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      There is a school of thought in speech therapy known as the Total Communication (TC) approach. The thought behind TC is that, instead of restricting communication to a single modality (usually verbal), people with communication limitations should be provided access to a variety of ways to express their thoughts. With Tink, I strove to write a character who uses TC. When Tink is writing or signing, her communication is written in italics. When she is using her communication tiles, her words are written in all-caps.

      

      While Tink does use an in-world form of sign language, I think it is important to note that, as she is a hearing person who grew up with the ability to speak verbally, the way she uses sign language (and the way she thinks about using sign language) is not meant to be representative of the Deaf community.

      

      Content Warning: This book includes torture, murder, kidnapping, death, trafficking, and characters who have suffered sexual abuse in their past (alluded to, not depicted).

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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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      The first time I glimpsed the Nomad’s cold blue eyes, I was seven, and he was killing me. If I remember correctly, the dream had been pleasant up to that point. Something innocuous: my parents—rather, their dream versions, familiar yet not—taking me to the beach for the day so I could fly off my abundant energy in the warm breeze wafting off the ocean.

      I was old enough to have mastery over my wings, but by that point, the climate in our home kingdom of Kruschi had turned cold against the winged faeries. Once it was discovered that faerie dust could be harvested for its economically beneficial properties, our people thought we would gain status in the world.

      The opposite had occurred. And so, I suppose it’s no surprise that the seven-year-old me, inexperienced as I was, dreamed not only of flying, but falling.

      I’d hit the rocks wings-first. A harrowing crack had sounded in my ears, out-ringing the sound of the waves. My parents cried out to me, my father shouting my name as he waded out to the shelf where I had fallen.

      But then the dream had shifted, as all dreams do, and my gentle father was no longer himself, but a man with sandy hair and blue eyes. I hadn’t thought of them as cold—not at first, at least. As a child, I’d simply been enchanted by the depth of them, the sense that his irises went on forever, that his perception went on forever.

      He had smiled at me, and I, having only known the love of gentle parents up to that point, had not realized that smiles could be unkind.

      The stranger had examined my wings, his brow narrowed in concern as he observed the blood pouring from my wounds. I was shaking from either pain or shock when he told me everything was going to be okay.

      The stranger even tucked a strand of hair behind my ear before he stabbed me.

      The sensation was a strange one. How could it not be to a child? Even most adults did not have a habit of being stabbed, so how was I to know that the sudden pain in my abdomen was not an onset of sickness?

      My tiny hand found the origin of the pain. The blood was slick and warm and red against my palms. The way it stained the ocean reminded me of rinsing my paint brushes lest they harden to the point of disuse.

      Still, I sensed no murder in the man before me, not even when my hands found the hilt of the dagger jutting from my belly. I even cried out to him for help.

      It was when I looked up and met his gaze, only to find that the smile had slipped from the corners of not just his lips but his eyes—that was the moment I learned to be afraid.

      Had it been a single nightmare, I might have discounted it. It had been too vivid to forget, forever branded into the darkest corners of my mind, ready to be relived during midnight wakings.

      But it had not been a single nightmare.

      The next night, the man came for me again, this time with a noose. He strangled me silently, his cheek pressed against mine, his stubble sharp against my jawline, his breathing heavy as I struggled.

      By my eighth birthday, I couldn’t sleep unless it was between my parents. Even then, I woke them nightly with my screams.

      But I’m no longer eight, and I no longer have my parents’ bed to crawl into.

      Despite all I’ve lost, those blue eyes remain. Except here, in reality, I’m unprotected by the ephemeral nature of dreams.

      I’m on my knees in Madame Whittaker’s garden, surrounded by her neatly trimmed hedges. Funny, over the past year, these hedges provided me with a sense of comfort. As if manicured branches and sharply pointed leaves ever stood a chance of keeping my fate at bay. As if my nightmares couldn’t slip between their tendrils as easily as the breeze.

      They certainly did nothing to keep Peter out, although he’s taken care of now. At least one of my nightmares won’t be haunting me anymore.

      The Nomad—that’s what Wendy called the man of my nightmares—stares down at me, blinking twice. He never blinks in my dreams. I wonder if it’s from the shock at having just witnessed me hack off Peter’s wing. But why should the man of my nightmares be shocked? He’s the one who goaded me. I could have run, could have grasped for my freedom. All my life, I’ve been running from this man.

      But he’s been chasing me just as long. Which, I suppose, is why he knew I couldn’t resist the catharsis of making Peter experience a fragment of the pain he inflicted on me while he held me captive in Neverland.

      I’d had the chance to run. But then the Nomad had offered me a blade, an opportunity at revenge.

      I’d taken the blade.

      My hands are still slick with Peter’s blood when the Nomad reaches down and scoops me into his arms.

      I’ve never quite learned to fight back—feet too heavy to run, lips that won’t scream, fingers too clumsy to lock the door between us.

      Still, I always thought that when the day came to meet my murderer, I’d at least struggle. What fight I had left, I’ve spent on Peter. What strength I had left in my legs, I’ve spent fleeing Neverland.

      What a waste.

      My side is pressed against his firm chest. It’s warmer than it is in my dreams, though I suppose that’s because the man carrying me to my death is flesh and blood, not a vision set on stealing my sanity. I’m limp in his arms; this much is the same as in the dreams.

      If I’m being honest with myself, it’s not a waking nightmare, a sleeplike paralysis that has my arms hanging limp at my sides. Soon, the Nomad will carry me out of the garden, away from the only remaining people in the world who care for me.

      I’m just so tired.

      Tired of running. Tired of fighting. Tired of falling asleep, only to find no respite there.

      Perhaps this is why the Nomad has frequented my dreams since childhood. Perhaps he knew all along that if he could steal the rest from my slumber, make me crave the nothingness experienced by everyone else, then when this day came, and it was time to take my life, I’d be more than happy to let him.

      Just as long as death is quiet. Just as long as death has no dreams.

      “Don’t fret, Wanderer,” he says. “I’ve got you now.”

      Wanderer.

      He calls me that sometimes before he bleeds me.
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      This time, when the Nomad murders me, it’s with a pillow over my face.

      It’s the silk kind, soft against my skin as it occludes my mouth, as the pressure collapses my nostrils. Ice spikes in my lungs. They’re running out of air, but no matter how desperately I thrash, no matter how deep I dig my nails into my murderer’s wrists, I find no air to supply them.

      My lips part against the pillowcase, my desperate plea for mercy silenced before it leaves my tongue.

      “I regret it had to come to this,” my murderer purrs. “I doubt you’re inclined to believe me, but I really could have done without chasing you around the world. Rather inconvenient, if I do say so myself.”

      I can’t make out what else he says. It’s rather difficult to hear when you’re dying.

      

      When I wake, it’s to drool-stained silk across my cheek. I jolt, the memory of my murder spurring my aching muscles into action. My bare feet meet the bitter cold of the wooden floorboards, grounding me.

      One would think that by now, it would take me less time to recognize that I’m not actually dead.

      Now that I’m certain I’ve returned to reality, I assess my surroundings. The room is almost empty, the silk sheets out of place when compared to the bed frame, which looks to be almost as worm-eaten as the only other piece of furniture in the room, a wooden dresser with half of its knobs missing.

      There is no window, but I can still hear the lapping of waves outside, feel the almost imperceptible sway of movement below my feet.

      If I’m lucky, we’re still close to land.

      I’m rarely lucky.

      I don’t know why the Nomad hasn’t killed me yet. And I certainly don’t know why he felt the need to supply my bed with such fine sheets. What I do know is that I have a limited window to get out of here, and the gap between that particular window and its sill is narrowing by the minute.

      Luckily for me, there’s never been a cage I haven’t been able to escape. Eventually. Not even Neverland. The Nomad might be the most fearsome criminal in the world, but he’s not the keeper of an alternate realm, so at least I have that going for me.

      Without bothering to check whether the door is unlocked (the Nomad is no fool), I scavenge the room for anything that might help me pick it. I’ve been making my own lock picks since I was ten. A particularly grisly dream in which the Nomad starved me to death in a dank cellar prompted the pursuit of that skill set.

      Of course, there’s a reason this room is practically empty. One doesn’t simply store prisoners in the same room as spare tools. The drawers of the dresser creak as I slide them open, but they’re vacant. There’s a closet door to my left, but when I try to open it, the handle refuses to budge.

      Inconvenient, but I’ve never been one to shy away from a challenge. I stare down at my hands and smile.

      They forgot to trim my nails.

      Lady Whittaker called them talons. I chose to take that as a compliment. Never mind that I’d stopped trimming my nails as a child because some fortune teller in the marketplace told me it was bad luck and would summon an early death.

      As an adult, do I understand that she was just trying to scare me into buying her nail-stunting elixir? Sure.

      I still don’t like trimming them, though.

      I drop to my knees and scan the floorboards with my open palms until I find what I’m looking for. There’s a plank at the foot of the bed that’s suffered from the bed frame sliding one too many times. While this one is smooth and will do me no good, it’s been worn down enough that the plank adjacent to it juts just slightly, allowing me plenty of space to dig my nails into the divots of the wood.

      A simple snap, and a splinter the length of my little finger comes free. One more pry, and I now have a set of lock picks.

      Pleased with my work, I glide toward the door and press the side of my face against it. My ear twitches at the sound of shallow breaths on the other side. The guard is sleeping.

      I’m never this lucky, which has me wondering what cruel adventure the Fates have in store for me on the other side of this door. Even so, I can’t linger here. Last night (or however long ago it was that I passed out in the Nomad’s arms), I’d been ready to succumb to death. At that thought, a chill taps against my spine, running across the veins of my tattered wings.

      The flame in my spirit had burned against Peter for what he’d done to me in trading my voice away to the Sister. For what he’d done to John. But my anger had burned so hot, it had consumed the wick.

      Now, rested and in my right mind, terror turns my blood cold at the realization of how I could be dead now, and that the only thing that had spared me was likely the Nomad’s affinity for perfect timing.

      I slip the splinters into the lock. Feel the resistance of the inner cogs like old friends. If John were here, he’d ramble on about its mechanism and when it was invented.

      I close my eyes and with a strained swallow dismiss the memory of my friend.

      A few turns later, and there’s a click. My heart jolts, both with exhilaration at my success and anticipation of the guard posted outside hearing it as well. But when I press my ear against the door again, there’s not a stir. At least, not until I turn the knob. The latch clicks, and there’s a banging sound on the other side as the guard jolts. I swing the door open just as the guard whirls toward me. It’s a woman, shorter than me, with sturdy shoulders and a grim, albeit startled, look.

      She reaches for her blade, but I’m faster and get to it first. As I raise the dagger before her, she opens her mouth to cry for help.

      So I bring the hilt down across her temple.

      She’s still breathing when her body slumps to the floor. I’ll have to be quick. I drag her into the room I just escaped, wincing as her armored legs clang against one another. Once in the room, I shut the door and get to work undressing her.

      The armor isn’t too complicated, but what I really need is underneath. Well—what should be underneath. I was hoping the woman would be wearing a binding around her breasts, but apparently I’ll have to make do with her belt.

      I slip it from around her waist, her body stirring as I do. Pulse racing, I wind the belt around my tattered wings, securing them to my waist as best I can. I would have preferred a more complete binding, but now’s not the time to be choosy.

      Once my wings are secured, I don the armor, the woman’s helmet snug as well. Apparently, even my head is large. Good thing her boots are a size too large. They’re the only place I have room to stuff my pouch where I keep John’s tiles.

      I’m about to head for the door when the woman’s eyes open. She takes one look at me and screams. “Escaped prisoner!”

      Great.

      One swift kick to the head has her out cold again. Not that this does me much good. I can already hear boots pounding down the hall.
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      I slip out the door and into the hallway, locking it behind me. It’s a long shot, but maybe the guards will hear the cries of the woman I trapped inside and assume there’s a continuing struggle between us.

      I race down the hall, agitated by how the armored legs rattle against each other. The guard was shorter than I am, which means the armor’s a tight squeeze, but I’m not exactly in a position to complain.

      I round the corner just as I hear a male guard echo down the hall. “Marsa is gone!”

      I keep going, turning down a set of stairs. In the distance, I hear wood splintering and a crash. The guards must have broken down the door to the room where I trapped Marsa. It won’t give me much time, but I have to hope it’s enough.

      Another pair of guards race past me, heading up the stairs, and I’m shocked they can’t hear my heart rattling against this stupid armor. I do my best to look hurried, like I’m following orders. They must assume I am, because neither of them stops me.

      When I reach the bottom of the stairs, I hear someone shout from above, “She’ll be dressed in guard’s clothing! She stole it off Marsa!”

      Excellent.

      I peek into the corridor, glancing both ways. It’s not what I see that decides my direction, but what I smell—the strong scent of blackened fish wafting from the right. Right it is.

      When the smell grows stronger, I find the door it’s coming from and take a steadying breath before throwing it open. The clanging of pots in the kitchen comes to an abrupt stop as the staff freezes, wide-eyed. One woman is even holding a dish halfway in the oven.

      This would be one of those times it would be nice to have my voice.

      Mercifully, the head cook is chatty enough for both of us. “One of the maids heard a commotion out there,” she says. “Says the prisoner’s on the loose. She ain’t come down here. And if she had, you can bet we’d have turned her in to the master. Got no use for runaways.”

      I expect fear in her statement, anxiety over what might become of her and her staff if I escape and someone thinks they helped. But her voice is firm, loyal. Proud, even.

      I guess even the servants on this ship can’t put themselves in the shoes of a prisoner.

      Since all I have to work with is body language, I square my shoulders and move quietly through the kitchen, throwing open pantry doors with as much authority as I can muster.

      “Won’t find her in any of those,” the cook insists.

      A moment later, another guard bursts into the kitchen. He takes one look at me, and I’m sure I’m done for. But then he says, “Good. This area’s already covered. I’ll check the starboard annex.”

      I make a mental note not to go anywhere near the starboard annex.

      Before leaving, he barks at the kitchen staff, “Well, get back to work! We don’t stop being hungry just because there’s a prisoner loose!”

      The staff scrambles to obey, pots and pans clattering once more.

      “I’ll tell you one last time,” the head cook says. “The prisoner’s not down here. But if you’re just going to get in the way, check the wine cellar and see for yourself.”

      She gestures toward a door, and I step inside. I’m scrambling for a way to get her out of here, but then she grumbles something about my presence distracting her staff and leaves.

      Complaints aside, at least she’s left me alone.

      The wine cellar seems to double as a storage room for extra supplies, including uniforms. I glance toward the still-ajar door to make sure no one’s watching, then coax the door closed before I snatch a servant’s uniform from a hook on the wall.

      It’s even harder getting the armor off than it was getting it on. Why anyone would design clothing that fastens between the shoulder blades is beyond me. I like to think of myself as fairly flexible, but it takes far longer than I’d like before the breastplate finally comes free.

      By the time I’m dressed in the server’s attire, I’ve practically sweated through it. I can only hope that anyone who notices will assume it’s nerves about the escaped prisoner. Or condensation from standing over a pot all day. That would work too.

      I smooth the apron, which is also too small for my frame, then tug the server’s bonnet over my head. Thankfully, my hair is cropped short, so I don’t have to worry about tucking it up.

      Once the pouch with John’s tiles is securely tucked away in a pocket at my hip, I ease the door open and survey the kitchen. No one’s paying attention to the wine cellar. The guard’s barked orders seem to have shifted everyone’s focus from me to the punishment they’ll face if dinner isn’t ready on time. The bustle of clanging pots and sizzling pans lets me slip from the cellar unnoticed. Even the cook is too busy scolding one of her underlings for burning the pheasant while everyone was distracted by, and I quote, “that stoic guard who couldn’t be bothered to speak to us.”

      Okay, that one stings a little.

      On my way out, I snatch a tray with a covered dish off the counter. I have no idea where it’s meant to go, but if I’ve learned anything in my years of staying unnoticed, it’s that people rarely question someone whose hands are busy. Besides, if anyone notices my hurried pace, they’ll assume I’m in a rush to deliver the food.

      I pace down the hall, restraining myself from slipping into the longer, heavier stride of the guards. My instincts itch to run, to get out as fast as possible, but I force myself to look brisk, not panicked.

      Several guards pass me without a second glance. Maybe I’ll have to invest in some more of these bonnets. They’re almost as good as an invisibility potion.

      Once I turn the corner and am out of sight, I pull the map I lifted from the wine cellar from my pocket. My eyes trace a path toward the deck, but only as a last resort. I’ve no intention of heading anywhere near there. Not when they’ll be expecting me to try to jump overboard or steal a lifeboat.

      My relatively accurate internal clock, of which I am exceedingly (and likely irrationally) proud, informs me I’ve been free for about fifteen minutes. Plenty of time for the Nomad’s lackeys to swarm the deck.

      Once I’ve memorized my intended path, I tuck the map back into my apron and set off.

      There was a time when, trying to go unnoticed, I would keep my head down. But I learned the hard way that nothing draws attention faster than someone clearly trying to evade attention. So now, when I pass guards, I keep my posture straight and my movements purposeful. If one glances my way, I offer a polite nod or a quick smile, though I keep it hurried, dismissive.

      I’ve just reached the corridor leading to my destination when a passing guard holds out his hand to stop me.

      “Prisoner got free this afternoon,” he says. “She’s still disguised as one of our own. You seen any female guards pass this way?”

      I let my eyes go wide, hoping he’ll perceive me as timid. I shake my head, grateful that his question only requires a yes or no.

      “Very well. Alert someone if that changes, or if you see anything suspicious.”

      I nod and move to scurry off, but his hand shoots out again, catching my shoulder. “I haven’t seen you around before,” he says, his voice dropping, suddenly deeper. “You new? What am I saying? Of course you are. I would’ve noticed you before otherwise.”

      Scratch that comment I made earlier about buying more of these bonnets.

      I pause just long enough for my flaring nostrils to settle back into their resting position, then turn back to him with what I hope is a shy smile.

      He grins, and where I’d expect to see a few rotten teeth, given his profession’s reputation for scurvy, his set is full. His ears are pointed, which explains the nice teeth.

      And also why I can’t simply knock him out cold.

      “What’s your name?” he asks.

      I anticipate this being the first of many moments I’ll wish I’d killed Peter instead of merely maiming him—if I make it out of this alive, that is.

      Nothing snags attention quite like silence. Answer simply, and you’ll be forgotten within the hour. Neglect to answer, and you’ll raise all sorts of questions in the other person’s mind. Why is she being rude? Is it because I smell funny? Wait, no. Is something wrong with her? Surely something is wrong with her. I’m certain I bathed today. Can she not hear me, or can she simply not speak back? I wonder if she’s always been this way or if something happened to her.

      The inability to answer had caused no small amount of trouble for Michael and me when we first returned to our realm, more than a few mishaps before Madame Whittaker found us and took us in.

      Thankfully, the guard is arrogant enough to fill in the blanks himself. “Don’t be shy. I know I can be intimidating. But I’m not that scary.”

      To my surprise, there’s something genuine about the way he says it. Once, I might have found a man like this charming. Okay, maybe not charming, but amusing at the very least.

      But he’s standing between me and my path of escape.

      I bite my lip and glance down, the rim of the bonnet offering me a chance to look at his belt. To my surprise, there’s no sword, only a set of shackles. That’s going to be inconvenient. If he were human, I could overpower him. But a fae male? Hand-to-hand, I’m going to come out weaker every time.

      “Not much of a talker, are you?” he says, suspicion creeping into his tone. Here’s to hoping no one on this ship knows that the faerie the Nomad’s hunting can’t speak, including the Nomad himself.

      I have no choice. I glance up, meet his eyes, and smile. Slowly, hesitantly, I take his arm and trace the first name that comes to mind onto his forearm, my finger looping each letter with what I hope is a feminine flourish.

      “Aurora,” he says, grinning from ear to ear. His shoulders relax, suspicion draining from his face at my touch. “Well, Aurora⁠—”

      I tighten my grip on his arm and twist until I hear a crack. There’s a moment’s pause before the pain registers, which I use to my advantage, snatching the bonnet from my head and stuffing it into his mouth before he can scream.

      Yet again, I have changed my mind. Definitely buying more bonnets.

      The muffled cry comes seconds later, but by then he’s already off balance. I shove him forward, grab his good arm, and wrench both behind his back as I kick his knees out from under him. He collapses with a thud.

      Before he can recover, I grab the shackles from his belt and snap them around his wrists. He thrashes, gagged and furious, and it won’t be long before someone below hears us struggle.

      When I snatch the ring of keys from his belt, he glares, but it’s got the look of being more furious with himself than with me.

      I leave the man with a pat on the head, to which he grimaces, then dart down the empty corridor until I reach the door I’m looking for. It’s less ornate than I expected, though the carvings of panthers clawing at one another under a crescent moon are hard to miss. But I don’t have time to wonder about the Nomad’s taste in décor. I shove the first key into the lock and twist. Nothing. Then another. Still nothing.

      By the time I reach the last key, I’ve nearly given up hope. So far, my life has not been the type to infuse me with the kind of optimism that would lead me to suspect that the last key will be the correct one. Besides, now that I consider it, it’s unlikely the Nomad would let some random guard keep a key to his chambers.

      I’ve already halfway decided the deck might not be such a bad idea after all when the final key turns smoothly, and the lock clicks open.

      I tamp down the surge of relief in my chest. This is still only a hunch. The last time I trusted my instincts, I lost my voice.

      The Nomad’s room is decadent, to say the least. Every object possesses at least one unnecessarily expensive jewel or mineral, from the rubies decorating the bedposts to the golden thread shimmering in the tapestries hanging from the wall.

      But I’ve no time to marvel. My first stop is the bookcase. Everyone who fancies themselves a mastermind loves to hide a secret passage behind one. This one happens to be crafted from the almost extinct redwoods of Kruschi. As if I needed another reason to detest this man. I run my hands along every spine and knob. Nothing.

      Maybe the Nomad actually is clever. Or maybe my hunch is wrong, and I’ve just made it easier for him to kill me. He can do it at the same time he retires for his afternoon nap. I’m sure as the captain of this ship, he’ll appreciate the efficiency.

      I glance toward the bed, noting the silk sheets, then drop to my hands and knees to check the floorboards. No trapdoor.

      Hurried voices carry from outside in the hallway. They must have found the guard I bound. Stupid. Should have dragged him in here with me.

      Heart pounding, I jump to my feet and go for my last hope—the tapestries on the wall. I’m sure they’re intricate and beautiful and tell marvelously vicious stories of the Nomad’s conquests, but I’ve no time to admire them.

      So I start ripping.

      Not the tapestries themselves. I have a modicum of appreciation for the fine arts. But off they come from the wall, nonetheless. Except for one. The tapestry closest to the bed only comes off one hinge, folding over itself like a curtain while it hangs from a single sconce.

      A smile curves my lips.
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      Here’s the thing about secret passageways. By their nature, they can’t be all that complex to operate. After all, they are most often utilized in times of distress. Imagine an enemy crew invading your ship in the middle of the night. You don’t want to be fumbling around in the dark for your secret passageway latch, and you most certainly don’t want to light a lamp.

      At least, I wouldn’t. So that’s the logic I’m going with to assure myself that there has to be some mechanism to make this easy to open.

      I glance up at the tapestry that I pulled aside, then at the tassel hanging from one end. When I grab it and pull, something clicks.

      And the boards on this wall, which I’ve just now noticed are vertical instead of horizontal (should have been my first clue), separate just slightly. I push, revealing a doorway.

      The draft from the passageway tickles my cheek. Exhilaration runs through my bones as I slip inside.

      I take a pause to consider whether to shut it behind me. The last thing I want is to get trapped in here. Then again, at this point, I’d rather starve by my own hand than die at the Nomad’s. Already know what that’s like, thank you very much.

      I shut the door behind me and feel it click. Instead of letting myself panic at the sound of the lock in the mechanism, I remind myself that the Nomad wouldn’t want himself stuck in here either. If I need it, there will be a way out.

      I slink down the passageway, though I’m not sure why I’m bothering with hunching. I doubt the Nomad is stationing guards here. Less coming and going is always better.

      The passageway itself remains parallel to the ship, though I suppose it has to. It’s not like this is a castle, where it could wind down into dungeons. It’s slender. Just large enough for me to squeeze through sideways. I was never claustrophobic as a girl, but after my stint being held captive by a carnival master (long story), I learned quickly that small spaces were not my friend.

      I close my eyes and inhale. It’s meant to be a calming mechanism, but the air in this passageway is foul. Musty. It feels thick in my nose and my throat, and I have a flashback to a vision of the Nomad drowning me, which quickly reminds me of the time I partially drowned Wendy, which I still feel guilty about. She hadn’t known at the time, but I was doing it for her own good, attempting to rid her body of the faerie dust Peter had her on in an attempt to make sure she never saw the wraiths on the island who could show her the unflattering truth about him.

      But I can’t afford to think about my friend right now. Sorry, Wendy.

      I steel myself, then sidle through the small space. On the other side of the wall, guards shout. This ship is large, but it won’t be long until the guards have searched every room. I doubt the Nomad will suspect I’ve found his secret passageway. At least not initially. Why would a prisoner make their way to their captor’s rooms, after all?

      Then again, he’s been combing the world for me for years. Eventually, the drive to find me will send him down here, even if he knows it’s a long shot. Like the impulse to search for a lost precious object in the same place you’ve searched a thousand times.

      When I reach the end of the passageway, it opens into a room that’s larger than I expected. It’s dark, almost empty except for the shadows and the object on the far side. My heart lurches with a thrill at the recognition of the object as my eyes adjust to the darkness, aided by the tiniest porthole through which a flicker of white streams.

      It’s a rowboat. As I stumble toward it, I nearly trip on a pair of oars crossed on the floor. I knew it. I knew the Nomad would have an escape route in case of an assassin.

      I set the oars into the rowboat, careful to keep them from clinking. I don’t want any guards who happen to be on the other side of the wall hearing a commotion.

      Coming off either side of the rowboat are ropes, each suspended from the ceiling and connected to the center of the boat by a lever. I find a latch on the floor, and when I pull it, the floor lets out, swaying on its hinges as it reveals the moonlit waters of the ocean down below. Wind whips up from the waves beneath, spraying droplets into my face.

      The salt in the air tastes like freedom.

      Careful not to fall into the gap between the hole in the floor and the boat, I climb into the vessel. When I go to pull the lever in the boat to activate the lever system, it won’t budge. I push down on it, shoving with all my strength until instead of the lever moving, the boat, suspended by the ropes, begins to sway.

      Panic surges through my muscles. I’m so close to freedom, and I’m not about to let the fact that the Nomad forgot to grease his lever keep me from it.

      I glance at the ropes on either side. I’ll have to make this quick. If I slice only one, the front of the boat will drop toward the waves, and I’ll go careening with it, given my wings are no longer functional.

      Thanks, Peter.

      I could jump, but only as a last resort. I have no idea how far we are from the shore.

      No, I need to slice the ropes. If only I had a dagger. I grind my teeth, annoyed at the guard in the hall for not having one on him. I could venture back to the Nomad’s quarters. Surely, he has something he’s kept away in that ornate chest. But it’s too risky. I’ll just have to be quick enough to cut both ropes at the same time.

      I glance down at my nails. Like I said, I’m lucky they were too stupid to trim them.

      I brace myself, then launch into a twirl. My right hand makes contact with the forward rope, slashing it with ease, but my left hand never makes it.

      Because something firm closes around my wrist.

      Calloused fingers.

      I glance up to identify my assailant, but before my eyes can adjust, the bottom of the boat falls out underneath me, dangling by a single rope.

      With my other hand, I grab the rope that’s still intact. But this proves unnecessary. The grip on my wrist is firm.

      I suppose the Nomad won’t be tossing me to my death then.

      My legs dangle underneath me, useless without a foothold to steady them. When I glance up, it’s to a cruel, familiar smile. To a shade of blue that’s haunted my nights for years.

      “Congratulations, Tink, if that’s what they call you these days,” says the Nomad. “You pass.”
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      It’s times like this I wish I could growl. Instead, I bare my teeth at my captor. With a flick of my wrist, I twist myself out of his grasp.

      I don’t linger on the look of surprise on his face, though what I do glimpse I find satisfying. Instead, I grab onto the rope. Now that I have both hands on it, I slide down, its rough fibers stinging against my palms.

      My feet hit the front end of the rowboat, slipping down the rounded sides around the tip. It teeters with the weight of my impact, but I remain steady.

      “I’d cut you down,” says the Nomad, his voice carrying from above, “but I’m too curious. Really, I must see what you plan to do.”

      I can’t help myself—I glance up at him. His smirk is less derisive than it is amused. It reminds me of a cat playing with its prey. Except I am no mouse. In fact, it offends me a little that he thinks me one, even if they are the least objectionable of rodents.

      With a flash of his teeth, he grabs the rope again and shakes it. The boat sways beneath my feet as I cling to the tether.

      He’s right, you know, says a know-it-all voice in my head that sounds a lot like John. This wasn’t exactly well thought out.

      Yeah, well, it’s not like I had many options.

      I glance below, hoping to catch some clue as to how far we are from shore.

      “There are crocodiles in the water,” the Nomad calls from above. “If you jump, I’m not diving in after you.”

      I do my best to ignore him. But I glance down and scan the waves. While I don’t see any crocodiles, that’s not exactly a reason to celebrate. Moonlight streaks across the water, unrestricted, meaning it’s not having to cut through trees or around mountains or cliff sides. We’re in open water.

      Crocodiles or not, a few moments ago I told myself I would rather die of my own volition than risk fate at the Nomad’s hand. Still, in all of my dreams, in all of my visions, ever-changing as they might be, the Nomad has never murdered me on a ship. The end of the story might be a blade at my throat, his fingers curled around the hilt, or maybe just his fingers around my neck, but it won’t happen here.

      At least that’s what I tell myself as I groan silently and climb the rope.

      When I reach the top, sweating and huffing, the Nomad offers me his hand. I grab it and yank, but he must have been expecting as much, because he immediately grabs onto the rope above me.

      I glance down and realize his boots are well farther than hips-width apart, his stance steady.

      “That test, you failed,” he says.

      Now that my hand is in his, he grips it firmly and pulls me into the secret room.

      I glare at him and wait for him to either make some sly comment about me being shy, or command me to answer him. But he does neither.

      Instead, he looks into my eyes, still holding my hand in his. “You’re not an easy woman to find, you know.”

      When I go to pull away, he grips my hand tighter, but just for a moment. Something flashes across his face, unreadable, but he lets go all the same.

      His fingers flex, like one might do if their grip had become firm and aching after holding onto something for too long.

      “Needing any help down there?” calls a voice from the hallway.

      I immediately recognize him as the guard from the hallway outside the Nomad’s room.

      “Am I the one who needs help?” the Nomad calls dryly down the passageway before turning to me and saying, “Don’t worry, I have no intention of letting him live down the fact that he fell for that little trick you played.” He glances down at my fingers. “Although I might have fallen for it too, in another life.”

      I snarl at him, and he chuckles.

      “Would you rather I demote him? I can do that for you, if you wish.”

      He beckons me into the passageway, and I hesitate.

      “It’s either come with me, or”—he nods toward the gaping hole in the floor and the ocean beneath—“but I think we’ve already established you don’t want to go that way.”

      

      The Nomad must not plan to murder me inside his bedroom, because he takes me to his office, a room whose walls are warm cedar that match the brimming bookcases, their overflow on display in glass cases lined against the far wall.

      He closes the door behind him but doesn’t bother to lock it. If the intention is to send a chill down my spine, it’s successful. No need to lock the door for a prisoner who has no chance of escape.

      He walks to his desk, leaving plenty of empty space between me and the door. Another sign I read well enough—there’s no use in running. So I wander over to the desk, placing my fingers on the back of the chair instead of sitting in it. He gestures to the seat, but I stare at him stone-faced.

      “Have it your way, then,” he says, then places his elbows on the desk, knitting his fingers together as he taps the pads of them against each other. “It was impressive what you managed back there. My captain of the guard and I had made bets on whether you would find the escape route.”

      He doesn’t mention whether he bet for me or against me.

      “There’s only one way off the ship,” he says. “That you figured it out means you’ll need minimal training.”

      He glances at me, waiting for me to ask what sort of training. Perhaps he’s unaware of my condition after all. It won’t be long before he figures it out, surely, but I might swing a few days of him believing my silence is by choice.

      Once he discovers I have no voice, he’ll find a way to exploit it. Those with power always do.

      He watches me, a contemplative look wrinkling his brow. Once the silence becomes overbearing, he shakes his head, expression bewildered, but his response is not what I expect. “Looking at you, I almost forget…”

      His desk drawer rattles as he opens it. He flicks out a sheet of parchment, then unstoppers the quill at his desk before pushing both toward me. I cross my arms.

      “We could also sign, if you prefer,” he says.

      I’d rather make no reaction, but I find myself swallowing. Had I been born without a voice, no doubt my adoring parents would have learned to sign and taught me early, but I was well past maturity when Peter deceived me and the Sister stole my voice. That was part of what made it so difficult to communicate with John in the beginning, back in Neverland. Besides, I’m Kruschian, and though I learned to speak Estellian, the common trading language, from childhood, I didn’t learn to write it until Lady Whittaker took Michael and me in. She’d taught me to write the Estellian script, the characters blocky where the Kruschian characters are fluid.

      If I wanted to, I could use that quill to communicate with the Nomad, but I have so little power in this situation. Can hold back my words, though.

      “Is there a manner in which you prefer to communicate?” the Nomad asks, barely able to hide the tension in his jaw, the polite facade beginning to slip.

      In the pouch I’ve kept tied around my waist, I feel the comforting weight of John’s tiles—the ones he’d had Benjamin, one of the Lost Boys, carve for me, so I could communicate with him back in Neverland. Together, we’d spent hours crafting the perfect set of words. It’s not an easy way to communicate, not efficient by any means, but it had been the first semblance of a voice I’d had in years of being trapped on that cage of an island, in the cage of my own traitorous throat.

      My fingers linger over the pocket, but my tiles are too precious to sully by using them to communicate with a man like the Nomad.

      He sighs, which I find satisfying. Good to know that my lack of cooperation is an inconvenience.

      “Fine,” says the Nomad as he pushes himself from his desk chair. He circles me like a shark would its prey, though differently than he does in my dreams. If I were asleep, his fingers would be trailing my shoulders, sliding up my throat to rest on my chin. As it is, he keeps his distance.

      “Act coy all you want,” he says, “but we both know I’ve sparked your curiosity. ‘What could the Nomad want with a simple faerie like me? It can’t be faerie dust, not when a faerie could be more easily purchased than tracked, especially with coffers like his.’” Ah, dropping his riches seamlessly into conversation. Because I definitely wouldn’t have picked up on that from the size of his ship. “Well, I’ll be open with you,” he says.

      I fight back a smile. One of the few advantages of silence is that it keeps people talking, trying to fill the gap—a subtle means to harvest information from those who would not normally hand it over.

      “I’m in need of your assistance. There’s an artifact of considerable value that has captured my attention. For years, I have searched for this artifact, and then, once I identified its location, plotted ways to remove it from said location. Unfortunately, I’ve always come up against one barrier seemingly impossible to circumvent. That is, until I learned of you.”

      He pauses, and then, circling back in front of me with a flourish toward the parchment and quill, says, “Here’s the part where you ask, ‘And why do you need me?’”

      When I don’t respond, he scans me from top to bottom with those piercing eyes of his, then steps behind me—not touching, but close enough that if he breathes any deeper, his chest would likely skim my back.

      His warm breath grazes my temple. “I must admit, I doubted I could get to you with a show of force. Something told me you’re too strong-willed for that. But I thought for certain you’d be curious, that I could set off a spark.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck stand on edge as he whispers, “You’re not at all curious why I need you specifically?”

      I don’t move.

      “Have you ever wondered, Tink,” he says my name almost derisively, “why it was your voice the Sister needed?”

      When my eyes go wide, he raises his brows. “Oh, you thought I didn’t know about that? I’m slightly offended you think I would attempt a heist like this without doing my research. I wasn’t under the impression I gave off the ‘let’s just see what happens’ aura.”

      He lets it hang in the air between us. He’s hoping that by leaving that bit of information dangling, I’ll respond, that he’ll bait me into communicating with him.

      It won’t work. Not that my curiosity isn’t flaring. I’ve spent countless nights asking myself the same question. It’s that there’s only one thing to truly be curious about—one thing that matters with regards to the Nomad—and that is the manner in which he will finally end me.

      I am not a fly. I will not be enticed into a trap simply because I’m curious how the honey tastes.

      The Nomad groans. “You are difficult, aren’t you?” He circles back around me to sit at his desk, the chair scraping the floorboards as he does. “I take it you’re not one to do something for the curiosity of it. Disappointing, but no matter. I can work with practical.

      “Here’s the thing, Tink, dear. You might think refusing to answer me frustrating, but I was prepared to dodge all of your questions. ‘What artifact? Why do you need it? What are the skills you need from me?’ Now that I know you don’t seem to care for practical conversation, it will only make this more efficient. So let’s cut to the chase, shall we? I doubt you care anything for money, either, but if I were you, I would be concerned about the where of it all. You see, the artifact I need is locked up in the Sister’s lair.”

      For the first time, I can’t keep my face from twitching, just a brief uptick of my eyebrow, but the Nomad is astute enough to catch it. A pleased smile curves on his lips. The way he phrased his revelation is intentional, purposefully leaving out which Sister.

      It’s not enough to tempt me into answering him, but it’s close.

      My lack of an answer doesn’t seem to bother him as he leans over his desk, digging his elbows into it with a sly smile. “Tell me, Tink. How far would you go to get your voice back?”
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      There is a single comfort I derive from my countless murders.

      When I was a child, before the Nomad invaded my sleep, I used to dream I was being hunted, kidnapped. The nightmare wasn’t the kidnapping itself, but that I couldn’t find it within me to scream.

      Now, my nightmares are the only place I can scream.

      Even as the Nomad murders me, even as I’m crying out in pain, there’s a catharsis in knowing that I can. It’s the one glimmer of peace I derive from my nightmares.

      But then I wake.

      I’ve never had a dream where I’ve had my voice that the Nomad wasn’t present for. In the back of my mind, I’ve always known it was a possibility—getting my voice back.

      The problem is that getting my voice back and being murdered by the Nomad seem to be inextricably linked.

      How far would you go to get your voice back?

      The Nomad is staring at me, his gaze dipped toward my throat. It takes me a moment to comprehend why, until I realize that’s where my fingers are hovering. I jerk my hand back to my side, which also seems to snap the Nomad back into the present moment, because he flicks his gaze to meet mine.

      I’m surprised at how relieved I am that he doesn’t acknowledge what he just witnessed. I expected him to use it against me, to laugh. Hold
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