

[image: Cover for Shadow]



Acclaim for


DUST

“A vibrant, mesmerizing storyteller and original voice in young adult fiction.”

—Tosca Lee, New York Times best-selling author

“Dust sparkles with hope, magic, and a little bit of pixie dust. If you loved Peter Pan as a child, you’ll devour every gorgeous page of this romantic adventure! I can’t wait to see what happens next!”

—Lorie Langdon, award-winning author of Olivia Twist and The Doon series

“A whimsical imagining of the dark side of Neverland. Dust takes readers beyond the fairytale and, if possible, brings even more enchantment to the already beloved story.”

—Nadine Brandes, award-winning author of A Time To Die, Fawkes, and Romanov

“Kara Swanson’s Dust will send you soaring above the bounds of this tired world to a Neverland you’ve never seen before and won’t ever forget.”

—Wayne Thomas Batson, best-selling author of The Door Within Trilogy

“Dust is pure magic! Fans of Peter Pan will be delighted to fly off on this journey sprinkled with faith, trust, and pixie dust! Kara Swanson is an author to watch. Her tale is a fantastical spin on a beloved classic.”

—Sara Ella, award-winning author of The Unblemished Trilogy and Coral

“Dust is a soaring adventure that taps into the darker themes of J.M. Barrie’s original tale while still giving the reader an entirely new and magical journey. If you loved Peter, this book is for you.”

—Shannon Dittemore, author of Winter, White and Wicked

“With vivid descriptions, conflicted characters, and spirited pacing, Dust has it all. Swanson’s captivating sense of wonder makes this novel an immersive journey into a land you’ve visited in your dreams—and sometimes your nightmares.”

—Christopher Hopper, best-selling author of Ruins of the Galaxy


[image: Shadow]



BOOKS BY KARA SWANSON


The Girl Who Could See

Dust

Shadow

[image: Shadow]



Shadow


Copyright © 2021 by Kara Swanson

EPUB Edition

[image: Logo]

Published by Enclave Publishing, an imprint of Third Day Books, LLC

Phoenix, Arizona, USA.

www.enclavepublishing.com

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, digitally stored, or transmitted in any form without written permission from Third Day Books, LLC.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any similarity to actual people, organizations, and/or events is purely coincidental.

ISBN: 978-1-62184-173-9 (printed hardback)

ISBN: 978-1-62184-175-3 (printed softcover)

ISBN: 978-1-62184-174-6 (ebook)

Cover design by Kirk DouPonce, www.DogEaredDesign.com

Typesetting by Jamie Foley, www.JamieFoley.com

Printed in the United States of America.


To Orrie and RJ—


For crawling into the darkest places with me,

lighting a spark, and showing me I could

ignite.
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Fairy tales do not tell children the dragons exist.


Children already know that dragons exist.

Fairy tales tell children the dragons can be killed.

—G.K. Chesterton
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Neverland

Falling out of the sky is far less fun than it sounds.

One minute I’m soaring past the stars, barreling through a veil of color and magic and snatches of children’s voices and whispered dreams—and then there it is. It spreads out below me in familiar rugged curves that I know better than my own shadow.

Neverland.

I angle toward the island, trails of Jeremy’s packet of pixie dust lifting my body, when I start to stutter. My body wobbles midair, and I check the store of dust, only to find that it’s almost gone. I try to coast, treading late-afternoon air, but the last shred of dust flickers out.

I drop.

Spiraling toward the roiling, dark stretch of Neversea below like some rock shot from Slightly’s slingshot, I flail in the air but can’t seem to slow. All hints of airy pixie dust gone.

Blast it all!

When I had Tink, there’d always be plenty of dust to make it to Neverland. To drift lightly down to perch on the trees and spy on Lily’s tribe—or kick one of Hook’s cannonballs out of the air. But this time, without her, it took much longer to even to get a bead on the island. Neverland usually calls to me, like a siren’s lure drawing me closer—but instead my Never Never Land pushed me away. Hid.

As I plummet past the stars, through the clouds and biting wind toward the thrashing Neversea below, I suddenly realize why.

This whole island is angry.

It’s in the chilled air. The way the water kicks below me. The skeletal silhouette of the island.

I slam into the icy waves like a cannonball. They knock the breath from my lungs and batter my skin as I sink. Cold numbs my body before I can beat for the surface. The Neversea wrestles control, swallowing me up.

The island isn’t just angry—Neverland is afraid.

Its fear leaks through the water around me, weighted and churning with such panic it makes me nauseous. This is nothing like the crystal clear, warm depth I’m used to.

I force myself to strike for the surface and break through. I shake wet hair out of my eyes as the water continues to swell and writhe around me, almost thick and slimy as it attempts to drag me away from the island. Neverland’s craggy shores rise in the distance, not as far as I’d thought, but even from this vantage point, something is off. The color is leached from the shore, the sand dark and the trees lifeless and charred.

Not very promising.

I wrestle with the Neversea, fighting to make it to that shore.

I almost crow out of habit, but of course my Lost Boys won’t answer. Or if they did, it wouldn’t be to help me. No one here would want to pull me out of this water. More likely they’d shove me back under.

As I get closer to the craggy shoreline, my body aching and creaking like a blithering ship, I see something fluid and glistening slide through the water a few paces ahead. And then the flash of a rippled, sharp fin. I halt, bobbing in the frigid water, not daring to breathe.

Good gad. I hope the sirens aren’t hungry.

I’m only a few feet from shore, so I push down my uneasiness and continue swimming, trying to keep the dangerous undersea creatures well within view. Suddenly, an oily tail slides past my leg.

My skin crawls, and I wrench away. Oh no . . .

I angle around whatever clipped my leg and swim faster, desperate for that shoreline. Suddenly a sharp lance of pain tears across my side. Another cuts through my right shin. I grit my teeth.

Not good, not good, not good.

Thin streams of crimson fill the murky waters. The scaly creatures circle me, sharp talons protruding from thin fingers and tangled, oily hair obscuring pale faces. My chest caves in, too tight to breathe.

Don’t just wait for them to add seasoning and take a bite!

My heavy and stinging limbs stir back into motion, legs pinwheeling as I swim as fast as I can through the thick water. But the sirens easily keep pace, taking their time as they try to tear me apart. A claw slices through my arm. Teeth puncture my leg. A webbed hand pulls at my hair.

They’re toying with me.

“’Ey, chums! We used to be mates, remember? I used to feed you pirates?” My voice is breathless and raspy, salty water snaking down my throat. “Remember those grand ol’ times?”

But the sirens are fast nearing a frenzy. I’m only five feet from the dark stone beach rimming Neverland, but two webbed fists circle my legs and pull me under. I can’t kick away. They’re far too strong.

Dark, thick water fills my vision. Other webbed hands pin my legs and circle my arms, wrenching me deeper as I writhe and fight.

Only a shred of air is left in my lungs. Every fiber of my being is blooming exhausted. Somehow, I’ve always been able to hold my breath longer in the Neversea than I could on Earth—but now my chest is already screaming.

I kick at the slithery grips holding my ankles, losing my shoes in the process, and when my head snaps up, one of the sirens hovers in front of me. Charcoal tendrils of hair curl through the water around her pale features. The large, hollow eyes staring at me from her gray skin are more dilated than I remember, but it still clicks. The scar on the right cheek, the sharp jawline, the thin lips . . . I know her.

“Nyssa?” All the sirens freeze.

She drifts closer and makes a clattering, hissing noise. The other sirens let go and drift back a pace.

My lungs burn, and my eyes are blurred, but I see her scales have become dull and warped, almost slimy. No longer the familiar glossy ebony. Come to think of it . . . I glance around and realize that all of these sirens seem different. Thinner, bonier, duller. Their tails a little shriveled, their scales lackluster.

I turn back to the siren in front of me. The others hover in the water around us, their tails swishing deftly, deferring to her. She is their queen, after all. And one of the few sirens I’ve ever really respected. But this is not the Nyssa I remember.

“Peter . . .” I mumble, gesturing to myself, and she tilts her head again. A spark of hope ignites—maybe she’ll remember. Maybe she’ll let me go.

But her panicked eyes remain unchanged, and she shakes her head.

Great.

Her thin, rubbery lips pull wide to reveal rows of sharp teeth. I kick toward the surface with my last shreds of strength—but it’s too late. She lets out a long, haunting wail.

A dozen sirens bare their teeth and launch at me, ready for the kill. Frenzied and furied and ready to tear me to shreds. I’d seen them do it to pirates before but never thought this was how I’d go.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I roll into a ball.

Sorry, Claire. I didn’t even get to you.

Some rescuer I am.

A webbed claw burrows into my shoulder, but before their teeth can tear through the skin, one of them screeches.

A small tunnel of bubbles flashes past my cheek.

My eyes fly open, and I see dozens of small threads of bubbles through the water around me. I drift upward, not even sure how I haven’t lost consciousness yet. As I near the surface, I can make out the sound as small projectiles continue to cut through the water, scattering the sirens. The sirens hiss and bare their teeth but quickly slide backward through the water and away from me.

Bullets.

Someone is firing into the water.

It’s a miracle they didn’t hit me.

I can just make out the water lightening above me, and then a hand reaches down.

I manage to get my numb fingers into the proffered grasp. I’m dragged up onto a rugged wooden slat.

I roll over, hacking and gasping for air. My ears ring, and I can’t even lift my head to see who is turning me on my side. Gradually my vision clears.

I’m on a makeshift raft of driftwood, and someone is hunched at the front, pulling on a length of crusty rope. Pulling us to shore. I start when I see the rusted pistol lying beside him.

My hazy brain riffles through the list of anyone on this island who could possibly have access to a gun. Was I just scooped out of the siren’s hold to be caught by one of the pirates?

Clenching my jaw, I get to my knees and reach for the gun.

“You should rest. You just almost drowned. That fall didn’t look fun either.”

Fist around the handle, I stare at the figure who continues to steadily pull on the rope, hand over hand, drawing us to shore. He’s lean, with shaggy dark hair and a stained brown shirt that seems a bit too big for his shoulders.

“Who are you?”

He doesn’t even flinch when I nudge him with the muzzle. “Not going to answer if you’re waving that at me. Not that there’s any bullets left. Used them all saving you from those sirens.” His voice is low, even-toned. He just continues hefting on the rope. There’s something familiar about the easy, languid movements and the way his voice doesn’t waver.

I set the gun back down just as he pulls the raft up and jumps ashore, ragged pants rolled up his shins. He gestures for me to get out. I lurch off the makeshift raft and wade clumsily to a shore almost as black as siren scales, the cuts littering my skin stinging with every painstaking movement.

My mysterious rescuer drags the raft up onto the sands. One shoulder slumps, head ducked and thick hair hanging into his eyes. When he rubs at his nose with the back of his hand, a familiar tick, I stare. It can’t be.

“Tootles?”

Warm almond eyes rise to meet mine, and he reveals a familiar half smile that for a moment gives me a flash of who this boy used to be. Not quite the smallest, but always the quietest, Tootles had a soft, disarming way about him.

That was one of the reasons I was shocked when he aimed an arrow at a Wendy-Bird and sent the young Story Girl tumbling from the skies. If Slightly had shot the arrow, I wouldn’t have been the least bit surprised. But Tootles? The lad really had the worst luck, and he’d been ready for me to plunge the arrow into his own chest as punishment for the accidental shooting.

And I might have, if Wendy hadn’t stopped me.

“It’s been a long time, Peter.”

His words abruptly bring me back. I try to step toward him, but my legs finally give out. I sink into the dark sand and stare at him. “I thought you were dead. I was sure Connor had . . .”

He trudges toward me. “He certainly tried. But I’m quicker than I look.”

That I know.

As Tootles reaches a hand down to help me to my feet, hope starts to rise. If Tootles survived, who knows what else could still be intact?

He looks older, quite a bit older, like all of the Lost Boys do. Another reminder of just how broken this island has become. Not to mention that time runs differently here anyway.

Tootles eyes the nasty cuts and bite marks that really sting now.

“We’d better get those cleaned up.” Something about the iron in his tone makes me pause. This Tootles’s grip is strong and calloused, skin littered with thin scars that hadn’t been there before. His eyes are haunted, his languid movements weighted.

“What happened to you? How long have you been here? And thanks for not letting me become siren chow, by the way,” I add as he leads me across the beach. We pause near a thick, charred tree for me to lean on and catch my breath. The obsidian sand lining the beach fades into the coarse ground around the trees, and there are strange darkish veins cutting across the dusty terrain. Something is seriously wrong with this place.

“Speak quieter,” Tootles tells me as he tears strips from his oversized shirt to bind up the cuts running streams of red down my skin. “The pirates patrol this beach about this time every day. We should find somewhere to hide.”

I skirt a glance around. “I don’t see—”

Tootles’s hand clamps over my mouth. “Trust me.”

Point taken.

He gestures for me to follow him, and I try to match his silent footsteps through the charred, twisted remnants of the jungle and toward a large rock covered in slimy moss. He brushes a dangling curtain of the moss away to reveal a small nook in the rock and motions for me to duck in. He follows close by, letting the veil of moss fall over the front of the secret alcove again.

“We’ll wait a few minutes for them to pass, and then I’ll take you home.”

Crammed in against the slimy back of the rock, it’s jarring just how thin Tootles has become and the way his bony shoulders and ribs jut through his threadbare shirt. He obviously hasn’t been eating well.

My own ribs sting every time I breathe, the patchwork of small gashes making it hard to focus and sucking away my energy.

Still, I’m desperate to ask: “What’s going on, mate? What’s Connor done? Do you know where Claire is?”

He shushes me again, still peering out through the veil of moss, keeping impossibly still.”

I pull my knees to my chest, trying to breathe through the biting pain that keeps flaring up. At least his makeshift bandages have stopped the bleeding for now, and it’s only the slices on my shoulder that seem especially deep.

Silence hangs over us, and when Tootles finally speaks, each word is weighted enough to ground a pixie. “Connor has near-total control of the island. Neverland is dying, Peter.”

He traces a strange dark vein that skitters across the ground beneath our feet. His voice is so hushed I have to strain my ears just to catch it. “The creatures here are all terrified. You saw it with the sirens—they’re changing. He’s mutilating it all.”

Searing anger boils through my bones. I launch to my feet, bursting through the veil of moss. “That’s it! I’m going to go find him and Claire and—”

But Tootles grabs my arm and yanks me back inside, smacking a hand over my mouth.

“Are you trying to get killed?” He spits the words at me. “If you rush after Connor like this”—he lets go of my arm to gesture wildly—“he will destroy you without a second glance. You won’t save Claire that way. Plus, there are things you don’t know.”

I’ve never seen Tootles lose his cool, let alone the wild, frantic intensity that fills his words. “What else am I supposed to do?”

“Let me get you safely to the hideout. And then I can teach you how to survive here.” Tootles’s eyes grow very weary. “This isn’t the Neverland you know, Peter. This isn’t your dream world any longer.”

My head sinks to rest on my knees as I stare at the ground, back pressed against the curve of the rock. I study the thin, dark veins spiderwebbing through the dirt. I hate to admit it, but he’s right.

Every child visits a dreamland when they sleep. On rare occasions, when reality truly is too horrible for a little mind to bear, sometimes that dreamworld becomes more than a dream.

I’d been just a tiny boy, crying under my bed, when an impetuous pixie knocked on my window. I couldn’t jump off that sill fast enough. Never looking back.

But this Neverland isn’t my escape anymore. This place has become the world of Connor’s nightmares, connected to him in the same way it used to be tethered to me.

And just as my dreams created this place . . .

Connor’s nightmares are tearing it apart.
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Neverland

Before

I never thought I’d see Neverland like this.

Chained to the Jolly Roger like a caged bird. An iron cuff circles my ankle, with a thick, crusted chain trailing from it. I stare out the muggy window of Hook’s stifling cabin at the arching landscape beyond the anchored ship.

I never thought I’d see Neverland like this.

Hollow. Shattered. Dark and foreboding.

The door to Hook’s cabin swings open, and the tall pirate in the crimson coat steps into the room. Holding that infernal cane with the sword blade hidden inside.

I kick against the iron clamped to my right ankle. “You have to let me out!”

I expect him to say what he has every time we’ve had this argument for the past three days. Tell me this is for my best and that at least I’m being fed and safe . . .

That word makes me want to spit in his face. I don’t want his forced sense of safety—I’m not safe, I’m his prisoner. I’ve been locked in his cabin ever since we docked here in Neverland. He hasn’t even let me see my brother.

It’s not time yet, Hook keeps saying. It’s not the right time for me to meet Connor, but it will be soon.

Right.

“Patience, love,” Hook says as he unlocks the massive bolt tying the chain to the bed, giving me more slack. Without glancing at me, he gestures for me to follow as he strides out of the cabin and clips across the rough deck.

Cautiously I peer around the doorframe. Hook has taken the chain, tossed it around the mast, and locked it with a rusted old deadbolt.

Wrapping my arms around my worn, pale blue cardigan, I cross the splintered deck of the Jolly Roger in bare feet. Movement on the ship lessens, and most of the pirates sneer. Slightly sends me a sympathetic look, sweat glistening over his freckled shoulders as he helps move large crates and tosses them into a small dinghy bobbing on the tide. Nibs is the only other Lost Boy not ashore, and he stands with his back to me, unwavering at the stern of the ship. He hasn’t been able to look me in the eye since Hook tied me up.

The hopelessness is suffocating. I watch Hook move closer, picking up the rope slack in his gloved hand like it’s nothing. Like I’m just some animal he can take for walks.

Catching sight of the pistol in his waistcoat, I make a desperate grab for it. I’ve attempted to snatch a weapon several times before and know he’s probably too quick for me—but I have to try something.

Hook easily sidesteps me, waggling a finger. “Now, now, that’s not—”

He’s interrupted as a massive wave slams into the side of the boat. I’m thrown roughly to the side, and my knees and palms hit the deck hard. The pirates fight for their footing. The water has kicked up without warning, and on the island, the trees tremble so violently several of them snap in half.

An earthquake?

After the waves still, Hook stretches a hand to me, but I avoid it, pushing myself to my feet, dusting off my ragged jeans. He only shakes his head. “As much as you may hate me for it, I’m doing this for your good. Things are unstable. You would not be well received.”

“So, you’re keeping me prisoner?” This time I do spit on his nicely pressed coat.

The captain trails his hook down the side of my face. I jerk away, but not before he smirks. “You’ll thank me for this one day, love.”

Stop trying to placate me.

Another earthquake volleys through the island, and the ship tosses dangerously again, but I use the moment to spin away from Hook, eyes burning as I blink back angry tears. Thin flecks of gold drip from my skin, trailing down my wrists and leaking from my fingertips.

I don’t notice my heels rising from the deck until I drift a few inches off the ground. I glide over the deck. For a moment, hope lifts my heart like the whisper of dust lifting my body—but then there’s the sharp tug of iron chafing raw skin. And I’m reminded I’m tied down by metal that I haven’t been able to burn through, no matter how many times I’ve tried. As much as I want to see Connor, perhaps there’s also a part of me nervous of what could be out there that would stay a pirate’s hand and keep them moored so far from shore.

My heart drops, and my feet hit the ground.

I sense Hook’s eyes on me, but I ignore him and limp to the edge. My ankle aches from all the times over the past few days I’ve tried to fly. To pull away and get off this blasted ship. But I’ve never been able to, and now, like an animal beaten down so many times it’s lost its fight, all I can do is lean against the rail of the Roger.

Out of my periphery, I instinctively keep tabs on anyone who might come close. In case any of the pirates want to try poking at the caged birdie again. Thankfully they’re keeping their distance, probably on Hook’s orders.

The captain has crossed to the stern, where he can still watch me, but is now deep in conversation with Nibs.

A flash of anger tightens my fists clutching the rail. I glare out over the roiling water. The shore of Neverland is a rocky, spiked landscape so close the spines of haggard trees and the mist coating distant mountains are visible. A faint gray tint of smoke curls over the western end of the island. If I squint, I can make out a flicker of tiny lights darting through the trees. The sky is overcast, the sunlight dim and faded. An echo of a long-forgotten beauty that has since died.

Even the wind that raises goosebumps on my arms feels haunting and sapped of life.

But somewhere out there, across that foreboding shore, is Connor. So close.

If only I could get rid of this chain.

Another swell of fury ripples through me, and at the smell of burning wood I glance down to find thin, charcoal flakes of dust scattering, leaving charred burn marks across the rail.

I shake off the dust and try to settle my mind. There has to be a way to burn through this chain.

But before I can seek out a private place to give it a try, a voice cuts through my thoughts.

“It didn’t always look like that.”

I glance up to find Slightly beside me, peering wistfully at Neverland. His freckles stand out against his pale skin, and a shock of hair falls into his eyes. For a moment, I have a flash of what this Lost Boy may have looked like as a child. Carefree and loud and adventurous.

Slightly is the only Lost Boy who drifted nearer and nearer to me on the trip over, genuinely seeming interested in friendship. He’d sneak me extra food and even bandaged up my hands when I ripped my palms and fingertips raw trying to burn through the chain to no avail.

He’s the only Lost Boy who doesn’t seem quite as afraid of Hook . . . or as coated in guilt as Nibs is.

Slightly’s mouth tilts into a reminiscent smile. “It used to be so bright and vibrant. Even on the days that Peter was gone and the cold came, it was nothing like this.”

“What changed?”

He blinks rapidly, shooting a glance toward the captain. “Hook is right—believe it or not. He is trying to protect you. There are things here that are far more dangerous than you know. And it’s gotten even worse than the last time we were here.”

I study him for a long moment.

“You don’t want to be here either, do you?” I ask. “You’re trapped too, like I am.”

He presses his lips together, sliding a hand into his pocket, and then darts his eyes around the ship.

He sidles a little closer. “It’s all become so complicated. But you . . .” He takes something small and slender out of the pocket. It glints in the sunlight. “You can get away if you want. You can just fly away.”

I keep my voice low. “Not with this chain, I can’t.” I palm the thick, metal links.

“But if I unlocked it, you could run. Fly. That’s something none of us can do.” Slightly leans into me. “You can get away, Claire. Fly home. Go somewhere they will never find you. Leave all of this behind.”

My brow ripples. “Leave? I still need to find—”

But Slightly quickly shakes his head. “No. No, you can’t stay. You have to get away before Connor finds you. Promise me, Claire. Promise you’ll fly to Earth and never look back.”

Slightly glances over his shoulder again, and this time Hook stirs, gray eyes narrowed and cold.

Uh oh . . .

I quickly bend my leg and balance my foot against the side of the ship, high enough that Slightly can get to the cuff circling my ankle—and the small lock pinning it in place. His hands shake as he slides the slender knife into the lock slot and starts picking it.

“Promise me that you will fly as far away from here as you can,” he implores.

He’s too slow with that blade. Hook is only steps away. I nudge the knife aside.

“Let me try!” I close my eyes, fill my palms with the chain, and unleash the pain. Please, please work. I can feel Slightly trembling beside me, and something about his fear enflames my anger. Nothing about this world is what I expected. This ship is a cage—and I can’t free them if I can’t save myself.

Fierce determination cannonballs through the ashen specks that pour from my skin. The dark dust burns through the heavy chain in seconds. It falls to the deck.

But Hook is here.

Slightly jumps in front of me, blocking the pirate captain.

Hook raises a dagger, glare locked on me. “Don’t you dare—”

Too late, you old codfish.

I catch Slightly’s desperate eyes one last time, and he mouths, “Fly!”

I leap onto the rail and don’t even bother to glance back at the captain. My future is ahead. I drop off the edge of the ship. Shining, golden dust erupts from me. I’m finally unleashed from my cage, and I’ve never felt lighter.

Hook shouts orders, and a bullet zings past my ear, but they’re far too late. Every fiber of my being crackles to life. My back skims the whitecaps, and then I spin onto my stomach as dust ignites the air around me. I fly faster and faster, fingertips skimming the water as I zoom toward Neverland.

I can faintly hear Hook bellowing after me, voice filled with anger and edged with alarm.

But I pour on more dust and soon leave the pirate’s echoing voice behind as I cross into Neverland. I fly through the thick jungle and am soon swallowed by the spines of dark, charred trees. I don’t stop, don’t slow down, just keep flying faster and faster. Deeper and deeper.

The island closes in. Shriveled, twisted branches claw out, scratching my face. The sun fades as eerie, thick mist swells around me, and soon I can hardly see. Even my dust feels masked and stifled here. I pour out more to stay afloat.

I’m not quite sure what I’m flying toward, looking for—but my gut says that whatever lies in the heart of this Neverland will find me.

I let my feet drop and keep pressing forward, quickly making my way across cracked, craggy ground. I didn’t realize the jungle on this island would be so thick. Strange dark veins spiderweb across the jungle floor. Shrieking howls of animals break the eerie silence every few minutes, but the unnerving sounds are muffled. A shiver crawls over my arms, and as dread sets into my bones, it almost looks like the trees bend in toward me. Like the mist grows thicker. The island gets colder.

Pulling my tattered cardigan more tightly around myself, I force my mind to clear. To steady. There is no danger here, not yet.

And with that single thought, as my calloused feet step over snapped twigs and cold ground, the mist thins. Warmth starts to soak in all around me. The trees lean away, this time shifting forward, as if gesturing me onward.

Almost as if the jungle is reacting to me.

But that’s not possible . . .

Right?

Or maybe Neverland really is a place where the never is possible.

I slow down, feeling I’ve put enough space between me and the pirates. As I near one of the sharp, angular trees, I reach out to touch it, but before my hand can brush the bark, the tree visibly flows toward me. A thin branch presses into my palm. It’s a slow, languid movement—almost sad. Like a sick puppy nuzzling your hand.

I stare up at the tree. “How on earth . . . ?”

But I’m not on Earth. This is a fantasy world. Maybe even the trees are aware.

I trail my fingertips along one of the thin, spindly offshoots of the branch. It shivers under my touch, and that odd cold soaks into my skin again. “Shhh . . .” I whisper instinctively, moving closer to the tree. Thin drips of gold spill from my fingers.

As my pixie dust flickers and lands on it, the slender gold flakes soak in, and the tree warms. It stretches, like a haggard old man waking from a years-long nap, and a rich brown color returns to its darkened bark.

A little smile tugs at my mouth.

I move my hand along the reaching branch and then place both hands on the trunk. Another flash of chill skims over my body, but warmth again returns as more of my dust soaks into the tree. A faint hint of green starts to flicker at the edges of the branches. Tiny leaves unfurling. Small pink buds, barely the size of my fingernail, press their heads up.

Relief. I’m not sure if the whisper of sensation is coming from the tree or me.

Suddenly, a blast of angry wind rips through the jungle, bringing with it a rolling cloud of dark mist. My skin crawls, muscles going tight. The ground shakes again, and I cling to the tree. The color has already been leached from it, the hint of leaves now shriveled and dying.

The island convulses around me.

I almost crash to my knees. The ground shakes and rolls beneath my feet. My chest is so tight I gasp for air, eyes watering.

This feels like a panic attack. But it’s not just me—it’s this place.

Something is so very wrong here. Something about this island is . . . built into my bones. As if these are more than just trees and ground and mountains. Something deeper. Something unexpected.

And right now, it’s screaming for me to run.

I stumble back the way I came, but the ground is rolling so heavily I almost trip. Gasping, I use a bit of dust to keep my footing and run away from the dread that lifts through the icy ground.

The shadowed mist swallows me, so cold that ice forms on the ground.

Thud, thud, thud.

New footsteps. Not running but marching forward determinedly.

I don’t know if it’s Hook or some other unseen threat, but from the way terror fills my veins, and the way this whole island trembles, it’s not good.

Not safe . . . not safe.

I force my legs to move faster despite the stray rocks and scattered sticks cutting at my bare feet.

A vine shoots out of the mist and wraps around my shin. Another appears from the opposite direction, and I wince as it wraps around my sprained ankle. Fear spikes through me. No! More dark vines slither like snakes across the ground and spiral up my legs.

I try to rip them away, but more rough vines wrap my wrists. Shooting up my body and winding around my chest. Holding me in place. My head twists around, frantic to understand what is happening.

“Let me go!” I cry out. “What are you?”

Shadows seep all around me. The mist darkens markedly, and a tremor ripples through the ashen trees.

A figure steps forward, silhouetted by the mist. He lopes closer, the mist clinging to him. The vines wrapping me perceptively shift toward him.

I struggle against the stiff hold of the thick vines. “Get me out of these!”

He doesn’t say anything, just glides closer, head bent forward so that his long, pale hair hides his features. Bile rises in my throat, and the island ripples again. His skin is sickly pale, and he seems too thin.

“W-who . . . ?” I can’t seem to get the word out.

He steps right up to me. Slowly, painstakingly, he lifts his head, paralyzing me by the haunting expression in those eerily familiar blue eyes.

I gasp.

“I’m here, Claire.”
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Neverland

Present

This Neverland is twisted and fragmented, everything turned around and wrong. North is south, south is west, and the stars are hidden day and night. Yet as Tootles guides me through the thick, ashen foliage and past the spiral of smoke from Lily’s village, I know where we are going.

At least, I think so, until the blithering earthquake starts. It spirals through the quivering jungle, and the ground dips and bends like some giant beast waking beneath our feet. The sky darkens, storm clouds moody and thickening. I fight for my balance as thin cracks splinter across the craggy ground underfoot.

“Peter, just wait—” Tootles begins, but I ignore him.

This is my island. My chest twists with every ripple underfoot. I don’t know what in the blasted heck is happening to this place, but I refuse to let it hold me back.

Stubbornly keeping my head up, I force my way forward. The ground bucks back at me, and I lose my footing. I fall forward but manage a stiff roll to cushion my fall. When I leap back to my feet, I don’t see the tree branch swinging my way before it’s too late.

Blast!

I grit my teeth and keep moving forward.

Tootles catches up to me as I shoot a glare at the dark trees surrounding me, spindly branches clawing skyward. Lay off, would the lot of you?

“This whole place has got its blasted knickers in a twist.”

Tootles shakes his head. “You said it, not me.” He jogs on ahead.

The island begins to settle down, apparently finishing up its latest tantrum. Tootles cuts through a craggy field and nimbly leaps over a small stream I think I recognize—though now it’s filled with murky, dark goo.

Certainly didn’t dream up that.

We skirt around a grove of dead flowers—and I remember this patch of trees, twisted as they are. And the cluster of rocks we used to climb on.

We’re close!

My pace speeds up, and I round the corner excitedly because I know it’s here.

But the shriveled, warped tree standing in the middle of the charred ground is nothing like I remembered.

Our tree is so haggard that you almost can’t make out the slender holes chiseled into the side. I’m a tangled mess of threads of relief and homesickness knotted up in disbelief at how shriveled it’s all become. Footsteps dragging, I go over to the hollow tree and trace a uniquely shaped hole winnowed out in the side. “This was Cubby’s . . .”

Tootles knocks a calloused knuckle against the rough bark. “Yes. His chute was the biggest and the only one still usable. I only recently moved back here—it’s been so long, the pirates don’t even bother to keep tabs here anymore.”

Skin growing cold, I circle the tree. I can make out a few more of the tunnel entrances, but the shapes that had once been carved out to perfectly fit each of the Lost Boys have now been nearly swallowed up as the tree has twisted and bowed.

But I’m curious. “How did you survive for so long?” Tootles rubs at the back of his head. “Moved and hid a lot, mainly. Watching, learning how the pirates and Connor made do. Learned to work around them. For months, I’d have to find a new hideout practically every day. At least I know the island better than nearly anyone else and could set up traps and warning systems near some of the hideouts.”

“Including the booby traps and trip wires we had around this old place?”

“Especially those.”

Noted. Careful where I step and what leaves I tug on, I continue circling the tree. I stop when I reach one hauntingly familiar cutout shape. Even shriveled as it is, I recognize the entrance that I’d carved out for myself. Bending down, I press my hand against the side of the small tunnel. Even if the tree hadn’t contorted like this, I would never be able to fit in this hole.

I’m much too big now.

Something about that realization makes my temples throb. So much has changed. Far more than I want to admit. When I try to unravel even one thread of that blooming mess, I find that it’s wrapped like a noose around my neck. The past doesn’t play nice.

“Ready to go in?” Tootles is not watching me but scanning the jungle around us.

Ah—right. We’re probably exposed here.

Pushing aside the disappointment, I muster a lopsided grin. “You bet! Lead on, chap.”

He levels me another one of those long, perceptive glances. Then he turns and goes back toward the larger hole that had once been Cubby’s.

With practiced fluidity, Tootles leaps feetfirst into the hollowed entrance. I can hear the faint rumble of his body sliding through the tunneled-out chute and down to the underground hideout beneath.

I step up, take a deep breath, and then duck inside the cutout. “Here goes nothing.” Feetfirst, I jump in.

The chute is still very small and my shoulders are almost too broad. I squeeze my arms over my chest and somehow manage to scoot through. I thud out on the other end, landing on the hard-packed dirt floor.

As I leap to my feet, I’m riveted by the look of shock on Tootles’s face. He’s even paler, lifting a finger to his lips.

“Hey, let’s not do that . . .” He’s speaking in an oddly hushed, even-tempered tone, but fear cuts beneath his words.

My brows clash together. “What?”

I start toward him, but Tootles quickly shakes his head, gesturing for me to stay still.

“Take it easy. Let’s not do anything brash.”

His wide gaze is fixated on something behind me. Over my shoulder.

Every nerve on high alert, I swivel on
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