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        You all have wings.

        Always remember how it feels to fly.
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        THOUSANDS OF YEARS B.C. (BEFORE CHOOSING)

      

      

      The beat of the music thrums through my soul beneath my bare feet, absorbing into my body and heightening the haze. Everything around me is dark, so dark, but I keep my wings spread wide behind me as my own source of light, the pixie dust raining on the ground, sending the fae and pixies circling me into a feeding frenzy. The metallic tang of blood hovers on the wind, coats my tongue as it curls around my shoulders like an aura, and I find myself purring at the taste of it.

      Slowly, I make my way between those bowing to me, giving over their power to the most powerful. I’m already covered in blood, drenched in it; I’ve already proven my strength. This part is nothing more than the ceremony to crown me, the most bloodthirsty pixie of all.

      I had run through the forest for hours, hunting, finding prey after prey and stealing their lifeblood. It’d been a pleasure to do, fun even, but I keep my face as regal as ever, even splattered and smeared with red. My once green dress is coated with dried and fresh blood, making it look rust colored rather than the pretty green it’d once been.

      At the front of the Coven, before my people, stands an altar, an offering to the new Queen. As tradition dictates—tradition we somehow know—I’m to be offered something worthy of my title, to commemorate the moment I step in as ruling monarch. I know to expect it, have even prepared myself for it, but still I’m not prepared for the boy chained there.

      “Were there no beasts?” I murmur, glancing at Swift where he stands prone before me. “A human is hardly an offering for a Queen.”

      The boy smiles at my words and I narrow my eyes, studying him closer. There’s a challenge in his eyes with my words and I don’t like it. A shock of bright red curls sits on his head, tumbling over his forehead and making him as attractive as his sharp jawline does. He strains against his bonds, lean muscles standing out, but he won’t break his ties. Not while they’re enchanted. He’s a prisoner to my whims, and as my offering, death is on the table.

      “He took out three of our own before we captured him,” Swift offers as explanation.

      I hum and raise my brow. “So, not just a human then.”

      I reach forward and stroke a sharp nail along the side of the boy’s face. He looks the same age as I am, frozen at sixteen, but here in Neverland, that’s not so strange. There are no adults here, not in the normal sense, but we’re all still plenty mature enough. Only our bodies are frozen. The boy takes the opportunity to snap his teeth at me, an attempt to bite me, but I’m fast and it only makes me laugh.

      “Feisty,” I murmur, stroking my nail along his straining arm, drawing a bead of blood in one place where I press too hard. “Do you have a name?”

      “Why would I tell you my name?” he snarls, pulling harder at his bonds. “When I get out of here, I’m going to relish ripping you to shreds.”

      Laughing, I lean close and smell, the scent of his blood almost making my toes curl. It smells like power, like an aphrodisiac, and I’m anxious to taste. “You’re not the only monster here,” I murmur, licking my lips. I find myself climbing on top of the altar, straddling the boy, my teeth sharpening as I prepare to strike. The need to taste him is overpowering.

      “You may think you’re the worst monster here,” the boy says, “but you’re not, Tink.”

      I freeze and narrow my eyes. How did the boy know my name? “Who are you?” I snarl, sensing the threat. Even with his blood calling to me, begging me to taste, making me almost animalistic with how badly I want to taste, I wait. A Queen knows all her options. A Queen has control. And I will be the Wicked Pixie Queen of Neverland and everything I do must represent that.

      “Peter,” he rasps, and I can feel his arousal beneath me. He’s not as immune to my powers as he thinks. “Peter Pan.”

      And then the boy tilts his chin up, offering his neck. The invitation is too good to pass up. I strike, sinking my teeth into his flesh, pulling on the blood that immediately wells in my mouth. The taste that hits my tongue is sweet, sprinkled with stars, strong. The strength and power in his blood tells me all I need to know.

      We didn’t catch Peter Pan. He wanted to be captured.

      That becomes even more apparent when I feel his hands on my hip and the back of my neck, holding me to him, hands that had previously been tied down with unbreakable chains, but I can’t seem to bring myself to care. I pull harder on the blood at his neck, intending to drain him, but that was never his plan. He only made me think I’m in control, but I’m not. I recognize it too late, too far gone in the bloodlust to do anything more than drink my fill. I could no more break the connection than he could.

      “Good girl,” he rasps, grinding against me, his voice thick with something other, something vicious. “Fill yourself with power.”

      But at some point, it stops feeling like power, and instead, it feels like I’m drinking darkness.

      Straight, brutal, powerful, darkness. . .

      “Good girl.”

      Something inside me shifts, and I accept the mantle of Queen with blood coating my skin and stars in my veins.

      Just as Peter always intended. . .
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      I stand on the doorstep of my home, staring out at all the various people now holding residence in my home, in my Coven. There was a time where I would have happily turned them all away, told them to figure their problems out themselves while I focused on my Coven, but that was long before I was Chosen as a Daughter. Being a Daughter is about more than my people. It’s about all of Neverland and doing whatever I can to keep the peace. Right now, there isn’t much peace to be had.

      So when it came time, I pulled the Tribe into the Coven, and Wendy and Hook’s people came along with them. And now, we have those from a different land, from Wonderland, taking up residence inside my home. And I can’t get it out of my mind. There’s a strange juxtaposition between our people, the cultures so different from each other even though we come from the same land—not including the Wonderlandians—that it makes for an odd sight every time I study them. The coarser outfits of the Tribe contradict the elegant fashion of the Coven, while some of the pirates are dirtier than if they’d rolled in the mud. Change is coming, and I’m not sure any of us are ready for it.

      I can’t get one particular man out of my mind, my eyes constantly drawn to him in the bustle of activity, but that’s a disaster waiting to happen, so I keep to myself, holding myself apart from everyone else. There’s no need to make more enemies. There’s no need to revert into the Wicked Queen.

      I’ve been consistently checking the heart since it nearly died, since Peter sacrificed himself to give us just a little more time. It’s strange to touch the heart and feel stars behind it now. When I told Tiger Lily, she’d gone to touch the heart herself, but she’d admitted, sadly, that she couldn’t feel anything of Peter there. Sympathy for the Speaker of the Trees fills me every time I speak to her, every time I see the pain in her eyes. To have that kind of loss, I can’t imagine. I don’t even know what it is to lose someone you love. I only know what it’s like to lose pieces of yourself.

      Sometimes, I check the heart as many as four times a day, afraid there’s been a change since the last time I checked, but though there are brief fluctuations, it stays steady, but that doesn’t mean anything. Each time I check it, it only solidifies what I already know.

      Neverland is dying.

      No matter how many times I check it, no matter how often I attempt to push more power into it, the heart dies a little more each day. No matter how much we try to stop it, the end is happening, and we’re running out of time to stop it. Peter’s sacrifice only stalled the process briefly, only gave the heart just enough juice to steady, but we’re running out of time. Even now, something inside me counts down the minutes. If only it was an exact number. If only I knew how long we truly have.

      “We should switch from trying to stop it to finding a way to escape with our people,” I murmur out loud, shaking my head. The more I think about it, the more it seems like our only option. Saving our people is more important than saving the land. There’s no stopping the dying of the heart, not now, and it’s only accelerated with Peter’s sacrifice, even if he momentarily reset the clock. Each day, the fluctuations get a little closer together, and though the heart is steady, it’s still steadily dying.

      The only reassurance about everything happening is that the Crocodile is as stuck here as we are. Unless he gets ahold of Wendy, he can’t escape either, and that brings me pleasure. I’d leave the asshole here to die with the rest of his creatures if it was up to me. Of course, it’s not. Tiger Lily reserves the right to decide what to do with her brother. That’s her decision to make when the time comes, to deal the final blow or give him a chance to change. Neither Wendy nor I will make that decision for her.

      Because monsters can change. I’ve learned that in all the years I’ve been in Neverland. I’ve learned it just by looking at myself.

      My eyes flick over toward Captain Hook where he watches Wendy move some small crate. There’s heat in his eyes, flickering for all to see; he never tries to hide it. He doesn’t step forward to help her, knowing she’d just hiss at him in annoyance, so he watches, perfectly happy to. Another monster that found a reason to be less monstrous. We all have our reasons, even if those reasons aren’t always known. It helps to find someone who makes you want to be better. It helps when there’s someone who cares.

      Once upon a time, when Hook and I had briefly come together, we’d made each other worse, and so it had never gone anywhere besides to the deepest parts of the ocean. Hook had been a different person back then, on a rampage of proving strength and power just like me, determined to be as dark as possible. For me, it was simply who I was at the time. I hadn’t liked how dark I became around Hook though, and in the end, I hadn’t wanted blood to be my only legacy. But Wendy and Hook? They’re two sides of the same coin, perfect for each other in every way. Though there’s still darkness in Hook’s eyes, he pushes it aside for his Wendy Bird, a better man deserving of standing beside her. I’m happy for them, even if there’s a slight jealousy of their bond, too.

      My eyes focus on the Sea Captain as she turns and grins up at her Star Captain, before throwing her arms around his neck and pressing a kiss against his lips. Happy thoughts. Everywhere I look I see happy thoughts, and they make me flinch with their mirth.

      How amusing though, that the most human of us all is the one that will set us all free if we can figure out the door.

      As I look out over the Coven, it’s as if, at the end of our world, everyone has suddenly realized all the time they’ve lost, finding new mates. Even my people are finding them. Swift lingers too close to the pirate from Wendy’s crew, the couple happy even if Swift tries to curb his happy thoughts. The Wonderlandians are already paired up, all but one, and their happy thoughts join the others, louder than most anyone else, because they’ve been able to be happy for a longer period of time. They can’t know the danger of those thoughts in Neverland and I certainly won’t be the one to reveal the weakness.

      My eyes flick to a different part of the Coven, where Tiger sits with her daughter and the Mad March Hare of Wonderland. I’d always assumed Tiger and Peter would end up together, another couple who danced around each other for so long, it was annoying to watch, but unlike Hook and Wendy, Peter was never able to find the light, though I have no doubt he tried. After witnessing their words in the heart cave, after seeing the anguish, it had moved even my own heart and I mourned the loss right alongside Tiger Lily. Something that profound, a loss like that, will always stick with the Chieftess. Watching Peter struggle in that way had been hard for all of us, and ultimately, I assume it’s why he so easily sacrificed himself. He knew when his time would come, and there are two people currently in my Coven he was happy to do so for.

      Peter loved Tiger. I saw it in his eyes in the cave, the first time I saw anything of weight in Peter’s eyes besides darkness, but I suspect Tiger had seen it more often. In their case, as the tragedies in Neverland go, love wasn’t enough. Sometimes, no matter how much you love something, you can’t save it. Sometimes, we can’t repair broken wings with tape and happy thoughts.

      Still, two soulmates. Tiger has two soulmates. What I wouldn’t give to have just one.

      “How long have you been out here?”

      I startle at the sudden voice that comes from nowhere. I never heard anyone approach, but the moment the voice speaks, I spin. My knife is out the moment my eyes find the threat, my wings flaring wide in warning behind me like the predator I am, pixie dust raining around me with the sudden motion.

      Atlas raises his brows, and even with my knife pointed at his throat, he a takes a sip of tea from a roughly carved teacup.

      “Didn’t anyone warn you not to sneak up on people?” I growl, flicking my knife away quickly. My tongue runs along the sharp edges of my teeth, coaxing them to return to normal so I don’t scare the poor man. Something tells me he wouldn’t be scared at all, but I put them away regardless. Once upon a time, I kept the sharp edges out for all to see, but those were darker times. Now, I want to be more than the blood-thirsty Queen of Neverland.

      Atlas shrugs and takes another sip of tea. “Sure, but I wasn’t sneaking. I can’t help if I’m quiet.”

      I wrinkle my nose up at him and return my attention to my Coven, watching. “What is your role again?” I grumble. I’m being rude, I know, but I can’t bring myself not to be. Not when it’ll bring disaster otherwise.

      I can feel Atlas’ eyes on the knife at my waist, and though he hadn’t reacted to my threat, he still keeps sight of the weapon. I have a feeling he kept himself non-threatening on purpose, and though he hadn’t reacted, he knows exactly how sharp my blade is.

      “Berserker,” he answers, leaning against the railing at my side.

      I glance at him in confusion. “And what exactly does that mean?”

      He shrugs again, meeting my eyes. Atlas is handsome enough to be unnerving. I don’t know if it has to do with the power in his veins or if he’s simply built that way. His eyes are slanted, just like his sister’s, and though at first glance, his eyes look brown, if you look closer, you can see a variety of other colors, like a galaxy. His jaw is chiseled—what is it about chiseled jaws that make us all melt? —and the muscles that strain against the plain black shirt he wears urges me to touch them. I don’t, but still. I want to.

      “Who knows?” he admits. “I’m a Son, somehow, the Lost one.” He grins. “So profound, right? But so far, I haven’t done more than chop the heads off the Tweedles with my axe and practice for something I know is coming. I’m lucky Cal even let me claim the title. I was only fifteen at the time.”

      “Your sister,” I murmur, glancing towards where Cal watches us. She’d taken notice the first moment Atlas stepped forward, always worried about her brother. It’s admirable, really. To have someone care so much, it must be endearing. “In my experience, titles aren’t claimed. They’re thrust upon you. I’d bet Calypso knows that.”

      Atlas grins at me. “So wise,” he teases, mocks, and I frown at him. When was the last time anyone teased me? “Anyways, don’t beat yourself up too hard about everything going on,” Atlas says. “It does no good to escape this place or save it if you’re a shell of the pixie you were before, you know.”

      Atlas takes another sip of his tea and winks before turning away, off to do whatever it is he does. I’m not surprised when he sits down with Aniya, happily joining another tea party with his crudely carved cup. I stare a little too long, and when I look away, my eyes catch on Calypso, where she narrows her gaze on me. I don’t pretend to be frightened—I’ve long since stopped fearing anything—but I understand her worry.

      I find myself drawn to the Berserker, though I know it for the disaster it is. He’s a puzzle, and I want to find out what exactly he is, but I won’t. It’ll do no good to make an enemy of those who came to help us.

      Even if I find myself looking at the Berserker a little too often.

      Even if I haven’t felt so strongly in thousands of years.

      I can’t trust myself with only one taste, so I resign myself to none, though something inside me revolts against the decision. I shove it away.

      A Pixie Queen is always in control.
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      We all sit on the stumps that have become our makeshift neutral zone while all together in the Coven. The eleven stumps are formed into a misshapen circle, a few of them not quite perfectly placed, but it does the job. We try not to focus on the empty stump, on where Peter used to sit, but I know Tiger’s eyes drift to it often. I can’t blame her. It’s hardly been any time at all since Peter sacrificed himself, nearly three weeks, and we still haven’t figured out anything except for knowing where the door is. This meeting I plan to speak on the difficult things we’ll have to face, instead of just wondering back and forth.

      The others all talk rapidly over each other, trying to come up with a plan. The ideas range from Tiger flying Wendy in and stealing the door—not probable—to everyone storming the Dark Side and hoping we can get as many people as possible to the door, but none of those address the real problem. They’re still thinking in terms of getting through the door and finding something to save Neverland, something to save the heart, rather than leaving Neverland behind forever.

      “It doesn’t matter,” Hook growls. “Flying in and expecting a door that you can carry out is ridiculous. We know nothing about it. What if it’s a giant thing? What if it’s sealed to the earth? What if moving it kills its power?”

      “Then we can send someone in to study the door first.”

      “Alone? That’s as terrible of an idea as carrying it off!”

      Cheshire shakes his head. “She’s right. It’s a stupid idea. How many people do we need to get off this rock? That’s going to take time to get them through. Which means storming into the Dark Side might be just as dangerous. We know he has a bunch of Lost. If we all get picked off, how will that help?”

      “We can’t destroy the door either, or no one will be able to come back once it’s safe.”

      “Foolish. This is all the fucking stupidest idea—"

      Tiger, Wendy, and I all sit silently listening to the others go back and forth. It’s amusing really, that we all seem intent on listening first, but when the discussion gets heated, when the insults start flying, that’s when I speak up. We don’t need more animosity between us.

      “Stop,” I murmur, and they all turn to look at me, curious to what I’m going to add. They won’t like it. I know they won’t, but the more I think about it, it’s the only option available. Every day, the heart ebbs more. The clock is ticking. We don’t have time for arguments and plans that won’t work. “It’s time we stop thinking about saving Neverland and worry about saving ourselves and our people.”

      Wendy watches me closely. “You’ve been watching the heart. What does it tell you?”

      I sigh. “Every day, it ebbs more. It’s a slow death, but a death nonetheless. Neverland will perish, and we must make sure we’re not on it when it does so.”

      White frowns. “We saved Wonderland,” he insists. “We can save Neverland, too.”

      “Not every world is meant to be saved,” I point out, and as the words leave my lips, they ring true. Sometimes, a world just can’t continue to exist. Sometimes, it’s meant to die. “As long as we escape it, that’s all that matters. The land isn’t our home. The people are.”

      “You really think we can’t save it?” Hook asks, his eyes on me. He’s shirtless today after having helped the others gather wood for the fires, and all his tattoos are there for all to see. I don’t miss the small sparrow he has inked on his collarbone. I know exactly what it stands for.

      “The heart is dying,” I say, the words harsh but true. “The only reason we’re still alive is because of Peter’s sacrifice. If we continue trying to save the land, his sacrifice will be in vain.”

      “Speaking of Peter,” Wendy murmurs, glancing over at Tiger with sadness in her eyes. “We never got the chance to ask Peter why his crystals were red and mine are clear.”

      The March Hare holds Tiger’s hand tightly, offering his comfort. It’s unique to me, that Tiger’s two soulmates both struggled through darkness and yet one came into the light, and the other chose not to. Fate can be a cruel mistress when it comes to matters of the heart.

      I nod. “I have a suspicion for that, too.” Everyone falls silent and leans in, listening. “It’s a theory, nothing more, but the longer I sit in my green room and think on it, the more it makes sense.” I meet Wendy’s eyes. “I think Peter’s were red because he was the blood of Neverland. I think that’s why he was able to sacrifice himself in the first place, and why my power did nothing to give us time. His magic came directly from the core of our world. He’s the only other one who’s been here as long as I have, and I know him from when he was first created. Peter has always been carved from the land.”

      This time, it’s Tiger Lily who speaks, who asks the question everyone else is wondering. “But if Peter was the blood, wouldn’t that mean  Neverland can’t survive without him?”

      “That’s my theory, yes. The moment Peter sacrificed himself, it was both a blessing and a curse. It gave us more time to find a way off, but it also doomed Neverland to never be salvageable.”

      For a moment, no one says a word. Silence hangs heavy between us as those words move through our minds. It isn’t until the Berserker speaks up that the moment is broken.

      “Well, damn,” Atlas says, shaking his head where he sits sprawled on his seat. “Talk about the cruelest ultimatum.”

      I almost smile at his words, but I hold it back.

      “So then, if Peter was the blood, what does that make me?” Wendy whispers, raising her eyes slowly to mine. She’s already figured out the answer in her mind, but she wants to hear me say it, to make sure she’s figured it out just the same.

      “The door to Neverland, of course. Your crystals aren’t red because you’re not the blood. They’re clear because you’re the key, the light, the escape. Your tears are pure for a reason. How it all works, I don’t know.”

      Hook sighs. “We know the door is on the Dark Side but—"

      “But getting to it is suicide,” Tiger Lily finishes, frowning. “There’s no way we can get all our people through without heavy losses, especially when we don’t know how to open the door or where exactly it is.”

      “There is that,” Hook murmurs, grimacing.

      “So then, we need to make a plan,” Atlas says, leaning forward. “And if the heart is dying, we need to make one quickly.” His eyes dance over toward me and linger, and I try my hardest not to react. I can’t stop it when my wings shuffle, a tiny bit of pixie dust sprinkling to the ground. The smile that curls his lips makes me both want to bite him in punishment and bite him. . .for other reasons, but I pull my gaze away instead.

      Now really isn’t the time for tempting Berserkers and angry sisters attempting to chop my head off. No, now certainly isn’t the time for that.
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      The earth hasn’t stopped shaking.

      That’s the first thought that crosses my mind when I stand in the early hours of the morning and look out over the Coven. The gentle shaking is what woke me up, the trembling deep inside, and though I feel them heavily, I’m not sure if anyone else does. Perhaps, I’m so in tune with the earth, my toes always digging into the soil, that I’m just able to feel the trembling better. Maybe Tiger Lily’s trees have spoken to her about it? Maybe she knows something and hasn’t connected the pieces?

      Aniya’s creatures have taken to remaining in the Coven and though it makes me wary to see them hovering in the middle of the camp without her, they haven’t attacked anyone yet. Before, there had only been a handful of creatures—a few birds, a snake, a rodent. Now, the trees are full of the creatures that find their way to Aniya, and some of them I don’t recognize. I’ve certainly never seen the tiny monkey-like creature resting in the branches before. Aniya had cooed in excitement when he showed up, but the rest of us. . .the rest of us are worried.

      Aniya is getting stronger, and she’s still just a child. Right now, she appears like any ten-year-old, her eyes far too clever, her powers far too strong. I worry what the worlds have in store for a child like her, what she will face one day.

      Besides the shaking and the strange animals, Neverland itself feels as if it’s changing. Just standing here by myself, listening to the sounds of our land, they sound different. The creatures that howl and screech, they’re not all from our world, and I’ll have to warn the guards to be on the lookout for dangerous creatures Aniya doesn’t control. I have a feeling she won’t be able to control a whole heard of whatever sounds like a dying woman among the trees.

      As if in answer to my worry, I feel my magic flare in my veins. It would have made me stumble if not for the fact I’d already had a firm grip on the edge of my porch railing, my other hand curled into the soul of the plants I grow there.

      The flares come at the worst times, and I’m not sure what to tell the others about them. I don’t know if the flares correspond with the heart or if they’re because of Neverland changing. I don’t know how to describe them even.

      I don’t know if it means I’m too much a part of Neverland to live when the land dies.

      If it comes to it, I know I’ll keep that knowledge to myself, help the others escape first, help my people get off this damned rock first. I won’t let them see my weakness, won’t let them focus on helping me rather than getting out of Neverland.

      A single pixie is hardly too much to pay to save everyone else.

      My magic flares again at the same time as another tremble vibrates beneath my feet, throwing everything off center. My vision slams with red and I stumble under the force of it, of the feeling. I blink rapidly, trying to clear it, but it won’t go away. Panic takes hold of my heart as I try desperately to push the tide back. The red vision is a side effect of bloodlust, and it’s been a long time since I’ve been in such a haze. I can’t afford one now. I can’t afford to put everyone else in danger. I shake my head violently, as if that’ll dislodge the feeling, but it doesn’t work. My eyes zero in on one of the guards standing at the fence, staring off into the trees, a Tribe member. He’s watching for threats outside. He doesn’t realize the biggest threat is behind him.

      I can hear his steady heartbeat, can practically taste his blood on the air. My claws rip into the wood I cling to, cutting through it, mutilating the railing in a way that’ll be difficult to explain to anyone who asks.

      I love you.

      I love you, too.

      I could never live without you.

      We’ll be together forever, one way or the other.

      The happy thoughts slam into me and I gasp under their weight. They feed the bloodlust until I’m panting, my eyes riveted to the pulse in the guard’s neck. One bite. Just one bite. That’s all I need. I have enough control to stop in the middle of my bloodlust.

      Lie, my mind whispers. That’s a lie.

      I cringe. There are too many happy thoughts slamming into me, urging the bloodlust higher. I’m going to crack. I can feel the control slipping in a way it hasn’t in a long time. I take a step back, trying to force myself inside and to my green room but I can’t make myself move any further away from the easy meal. Tiger Lily will never forgive me. The others will see the monster I truly am.

      I growl under my breath, fighting it, twisting my neck this way and that in the hopes of dislodging the happy thoughts feeding the bloodlust. This is why the happy thoughts are so dangerous. This is why no one should think them, but there are too many people finding pairings now, and they’ve forgotten what happens when too many happy thoughts come at once.

      “Hey.”

      I jerk toward the voice, toward the being who somehow manages to sneak up on me even while my senses are heightened and tense, the sharp teeth in my mouth poking at my lips. Atlas stands on the other end of the porch, his hands in his pockets, completely at ease. He has to sense what I’m going through—I have no doubt my eyes are blacker rather than their normal pink—but he doesn’t outwardly react. His chin-length hair is mused from sleep but otherwise, he looks wide awake, his axe strapped to his back as usual, even while wearing just jeans and a t-shirt.

      “You okay?” he murmurs, watching me closely.

      Everything about him is painted in red, and his pulse, his pulse calls to me. He’s so much closer than the guard, so much easier to reach. I can taste the power in his veins. I want to taste it, to see if he tastes as good as he smells, as good as he looks. I want to do other things, too, which surprises me. I should only care about blood, but something in me wants more from the man in front of me. Something in me wants something else.

      It takes everything in me to keep my feet planted, so much so, my body begins to tremble.

      I nod in answer to his question and look away. He must know I’m lying. My hands are clenched too hard against the wood, my claws digging in. My sharpest canines poke from the corners of my lips. My eyes are probably black. I probably look like some terrifying monster and it saddens me. I never wanted to be such a monster. I only ever wanted to be just Tink.

      “Your wings are glowing,” Atlas points out, taking a step closer, and I tense.

      “Leave it, Berserker,” I hiss from between sharp teeth, looking at him from beneath my lashes, watching his pulse.

      “I think it’s pretty,” he whispers, and I blink at him in surprise. “The way they glow. I can feel your power, can feel how you vibrate with it.” He takes another step closer.

      “Stop,” I rasp, my shoulders tensing so hard my bones pop. “I might hurt you.”

      “I’m immortal,” he points out. Another step.

      “That doesn’t mean you should suffer what I would do to you.” When he takes another step, now far too close for comfort, a low growl tickles my throat.

      “Would you just drain me of my blood?” he murmurs softly. “Or would you fuck me?” I jerk my eyes to him. “It’s an important distinction to make.” A grin spreads across his face. “One I might consider. The other, I’d offer myself up freely for.”

      “Which one’s which?”

      His grin widens. “That’s the game, isn’t it? A bit like roulette. Spin the wheel and see where we end up.”

      I don’t know what roulette is, but if it keeps him talking, if I can keep hearing the honey in his voice, he can keep speaking nonsense for all I care. “I’ve never been much a fan of games. That was Peter’s domain.”

      Atlas takes another step. There’s hardly any distance between us now, a few more steps and he’ll be right in front of me. “Oh? Tell me more.”

      “More of what? More about Peter, or more about the games I don’t like to play?”

      “How about you tell me what you think of me?” he offers, taking another step.

      I frown. “What I think of you? Why would I think anything of you?”

      “Ouch,” he says, holding a hand over his heart with a smile. “You wound me with your words, Pixie, but that’s fine. You don’t have to think of me at all. I think enough of you for the both of us.”

      I tilt my head, watching him closely as he closes the distance, standing right before me. It would be so easy to reach out my claws and wrap them around his neck, to strike before he even knows what’s happening, but somehow, I curl my hands into fists at my sides.

      “You do?” I murmur.

      “I do. Would you like me to describe the thoughts I have of you, Your Majesty?”

      It’s only then I realize the red haze is gone. I’m standing before Atlas, looking up at him, and he’s in full, normal color, as if I’m not in bloodlust at all. I run my tongue over normal teeth and my heart kicks up. What is happening? It’s only when I look over my shoulder to check my wings that Atlas reaches out a hand and cups my chin with rough, tantalizing fingers. He shouldn’t be touching me this way, shouldn’t dare touch the Wicked Queen, but I let him.

      “They stopped glowing right around when I asked if you would fuck me,” he murmurs, a smile on his face.

      “You stopped it,” I whisper with wide eyes. “How. . .”

      “I’m no stranger to power that gets to be too much. Most of us in Wonderland suffer from the problem. I’ve even had to talk down Cheshire when he was ready to maul a guy for complaining about a smudge on his motorcycle at the shop. Honestly, it might as well be a superpower at this point.” Atlas shrugs his shoulder, as if he doesn’t realize what’s he’s even done.

      “I—” I don’t know what I’m about to say, but Atlas must sense it’s something different. I don’t know if I was going to tell him he’s too dangerous to be around, or I’m too dangerous, but he cuts me off before I can get any words out.

      “Will you come somewhere with me?” His hand drops away from my chin, the hand I hadn’t even realized still touched me with how comfortable I was with it, and offers it for me to take instead.

      “I really shouldn’t. . .”

      “Trust me, Pixie,” he murmurs, his eyes crinkling with his smile. He’s so full of life, of spirit, that everything inside me revolts against snuffing that out, but against my better instincts, I reach out slowly, and place my normal hand in his.

      I put my trust in the man who talks down monsters.
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      Atlas leads me around my home and to the trees on the edges of the Coven. We don’t have to go outside the barriers apparently, for whatever it is Atlas plans to show me. It’s smart, making sure we’re still protected inside the walls, but I’m curious to what exactly he can show me that I’ve never seen before. Where could the Berserker be taking me?

      “Wendy told me about your green room,” he says, leading me further into the trees. “About how it helps you.”

      “The earth offers healing, yes,” I murmur. I don’t know how to explain that having my feet in the soil and being around living plants revitalizes me in different ways than simple immortality. Technically, it should be Tiger Lily so in tune with nature, but I’ve always been that way. I don’t know if it has to do with being born from the soil or some other sort of magic, but my green room, being surrounded by plant life that I coaxed into being, that I take care of, such life, it makes me feel whole. “Where are you taking me?”

      “It’s just through the trees. We won’t even have to leave the Coven,” he reassures me, glancing over into my eyes with a smile. “Just trust me.”

      “I hardly know you.”

      He pauses, something ticking in his jaw when he looks at me again. “I can fix that, if you’ll let me. “
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