the reaping tree returning to my mind as vividly as if it’s in front of me, not a distant memory from nine months ago.

      I can’t remember my brother’s voice, but I can remember the clammy touch of his skin, the bruises on his pale neck, the emptiness in his eyes. The crunch of his glasses against my feet.

      I’d hoped Michael had forgotten.

      That was foolish of me.

      Anger writhes up within me. The urge to swipe my hand across Michael’s toys like a petulant child who knows she’s about to lose at a board game washes over me, but I’m too tired to act on it.

      Besides, my brother doesn’t know any better. Or maybe he does, and this is just his way of processing what happened to John. His way of communicating what he can’t find the words for.

      Michael builds models commemorating our brother’s death. I just do my best to drown out his memory altogether.

      My hands find Michael’s dusty hair, and I scratch his scalp, right behind his ears. He shrugs his shoulders, but not in an attempt to push me away.

      “I love you, Michael,” I whisper.

      “Wendy Darling is sleeping,” he answers back.

      

      Victor and Peter are arguing again.

      I hear the irritated pitches of their voices from down the winding tunnel leading from Peter’s room to the living room portion of the Den.

      “You have to wean her off of it.” That would be Victor. Even if I didn’t recognize the voice, I’d recognize the sentiment. He’s expressed it often enough. It would irritate me—that he’s trying to take my last bit of relief away from me—if I thought there was any chance of Peter heeding him.

      But Peter can’t stand to see me in pain. Unlike some people.

      Peter would never shove me to the ground just to see if I’d get back up. He’d never push me, just so I’d hurt enough to fight back.

      He’d never leave me. He’ll never let me leave, either. But it’s not as if I have anywhere to go.

      “She’s not strong enough,” says Peter. His claim is worn out, even if it is true.

      “She’s not strong enough, or you’re worried about how strong she’d be without it?” asks Victor.

      The silence between them is blistering. Though I haven’t reached the living area yet, I don’t have to see them to imagine their stances. Victor’s arms are fisted at his sides, the veins in his eyes popping scarlet. Peter’s firm arms are crossed across his chest.

      “You saw her that night,” says Peter.

      “I didn’t just see her that night,” says Victor. “I’ve lived that night. With my own brother.”

      “Which is why I’m confused as to why you, of all people, can’t understand the need to relieve her pain.”

      “It’s been nine months,” says Victor. “It’s not relief at this point. It’s repression. Avoidance. She’s not healthy. She barely touches her food. Peter, the skin around her collarbones is sagging.”

      “How would you know that?” Jealousy twinges my counterfeit Mate’s tone. It’s a dangerous emotion on him.

      “Because she goes around in clothes that don’t fit her. Like she thinks she can hide from us how much weight she’s lost.”

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were a tad too invested in what’s mine,” says Peter.

      Victor scoffs. “Well, someone has to be, don’t they?”

      Footsteps grow louder as Victor storms out of the room and down the hall. When he turns the corner and sees me, his nose flares. At first I think it’s in frustration, but then his face softens. “It’s your day at the pool, Winds.”

      Embarrassment pierces my gut. Victor recently instated a bathing schedule for the Lost Boys and me. He said it was for my benefit, to give me privacy so that there’d be no risk of the boys walking up on me.

      But I know better.

      It’s for my benefit, all right. But it’s because Victor thinks that if he doesn’t remind me it’s my day to bathe, I won’t.

      That’s what the nose flare was for, I gather.

      “Right.” I find myself crossing my arms over my chest like I can somehow hold the odor back.

      Victor looks as if he’s about to leave, but then he bites his lip and turns back to me. The shadows underneath his eyes are deeper than ever. When I first arrived in Neverland, it seemed as if time hardly passed here. Now I know better. Time passes; the Lost Boys simply don’t age. Even so, Victor looks older than when I first met him. Maybe it’s just how the unhinged temper of the Victor I first met has settled into something more determined, more focused.

      “Is Michael up yet?” He asks it so casually. If I didn’t know better, I’d believe he actually needed the answer and wasn’t just trying to make conversation with me for my benefit.

      “You know Michael,” I say.

      Victor laughs, though there’s no energy to it. “He’s got that internal clock, doesn’t he?”

      I nod.

      Victor swallows and runs his hand through his black hair. “I’ll probably take him for a walk in a bit. You could come, if you wanted.”

      No is the word that immediately comes to my lips. But there’s something strange about the word. It halts before it leaves my mouth. The thousands of excuses—I’m too tired, I didn’t get much sleep last night, I don’t even have the energy to kill myself, how could I possibly have the energy to go for a walk—don’t come out.

      I don’t want to go. But there’s something about the vulnerability in Victor’s request, something about the fact that he looks as if he really does want to spend time with me, even though I’m no fun to be around and I stink of a girl who’s lost all purpose in life, that has me wanting to say yes.

      A hand lands on my shoulder, firm and warm and screaming mine with its touch. “I’ll take her out, don’t you worry,” says Peter from behind me. When he wraps his arms around my waist from behind, the will to keep myself upright by the power of my own legs corrodes, and I dissolve into the sultry warmth of his chest, a more than eager crutch.

      Pleasure at his touch creeps through my veins, gooseflesh skittering up my torso.

      “You sure, Wendy?” Victor asks, holding his ground. Peter’s arms stiffen around me.

      “I want to go with Peter.” The words glide out easily. Effortless. It’s a relief really, not to have to try.

      Victor glances at the crook of my elbow and grimaces. I hope Peter doesn’t notice.

      When Victor leaves, Peter leans over and plants a kiss behind my ear. It’s soft and gentle and adoring, inciting a feverish warmth throughout my body.

      Why do you never fight back?

      Because I tried that, and it wasn’t enough.

      Because I’ve tasted so little pleasure in my life, I know the real stuff is unattainable. And I will settle for what I can get.

      “What if I took you flying tonight, my Darling little thing?” Peter asks, his breath a warm whisper in my ear.

      “You can take me wherever you want.”
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      “Wendy Darling, you’re staring again.”

      I blink, remembering he’s there for the first time. It should be more difficult to forget Peter. Especially since my hand is encased in his as we roam barefoot on the onyx beach.

      But it’s always been difficult for me not to drift.

      “I was just admiring the stars,” I say, which isn’t exactly a lie.

      “But not any stars in particular?” Peter asks, starlight shining on the copper tones of his hair. His eyes are knowing, but he doesn’t want the truth.

      He doesn’t want me to tell him I was staring at the twin stars in the sky. The warping in the Fabric of Neverland that leads to another realm. If you can just get to it.

      He doesn’t want me to tell him I glance at those stars every time I find myself outside, even in the daytime. Peter doesn’t want to know I chart their position in the sky. That even when I’m facing away from them, I feel their draw like a hook in my spine.

      He doesn’t want me to tell him that sometimes I see things that aren’t there. That sometimes, when the disappearing sun turns the sky the deepest purple, the clouds share an uncanny resemblance to a ship swathed in shadows.

      He doesn’t want to know that sometimes I let myself pretend.

      I don’t mind pretending so much. Because one day, I’m going to stare up at those two glinting stars, the ones that wink at me conspiratorially from afar, and he’s going to come for me.

      I’m not sure what I’ll do when he does. How I’ll react. I’ve come up with a plethora of scenarios in my head. Most of them ways to hurt him. Scathing comments I know will cut.

      Sometimes, in those fantasies, I let Nolan Astor kiss me first. I convince myself that he’d want to. That somehow, my absence will have made me more attractive. More desirable.

      It’s where the kiss goes from there that my mind tends to rewrite, depending on my mood or how many hours it’s been since my last dose. Whether I cry into his cheek or draw back to scoff at him and spit in his face.

      In the end, I always choose Peter. I have to.

      But sometimes Astor drags me away. I kick and scream for Peter, for my Mate. I do everything within my power to get back to him.

      But Astor is too strong.

      Peter doesn’t want to know that, so I let the lie slip between my teeth. “I’m thinking about how John explained the warping when we first got here. A rip between realms.”

      Peter straightens uncomfortably. He doesn’t like it when I talk about John. Thinks it keeps the wound open, raw, instead of letting it heal.

      I don’t deserve to let that part of myself heal. Not when I left my brother unprotected from the shadows. Not when I led him to his death. Maybe that’s why I’m surprised when tonight, Peter squeezes my hand and says, “I regret not taking the time to get to know him better.”

      The words prick at my otherwise indifferent heart. “It’s not as if he would have let you. He never did like you nearly as much as I do.”

      Peter furrows his brow. “Still. If I had it to do over… I would have tried to win him over.”

      “I thought you did. While I was…” Stolen, taken, happy. “Away,” is the word I settle on. It tastes dishonest in my mouth. Like taking a sip of water, only to be greeted with the sharp tang of gin.

      “I could have tried earlier.” Peter’s still speaking, it seems. “Maybe if I had, maybe if he’d trusted me, he would have come to me about the shadows.”

      “Or never stopped eating the onions in the first place.”

      Peter stares at me, and there’s such sadness in his eyes, it’s almost shocking. I have yet to get used to it, seeing Peter sad. Watching him hurt. Before, anytime anything painful would arise, it was as if a cold numbness washed over his expression. Now his silky blue eyes look as if they’ve been pierced, are bleeding water.

      It hurts him that I hurt.

      I don’t like seeing him hurt, either. Even after all he’s done to me, even after forcing me to choose him by calling in our bargain. At first, I was so angry. Angry with him. Angry with Astor. Angry over John’s suicide. I’d wanted to see Peter writhe.

      I hadn’t realized that when Peter cried, I would see the boy who was burned for sport back in the orphanage. I hadn’t realized he would hurt on my behalf.

      Vaguely, I’m aware that I’d be less affected by his pain if it weren’t for the Mating Mark that binds our hearts. When I severed Astor’s hand back in the cave, and his portion of the shared Mating Mark with it, I’d inadvertently refocused all the magic of the Mark back to Peter.

      I’d still been in love with Astor at the time. Even when the Mating Mark had been ruined, my love had remained.

      Even now…

      “Wendy Darling,” says Peter, taking my hand and sliding in front of me. His wings billow at his back, blending in with the shadows of the night. “Dance with me.”

      “Of course,” I say.

      Because what else is there to say?

      

      This isn’t the first time Peter’s taken me dancing in the stars since we returned to Neverland. Since he called in my bargain. We both know it’s our favorite memory together—that single night of blissful ecstasy when together we soared through the stars. The night I thought I’d never want to stop falling.

      He thinks that if he can recreate the dance, if he can ask me if it’s okay to drop me, and if I can beg him to do so, that we’ll go back, wake up in the stars, back in the bodies of the people we were before Nolan Astor.

      In some ways, he’s right.

      It’s these nights that I let myself believe I love Peter.

      It’s natural, up here in the twinkling stars, to forget the pain and resentment that awaits me down below. When nothing is tethering me to the ground, it’s easier for the magic of the Mating Mark to coil me tighter, just like Peter’s arms, possessing me. Never letting me go.

      I hate myself for it, but I like being possessed.

      I like when we’re up here in the clouds, and the air gets so thin that my head swirls. I like the way Peter grips me like I’m his favorite toy.

      When we plateau, I wrap my legs around his waist, making it easier for him to grasp my jaw in his hands. He pulls my mouth to his like the only air he is capable of breathing is hiding in my lungs. His lips are warm and hungry, and they taste of forgetting.

      “Drop me,” I whisper in between kisses. I only ask because I know the answer.

      “Never,” he says, and it’s almost as addicting as faerie dust.

      He’s so obsessed with me, he can’t let me go. It feels like being drunk, but better. Because no one is going to take this bottle from me. No one is going to lock Peter in a cellar where I can’t get to him. It’s sick, and it’s disgusting, and tomorrow I’ll wake with a hammer at my skull, but Peter’s obsession with me, his desperation for me…

      I like it.

      It’s the only power I have left.

      Astor would hate me for that, too.

      That only makes me want to get drunk on it all the more.

      Usually, I can banish any thoughts of Astor when I’m with Peter. Can sink into the greedy claws of the Mating Mark and allow them to sweep me away. But something about tonight has him rapping at my skull, judging me for every moment of bliss I steal.

      He speaks to me, and though it’s no conversation we’ve ever had, I hear it as clearly as a memory.

      This isn’t real, Wendy Darling.

      Yes, I’m aware. Just like your love for me wasn’t real, I whisper back in my mind. Just like you only cared for me because your skin was still stained with the last remnant of the Mating Mark.

      I thought you had learned to fight.

      You’d rather me be miserable fighting than happy giving in.

      You wouldn’t?

      “Peter, I need you,” I whisper, my voice frantic, desperate as I clutch the clothes at his back.

      He takes a sharp inhale. I’ve been back in Neverland for nine months, and we haven’t slept together in all that time. When Peter first called in his side of the bargain, I’d thought for sure he’d bed me. That my having to choose him would force me to pretend I was enjoying it.

      But the bargain hadn’t erased my past. Hadn’t kept my body from plunging into a panic attack at the first touch of Peter’s that signaled escalation.

      That was the moment Peter realized what he’d done. I’ll never forget the shock in his eyes as he watched me fall apart at his touch. I’d thought he’d known I wouldn’t want it, that it was the bargain forcing me, but the dread in his expression couldn’t have been fabricated.

      He hasn’t escalated things since. Hasn’t touched me past slipping his hand under my shirt and leaving the imprint of his fingers on my back.

      He’s waiting for me to be the one to initiate.

      There’s a part of me that knows that if I asked him, he could make Astor’s voice go away for a little while. There’s a part of me that wants that—not for Peter, but for me. The portion of me that’s grasping for any bit of happiness I’m allowed.

      But I know that once I let Peter have me, there will be no going back.

      That’s the pitiful part of me talking. The daydreamer girl. The delusional child who thinks that maybe, just maybe, it’s worth holding out just a little while longer.

      When Peter pulls away from the kiss, my attention drifts to the stars. By the time I catch myself and glance back at Peter, there’s jealousy sparking in his eyes.

      “I’m starting to get a headache,” I say, because that’s become my go-to phrase when I want dust. I’m not sure why I can’t just say it. It’s not as if Peter would deny me.

      I wait for him to reach for his pouch, but he doesn’t. I frown. “Did you forget it?”

      Peter bites the inside of his cheek. “No. I just thought perhaps we didn’t need it tonight. That we could just enjoy being together.”

      The inside of my chest tenses. A metallic taste fills my mouth. When I laugh, it sounds far away. Like someone else’s laugh. “It’s hard to enjoy anything when my head is pounding.”

      “I know. I’ll get you some when we get back⁠—”

      “Then I want to go back now.”

      Peter’s expression hardens. “Wendy Darling, I know you’re still hurting. But I’m afraid of what you’re missing out on. That life is passing you by⁠—”

      “What life?” I snap. “My brother is dead.”

      Peter frowns. “I know. I know. But you’re not. Michael’s not. I—” He steers his icy blue eyes toward me, staring at me through those long eyelashes of his. He slides his hand down to mine, pressing his thumb to my emerald engagement ring. I have this flash of a fantasy of letting it slip off my too-small finger into the black waves below. “There was a time when we were excited about building a life together. I know it can’t be the life you had hoped for. Not anymore. Not without John. But Wendy Darling, there is still a life to be lived.”

      “With you.” I can’t tell if the words coming out of my mouth are a question or not. They almost sound too breathy, too longing.

      Peter cups my cheek and presses his forehead to mine, his wings beating softly behind him. “What do ya say?”

      “I say,” I say, biting my lip and turning my most charming smile on Peter, “that I adore you.” I press my lips to his. “And that, unfortunately, I still have a headache.”
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      “That’s it?” I stare at the smattering of faerie dust on Peter’s fingertip. It’s half of what he normally gives me. I don’t have the self-control to wait for a response before I grab his finger and press it to my mouth. A flicker of pleasure buzzes through me, but it flickers all the same. A flame that knows it’s on its last bit of wick and is conserving itself, toiling to last just a few seconds longer.

      I stare up at Peter, who’s watching me quietly, noting the manner in which my eyes change as the dust trembles through me. We’re in his room, which is tidy for once. Shirtless in the dim lighting, he looks like the heroes of old. Strip him of color, and he could be one of the marble statues in my parents’ manor. There’s a small mark in the shape of a hand underneath his right ribcage. When I’d asked about it, he’d said it was a birthmark, but I know better. I know a bargain when I see one, though it’s small enough I can’t say for sure whether it’s new or if I simply hadn’t noticed it until I moved into his room.

      Usually Peter would pull me into his lap or hold me as we lay under the covers, but with the slim dose he offered me just now, there’s no danger of me floating away.

      I’m parched, and have only gotten enough water to wet my tongue. Now that the initial hit has dulled, I’m thirstier than ever.

      “That wasn’t enough. My head.” I rub at my temple for emphasis, noting the stabbing ache there.

      “You can have more tomorrow,” he says, gently. Softly. Like he cares for me. Like he’s not withholding the only thing keeping me from walking barefoot into the sea until it swallows me whole.

      “Peter. Peter, please,” I say, fully aware that my voice is coming out in a grating whine. I sound like a child who wants to stay up past her bedtime. I step in, folding myself into his chest. His breathing quickens at my nearness. “Please, it hurts.”

      “Wendy Darling, I know. I know it hurts, but you’ll get more tomorrow.”

      Tears stream down my cheeks, and they’re not feigned. Panic ripples through me. It feels as if the air I’m breathing is contaminated, insufficient. Missing whatever element it contains that keeps me alive. When the tears hit Peter’s chest, he tenses. A warm hand finds my jaw, strokes my Mating Mark as he tilts my chin to look at him.

      “It will be better soon, Wendy Darling. You have to trust me.” He slips his hand back to the base of my skull, right above my neck. Panic seizes me, his fingers much too close to my precious secret.

      “Why are you hurting me?” I cry, tearing myself away from him. Peter’s blue eyes glow with sorrow as he wrinkles his brow.

      He truly can’t stand it—seeing me in pain. I grasp at the hair on my scalp, tugging at it like I can somehow rip out the aching in my skull. “You did this to me. You wanted to hurt me, didn’t you? That’s why you gave me the faerie dust to begin with. You gave it to me so you could take it away. Because you hate me; you always have.”

      Peter takes a step forward, reaches out his hand. “Wendy Darling.”

      “I should have known. Should have seen it,” I mutter, pacing. “You haunted me when I was a child. Got a rise out of frightening me. Terrified me for years. You’ve only ever wanted to torture me. Why do you like torturing me? What did I ever do to you?”

      I hate you, I want to say, but can’t. That’s not choosing Peter, I suppose.

      He’s standing, arm still outstretched, heaving. He looks as if I’ve slapped him across the face. But then his hand goes to his side, to the pouch of faerie dust. Hope surges in my chest, sparkling wine bubbling over. I can taste the honeysuckle flavor on my tongue.

      But then Peter’s expression shifts, turns hard. It’s a look I’m familiar with. A jealousy that strikes deeper than any urge Peter has to make me happy.

      “Peter?”

      He stares at me, at my mouth. “You never look at me that way.”

      Panic supplants the hope in my chest, plants a lump in my throat. “Of course I do. I love you. You’re my Mate.”

      Peter’s face goes blank. “You can have more tomorrow.”

      I run my hand against his bedside table. Feel the swell of the wood against my fingertips. As I do, I examine every object in the room other than my Mate: the cot he moved in here for Michael after John died, Michael’s toy chest, stuffed with toys Peter’s stolen on his excursions to the point that the lid remains eternally askew.

      Peter’s room used to be a mess, a treasure trove of sorts, of trophies he’s brought back from his excursions. But many of them were breakable, delicate teacups that Michael might have stepped on and cut his feet, baubles he might have accidentally swallowed.

      Those are all gone now, the room cleaned to make it habitable for my brother.

      The stinging sensation in my blood remains, but when Peter draws near and places his hands on my shoulders, it shifts. My anger toward him is just as potent, but there’s a tension to it I can’t break. An edge to my irritation that tastes so similar to lust, I don’t know how to distinguish them.

      Peter turns my cheek to face him. I’m met with a hunger in his eyes that can only match mine. An insatiable greed for one another.

      Someone knocks on the door, and the tension snaps.

      “Yes?” Peter’s voice is gravelly, irritated, and he doesn’t take his eyes off of me.

      Victor opens the door, a fidgeting Michael tossed over his shoulder. Victor’s dark eyes flit between me and Peter. I instinctively take a step back, but my thighs hit the bedside table. Red blotches appear on Victor’s neck, but he nods his head toward Michael. “He’s asking for his mother,” he says.

      Peter watches me carefully, but after a moment, his shoulders go lax, his usually carefree demeanor returned. “You should tend to your brother.”

      
      For the third night this week, I wake outside the Den.

      The wind howls about me, chilling my bones through Peter’s oversized shirt. If only my sleepwalking self would remember to grab a coat on the way out of the Den, that would be lovely.

      The first time it happened, I woke near the grave of Victor’s father. I’d thought it was a side effect of the faerie dust, or perhaps a mixture of it and my grief. A psychological aftermath of my mental state. But then the back of my neck had burned, and I remembered.

      That was the first time I’d known for sure I’ll see Astor again one day.

      My body is hunting her, even when I’m not. The longer I go without fulfilling the Nomad’s bargain, the more often I wake in the middle of the night somewhere on the island.

      When I’d made the deal with the Nomad for information on how to break Peter’s curse, he’d asked for Tink in exchange. At first, he’d demanded I deliver her within a year’s time, but I must have been feeling gutsy, because I’d asked for two years instead.

      At nine months since striking the bargain, there’s still plenty of time, but the urges are growing stronger. I could tell Peter about the bargain, and he’d have it fulfilled before sunrise. But “choose me” wasn’t quite specific enough. I’ve learned the boundaries of the curse, what I can and can’t do. Can and can’t hide from him.

      Omitting information is well within my rights. And there are some things I’d like to keep to myself as long as possible. My body. My bargains. Neither is worth very much, but each belongs to me. Only me. I think there’s a part of me that recognizes Peter will have them one day, and for now, I’d like to keep them for myself.

      It’s easier, defying him when he’s not near. I keep thinking back to flying with him through the sky, remembering the desire for him that had burned so hot in the moment. Now, with Peter half an island away and the tug of the Mating Mark dulled, the thought just sends a chill through my bones.

      It’s getting harder and harder, remembering what’s real and what’s not. What’s me and what’s not.

      I’m just so tired.

      I turn to trudge my way back to the Den, mind drifting when my surroundings finally catch my attention. I’m in a clearing. One I haven’t visited in months. My heart gives a lurch. There’s an onyx stone in the center of the clearing. If I were to approach, I’d find a familiar name carved into its facade, though the engraving is almost hidden now underneath the moss that’s crept up the side, crowning the stone in a lush green that’s vibrant even in the moonlight.

      That’s not what caught my attention, though.

      In the center of the clearing is a woman. No, a faerie, her butterfly-shaped wings the texture of a dragonfly’s, their veins glowing golden, though more faintly than I remember.

      I wait for the terror to seize my limbs, but it doesn’t. Tink has tried to kill me multiple times, but fearing her would require caring what happens to me. Instead, I watch.

      For a moment, I wonder if she’s desecrating John’s grave somehow. That should probably upset me, but it’s not as if he cares. As I watch, Tink kneels, sinking her bare knees into the soft earth. Her back rounds, her wings flittering as she grazes the gravestone with her long, tendril-like fingers.

      She’s shaking.

      It takes me a moment to recognize it for what it is—weeping. It’s unfamiliar, because she hardly makes a sound. But I can’t see how it could be anything else.

      Unless she’s laughing. Which I suppose isn’t out of the question.

      It’s strange, and I can’t imagine why Tink would weep over John. The idea is so absurd, I’m second-guessing whether this is the right grave. But no, I recognize the cut of the stone. This is the place we lowered his clammy body into the hungry earth.

      What happened while I was away?

      The question rattles inside my mind. It’s not the first time I’ve asked it. Not the first time I’ve wondered what could have possibly driven my brother—so rational, so protective—to suicide. Sure, the answer had always come back to the shadows. They’d talked Simon into slitting his own throat. Victor had told me as much when I returned to Neverland. My own wraith had talked me off the railing when I was traveling with Astor on the Iaso.

      I don’t know what the wraiths said to Simon, but my wraith had used my insecurities against me. She’d not only listed all the reasons John and Michael were better off without me, she’d implied my existence endangered them.

      But John—for the life of me, I haven’t been able to come up with anything
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presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
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MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
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