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            Looking Up

          

        

      

    

    
      Wendy frowned down at the map of Ashland for what felt like the hundredth time that day. A week had passed since the incident with Jay, and she was still no closer to making a decision. In theory, working on an apple orchard in east Ashland sounded lovely. But when she looked at the distance between her parents’ home and the royal orchards…

      “Wendy, look!”

      Wendy was pulled from her dark musings at the sound of her name, and she looked up to see Curly holding out his sticky green and blue fingers to point at his leaf. Wendy rubbed her strained eyes then stood and went to his side.

      “Oh, Curly,” she said, putting her hands on the little boy’s shoulders. “It’s absolutely wonderful.” Then she paused, trying to make out what the little blobs of paint might be. “Tell me about it, would you?”

      “This is Neverland,” he said proudly, dipping his hand in more paint, red this time, and smearing it all over the green. “This is back when it was pretty.”

      “What do you mean? Neverland is pretty.”

      “If it were in the Old World, it would be,” Nibs scoffed. He was painting his own leaf several feet away. “But not the way it was before.”

      Wendy looked around and sighed. With Peter gone nearly all week, trying to fix the island, she’d hoped teaching the boys to paint might give them an outlet for all their pent-up feelings and frustrations. At Wendy’s request, Moon Flower, one of the few fae who tolerated Wendy and the boys, had lent them jars of the paint made from the clay in Color Canyon. And instead of paper, the boys used large palm leaves from the trees by the beach. They also lacked brushes, so Wendy simply had them use their hands. So far, the boys seemed to be enjoying it immensely. But no matter how much fun they had in this or that activity, a feeling of dread always seemed to settle over the boys. Even little Slightly had been out of sorts.

      As the boys focused again on their painting, Wendy returned to the flat rock where she’d laid out her maps. They weren’t fancy, and some of the countries had probably been cheated of some land here and there, but Wendy had studied enough geography at home to know where the general boundaries lay. And that was all she needed to make her decision.

      She hoped.

      A distant rumbling rolled down the mountain and through the trees, and the ground began to shake. Such a quake would have alarmed Wendy when she first arrived at Neverland, seven weeks ago, but Wendy and the boys were so used to the earth tremors that she didn’t even have to shout directions anymore. She merely snatched up her maps and rose into the air, along with the boys.

      Tremors were commonplace enough now that the boys hardly ever commented on them. Two or three a day weren’t even considered abnormal. But this one was long and unusually violent.

      Jay, the man the fae had blamed for much of Neverland’s crumbling, was gone, and the paradise was still falling apart at the seams. No wonder Peter was such a nervous wreck these days.

      When it was finally over, the boys’ shoulders all drooped.

      “Peter won’t be back tonight,” Pop said, going back to where his leaf had fallen on the ground and picking it up slowly. Sand was stuck to the paint. The other boys mumbled in agreement. Nibs threw his leaf painting in the air and let it fall to the ground.

      They were probably right, but Wendy wasn’t about to have them spend the whole evening pouting. So instead, she clapped her hands and did her best to smile.

      “All right, that’s enough painting now. Go wash your hands and then bring in your leaves. We’ll hang them from the ceiling to look at as we go to sleep.”

      This seemed to brighten their spirits a little, and the younger boys went to do as they were told. But John stopped and whispered, “How long do you think this place will hold?”

      Wendy sighed. “I think Peter’s trying to figure that out for himself.”

      John frowned. “Do you think it’s time to go back to Mother and Father?”

      She gave her brother a sad smile and held up her maps, which she’d collected from the ground. “As soon as I know where I’m going, we will.”

      “This is really what you want, then?” He studied her.

      No.

      “I think the more precise answer would be, it’s what I’m content with.” She forced a smile. “We have no other choice. Now, go help Michael before he splashes the twins, and everyone fights and gets dirty.”

      Supper was a somber affair as well, no matter how many questions Wendy asked or how much she teased. Eventually, she had but one thing left to try.

      “I was going to tell you all a new story tonight,” she said slowly, looking at the boys sitting in their hammocks around her. “But I’m going to need your help.” A few heads rose off their pillows, and Wendy smiled. “That’s more like it. But before we begin to tell the story, you must all come sit near me.”

      As usual, John and Nibs, being the eldest boys, scoffed at the idea of acting out a story. The younger boys, however, cheered and jumped out of bed. Soon, they were seated in a circle, as even Nibs and John had been cajoled into joining them.

      “What’s our new story about, Wendy?” Michael asked. “Is it about Peter?”

      Wendy reached over and tapped his nose. “Not this time.”

      The boys gasped.

      “But you always tell stories about Peter,” Tootles said.

      “Peter will be in it.” Wendy tilted her head. “But tonight, we’re going to tell the story of Neverland itself. Now, who wants to be the moon?” The boys excitedly raised their hands and began to talk all at once, and Wendy laughed. Thank you, she prayed silently to the Maker. If she had to leave them, she wished to make them smile just a few more times.

      While Wendy’s knowledge of Neverland’s history was basic, she knew enough. After much arguing and several fights, the twins were assigned to be the moon and sun, and Slightly was the naughty little breeze that blew wherever he pleased. Michael was the crocodile, which Wendy hoped never to meet again after her first night in Neverland, and Curly was the water, splashing everything on the beach. Even Nibs and John were talked into being the star and one of the fae. And by the time the story was done, the boys were chattering again about all the new characters they wanted to be tomorrow.

      “Your stories are like magic!” Curly cried as he leaped into his bed. “I don’t ever want them to end!”

      Wendy’s eyes pricked and self-loathing burned in her belly as she tucked them in and kissed them on their soft little cheeks. Tomorrow. Each tomorrow was borrowed, one day closer to the decision she still hadn’t made.

      It was too late to wonder whether or not she might remain a piece of the golden wheatfield landscape at home. Her parents weren’t going to yield in their plans for her, and neither was she. Going home was not an option anymore.

      So where did that leave her?

      Seven weeks ago, it had left her with the perfection of Neverland. The promise of escape from the unhappy betrothal her parents had arranged with the town’s local magistrate couldn’t have been more welcome. And beyond mere escape, she’d lived the last two months in a world of wonder and adventure. Flying with her brothers and Peter’s Lost Boys, sitting atop a crystal rainbow, and making food appear at a whim, all while time stood still, had been like something out of a storybook. And, of course, there was Peter Pan himself.

      But then Captain Jay, Peter’s best childhood friend all grown up, had returned to Neverland against the rules and asked Peter to do the impossible. And soon after their arrival, the island had begun to quake and crack daily. The flowers and trees no longer grew thick and healthy. There was just as much brown foliage as green. Fruit trees which had produced more than the boys could ever eat—which was a lot—no longer brought forth plump, juicy fruit. When they did provide food, it was on par with the fruit Wendy saw in the Old World, slightly misshapen and possibly munched on by crawly things.

      To make things worse, before he left, Jay, in a desperate attempt to change Peter’s mind, had kidnapped Tiger Lily, the fae leader, and held her hostage. Desperate to keep Wendy and Tiger Lily safe, Peter had broken Neverland’s second sacred rule. There were only two.

      No growing up.

      No shedding of blood.

      Breaking the rules, Peter had warned Wendy, would bring the destruction of Neverland itself, breaking the power the fantastical land had been built upon. The fallen star that upheld the hidden world of Neverland could not continue in its timelessness if people grew up or blood was shed. For all that change would force time to move again, and the frozen state of perfection would shatter. And now, sure enough, Neverland, for all its beauty and wonder, was falling to pieces, and would eventually cast Wendy out as well. She was on the cusp of womanhood. She knew it. The fae knew it. Jay had known it.

      And Neverland knew it. The way Peter had looked at her on the beach as they were rescued by the fae after Jay’s attack had made that clear. I have to leave, she chided herself silently. I can’t stay here. As if sensing her thoughts, Nana gently pressed her soft head into Wendy’s lap and looked up at her through large brown eyes.

      “Don’t worry,” Wendy said softly, tracing the dog’s ear. “Wherever I go, you’ll come, too.”

      But no matter how long she put it off, eventually, the tomorrows would end. Wendy, John, Michael, and Nana would fly away. Then what would become of her darling Lost Boys?

      Soon the only sounds were the wind above the treehouse and the slight creak of Wendy’s chair as she rocked in front of the fire. She pulled out her maps once again but realized after only five minutes of staring at them that she was too tired to look at them anymore. She rolled them back up in frustration and stared at the fire. She was tired but didn’t feel comfortable leaving the boys alone to go to bed until Peter returned. She wished he would return now, so, at the very least, she could sleep.

      Peter was always late these days. He was always quiet, hardly even looking at her as he bid her a mumbled good night and immediately fell into his hammock. And then Wendy was left to wonder at the point of it all as she trudged back to her little rose cottage just outside the boys’ tree.

      The obvious answer was the boys. With every passing day, they became more a part of her heart. And with every day, she was positioned to break theirs more.

      If only she could know where to go. Then perhaps this wouldn’t all be so hard.

      A scuffling sound came from the ceiling, and Wendy braced herself for what was coming. Or rather, what wouldn’t come.

      Sure enough, Tink slipped through first. She looked around and sent Wendy a satisfied smirk before shaking out her short, platinum curls. Then she flitted over and into the hole in the wall that led up to her room, which was in the branches, rather than down in the roots with the boys. She was followed immediately by Peter, who, as he always did of late, had deep, purple circles beneath his eyes and looked as though he was hardly awake enough to stand.

      “Wendy,” he said simply, the way he acknowledged her every night for the last week, and it cut her heart. How had it been that just a week ago, he’d all but confessed his love? And yet now, he seemed to feel it a burden to say anything more than her name?

      “Peter,” she responded in like. But as she stood to leave, she dropped one of her maps on the ground. She bent to pick it up, but another hand grabbed it as well. She looked up to find Peter only inches away. And for a moment, she wondered if he just might finish that kiss he’d nearly begun when he thought they were going to die in the water.

      After a long moment of staring into her eyes, though, he shook his head slightly and stood before handing her the paper. “Have you chosen where to go?” he asked, keeping his eyes on the ground.

      “I’ve narrowed it down to western Ashland near Kaylem, or Destin or Voksam.” Wendy took the map back.

      He nodded. Annoyed, Wendy moved to leave, but before she could get there, he grabbed her wrist and held her in place.

      “Thank you,” he said quietly, his green eyes on hers once more.

      She blinked. “For what?”

      He gave her a small, sad smile. “For being here.” Then he took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I know I’ve been distant lately. And I’m sorry. But it’s going to get better.” The corner of his mouth turned up in the ghost of the smile Wendy had grown to love. No. She couldn’t let herself love that smile. Not now.

      “How do you know that?” she asked.

      “Because I talked to the star today.” For the first time in a long time, Peter’s eyes brightened. “She says that after that tremor today, Neverland is happier again. It was as though the island was releasing its angst. Jay is really gone this time, and she says we ought to try having a little fun.”

      Wendy gave him a wry smile. “The last time we tried having a little fun—”

      “Wendy, the island is beginning to heal.” His eyes seemed to spark with hope, and his grip on her hand tightened. He glanced at the necklace he’d given her, which she never took off. “Now that Jay’s ship is gone for good, things are looking up.”

      Yes, Jay’s ship was definitely gone. He’d promised her it would be after he’d come to his senses and apologized after his attack.

      For some reason, this thought brought a different sadness over Wendy, one she didn’t want to think about. So instead, she let it give way to her second strongest feeling, which was curiosity. She knew better, of course. If she was leaving, it was foolish to ask anything that might bring her closer to the one man she should be distancing herself from. Still…she wanted to know.

      “You told me you and Jay were close,” she said softly, glancing at the boys to make sure they were still sleeping. “Is that why you took so long to chase him out?”

      Peter looked away from her, and for a moment, she wondered if he would even answer. Without lifting his head, he spoke.

      “I had a brother.” He gave a nearly inaudible, humorless chuckle. “I don’t remember much about my life before the fae. But my brother, he was…” He swallowed. “He was like my shadow.”

      Wendy’s throat was so tight it hurt. She looked back at her brothers’ faces, peaceful in their slumber. “How old was he?”

      “About a year younger.” His jaw tightened. “I guess Jay reminded me of him. I’d taken in boys of all ages by the time he showed up. But none felt so much like my brother. Not that he was a replacement, of course. But…” Peter put his fist up to his mouth, then back down again. When he spoke again, his voice trembled. “I felt closer to my family with him than I had since they died.”

      “What happened to him?” Wendy asked, tears rolling down her face. “To your brother, I mean?”

      Peter drew in a deep, shaky breath. “He died, too. Same day as my mother.”

      “So when Jay returned,” Wendy said slowly, “it was like your brother was coming home.”

      Peter nodded at the ground.

      “So many years you’ve spent trying to fill that hole,” Wendy whispered. “So much pain. When does it end, Peter? How much longer will you suffer by losing those you love to time that isn’t yours?”

      Peter’s green eyes seemed to burn as they met hers, and for one perfect moment, Wendy saw indecision. He looked as young as he claimed to be, his eyes hungering for what Wendy knew no time would buy. Finally, he swallowed.

      “It’s getting late.” He smiled, but it didn’t touch his eyes.

      Wendy nodded, her chest tight and uncomfortable and her eyes stinging. She moved toward the entrance, but before she went through, Peter pulled her back once more.

      “Now that Jay’s gone,” he said softly, “things will get better.” He touched her necklace, the one he’d given her when she’d first arrived. The green stone seemed to glow against his hand. “Just give it time.” He swallowed. “Please.”

      “Time is something we’re running short on.”

      Peter kept his eyes on the necklace, the ghost of a smile at the corner of his mouth. “Then I intend to make the best of what I have.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Day

          

        

      

    

    
      Peter had a hard time falling asleep after Wendy went back to her little house, and it wasn’t for lack of exhaustion. In the week since Jay had left, he’d spent nearly every waking moment going over every inch of the island, fixing what he could and examining the rest. Not everything had been salvageable. Much of the wildlife had died, and some sort of beetle had begun to feed on several forests, particularly on the southern and eastern parts of the island where Peter spent the least of his time. He’d spent more hours than he could count imagining up the correct number of deer, lizards, rabbits, and other little animals that had died, and replenishing the missing flora and fauna.

      But he’d spoken the truth to Wendy when he said things were getting better. As he removed the dead and dying plants and saved the animals that weren’t too far gone, the island had once again begun to look like itself. It was by the grace of the Maker that they hadn’t lost more, actually. New sprouts were poking their heads out of the ground, and buds were forming on trees that had been close to death. He’d created enough animals that the island was once again teeming with life.

      If only he could bring about the same kind of healing to his relationship with Wendy.

      After finally falling into a fitful sleep, Peter awakened with the dawn. At first, this made him groan. He wasn’t ready for another day. But when he slipped outside just as the golden rays rose above the ocean and washed the island in their warmth, he felt a renewed sense of purpose. Even more importantly, he decided as he soaked it in, he felt hope.

      Wendy was still planning to leave. And while he couldn’t engage her the way he wished to deep down in his heart, he still had a little time to do all he could to get her to stay. There had to be a way. There was always a way. He smiled wanly to himself as he watched the sparkling waves glisten as they rolled in the distance. The fae didn’t call him clever for nothing.

      “Peter!”

      Peter turned to see Pop staring at him. The boys spilled out of the trunk behind him, each looking just as surprised as the last.

      “You’re not gone yet?”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “Are you going to play today?”

      “Today,” Peter said, grinning at his boys and ruffling their hair, “we’re going to be reckless.”

      The boys stared up at him with wide eyes and open mouths. Even Nibs and John looked shocked. Wendy came out of her little house and looked confused as well, and Peter winked at his boys.

      “Today, we’re going to have fun.”

      “Can we go to the slides, Peter?” Curly bounced up and down.

      “Why not? First thing after breakfast!”

      The boys let out a cheer, and Wendy watched them, an enigmatic expression on her face. The boys didn’t give Peter time to study her, though, as they all grabbed onto his arms and shirt and trousers, trying to talk over one another all at once.

      “You and Wendy have to go down the slides with us this time,” Top piped. “Last time, you just sat and watched like boring people.”

      “Yeah.” Pop tugged on his sleeve. “No going to work on the island today, either.”

      “I promise,” Peter laughed as the boys dragged him back to the stump, “today is just for us.”

      They scarfed down breakfast so fast it nearly gave Peter a stomachache. Tink came down during the hullabaloo and threatened every single one of the boys for making such a racket, but as soon as she heard about their little expedition, she sat down and began to eat, too.

      Peter had a hunch that the boys were terrified that he was going to change his mind. Not that he could blame them. Every attempt at fun recently had been either canceled or thwarted. Nothing, however, could stop his plans today, short of the island itself splitting into two. He had his boys to care for. And more importantly, he had the girl of his dreams to convince to stay.

      His hunch about Tink made him watch her a little more carefully as they readied themselves to leave for the day. Well, actually, it was Wendy’s hunch about Tink. The very idea that Tink wanted something more than their friendship, something more…mature? The more he considered it, the more unease he felt that Wendy must be right. But right here and now, he didn’t have time for such foolishness. It would just have to be considered later.

      He studied Wendy discreetly every chance he got. She’d brought those blasted maps with her again, and the way her brow furrowed when she examined them wasn’t comforting. He’d have to get creative.

      Soon they reached the rock slides, and the boys immediately launched themselves down into the mountain, their squeals echoing up and lingering behind them. As Peter had expected, Wendy settled herself onto some of the large rocks nearby and prepared to look at her maps, as though this new session of study might reveal something that hadn’t been there for the last week.

      “Come on,” Peter said, reaching down and taking her maps. “Today is for fun. You can look at those tomorrow.”

      “Give them back!” Wendy grabbed for the parchment, but Peter was already in the air. Wendy bolted up after him. Before she could snatch them back, Peter dove back down to the ground and stuffed them in a hole in a rock.

      “You brat!” Wendy cried. But her eyes were laughing as she shook her head, which made Peter even bolder.

      “I told you,” he said, darting back to her and wrapping his arms around her, reveling in what it felt like to hold her close, “this is a fun day. You can go back to your maps tomorrow. But for now,” he let his grin grow, “just have fun.” Then he darted over to the slides, dragging Wendy along behind him. Nana followed at their heels, barking and growling up a storm until John hauled her back to watch from a distance.

      “I’ve already gone down the slide!” Wendy protested, trying to hold her skirts away from the splashing of the water. “Remember? On the first night?” She let out a little cry as the cold water reached her dress.

      “But that,” Peter said, lowering himself into a sitting position with his back to the slide, his arm still wrapped around her waist as he pulled her down next to him, “was facing forward.”

      Wendy tried to turn around to look at him, her eyes wide. “Wait. What?”

      Peter laughed as he used his legs to push them backward. Wendy screamed long and hard as they hurtled into the mountain. Water splashed their faces, the only light coming from the blue-purple phosphorous algae that hugged the tunnel ceiling above them. Peter, who had ridden down the slides countless times, knew exactly how to lean so they spun around at the biggest bends in their slippery path.

      And it all paid off. Wendy clung to his arm as though she were going to die, and in the dark, Peter didn’t even try to hide his smile or smother his laughter. When they got to the little pool at the bottom, he didn’t give her time to catch her breath or get angry. Instead, he pulled them right into the second slide’s path, and they were sucked back up the next slide the same way they’d gone down the first. If Peter had feared Wendy’s wrath at all when he’d pulled her down with him, he knew he didn’t have much to worry about by the time they reached the surface again. Wendy was soaked, but she was also laughing.

      “What next?” Peter asked the boys when they were all too tired to go again. Wendy looked like she was nearly dry, her dress rumpled and her hair wild and beautiful. The days in the sun had given her skin a bronze kiss, and it was driving Peter a little crazy. She was leaning back against the rocks again, watching the boys and laughing at their antics. Just as Peter had hoped, the maps had stayed in the little hole he’d stuffed them in, and she hadn’t even glanced their way once.

      “I know! Let’s coax the crocodile out of the marsh!” Michael cried.

      Wendy, whose face had been the picture of content serenity, sat straight up. “Excuse me?”

      “Oh, come on, Wendy,” John said, rolling his eyes. “Tink lets us do it whenever we’re with her!”

      Wendy turned a hard gaze on Peter. “Is this true?”

      He just shrugged and grinned. “See what happens when you’re gone?”

      Her eyes widened slightly, and she glanced back at the boys.

      “The crocodile can’t fly,” Peter reminded her gently, holding his hand out. The look she gave him was not trusting, but she did let him pull her along behind the boys.

      If Peter had harbored hope that teasing the crocodile would bring Wendy some sort of relaxation, he’d been dead wrong.

      First of all, there was Nana, who barked so much and tried so hard to attack the crocodile that the Darling children had to tie her to a tree for her own sake. Then Pop, holding out a stick with a hunk of meat he’d imagined up, succeeded in getting the thing not only to come out of the tall grasses but to even come toward them. Rather than stopping with the meat on the stick, which Pop eventually dropped, however, the crocodile seemed to decide that Pop would be the more rewarding treat after all. The boys screamed, and Wendy made a poor attempt at thrusting Slightly into John’s arms and running for Pop. But instead of yanking Pop away from the creature, she stumbled into him, and they both fell over just as the great reptile opened its enormous jaws.

      Peter, who had been watching with great amusement, decided it was time to intervene if he ever hoped for her to forgive him. He dove down and snatched both Wendy and Pop away, Wendy screaming the whole way, and ordered the thing back to its home.

      “That!” Wendy said, shaking herself off with as much dignity as she could muster, “was not fun.”

      “Usually, that doesn’t happen,” Peter assured her as he helped dust the beach sand off of Pop. “Hey,” he turned to the little boy, “that was rather brilliant, though. I’ve never seen any of the boys think up meat just to lure him out.”

      “If you’re trying to convince me it’s a good, responsible game, then you’re not doing yourself any favors,” Wendy snapped as she reached up and gathered her mussed hair to pin it up again.

      “Then how about I show you something I know you’ll approve of?” He raised his eyebrows and took her by the shoulders. She glared up at him.

      “If we’re going to poke badgers with sticks—”

      He laughed. “Nothing quite that exciting. Come on.” He took her hand and pulled her up into the air. “Time to visit the Memory Gems, boys.”

      “What are those?” he heard Michael ask John. But Peter just smiled and kept going. Deep inside, though, his heart was thundering. Wendy would love this next part. She’d probably be enthralled, actually. But this was one of his last stops, and if this didn’t convince her to stay in Neverland, he wasn’t sure what could.

      Much to his delight, she gasped as they flew over the southern part of the island, and they were greeted by the reflections of many large purple amethysts from below. Their little group landed in the middle of a large clearing that was filled with gems the size of Michael.

      “What is this?” Wendy whispered as the boys took off and scattered like bugs in the light.

      Peter walked over to the nearest gemstone and leaned over to see its largest, flattest side. He gestured for her to stand beside him.

      “Look here, right in the center,” he said.

      Wendy did as he said. “It’s like a mirror.”

      “At first. But watch.”

      Wendy stared into her reflection for a few seconds more before letting out a little cry. Peter felt the wry bite of bittersweet emotion fill his mouth as he knelt down and joined her.

      “Who is that?” she asked, pointing at the face of a young boy that played on the gem’s flat surface. The child in the gem’s reflection laughed and pointed at them before clapping his hands and staring. After a few seconds, it happened again. And again. And again. “How is it…he moving?” Wendy asked.

      “These are the Memory Gems,” Peter said, gesturing to the hundreds of gems surrounding them. Wendy’s eyes widened as she took in all the different reflections of other faces in the other gems. The Lost Boys were all at their own gems and were doing various silly things in front of them. Even Nana, who had made herself comfortable at Wendy’s feet, seemed confident, for the first time that day, that Wendy was in a place she was less likely to be killed.

      “How do they work?” Wendy asked.

      “Every Lost Boy gets one,” he said, leading her to another clump of gems. Each gem had another face in it. Each reflection a point of peace and pain, pricking his heart like a needle, even though hundreds of years separated him from their owners. “I created them when I realized my first Lost Boy wanted to leave.” He swallowed, his throat suddenly feeling tight. “I suppose I wanted a way to remember him.” He’d just never expected so many to follow.

      Wendy’s face softened. “You miss them, don’t you?”

      He had to blink several times and clear his throat before he could answer. “Every day.” Then he shook his head and took her hand. “Come here,” he said, leading her to the nearest empty one. “Look inside.”

      Wendy peered into the reflection. Peter’s heart swelled as her large, gentle eyes searched the center, looking, he knew, for another child.

      “You won’t find anyone in this one,” he said softly.

      She stopped searching and turned to look up at him, a golden curl slipping from her hairpins and falling gracefully in her face. “Why not?”

      “Because,” he said, “this one’s yours.”

      Wendy stopped trying to study the gem and turned to look at him slowly. For an eternal moment, she simply stared into his eyes. Finally, she cleared her throat. “But I’m not lost.”

      He held her gaze. “Are you sure about that?”

      She turned slowly away from him to gaze back into the gem. And the only thing Peter could do was pray that she was feeling the same questions inside that he’d felt his entire life. The questions that had led him to her.

      “Peter!”

      They turned to see Tink hovering several feet away. Her brow was creased, and she wrung her hands, as if not sure what to do with them.

      “What is it?” Peter asked, pasting a smile onto his face.

      “Um…the boys said they want to go to the beach.”

      Peter nodded and looked back at Wendy. She smiled and nodded, too, though he could see the questions lingering in her eyes. If only that uncertainty would stay.

      Peter wasn’t ready to move on, but at least the beach would be pleasant. Their little group walked the beach as the boys gathered shells, loudly shouting about who found the biggest one and then competing to see who could throw them the farthest. Between interruptions and having to break up fights, Wendy told him of her antics on the farm when she was little, and he told her stories about the boys. Tink bounced back and forth, walking strategically between Peter and Wendy and taking flight whenever an offending boy had thrown dirt too close to her or called her a name. Peter closed his eyes and breathed in deeply, letting the warm salty air fill his lungs, and the sounds of life fill his ears. The mermaids’ songs echoing from their lagoon in the distance, the boys’ chaos, and Wendy’s laughter surrounded him like a blanket on a chilly night. Never had Neverland felt so perfect. Never had it felt so real.

      Supper was a lively affair. The boys demanded that Peter make up the most outrageously decadent dinner ever seen on the island. When Peter turned to ask Wendy what she thought of the scheme, she looked doubtful, but she threw up her hands and said she didn’t think anyone would listen to her anyway. Peter laughed and then concentrated on thinking up the most horrifying supper the boys had ever seen, which turned out to be nothing but vegetables, and their screams of horror only encouraged him to add more.

      “All right,” Wendy finally said, after Peter had eventually provided what the boys considered to be edible food, “it’s time to clean up.”

      “Aw, Wendy!” Michael pouted. “Today’s been perfect. Don’t go messing it up like that.”

      “Now, Michael,” Peter said, fixing the little boy with one of his best warning looks. “You never know what mischief will happen if you don’t clean up in Neverland.”

      Michael frowned. “What mischief? We’ve not cleaned up before, and—”

      But he didn’t get to finish his sentence. A miniature whirlwind had formed in the middle of the room and swept him up. Screams went up from the boys as they were pulled into the vortex, too.

      “Peter!” Wendy shrieked, “what’s happening?”

      “Peter, put me down this instant!” Tink shouted. “This is stupid!”

      But Peter only laughed and grabbed the nearest boy, who happened to be little Slightly, and began to twirl him around within the whirlwind.

      “My turn, Peter!” Tootles cried, and before long, all the younger boys were demanding to spin with Peter. After he’d gotten through them all, Slightly demanded another turn, but Peter told Nibs to take him.

      “It’s Wendy’s turn,” he said. Taking her waist in one hand and her hand in the other, he spun her within the windstorm. The warmth of her skin through her dress and the brightness of her eyes nearly overcame him.

      She was so close, every bit as near as she’d been when they’d first danced at her friend’s wedding all those weeks ago. Slowly, slowly, he pulled her closer. The desire for more raged within his chest as he drank in the hesitant curiosity in her eyes. Then suddenly, holding wasn’t enough. He wanted to crush her against his chest and press his lips against hers.

      “Wendy,” he whispered. The words he’d left unsaid the day they’d nearly drowned in the ocean were there on the tip of his tongue, and the way her eyes widened, told him she knew it. But before he could finish, he felt a tap on his right shoulder. When he looked down to his right, there, flying beside them, was Tink.

      “My turn,” she said a little too brightly as she held her arms out.

      She wanted him to hold her as he had Wendy. That was clear enough from the way she raised one hand higher than the other. But after the warning Wendy had given him on the beach, about how she’d believed Tink to be in love with him, Peter had begun to be more cautious in his dealings with his little friend. He hadn’t been sure if Wendy was right or not. At least, not until now. But from the way Tink’s eyes sparkled with hope as she continued holding her arms out to him, the answer was all too clear. And he hated himself for it and for what he had to do.

      “Actually,” he said, slowing the whirlwind until it was no more, and everyone fell gently to the ground, “I think it’s about time for everyone to go to bed.” He purposefully turned to herd the boys toward the washbasin Wendy had insisted he create for washing faces and hands. But he wasn’t fast enough to miss the heartbreak on Tink’s face as she seemed to understand exactly what he wasn’t saying.

      “Come on, boys,” Wendy said, already washing Slightly’s face. “It’s been a busy day, and you’re all going to sleep well tonight.”

      This brought a round of objections from the boys, half of whom were already yawning, and Peter was grateful. Anything to keep him from having to see just how far his little friend had actually fallen while he, in his apparent oblivion, had been unconsciously making promises he would never be able to keep.

      Tink wasn’t his only worry, however, as Wendy finally wiped her hands on her apron and smiled up at him with tired eyes. Today had been…well, to borrow Wendy’s term, nothing short of magical. But the maps were rolled up in her apron pocket once more, and he could already hear the goodbye before she even uttered the words.

      Let her stay, he prayed as she sat in her rocking chair and began to tell the boys a bedtime story. I don’t know how. Just please let her stay.

      Wendy’s story was unusually long, and by the time it was finished, most of the boys were already asleep, barring Nibs, John, and Curly. A few minutes later, the room was filled with quiet snores, and Wendy and Peter were finally able to breathe.

      “Today was…” Wendy laughed a little. “Everything I ever dreamed of and more.” Her blue eyes sparkled as they met his. “So, thank you.”

      He straightened his shoulders. “Did we exceed your expectations, now that you’ve had a proper day in Neverland?” He couldn’t tremble or let his voice slip because then someone might see how truly afraid of losing her he had become.

      She arched an eyebrow delicately. “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you were trying to change my mind about staying.”

      If only she knew.

      But what to say to that? Did he bare his heart and beg her to stay? Or would that frighten her away forever?

      He reached out slowly and touched the green stone of the necklace he’d given her when she’d first come to Neverland, hoping desperately she would feel it for what it was. A kiss that, like the thimble she’d given him, would never be enough. But it was all he could do as they straddled the rules of one world with the desires of another.

      “I know I tease that I won’t know what to do with the boys after you leave,” he finally choked out. “I do know, though, that they won’t know what to do without you.”

      Wendy closed her eyes, and her jaw tensed. “Don’t do this, Peter. Please.”

      “I wasn’t finished.” He took the green stone between his fingers and stepped closer so their faces were only inches apart. “The boys might not know what to do when you’re gone, but neither will I.”

      Wendy opened her mouth, but her eyes then focused on something over his shoulder, and she stiffened slightly. He turned to follow her gaze.

      Tink was standing just beneath the entrance to the tunnel that led to her bedroom. The potent, unadulterated emotions that were pinging across her face at a speed which could only belong to a fae, told him that she’d heard every word. Not only that, but her eyes were transfixed on the green stone that hung from Wendy’s neck and was still pinched gently between Peter’s fingers.

      “We can talk in the morning after we’ve all had some sleep,” Wendy said, taking a slow step back. “Good night, Peter. Tinkerbell.” She nodded at both of them, then left, Nana at her side, as always. And with her, every bit of the color in Peter’s world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      As soon as Wendy was gone, Tink huffed.

      “Are you serious, Peter?”

      Peter rolled his eyes. “About what?”

      Not one to be easily distracted, Tink zipped over and hovered in front of him. Her short platinum hair seemed to stand more on end than usual, and her eyes blazed bright.

      “I know what you meant when you touched her necklace like that. And don’t pretend to be stupid and say you didn’t. Because sure as darkness you’ve never given me a necklace, and furthermore, you’ve never touched anything you did give me.”

      “Tink,” Peter said, rubbing his eyes, “I’m tired, and I really don’t know what all this fuss is about. Wendy’s had that necklace for weeks. Why are you so obsessed with it now?”

      “Because,” the little fae snapped, “I know that it’s your way of showing affection. The kind of affection you’re not supposed to have as a boy. And what’s more, you’re playing with fire—”

      “Tink—”

      “If you think that I’m the only set of eyes Tiger Lily has on you, you’re dead wrong.” She pulled herself up to her full height, which was adorable and pathetic at the same time. “I may not be human, but I’m also not blind.” She took a step forward and put her hands on his arms. At the warmth of her touch, an uncomfortable heat set fire to the back of Peter’s neck. How had he not seen this before? Or was it just blossoming now because Wendy was there to set off this terrible jealousy that seemed to have sprouted before his eyes?

      “I’m telling you this because you’re my friend,” she continued. “If you let this world crumble, you had better be ready to accept the fallout. Because if you think Tiger Lily is going to let Wendy break Neverland, you’ve fooled everyone but me .” She moved closer. “Besides, if you let Neverland die, you won’t even get to enjoy a life with Wendy or any other pathetic female for that matter. Is it worth it? Destroying everything we’ve worked for for a fleeting moment with a girl?” She paused. “You know what will happen to you if you don’t stop this.”

      Peter tried to swallow, but a lump the size of an egg seemed stuck in his throat. Of course, he knew. He could feel it in his bones and blood. But that was something he really didn’t want to talk about. Instead, he shook his head.

      “I’m not worried about Tiger Lily. She can’t hurt Wendy or the boys without breaking the laws herself,” he choked out. “That would push Neverland closer to extinction, and she knows it.”

      Tink leaned in so close he could smell the slightly sweet scent the fae carried with them. “Have you forgotten what we are when we’re not frozen in time?”

      Despite his reluctance, his mind raced back to the day he’d accepted the fae’s offer, the day he’d bonded with the star. He’d told Wendy all of this, of course, and about how the fae had threatened to call the constable to have him locked up if he didn’t do as they wished. What he hadn’t told her about, though, were the fae’s additional methods of persuasion. How, even now, he still suffered occasional nightmares of the night they’d spent convincing him to take the star.

      Peter shivered, and Tink nodded. “I thought so.” She let go of his arms and flitted back to the entrance to her tunnel. Then she paused at the door. “If you’re not going to worry for yourself, then at least fear for them. If Neverland goes, Wendy and the boys might escape with your help, but so will we. And just think about how Tiger Lily would repay the person who destroyed the life she worked so hard to build for our people. Do you honestly think she would let the humans who ruined all that carry on with their happy little lives?”

      No. Tiger Lily might consider herself some sort of benevolent patroness of Peter and his little posse, but he knew the fae well enough to know that Neverland wouldn’t fall without retribution.

      Tink opened the tunnel cover then paused. “I have to know, though.”

      Peter looked at her through bleary eyes. “What?”

      Tink’s face softened. “What was it,” she asked softly, “that you didn’t have here that you had to leave Neverland to find?”

      Peter didn’t answer, just watched her warily.

      After a moment, she gave the slightest of sighs and nodded. “That’s what I thought. Good night, Peter.”

      Peter sighed and left the tree to sit on one of the fallen logs in the clearing beside the treehouse. Good, it certainly wasn’t. And night?

      Most of his life had been spent in the night. Why was it so hard to find the day?
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