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    For the Darlings, the dreamers, and the lost who always find their way home.

      

    



  	
        
            
            She was a story, and she was a wish, and she was the heartbeat of a world that had forgotten how to love.
 
Remember.
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Chapter 1: The Attic’s Forgotten Door
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The key weighed nothing in Isla’s palm, yet it pressed against her skin like a secret too heavy to keep. Brass, tarnished to the colour of old pennies, its bow shaped into a tiny crescent moon with a star punched through the centre. She had found it in the lining of her grandmother’s winter coat while packing away the last of the belongings, her fingers catching on a threadbare seam that split open as if it had been waiting for someone to come along and tear it.

That had been three hours ago. Now she stood at the foot of the attic stairs in the old Darling house, staring up into a darkness that smelled of mothballs and forgotten birthdays, and tried to convince herself that the cold radiating from the keyhole of the attic door was just a draught.

It wasn’t.

“You’ve been standing there for seven minutes,” Finn said from the hallway behind her. “I counted.”

Isla didn’t turn. “No one asked you to count.”

“No one asked me to spend my Saturday sorting through dead-people stuff either, but here I am.” He came to stand beside her, a lanky fourteen-year-old whose growth spurts had outpaced his coordination. He was holding a cardboard box labelled Wendy – Private in looping handwriting that Isla recognised from birthday cards and Christmas letters. “Found this under her bed. Thought you’d want to open it yourself.”

“Later.” She pocketed the key and took the box, setting it on the bottom step. Her hand lingered on the banister. The wood was smooth in some places, grooved in others, worn down by generations of Darlings who had climbed these stairs before her. Somewhere in the walls, the old house ticked and settled, a sound that Isla had grown up hearing on visits to her grandmother and had never once found comforting.

Grandmother Wendy had died on a Thursday in late October, three weeks shy of Isla’s sixteenth birthday. The funeral had been small and damp, the way funerals always seemed to be in London, and afterwards Isla’s parents had announced that the house on Kensington Park Gardens would need to be cleared and sold. Too much upkeep, her father had said, and Isla had watched him fold his grief into practicalities like a letter he didn’t intend to read. Her mother had simply nodded, the way she always did when the subject of Wendy arose, as if acknowledging a conversation she had no desire to enter.

Isla had volunteered to help. Not out of duty—though there was that too—but because Grandmother Wendy had promised her something once, years ago, when Isla was small enough to still believe in the stories.

“There are things in this house that belong to you,” Wendy had said, her voice thin as tracing paper. “Things that will make sense when you’re old enough to understand that the world is larger than it appears. You’ll know them when you find them. They’ll be warm.”

At the time, Isla had imagined hidden jewels, a secret inheritance, perhaps a diary filled with family scandals. She had been eleven and greedy for mystery in the way that only children on the cusp of adolescence can be. Now, five years later, with her grandmother’s house emptying around her and the November dark pressing against the windows, she was less certain that she wanted to find anything at all.

“You look like you’re about to walk into a haunted house,” Finn said.

“We’re already in a haunted house.”

“Fair point.” He pulled his jumper sleeves over his hands, a nervous habit he’d had since he was old enough to have nervous habits. “Do you think she’s still here? Like, ghost-wise?”

“Grandmother?”

“No, the Queen.” He rolled his eyes. “Yes, Grandmother. Who else?”

Isla considered the question seriously. Wendy Darling had been ninety-four when she died, and for the last two decades of her life she had spoken very little about her own childhood. The stories she was famous for—the ones she had told her children and grandchildren and eventually, reluctantly, a ghostwriter who had turned them into a modestly successful series of children’s books—were always about a place called Neverland, a boy who could fly, a pirate with a hook for a hand. She had told them with such vivid detail that Isla had sometimes wondered if her grandmother had genuinely believed they were true, or if she had simply been a very good liar.

“I don’t think she’s a ghost,” Isla said. “I think she’s just... gone.”

“Cheery.” Finn shifted his weight. “Well, if you’re going to go poking around up there, I’m coming with you. Mum and Dad said we’re not supposed to be in the attic alone. Structural issues, or something.”

“They said you’re not supposed to be in the attic alone. I’m practically an adult.”

“You’re fifteen.”

“Sixteen in three weeks.”

“Three weeks isn’t now.” He started up the stairs before she could argue, his trainers scuffing the worn carpet. “Come on. I want to see what’s behind the mysterious door that’s been locked since before we were born.”

The attic door was at the top of a narrow staircase that branched off from the first-floor landing, easy to miss if you weren’t looking for it. Isla had been looking for it for years. As a child, she had spent entire afternoons tracing her fingers along the house’s walls, searching for seams that might indicate a hidden passage, a concealed room. The Darling house was that sort of place—old and sprawling, full of odd angles and unexpected alcoves, the kind of house that seemed designed to keep secrets.

Wendy had encouraged this, in her quiet way. “Every good house needs a mystery or two,” she had once said, watching Isla press her ear to the wallpaper in the upstairs hall. “It keeps the walls from getting bored.”

The attic door itself was unremarkable: solid oak, painted white at some point in the distant past, now flaking in long pale curls. The keyhole was an old-fashioned one, large enough to peer through, though Isla had never been able to see anything but darkness on the other side. She had tried, many times. She had also tried picking the lock with a hairpin, a paperclip, and once, in a fit of frustration, a lollipop stick. None of it had worked. The door had remained stubbornly sealed, and eventually she had stopped trying and started forgetting, the way children forget the urgent obsessions of their younger selves.

Now she pulled the brass key from her pocket and fitted it into the keyhole. It slid in with a smooth, oiled precision that felt entirely wrong for a lock that hadn’t been opened in decades, and when she turned it, the mechanism clicked with a sound like a bone settling into place.

“Okay,” Finn said, his voice suddenly quieter. “That was creepy.”

“It was a lock.”

“Locks don’t usually sound hungry.”

Isla didn’t have a response for that, because he wasn’t entirely wrong. The click had reverberated through the doorframe, through the floorboards, through the soles of her trainers and into her teeth. For a moment, she felt something shift in the air around her—a subtle rearrangement of pressure, as if the house had been holding its breath and had just decided to exhale.

She pushed the door open.

The attic was larger than it should have been. That was Isla’s first thought, the one that would linger in the days afterwards, returning to her at odd moments. The house was a Victorian terrace, respectable but not sprawling, and the attic should have been a cramped triangular space full of insulation and spiderwebs. Instead, it opened before her like a cathedral turned on its side: high-beamed ceiling, long slanted walls, and an expanse of floorboards that stretched into a darkness the bare bulb overhead couldn’t quite reach.

“Whoa,” Finn breathed.

Boxes lined the walls, stacked in neat towers that suggested a methodical hand. Furniture lay draped in white sheets, their shapes ghostly and ambiguous. A rocking horse stood in one corner, its painted eye catching the light in a way that made it look briefly, unsettlingly alive. And at the far end of the attic, beneath a round window clouded with decades of grime, sat a writing desk.

Isla knew, the moment she saw it, that the desk was what she had come here to find.

It was a beautiful thing, dark wood inlaid with lighter whorls that might have been walnut or might have been something else entirely. The surface was bare except for a single object: a small wooden box, its lid carved with the same crescent-moon-and-star design as the key in Isla’s pocket.

“That’s... specific,” Finn said, following her gaze. “Did Grandmother leave you a treasure map or something?”

“Not exactly.” Isla crossed the attic, her footsteps loud on the bare boards. The closer she got to the desk, the more she noticed details that unsettled her: the way the dust on the floor had been disturbed in a path leading directly to the chair; the way the air around the desk was several degrees warmer than the rest of the attic; the way the carved box seemed to pulse faintly, like a heartbeat transmitted through wood.

She sat down in the chair—it creaked, but gently, as if welcoming her—and pulled the box towards her. Up close, the carvings were intricate, almost obsessively detailed. Stars and moons and things that might have been constellations or might have been letters in an alphabet she didn’t recognise. And at the centre, where the moon and star overlapped, a tiny keyhole.

“It’s the same key,” she said, half to herself.

“Obviously.” Finn had come up behind her, his earlier bravado replaced by a cautious stillness. “Question is, what’s in it? Secret diary? Family jewels? Cursed artefact that dooms us all?”

“Your optimism is staggering.”

“I’m a realist.” He leaned closer. “Come on, open it. You’ve come this far. It’s not like Grandmother’s going to jump out and yell ‘gotcha.’”

Isla hesitated. The warmth from the box was seeping through the wood now, into her palms, up her wrists. It wasn’t an unpleasant sensation—quite the opposite. It felt like holding a cup of tea on a cold morning, like slipping into a bath that was exactly the right temperature. It felt, she realised with a small jolt, like being held.

They’ll be warm, Grandmother Wendy had said.

She took the key from her pocket and inserted it into the box’s lock. This time, when she turned it, there was no unsettling click—just a soft, almost musical chime, like a single note struck on a distant piano. The lid lifted easily.

Inside, nestled on a bed of faded velvet, lay a pocket watch.

It was not an ordinary pocket watch. Isla could tell that immediately, even before she reached in to lift it out. The case was silver, but a silver that seemed to shimmer with colours that weren’t quite there—hints of blue and violet and a deep, impossible gold that flickered at the edges of her vision. The face was white enamel, the numerals Roman and elegant. But the hands were missing. Both of them, hour and minute, gone without any sign of breakage, leaving only the smooth central pin where they should have been attached.

“There’s no hands,” Finn said.

“I can see that.”

“So how are you supposed to tell the time?”

“Maybe you’re not.” Isla turned the watch over. The back was engraved with a single word, the letters curling and old-fashioned: Remember. She ran her thumb over it, and the metal warmed beneath her touch, a pulse of heat that spread through her fingers and into her bones.

And then the watch whispered.

It was not a voice, not exactly. It was more like the memory of a voice, the ghost of a sound pressed directly into her mind. Three words, soft as moth wings: Find the thirteenth hour.

Isla dropped the watch.

It hit the desk with a clatter that seemed far too loud for such a small object, and the moment it left her hand, the warmth vanished. The attic, which had seemed almost cosy a moment before, was suddenly cold again—colder than before, the kind of cold that seeped through jumpers and settled in the spaces between vertebrae.

“What the hell,” Finn said. It wasn’t a question.

“You heard it too?”

“I heard something.” His face had gone pale, the freckles across his nose standing out like flecks of rust. “Sounded like... I don’t know. Like someone talking underwater. Did the watch just talk?”

“I think so.”

“Watches don’t talk, Isla.”

“I’m aware of that.”

“Then why—”

He stopped. They both did. Because the attic walls had begun to change.

It started at the edges, in the corners where the shadows lay thickest. A dark substance, liquid but not quite liquid, began to seep through the plaster. It moved like oil and smoke simultaneously, coiling downwards in thick, viscous rivulets that defied gravity. It did not drip so much as flow, and it did not pool on the floor so much as gather, accumulating into a shape that was gradually, terrifyingly, becoming something recognisable.

Isla stood up. The chair scraped backwards, the sound harsh in the sudden silence. She should run, she knew. Every instinct in her body was screaming at her to grab Finn and bolt for the door, to get out of this attic and never come back. But her feet would not move. They were rooted to the floor, and her eyes were fixed on the gathering darkness, and somewhere in the back of her mind, beneath the fear, she felt something else entirely.

Curiosity.

The shadow coalesced. It drew itself up from the floor like a figure rising from a crouch, and as it rose, it took on definition. Shoulders. Arms. A head. The silhouette of a child, slight and sharp-edged, the proportions of a boy somewhere around Finn’s age. No features—just the outline, the suggestion, the absence of light made solid.

And then it opened its eyes.

They were not the empty sockets she had expected. They were not holes in the darkness, not voids, not the blank white spaces that horror films had taught her to anticipate. They were eyes that she recognised, eyes she had seen every morning in the bathroom mirror since she was old enough to reach the sink. The same shade of grey-green, the same slight asymmetry in the left lid, the same flecks of gold around the pupil.

They were her eyes.

The shadow child looked at her with her own eyes, and Isla felt something pass between them—a current of recognition, a thread of connection that was as intimate as it was incomprehensible. The child tilted its head, the gesture almost inquisitive, and for one impossible moment, Isla was certain that it was about to speak.

Then it was gone.

The darkness simply unravelled, dissolving back into the walls as if it had never been there at all. The attic was ordinary again: dusty, cluttered, lit by a single bare bulb that flickered once and then steadied. The cold receded. The silence returned.

But on the desk, where the pocket watch lay face-up and handless, something new had appeared. A feather. Black as ink, long as Isla’s hand from wrist to fingertip, its edges sharp enough to draw blood. It had not been there before. She was certain of that. She had looked at the desk a dozen times, and there had been no feather, and now there was, and the sight of it made her stomach clench with a dread she could not name.

“Isla.” Finn’s voice was barely a whisper. “What was that?”

She opened her mouth to answer. I don’t know, she meant to say. I have no idea. Let’s get out of here and never come back.

But what came out instead was: “I think that was Peter.”

She didn’t know why she said it. The name had risen from somewhere deep and unexamined, a place beneath conscious thought, a part of her mind that had been waiting for this moment for longer than she had been alive. She had never believed in Peter Pan. She had always assumed that her grandmother’s stories were just that—stories, fairy tales, the inventions of a creative woman who had lived through two world wars and needed something beautiful to hold onto.

But the feather on the desk was real. The eyes in the shadow had been real. And the pocket watch, still warm despite everything, was still whispering at the edge of her hearing: Find the thirteenth hour. Find the thirteenth hour. Find it before the clock runs down.

Finn reached past her and picked up the feather. He held it to the light, turning it between his fingers, and Isla saw that it was not entirely black. There were colours buried in it, the same way they were buried in the watch case—violets and blues and that impossible gold, shimmering just beneath the surface like oil on water.

“It’s cold,” he said. “Really cold. Like it’s been in a freezer.”

“Put it down.”

“Why?”

“Because it wasn’t there a minute ago. Because that thing that just happened wasn’t normal. Because I have a really bad feeling about this, Finn, and I don’t know why, and I don’t like not knowing why.”

He put the feather down. It landed beside the watch, and for a moment—just a moment—Isla could have sworn she saw the two objects connect, a tiny arc of light passing between them like static electricity.

“Okay,” Finn said. He was trying to sound calm, but his voice was shaking. “Okay. Let’s think about this logically. We found a hidden box with a magic watch inside. The watch doesn’t have hands and it talks. Then a shadow with your eyes appeared and left a bird feather. That’s... that’s not a normal Saturday.”

“No,” Isla agreed. “It isn’t.”

“What do we do?”

She looked at the watch. It lay innocently on the desk, silver and enamel and utterly unremarkable, the kind of antique you might find in any junk shop in London. But she could feel it pulling at her, a gentle but insistent tug somewhere in the centre of her chest. It wanted her to pick it up again. It wanted her to listen.

Find the thirteenth hour.

She didn’t know what that meant. She didn’t know where her grandmother had gotten this watch, or why it had been locked in a box in an attic that hadn’t been opened in decades, or how a shadow could have her eyes. But she knew, with a certainty that frightened her more than any of the other things, that she was going to find out.

“We’re not going to tell Mum and Dad,” she said.

“Obviously.”

“And we’re not going to tell anyone else.”

“Also obviously.”

“And we’re going to figure out what this means. What Grandmother was hiding. What that shadow was.” She picked up the feather, tucking it carefully into the pocket of her jeans. The cold of it seeped through the denim immediately, a sharp reminder that it was real. “There’s something going on here, Finn. Something bigger than just a creepy attic.”

He nodded slowly. His face was still pale, but there was something else there now—the same thing she felt, the same reluctant fascination. The Darling children had always been curious. It was, their mother liked to say, both their best and their worst quality.

“The thirteenth hour,” Finn said. “What does that even mean? There’s no thirteenth hour. Clocks only go to twelve.”

“I know.”

“So either the watch is broken, or it’s not a normal clock.”

“It doesn’t have hands. It was never going to be a normal clock.”

She picked up the watch. This time, she was ready for the warmth that flooded through her fingers, ready for the whisper that brushed against her thoughts. It was fainter now, more distant, but still there. A ticking, almost. A heartbeat.

She turned the watch over again, studying the engraved word. Remember. Remember what? Remember Neverland? Remember the boy who never grew up? Remember that the world was larger than it appeared?

Outside the attic’s round window, the November sky was darkening into evening. Streetlights were coming on along Kensington Park Gardens, their orange glow casting long shadows across the pavement. In the house below, Isla could hear her parents moving around, the muffled sounds of boxes being packed and furniture being rearranged. Normal life, continuing as normal.

But up here, in the attic that was larger than it should have been, with the pocket watch warming in her hand and the black feather in her pocket, Isla Darling felt the world shift around her. The way the air had shifted when she turned the key. The way the house had exhaled.

She looked at her brother, at the question in his eyes that she didn’t know how to answer, and she said the only thing that made sense.

“I think Grandmother left this for us. I think she wanted us to find it.”

“Why us?”

“Because we’re Darlings,” Isla said, and the word felt different in her mouth now—heavier, stranger, full of implications she couldn’t begin to understand. “And I think being a Darling means something. Something she never told us.”

Below them, a clock began to chime. It was the grandfather clock in the hall, the one that had stood in the same spot since before Isla was born, the one that her grandmother had wound every Sunday morning without fail. It struck six times, its notes deep and resonant, and when the last chime faded, Isla felt the watch in her hand pulse once, twice, three times—as if in answer.

The feather in her pocket pulsed too.

And somewhere, very far away, a boy who had not grown old in over a century opened his eyes in the darkness and smiled.
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Chapter 2: The Watchmaker’s Riddle
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The pocket watch refused to be left behind.

Isla had tried, in the small hours of Sunday morning, to put it back in the carved box and return the box to the writing desk and close the attic door behind her. She had tried very hard. The watch, however, had other ideas. Every time she set it down and turned away, she would find it in her pocket again five minutes later, warm against her thigh, ticking with a heartbeat rhythm that didn’t match any clock she’d ever known. By the third attempt she stopped fighting it. Some objects wanted to be carried, and this one wanted it more than most.

Now it was Monday afternoon, and the watch sat in the palm of her hand as she hunched over her laptop at the kitchen table, a mug of cold tea forgotten at her elbow. The house was quiet. Her parents had gone back to their own flat in Camden the night before, leaving the Darling house in that strange limbo between belonging to someone and belonging to no one. Finn was upstairs, allegedly packing books, actually playing games on his phone. Isla had the ground floor to herself.

She had spent the morning researching pocket watches. Silver hallmarks, antique dealers, clockmaker’s marks, the history of English horology. None of it had helped. The watch bore no stamps, no serial numbers, no maker’s signature that she could find. The only text was the word engraved on the back—Remember—and the numerals on the face, which were standard Roman and told her nothing. She had even taken a magnifying glass to the inner mechanism, prying the back open with a butter knife, but the gears inside were arranged in a configuration that made no sense to her untrained eye. They looked less like a clock and more like a model of the solar system built by someone who had never seen the sky.

The hands were still missing. She had searched the velvet lining of the box for them, checked the attic floor, even shaken the watch gently to see if they’d come loose inside. Nothing. The watch had no hands, and yet somehow it was still running. She could feel it. The subtle vibration of its mechanism, the warmth that rose and fell like breathing, the sense that something inside it was counting down to a moment she couldn’t name.

Find the thirteenth hour.

She closed the laptop and rubbed her eyes. The internet had failed her, which meant she needed a different kind of expert. Someone who knew old clocks. Someone who might recognise a watch that shouldn’t exist.

She pulled up a map of London and searched for antique clock repair shops. Most were in the posh districts—Mayfair, St. James’s, places where rich people sent their grandfather clocks for servicing. But one listing caught her eye, tucked away in a side street off the Portobello Road. The name was odd, almost deliberately obscure: Smee & Co. – Purveyors of Fine Horological Curiosities. The website, if it could be called that, was a single page of black text on a grey background, with an address and a phone number and a line that read, in small italic letters: We specialise in time that has lost its way.

Isla stared at that line for a long moment. Then she wrote down the address, pocketed the watch, and went to find her coat.



The shop was not easy to locate.

Isla walked up and down the indicated street three times before she spotted it, wedged between a vintage clothing store and a shop that sold nothing but doorknobs. The frontage was narrow and dark, its window so thickly coated with dust that the objects inside were reduced to vague, shadowy shapes. Above the door, a wooden sign swung gently in the November wind, its paint faded to near-illegibility. She could just make out the words: Smee & Co., and beneath that, in smaller script: Est. 1862.

The door opened with a sound like a small animal in distress.

Inside, the shop was larger than it had any right to be, a labyrinth of ticking things. Clocks covered every surface. Grandfather clocks stood shoulder to shoulder along the walls, their pendulums swinging in a dozen different rhythms. Mantel clocks crowded the countertops, their faces showing different times—some plausible, some wildly wrong. Pocket watches hung from hooks on the ceiling like metallic fruit, their chains dangling and glinting in the dim light. And everywhere, the sound: a relentless, layered ticking that seemed to come from inside the walls themselves, as if the building was one enormous clockwork mechanism disguised as a shop.

The air smelled of brass polish and old paper and something else, something Isla couldn’t quite identify—sweet and faintly medicinal, like the memory of chloroform.

“We’re closed.”

The voice came from somewhere in the depths of the shop, dry and rustling as autumn leaves. Isla peered into the gloom and made out a figure hunched behind a counter near the back, half-hidden by a tower of leather-bound ledgers. She picked her way towards him, careful not to brush against the clocks that lined the narrow aisle.

“The door was open,” she said.

“The door is always open. That doesn’t mean we’re open. There’s a distinction.” The figure straightened, and Isla got her first clear look at him.

He was old—older than anyone she had ever seen outside of a hospital ward. His skin was the colour and texture of old parchment, stretched thin over a skull that seemed slightly too large for his body. White hair sprouted from his ears and nostrils in unruly tufts, and one of his eyes was made of glass, catching the light at an angle that didn’t quite match the real one. He wore a waistcoat that might once have been green but had faded to the colour of pond scum, and his fingers, long and knotted with arthritis, were stained dark at the tips as if he’d spent a lifetime handling ink or oil or both.

“Mr. Smee?” Isla asked.

“The third,” he said, as if that explained something. “My grandfather was the first. My father was the second. I am what remains.” He blinked at her, the glass eye lagging a fraction of a second behind the real one. “You’re not here to buy a clock. You’re here because something is troubling you. Something that ticks.”

Isla hesitated. The man’s manner was unsettling, but there was a sharpness behind his eyes—the real one, at least—that suggested he was not merely senile. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the watch.

“I found this,” she said. “I was hoping you could tell me something about it.”

The change that came over Mr. Smee was immediate and alarming. His face, already pale, went the colour of old milk. He took a step backwards, knocking into a stack of books that teetered dangerously before settling. His real eye fixed on the watch with an expression that Isla could only describe as terror.

“Where did you get that?” His voice had dropped to a whisper.

“My grandmother’s attic. It was locked in a box. Why? What is it?”

“Put it on the counter. Gently. Gently, girl, as if it were made of glass.”

Isla did as he asked, though her instincts were screaming at her to snatch the watch back and run. The old man’s fear was infectious. She laid the watch on the counter between them, and Mr. Smee leaned over it without touching it, studying it the way a bomb disposal expert might study an unfamiliar device.

“A Never-Clock,” he breathed. “I thought they were all destroyed. I thought she’d destroyed them all.”

“Never-Clock?”

“That’s what my grandfather called them. Clocks that don’t measure time. Clocks that measure something else entirely.” He looked up at her, and his face was haunted. “Who did you say your grandmother was?”

“Wendy. Wendy Darling.”

The name landed like a stone in still water. Mr. Smee closed his eyes, and for a moment he looked so ancient and so tired that Isla thought he might simply crumble to dust where he stood.

“Wendy Darling,” he repeated. “Yes. I remember Wendy Darling. She came here once, a long time ago. Long before you were born. Long before your parents were born, I expect. She came with that very watch in her hand, and she was weeping.”

“Why was she weeping?”

“Because she had paid a price, and the price was heavier than she had imagined.” He opened his eyes and fixed them on Isla. “Your grandmother was a brave woman, Miss Darling. Braver than most. But bravery has a way of costing more than cowardice ever does. She gave something up, you see. Something precious. And the watch was both the key and the lock.”

Isla’s throat was dry. “I don’t understand.”

“No. You wouldn’t. Not yet.” He turned away and began rummaging through a drawer behind the counter, muttering to himself. “She said someone would come, eventually. A girl with her eyes. She said to give her the photograph. I thought she was mad, of course. I thought the stories had addled her. But here you are. Here you are, and the watch is in your hand, and the clock is still ticking.”

He straightened, holding a small object wrapped in yellowed cloth. He set it on the counter and unwrapped it with trembling fingers, revealing a photograph.

It was old—early twentieth century, Isla guessed, based on the sepia tones and the stiffness of the paper. The image showed a young woman in a white summer dress, standing in what looked like a garden. She was beautiful in a sharp, intelligent way, her dark hair pinned up, her smile faint but genuine. Isla recognised her immediately from the portraits that hung in the Darling house: it was Grandmother Wendy, not yet twenty, her whole life spread before her like a promise.

Beside her stood a boy.

Or rather, the shape of a boy. His body was visible—thin shoulders, bare feet, a tunic made of leaves—but his face was a black smear, as if someone had taken a lit match to the photograph and burned away his features. The void where his face should have been seemed to drink the light around it, a tiny wound in the fabric of the image.

“Who is he?” Isla asked, though she already knew the answer. The tunic of leaves. The bare feet. The angle of his shoulders, impossibly straight, as if he were about to launch himself into the air.

“You know who he is,” Mr. Smee said quietly. “Everyone knows who he is. They just don’t believe.”

“Why is his face like that?”

“Because he has been forgotten. Not by the world—the world remembers the story, the boy who never grew up. But stories are not the same as belief. No one truly believes in him anymore, and so his face has faded from the world. That’s what happens to things that are remembered but not believed in. They become shadows of themselves.”

Isla reached out and touched the photograph. She didn’t mean to—her hand moved before her mind could catch up, drawn by an impulse she didn’t understand. Her fingertip brushed the black smear where the boy’s face should have been.

The photograph flared with light.

Mr. Smee cried out and stumbled backwards, knocking over a lamp. The shop plunged into darkness, but the photograph kept glowing, a cold silver radiance that poured from the paper like water. And in that light, Isla saw the boy’s face emerge from the blackness.

It was Peter Pan. She knew him instantly, the way she might know a figure from a recurring dream. The pointed features, the mischievous tilt of the mouth, the wild tangle of hair. But this was not the Peter Pan of children’s books, the laughing boy in green tights who fought pirates and crowed with delight. This Peter Pan was old. Not old in years—his face was still smooth, still young—but old in the eyes. They were hollow, sunken, the eyes of someone who had seen too much and felt too little. They were the eyes of a creature that had forgotten how to be human.

And they were looking directly at her.

The light went out. The shop fell into absolute blackness, and with the blackness came a sound that Isla had heard before: the soft, rushing whisper of shadows moving through walls. The temperature dropped. She could see her breath, a pale ghost in front of her face. Somewhere in the darkness, Mr. Smee was gasping, fumbling for something, knocking over clocks that chimed and fell silent one by one.

Then the light returned.

It was not the electric light that had been there before. It was softer, yellower, the glow of oil lamps or candles. The shop looked different—older, somehow, the dust thicker, the clocks more numerous. And directly in front of Isla, where a shelf of broken mantel clocks had been a moment ago, there now stood a mirror.

It was a full-length mirror in an ornate gilt frame, its surface spotted with age but still clear enough to reflect. Isla looked into it, and the reflection that looked back was not her own.

The girl in the mirror was her—the same face, the same grey-green eyes, the same slight asymmetry in the left lid. But she was wearing a nightgown. A long white nightgown of the kind Isla had seen in Victorian illustrations, high-necked and long-sleeved, trimmed with delicate lace. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, and her feet were bare. And on her collarbone, just above the neckline of the nightgown, there was a scar.

It was not an ordinary scar. It shimmered, catching the lamplight and scattering it into tiny rainbows, like a burn made not by fire but by something much stranger. Diamond dust, Isla thought wildly. It looks like diamond dust. The scar was shaped like a handprint, small and slender, as if someone had pressed their palm against her skin and left behind a permanent shimmer.

She raised her hand to touch it. The girl in the mirror raised her hand too, and their fingertips met on the glass. It was cold, and it was solid, and it was real.

And then, as suddenly as it had appeared, the mirror was gone. The electric light flickered back on. The shop was the shop again, dusty and cluttered and ordinary. Mr. Smee was crouched behind the counter, his glass eye gleaming wildly, his breath coming in short, sharp gasps.

Isla looked down at herself. She was wearing her own clothes: jeans, a grey jumper, the coat she had put on that morning. Her feet were in trainers. Her hair was tied back.

But when she pulled down the collar of her jumper and looked at her reflection in the glass of a nearby clock face, she saw it. The scar. Faint, but unmistakable. A handprint of glittering, iridescent tissue, as if someone had pressed starlight into her skin and it had never faded.

The watch was still on the counter. It was ticking loudly now, a steady, insistent rhythm that seemed to shake the whole shop. Find the thirteenth hour. Find it before the clock runs down. Find it before the boy with hollow eyes finds you.

“Miss Darling,” Mr. Smee whispered from behind the counter. His voice was shaking so badly she could barely understand him. “Miss Darling, you need to leave. You need to leave now, and you need to take that cursed thing with you, and you need to never come back.”

“What just happened?” Isla’s own voice sounded strange to her ears, too calm, too steady. “What did I just see?”

“You saw what your grandmother saw. You saw the price she paid.” He was struggling to his feet, clutching the counter for support. “The Never-Clock doesn’t measure time, girl. It measures sacrifice. Every time its hands move—and they do move, even if you can’t see them—someone has given something up. A memory. A shadow. A piece of their soul. Your grandmother gave something to that clock, and it’s been counting down ever since, and now it’s chosen you.”

“Chosen me for what?”

“To finish what she started. To find the thirteenth hour. To close the door that she opened all those years ago.” He pointed a trembling finger at the door. “Now go. Before the shadows come back. Before he comes back. Go, and don’t tell anyone you were here.”

Isla picked up the watch. It was hot now, almost too hot to hold, but she gripped it tightly and slipped it into her pocket. The scar on her collarbone throbbed in time with its ticking.

She walked to the door, her legs unsteady, her mind reeling. At the threshold, she paused and looked back. Mr. Smee was still standing behind the counter, his face buried in his hands, his shoulders shaking.

“Mr. Smee,” she said. “Who is he really? Peter Pan. What is he?”

The old man lifted his head. His real eye was wet, and his glass eye was blank, and his voice when he spoke was the voice of someone who had been carrying a secret for far too long.

“He’s not a boy, Miss Darling. He never was. He’s what happens when a wish is made on the wrong star, and the star decides to keep what it was given.” He swallowed. “And he’s been waiting for another Darling to come along for a very long time. So whatever you do, whatever you find—don’t let him in. Once he’s inside, he never leaves.”

Isla stepped out into the grey November afternoon, the door swinging shut behind her with that same small-animal sound. The street was empty. The doorknob shop was closed. The vintage clothing store had a sign in the window that read Back in 15 minutes, but the clock above it had stopped at ten past twelve.

She walked home in a daze, one hand pressed against the scar beneath her jumper, the other clenched around the watch in her pocket. The ticking had quieted now, but she could still feel it, a persistent vibration that seemed to resonate in her bones. The world around her—the buses, the pedestrians, the pigeons picking at a discarded sandwich—felt impossibly distant, as if she were watching it through a pane of frosted glass.

When she reached the Darling house, Finn was waiting on the front steps. He took one look at her face and stood up.

“What happened? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Isla opened her mouth to answer, but the words wouldn’t come. Instead, she pulled down the collar of her jumper and showed him the scar.

His eyes went wide. “What the hell is that?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “But I think it’s what Grandmother was trying to warn us about. And I think it’s just the beginning.”
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Chapter 3: The Night Finn Stopped Dreaming
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Three days passed before Finn said anything about the dreams. Or rather, about the absence of them.

Isla had spent those days in a haze of research and restless sleep, the pocket watch never leaving her person, the scar on her collarbone fading from a vivid shimmer to a faint silver imprint that caught the light only when she turned her head at certain angles. She had gone back to Mr. Smee’s shop twice. Both times the door had been locked, the windows dark, the sign that read Est. 1862 swinging in a wind that seemed to touch nothing else on the street. She had pressed her face to the dusty glass and seen only an empty room. No clocks. No counters. No old man with a glass eye. It was as if the shop had never existed at all.

She had tried to tell herself that it didn’t matter, that the photograph and the mirror and the old man’s warning were products of an overtired mind, that the watch was just a watch and the scar was just a scar. But the watch kept ticking against her hip, and the scar kept tingling whenever she walked past the grandfather clock in the downstairs hall, and she knew, with the bone-deep certainty of someone who has always suspected that the world was stranger than it pretended to be, that nothing was going to be simple again.

Finn had been quiet since the attic. Not his usual quiet—the distracted, phone-absorbed quiet of a fourteen-year-old boy—but a deeper stillness, a watchfulness that sat oddly on his narrow face. He had stopped making jokes about haunted houses and cursed artefacts. He had stopped asking questions about the watch. He had, Isla realised with a growing unease, stopped talking about Neverland entirely, as if the very word had been erased from his vocabulary.

It was Thursday evening when he finally spoke. They were in the kitchen, eating takeaway Chinese from cartons that were going cold, the Darling house creaking and settling around them. Their parents had called earlier to say they’d be spending the weekend in Cambridge with friends, which meant two more days of unsupervised packing and the particular loneliness of a large old house with too many empty rooms.

“I’m not dreaming,” Finn said.

Isla looked up from her fried rice. “What do you mean?”

“I mean I’m not dreaming. At all. Every night since we opened that box, I close my eyes and there’s nothing. Just black. And then I wake up.” He pushed a piece of chicken around his plate with his chopsticks. “I used to have really vivid dreams. Like, whole movies in my head. Flying dreams, mostly. I was always flying. And now it’s just... gone.”

“Maybe you’re just not remembering them.”

“No.” His voice was flat, certain. “I remember not remembering. Does that make sense? It’s like there’s a hole where the dreams should be. A space that used to be full and now isn’t.” He looked at her, and there was something in his eyes that she hadn’t seen before—a flicker of fear, quickly suppressed. “I think something’s wrong with me, Isla.”

She set down her chopsticks. The scar on her collarbone gave a single, sharp throb, as if in agreement.

“Have you told Mum and Dad?”

“What am I supposed to say? ‘Hey, Mum, I’ve stopped dreaming and also there was a shadow in the attic with Isla’s eyes’? They’d send me to a therapist. Probably the same one they sent Grandmother to.”

Isla blinked. “Grandmother saw a therapist?”

“Yeah. Dad told me once. She used to have these episodes where she’d wake up screaming about clocks and shadows and a boy who wouldn’t leave her alone. They put her on medication for a while. It stopped the screaming, but it didn’t stop the dreams.” He paused. “Or maybe it did. Maybe that’s what the medication was for. To make the dreams go away.”

The kitchen seemed colder suddenly. Isla pulled her cardigan tighter around her shoulders and tried to process this new information. Grandmother Wendy had never spoken about therapy or medication. She had spoken about Neverland, yes—the stories, always the stories—but she had spoken about them as if they were fairy tales, harmless inventions, the whimsical products of a vivid imagination. If she had been screaming about clocks and shadows, if she had been medicated to suppress something, then the stories were not just stories. They were symptoms.

“What else did Dad say?” she asked.

“Not much. He changed the subject when I asked. You know how he gets about Grandmother. He loved her, but I think she scared him.” Finn pushed his plate away, barely touched. “The point is, something’s happening. Something that started when we opened that box. And I don’t think it’s going to stop just because we want it to.”

Isla reached into her pocket and pulled out the watch. It lay in her palm, warm and ticking, its blank face somehow accusatory. Find the thirteenth hour. She had spent three days trying to decipher what that meant, and she was no closer to an answer. The thirteenth hour did not exist. Clocks went to twelve and then started over. The thirteenth hour was an impossibility, a contradiction in terms, a riddle with no solution.

Unless it wasn’t a time at all. Unless it was a place.

“I’ve been thinking,” she said slowly. “About what Mr. Smee said. About the clock measuring sacrifice. What if someone—Grandmother, or whoever made this watch—what if they divided something into twelve parts, and the thirteenth part is the thing that puts it all back together?”

“That makes literally no sense.”

“I know. But nothing about this makes sense. The shadow in the attic. The photograph with the burned face. The mirror that showed me wearing a nightgown I’ve never owned. The scar.” She touched her collarbone reflexively. “None of it follows any logic I understand. So maybe we need to stop trying to understand it and start just... paying attention.”

Finn was quiet for a long moment. Then he said, “There’s something else. Something I didn’t mention because I thought I was imagining it.”

“What?”

“I’ve been waking up in different places. Not in my bed.” He wouldn’t meet her eyes. “The first time it was the hallway. Just outside my door. I thought maybe I’d gotten up to use the loo and forgotten. But then it happened again. And again. And last night I woke up at the bottom of the stairs. Standing up. Bare feet. Facing the hall.”

“The hall with the grandfather clock.”

“Yeah.”

The watch pulsed in Isla’s hand, a single strong beat like a second heart. She looked at her brother—at the dark circles under his eyes, at the way his fingers were tapping restlessly against the table, at the faint tremor in his shoulders that he was trying very hard to hide—and made a decision.

“Tonight,” she said. “We’re going to stay up and watch. If something’s happening to you while you’re asleep, we need to see it.”

“You think I’m going to do it again? The sleepwalking thing?”

“I think something is using you. Something that’s been waiting for the
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