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      “It’s going to be alright, Wendy. Just let me go and be strong enough to kick his ass.”

      She’s crying. Wendy, a girl who had been locked away in Peter’s Hollow for weeks, is crying for me. But when the tear drops, it sparkles more than any tear I’ve ever seen. I catch it midair and stare in wonder at the crystal that rolls between my fingers. I meet her eyes again, completely certain in my decision. If she holds onto me, we’ll both die. There’s always the chance that Peter will drop the both of us, and though I might or might not survive the fall, Wendy certainly won’t.

      “It’s okay, Wendy,” I tell her, nodding my head, but she’s refusing to let go, stubborn, beautiful. I’ve never seen someone so determined to save me. I can’t allow her to die, and if dying myself is what it takes, then that is what must be done. I might survive. I might survive.

      For a second, I regret not saying anything to Lily before I’d left. She’ll only know I’m not there, but if I die, she’ll feel it. We’re tied through blood and power, and the thought of what she’ll feel makes my chest squeeze. But I have to try and save Wendy.

      Because Wendy doesn’t seem like she will release my hand, I release mine and begin to slip right away. She’s strong in will, but Wendy has been starved for two weeks, hasn’t had a chance to build up the strength Neverland always encourages, and so I fall.

      She screams, kicking and fighting against Peter Pan, trying desperately to force him after me, but I know it’s pointless. Peter Pan will never do anything he doesn’t want to, and though he might be intrigued by my sister, that intrigue doesn’t extend to me.

      I fall in what feels like slow motion. We hadn’t been high enough to warrant this slow descent to death, but strangely, everything seems to still as I rush toward the river below. Nothing flashes before my eyes. After all, what life do I have to wonder about?

      I slam into the water with too much speed. My bones feel as if they shatter and pain blossoms throughout my body before everything goes numb. I sink, the current dragging against broken bones. Did I hit my head? Everything has a fuzzy layer over it. With no sunlight over the island, it’s difficult to tell what’s happening but all rivers lead to the ocean. Eventually, my body will be washed out to sea and the mermaids will have at me. Maybe then, this numbness will end.

      But I never make it to the sea.

      I slam against a large boulder in the middle of the rushing river and grunt with sudden pain that breaks through my dulled senses. I can’t move my arms to grab ahold, but I seem to catch there regardless, hovering between life and death. Something drags at me, a sucking motion, as if that’s what death is, a soul-sucking end.

      I don’t know how long I stay there. There’s no sun to mark the passage of time. Though I must be bleeding into the water, no creatures come to feast. Small blessings. But though I’m in pain, though I’m bleeding out and sport broken bones, my consciousness won’t fade. I want it to. Anything to ease the burden of failure. I hope Wendy survives. I hope my attempt wasn’t in vain.

      When the bright light flashes, I’m too weak to even close my eyes. I just lay there, pressed against the boulder by the force of the water, by some miracle or curse. My head is above the water at least, just enough to allow me to breathe through broken ribs.

      “Wolfbane, brother of Tiger Lily, you have fallen so far.”

      I swallow, try to speak, but only a rasp comes out. I want to ask who’s there, who she is, but all I could make out is brilliant light and a tinge of green, the colors of a sunrise somehow, too, but her voice sounds like paradise. Is this how I die?

      “I’m here to offer you a deal, sweet, wild boy. Neverland needs something from you. Prophesies lie in wait, and a monster must be born for them to come to pass.”

      I don’t want to be a monster. I don’t want to be anything like Peter Pan. That much I know.

      I try to shake my head, but even that proves beyond my strength. I must be dying, what little strength I have left leaving my body.

      “Unfortunately, you do not have much choice, Wolfbane.” The woman moves closer. “Besides, if you live, you will be able to save Wendy from herself. You already know, since the moment you caught her tear, that she plays a role in these prophesies, that she’s something special. Why not live to see her fulfill her destiny?”

      “. . .What’s. . .the. . .”

      I can’t get anymore words out, can’t get them peeled from between bloody lips.

      “What’s the deal?” Tinkling laughter. “You will live, but in return, you will lack control. You will be more monster than man, the compulsion to remain the Crocodile stronger than anything else. The longer you remain alive as just the Crocodile, the worse it will warp your mind. Choose wisely, Wolfbane. Die as you are or live as the villain and see Wendy through her destiny. You might not like what you become, but you will be breathing.”

      Is that what I want? She said I don’t have much choice. If I say no, if I chose to die exactly who I am—and I’m dying, I know that—then will she make the deal anyway? At least, if I agree, it will have been my choice. No matter what face I wear, which I spend more time in, I can help save Wendy from this world. I can find a way to escape it and take her far from this cruel world.

      I try to nod, but I can’t feel the movement, so with a great struggle, I spit out one word, so weak, no one should have been able to hear it, but she does.

      “Deal. . .”

      “Very good, Crocodile.”

      The light flares and the pain in my body expands as power suddenly fills me, overflowing, until I can’t breathe for fear of losing my lungs. It feels like my insides are melting and compressing, as if something is taking away the control of my body while giving it back. I grunt, grow strong enough to scream as bones began to pop back into place, healing before expanding.

      Lily and I have always been special. My powers allow me to wear the skin of a crocodile, but it’s a choice, and shifting usually leaves me weak for days. But as my bones twist and crack, I feel stronger and stronger, scales rapidly climbing along my skin.

      The light begins to fade.

      “Wait,” I choke. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “Follow your instincts, Crocodile,” she whispers and I can just make out features of her face, eyes the color of a sunrise meeting mine so briefly, for the next dozen centuries, I convince myself I’d been seeing things. “Wendy is the key. Your duty is to become the chains.”

      “Who’s the lock?”

      But she’s gone, leaving me standing more beast than man, power trickling into my veins, and every instinct inside me screams for me to draw blood. Peter is out of range. The pirate I despise even further.

      I turn toward the forest and sniff, grinning when I catch scent of some unfortunate creature wandering through the brush. I shoot into the trees, only realizing later, covered in blood, that I still hold Wendy’s crystal tear in my fist.

      Wendy is the key, and I intend to unlock her for myself.
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      “Well, hello there, Crocodile.”

      I whirl in confusion and nearly stumble backwards.

      “You!”

      The woman that stands behind me elicits familiarity in my mind, though the closer I look, the more different she becomes, until I begin to question the familiarity, at all. With eyes the color of a sunset and a slight green tinge to her skin, the woman is beautiful, enough so that it makes me pause. Dark green curls hang around her face, bringing out the tone on her skin just enough to make her both beautiful and unnerving.

      Immediate guilt fills me at the thoughts that fill my mind. I’ve wanted Wendy for so long, longed for her, and the first woman I run into, I’m attracted to her. The two clashing parts of me, the Crocodile I was forced to become and my own self war with each other, trapped between confusion and indecision.

      “Are you lost?” the woman asks, not even bothering to address my original recognition that fades away. Her voice is tinkling, pretty in itself, as she stands there, staring at me in the middle of the horrifying trees.

      I hesitate. Am I lost? Do I even care to find out where I’ve ended up? When I’d fallen into the darkness just before taking Lily’s hand, I expected death. Two times in my life now, I’ve expected to die, only to wake up something else, somewhere else, confused.

      For the first time since I’d fallen from Neverland, I realize the insistent buzz of power trickling through my mind is no longer there. The Crocodile I’d become under the power of the deal I made was gone, leaving me as I once was, or sort of. I’m still more powerful than I’d been before I was Chosen, but I’m in control. I’m all human, though I still wear my headdress, but the urge to destroy, to escape, is no longer there. I press my hand to my forehead, searching inside myself.

      The woman watches me in amusement, as if it’s entertaining to see my confusion, but I’ve been with the buzz for so long, I hadn’t even realized it wasn’t there anymore, not until the woman appeared. Had it disappeared the moment I fell form Neverland? Or after that?

      “I’m going to assume you’re lost then,” she murmurs. “Come along, Crocodile. I can help you.”

      “How do you know I’m a crocodile?” I rasp, staring after her when she turns and expects me to follow. I shouldn’t trust her. I don’t even know who she is or where I am.

      “Besides the headdress you wear?” She raises her brow higher. “Did you hit your head coming here?”

      “No. . . I don’t know.” Did I hit my head? I can’t remember.

      Her expression eases just a little. “Come.”

      I take a step and a twinge of pain shoots through me. Looking down, I realize I’m bleeding from a wound that has yet to heal. In fact, I’m covered in small bleeding slashes and none of them seem to be healing. Anything I might have earned during my fall should have been healed by now. The pain filters in, not debilitating, but annoying.

      “I have some salves in my cottage,” the woman says, interrupting my growing confusion.

      “But I should be healing on my own.”

      “Ah, yes. You’re most likely not healing because the worlds are acting strangely, and healing has never worked so well in Oz.”

      “Oz?”

      She shakes her head. “You poor beast. Follow me and I’ll explain everything.”

      She starts walking down the rust-stained golden road, but I don’t immediately follow. I can feel her power, know by the calm way she carries herself that she’s probably dangerous, but she’s being kind. If she leads me to her cottage to eat me, well, there are probably worse ways to die than that. At this point, maybe it’s a better fate for me, anyway.

      I can’t stop seeing the look in Lily’s eyes, her hesitation, and her decision to reach out for me, to offer to save me at the end. I can’t stop seeing the horror there as I dropped away. It stalls me from following the woman right away.

      “You do not want to linger in the forest of beating hearts,” the woman calls back, glancing over her shoulder at me.

      I move to follow her, jogging a little on my injured leg to catch up. The twinges of pain are uncomfortable but don’t prevent me from moving, thankfully. An injured beast is a vulnerable one. “Why?” I ask, giving the trees a wide berth. The sound of beating hearts around us drumming in my ears makes me cringe.

      “Stay too long in the forest and you become one of the trees.”

      I stare at the trees with new horror at her revelation. Had all the trees once been people?

      We walk for long silent minutes, until the trees change from horrifying, twisted people, to ordinary looking pine trees. Still, I don’t trust them, not with the sap running down the sides that smells sickly sweet. Anything that smells like that is usually dangerous, in one way or the other.

      A cottage comes into view before us, small, quaint, and a little dilapidated. Part of the room looks like it’s crumbling, and one of the windows looks broken. It appears as if no one has lived in it for a long time. I hesitate. This is exactly the sort of cottage you’d murder someone in. Still, I follow her, and when she leads me inside the seemingly tiny cottage, it looks nothing like the outside. It’s large, clean, and appears as whole as any other home.

      “Magic,” she says, wiggling her fingers at me with a grin, knowing what’s in my thought.

      “You’re a witch?”

      She sighs, setting a basket full of plants on a table. “Sure. This land calls me the Wicked Witch, if you want my exact title.” She looks at me again when I hesitate in the doorway, uncertain of any decision I make. “You poor beast. Are you still confused?”

      A growl curls my lips. “Don’t patronize me like a child, witch.”

      “But you were a child not too long ago?”

      I don’t even question how she knows that. Magic always gives the wielder an advantage. She can probably sense it, and don’t witches like children anyways? Every story I remember told to me in Neverland was about how witches lead children to their homes to eat them, but those were just stories, tales told for an adrenaline rush. There were no witches in Neverland, and if there had been, perhaps, things could have been different.

      “Only in body,” I admit. “As you can see, I’m not a child anymore.” Once Neverland started to end, once I’d started the process and reached a certain threshold of power trickling inside my body, the amount had drained into me and everyone had started to age. I’d had as much control over killing Neverland as my fate, but it’s never an easy thing to explain. I’m still at fault; I still held the reins for the destruction. I could have chosen death, but something in my mind told me whoever the woman I’d made a deal with was, she might have chosen someone else had I not already been weak and vulnerable. Neverland was destined to die, no matter who acted as the chains.

      The witch’s eyes linger on my body, a slow perusal of my bare chest marred by cuts. “Yes, I can see that,” she purrs.

      At least part of my covering is still in place, the leather pants torn and bloody but still intact for the most part. I try to ignore the feeling that look creates in me, but I don’t seem to be able to. Instead of letting it get to my head, I turn away to study the inside of the cottage. I don’t like the warring emotions in me her lingering gaze creates.

      Bottles and all manner of glass containers line shelves on one wall, so many things there, curiosity eats at me to find out what they are. A table set up with a large cauldron and tools sits to one side. A large comfortable looking chair is pushed against another wall, and a staircase leads somewhere out of sight to my right. It’s clean, the slight smell of magic permeating the air, but I don’t feel any threats, as if the persona is an illusion as much as my headdress is. An illusion of safety or an illusion of danger?

      There’s also no large, person-sized oven, so I consider that a good sign.

      “You can stay here for the night,” she says, watching my perusal of her home. “The chair is comfortable enough to sleep in. My hospitality only lasts so long, however. I expect you to be gone in the morning.”

      She turns toward the stairs, her hand on the banister, prepared to carry herself up.

      “Why do you look do familiar to me?” She pauses and glances at me over her shoulder, the position making her look more vulnerable than she likely is. “When I first saw you, I swore you were someone else, but you can’t be her.”

      She shifts, looks away, and I draw down my brows. She’s hiding something. “You were mistaken and still confused when you first saw me. That’s all.” She raises her brow. “Get some rest. Be gone at first light, Crocodile.”

      Then she climbs the stairs and leaves me unattended in her cottage. She either trusts me not to take anything or there are enchantments on everything in the cottage. I choose not to test it and instead, settle into the chair that’s indeed far more comfortable than the ground I’m used to sleeping on.

      But I can’t get the vision of the witch I still don’t have a name for out of my head. She’s both familiar and not, and though she draws up memories I’d rather keep buried, I know they aren’t the same. The witch had dark emerald green hair like this one, and though her eyes mimicked the colors of a sunrise to me at first, the colors are slightly wrong. This woman has eyes like a sunset, the purples in there that had been lacking in the others. Still, there’s a mystery to be found here, and as much as she told me to leave in the morning, I know I can’t leave until I find the answers.

      Sleep claims me faster than I expect. I curl up in the large armchair and slip into a sleep so deep, I don’t even have nightmares, but I don’t think it will be a normal event.

      Someone like me, after what I’ve done, deserves to have nightmares for all the lives I’ve claimed.

      I deserve every bit of the pain that comes with destroying an entire world.
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      I’m more monster than beast now, filling with power at a rate quicker than should have been necessary. But here I was, the Crocodile, and I could only think of one thing.

      Wendy Darling.

      It takes me too long to figure out what happened to her. I couldn’t ask Peter, not without revealing myself, and I didn’t want him to know I’d survived. I didn’t know if he genuinely cared, but outside of him and Lily, no one else would recognize me. I don’t think even the Pixie Queen would recognize me right now. I’m a monster, nothing more, and monstrous I will become.

      Wendy is on Hook’s ship, and I’m going to save her, but first, I’m going to kill Captain Hook for daring to look at her, for daring to be in her presence.

      The sound of a ticking clock echoes in the water around me, signifying my approach, but I didn’t much care. The pirate ship was already in a frenzy from a mermaid attack. They will never expect me as I sink my claws into the wood, as I climb onboard.

      My eyes find Wendy immediately. Beautiful, fierce Wendy. She’s put on weight again since the last time I saw her, a healthy glow on her cheeks. She’s even more beautiful than I expected, her cornflower blue eyes sweeping around the deck, a pistol in one hand, a sword in the other. Hook moves beside her, swinging his hooked blade, a perfect target. I hoist myself over and go right for him, knocking the pirate captain to the ground.

      “Hook!”

      I growl. Wendy should be shouting my name, should want me, not to save the pirate trying to pierce my hide with his sword.

      “I thought you were just a myth,” Hook growled, trying to force me off him, but my body is heavy, and I’m more beast than man.

      “What the fuck is it?” Wendy shouts, trying to shove me off, trying to pierce my thick skin with her own. And then brave Wendy goes for my eyes. I barely jerk out of the way in time before she succeeds.

      “I’m the Crocodile,” I answer with a grin full of teeth, and the next time Hook swings his blade, I close my jaw around his hand.

      One day, Wendy will be mine, but until then, I’m going to destroy everything else around us. But I’ll never let that destruction touch her.

      My brave, beautiful, vicious, Wendy Darling.
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      After initially falling asleep, I’d been woken up within hours to the sounds coming from outside the cottage. Oz is a different beast at night, apparently, than it is during the day. The sound of gruesome beasts growling and grunting outside the house put me on edge immediately, especially when it sounded like they’re just outside. The witch hadn’t told me not to go outside at night, but I have the distinct feeling Oz at night isn’t something to be trifled with. But the sounds of growling beasts aren’t the only things that set my nerves on fire.

      Besides the beasts and creatures scratching at the cottage walls and howling, the world is quivering, the sound of metal grinding against metal making me cringe at regular intervals. Everything rumbles as if the worlds are moving, and if that isn’t proof that things are just as wrong as Neverland had been, I don’t know what is. The entire universe has gone to shit and I wonder if I played a hand in that, if it was always destined to be so.

      When the sun rises, I don’t leave. Part of it is because I’m uneasy stepping outside after not sleeping hardly at all and knowing there are creatures out there, but another part of me, a dangerous part, is curious about the witch who allowed me into her home. I want to unravel her mystery and see her reaction when she comes down.

      When she comes downstairs and sees me sitting in her kitchen while the sun is up, she scowls. She expected me to leave as she ordered, I guess, but I’m not ready. Of course, if she expresses she truly wants me to leave and get out of her home, I will. . . maybe. I haven’t decided yet how much of me is villainous and how much was Neverland corrupting me. Perhaps, the power only heightened my true feelings.

      She moves around me and fills a kettle, setting it over a small fire that pops up quickly with a snap of her fingers. She barely looks at me, easily putting her back to me, and for that reason, I reassess her strength. Only another confident predator would put their back to another predator.

      “How can you sleep with all the noise?” I ask, pretending I didn’t see her annoyance that I’m still here.

      She turns and studies me, probably sees the dark circles under my eyes. I was exhausted in Neverland and now, I’m exhausted in Oz. There’s nothing new there. I’ll need to learn to sleep even with the noises or else risk weakness. The problem is, I don’t think it’s just my body that’s tired. It’s my soul.

      “A witch is never afraid of the forest because she should be the most dangerous thing out there,” she says ominously. Then she winks. “And I take a sleeping draught each night.”

      I roll my eyes, but I can’t help the smile that pulls at my lips. “What do I call you?” I ask suddenly. “You let me stay in your house and neither of us know the other’s name.”

      “Names have power,” she murmurs as she pulls the kettle from the fire after it starts to whistle. She pours out water into two teacups waiting.

      “How so? They didn’t hold power in Neverland.”

      “They did. You just all probably knew the others’ names. Once you know someone’s name, you have a power over them, a sense of ownership, that can’t be taken away.”

      I raise my brow. “So, that means you won’t tell me your name.” I shrug. “Mine’s Wolfbane.”

      She hisses and looks up, shaking her head. “Foolish. You’ll fit right in here in the land of Oz.” She shakes her head again, as if she can’t believe my stupidity. For a moment, she hesitates, but either because I’d told her mine or because she considers me no threat to her, she speaks again. “You can call me Azalea.”

      I smile. “Could you tell me more about Oz?”

      “Only if you tell me about Neverland.” When I look at her blankly, she adds, “I’ve never been outside of Oz. It would be interesting to hear about another world.”

      Sighing, I take the cup she offers me and take a sip, cringing at the initial taste that turns into something more pleasant. “Neverland was frozen for much of its time. No one ever grew up. We were a land of children forced to kill each other to survive.”

      “Did you have some sort of leaders?”

      I nod. “The Daughters of Neverland and the two leaders. I probably would have been another leader had I not been. . . well, better not to think on that.” I’m not sure what Azalea would think if she knew my role in Neverland. “The Daughters were Wendy Darling, Tiger Lily, and Tink, each ruling a different domain.”

      “Was your world dangerous?”

      “It was.” I sighed. “The land was dangerous. The people were dangerous. It was a shit place to be, and when we all started aging, things grew more complicated.”

      “They usually do,” she murmurs. “A child’s mind, no matter how mature, doesn’t see consequences the same as an adult does. Plus, children have less baser needs than an adult. I imagine that got strange rather quickly.”

      “Many of us were teenagers, but you’re right. Things grew warped the moment we started aging.”

      For a moment, she doesn’t speak. She doesn’t ask how I got to Oz, how I found myself in the Forest of Beating Hearts. She seems more interested in the land itself rather than any details of my life, which I appreciate. I’ll answer if she asks, but I don’t want her vision of me to change, not so quickly, at least. I
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INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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