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Do you remember what happened between Angelina McFarland and James Hook during their first meeting in Neverland?

Right — the apple...

For all the years of your love, laughter, and loyal support, I wanted to give a little something back. This is a bonus chapter to my fantasy romance Neverland: the same encounter between Angel and Jamie, only this time through the eyes of a rather nefarious — and unexpectedly smitten — pirate captain.

So, one last time... off to Neverland!
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With my teeth, I pull out the cork of the bottle and spit it over the railing. When I press the bottle to my lips to drown last night’s hangover with a solid swig, not a single drop slides down my throat. “Who of you mangy dogs drank up all the rum?!” I roar across the quarterdeck.

“I believe that was you, James,” answers Jack Smee, his voice laced with a sneer only he would dare use on this ship. Any other pirate aboard the Jolly Roger would turn tail at the thought of walking the plank for such insolence in front of their captain.

Of course, Jack knows he’s safe from the sharks. I could happily do without every one of these bilge rats, but not without my best friend and first mate. His loose tongue be damned, though.

“Ralph!” I call the cook, who also keeps charge of our supplies. When the long, slim man appears, I bark, “Take a handful of men and head to the port. If I fancy a nip of rum tonight, there’d better be some waiting in my quarters.”

“Aye, Capt’n,” Potato Ralph mutters, rounding up the men for a small raid in town. It’ll be hours before they return. With part of the crew gone, I refuse to set sail and spend another fruitless day searching for the treasure that carrion crow Peter Pan stole from me years ago. I suppose I’ll pass the afternoon in a tavern, drinking and playing cards instead.

I remove my black pirate hat with its even blacker feather and pull on the purple velvet brocade coat we liberated from a pompous biscuit eater last week. The thing is tight, stiff, and chokes my throat. By Davy Jones’s soggy grave, who in their right mind would wear such a rag by choice?

Cursing, I tug at the collar. Thank heavens I only have to endure the frock coat for a few hours. I’d take the pinching under the arms over the screaming of the ladies today—especially since I plan to have some fun with a few of them later.

As the men file across the gangway, I follow. Two miles of rocky road lie ahead. My black boots clash horribly with the fancy coat, but I’ve no intention of swapping them for the ridiculous pair of boyish shoes that poor fool I bumped into last week was wearing. A man needs some comfort, disguise or not.

When we reach Neverland’s idyllic little port, I part ways with my men and amble down the cobbled main street. Two young women, elegantly dressed, one with a parasol and both with fancy hats, glance at me from beneath their lashes. Amused, I greet them with a sly grin and a nod. They giggle and disappear down an alley. Any other day, I’d have followed, but this morning, rum sits at the top of my priorities. Lorrie’s tavern isn’t far, and even with the bustle of this Thursday—it’s always a bloody Thursday, for countless years—I’ll be there in less than ten minutes.

To my left, colorful houses shelter shops and stalls overflowing with fruit and fabrics. To my right, old ships rock lazily on the tide. Ignoring it all, I stride down the street with purpose. The townsfolk instinctively avoid me, rarely meeting my gaze—and it’s better that way. A fine coat doesn’t erase the past of a pirate captain, nor soften the edge in my stare.

I don’t step aside for anyone. Not for a soul. Barnie the butcher is wrestling a stray dog for a stolen piece of ham. When the dog wins and Barnie lands on his broad backside, I burst out laughing. But the sound dies in my throat a heartbeat later as the crowd ahead scatters, people leaping aside and cursing in alarm.

What in blazes is going on?

When the last of them clears the way, I spot an apple rolling straight toward me—chased by a strange, delicate creature that looks, at first glance, like a cross between a water sprite and a street child. I stop the apple with the tip of my boot before it can tumble off the edge of the harbor and into the sea, escaping its pursuer.

When the water sprite tumbles to my feet, I stoop to pick up the apple. Kneeling before me, the delicate creature lifts her gaze—and well, look at that. She’s no sprite at all but a girl, probably around my age. Or rather, around the age I was when time stopped for me decades ago, just like it did for Neverland itself.

She rises slowly as I straighten, and I can’t help but study her with curiosity. A girl in pants—and blue ones, as vivid as the damn sea. Sink me, the world’s never seen anything like it. Did she waylay a tramp to dress herself?

Even the black shirt clinging to her wouldn’t be tolerated by any lady in Neverland, rich or poor. She looks boyish, yet there’s an unmistakable grace to her. Chin-length, coal-black hair frames a pretty face with chocolate eyes and cherry-red lips, pursed in a small pout. I’ve been walking these streets for nearly a century and know nearly every face here, but I’m certain I’ve never seen this little one before.

“That is my apple,” she declares, her voice carrying an energetic edge, then thrusts out her hand, demanding it back. I should probably teach the little mouse some manners. Licking my lower lip, I smirk as I ponder the best way to do it. A few appealing ideas come to mind—but it’s hot, my throat is dry, and this one looks like she’d raise the whole market in shrieks if I so much as touched her. And as I mentioned, I’ve no patience for screaming ladies today.

Still, I’m keeping the apple. Not even her scowl will change that. She thinks she can intimidate me with her scrunched-up face—adorable. I blink slowly, slip the apple into my coat pocket with deliberate provocation, and let out a hearty laugh as I walk away.

“Damn wretch,” she mutters after me. That’s easily the mildest insult I’ve endured all day.

Lorrie’s bar is only a few steps ahead. Outside, a few ragged men who clearly haven’t seen their homes since yesterday sit hunched around an upturned barrel. I toss a doubloon onto their makeshift table and join their game of cards. Before long, I’ve pocketed seven doubloons—only to lose them all in the next round. I really should focus more on the cards and less on old Will Foster’s endless tales that keep everyone roaring with laughter.

Fortuna seems to have deserted me entirely. With the miserable hand I’ve drawn, I can do nothing but pass this round. Then something red catches the sunlight and draws my eye. I scan the area for the source—and what do you know? There she is again. The strange girl, perched on the low wall around the ruins of the fisherman’s hut near the old shipyard.

Even more intriguing, she’s holding a bright red ruby up to the sun as if it were a worthless pebble.

Leaning lazily against a stone pillar, one leg pulled up on the wall while the other dangles idly, she looks utterly bored. Even from here, I can tell how valuable that gem is—shaped like a heart, unmistakably part of my long-lost treasure. Impossible. How in blazes did this little dove get her hands on it? I’ve been searching for that treasure for two lifetimes.

Mesmerized by the sparkle of the ruby in her fingers, I lean forward, resting my elbows on the barrel and my chin on my interlaced hands. Old Will’s story fades into nothing. When the laughter of my companions finally erupts, it catches her attention. Her gaze drifts over my drinking mates—and then locks on me.

Ah, yes. I must have offended her quite a bit earlier, because right now she’s trying to kill me with her glare alone.

I can’t hear her grinding her teeth from here, but I can certainly see it. Then, as if she couldn’t care less about me, she turns away—though she’s fooling no one. A second later, she’s back to rolling the ruby between her fingers. Dressed like a pauper, yet richer than anyone in this town. Still, she chased after an apple as if she hadn’t eaten in days.

I can’t make sense of her, and since I’m after that ruby myself, I rise and stroll across the square. From a safe distance, I lean against a streetlamp, arms folded, one boot propped against the post, and watch her for another quiet minute. She’s too lost in thought to notice me, so I finally call out, “You hold a diamond worth more than half this town, and you’re running after an apple. What’s the deal?”

Her head jerks up, startled eyes locking on mine. She quickly slips the ruby into her trouser pocket, which draws a faint smile from me. As if that could keep it safe from me if I wanted it.

“I don’t see how this is any of your business,” she grumbles.

Sassy one. I’ll give her that.

“Make it my business,” I reply, pretending not to care about her brush-off. As a peace offering, I pull the apple from my pocket and toss it to her.

She catches it with both hands and immediately bites in. The first chunk disappears down her throat almost whole, followed by another. Dear me, she eats like a starving predator. If she keeps that up, she’ll choke, and then I’ll have to save her life. Or... I could just wait for her to suffocate and claim the ruby.

But that would draw far more attention than I want here in the middle of the market square. To slow her down a bit—and maybe convince her of my supposedly good intentions—I say in a calm voice, “You’re a visitor.”

She doesn’t bother to swallow before speaking, words muffled around her mouthful. “What gave me away?”
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