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      But I don’t want you and Father to go out tonight.” John stuck his bottom lip out and folded his arms across his chest.

      “No go.” Little Michael shook his head at his mother sadly, his big blue eyes shining with tears that Wendy knew would be falling very soon if they didn’t get him distracted.

      “You will all be just fine.” Their mother laughed as she leaned down toward Michael’s outstretched arms. “Wendy will be with you.”

      Wendy folded her hands in front of her and nodded, hoping her brothers would be satisfied.

      “And Gerty,” her mother continued. “Along with all your father’s hired men in the barn. I’m sure if they heard you sneeze too loudly, they’d come and see what was the matter.”

      “We don’t know them,” John scoffed. “Father only hired them two weeks ago. They don’t care one way or the other.”

      “Oh, but I met them this afternoon,” Wendy said brightly as she tidied up the nursery. “And they were all very lovely.”

      “You brought Father tea,” John scoffed. “That hardly counts as a meeting.”

      Wendy pursed her lips at her younger brother. John could be unusually cheeky for being only eight years. Of course, this only made Michael begin to really cry.

      “You going away!” he wailed into his mother’s neck.

      “Come now,” Wendy grunted slightly as she tried to pry her youngest brother off her mother. “We’ll have a grand time. I’ll even tell you stories. I heard a new one today.”

      “Stories?” Michael turned, his toddler eyes brightening even as tears ran down his face.

      “And what kind of stories will you be telling, exactly?”

      They all turned to the door, where a tall man filled the frame.

      “Peter Pan stories, of course, Father.” Wendy smiled brightly. “They always make Michael smile.” She kissed his round little cheek. “Don’t they?”

      “Aren’t you getting a bit old for that, love?” Her father turned to the large mirror, which hung above the fireplace, to straighten his collar. “Thirteen is old enough to be thinking of other things than the drunken ramblings of the village vagabond.”

      “They’re not for me,” Wendy protested. “They’re for the boys! And I like Amos. He tells good stories. And he’s not always drunk.” Just most of the time.

      Her mother gave her a knowing smile and a kiss on the head. “Of course, love. All for the boys. Now, before they make this any harder, I want you to know that Gerty is seeing to the putting away of dinner, and you should have nothing to worry about but stuffing the boys into their beds and sitting on them so they can’t escape.”

      “Don’t sit on me,” Michael giggled as he wriggled in Wendy’s arms.

      “Goodbye, Mother.” Wendy hugged her mother with her one free arm. “Have fun at the party.”

      “Oh, it’ll be a load of nonsense,” her father scoffed, still examining his clothes in the mirror.

      “Then why are you going?” John asked. Wendy knew what he was really asking. Why are you leaving us? As if her parents left them every night, rather than once or twice a year.

      “Not enough grain farmers, too many buyers.” Their father made a face at his reflection. “The evening will be ruined completely if the guild goes cheap this year and forgets the rum. Wendy, I’m afraid you could put the lot of them to shame with your figures and estimates. I’d say half the county doesn’t have as much sense in them combined as you do in one hand.”

      Wendy’s mother rolled her eyes and smiled as she kissed Wendy on the head. “Now remember, just call for Gerty if you need anything. Or worse comes to worst, get Silas.”

      “Silas is back?” Despite her confidence in her ability to take care of her brothers, Wendy relaxed slightly.

      “Yes, thank the Maker.” Wendy’s father finally turned away from the mirror and began tossing the boys in bed, which made them laugh. “Don’t know what I’d do without him. None of these young ones know how to give an honest day’s work without me riding them from morning till night.”

      “He’s been here, what, seven years now?” her mother asked thoughtfully. “That reminds me. I was wondering today if we ought to pay him more after all this time.”

      “Oh, eight years at least. But Wendy Girl.” Her father took her hands and pulled her toward him. “I’m serious when I say you need to call for Silas if something happens. I’ve asked him to sit down in the parlor in case you all need something before we’re back.”

      “We’ll be fine, Father.” Wendy kissed her father’s nose. “I’ll be old enough to be married in four or five years. Might as well know how to look after myself by now.”

      “Yes.” Her father frowned and studied her for a moment. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” Then he took a deep breath and shook his head. “All right, you hooligans. Time for bed, and I mean it this time. If Wendy tells me either of you made a single peep, you’re going to get a thrashing when I get home.”

      After much crying and carrying on by the boys, and more than just a little bit of begging on her mother’s part and slightly more bellowing on her father’s, Wendy finally watched her father’s big horse pull their old cart out of the drive. As soon as they were gone, she turned to her brothers.

      “So, who’s ready for a story?”
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      Ten minutes later, the boys were on their beds, covers drawn up around them, unable to move their eyes from Wendy as she acted out the story she told.

      “Peter decided it was high time he searched out the island’s legendary haunted cave,” she said, pulling little Michael into her lap.

      “It…it wasn’t actually haunted. Was it?” John whispered.

      Wendy nodded. “It was. But Peter wasn’t afraid. He was brave, and he thought it was high time those spirits learned to mind their manners.”

      “What he do?” Michael whispered, big brown eyes staring up into hers.

      Wendy smiled down at him. “He told his shadow to go frighten them. You see, they were used to the other creatures from the island venturing in, and they took great delight in scaring them off and not allowing anyone else to enjoy the cave except themselves. But the moment they saw that shadow, they began to scream.”

      “Serves them right.” John rolled his eyes.

      “That’s what Peter thought, too. But as soon as he heard the screams, he called his shadow back. For he knew then that they weren’t spirits at all!”

      “What were they?” John asked.

      “Mermaids!” Wendy grinned. No matter how many times she surprised them with the ending to another story, she never tired of the way their eyes lit up at the end. It was like she was enjoying the story for the first time all over again. “You see, the cavern went all the way down the inside of the island, where it met the water beneath. And the mermaids would surface inside the cavern anytime, since there was no sun there, and they would sing haunting melodies to anyone they heard inside. Great fun, they thought it, until Peter frightened them half to death with his shadow.”

      “That not nice.” Little Michael yawned as Wendy tucked him under his covers.

      “No, not at all,” she said solemnly. “Which is why we always must be kind to others, even if we don’t know who they are.”

      “I want to hear the one about the giant crocodile,” John cried as Wendy moved over to tuck him in.

      “Perhaps tomorrow.” Wendy patted his covers. “When you aren’t so—”

      A tapping on the south window made her freeze. But just as she was tempted to think it was only the wind, it came a second time. The boys stared at the window as well.

      Wendy’s heart was beating faster than it ever had in all her thirteen years, and she had the urge to dive under her covers and pull them over her head. But her brothers were watching, and she was the one in charge. Walking felt nearly impossible, as though her feet had been soldered to the ground. But somehow, she made it to the window and peeked out. She didn’t dare open it. She didn’t need to, though. A slight movement on the other side made her cry out and bolt down the stairs, pausing only at the bottom to call back up to the boys to stay in their beds. Michael began to cry, but Wendy knew she had to find Silas.

      When she got to the parlor, however, Silas was nowhere to be found. His half-empty mug of cider still sat on Mother’s table, and the rug was askew, as though someone had run over it too fast to bother fixing it.

      A bang behind Wendy made her jump. There was no one there, but the back door was open, slamming against the frame in the wind.

      “Mister Silas?” Wendy called softly, her voice only half as loud as it should have been. It was probably nothing. And yet…

      Where was Mister Silas?

      “Gerty?” she called out as she crept closer to the open door. “Where is everyone?”

      A cold wind had picked up since her parents had left, and even though her hair was pinned back for bed, it still blew up in her face and made the yard difficult to see. From what she could tell, though, there was no sign of either her father’s right-hand man or the maid.

      The sound of boots crunching in the pebbles outside drew Wendy out, shivering, into the yard. Surely that was Silas. He must have gone out to check on something, one of the animals or perhaps a sick farmhand. And Gerty must be around somewhere. It was very likely she was just out at the cellar. Either one of them would be back in a moment…

      Wendy’s thoughts trailed off when she saw the source of the footsteps she’d been following.

      It wasn’t Silas.

      A man in his fifth decade stumbled around the corner. His graying hair was mussed, and his clothes were dirty and rumpled, but not the way farm clothes should be. He stopped and leaned against the corner of the house and took a swig from the tankard he was clutching, sloshing its contents all over himself as he did.

      He was one of her father’s newly hired men—Rehnald, she thought his name was. And when she’d met him that afternoon, he’d been all politeness and respect. But now, as he turned his blue-gray eyes on her, they brightened with a little too much interest.

      Wendy felt her whole body ice over as he tried to straighten himself again, and his smile widened. She should run. Somehow she knew this. And yet, as he came closer, still smiling with each stumbling step, she couldn’t get herself to move. Or even scream. Or make any sort of sound she needed to make to keep herself and her brothers safe. All she could do was stare in horror as he inched his way closer.

      Just as he stumbled within arm’s reach, a shadow darted out from the barn and knocked the man off his feet. Before he could even roll over to get up, yet another figure appeared and pinned him to the ground. Then, working in tandem with the first figure, it pulled a long bit of string out of its pocket and began to bind the man’s wrists as the shadowy figure held them together, its knee in the man’s back.

      Rather than staring at the man now, Wendy couldn’t look away from the two figures working in tandem. And then the darker figure turned sideways and nearly disappeared. Wendy could hardly breathe.

      The shadowy figure was just that…a shadow. There was no body to give it substance. The two figures were similar, though. Very similar. In fact, it almost appeared that the body that the shadow figure should have been attached to was busy tying their victim up. It was as if the young man—or boy, as he seemed to be when she squinted—had peeled off his shadow and set it to helping him. And now that he was done, he was putting it back on again…

      But it couldn’t be.

      Now that the drunk man was subdued, her savior stood still enough in the moonlight for Wendy to see him clearly. He looked to be about her age, maybe twelve or thirteen, and he had wild, untrimmed hair that looked like it might fall in his eyes if it didn’t stick out on every side so stubbornly. Long, skinny legs stuck out of poorly-fitted green trousers that reached just below his knees, and his shoes were made of leather wrapped around his feet. His shirt was made of the same rough material as his pants, though this was oversized rather than under. In the moonlight, his eyes blazed green, as though he was untamed inside as well as out.

      And he was staring right back at her.

      For an eternal moment, neither of them moved. Wendy felt just as frozen as she had when Rehnald was approaching her, but this fear was a different kind entirely. She wanted…needed to speak with him, to reach out and touch his arm to see if he was real. Because if he was, this would change everything.

      Old Amos was known in the town for drinking too much, but his stories had enraptured children for decades. Wendy’s own parents had sat at his feet once while their parents went to market, and they’d also listened to him weave tales of Peter Pan and his Lost Boys and Neverland. Wendy had come under his spell when she was only three years, and though most of her friends had lost interest by now, his tales still secretly kept her in raptures. The world he spun, the Neverland he created, was full of magic and unlimited possibilities no girl in the Ashlandian countryside could ever dream of seeing in her lifetime.

      Amos swore they were all true, and the town swore he was crazy. And though Wendy had been inclined to agree with the townspeople, on the most gracious terms, of course, the boy who was staring back at her now turned all of that on its head.

      “Peter?” she heard herself whisper.

      The boy’s head lifted, though whether it was from the name or the mere sound of her voice, she couldn’t tell. He took a half-step toward her, one of his hands slightly raised. She should feel fear. She knew this boy no more than she did Rehnald, and the fact that he could separate himself from his shadow should have warned her away even more. For some reason, though, she couldn’t find the sense to be afraid. Imitating him, she raised her own hand, though why she couldn’t say.

      The sound of running boots broke the silence. The boy crouched and, without a second look, took off into the sky. Wendy’s mouth dropped as she watched him fly into the inky darkness above.

      “Wendy!”

      Wendy looked down in a daze to find Silas staring at her, breathing hard as though he’d been sprinting.

      “What are you doing out here this time of night?” He looked down, and his eyes grew large as biscuits when he spotted Rehnald. “Please don’t tell me you did this.”

      Wendy shook her head and tried her best to find her voice. “No. Um…I was looking for you. We…we heard a sound in the nursery, like someone rapping at the window. So I came down and…” She swallowed and looked back down at Rehnald, who was now singing a tavern song, despite his bonds. “He found me and started to walk toward me.”

      “And how did he get like this?” Silas looked like he might pop a vein.

      “Someone helped me.” As she spoke, Wendy felt her face heat with shame. Now that she was beginning to see it from Silas’s perspective, upon reflection, she’d been absolutely useless.

      “Someone?”

      “A boy.” Wendy chewed on the inside of her lip. “A stranger. He came to help me. I’ve never seen him before. Then he ran away as soon as he was done.”

      Silas scratched his head, his long, white ponytail looking mussier than usual. “I’m going to get an earful from your father for this,” he muttered. Then he looked at Wendy again. “So you’re telling me that this drunk mutt here started to approach you, and a strange boy appeared and tied him up on his own. And then left?”

      Wendy nodded then shrugged. “He is drunk. I don’t think it was that hard.”

      Silas drew in a deep breath through his nose. “Well, that’s the last time I check a foaling mare while your father is gone.” He sighed. “I’m sorry I wasn’t there, Wendy. I heard the mare crying, so I went to see if she was ready to birth yet. I didn’t think anyone was out of the barn.” He smacked Rehnald on the side of the head before dragging him to his feet. “The master’s going to want to see you before he kicks you out on your rump. And you,” he looked at Wendy, “I want you back up in the nursery with the boys. Lock the door, and don’t open it for anyone except me or your parents. I’ll come check on you when I’m done dealing with this good-for-nothing.”

      At that moment, Gerty rounded the corner, a basket of berries on her arm. She shrieked at the sight of Rehnald, and Wendy had to explain the whole thing over again.

      Eventually, though, she was dismissed and did as she was told, trudging back into the large farmhouse and up the stairs to the nursery, feelings and emotions bouncing and scattering like a bag of dried beans that had been dropped on the kitchen floor.

      The more she thought about it, the less she was impressed with her own reaction to the crisis. She’d done nothing but stand there and wait for the drunk to reach her. But really, what could she have done? Running back to the house might have brought him to the boys. And running about in the fields would have been a terrible idea as well. Fighting him was absolutely out of the question. She’d been unable to stand up to him in any way. And that would need to change.

      But when she was back in bed, one thought drowned out all the others, even the fear. For she was sure beyond a doubt that the boy who saved her had been Peter Pan.
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      Wendy!”

      Wendy turned and searched for her father’s voice. With all the new farmhands present for harvest, the farm was far busier than usual. The sound of tools and workers shouting to one another filled the air with a constant hum as men pushed carts and led donkeys across the gravel drive that curved around the main house and separated it from the barns. But just as she was about to give up, she spotted her father’s hand waving from the window of the third barn.

      “Come, Nana.” She brushed her fingers through the collie’s long, thick fur as she turned to make her way back to her father. Nana obediently followed, though she didn’t miss the chance to press her head up against Wendy’s thigh, nearly knocking Wendy over in the process.

      “Brat.” Wendy laughed and ruffled Nana’s fur before finally making it to the wide wooden doors, which were open due to the fine early autumn weather. There she found her father at one of the work tables with Silas.

      This barn was far smaller and better lit than the other two. Really, it was more of a workshed than a barn, as no animals were kept there, and it was mostly filled with tools. Her father and his right-hand man had a map of the grounds spread out in front of them, where Silas was carefully copying figures from one crinkled, water-stained page onto another slightly less abused piece of paper.

      “Heading out this morning?” her father asked.

      “Mother’s sending me to market, then the southern fields with bread for the workers. Do you need something?”

      Her father nodded and beckoned for her to join him. Wendy put down her basket and went to stand at his side. But when she got there, he was no longer looking at his records. Instead, he was squinting out at the first barn.

      “Is that Zimmer over there helping out at the forge?” he asked Silas, who was standing at his other elbow.

      Silas covered his eyes against the bright sunlight. “It is.”

      “What’s he doing there?” her father muttered.

      Silas shrugged. “I told him to work the fields today.”

      “There’s a reason I specifically kept him away from the forge. Zimmer!” Her father raised his voice. “Go back to your post and get Hans back to his. I don’t want you near the forge, and that’s final!”

      Wendy watched as the young man nodded from across the drive and trudged out to the field. “Why don’t you want him helping the smith?” she asked.

      Earlier that year, her father had decided it was time to hire his own smith during harvest season to save time and horses. If one threw a shoe or a farm tool was broken, they could make the repair at the farm rather than going all the way into town. And one of the hired field hands was always assigned as the smith’s helper.

      “Because Zimmer is lazy and likes to smoke,” Silas said, his mouth in a tight line. “Told him already he was going to be gone if he didn’t shape up his ways.”

      “Maybe we should have set the smith’s hut farther away from the barn?” Wendy asked, looking out again.

      “The smith is careful with his sparks,” her father growled. “Zimmer’s not.” Then her father huffed and shook his head as he looked back down at his records. “Wendy, tell me if you think this seems low.” He pointed at the third line on the paper.

      “Which field is this for?” she asked, squinting down at Silas’s scratchy writing.

      “The larger one on the east side of the river,” her father said. “I can’t for the life of me understand why it’s coming out to fewer bushels than I’ve ever seen before.”

      Wendy frowned down at the number. That was low. She straightened and closed her eyes, trying to remember all the goings-on of the day before. Had she…

      “I know!” She turned and grinned at her father. “It was one of the new farmhands. He accidentally loaded some of the grain from that field into the one north of it. See?” She pointed to another line. “This one is higher than it should be. I remember now because John told me, but he must have forgotten to note it in the record.”

      Her father wrapped his arm around her shoulder and gave her a squeeze. “Don’t know what I’d do without you, girl. All right. Go do as your mother says. Can’t keep her waiting.”

      Wendy kissed her father, grabbed her basket, and made her way out into the noon sun. The day couldn’t have been nicer. She closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath of sweet air, thick with the scent of cut wheat. She relished the sound of gravel crunching beneath her feet, and if she could keep her eyes closed long enough without tripping, she could imagine she was on her way to a new adventure.

      A mountain, perhaps, instead of just a hill with a path through the middle of her parents’ wheat fields. At the top of the mountain would be a small hut. Of course, Wendy had no idea who would be living inside the hut. It could be a lonely, mute child, waiting for someone to rescue them. Or a cursed knight who couldn’t remember his name or his king. Or perhaps a dragon was waiting to devour the next traveler foolish enough to follow where curiosity led.

      Wendy continued on in this way, adding twists and turns to her story, naming its heroes and despising its misunderstood villains until she made it to the town. Nana stayed nearby, though she sometimes darted into the uncut wheat to fend off unseen enemies, such as field mice or bugs that had the audacity to be too large.

      “We’re in town now.” Wendy reached down and scratched behind her companion’s ears. “So behave.”

      Nana turned her bright eyes up to give Wendy a reproving look. Wendy could almost hear her disgust. You’re telling me to behave?

      “Not everyone is here to abduct me.” Wendy laughed as the dog let out a low grumble at another dog who dared come too close.

      “Wendy?”

      Wendy looked up to find a young woman running toward her. She stopped in front of the baker’s shop and whistled for Nana to stop, too. The big collie came bounding back, and Wendy scratched behind her ears as she waited for her friend to catch up.

      “You didn’t have to run,” she laughed. “I would have waited for you.”

      Moira shook her head and closed her eyes as she adjusted her hat and fluffed her dark curls. “Nonsense. It’s good for me. Besides, I have something to tell you.” She glanced down at Wendy’s basket and peeked under the cloth that was covering it. “That’s a lot of rolls. Who for?”

      Wendy recovered the bread and resumed her walk up the side of the street. “Mother wanted me to bring them to the workers in the south field when I went to check on their progress but asked if I could stop in town for some salt along the way.”

      Moira raised a knowing eyebrow. “Those are all for the workers in the south field?”

      Wendy grinned. “A few might be for Old Amos. He needs a little help sometimes.”

      Moira shook another curl out of her face and snorted. “What he needs is to stop drinking and find honest work.”

      “Storytelling is honest work.” Wendy stood a little taller. “He was the one who introduced me to stories, after all.”

      “It might be honest, but it doesn’t pay a copper. And if by stories, you mean Peter Pan, I’m aware of that.”

      Wendy shrugged. “Think what you wish.”

      “Wendy, I thought we were past this.” They paused to look at colored beeswax candles in the window of a shop. Nana sniffed a little too closely, prompting Wendy to gently nudge her back. Not that it made any difference. She just moved to Wendy’s other side and began sniffing again. Moira, however, wasn’t to be distracted.

      “It’s one thing to dream of characters from stories as a girl, but…” She paused and looked around before lowering her voice. “This is getting a bit too much. You’re seventeen. Marriageable age, and you’re still dreaming of some boy from the drunk ramblings of the town vagabond.”

      Wendy pursed her lips. “We’ve had this discussion a dozen times. I’m not pining away. And I never said I was planning to marry him.”

      Moira stopped to purchase a few apples from a vendor, not speaking again until they were walking once more. “See, this is what I don’t understand about you. You run half your father’s farm. You’ve insisted on practically raising your brothers. You are intelligent and more educated than the vast majority of people in this town.” She frowned slightly and nudged Wendy’s arm. “Yet, you still believe in some dream you had four years ago.”

      “It wasn’t a dream.”

      “I’m serious, Wendy!”

      Wendy gave her a wry smile. “So are my parents. And you sound just like them.” She sighed. “Speaking of which, I have to attend yet another forced interview with a possible suitor.”

      Moira stopped. “Who?”

      Wendy ran her hand over a pile of fruit in a stand. “The new magistrate purchased the manor on the south side of town and has invited us to supper. He says he wants to talk with Father about developing the wilderness on the other side of the river, but my parents both think he has his eye on me.”

      Moira glanced around before grabbing Wendy and dragging her into an alley between the butcher’s and baker’s shops. Nana growled slightly and poked Moira’s legs with her nose, but Moira, nearly as acquainted with the dog as Wendy, ignored her. When they were alone, she let go of Wendy’s wrist and crossed her arms.

      “Wendy, please, please promise me that you’ll take this one seriously.”

      “Moira—”

      “A magistrate? You can’t get a more powerful man unless you’re being courted by nobility or royalty itself!”

      “Oh, please. Not you, too.” Wendy scoffed. “As if I’ve ever cared for power.”

      “You haven’t, but maybe you should. Wendy, you could have everything you ever wanted. A man of that stature could afford you a life where you could sit all day and write your stories without a care about the cost of parchment or ink.”

      Wendy threw up her hands. “Why does everyone assume I’m going to turn him down?”

      “Because you’ve turned down four betrothal offers since your last birthday. You can’t tell me you’re not holding out for something.” Moira’s jaw trembled slightly, as did her voice. “Please, please tell me you’ll at least consider this one.”

      Wendy buried her hand in her dog’s long, sleek fur and rubbed slowly. “It’s not my fault they weren’t right.” She studied Moira’s face again. “Moira, what’s wrong?”

      “Love.” Moira came close and took Wendy’s face in her hands, forcing her to look up. “You have been my closest friend since we were born. It kills me to have to hurt you. But you don’t seem to understand. Yes, you are the daughter of a very successful farmer. And yes, you are pretty enough for the opinion of men to work in your favor. But times are hard. There isn’t enough grain or money to go around. Too many eligible bachelors have gone to the cities already. And one day, sooner than later, I’m afraid, the ones who are still here will get tired of asking. And then what will you do?”

      Wendy kicked a pebble. “It’s not fair.”

      “No,” Moira shook her head, “it’s not. But I’m afraid if you expect to find the perfect man in this world, you’re going to be sorely disappointed.”

      “Not perfect. Just perfect for me.” No one had felt perfect. Not since she’d locked eyes with the mysterious boy four years before. Wendy pulled away from Moira and leaned against the butcher’s wall. Folding her arms, she studied her friend. “My marital happiness didn’t seem to have the same urgency three days ago when we met last. I’ll ask you again. What’s changed?”

      Moira took a deep breath and looked down at her hands. “I’m betrothed, Wendy.”

      Wendy stood up straight, all pretense of being annoyed forgotten. “To whom?”

      Moira looked at the ground, and she played with the hem on her sleeve. “Alim.”

      Wendy gasped. “The merchant’s son? The one from the east?” They couldn’t be talking about the same Alim. It was impossible.

      “You know very well who I’m talking about.”

      “But you don’t like him!” Wendy blurted out. It was probably a stupid thing to say to her best friend, but she was still in such shock she couldn’t think straight.

      “That’s not true.”

      “He teases you. Constantly! He has since we were twelve. And quite meanly, I might add.”

      “Every time he realized he hurt my feelings, he apologized.” Moira met Wendy’s eyes, as though challenging her. “And you know that because you’ve been there. Besides, Mother says he’ll learn how to behave better when he’s taken his vows and finds himself saddled with the responsibility of matrimony.”

      “And your father?”

      Moira’s smile grew. “He says if he doesn’t, he’ll come over and beat it into him.” She shrugged. “See? All taken care of.” And yet, her voice shook slightly.

      Wendy lowered herself down onto an old wooden crate and frowned out at the street. Despite the bright sunlight of the early autumn afternoon, her world seemed considerably darker than it had that morning when she’d set out. Nana came and laid on her feet.

      “Look.” Moira trudged over and sat beside Wendy. “I wanted to marry Desmond. But he chose Victoria.”

      “I still want to exile him for that.”

      Moira shook her head. “That’s just life, love.” She gave Wendy a trembling smile. “Can’t you just be happy for me?”

      Wendy took a deep breath and reached out to tuck one of her friend’s curls beneath her hat. “I can be happy if you’re happy. I just…I just don’t want to see you make a mistake.”

      “Wendy, dear, mistakes are simply the Maker’s way of pointing us toward the path we’re supposed to travel. At least this way, I’ll have a husband who can provide for me in every way I could ask for. I’ll have a house of my own and, hopefully, children one day. It almost wasn’t, though, because I was nearly too busy weeping over a man who wouldn’t have me to notice the one who would.” She closed her eyes briefly. “I wish to save you from that kind of—from what I’ve gone through.” She took another deep breath. “I will be happy because I’m determined to be.” She gave Wendy a hug. “If you would learn to be content, you could do the same.”

      Wendy sat on the crate for a long time after Moira bid her goodbye to finish her errands at the market, her friend’s words going round and round in Wendy’s head.

      Was she being foolish for holding out? Or worse, was she secretly, unbeknownst to even herself, really holding out for the mystery boy to come back? Not that she could marry him. Peter Pan, at least in Amos’s stories, didn’t age, and though they might have been around the same age at their last meeting, Wendy was now seventeen.

      But perhaps it wasn’t just the boy. Maybe it was everything he promised. Adventure. Exploration. New worlds and dreams and beauty. Everything a girl in Beddington was sure never to see. There was another world out there. Somehow, Wendy knew it deep in her heart. What was she gambling, though, staking her future on a dream that had the proof of a single memory from her adolescence?

      Nana nudged her hand, and woodenly, Wendy stood. Suitors or not, the men needed their bread. Wendy smiled slightly to herself as she followed the dog back into the world of light.

      And so did Amos.
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      After purchasing the salt for her mother, Wendy made her way to the main square, where Old Amos was in his usual place in the corner, regaling children with the tales that had held her rapt as a child. And, if she was honest, still did.

      “He never was so foolish as to go after the crocodile himself!” The old man waggled his bushy gray eyebrows, which made the children giggle. “But he was clever enough to know that the Lost Boys would do anything that piqued their interest. So all he had to do was tell them a little bit about the giant crocodile, and before you could even blink, they were out the door and hunting for the beast.”

      “Did they get eated?” one of the small children near the front asked.

      Amos threw his head back in a belly laugh. “Never. Peter might be clever, but he was loyal. So just when that crocodile was about to snap my arm off, he threw up a shoot from the ground and snared that croc’s snout right up.” His brown eyes met Wendy’s, and he winked before looking back down at the children. “Whisked us all away just as fast as we’d come.”

      Wendy felt herself smile as she waited for him to finish the tale. She’d come to this square every chance she got as a child. Unfortunately, as her father was a farmer, she usually rode in with her parents on the cart early in the morning, before most of the townspeople were up and moving about in their houses. Still, at least once a week, she always managed to snag a chance, usually while her mother got caught talking to friends. She would sit at his feet on the dusty cobblestones and stare up at the old man. The smells of animals and produce and soil would disappear, and for a short while, Wendy would be in Neverland with its beauty that never faded and the mermaids in the lagoon and the smell of dew that lasted all day and into the night. And, of course, there was Peter Pan himself.

      A few minutes later, Wendy shook herself from her dream world. The story was done, and the children had already dispersed.

      “Nice to see your lovely face, Wendy.” Amos grinned up at her from the empty wooden crate he sat upon. “But I think you truly mean to make me feel ancient, coming round here, looking all like a lady.”

      Wendy smiled and dug three rolls out of her basket. His eyes grew wide, and he reached for the bread. “What’s this then?”

      “I made some for Father’s harvest workers, and I thought you might like some.”

      “Like some. Miss Wendy, you bake better than the baker.” He chuckled. “Don’t tell him that, though, or he’ll quit giving me the scraps.”

      “As always,” Wendy seated herself beside him on another, slightly less dirty crate, “your story was flawless.”

      Amos took a bite of the soft bread. Wendy bit her tongue as she watched him chew. He was avoiding the right side of his mouth again. She knew better than to say anything, though. Amos might be old and a bit mad, but he had his pride.

      “Sure you don’t want to stay and help tell the next one?” he asked between bites, a few crumbs getting stuck in his white mustache.

      “I’m afraid I can’t.” She held up the basket. “I need to bring the rest of these to the workers for part of an early dinner. But first…” She took a deep breath. “I’ve been thinking.”

      “Oh? Dangerous, that can be.” Amos winked at her.

      “Do you have any way to take down your stories? On paper. So we might keep them, I mean.”

      “When I die?” Amos turned and quirked an eyebrow.

      Wendy’s face flushed, but he only laughed and patted her arm.

      “I’m only teasing now. Everyone dies. It’s just what happens. But to answer you, unfortunately, no. You know how much parchment costs.” He held up his old, weathered hands. “Besides. Can’t write. Never knew how.”

      Wendy nodded. She knew too well the cost of parchment. The four precious pieces in her desk at home had been calling to her since she’d acquired them the year before.

      “I just wish there were some way to remember them all. Every detail. They’re so wonderful.”

      Amos stood with a grunt and patted her head. “Then make sure you don’t forget them, love. Tell them to your little ones and their little ones one day.” He stared at her for a moment before smiling slightly and shaking his head. “Seventeen. I can’t believe it.”

      “It’s a strange age.” Wendy pursed her lips. “I can’t decide if I’m grown or a child. And everyone else seems to expect me to be one while chiding me like the other.”

      “I wanted to grow up once.” Amos’s eyes got that faraway look again, as they inevitably did every time she talked with him.

      “What did you do?” she asked softly.

      “Ran away from Neverland, stupid boy that I was. Forgot to take care where I was going in case I changed my mind. Never was able to find my way back.” He shrugged slightly. “It’s easy to remember when your dreams seem more real than your reality ever was.”

      Wendy understood this only far too well. Unfortunately, she had to excuse herself soon after that, for no matter how much she wanted to stay and listen to the old man’s stories, she had work to do. It was time to deliver the hired hands’ bread.

      After delivering her bread, to make up for her several stops, Wendy hurried back from the south field. But the closer she got to the farmhouse, the more she slowed her gait. Late afternoon was really a lovely time of day to walk. The summer was beginning to cool, so her clothes no longer felt drenched or stuck to her all the time. Golden fields of wheat rolled up and down the hills. Their own little farmhouse and their three barns were painted a dark blue with white trim, and they sat steadfastly at the top of the knoll she was treading. The air was earthy and sweet like it always was at harvest, and Wendy decided it couldn’t be a more lovely day. And with lovely things to think about, she could ignore Moira’s words and Amos’s foreboding warnings about growing up.

      John crested the hill just then, their father’s ledger in his arms. His hair, which was the same wavy gold as Wendy’s, was shorter than it had been that morning, and he was wearing their father’s old clothes, which were obviously still too big for him. Not that anyone in the house but Mother would dare challenge him about wearing ill-fitted old clothes with holes in them. John could be extremely stubborn when he put his mind to it. But who was he trying to look older for this time?

      “Mother sent me to look for you. She wants to make sure you’re back in time to get dressed for supper with the magistrate tonight.”

      “I ran into a few friends, that’s all.” She glanced at his too-long shirt again. “Why are you wearing that?”

      “I’m not taking it off.”

      “I never said you should. I just asked why.”

      John straightened as he walked. “Father picked the last batch of workers last night,” he said, handing her the ledger. “Wants me to help train them this year.”

      Wendy tried to hide her smile as she hugged the ledger to her chest. So that was why. Unlike her, John desperately wanted to grow up but never seemed to do so at the speed of his liking. “What do you think of this group?”

      He made a face and shrugged. “Not horrid, I suppose. Some are really lazy already, though, and I wouldn’t be surprised if we have to get rid of them and find more.”

      “I don’t know where we’d find them,” Wendy said as their path through the rolling wheat fields opened up into the space between their barns and the house. The lively sounds of animals making a ruckus and men calling to one another forced her to talk a little louder. “Word has it in town that we’re not even going to keep most of our young men this season if the economy doesn’t pick up.”

      “It’s the blasted civil war going on in Solwhind,” John grumbled. “Fools haven’t stopped to think about what’s going on for everyone else.”

      “Or where their food comes from.” She walked over to a small work table just outside one of the barns and laid the ledger on it. “Bring me something to write with, would you?”

      “Sure.” John took off.

      “Oh,” Wendy called after her brother, “and I need Father’s ledger from last year so I can compare numbers. I have something I want to check before I go inside.”

      As she was speaking, a young man passed her, their arms brushing as he did. Without thinking, Wendy turned to see who it was.

      And her heart nearly stopped.

      The young man looked to be about eighteen, and he was at least a good three inches taller than she, though that wasn’t saying much. His light brown hair, though short, managed to stick out in every direction, and his limbs were wiry and long. The green of his eyes, however, was what captured her. For a moment, she had traveled back in time and was once again the terrified girl standing out in the moonlight, staring at the boy who had seemed to spring from Amos’s tales.

      They were the same eyes. She was sure of it. Something dangerous and beautiful smoldered beneath that wild green like it was nearly full to bursting. And yet, he was clearly older than he had been the last time they’d met, at least as old as she was. How did that work?

      “Hello,” she whispered, unable to form anything more.

      He smiled slightly. “Hello, yourself.” His voice was smooth and sounded as though he was on the cusp of laughing.

      Wendy opened her mouth, though what to say, she had no idea. But before she could think of anything else, she was interrupted yet again.

      “Wendy?” It was her mother’s voice.

      Wendy couldn’t look away to answer. “Yes?” she called, still holding the stranger’s gaze.

      “You need to get dressed for our dinner tonight.”

      Wendy glanced back to see her mother calling her from the bedroom window. “I’ll be right there.”

      As she spoke, shouting went up from the first barn. She looked up to see flames on the corner of the barn, licking the sky.

      “Water!” men were shouting. “Get water!”

      Wendy watched as the men ran back and forth from the well to where the forge had been standing in its little shade. She would usually have helped but was aware of how much faster the men would be able to pump and carry the water than she. So instead, she watched and prayed until every last flame was out.

      Thankfully, once Wendy’s father had assessed the damage, he proclaimed that the barn hadn’t lost its integrity and would be easily fixed. But no one dared to cheer as he looked at Silas, who was already kneeling in the straw, or the straw that had been there when the fire began. It was a blackened, charred, smokey mess now.

      “Well?” he asked. “Was it a spark from the forge?”

      “No, sir,” the smith, Hanover, said, his hat in his hands. “I’ve been smithing thirty years, and I can promise you no spark hit the hay.”

      “Well, then,” her father growled, “what was it?”

      “A pipe.” Silas lifted a familiar worn corn pipe and held it up. “Someone dropped it in the hay while it was still lit.”

      Everyone turned to look at young Noah Zimmer, who had turned whiter than cream.

      “I swear,” he began, “I didn’t mean—”

      “Do you realize,” Wendy’s father’s voice shook, “what this barn holds?”

      “I really didn’t mean—”

      “Disobeying me is bad enough!” her father roared. “I’ve corrected you more times than I can count. But this is too far!”

      Zimmer’s eyes grew even larger, and he clasped his skinny hands together. “Please! This job is the only way to—”

      “Mistakes, I can abide!” Wendy’s father was still shouting. “But not wilful laziness and disobedience! Not when,” he pointed at the barn, “you put half the town at risk by threatening to burn half the grain! You’re a risk, and the town will not starve on your account!”

      “But how will we eat?” Zimmer cried.

      “How will the town eat when you’ve burned everything to the ground?” Wendy’s father stepped closer and stared him down. “Now get off my property. I don’t want to hear you ask for a job on my farm ever again.”

      The yard was silent as everyone watched. Finally, Zimmer swallowed loudly and let out a sob. “We’re going to starve.”

      “You should have thought of that before you threatened to take everyone else with you.” He looked up, and even his brown beard seemed to stand on end. “Everyone else, get back to work!”

      “Wendy!” Wendy’s mother called from the kitchen door. “Come! It’s time to get ready for supper with the magistrate.”

      Wendy looked around, hoping to see the green-eyed farmhand once more. But he was nowhere to be seen.
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      Wendy didn’t want to get ready for dinner. What she wanted to do was to seek out the green-eyed farmhand and demand to know why he looked so familiar. But arguing with her mother wasn’t a wise course of action before a dinner party, so she did as she was told.

      She was sure she’d spent every ounce of her self-control, though, by the time she made it up to her mother’s room. When the fire fiasco was over, she’d wanted nothing more than to chase the young man down outside and make him explain himself. Not that there was much for him to really explain. Having green eyes? Looking like someone from a memory so old and hashed out that she wasn’t exactly sure it wasn’t a dream anymore?

      The way he’d smiled, though. There was mischief there. And knowledge. He knew something. But what?

      “You’re late.” Wendy’s mother held up a gown and gestured for her to come near. Wendy hurried to get out of her own dress then went to wash her face in the porcelain bowl on the dresser.

      “Sorry. I ran into some friends in the market.”

      “Oh?”

      Wendy held up her arms, and her mother pulled the dress over her head. Usually, Wendy could dress perfectly well on her own. But the latest fashion had a bodice that was fitted rather snugly, and her mother had insisted she have one just like everyone else. If she hadn’t been so distracted, she would have stopped a moment longer to coo over it as she ought for what it probably cost. But today, her mind was too frayed.

      “Did you know Moira is getting married?” she asked.

      “Raise your arms. And yes. Her mother told me yesterday.” Wendy’s mother began fastening the back of the dress up. “Hopefully, we’ll have a similar announcement of our own soon enough.” She turned Wendy and held her out at arm’s length. “There. You look as modern as any noblewoman.”

      The dress really did have an attractive cut. The neckline was slightly lower than Wendy was accustomed to, and the way the fabric, which was the color of cherry wine, wrapped across the chest to gather at the waist made her usually less-than-impressive curves look as though she nearly had a shape like Moira’s.

      “Hair next. Sit,” her mother said through a mouthful of pins.

      Wendy obeyed and watched as curls began to appear at the nape of her neck instead of down her back. She did her best to sit still as the painstaking process dragged on, knowing her mother disliked being interrupted. But eventually, she couldn’t keep silent any longer.

      “Mother,” she said slowly. “What happens if the magistrate isn’t the right one?”

      Her mother looked down at her with genuine surprise. “You haven’t even met the man. Aren’t you going to give him a fair chance instead of making up notions in your head already?”

      “Of course.” Wendy nodded, forgetting for a moment what her mother was doing. “But…how angry will Father be if he makes an offer and I turn him down?”

      Wendy’s mother closed her blue eyes briefly before continuing her work. “Wendy, I don’t want to even consider that right now. He’s only been in town for several days, and you haven’t met him at all. He owns several of the casum mines down south, meaning the king’s war keeps him quite wealthy. He’s not too many years your senior as to make your lives uncomfortable, and when your father met him, there was nothing in his manners or person that could suggest anything against him.”

      “But that doesn’t answer my question,” Wendy said quietly.

      Wendy’s mother came around and knelt in front of Wendy.

      “Wendy, my love. You are beautiful and charming and intelligent and everything a man could want in a wife. And your father is trying his best to find a man who would cherish and care for you for the rest of your life. Let’s not assume this man isn’t him. Rather, could we simply enjoy the dinner and draw our conclusions after?”

      Wendy’s throat felt too swollen to answer, so she did her best to smile and nod. Her mother studied her face with a pensive look for another minute, though, until it seemed she was satisfied.

      “Very good. Now get your shoes and get to the cart. We should be leaving in about ten minutes.”

      Wendy made her way outside, where her father was chasing Michael into the cart. He caught one of her hands and held her back.

      “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were a fine lady already.” He nodded and grinned until his eyes crinkled. “The man would have to be a complete idiot to not see what a gem you are.” Then he looked down, and his smile melted. “You’re staying home tonight. She doesn’t need any help with this venture.”

      Nana whimpered, but she did as she was told and went back into the house.

      Wendy’s cheeks heated at the compliment, and she did her best to thank her father as she sat down. But as kind as the words were, there was a determination in her father’s gray eyes that somewhat frightened her. He’d made up his mind this time, she could tell. He already knew that this was the one. How she hated to disappoint him.

      And yet…how could he be so confident that this was the one?

      Her new gown and the good weather should have kept Wendy’s spirits up as she, her brothers, and her parents pulled out into the road. But her mother’s words and her father’s fierce determination all mingled with that strange sensation that remained after meeting the young man with the green eyes. Her father’s constant praise for her and the heights of his expectation for this meeting, which he proclaimed nearly the entire trip, didn’t help either.

      “Think of it.” He nudged her mother. “Our Wendy, finally getting to put that razor-sharp mind of hers to work. I can’t think of a more fitting partner. Can you imagine it, her having access to Ashland’s greatest thinkers? I’ll bet they could use a mind like hers in the king’s council. I always knew she was meant for more than managing farm production and dreaming up children’s stories.”

      By the time they drew near to the magistrate’s property line, which was announced by a tall stone wall that appeared to run around the entire property, Wendy felt so much a wreck she nearly asked to go home.

      Half a minute later, though, the road turned and the cart with it, and Wendy caught sight of the house…if it could be called that.

      “Whoa!” little Michael whispered. And Wendy had to agree. For even she, in her disheveled state of mind, wasn’t immune to splendor. And splendorous this house was.

      Wendy had never been to Kaylem, Ashland’s capital, but she’d seen drawings and heard visitors’ descriptions of the royal city. A port longer than her father’s fields, more than a dozen markets, and manors that could quadruple the size of her own family’s home. But most impressive had always
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