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      For Maci,

      It’s my job to bring these characters to life for readers.

      You bring these characters to life for me.
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      I want to take the words back as soon as they’ve escaped my mouth.

      If Nolan and I have children, you can have our firstborn son.

      The offer is a stain on my lips, but instead of red paint, making me prettier, more desirable, it’s clotted and black, falling like crust off of my chapped lips, marking me forever for who I truly am.

      Before I can take it back, before I can retreat from my own words, the Sister’s hand snakes out in a whirl of tendrils. She grasps mine, and in an inky moment, my hand is shrouded in shadows.

      “It’s a bargain, Wendy Darling,” she says, and by the time she retracts her hand, it’s too late.

      My stomach stings with guilt. Despair. But also hope. Hope that I’ll see Nolan again. Not that he’ll want anything to do with me once he realizes what I’ve done.

      I expect to find the mark of a bargain on my hand, but there’s nothing left behind but smooth, pale skin.

      “Very well,” says the Sister, sounding bored. I wait for her to command me not to tell anyone about the bargain, but that stipulation doesn’t come. Of course it doesn’t. The bargain has already been struck, and it’s eerily in my favor. She hadn’t even made me retract the “if,” meaning I won’t be compelled to have children with Astor.

      I’m not naïve enough to allow that realization to latch onto any semblance of optimism.

      “Goodbye, Wendy Darling. I’ll be seeing you—sooner rather than later, I do hope.”

      A chill that has nothing to do with the evening breeze of the garden slithers through my body, and then the Sister is gone.

      Gone.

      Panic stirs up within me as I realize I didn’t specify when she’d give me Nolan back. She could keep him for days, weeks, and I’d have no recourse.

      I find myself pacing around the garden, panicking as the hedges loom over me, judging me for my indiscretions. My lack of maternal instinct.

      When I turn back to face the Whittakers’ manor, I remember that Lady Whittaker paces its halls. I wonder what she—the woman who spends the remainder of her years atoning for her husband’s sins by caring for the helpless—would say if she knew I’d just bargained away my child.

      But no.

      I won’t be having any children.

      I won’t turn into a monster.

      A moment later, there’s a whoosh, then a crack. I spin around, my heart in my lungs, only to find the one sight I won’t ever take my eyes off again.

      Nolan.

      My Mate stands before me, shock and confusion in his eyes, the Sister’s hand on his shoulder. For a moment, I sense her smile under her shadows, and I worry it’s a trick. That she’s twisted my words somehow, but then she simply leans over to Nolan and whispers quite loudly, “Goodbye, darling. Until we meet again.”

      And then she’s gone.

      “Nolan, I’m so sorry.” The apology flees my mouth before I can stop it.

      “Wendy,” says Nolan.

      And then he’s running toward me, and his arms are wrapped around me, one hand protectively gripping between my shoulder blades, his hook resting behind it, careful not to cut me.

      He squeezes me so tightly I can hardly breathe, but I can’t find it within me to mind. With what little breath I have, I memorize his scent—pipe tobacco and teakwood. I press my cheek against his chest and count each thrum of his heart.

      Because once he realizes what I’ve done, there will be no more embraces like this.

      Indeed, after too short a time, Nolan pulls away, hand and hook on my shoulders. His green eyes are wide as he stares at me, examines me for any sign of harm. While relief had overtaken his face just moments ago, it’s been quickly replaced by dread.

      “Darling, what did you trade away?”

      I open my mouth to tell him, wait for the restraints to clamp around my throat, but they don’t come. This isn’t like Peter’s bargain. I’m not compelled to choose the Sister. She didn’t even command that I keep our bargain to myself.

      So when the words fail me, it’s my cowardice that’s to blame.

      I stare at the ground. Make circles in the dirt with my foot, willing the words to come out, but over and over again, I find myself choking on them.

      Calloused fingers find my chin as Nolan lifts my gaze to meet his. “Darling, you need to tell me.”

      I nod, swallow once more, and find the strength to force the words out. “I told the Sister that…that if she’d return you to me, that if we ever had children, she could have our firstborn son.”

      Nolan’s fingers tense at my chin, but it’s the only movement he makes. The only sign he’s heard me. I expect to witness shock in his expression. Instead, he bores into me with his eyes, waiting for me to finish.

      “I’m so sorry, Nolan. I just… I couldn’t lose you. Couldn’t let her abuse you, trap you. Keep you caged. But you don’t have to be with me. You’re free to go, make a life with someone else. I was specific. It had to be our firstborn son. If you had a child with another woman, it wouldn’t apply.”

      “I’m not having a child with another woman,” says Nolan, his voice thick as wet sand.

      I don’t know what that means, what to make of that, so I try to glance away. Nolan’s hand guides me back. “Tell me exactly what you said to the Sister.”

      I nod because he deserves to know. “If Nolan and I have children, you can have our firstborn son.”

      Nolan’s brow creases. “She didn’t have you amend it?”

      I shake my head. “No. I expected her to. Didn’t think she’d let me get away with the ‘if,’ but I guess she didn’t want to give me a chance to change my mind, because she took the bargain immediately.”

      “Mm,” says Nolan.

      “I know,” I say. “It makes me uneasy, too. Seems too good to be true.”

      Nolan shakes his head. “I’d think she’d have made you agree to lie to me, to tell me false conditions, except why let you tell me at all? She could have come up with any lie for you to feed me. Besides, she mentioned looking forward to meeting our son.”

      My stomach sinks. “I don’t know.”

      He blinks, his gaze clearing somewhat. “So you’re not compelled then? There’s no time limit on your bargain, and it was conditional on if we have children together?”

      “Yes.” When he says nothing, I continue. “I never intended to go through with it. You have to understand that. I don’t even think… Nolan, I don’t even think I can have children. Peter never let me have any sort of prevention in Neverland, but it never happened anyway. Oh, not that I would dare assume you’d even want that with me. I guess that’s how the bargain sounds, presumptuous. But I just had to get you out of there.”

      “Of course I would have wanted to have children with you, Darling.”

      I startle, glancing up at Nolan, and find that my chin is warbling. “I know… I know in a different life…”

      “Darling,” says Nolan, exhaling firmly on my name. “I want you. Regardless of what life we’re in. Do you understand that?”

      My heart ticks in my chest. “How could you?”

      “Whatever could you possibly mean?”

      I gesture toward the space where the Sister once loomed. “I just gave away my firstborn son. What kind of woman would do that?”

      Nolan shakes his head. “No, you made a bargain you knew you wouldn’t have to fulfill. It’s different, Darling. You’re not going to have to give up your firstborn son.”

      Your firstborn son. I don’t like where this is headed.

      “Nolan, don’t give me that nonsense about you ruining my life and me needing to find another man to have children with and grow old with. I won’t do it.”

      Nolan rears back, and for a moment I think it’s in offense, but then he lets out a breathy laugh. “I’m fond of this Wendy. The one who stands up for herself.”

      Tears sting at my eyes as my heart revels in his compliment.

      “I’m afraid I’m too selfish to let you wander off with some other man. Of course I wanted to have children with you. But if you’re worried about disappointing me, I gave up that dream years ago, after Iaso died. There were moments, with you, when I must admit, I let myself hope. Let myself imagine, just for a moment. But I’ve never been so much of a fool to expect that for us. Honestly, I can’t quite believe that I’m standing here with you. Being with you, if you’ll still have me, of course, is more than I ever thought was possible already. If that’s all I’m ever compensated for a life that frankly doesn’t deserve this much, who am I to complain?”

      Tears roll down my cheeks. “You’re not angry with me?”

      Nolan lets out a sigh. “Angry with you? For what? I was to spend the rest of my life enslaved by that awful creature. I…you gave me my freedom back, and you cast away your own future to manage it.”

      I can’t decide which I feel more: relief at his lack of anger toward me, or sadness that he perceives what I’ve done as casting away my future.

      Though I’m far from done with the answers I need from this conversation, Nolan looks around the garden as if for the first time. “Where are the rest?”

      Of course. Nolan was taken away by the Sister before he saw the conclusion to the Nomad’s, Tink’s, and Peter’s involvement.

      “The Nomad took Tink. But before he did, he let her at Peter.”

      Nolan tenses, and I can’t imagine the warring emotions that must be inside him for the childhood friend who grew up to murder Nolan’s wife.

      “She didn’t kill him. But the Nomad had Charlie craft a pocket watch made of adamant. He used it to trap Peter’s shadows inside, but his wings were still flesh. So Tink… Well, she cut one of them off.”

      Nolan blanches. “Just one?”

      I nod, and Nolan whistles. I gesture with my head over to the center of the garden, where the maiming occurred and Peter had subsequently passed out. But when I look, Peter isn’t there. “That’s strange. I didn’t hear him leave.”

      Nolan and I survey the garden, but besides us, it’s empty. Nolan grimaces. “I’m not fond of not knowing his location.”

      I’m not either, but there’s nothing to be done about it now.

      “The others?” Nolan asks.

      “The Nomad left with Tink. I think there was more to their connection than what he first told me. He called her Wanderer?”

      Nolan shakes his head. “That name doesn’t sound familiar to me.”

      “Before he left with Tink, I asked him to summon the Sister. You’re caught up to that point.”

      Nolan nods, and just then, there’s a rustling in the bushes. Nolan jumps in front of me, my heart pounding as I await an attack from Peter, returned to exact his vengeance. But it’s only Maddox who appears, looking out of breath. “Captain—the Nomad, the Gathers—they’re gone. He’s left us.”

      “Well, then, sounds like he won’t be requiring my services anymore,” says Nolan.

      “So what’s next?” asks Maddox.

      “Did he at least leave me my ship?” asks Nolan.

      Maddox grins.

      

      Before we leave the Whittakers’ mansion, I wander back through the garden and through the glass doors into the house. The home itself is so massive, so empty-feeling. Though I know better than that. Hidden within its confines, growth and learning are teeming.

      She must hear our footsteps, because Lady Whittaker appears in the vestibule from the other side of a door.

      “Will you be taking your brother with you?” she asks, always to the point.

      I bite my lip and glance at Nolan, who insisted he come with me to retrieve Michael. “I know he’s happy here. And learning here. And that I can’t give him what you’re providing for him…”

      Lady Whittaker raises a wrinkled palm. “But you’re his family. There’s no need to have to explain that to me. If the other children had family to take care of them, I’d have nothing to do, and I’d be all the happier for it. Besides, it’s clear to me that Michael was raised in a family who loved him dearly. Understood him, too.”

      Not for the first time tonight, tears well in my eyes.

      Lady Whittaker disappears, then returns minutes later, Michael holding her hand.

      As soon as he sees me, he slips out of her grip, his footsteps tapping against the marble floor as he runs for me and grabs my little finger. “Wendy Darling wants to play,” he says, matter-of-factly.

      And just like that, I burst into tears. Michael is such a loving child, but I realize now that I’d been worried that after almost a year of separation, he wouldn’t remember me. Or worse, he’d be angry with me, thinking I abandoned him, and have no way to express it.

      Tears stream down my face, falling on Michael’s forehead. He quickly wipes them away with the back of his sleeve.

      “Don’t cry, Michael,” he says, “Mommy’s here.”

      “They’re happy tears, buddy,” I say, stroking his hand before I fall to my knees and wrap him in a hug. He wriggles in my arms, but he doesn’t attempt an escape.

      When I’m done weeping into my brother’s shoulder, I stand up and gesture between Nolan and Michael. “Nolan, Michael. I don’t believe the two of you have met. Well, unless you count…”

      Nolan holds his palm up. “Let’s not count,” he says, grimacing as we both remember the night he had one of his pirates grab Michael and take him from my parents’ ballroom. At the time, I’d assumed they were kidnapping him, but now I recognize that Nolan hadn’t wanted Michael to witness our parents’ slaughter.

      Nolan kneels in front of my brother, who appears more entranced with his hook than anything. Michael reaches out and runs his fingers over the shiny glass, humming softly to himself. Nolan’s cheeks contort strangely as he says, “I’m Nolan.”

      Michael continues humming and stroking his hook.

      “He’s not one for small talk,” I explain.

      Nolan glances up at me nervously, then stands, turning to Lady Whittaker. “Thank you for your help,” he says.

      She stares at him for a long moment. “Did you have anything to do with the fact that one of my best workers has been taken from my home?”

      Nolan flushes.

      “Not nearly as much as I did,” I say.

      Lady Whittaker humphs. “If she hadn’t gone willingly, don’t think the two of you would be getting out of this manor alive.”

      She must see my guilt-stricken face, because her stance softens. “Just remember what a good friend you had in her. That’s all I can ask, I suppose.”

      I nod, once again grabbing my brother’s hand, thinking of how Tink protected him when I couldn’t. Guilt pangs at my chest for letting the Nomad get away with her.

      He never hurt me, at least.

      I just hope the same holds true for Tink.
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      The Iaso is a lone, dark tower, swaying up and down on the waves of the sea. It’s docked in an alcove, just below the cliffs, a perfect hiding spot for the Gathers, which like Maddox reported, is gone.

      There’s no trace of the Nomad. No trace of his people. No trace of Tink.

      My heart twists, and I hope that wherever they are, she’s not afraid.

      One of the crew members lets down a rope ladder, and Nolan makes as if to carry Michael on his back, but Michael squeals in panic as soon as he feels Nolan’s touch. A moment later, and Michael’s on the floor of the dock, rocking back and forth, singing a sea shanty I don’t recognize.

      Again, Nolan’s neck turns red, and he glances at me, clearly at a loss. “I didn’t mean to upset him.”

      “It’s okay,” I say to Nolan as I kneel in front of Michael and allow him to rock against my chest. “I do it too sometimes.”

      As Michael curls into my lap, Nolan appears less than convinced, his face stricken. When he takes a step toward us, Michael yelps again.

      “Why don’t you go ahead and climb up,” I say. “He’ll settle down in a second. Besides, he’s a good climber. I’ll just go up behind him.”

      Nolan’s face falters. “Are you sure?”

      I smile over Michael’s head, now tucked underneath my chin. “Of course. I don’t mind.”

      Nolan seems unsure, but I couldn’t be telling him anything more true. After almost a year separated from my brother, I’m more than happy to have him curl up in my lap a bit.

      Nolan looks as though he’s about to say something, but instead he swallows and hauls himself up the rope ladder. I watch him as he climbs, the ease and grace with which he manages it despite his size, and I wonder why a man like that looks twice at me.

      After a few minutes, Michael stops shaking and begins twirling his fingers through my hair.

      “Hey, Michael,” I say, struggling to speak the phrase that will spur him up the ladder, remembering the last time he cited it to me. I’m not sure these words are the right ones to use, given how they’ve entangled themselves with John’s death in my mind. But for Michael, I remind myself that they’re a fond memory of a childhood that was ripped away from him, something familiar. “Last one to the top’s dead meat.”

      Michael jumps from my lap and races toward the rope ladder. I have to scramble to my feet to catch him, but as the rope ladder sways and my brother giggles in delight, I watch him from the bottom and soak in the moment.

      And then, I climb.

      

      When I reach the deck of the ship, Nolan is nowhere to be found, but Charlie quickly finds us. She explains that after she completed the adamant pocket watch—the one designed to house Peter’s shadows—the Nomad had sent her and Maddox to the Iaso, claiming that was the location we’d reconvene after kidnapping Tink from the Whittakers’.

      “Of course, by the time we’d realized he’d lied to us… Well, I suppose we’re all together now, so I’m not sure that it matters,” she says, waving her hand as if to dismiss the memory of the Nomad altogether. “I’ve already had a bath drawn in our room,” she says, turning her nose up at me in a way that says I need one more than Michael. Makes sense, as Michael was probably freshly bathed at the Whittakers’.

      I nod and follow her, Michael in hand, to her room, the room we once shared when I thought I was a prisoner on this ship. I hadn’t known what it meant to be a prisoner at the time.

      I sink into the drawn bath as Charlie watches Michael in her room, speaking with me loudly through the walls.

      “So explain to me what exactly happened,” she says.

      I groan and sink back against the edge of the metal tub, allowing it to dig into the space just underneath my shoulder blades, where I can feel knots forming and a headache creeping in.

      “Can it wait?” I ask, not wishing to relive tonight. Or maybe I just don’t want Charlie knowing what a horrible person I am for allowing Tink to be carried away by the man she so clearly fears and bargaining away my firstborn child in one night.

      The door creaks, and Charlie peeks in with an exaggerated scowl on her brow. “How long am I agreeing to?”

      I let out a laugh. “I feel as though at least one sleep is fair.”

      “I’ll prepare the bed,” Charlie says, whipping her head out of the doorway and closing it with a snap.

      My relief at not having to explain myself doesn’t last. It’s not long before saving Nolan is clouded by the reminder that I haven’t actually saved him. Not from death, at least.

      He’s still sick, his illness the direct by-product of me severing his Mating Mark.

      Nolan is dying, and I don’t know how much time with him I have left.

      My stomach aches at the thought. That and the realization that he and I will never have children. It was a stupid dream, but one I clung to in my captivity with Peter. A clandestine place I let my mind wander during the long nights in Peter’s arms.

      It was only made worse after Nolan told me how our lives were supposed to turn out. Before he changed both of our fates by turning over part of his Mating Mark to Peter. I was supposed to help raise his and Iaso’s daughters as my own, and Nolan and I were to have a little girl too.

      I miss them, these children who never got the chance to exist. I don’t understand it entirely, how I managed to have a child in that version of reality, when I never fell pregnant with Peter.

      But that version of Wendy had never been addicted to faerie dust. I don’t know what sort of effects its misuse has on fertility, but the idea leaves me sullen, and I find my fingers tracing my belly, thinking of the children that will never grow there.

      My fingers stumble upon a section of raised flesh.

      I jolt upward in the bath and stare down at my belly, but the water leaves me unable to see what my hands are feeling. When I extract myself from the bath, that’s when what I’m feeling becomes clear.

      It’s the mark of a bargain. And it’s in the shape of an infant, placed directly over my womb.

      I choke on a gag, anger welling up within me. Hatred for the Sister eats at my stomach. She could have marked me anywhere, if I had to bet, and she felt the need to taunt me. Remind me of what I can never have.

      Why? Unless she’s trying to tempt me. Give over one child, and I can keep all the rest.

      But she doesn’t know Peter never let me utilize preventative measures. Meaning she doesn’t know there’s a possibility I’m barren. That the faerie dust has eaten away at my womb. Because of the curse the Eldest Sister placed upon her, she can’t see me or Nolan in that tapestry of hers.

      “Wendy?” Charlie calls from the other side. “What exactly am I to do with the fact that Michael is flicking his boogers across the room?”

      With haste, I dry myself off, throw on the nightgown Charlie left out for me, and try not to think about the brand marring my belly.

      

      I’m not sure what time it is when Charlie finally wakes me. Sleep had been fitful, but eventually my body succumbed to its allure.

      I’d dreamed of Nolan’s last breath and a beating heart in my belly.

      By the time I’ve spent what must have been hours wrestling with my nightmares, Charlie shaking me awake rather aggressively is welcome. “Hey, you’ve slept long enough. All day, actually. You need to get up.”

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, sensing the urgency in her voice.

      She waves my concern away. “Nothing’s wrong. But if you don’t eat dinner, you’ll get grumpy, and I’m not having that.”

      I nod, shoving her off of me playfully, though she’s correct; I am on edge.

      “Where’s Michael?” I ask, looking around the room.

      “Maddox is watching him,” says Charlie, somewhat elusively.

      “I take it you asked him to watch him and he jumped at the chance to do anything for you?” I say, brow raised.

      Charlie flits her hand again. “Technically, watching Michael is for you.”

      I can’t argue with that, so I go to change out of my nightgown, but Charlie’s already set out a lovely blush gown for me. I hold it up, noticing the way it alternates between golden and pink depending on the light.

      “This is nice,” I say, cautiously.

      Charlie bounces up and down on her feet, grabbing her own satin evening gown from her overflowing wardrobe. “That’s because tonight, we’re celebrating,” she says.

      “Celebrating what?”

      Charlie looks at me like I’m an idiot. “You, of course. You’re back. I know you don’t think about things like this, but the crew really did miss you. Besides, now that the Nomad’s gone, we don’t have to do his dirty work anymore. Oh, and not to mention, you saved the captain from eternal slavery to the Sister.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t have been eternal,” I say, dimly.

      Charlie glares at me. “Just stop being so morbid and put the dress on. We’ll worry about finding a cure for the captain tomorrow. Tonight, we’re just going to focus on being happy.”

      Happy. I stare at the gorgeous gown in my arms, and wonder if such dreams are possible. Maybe they are, especially if I only have to be happy for one night.

      “Alright, fine,” I say with resignation to Charlie, but it’s with a grin bubbling up from the excitement within me.

      She flashes me one of her gorgeous smiles, and it’s not one of winning, but of pure and genuine excitement for me. I shouldn’t let it, but the fact that Charlie thinks I’m worthy of having a night of fun makes me believe perhaps it could be a little bit true.

      Charlie helps me into the dress, then sets to work on my cosmetics and hair. It takes her little to no time, and she assures me it’s because I’m beautiful enough as it is that it’s not necessary.

      When she’s done, she hands me a mirror, and I can’t help but let out the tiniest of gasps. I look not only beautiful, but innocent. Happy. The light from the pale blush and golden gown glimmers, highlighting the Mating Mark on my cheek and jaw. I stroke it, thinking of how many times I had to hide it. How often my parents made me feel as though it was something to be ashamed of, something that would keep me from ever being wanted.

      Nolan’s portion of the Mark might not exist anymore, but in my mind, my portion still belongs to him. Marks me as his.

      In the mirror, I glimpse myself smiling, and it’s a prettier sight than I remembered. Perhaps because this time, it’s real.

      Charlie has my hair down, which is a change for me. Typically, I wear it pinned back, out of the way. Wifely, as my mother would say.

      But the gentle waves that frame my face tell the story of a young woman with a life ahead of her, not behind her.

      “You’re stunning,” says Charlie, and from the hand mirror I glimpse a single tear run down her cheek.

      Before I can respond, there’s a knock on the door, but Charlie doesn’t rush to get it. When I offer her a questioning look, she says, “Whoever it is can wait until we’re ready.”

      I laugh, but as we are already ready, I head to the door. I whip it open, halfway in the middle of a laugh, when my breath catches.

      Because in the doorway is Nolan Astor.

      And the man is kneeling.
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      My heart falls out of my chest and through my stomach as I gape at the kneeling man before me.

      He’s staring back at me, green eyes lightly glazed over with a layer of unshed tears. His neck is tensed, causing the angle of his bearded jaw to be even more pronounced. He’s adorned in a black suit, as dressed up as Charlie and I are.

      And he’s holding a sparkling ring. The gold-set white opal sparkles pink and blue and yellow in the lantern light, casting specks of light across Nolan’s face and all over the hall.

      “Nolan,” I breathe, hardly able to take in what’s happening before me.

      “Be my wife?” he asks, his voice cracking, like the sound of stepping on gravel.

      My jaw falls open, and after a few moments of silence, Charlie sidles up to me and whispers in my ear, “It’s sort of a yes or no question.”

      I blink, and Nolan, misunderstanding, says, “I understand if this is too soon. If you think it more prudent to wait.”

      And then the words find me. “I think I’ve waited on you quite long enough, thank you very much.”

      Relief breaks out on Nolan’s face in the shape of the most beautiful smile I’ve ever seen. He slips the ring onto my finger, explaining in the process, “I thought an opal would be best. You deserve light in your life, Darling.”

      I’d stare at the beautiful stone, marvel at its beauty, if I weren’t too busy taking in the sight of the man in front of me, memorizing every line of his face, every place his hand grazes as he slides the ring onto my finger, then lets his touch linger there.

      “When?” I ask.

      Nolan’s ears twitch, and his neck reddens. “I bought the ring as soon as I was recovered enough to walk again after my…” He glances at his hooked hand with a marked hesitation.

      I swallow, then clarify. “No, I mean, when can I marry you?”

      Charlie claps in delight behind me. “I think she’s going to be pleased, Captain.”

      I turn to face my friend, who’s looking at me with a grin of mischief, then back to my fiancé—my fiancé—who’s looking like he’s up to even more trouble.

      “Well, Darling, how do you feel about marrying me now?”

      “Yes,” I say, this time without hesitation.

      Nolan laughs as he stands and offers me his arm. “Well, that’s good to know. Because you slept so long, you and I are late for our wedding.”

      

      When Nolan and I emerge on deck, Charlie right behind us, the applause that greets us is more akin to a roar. The crew breaks out into cheers, but that’s not what has me stunned.

      The entire deck is decorated for a wedding. Near us, long tables line the deck, trimmed with oil lanterns and lavender centerpieces, cream satin table runners cascading off the ends. On the other side of the tables, the crew has set out rows of chairs, the aisle marked with a layer of daisy petals. At the end of the aisle is an arch carved of wood, draped in more tiny lanterns.

      The whole deck is bursting with light, like they’ve taken the stars above and harnessed them for the evening.

      “You said yes, didn’t you?” says Maddox, running up to us, looking mildly disheveled and holding an assortment of daisy petals, leaves, and lantern parts as he chases behind Michael, who seems to think this is a scavenger hunt. “Because we’ve been working all day on this in the hot sun, and it’s going to be quite disappointing to take it all down.”

      “I said yes,” I say with a beam, squeezing Nolan’s arm as Michael races up to me and grabs my other hand.

      Maddox beams right back at me, then claps his captain and friend on the shoulder.

      “Don’t take all the credit,” says Charlie. “It’s not like you designed it.”

      “Yes,” says Maddox. “Charlotte over here designed the whole thing, then sat on her buttocks and told us what to do and where everything went all day.”

      “As she should have,” I say with a wink.

      Maddox rolls his eyes. “Meet you on the other side of the aisle then?”

      All of a sudden, the bright tones of stringed instruments accompanied by deeper notes start playing from the other side of the ship.

      I whip around toward Charlie. “Where’d you get a string quartet?”

      “What, do you think privateers are uncultured?” she asks. “We have a few on board who play the fiddle.”

      I turn, amazed, to Nolan, who pats me on the arm, leans in, and says softly, “That’s my cue, love. See you on the other side.”

      And then he walks across the deck and toward the aisle, where the rest of the pirates are sitting quietly.

      “It’s odd, seeing them behave,” says Charlie from behind me. Then she appears next to me and wraps me in a hug. “I hope all of this isn’t too much?”

      I try and fail to stop a stinging tear from rolling down my eye. “I’m afraid no one is ever going to be able to show they care for me too much.”

      Charlie offers me a soft smile, then squeezes my hand. “I thought you would want Michael to walk you down the aisle.”

      I nod, ruffling my brother’s hair against my best judgment. He’s dressed in a small suit, one Charlie must have gone to shore to purchase today.

      Charlie glides off, hearing her cue. “Wait,” I say as she leaves, realizing I don’t know when to walk down the aisle, but she’s already out of earshot.

      Anxiety wracks through me as I wait, unsure of when to move. As happy as I am to have Michael walk me down the aisle, it’s not as if he cares about things such as wedding procedure.

      We stand there, listening to the song I’m pretty sure Charlie picked out herself, and I hold onto Michael’s hand, wishing there was an additional arm on my other side that I could loop my arm through like I did for so many balls.

      “You didn’t think I would miss my sister’s wedding, did you?” says a familiar voice next to me.

      I gasp, whipping around. Of course, it’s not him, not John. Just his wraith.

      But still.

      I smile. “It’s not like you enjoy weddings all that much,” I tease, glad to get to hear my brother’s voice once more, even if it isn’t real.

      “Well, no. I happen to think they’re quite the waste of money. But the marriage part? Now, that’s a reasonable decision.”

      “You don’t think I’m an idiot for marrying him?” I ask.

      “Of the many reasons I think you’re an idiot, this would not make the list.”

      I laugh, and when my brother’s wraith offers me his arm, I take it, fully aware of how strange it will look to everyone else on board, unable to see him.

      I don’t really care if I look strange.

      The music changes, but by the time John tells me that’s my cue, I’ve already taken a step forward.

      When I reach the beginning of the aisle, the entire crew stands, everyone’s eyes on me. As we pace down the aisle, Michael making up lyrics to the song, I can’t help the smile that breaks across my face.

      Normally, that would make me uncomfortable, everyone’s attention. But I hardly notice, because my eyes are on Nolan, and it might as well just be him and me and my brothers on this boat.

      He’s stiller than I’ve ever seen him, back rigid. Like he’s worried that if he moves the slightest bit, all of this will disappear, turn out to just be a dream.

      I understand the feeling.

      But I’ve dreamed of this moment before; I’ve gotten pretty good at recognizing the difference.

      So I smile at Nolan, and my Mate’s throat bobs, his chin quivering as he gazes on me with wonder and disbelief, his green eyes filling with tears.

      I’ve always heard this moment described as the bride’s feet floating down the aisle, carrying her along with them. But I don’t want to be carried along anymore. And each step I take toward my Mate is weighted, grounded, my very own.

      By the time I reach Nolan, Michael is clearly tired of the ceremony and runs toward Charlie, who turns him to face me and Nolan. She wraps her arms around my brother, wiping tears from her cheek with her shoulder.

      As Nolan takes my hands and turns me to face him, I glance back toward the aisle. John’s wraith is already fading, but he tips his head, his glasses threatening to fall off his shadowy nose. “I’m glad to see you happy,” he says, and then he is gone.

      Fighting tears, I turn my attention back to my husband, whose head is tilted in question.

      Maddox stands behind us, hands crossed in front of him, and begins to address the crew. “Traditionally, the captain is the one to officiate weddings on a ship, but given that our captain is currently indisposed”—the crew chuckles while a few of them whistle—“this solemn duty falls upon my shoulders.

      “Now, I was told to keep it short,” he says, which is to my relief, as my ankles are already shaking. “But I make no promises. Because I’ve known the captain for many years now. I’ve known him through love and heartache, and I’ve watched his world burn down, and I’ve watched him rise from the ashes. But as strong, as steadfast as Captain Nolan Astor is, as much as anyone on this crew would trust him with our lives, as much as I respect him for picking himself back up, it’s been years since I saw him happy. Since I saw him surprise himself by laughing. Since I saw him hope. Until you came along, Winds. And then I got to watch a bear meet a butterfly for the first time, and be so entranced, yet so terrified of his own size. Like if he made the wrong move, he might crush it. I got to watch him learn to be soft. And I got to watch you learn to be stubborn. I watched him push when all you wanted was to be left in your cocoon. And I watched you melt him when all he wanted was to be flint. So it had to come to this, all along. There was nowhere else for your fates to take you, except to this moment. Not with how much you change each other for good.”

      I glance at Maddox in surprise, shocked by his meaningful speech.

      “Do the groom and bride have vows for one another?” he asks.

      “I am yours, Darling,” says Nolan. “And if you’ll have me, you are mine.”

      I smile, my voice shaking, as I repeat it back. “I am yours, Nolan Astor, and if you’ll have me, you are mine.”

      “The rings?” says Maddox. Charlie appears behind me and hands me a golden band, a thinner one to Nolan.

      He takes his, placing it on my finger gently, sliding it next to my opal ring. I go to place his on his finger, then panic, realizing there’s nowhere for it to go than his hook.

      The crowd chuckles at my predicament, but Nolan just chuckles softly and says, “I think the other hand will do just fine.”

      I laugh nervously, then slide the ring onto his right ring finger, my stomach growing heavy with the reality of what I’m doing.

      Claiming him.

      Just as he’s claimed me.

      Again, Charlie appears behind us, this time with a rope. Nolan takes my hand in his, and softly, Charlie ties the rope around our wrists. As she does, Nolan curls his fingers through mine, and my heart melts.

      “Before witnesses today, Captain Nolan Astor and Wendy Darling bind their lives together forever,” says Maddox. “Captain, I think you know what to do.”

      And as the crowd cheers, Captain Nolan Astor grabs me by the waist, sweeps me into his arms, and kisses me.
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      Below, on deck, the crew enjoys a feast.

      Nolan and I enjoy ours up in the crow’s nest, where Charlie laid us out a blanket and brought us a basket full of food and drinks.

      “You don’t like it?” asks Nolan, watching me as I pick at the food on my plate.

      Confused, I glance up at him, still amazed at the man sitting across from me. That this man, this fae, broad-shouldered and dazzling and uncatchable, is my husband.

      “No, I do,” I say, glancing down at the roasted pheasant displayed upon a bed of greens and tomatoes. There’s bread too, fresh from a bakery in the nearest port. It’s got the most pleasantly sweet aftertaste, and as much as I’m excited for Charlie to bring us a selection from the dessert table down below, I’m considering filling up on this bread instead. “It’s wonderful. I just…” I laugh, covering my mouth, embarrassed at my own silliness.

      Nolan raises a teasing eyebrow. “We’ve only been wed half an hour, Darling. Surely you’re not expecting me to telepathically read the rest of your thoughts.”

      “Not yet,” I say. “I just…I figure the more slowly I eat, the longer I can draw out tonight.”

      “That disturbed by what I’m planning for after the wedding, are you?” says Nolan, his voice light, though there’s slight concern in the way the corners of his eyes wrinkle.

      Again, I flush. “No. No, I just imagined this moment so many times when I was…away. Let myself picture it, smell the smells—the lavender is perfect, by the way—but I’ve fantasized about it so often without ever truly believing it would come to pass. I just want it to last as long as possible. I want to sit in it for a while.”

      “And that plan involves eating one bite every five minutes?”

      “Indeed.”

      Nolan offers me a look of feigned annoyance, then says, “We’ll keep this wedding going for a fortnight if that’s what you want, Darling.”

      “With breaks, though,” I say.

      My husband raises a brow.

      “For the activities you have planned for after the wedding, of course,” I say, and his face lights up with a deft grin.

      “Not with the pace at which you’re eating,” he says, stabbing a piece of my pheasant with his fork and popping it in his mouth.

      We sit in silence for a moment, watching the reception play out beneath us. Most everyone appears to be done eating, and the chairs have been moved out of the way to make room for dancing. In the far corner, Michael sways and spins to the music. I watch as Maddox saunters toward him, soon mirroring Michael’s dance moves. I giggle, watching Maddox’s bulky form attempt Michael’s rather erratic movements.

      “You’re not the only one who’s amused,” says Nolan, nodding toward the other side of the deck.

      Charlie is watching from afar, hand over her mouth to suppress what I imagine has to be a giggle. Soon, she’s prancing over to the other side of the deck, and joining Maddox and Michael in on the dance. When the song shifts, Michael takes her hand, and Maddox takes the other, and the three spin around in a circle, falling down at Michael’s cues.

      “You should go down there,” says Nolan. “Dance with them.”

      I shake my head. “No. For the longest time, Michael only ever interacted with family. And then, when he started interacting with others, it was only with family around. Watching him have fun and play without me nearby—that’s another dream I never thought I’d get to see.”

      And then, for what has to be the seventh time tonight, the tears are rolling down my cheeks.

      My husband catches them with a crooked finger, then lifts my chin to look at him. “I can’t stop staring at you.”

      I blush. “Charlie did pretty well with my hair, didn’t she?”

      Nolan shakes his head. “No—I mean, yes—but it’s just that I keep looking over and thinking ‘that’s my wife.’”

      A question lingers on my tongue, but it’s stuck behind the fear of how presumptuous it might sound.

      “Ask it,” Nolan says, reading my mind despite his earlier assertion that he couldn’t.

      “When did you first imagine it—me being your wife, I mean?” The question comes out unsure, dry, cracked.

      Nolan sits back in his chair, examines me for a long while.

      “It’s alright if you don’t remember,” I say softly.

      “No, I remember. It’s just that there are two possible answers, and I’m not sure which one you’re looking for.”

      “I assure you I won’t leave you if you tell me both.”

      “Very well, then,” says Nolan, crossing his arms. “The first time I imagined proposing to you was the day I overheard Peter’s pitiful excuse for a proposal. It was a fleeting thought, at first. But only because I caught myself enamored with a daydream of how I would do it better. Of how it would be about you and not me, and how I’d have picked out the ring beforehand. How I’d make sure you knew it was because I’d been pondering it for a long while, not because in the heat of the moment, I simply wanted to get into bed with you…” The corner of his lip twitches. “Not that the two are mutually exclusive.”

      My heart races in my chest as he continues, “But I caught myself thinking about it over the next few days. At that point, I told myself it was my Mating Mark infiltrating my thoughts. But even then, I knew it wasn’t just that. I knew you were kind, and though there were so many things about you that irritated me to the very core of my being, I knew I wanted better for you than what I’d overheard. I told myself I was just feeling protective.”

      “And the second time?” I ask.

      “The second time…” he says, “was the night we spent at the Carlisles’. Throughout our time there, I kept finding myself forgetting to pretend. Calling you my wife felt so natural, so right… It terrified me. That was why I was so cruel to you that evening, I’m ashamed to admit.”

      “You weren’t cruel,” I say, thinking of Nolan cornering me by the desk in the bedroom the Carlisles had arranged for us. “I’d just pried into your past. You weren’t ready to tell me what had happened with Iaso, but I weaseled the information out of Lady Carlisle anyway. It wasn’t fair to you.”

      Nolan’s brow lowers. “That’s where you’re wrong, Darling. It didn’t matter that I wasn’t ready to tell you. Iaso’s death was as integral to your past as it was to mine. It was selfish to pretend I owned it. And it was worse to say the awful things I did to you that night.”

      I reach my hand across the table and find his. His fingers actually flinch underneath my gentle touch. Like he’s not expecting it or doesn’t feel as if he deserves it. “You could always make it up to me now.”

      Nolan’s eyes fill with gratitude, and he pulls his chair forward so that he’s right in front of me, his knees and thighs pressing in on the outside of mine. My heart pounds as he leans in close and traces my Mating Mark with his finger. “Do you know what I see when I look at you, Darling?”

      “What?” I breathe.

      “I see the Mate I never deserved. I see the adversary to my every flaw. I see the furnace that softens the iron and turns it into something moldable, something useful, the furnace that turns iron into a blade. I see the sugar that makes the tea less bitter. I see a woman whose strength was always too elusive for me to recognize. A quiet strength, the type that endures. I see patience and kindness and a woman who can douse a runaway fire with a soft word. I see a woman who would do anything, who has done anything, to protect her family. I see a soft embrace for Michael to wrap himself up in. A patient sister who will play the same game with him for hours on end. I see…” He takes my arm and traces his finger over the red marks that Michael left as he scratched me earlier, when he was panicking over Nolan trying to carry him. “I see someone who carries the pain for others so they don’t have to bear it on their own.”

      I’m torn in two at his words, because as much as my heart swells at the thought Nolan thinks all these things about me, my mind is caught on one quality and one alone.

      “You should see a woman who bargained away her child.”

      Nolan frowns, and something like anger flashes in his eyes. “Look at me,” he says, at which point I realize I’m twiddling the ring on my finger. “Darling, look at me.”

      My eyes obey.

      “You are my wife. And I won’t tolerate anyone saying awful things about you. Not even you. Do you understand?”

      “They might be awful, but that doesn’t make them any less true,” I say.

      “Why must you always spin every scrap of evidence against anyone else in the most positive light, yet with anything that could possibly be used against you, you act as your own prosecutor? Darling, don’t you understand what you rescued me from?”

      I blink at him through tears as he continues. “When the Sister whisked me away to her lair of shadows…” Nolan grits his teeth and glances to the floor of the crow’s nest as he rubs his forehead. “All I could think about was the warden. Of all the times he forced me…” Nolan closes his eyes, takes in a deep breath. “The Sister toyed with me first. I knew where it was headed, of course. And I just kept thinking, ‘It’s happening again. I told myself it would never happen again, and it’s happening again.’”

      Sweat breaks out on my husband’s brow, and when I reach out to touch him, he flinches. Frustrated with himself, he looks at me with forlorn eyes. “When the Nomad summoned the Sister, it was just as she was…” He takes a steadying breath. “Just as she was undressing me. I… I started seeing black around my vision. I thought that was why she had disappeared, that my body was just panicking itself into blindness. But she was gone, and when she came back, she told me you’d made a bargain to get me back. I’m sorry, Darling. But I can’t sit here and listen to you berate yourself when you did nothing but agree to a childless life so that I could be free.”

      Tears sting at my eyes, and as I stroke his face, he slowly softens under my touch.

      “So please. You can tell me anything,” he says. “You can tell me your concerns, your worries, your fears. But please don’t call yourself awful. I can’t bear to hear it.”

      I nod. “Okay.”

      He smiles softly. “Okay.” Then he clears his throat and stands, gesturing to the ladder that leads down to the deck. “Now, if you wouldn’t mind, it’s my wedding day, and I would like to dance with my wife.”

      

      When I reach the bottom of the ladder, Charlie, Maddox, and Michael are there to greet me. The crew lets out a cacophony of whoops and hollers, at which point Nolan informs them that if he hears of anyone looking up my gown as I climbed the ladder, there will be one less eye on the ship.

      The hollers dissipate after that.

      Before Nolan reaches the bottom, Charlie whisks me aside and hands me a teacup brimming with a foul liquid.

      “What is this? Some pirate wedding custom?” I ask, nose crinkling at the unpalatable substance.

      “No, but it is an I-don’t-want-to-get-pregnant custom,” she says. “Had to pick it up from the market today. You wouldn’t believe the vendor. One of those herb lady sorts, kind of odd. Still, it will keep you from having to worry about having children. Apparently, this is the premier formula for preventing pregnancy.”

      “Nolan told you, then?” I ask. “About the bargain?”

      Charlie frowns at me. “I’m sorry, Winds. You never should have been put in the situation to make that decision.”

      My stomach writhes, and I can’t quite bring myself to believe that.

      “Thank you for this,” I say, lifting the chalice, then immediately wincing as I take a sip of what tastes like dishwater. “Actually, I retract my thanks.”

      “Well, you’ll be retracting your retraction when tonight you can do as you will with your husband without concern. Just make sure you take it every night.” When she glimpses the anxiety on my face, she says, “Don’t worry, I bought up the herb lady’s entire stock.”

      I let out a sigh of relief, hug Charlie, then choke down the rest of the potion.

      By the time Nolan comes to get me for the dance, Charlie is already shoving me in his direction.

      “And now we present to you,” she yells over the crowd, “the captain and his pirate queen!”

      The crowd erupts into cheers, at which point Nolan shoots Charlie an acidic glare. “We’re privateers,” he says, all scolding.

      “Sure we are,” Charlie says with a wink.

      I let out a laugh, and my husband, still rolling his eyes, whisks me out to the dance floor so quickly, I gasp.

      He chuckles at my surprise, but the melody of the strings is captivating, so the captain and I dance, and the stars watch, and all is right in the world.
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      It’s three in the morning before Nolan carries me from the deck in a whirl of applause raining down into the lower deck.

      When we reach his bedroom, he practically kicks the door open, sweeps me across the threshold, then nudges the door closed behind him with his boot.

      I’m not sure if he decorated it or if Charlie snuck down here at some point during the wedding, but the entire cabin is dimly lit with tiny faerie dust lanterns, casting a gentle and flickering glow over the rose petals lining the floor and the bed.

      There’s something about the sight that has panic whirling in my chest. And all of a sudden, it’s not me and Nolan alone in the room, but the memory of Peter and every time I locked myself away in my mind to escape from the reality of what was happening in his bed. What was happening between me and my brother’s murderer. And then, it’s not just Peter, but every suitor who ever entered my father’s smoking parlor.

      They’re all in the room with us, each taking his portion of my wedding night.

      My panic must show on my face, because Nolan looks down at me and says, “It doesn’t have to be tonight, Darling. I can wait until you’re ready. I understand.”

      And it hits me that of all people, Nolan truly does. Something about that knowledge slows my heart rate, calms me down. Reminds me that nothing that happens with Nolan will be like what’s happened before.

      Still.

      “You wouldn’t be mad if we just laid in bed and talked for a while?” I ask.

      “Mad?” he says, anger flaring once again in his eyes, but he must decide it’s not worth thinking of whoever planted those doubts in my mind because he says, “I never thought I’d get the chance to lay in bed and talk with you, Darling. Why would I be mad?”

      I nod, relieved, even if I still feel a little guilty. Nolan walks me to the bed and lays me gently atop it. Quickly, I scramble beneath the covers, suddenly aware of how cold it is in the room.

      Nolan enters the bed from behind me, swallowing me in his arms as he tucks my back into his chest. His breath against my ear reminds me of something.

      “You always smell like tobacco,” I say, “but I’ve never seen you smoke.”

      It’s so long before Nolan answers, I wonder if he’s one of those people who actually does fall asleep as soon as his head hits the pillow. But when he answers, he sounds cautious. “I do. I just don’t do it around you.”

      “Why not?” I ask. “It’s not like I’m one to judge.” As soon as I say it, it hits me. I remember the jug of water on the table the first night I dined with him in the cabin. How at the Nomad’s ball, when Nolan broke the glass in his hand after he saw me kiss the Nomad, the puddle on the floor had been water, not wine. Even tonight at the wedding, there’d been no ale. “You don’t want me to have to be around anything addicting, do you?” I say.

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you, Darling.”

      “No,” I say, thinking of all the times Peter pushed faerie dust on me. All the times he drank in front of me, the wine calling to me the entire time. Nolan refusing to smoke tobacco in front of me might be a tad overkill.

      But the refreshing kind of overkill.

      “Thank you,” I whisper into the flickering lantern light.

      Nolan just holds me closer, tucking his chin into my shoulder.

      After a moment of quiet, I whisper again. “What are you thinking about?”

      Nolan takes a moment to answer, then his voice drawls out, low and deep. “Nothing productive, I’m afraid.”

      Warmth skitters across my skin, through my belly. After a moment’s hesitation, I whisper, my voice shaking, “You could tell me, you know.”

      A pause, then Nolan presses his lips against my ear and whispers just what he’s been thinking.

      “You know,” I say, voice trembling. “Maybe we could try that out tonight after all.”

      And after Nolan lets out a relieved chuckle, we do.

      
      The after with Nolan is different than the after with Peter.

      With Peter, in the after, there was always a chasm gaping in my chest. A hollowness in my belly I believed nothing would ever fill. And then there was that place in my mind I would escape to, that dark little hole where I could pretend what was happening wasn’t.

      With Nolan, I find I don’t need that little dark corner anymore. With Nolan, I replay every touch, every whisper in my mind, long after he’s fallen asleep.

      As my husband sleeps, I tuck my ear into his chest. Memorize the push and pull feel of his chest against my cheek. Tuck away the sound of his heartbeat into my mind, memorizing it like a poem I’ll be forced to recite one day.

      There’s a happiness bubbling up within me, but it’s so intense, so unfamiliar, it’s just as terrifying as it is pleasant. As high as I am, I find myself keenly aware that I can only float so high for so long before the air gets too thin to breathe, before I come crashing down, falling.

      I’m only too reminded of that when, just as I’m about to fall asleep against Nolan’s chest, I notice silence where there should be the beat of a drum, stillness where there should be an ebb and flow.

      For a moment, I think I’m imagining things. That I’ve worried myself into a hallucinatory state. I wait, sure that Nolan has just entered that phase of sleep where breathing comes less often.

      But that doesn’t explain the fact that I can no longer hear his pulse.

      “Nolan,” I whisper into the night, and when I get no response, I shoot up in bed, placing my hands on his shoulders. “Nolan,” I rasp, shaking him.

      Nothing.

      The lanterns have all died down, so I can’t see his face.

      “No,” I whisper. “No, no, no. I just got you. I just…” My mind whirls, but I don’t know what to do. “Help!” I find myself screaming, and it sounds like someone else’s voice. Some mourning widow you feel sorry for as she screams from the streets over a situation for which there is no help. “Somebody help!” I wail.

      I’m not sure how long it is before Charlie and Maddox come bursting into the room, lanterns in hand.

      They take one look at Nolan, and Maddox says, “Get off of him.”

      I obey, scrambling away from my husband as Maddox takes my place above him, shoving his open palms against Nolan’s chest, over and over.

      Over and over.

      Moments later, and something soft wraps around my shoulders. It takes me a moment to realize that Charlie has fetched me a robe and is tying it around me.

      “Do you know how long he’s been like this?” Charlie asks, eyes sharp, discerning.

      “Just a few seconds,” I say. “I was listening. I was listening to his heart when it stopped beating. At least, I think I was. I guess it’s possible that I had fallen asleep.”

      “You did good, Wendy,” says Charlie, taking my face in her palms and directing it toward her. Vaguely, I’m aware of what she’s doing. Keeping me from watching as Maddox throws all of his weight into my husband’s chest, trying to get his heart to start beating again.

      Something cracks. I think it might be a rib.

      I choke on my own tears. “I did this,” I say frantically. “I did this to him.”

      Charlie opens her mouth to deny it, but she must realize it’s no use denying what we both know is the truth, because she just says, “You did good. You got him help quickly.”

      I rip my neck to the side, yanking myself from Charlie’s grip as I kneel over Nolan, conflicted between knowing I need to stay out of Maddox’s way, and wanting nothing more than to throw my body over my husband’s.

      Sweat is pouring off of Maddox’s forehead, soaking his golden hair into a dusty brown. “Come on,” he mutters in between breaths. “Come on.”

      Another crack, and then the most wonderful sound.

      Nolan gasps.

      “Nolan,” I scream, throwing myself over him as Maddox launches himself out of the way.

      Nolan groans, eyes blinking hazily.

      “Wendy,” says Maddox, “he has a few broken ribs.”

      I panic, realizing I’ve thrown my
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