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To all the Lost Girls and Boys in the world, for daring to believe. 





Chapter 1: The magical portal


The Darling School for girls was always immaculate. The hedges were trimmed perfectly, the windows cleaned regularly, and anything that could be maintained was thoroughly maintained. Even though it was fall, there wasn’t a single leaf to be found lying on the property grounds or even in the nearby pond that nestled beside and wrapped around the large brick building that was the school.
The Darling School for girls was always immaculate because Headmistress Darling insisted it would always be immaculate. She watched over every element of the school’s upkeep, including the education of the girls that enrolled in it and made it their home. Everything was always at the highest possible standard. It was said that even the birds that made their nests in the trees had to seek out a permit from the Headmistress before they were allowed to lay down a single twig. Of course, no permits were ever found on any of the birds, but the rumor was still repeated by the young girls that attended the school.
Headmistress Darling was a stern educator. The girls had to be awake at seven sharp, dressed and at the mess hall by seven thirty. Classes always started at eight, and if any of the girls were a minute late they got detention and extra homework. There were a lot of young girls that had to get a lot of extra homework before they learned just how unbending the Headmistress truly was.
But it had to be that way. The Headmistress took great pride in her school, believing that shaping and preparing the future for the young girls at her school was the single most important thing she could do. That was why the grounds were immaculate, that was why the school’s curriculum was so difficult, that was why the Headmistress held all her teachers, girls, and even the birds, to the highest of high standards. Not a single element of their education was not thought out, planned, reworked, and then executed with grueling precision to the dismay of the overworked girls at the school.
Their entire day was planned, down to the last minute, to be filled with learning and preparation. Even their sick days were planned, with the headmistress possessing an uncanny ability to predict when each girl was going to get sick, and then allotting her the appropriate amount of days, or in some cases, hours, to get better.
If the young girl was still sick after the Headmistress deemed that she wasn’t supposed to be sick anymore, then she got detention and extra homework. It wasn’t long before the girls found ways to strengthen their immune systems and avoid being sick for longer than absolutely necessary. It was either that or learn to fake feeling better while sick, another skill that the girls learned very quickly.
It wasn’t so much the extra work that was so terrifying, it was the detention that really made the girls work so hard. No one wanted to have detention, because detention meant being alone with the Headmistress for a great length of time. And no one wanted to be alone with Headmistress Darling for any amount of time, let alone a great deal.
During a typical detention the Headmistress would place a chair in the middle of her office, then she would place her own chair right across from it, not even an arm’s length away. The unfortunate girl would have to sit in her seat and face the Headmistress, who would sit in the other chair, and talk to her.
Normally, talking wasn’t such a bad thing. In fact, the girls at the school found talking quite enjoyable, only slightly more enjoyable than listening, which was harder to do. But talking to Headmistress Darling was quite another matter altogether. Talking to Headmistress Darling could be quite close to terrifying on a good day, and horrifying on another. Unfortunately, it ended up being difficult to figure out which day was which, so most girls ended up leaving detention both terrified and horrified. They then went and quickly talked about it to all their friends, who did their best to console the uncontrollably sobbing girl. Incredibly enough, the girl would manage to quickly recover the next day and avoid any further detention.
No one quite understood how it was possible to be both terrified and horrified at the same time until it was their turn to have detention. It was an experience that couldn’t quite be explained, it had to be experienced, and then quickly buried in the deepest corners of memory, to be truly appreciated.
No girl had ever had detention more than once. No girl, that is, except for Wendy Darling. Wendy was in no way related to the Headmistress, and would probably have disliked it immensely if she was, but every girl at the school was an orphan. After the school took them in and became their legal guardian, they were all fortunate, or unfortunate, enough to have the Darling surname added to their more preferable first name.
Wendy was no different, except when it came to detention. Unbelievably enough, even though the other girls did whatever they could to avoid having detention, Wendy had detention on an almost regular basis. She had detention so many times that the girls at the school lost count. There were some rumors that Wendy had been to detention over a hundred times. Other rumors put it closer to a thousand. The truth was impossible to know because, unlike other girls, Wendy never spoke about her detention.
Also, unlike other girls, Wendy never left Headmistress Darling’s office crying.
Some girls had even said that it was the Headmistress who cried when Wendy left the office, but the girls who had experienced detention would quickly end those rumors with a very frightened and powerful response.
No one was sure what it was about Wendy that made it possible for her to withstand so much detention, but everyone knew why it was that she got so much of it. Wendy would always challenge the Headmistress. She would always talk back, question, and denounce anything that she thought the Headmistress got wrong. And no amount of detention was able to change her fiery ways. Headmistress Darling, of course, was all too happy to keep handing out detention for Wendy’s behavior, so Wendy would repeatedly meet with her, sit across from her, and talk to her.
Today was no different.
Headmistress Darling sat in her office across from the other empty chair, and looked at the clock. She had a stern expression that never quite seemed to leave her face. Her hair was done up in a tight bun that was slightly old fashioned, and her clothes were a dull gray. Her brown hair had streaks of gray in it that seemed almost precise in their placement, mirroring and paralleling other streaks of gray in her hair. Not a strand was out of place, gray or otherwise. Her thin, high arched eyebrows sat above a steely blue eyed gaze. She never shifted or adjusted her position. She didn’t even seem to blink as she watched the seconds tick away on the overhead clock above the door.
She sat frozen in her pose until, finally, the door opened.
Wendy stepped into the room.
Wendy had long, blonde hair just past her shoulders, with a slight wave to it. Her hair was wild, and shifted and flowed as she moved. Her face was youthful, even for her young age, and she looked like the type of girl who always had a laugh and a smile ready.
She was neither laughing nor smiling now. Her intelligent, blue eyes quickly took in the room and the Headmistress, sitting in her chair and staring back at her.
Wendy, like all of her close friends, had just turned fifteen. They were all orphans, and some didn’t know when their actual birthdays were, so they were assigned birthdays in groups. Wendy’s group had just had a birthday. They were all allowed to stay up fifteen minutes later, and have a cupcake. But no singing, hats, cakes, or presents were allowed. Wendy had stayed up twenty minutes later, and now she was in detention because of it. She had never even eaten her cupcake.
Wendy closed the door behind her, walked over to her chair and sat down without a word.
Headmistress Darling regarded her sternly.
“You know why you are here,” she said as much as asked.
“I know why I am here,” Wendy replied, looking directly back at the Headmistress, a feat most other girls wouldn’t even dare.
“Then we shall begin,” the Headmistress said.
“Did we ever end?” Wendy asked, referring to her previous detention.
“Indeed,” Headmistress Darling replied.
There was a knock at the door.
The knock was not part of Headmistress Darling’s plan, so she was quite annoyed by it. To add to the insult the door opened without even being instructed, to reveal the plump, round face of Pamela Misgivings, the school’s secretary. She was a short woman, younger than the Headmistress, but old enough, or worry prone enough, to have deep lines of age etched into her face. She had kind eyes, and an easy smile, and always kept her barely shoulder length brown hair in a state of disarray and untidiness. She loved the girls at the school, and did everything she could to help ease their troubles and make life as bearable as possible for them under Headmistress Darling’s tutelage.
Pamela gave Wendy a quick smile as she stepped in.
With her head turned away from the Headmistress, Wendy couldn’t help smiling back.
“I prepared that inventory list for you to look over,” Pamela told the Headmistress.
“Not now, Pamela,” Headmistress Darling said, barely looking at her.
“If I don’t order it tonight, we’ll be short in the kitchen for a couple of days.”
“Then that is exactly what we will be.”
“We also need to go over the payment schedule for the overpriced electrical bill,” Pamela pressed on.
Wendy knew what Pamela was doing, she was trying to help get Wendy out of her umpteenth detention in a row, trying to give her one night of peace and rest. Wendy silently thanked her for it, but she knew it was not going to work. It never worked. Pamela had a fiery spirit, Wendy knew she did, unfortunately, no one ever saw it.
“Not. Now. Pamela,” the Headmistress clearly enunciated each word.
Pamela flinched and then started backing out, mumbling her apology and then closing the door with a long squeak, and then opening it again to apologize for closing it so loudly, before closing it again just as loudly the second time.
Finally, she left. Headmistress Darling waited a little bit, just to make sure she had really left.
“Now, we will begin,” the Headmistress stated again.
The two of them talked long into the night. The moon rose up above the school, bathing it all in a soft white glow. The lights in the girl’s rooms went out one by one as bedtime was called, and still the light from Headmistress Darling’s office stayed on.
Everything at the school was as it should be, which is to say, everything was as Headmistress Darling wanted it to be.
Finally, after what seemed like forever, Wendy was allowed to leave the office. She shuffled through the darkened halls of the school, stifling a yawn. Portraits of strangers long gone who used to work at the school stared down at her as she walked past. Wendy took no notice. She had seen them a hundred times, had even asked about them on occasion, but was long past caring now.
For all of them, that is, except one. There was one portrait that hung above the entrance to the school that looked surprisingly like Headmistress Darling. The hair was done differently, even more old fashioned than the Headmistress currently kept hers, and the clothes were different. But the expression and the steely eyed gaze were the same.
Wendy had always assumed it was a relative of some sort, but she couldn’t help feeling like the Headmistress was watching her whenever she went past that painting.
Wendy went past it again, feeling only slightly better when it was staring at her back. She went up the stairs and into the wing of the house where her room was.
Everyone had gone to sleep a long time ago, Wendy’s detention had lasted even longer than normal. She continued dragging her feet on the rich carpet, willing herself onward until she reached her room. Hardly slowing, she turned the knob, opened the door, entered the room and closed it in one fluid, mechanical motion.
Her bed and blessed rest lay before her. Wendy walked over to it and face planted herself onto the soft mattress.
A head popped up from the other bed across the small room, Elizabeth had stayed up waiting for her friend and roommate. It always took her forever to fall asleep, and that night was no exception. Elizabeth liked to keep her straight, jet black hair extremely long, so that it hung down to her waist and got in her way when she was having a hard time sleeping. She parted it so that her green, cat like eyes, could look into the dark of the room. Those eyes had a keen attention to detail, they missed nothing, so that she missed nothing when she took aim at it.
“Wendy? Is that you?” she asked, knowing perfectly well that it was.
“No,” Wendy replied, her voice muffled by the pillow.
“Okay, stupid question. Are you okay?” Elizabeth asked.
“Another stupid question,” Wendy’s muffled voice replied.
Elizabeth nodded, conceding the point, even though Wendy couldn’t see it.
“Do you want to talk about it?” Elizabeth prodded.
There was a pause before Wendy finally replied.
“No.”
“I know you don’t like to talk about your experiences in detention, and from what I’ve heard there’s a good reason for that, but it’s a good idea to get your feelings out. I know you don’t believe it, but it sometimes helps to have someone just listen and sympathize with what you went through, someone who happens to be exactly like me.”
Elizabeth paused, listening for Wendy’s response.
There was none.
“Wendy?”
In the quiet room, Elizabeth could hear a soft snoring coming from Wendy’s bed.
Elizabeth sighed and shook her head, “I was practicing that speech for over an hour.”
Elizabeth turned over and laid her head back down on the pillow. It took her a long time to go to sleep, but then it always did.
Meanwhile, after Headmistress Darling was done with dispensing her detention duties, she made her own way through the large, darkened school and over to her room.
She sat, hunched over her desk, planning and writing out further events and lessons with her meticulous detail, in her meticulous handwriting.
Everything was as it should be at the Darling School for girls. Everything was exactly as Headmistress Darling wanted it to be. So it was probably with a lot of nerve, and not a little presumption, that the magical portal chose to open itself within the large pond beside the school. Its soft, yellow glow was mostly lost amongst the depths of the water and the pale moonlight reflected against the surface, further helping to conceal the magic within.
And anyone who might have noticed it, or could have noticed it, had long ago gone to bed. And anyone who would have noticed it, would have most certainly told Headmistress Darling about it. And Headmistress Darling would not have approved of a magical portal opening on her school grounds.
But there was no one to tell her. So the portal opened, and it stayed open, waiting for the thing that all portals wait for: someone to go through it.
∞∞∞
 
In a long forgotten room, buried deep in a mysterious land, a dark and powerful Queen tried to work magic that should have been forgotten a long time ago. The land, called Neverland, was a place that everyone knew about when they were in it, and didn’t when they were not. It took a very dedicated mind to remember its magic and wonders when more pressing things fought for distraction.
The Queen, Magenta was her name, was regal, both in her bearing and dress. Long black robes hung down her willowy frame, spilling onto the hard stone floor and spreading out from her in all directions. Her hair was as black as her robes, and fell freely from her head. Her skin was pale, and looked hard as marble, almost shining in the poor light of the room. She looked unnaturally young, with only her eyes and the edges around them betraying a wisdom and knowledge far beyond her deceptive youth. Those eyes took in everything, and gave back nothing. They were too blue, the depths of an ocean, but they had a golden ring around them, giving off a predatory nature that lurked beneath the beauty. Her arms were outstretched, and she was concentrating on the empty space before her.
All around her was darkness. Above her was the only source of light. A fire, burning nothing for fuel, suspended in the air. Whispers seemed to come from the darkness. They would build in volume, before dying out and being replaced by other voices. A slithering noise, something moving, something being pulled or sucked away, something crying. The Queen noticed none of it, she focused entirely on the empty air, even when the sounds of sobbing threatened to deafen her.
This was magic that hurt and killed. This was magic that perverted and destroyed. This was magic much too dark, and much too horrible to be practiced by such a beautiful looking creature. But if her beauty was more than skin deep, this Queen would never have been in that room.
Queen Magenta exerted her will, pulling at the darkened space before her with some invisible force. At first, nothing seemed to happen. But, little by little, the darkness at the edge of her false light began to creep in. Little wisps of shadow were pulled slowly from the dark, elongated strands tore free and began to form before the Queen, collected in a small dark ball that was beginning to grow.
The Queen focused more, and larger strands of shadow were ripped and stuffed into the ball. The shadows would not relent so easily, and the ball would pulse and bulge with the power of the dark trying to be free.
Queen Magenta gritted her teeth and tried to will more of the shadow stuff to fall under her control, but her grasp was slipping. The ball began to bubble and boil. It spawned aberrations that grew like pus upon the smooth, solid surface she was trying to shape. They grew in number, feeding and spilling and drowning off each other, until the ball was more a lump of melting liquid that burst apart in a shower of sludge.
The black, tar like substance splattered against the Queen, hissing and burning her skin like acid. Queen Magenta stared grimly at the empty space where her ball had been, letting the tar burn and disfigure her.
“Not powerful enough,” she told the dark.
She closed her eyes and concentrated, and her marble skin knit itself back together and smoothed over the burns. Queen Magenta opened her fierce eyes. She stared into the darkness, angry, rejected, not willing to accept defeat.
“I need more,” she said.
Unseen feet shuffled in the darkness, and numerous hands thrust a young, wide eyed faerie into the middle of the light.
The faerie, just a bit shorter than the Queen, fell to her knees and quickly looked up at the regal form of Queen Magenta, standing in the light but living in the darkness.
The faerie flew to her feet in a flash, her eyes darting around and looking for a way to escape.
“Do not be afraid,” Queen Magenta told the faerie.
But if the faerie was anything, it was definitely afraid. It fluttered its wings furiously, and released specks of faerie dust that fell slowly to the ground around her.
The Queen eyed the dust, not able to hide her covetous nature.
The faerie flew up higher, barely dodging the floating flame above in her haste.
Queen Magenta reached out her hand and some unknown force stopped the faerie in the air. Slowly, the Queen reeled in the frantic faerie. It pulled and yanked, strained and screamed in furious desperation. But it also got closer and closer to the Queen.
“Do not be afraid,” Queen Magenta told the faerie again, settling it down on the ground in an invisible net. The faerie was forced to lie on its side.
The Queen walked around it, kneeling before it and stroking its head.
“I need your help.”
The faerie wasn’t listening. Its wings were restrained, pressed down into her, but it struggled to move them all the same.
“I’m not powerful enough to yet work the dark of the shadows. But with your help, I will be.” The Queen said.
She reached out her hand to the faerie.
“With your help, I’ll be powerful enough to save the world. All I need, is everything you have.”
The faerie screamed.




Chapter 2: The sharpness of a sword
“You let your guard down,” Wendy pointed out.
“I didn’t think I was guarding at all,” Elizabeth said.
“I was being kind.”
The girls were in a large gymnasium in the school, dressed completely in fencing gear and standing opposite each other on a long mat. Elizabeth swung her sword through the air several times.
“How is anyone supposed to fight with this? It’s so archaic,” she said.
“Does that mean you are ready to go again?” Wendy asked, settling into her attack stance, watching her opponent warily through the mesh.
“If you call what I did the first time as being ready,” Elizabeth said.
“I would call it a good start.” 
“But then you were being kind,” Elizabeth replied.
Wendy smiled through her mask.
All around them a similar scene played out, with girls separated into twos and fencing against each other. Instructors walked about the gym, observing the girls’ attack and defense patterns and making comments and corrections where necessary.
Headmistress Darling stood at the far end of the room, watching everything with a stern, disapproving gaze.
Balconies were fixed into one end of the wall, allowing other teachers and students to watch the proceedings without taking part, as the Headmistress felt that learning came from both observing and doing.
Elizabeth settled into her own stance and raised her sword.
“I’m ready,” Elizabeth said.
As soon as the words were out of her mouth Wendy lunged forward with a killing strike. Elizabeth barely parried the strike before dodging to her right to escape the next two attacks. Wendy was fast and precise, and Elizabeth tried her best to stay a step away from her dizzying sword display. She soon had no more room to dodge and had to stand her ground, so Elizabeth parried each strike Wendy threw at her with a manic desperation.
The sounds of their swords clanging against each other rang out in the large gymnasium, and it wasn’t long before their intensity had the other girls stopping their own exercises and gathering to watch the display. The crowd around them grew and grew until soon they were the only ones fighting. But the girls never noticed, they were locked into such a fast paced array of attacks that the first person to blink and let their guard down was going to lose.
Elizabeth gritted her teeth, each strike from Wendy’s sword left her arm shaking and her muscles aching that much more. Wendy went high, Elizabeth had to parry high, then Wendy would attack low and Elizabeth had to keep guessing where the next strike was going to come. Wendy was so fast that Elizabeth couldn’t even think of counterattacking.
But somehow, someway, Elizabeth managed to keep her defenses up and Wendy couldn’t find a clear strike.
The two girls ducked and weaved through their sword play, each thrust, parry and dodge becoming an intricate part of their dance.
Wendy studied Elizabeth’s moves through the mesh guard she was wearing. Her breathing was loud in her ears, and her sweat soaked hair was beginning to stick to her face. Gradually, Wendy started applying the same attack pattern numerous times: up, up, low, and a strike from the right. Wendy kept doing it until it became a little too automatic for Elizabeth, locking her into the familiar pattern. She kept doing it until she could see Elizabeth bringing her sword to the designated area before Wendy moved to strike at it.
Wendy smiled to herself. It was time.
Up, up, low, and a strike from the left.
Unbelievably, as complacent as Elizabeth had become, she actually realized her error and reversed her sword to block the new strike from the left.
But Wendy was better than that, she was never going to strike from the left, it was a feint. Wendy swept in low and delivered the very first move she executed in their fight: a head on lunge for the heart.
Elizabeth was caught completely open, and the blow sent her reeling backward onto the ground. The gathered crowd murmured in astonishment.
Wendy laughed playfully as she removed her helmet guard and let her blonde hair spill out around her shoulders.
“Ouch,” Elizabeth said, staring up at the ceiling and not moving.
Wendy tucked her helmet under her arm and offered Elizabeth her hand.
“I’m thinking of just lying here for a little while,” Elizabeth said.
“It doesn’t hurt that bad,” Wendy said.
“How would you know?” Elizabeth accepted the offered hand.
Wendy helped Elizabeth stand back up.
“Want to try again?” Wendy asked.
Elizabeth took off her helmet, letting her straight, raven black hair fall down to her waist. “No.”
Wendy laughed and hugged her friend.
“Sloppy, and poorly executed.”
Everyone turned to see the Headmistress standing at the edge of the mat. She was dressed in full fencing gear, with a sword in one hand and her helmet in the other.
“It seems my lessons haven’t been as effective as I thought,” the Headmistress said.
She put her helmet on and stood at the edge of the mat, facing Wendy and Elizabeth.
The two girls looked at each other, unsure what to do.
Elizabeth helped clear up the confusion by taking a slow, obvious step off the mat, leaving Wendy alone facing the Headmistress.
“What are you doing?” Wendy hissed.
“You’re better than me,” Elizabeth replied.
Wendy looked at her friend, at the gathered crowd, and at the impassive face of the Headmistress as she waited for her, unmoving.
Slowly, unsure of herself, Wendy put her helmet guard back on. Headmistress Darling pointed at Wendy’s edge of the mat with her sword and continued to wait for her.
Wendy went over to her place and slowly lifted up her sword.
The entire gymnasium was completely silent. No one had ever seen anything like this before. The two combatants faced each other, each waiting for the other to move first.
Pamela, on the edge of the crowd, pushed her way through with a worried and anxious face. “Headmistress, there seems to be a problem with the school’s alarm system. I might need you to have a look at the switchboard.”
“Not now, Pamela,” the Headmistress replied, keeping her eyes on Wendy.
Pamela looked like she was about to say something else, but she couldn’t think of any something else to say, so she ended up simply saying, “Yes, Headmistress,” before taking her place alongside everyone else. Watching, waiting.
Wendy knew Pamela was looking out for her, but she also knew that there was no stopping the Headmistress when she had made up her mind. Wendy was going to have to look out for herself.
No one moved, no one breathed.
“Whenever you are ready, dear,” the Headmistress said.
Wendy stepped forward half-heartedly and executed a simple strike at Headmistress Darling. In a flash, the Headmistress parried her sword with tremendous force. Wendy’s mouth hung open as her arm went out wide to her side. Without waiting for her to recover, the Headmistress darted forward and pierced a killing blow over Wendy’s heart. The impact from the strike sent Wendy reeling backward onto the mat, flat on her back.
The girls around them started murmuring instantly.
Elizabeth looked down at her. “See? It really does hurt,” she said as she offered her hand.
Wendy looked up at Elizabeth incredulously.
“She can get up by herself,” Headmistress Darling said as she impassively took her place at her end of the mat.
Wendy slowly got up and faced the Headmistress again. “Thank you for the lesson, Headmistress,” Wendy said.
“Do you take defeat so easily? The lesson has hardly begun. Unless, of course, you wish to quit?” the Headmistress asked.
Wendy got into her ready stance.
The headmistress followed.
“Are you actually ready this time?” Headmistress Darling asked.
“Yes, Headmistress,” Wendy replied.
“Then do better this time,” Headmistress Darling said.
“Yes, Headmistress.”
Wendy was clearly nervous. She balanced on the edge of her feet, shifting her weight and her center of gravity slightly as she prepared to react.
Without warning, the Headmistress darted forward again, straight for the killing blow. Wendy was slightly off guard as the attack came at her, and it took everything she had to parry the blow, and then the next one after that, and then the next one after that.
Wendy was desperate, swinging wildly and barely keeping the Headmistress’s sword at bay. All she could see in front of her was a flurry of steel, a whirlwind of strikes that Wendy was surprised she stopped each time she stopped them.
The force of Headmistress Darling’s attacks vibrated up Wendy’s arm and into her whole body, rattling her teeth and shaking her to the core with each strike.
Wendy could feel her arm going numb, and she wondered how she was able to even hold onto her sword from the vicious onslaught. Wendy could see Headmistress Darling’s face through the mesh guard, it was the same stern, impassive face she always had. She didn’t even look like she was focusing too hard, or exerting much effort. It took everything Wendy had to stay in the fight and the Headmistress looked like she was barely present in the moment.
That angered Wendy.
Which made her concentration slip.
Which allowed Headmistress Darling to bat aside her sword one more time.
But this time the sword flew from Wendy’s hand and into the crowd. The crowd screamed and ducked for cover as the sword sailed past.
The Headmistress didn’t stop attacking. While Wendy’s attention was diverted to her lost sword, Headmistress Darling lunged forward, sword extended, piercing Wendy’s uniform over her heart and sending her flying backward through the air. Both Wendy and her sword landed on the ground at around the same time, although Wendy felt it more.
Without a word, the Headmistress resumed her spot on the mat.
“Someone bring Wendy her sword. Do try to hold onto it this time,” the Headmistress scolded.
Wendy winced as she picked herself up. She was in a lot of pain. Elizabeth handed her a sword.
“Thanks,” Wendy said.
“Don’t mention it,” Elizabeth replied.
Wendy slashed through the air angrily.
“Maintain your composure at all times,” the Headmistress lectured.
“I don’t need any more lessons right now,” Wendy shot back, to the shock and alarm of all the watching girls.
“As you wish. Show me what you have learned,” Headmistress Darling challenged.
Wendy drove forward with a yell, slashing and stabbing with reckless abandon. The Headmistress easily parried the blows before counter attacking, forcing Wendy on the defensive yet again. Wendy was confused and off balance, surprised that she had lost her momentum so quickly.
The Headmistress charged forward, forcing Wendy back step by step. The slashes and stabs were coming from all angles, and Wendy was barely staying in the fight.
Headmistress Darling pulled back for a moment and then lunged forward, a killing blow. Wendy twirled out of the way and then slashed her sword upward, forcing the Headmistress back to defend. Wendy then followed her strike with two more from the side and one from beneath.
Before anyone knew what had happened, Wendy was on the offensive. She had forgotten her anger and had let herself get lost in the rhythm of the fight. Time seemed to slow down for Wendy as she executed strikes, feints, and the occasional parry to keep the Headmistress guessing and off balance.
Wendy couldn’t be sure, but she even thought she detected a bit of worry in the Headmistress’s stern expression. Maybe her lips were pressed a little too tightly? Maybe her gaze a little too intense? It didn’t matter, because Wendy was finally in her moment. Her strikes became an improvised dance made up of multiple choreographed fighting routines. She used them out of order, out of place, and mixed them together to create a confusing and dazzling display of swordplay that had the Headmistress stumbling backward faster and faster.
The edge of the mat was quickly coming up behind the Headmistress and all the girls in the gymnasium held their breath as Wendy’s victory became certain. Wendy never relented. She remained focused and continued her beautiful dance.
Finally, they were at the edge of the mat. It was time for Wendy to finish it.
Wendy battered Headmistress Darling from the right side, strike after strike, before reversing and following up with strikes from the left. Just as the Headmistress was regaining her footing and defending better from the left, Wendy went right again, only to circle back left and follow behind the trail of the Headmistress’s sword arc. Using the Headmistress’s momentum against her, Wendy struck her sword as hard as she could, bringing it out far too wide.
The Headmistress was completely open to attack.
Wendy pulled back and prepared for the killing strike.
But Headmistress Darling darted forward, right at Wendy, too close for swords.
She flipped Wendy’s helmet guard off of her head, pulled back her first and punched Wendy across the jaw. Wendy staggered backward, blood spilling from her split lip. Before Wendy could react, the Headmistress brought in her sword and scored a victory point in the middle of Wendy’s chest.
“The point is mine,” the Headmistress said.
Wendy cupped her bleeding, swollen lip, staring at the blood on her hand.
“You cheated!” Wendy blurted out.
Headmistress Darling held out her sword to be taken away.
“That is the lesson for today. Just because you play fair, you must never expect your opponent to do the same,” Headmistress Darling said.
“I had you beaten! So you cheated to keep from losing,” Wendy continued.
Headmistress Darling spared Wendy a withering glance.
“Get to the infirmary,” she said, and then walked off without another word.




Chapter 3: The dungeons
The castle was perched atop the peak of a snowy mountain with only one road leading to it. Multiple spires rose from the castle at different points, with none higher than the central spire with its red tinged sides. Far below, the mountain sat at the base of the sea. The ice floes continually bashed and wore it down, so that it looked like the mountain, and the castle atop it, were leaning over and preparing to crash into the icy waters.
This was the castle of Queen Magenta, an unfathomably dark place, where she practiced the most dangerous of magic. Many of the castle’s residents had been twisted and warped by her magic, becoming monstrosities with unimaginable strength. Unimaginable to all, but Queen Magenta, who constantly wanted more power and more magic. She wanted to rule Neverland like the sorcerers of long forgotten times, wanted to be as powerful as the Faerie Queens who had made Neverland from the magic of their own essence. But unlike those queens who had sacrificed themselves to become the land, Queen Magenta wanted to rule the land, to have it serve her will and purpose. And so while the Faerie Queens had created Neverland, Queen Magenta had created her castle. And none who visited it were ever the same.
The road that led to the castle twisted and wound its way through the snow, somehow remaining clean and untouched from the unrelenting blizzard. James galloped down that road, urging his horse faster, fighting the animal’s base instincts to turn and run from the approaching doom that loomed before them.
“It’s just a castle, old girl. Press on,” James urged his horse, but it was clear the animal knew better.
It whimpered and resisted slightly, but ultimately gave in to its familiar rider. The horse’s hooves beat against the old road, kicking up the black dirt that sprayed onto the nearby snow and melted through it like acid. James turned and looked back at the snow and then down at the road they travelled on, shaking his head. The road carved through the snow like a scar, keeping the snow at bay with its dark power.
The horse seemed to want to gallop higher and higher into the air, limiting whatever contact it had with the tar like substance. But gravity always brought it back down, and it was getting tired of leaping so high.
There was no other way, the snow rose up too high around them on either side to travel on, making it more like a corridor they rode through, than a road they rode on. And that corridor led to only one place: the dark, majestic castle on the top of the mountain.
∞∞∞
 
Queen Magenta, the self-proclaimed ruler of Neverland, took great pride in her dungeons. While others might have had them as an afterthought, the Queen went out of her way to design and improve upon them with the latest research into dungeon despair conducted by a little known race of beings that lived in the caves of the snowy mountains. From them she had learned to create a honeycomb of cells, all overlooking a central area where interrogations and tortures could be carried out in full view of the other occupants. Often it was enough to get information out of a prisoner just by having them watch what happened to another and knowing their turn was next.
The Queen did such a good job with her dungeons that it had the odd side effect of keeping the population in order and the dungeons mostly empty. Many had thought that the dungeons had outlived their usefulness, but the Queen knew that keeping the dungeons intact would help keep order intact. And nothing was more important to the Queen than order.
It was in one of these intelligently created dungeons that Peter found himself standing in. Peter could be about fifteen years old, if years ever made any attempt to claim a number on him. He had short brown hair and sparkling blue eyes. His clothes were more brown than green, but also seemed to be made without seams. He had boundless energy, almost manic, that seemed to want to phase his body around if he was standing still for too long. His eyes took in everything with excitement, discovering for the first time over and over what he had seen in a million. Peter was complete joy and fun and wonderment and more. He always wanted more, wherever he could get it.
He stood in front of the bars of his small cell. He was, unfortunately, on the wrong end of those bars and stuck within that small cell. He looked out into the central area, where a lot of other cells like his lined the walls. Except for a lone skeleton in a nearby upper cell, Peter seemed to be the only person currently in the dungeon. While it was said that Queen Magenta’s magic was known to keep her soldiers alive long after death should have claimed them, the unmoving skeleton seemed to have lived out the rest of his days in the dungeon.
Peter was bored and had nothing to do, so he tried pacing over to different areas of his cell. When that didn’t seem to do anything, or be particularly fun, he went back over to stand at the cell’s bars. Peter looked at the door a moment, a thought coming into his mind. Slowly, he reached out his hand and tested the door. It was locked, but it was always worth trying.
Peter tried it again, just to be sure. Still locked. Then Peter grabbed the bars of the door and started shaking it like crazy because you never knew when something wasn’t built just right. This door was.
Peter gave up with a loud sigh, resting his head on the bars. The sound of approaching footsteps jolted him up. He quickly backed away from the door and lay down on the small cot in the cell, pretending to be asleep.
James sauntered into the courtyard that all the cells adjoined. He was a tall, thin young man with medium length dark hair that always fell into his eyes. James seemed very sure of himself, and always wore a jeweled sword at his hip. He had grown up with privilege, knew nothing but privilege, but he had gone out of his way to understand that others had less than him and were, in fact, less than him, so he tried to pretend to treat them like equals, even though he knew they weren’t.
Spotting Peter’s cell, James made his way over to it.
“Peter,” James said as he saw his friend lying on the cot.
Peter kept pretending to be asleep, for no specific reason he could think of. But since he also couldn’t think of a specific reason to stop pretending, he kept on doing it, if only to remain committed.
“Peter!” James said, much louder.
Peter pretended to groggily wake up from his pretend sleep. He glanced around the cell until he made a showing of seeing his friend James.
“James? Is that you? I must have fallen asleep,” Peter said.
James looked at Peter with a wry look on his face.
“I heard you shaking the cell door,” James said.
Peter sat up and pointed to the skeleton in the nearby cell.
“It was him,” Peter said.
“It wasn’t him, he never shakes the bars,” James said.
Peter looked at the slumped over skeleton and conceded the point. He jumped up out of the cot and approached James.
“Then you must have been hearing things,” Peter said, coming to stand right beside his friend on the opposite side of the bars.
“I must have, because I heard that you helped a faerie escape,” James told him sternly.
“Who told you that?” Peter feigned surprise.
“The pirates,” James said.
“What do they know?” Peter asked.
“My mother also mentioned it,” James said.
“What does she know?” Peter asked.
James leaned in close.
“You also talked in your sleep, when you were really sleeping,” he said.
“What do I know?” Peter asked, exasperated.
James shook his head and regarded his friend.
“Why do you aggravate my mother so?” James asked.
“It wasn’t my fault, she’s easily aggravated,” Peter replied.
Peter tried standing in another area of his cell, to see if it felt different.
“While that may be true, it won’t help you if you continue to get on her bad side,” James said.
Peter had concluded that it didn’t feel any different between standing in one spot of his cell or the other, so he went back to the first spot.
“Isn’t that her only side?” Peter asked, eyeing yet another spot to stand.
“Yes, actually, it is. What are you doing?” James asked, watching Peter walk about the cell and stand in different spots.
Peter waved the question away as unimportant.
“Look, clearly I’m not on your mother’s side, because I’m in here. And clearly you are, because you’re out there. Perhaps it’s time for you to reconsider which side you’re really on?” Peter asked.
“I know exactly which side I’m on, I’m on the side that can get you out of the dungeons every time you find yourself back in them,” James explained.
“Ah,” Peter said, pretending to think it over. “Good strategy.”
James looked Peter in the eye, getting very serious.
“It is a good strategy. What’s not a good strategy is freeing faeries,” James said.
“It was Belle,” Peter pointed out.
“Don’t give it a name,” James said in disgust.
“I didn’t, she already had one.”
It was clear from the way they were talking that they had had this conversation about faeries many times before. It was also clear that they had never reached a common ground to think about them in.
“They’re just faeries, Peter. They’re not real people,” James said, for what felt like the hundredth time.
“Your mother,” Peter started.
“Queen Magenta, the ruler of all the land,” James cut him off.
“Not all the land,” Peter said.
“Not yet,” James added.
“She’s capturing all the faeries for some unknown reason. Unless, of course, the unknown reason is known to you?” Peter asked.
“It isn’t,” James conceded.
“I didn’t want Belle captured for whatever that reason is. At least not until we find out what that reason is, and even then it’s probably not a good enough reason to want to be captured by anyone,” Peter was trying to work out his logic out loud.
James sighed loudly, shaking his head as he looked at his friend. “Do you hear yourself sometimes?”
“I hear myself all the time.”
“They’re just faeries, Peter,” James said again, knowing it wouldn’t make a difference but needing to say it anyway.
“Her name is Belle,” Peter said again, not willing to let the importance of the idea die down.
“I don’t care! And neither should you!” James shouted.
“Clearly your mother, the Queen, does care,” Peter said, beginning to raise his own voice as well, although not nearly as much as James was.
“That’s right, she is the Queen. I’m glad we can at least agree on that. And you’d best stay out of the Queen’s business if you know what’s good for you,” James said.
“I’ll do my best,” Peter said.
James looked at him for a moment, not believing it for a second.
“You better,” James said, not convinced.
“I will,” Peter tried to say solemnly.
“You won’t!” James concluded.
“How do you know?” Peter demanded, finally beginning to get his voice almost as loud as James.
“Because you talk in your sleep,” James yelled.
“I wasn’t sleeping, I was pretending!” Peter yelled back.
They both glared at each other for a moment, frustrated and angry that they couldn’t get their friend to see things from their point of view.
“Are you going to open the door or not?” Peter asked.
“I’m wondering what the point is, since you’re going to find yourself right back in there anyway!” James said.
The two friends launched into a tirade of yelling back and forth at each other, trying to raise their voice louder with each successive line.
“Well, do it or don’t, I’m missing out on some much needed sleeping!”
“You already admitted you weren’t sleeping!”
“All the more reason I need it now!”
“Fine!”
“Great!”
“Okay!”
Peter thought on this a moment, lowering his voice from their shouting match to lean forward. “Okay you’re going to open the door? Or okay you’re going to leave me here to sleep?” he asked.
“I’m opening the door!” James yelled back.
Peter nodded, finding his place in the shouting match.
“Get on with it then!” he yelled.
James angrily fumbled for the keys, dropping them in his haste. He leaned over to pick them up and hit his head on the cell door. Holding his head in pain and glaring at Peter as if it were his fault, which, in a way, it was, James finally got the door unlocked and open.
“There! It’s open!” James said needlessly.
“I can see that!” Peter replied.
“Then get out before I change my mind!”
Peter stuck his foot straight out and took an exaggerated step out of his prison cell.
“Happy?” Peter asked.
“Unbelievably,” James responded.
While the two so called friends were yelling at each other, the skeleton from the only other occupied cell raised its head and watched the proceedings with an unreadable expression, which skeletons find quite easy to do. Apparently, the skeleton had not yet lived out the rest of his days, and the last thing he wanted to do was continue to listen to the arguing. Unfortunately, it looked like the two of them were going to go on forever. The skeleton shook his head and sighed.
“Would you two keep it down over there!” the skeleton yelled at them.
Peter and James instantly stopped yelling and turned to the source of the sound. They looked at the skeleton apologetically, not being alarmed in the slightest that a skeleton was telling them to be quiet. There were things that happened in Neverland that never happened anywhere else.
“Some of us really are trying to sleep!” the skeleton continued.
“Sorry,” Peter called out.
“We’ll be leaving now,” James added.
James tried to close the dungeon door as quietly as possible and cringed when it clanged shut.
“Quiet, you’re going to upset him again,” Peter admonished in a hushed tone.
“It’s a heavy door, it makes noise,” James tried to defend himself.
The skeleton watched from his cell as the two friends continued to bicker back and forth as they made their way out. This effectively left the skeleton as the sole occupant of the dungeons, not counting rats and invisible creatures, which no one was able to prove or disprove existed.
“Out so soon?” the skeleton said to itself as it shook its head and watched Peter leave.
The skeleton tried resting its head and draping its arm against the door of its cell, shifting slightly before it found a comfortable spot. “Amateur.”




Chapter 4: A ballroom of enemies
When it came to magnificence and making an impression, Queen Magenta spared no expense in time, money, or effort. She believed that to humble your enemies with a show of wealth and power was the best way to win a war that hadn’t yet started. And in Queen Magenta’s mind, all wars were inevitable, just waiting for their time to start.
So every year she invited all her enemies to a magnificent ball in her magnificent ballroom, in her magnificent castle. Everyone was required to attend, and everyone always attended, even though they were scared of Queen Magenta, and her castle, and the unknown things that lurked within it. They always pretended to have a good time, and always left shaken and a little disturbed at the depth of Queen Magenta’s ambition.
The ballroom took up a large part of Queen Magenta’s castle, with an incredibly high ceiling and windows that almost stretched the length of it. Light was a major factor of importance in the huge room, day or night, light was designed to bounce off the various reflective surfaces and make its way over to shine on Queen Magenta’s throne. And the light always did what it was supposed to do, or the Queen would simply not be happy with it.
Queen Magenta’s throne was usually where someone could find Queen Magenta, if there was anyone who actually wanted to find her. The throne was a beastly thing, enormous, elegant, with gems, rubies and diamonds set throughout its hulking structure. There were dragon heads carved into its base and around the arm rests and rising up on either side of the headrest, making it look like two massive horns extending from her head. If that wasn’t imposing enough, the heads actually moved, tails slithered, forked tongues would extend and lick her hands as she sat and surveyed her guests. The Queen would feign ignorance at the level of unease her throne would evoke, but she knew how much dread it helped create.
Her guests, for their part, did their best to try and look like they were enjoying the ball. They would take turns mingling as near to Queen Magenta and her throne as they could stand, before making their way back and letting some other unfortunate soul pay their due. The Queen would watch them as they talked, danced, or ate. A cold smile always on her lips. She would watch them pretending not to watch her out of the corner of their eyes and she would relish their suppressed fear. Creating fear and dread were her favorite things. It was so much easier to rule an empire when people feared you, it would be so much easier to rule Neverland if the land feared her.
The only problem was, of course, that she didn’t rule Neverland. That was the one thing that always remained just out of her grasp. And she badly, badly wanted to rule all of it. Queen Magenta came from royalty, and by all rights her family should have continued ruling Neverland for centuries, if not forever. What had stopped her family’s reign, or more specifically, her own, was the largest and most technologically advanced city in Neverland: Nevinia.
Nevinia was a marvel, a shining city of splendor and steam powered contraptions. All manner of creatures made Nevinia their home, and its power slowly grew over the ages.
It had soaring towers, and sprawling underground caverns. It had its own commerce, businesses, paved streets, and even street lights that came on at night. It had culture, and legal systems, and political influence.
Unfortunately, it didn’t realize it had political influence until that influence was almost unstoppable. Nevinia challenged her family’s monarchy on some ridiculous notion that all sentient creatures should be equal and have a say on any matters regarding Neverland and its fate. So Nevinia created a silly little voting system to make it so. What started as a small taste for choosing something, anything at all, soon grew out of control to wanting to make their own laws, to elect their own officials, and to create laws to elect officials to create even more laws.
Before anyone had known what had happened, Nevinia had elected a Governor to share the rule of Neverland with the Queen, whether the Queen liked it or not. And the Queen most definitely did not. The Governor did his best to bring the will of the people, at least the ones that lived in Nevinia, to the forefront of any ruling matter.
Of course, the pirates of the seas around the land didn’t like that one bit. And as lawless and mischievous as they were, the pirates were all for any order that involved having them control whatever order there was. So the various pirate captains formed a ruling council of their own that was then ruled by Captain One Eyed Blackbeard of the three lands of the six seas.
Captain Blackbeard was known for plundering and taking what he wanted, so now he was blundering and making various laws for the various pirates involved in the pirate council, which was pretty much all of them. Not to say that there wasn’t a pirate council before Blackbeard, there most certainly was, but now there was a pirate council that cared about what happened not only on the seas, but on the land as well.
It was a perfect triumvirate of disharmony, but it somehow helped keep the peace. The people were okay with it, and even wanted it. And so, without any doubt in her devious mind, the Queen hated it and was not okay with it, and wanted nothing short of the rule of Neverland reserved solely for herself.
Giving people a say in how they would be governed? What a preposterous idea! People needed to be told what to do, and shown how to do it. They always got into trouble when they tried to think for themselves.
But Nevinia had too much power to be stopped, at least openly, so they made a commoner into a Governor. They even made the Governor his own castle! And gave him guards and joined in his army.
And anyone who couldn’t, or wouldn’t, get behind Nevinia and its Governor either stayed out of its way, joined the Queen, or became a pirate. So the pirates spread in numbers like never before, and built more ships and fought harder against the Queen and Governor’s armies. That is, when they weren’t fighting for votes and laws to build their own armies.
It was the most ridiculous thing the Queen had ever heard of and it had been going on for far too long. But there was nothing the Queen could do about it in the present moment. The sole rule of Neverland was beyond her grasp.
In fact, Queen Magenta had never known what it was like to rule Neverland for herself, something that was a first amongst her family, and she had no one left to share in the misery of this farce. Her sister, her only surviving family member, had been so disgusted with the whole thing that she had simply up and left, leaving Queen Magenta to pretend to treat the commoners and the pirates with respect and dignity.
How absurd!
She was the Queen!
It was her birthright to save the people from themselves, to rule and guide them and tell them what was best for them. To that end, she worked tirelessly to dispose Nevinia and its Governor, and the pirates, and throw down the convoluted system of madness the commoners had forced upon all of them.
Her display of dread and power was simply the first weapon in her coming war to retake her land and status. She would play their little games for now, throw her displays of greatness, and pretend to follow their rules while she built up her power in manipulating the dark of the shadows. And when she had the shadows, she would have Neverland. And then she would save it from the ancient threat that was coming.
So she sat on her throne, and she watched them, and she planned her coming war. In the end they would thank her, they would follow her, they would worship her, and she would save them, she would save them all. And in that end she would finally be the true Queen of the land.
She could be satisfied with that.
Queen Magenta rose from her throne, suddenly and decisively.
The crowd gave out a quick gasp as those pretending not to be watching her stopped in mid dance, or mid conversation, and just stared at her and waited. She swept her gaze over them and they quickly remembered to continue pretending to do whatever it was they were not doing while they were really watching her.
The Queen smiled.
Dorian appeared quickly at her side, standing quite comfortably beside the animated dragon throne.  He was extremely tall and thin, with straight white hair that was probably a bit too long. He had pale, almost transparent skin, that was probably stretched a bit too tight over his bony frame. Dorian was very old, but in spite of his age and lack of weight, Dorian had a tough, dangerous feel about him. His body seemed filled with tightly coiled muscle, weathered and aged, but strong and thick like tough leather.
Dorian’s age was a favorite guessing game among the people, for even the oldest among them remembered a time when they were young and Dorian was still old. It called to mind whispers of words like unnatural, and magical, but no one ever dared ask the grim, old man just how old he really was. There were some who thought that he was the first pirate lord of the seas, but he would have to be much too old to be that.
“I hate it every time you throw one of these things,” Dorian told her.
“I know,” she replied.
Whatever Dorian was, or however old he was, he was the one person who was unperturbed by the Queen. He seemed, if such a thing were possible, almost to be her equal.
She scanned the crowd, watched as the people quickly looked away.
“Has the Governor arrived?” she asked Dorian.
Dorian didn’t look out among the crowd for the answer.
“Why should I care?”
The Queen snarled, barely containing her anger.
“He’s doing this on purpose. Keeping me waiting as a sign of his importance, or power, or whatever it is he thinks he has,” she said.
“He thinks he has the will of the people of Nevinia. And he does.”
“I will abolish this silly tradition of electing and equality. There can be no equality in a world where power exists.”
“The pirates are strong, they will fight you.”
“That’s why I have you and your pirates.”
“You don’t have us forever.”
The crowd parted slightly, and the Governor stepped forward.
“Governor, so good of you to come. We were just talking about you,” the Queen said, plastering a wide smile on her face and descending the steps from her throne.
“As if I had the choice,” the Governor said as he made his way through the crowd.
The Queen gave out a low, evil chuckle.
“Of course you didn’t,” she said, delighting in his misfortune to be so near her, even though it was also her misfortune to be so near him.
The Governor was a large, round man with graying hair and sagging skin. He didn’t look like he cared much for appearances or politeness, his arena was action and decisiveness. He was an old army general, who wanted nothing better than to lead his army. It was a shock, at first, when the people of Nevinia voted him into power. But he soon learned to put up with the politics and social maneuverings, even if he didn’t fully understand them. In the end, the Governor knew his place, it was standing right in front of the Queen and making sure that her lust for power didn’t doom Nevinia into an unending age of tyranny.
“We must dance,” the Queen said, indicating the watchful people around them.
The Governor took her cue and huffed and snorted, not liking the idea at all.
“Get on with it then,” he managed.
“With each other,” the Queen clarified.
She stepped in close and put her arms around the Governor, adding a little spell that cooled her body and chilled the Governor until his teeth started chattering.
“Have you no end to tricks?” he asked, staring at her as coldly as he felt.
“No end at all,” she assured him.
The two danced around the ball, weaving and twirling through the crowd who applauded and smiled as they passed.
“Nevinia wants to vote to lessen both our armies,” the Governor told her.
Queen Magenta laughed.
“Feel free to lessen yours whenever you like,” she said.
“No one wants war,” the Governor said.
She looked into his eyes, deep into his eyes, holding his gaze locked as they continued to move about the ballroom.
“I do,” she said simply. “I want war, and destruction, and death. Mostly yours,” she clarified.
The Governor, seeing a true glimpse of Magenta, was unable to stave off his shock. Even after knowing years of the horror of war, something about Queen Magenta unnerved him to the core.
“Why?” he asked.
“Because I don’t like you,” she said. “And because I want to rule Neverland as my family was meant to rule, to usher in a new age of prosperity and harmony.”
“We have that now, with the people given some voice and control to the way they want their lives run,” the Governor said.
“What we have now is a farce that can never last,” she said with a snarl. “Nevinia’s citizens don’t know what is good for them, they only think they do. They need to be led, and shown, and told what to do. They need me, in all my glory and beauty. Not you, a pathetic substitute.”
Queen Magenta pushed the Governor back as they danced, forcing him into a dip. The Governor quickly got out of the Queen’s grasp and straightened up, looking around, embarrassed.
The Queen just laughed.
“I should kill you right now,” the Governor hissed in an angry whisper.
Queen Magenta spread her arms out wide on either side of her, an invitation.
“You should, this is the best chance you’ll get. But you won’t. Because you are now a noble, whatever you think that word means. Because you live by some code, whatever you think that code gets you. And because you are weak, in every possible way, weak.”
She stepped toward him as she spoke, her eyes never leaving his, her step steady and firm.
“There is an old power in the world, and it is gathering strength. Neverland needs true leadership if it is to survive the coming storm. I will destroy you and take back Neverland and insure that it survives. And I will use your grave as a monument to all those who would ever think about rebellion. You will be famous, as the last Governor who was foolish and misguided enough to ever dare stand up to the Queen.”
The Governor held his ground as she approached, until their faces were just inches away.
“Your suffering and death will be the tale of legend,” she said to him.
They stayed in that moment, locked like statues, neither willing to back down first.
“I know a thing or two about legend,” a voice said from their side.
They both turned to regard Captain One Eyed Blackbeard.
He stood apart from the gathering, or at least, the gathering stood apart from him. He took off his pirate hat and bowed low, his thick, black, messy hair spilling all over itself to mingle with his equally thick and messy black beard from where he got his name. He had a patch over his left eye, and scars marked his face completely. His clothes were mismatched, torn, yet functional. And he wore a heavy, weathered brown coat that looked older than he was. Blackbeard straightened up and put his hat back on his head, giving them a smile filled with gold teeth. He looked as out of place at a ball as it was possible to look.
“Blackbeard, of the three lands of the six seas, at your service,” the Captain said, surprisingly polite for such a fearsome looking pirate.
Standing respectfully behind him and off to the side, was a young woman with fiery red hair which fought to come free against the various pins she used to keep it up. She wore similar clothes as Blackbeard, without the coat or nice looking pirate hat. She kept her head down, her gaze lowered.
“My first mate, Mary,” Blackbeard said, not even bothering to look behind.
Mary looked up and gave an embarrassed smile before returning her gaze to the ground.
“What are you doing here?” the Governor asked with contempt, using the pirate’s entrance to get some distance from the Queen.
“I was invited,” Blackbeard said, adjusting the patch on his eye, and scratching incessantly just underneath it. “This thing itches terribly so. Isn’t that right, Mary?”
Mary smiled and kept her head down, not bothering to answer because Blackbeard wasn’t bothering to wait for one.
“If I must tell you again, I will. The people of Nevinia don’t recognize a pirate as having any authority over the ruling of the land,” the Governor told him with contempt.
“The people of the land, maybe, but the people of the sea have quite a lot to say about it, don’t ye doubt,” Blackbeard assured him.
The Queen chuckled, though there was no mirth.
“As if you two would know anything about ruling over anyone. This matter is quite beyond the both of you, I assure you,” the Queen told them.
“Nevertheless, the pirates stand united, and ready to fight for what’s ours.”
“What do you mean fight for what’s yours? What’s currently yours is the business of attacking and stealing from other ships,” the Governor said incredulously.
“And a hard business it is,” Blackbeard assured him.
“This is preposterous,” the Governor concluded.
The Queen turned back to her throne.
“It is temporary. Enjoy our little truce, for as long as it lasts. In short time the only thing the people of the land or sea will be voting for is how the two of you will be executed.”
Queen Magenta sat back down on her ornate throne.
“Enjoy the rest of the ball,” she said, and waved her hand dismissively at them.
The Governor and Captain watched the woman with contempt.
“I do hate that woman,” the Governor said.
“On that, if nothing else, we are agreed,” Captain Blackbeard replied, scratching vigorously at the patch over his left eye.
The Governor watched him, his lip curling in disgust.
“You’re probably going to get that infected,” he said.
Blackbeard finally stopped itching to give him a gold toothed smile and a chuckle.
“It’s always infected, lad,” the Captain said, before turning away and parting the crowd.
“Mary!” he called out behind him.
Mary snapped to attention, bowing quickly to the Governor and then following along after Captain One Eyed Blackbeard, of the three lands of the six seas of the infected missing eye.




Chapter 5: The last detention
Wendy lay fast asleep in her bed, her arms and legs sprawled out in all directions, the blankets thrown about every which way. She had a swollen, split lip, from where the Headmistress had punched her and was deep in sleep, the kind only reached by a hard day’s effort. She would have liked to go on sleeping for a very long time, and possibly miss the next hard day’s effort, but a hand reached out and grabbed her shoulder, shaking her violently.
“Wake up!” Elizabeth said to her urgently.
Wendy opened her eyes in confusion and alarm. She took a moment to figure out her surroundings and focus on her friend and roommate. Finally realizing her friend wasn’t a threat, or anything to be confused about, Wendy turned away from Elizabeth, trying to gather the blankets around her.
“Not yet. Just give me a few more days,” Wendy mumbled.
Elizabeth reached out and pulled all the blankets off of Wendy and the bed.
“If you thought Headmistress Darling was tough on you in fencing class, you do not want her shooting at you in archery practice,” Elizabeth said.
Wendy, still half conscious, made a feeble effort to grab the blankets and get them back. Elizabeth watched Wendy’s hand pawing at the air for a moment, nowhere near the blankets.
“What are you doing?”
Wendy looked up and saw the great distance between her hand and where Elizabeth held the blankets. She dropped her hand and head back down to the bed in surrender.
“When am I ever going to need to shoot arrows in the real world?” she asked.
“I don’t recall you asking that question when you were beating me in fencing,” Elizabeth responded.
“That’s because I’m better at fencing than you are,” Wendy said.
“And I’m better at archery than you are, so we’re going. Get dressed,” Elizabeth said.
Wendy sighed dramatically, she sat up and swung her legs out of bed.
“Is Alexandria ready?” she asked.
“It’s your turn to find out,” Elizabeth said.
“Can we at least do it together this time?” Wendy pleaded.
“I can be standing beside you when you find out.”
“Fine.”
Wendy stood up and wiped the sleep out of her eyes.
“Do you really think Headmistress Darling would shoot me?” Wendy asked thoughtfully.
∞∞∞
 
Wendy and Elizabeth stood outside of a closed dorm room, staring at the door and not moving. The door had a variety of warnings taped all over it, telling people to stay out, keep away, and that intruders would be dealt with swiftly. It was the only door that was decorated at the school, and the only door that was allowed to be. The girls at the school often wondered why Alexandria was allowed this level of expression when none of them were. Most thought it was because the Headmistress enjoyed the fear that Alexandria created through her various experiments and inventions. Others thought that it was a justified warning against a very real threat of harm. Whatever it was, Wendy and Elizabeth seemed to be taking the warnings seriously, as they both stood in front of the decorated door in silence, neither of them willing to open it.
“Go ahead,” Wendy said.
“You open it!” Elizabeth said a little too quickly. “It’s your turn, remember?”
Both girls stayed rooted to the spot.
“She probably wouldn’t do anything to the door, right? I mean, she has to use it also,” Wendy reasoned.
“Right. So why don’t you try it?”
“I thought we agreed you were going to try it,” Wendy said.
“That was last time. I did it last time. I still haven’t forgotten last time,” Elizabeth said.
Wendy reached her hand out for the door. Elizabeth held her breath. Wendy pulled her hand back quickly and both girls jumped.
“Did you feel something?” Wendy asked nervously.
“No.”
“Did something just go off?” Wendy asked.
“I don’t think so,” Elizabeth said as she scanned the door, wide eyed.
“Okay,” Wendy said, but still didn’t move.
Elizabeth watched the door, and then Wendy, and then the door again.
“You’re stalling,” Elizabeth said.
Wendy gathered up her courage.
“Right, together then,” she said.
Elizabeth took a step away from the door.
“No together. Hello? Last time, remember? This is all you. I agreed to stand beside you while you get whatever it is that’s coming to you.”
“Are you willing to reconsider?” Wendy asked.
“I am not,” Elizabeth told her.
“I’d be eternally grateful,” Wendy tried.
“Not worth it.”
There was nothing else to be done about it. If they wanted the door opened, then Wendy would have to be the one to open it. Wendy cringed and reached out her hand, slowly she rested it on the knob and looked at Elizabeth.
Nothing happened.
So she turned the knob, also very, very slowly.
Nothing happened again.
Elizabeth urged her to keep going. Wendy shook her head and slowly, agonizingly slowly, opened the door. The door creaked ominously as it opened into Alexandria’s dorm room.
Nothing happened for the third and final time.
From the relief on the girl’s faces, it was clear that whatever they expected the door to do, besides open, it was not going to do it today.
“I guess we go in,” Wendy said, exhaling deeply.
“I guess so,” Elizabeth said.
Through the open door, they could see a room filled with notes and formula scrawled quickly on various bits of paper and taped to the walls. Sometimes the written equations went off the papers and onto the walls themselves, only to be picked up by another taped piece of paper somewhere else along the wall. Part of the lone window was painted black, and then left abandoned, allowing the sunlight to filter into the room, if it dared. The floor was covered with a variety of gadgets and tools. Wastebaskets were strewn around the room, most of them empty as things lay about the floor that were supposed to be in the wastebasket. Wendy and Elizabeth peered further into the room to see Alexandria standing on a desk and writing on the ceiling.
Alexandria had medium to short, purple wavy hair. It kept getting in her eyes, and she kept blowing it off. She had sunglasses perched on her head with one of the lenses missing. Her eyes darted everywhere, to what she was currently writing, to what she had written across the room, to the half painted window, trying to take in everything, trying to move as fast as her thoughts. She wore a band on her forearm with a variety of pens and pencils attached for ease of access. As she was writing, her pen stopped working. Alexandria threw it on the floor without much thought and grabbed another from her band and kept on writing.
There was an odd substance in the room, bits of white, hardened foam, and it was all over the place. It was on the ceiling, on the walls, stuck to the desk and floor. A bit of it trailed down the painted black window.
“You two going to come in or what?” Alexandria asked, not looking away from her writing or giving any other indication that she had even seen her two friends.
Wendy and Elizabeth took a step inside, trying to stay in the center of the room and not touch anything.
“We’re in,” Elizabeth confirmed, much too scared to move.
But Wendy’s curiosity got the better of her. She approached some of the hardened foam on the wall, bent over to get a better look, and pressed it with her finger. Elizabeth kept shaking her head as Wendy did it, knowing it wouldn’t end well.
“What is this stuff?” Wendy asked in wonder.
Alexandria continued to write on the ceiling as she spoke.
“Latest experiment, didn’t quite work out according to plan. Whatever you do, don’t touch any of it,” Alexandria said.
Wendy immediately straightened up and pulled her finger away. She started trying to wipe the foam remnants from her finger onto the wall.
“What happens if you touch it?” she asked in worry.
Alexandria was lost in thought staring at the equation on her wall. She started mumbling to herself. “But if I carry the energy from the end and loop it back onto itself, it should have enough heat to continue,” she thought out loud.
“Alex! What happens if I touch it?” Wendy asked, much more forcefully.
Alexandria tapped her pen against her cheek as she thought.
“But where would the heat go?”
“Alex!”
“If you’re lucky it will just numb your hand for a few months,” she said absentmindedly.
Wendy intensified her efforts, dragging her hand back and forth along the wall vigorously.
“If you’re not lucky it might melt off part of your hand, seeping inside and laying little tiny eggs that would replicate and slowly eat their way back out,” Alexandria continued.
“Alexandria!” Wendy yelled up at her friend.
Alexandria finally looked down at the two of them and smiled.
“Just kidding, it’s harmless. Well, mostly,” she said as she abandoned her equation and hopped down off the desk.
“What’s mostly harmless mean?” Wendy asked as she stared at her hand, looking for any traces of the white goo.
“Are we late for archery practice?” Alexandria asked, ignoring the question.
“We are,” Elizabeth said, still standing perfectly in the middle of the room, away from everything, her hands pressed tightly to her sides to make herself as small as possible.
Alexandria snorted as she laughed at Elizabeth. “Like you would ever miss it,” she said.
Wendy looked around the room, absently continuing to wipe her hand on things.
“Didn’t you have a roommate?” Wendy asked, seeing the empty second bed.
“Her name was Nancy,” Alexandria replied.
“Was?” Wendy asked, sharing a look with Elizabeth.
It was hard enough for Wendy and Elizabeth to even enter the domain of Alexandria’s dorm room, but to imagine a poor girl forced to live there was more than either of the two girls could manage.
“Nancy still is, but Nancy is leaving,” Alexandria clarified.
Wendy and Elizabeth let out the breath they didn’t know they were holding.
“Didn’t Nancy just get this room with you?” Elizabeth asked.
“She did. But now she’s requesting a transfer. They’re going to put her in a room of three, something this school just doesn’t do, but for Nancy’s sake, I mean case, they decided they would make an exception,” Alexandria said as she busied herself with getting ready for class.
“You luck out every year with your own room,” Elizabeth said.
“Luck has nothing to do with it,” Alexandria replied.
“Everyone’s scared of her and her experiments. I’m scared of her and her experiments,” Wendy explained.
“Thank you,” Alexandria knew full well her reputation at the school, even if she pretended otherwise. She decided she quite liked the aura of fear and awe her intelligence brought out around the girls.
But as smart as she was, Alexandria could be prone to fits of losing her train of thought, daydreaming when she should be paying attention, and simply not caring about what it was that people around her wanted her to care about. So she picked up another notebook and started writing the ideas down for a new invention she had just thought of.
“Remember archery practice?” Elizabeth prompted.
“I hate archery practice,” Alexandria said.
“Everyone hates archery practice,” Wendy said.
“Not true, remember something I can finally beat you at? We’re all going. Not least because we’ll get detention if we don’t,” Elizabeth said.
The thought of detention snapped Alexandria out of her note taking and into her getting ready to go mode.
“You’re right, we should go,” she said, with the same look every girl who had ever had detention with Headmistress Darling got when thinking about getting detention with Headmistress Darling again.
“We should go right now,” Alexandria concluded forcefully.
Alexandria walked over to her closet and opened the door. As soon as she did, Wendy and Elizabeth heard the sounds of frantic mumbling coming from within. Curious, and also a little scared, the two girls crept forward and peered into the closet. There was Nancy, stuck inside, covered almost completely in the white, foamy, sticky sludge that was all over the rest of the room. Only her head and parts of her limbs were visible. Her mouth had a heaping of the stuff plastered over it, keeping her from talking.
“I’m going now. The foam should dissolve away in a bit of time. Don’t worry, it’s quite harmless. It actually could be beneficial for whitening your teeth. Probably. Try to be packed up and gone before I come back,” Alexandria said curtly.
Nancy tried to muffle out a response but Nancy closed the door, not really caring what she had to say. She turned to go, and then had a thought. She opened the closet door again.
“And make sure you clean the place up before you go,” Alexandria said before closing the door again.
She took a step away from the door, had another thought, and took a step back, opening it again.
“Oh, and one more thing: If you have archery practice right now, you’re going to miss it.”
Alexandria closed the door again and left the room, not even waiting for Wendy and Elizabeth to catch up.
∞∞∞
 
Elizabeth stood in a perfect pose, bow in her hand, quiver on her back, arrow pulled and ready to fire. Beside her Wendy stood hunched, bow barely held in her hand and half on the ground, quiver fully on the ground on her other side.
The girls were all lined up on one end of a long field, on the other end at varying distances were an assortment of targets, from standard circles, to various objects, to some even resembling humanoid targets.
“Are you going to stand there all day or are you going to fire?” Wendy asked, looking extremely bored and irritated.
“Just let me have my moment,” Elizabeth said, basking in her own glory.
“You’ve been having your moment for the past few minutes. Either it’s come and gone, or it’s never going to be,” Wendy pointed out.
“Fine, have it your way,” Elizabeth said, aiming and firing at one of the further targets.
Her arrow flew straight and true, embedding itself in the center of her target.
“Believe me, this is not having it my way. Nice shot,” Wendy said.
“Wasn’t it?” Elizabeth said as she quickly spun around, grabbed another arrow, turned and fired again.
Dead center again.
“You could like this a little less,” Wendy said as she struggled with her bow, fighting to get the arrow in, trying to aim and then letting her arrow fly wide.
“Nice shot,” Elizabeth said.
“Missed again,” Wendy replied.
“Yes, but the arrow actually got airborne this time,” Elizabeth pointed out.
All around them other girls held similar bows and fired at their respective targets, with instructors walking up and down the line and checking form and giving instructions. It was a beautiful day, the sun was up and shining, and there was no hint of any kind of a mysterious portal or other world. It was the kind of day that Wendy could really enjoy, if she didn’t have to attend archery practice.
“Missed again.”
“Are you even aiming?” Elizabeth asked as she hit two targets in quick succession.
“I’m aiming, it’s the hitting part that’s getting lost in translation,” Wendy replied.
Beside Wendy, Alexandria stared thoughtfully at her bow, not even trying to use it. She held it up, looking at it from different angles.
“There’s an invention in here somewhere,” Alexandria said to herself.
“Missed again,” Wendy said.
“You didn’t even fire an arrow that time!” Elizabeth pointed out.
“Yes, well, I thought I’d just skip to the end result,” Wendy explained.
As the two girls talked, they could see in the distance Headmistress Darling making her way down the line of girls. She was mostly shaking her head disapprovingly and giving instructions on the lack of performance she was witnessing. Pamela walked beside her, smiling encouragingly at the girls and giving them pats on the back, mostly when the Headmistress wasn’t looking.
Wendy and Elizabeth shared an uneasy look.
“She’s heading right toward us,” Elizabeth said.
“Maybe she’s heading right past us?” Wendy offered hopefully.
“And giving up an opportunity to harass you?” Elizabeth asked.
“Unlikely,” Alexandria said, not looking up from her slightly tilted and thoroughly examined bow.
Elizabeth brought up her bow and took aim at another target.
“You should probably pretend to be trying,” she said.
“I was trying!” Wendy replied.
“Try harder,” Elizabeth let fly another arrow that found another bull’s-eye. Wendy tried to ignore the approaching Headmistress while she worked on her stance, leveling her bow and nocking her arrow. She aimed at a nearby target with her wavering bow, trying to steady her breathing and focus. Wendy adjusted her stance, bow, and aim several times. She let out a breath and focused. She was focusing for a while before she realized that all sound had stopped. There was no shooting, no girl’s talking, no laughter or really any kind of sound at all. Even the birds had completely stopped.
Slowly, she turned her head to see the Headmistress standing right beside her.
Everyone else had stopped what they were doing to watch what was going to happen to Wendy. Wendy very badly wished to be everyone else at that moment.
“We haven’t got all day, Wendy,” Headmistress Darling said.
“Haven’t we?” Wendy asked weakly, slightly lowering her bow.
“Bow up!” Headmistress Darling commanded.
Wendy shot her bow back up to the ready position with a startled instinct born from years of being yelled at by the Headmistress.
“Stance secure!” the Headmistress barked again.
Wendy found herself finding her footing without really meaning to. She cursed her mind for belonging more to the Headmistress than herself.
“Target sighted!” the Headmistress barked the next order that Wendy blindly followed.
Wendy aimed at the nearest, biggest, most colorful target in front of her, something she was bound to hit if she could only get the arrow to cooperate and fly through the air properly. She took a deep breath and stilled herself.
“Too close! Pick one of the further targets!”
Wendy almost jumped out of her skin and shot the arrow wildly.
“I can’t even hit the closer one.”
“What did you say?” the Headmistress asked.
Wendy wisely kept quiet while retrieving another arrow. Through some measure of self control, she managed to hold onto her bow with shaking hands and find a target that was further away. She looked sideways at the Headmistress for approval, but Headmistress Darling was eagerly watching the target and waiting. Wendy looked around, all the other girls were eagerly watching the target and waiting. 
“Take aim and fire,” the Headmistress said in a somewhat softer voice, which was to say the Headmistress wasn’t yelling at her quite as loudly.
Pamela nodded encouragingly at Wendy. She could do this.
It was now or never. Wendy did her best to still her nerves. She looked at the target she knew Elizabeth could have shot in her sleep. It wasn’t that far away. She could do this. She would do this, if only to avoid detention for another day. Wendy took in a long breath and held it, she focused on the target until it was the only thing left in the world. Then she closed her eyes and fired.
She heard the wonderful sound of her arrow hitting the target. Unable to believe it, Wendy opened her eyes to confirm that her arrow was, in fact, embedded in a target. It was a little closer to the edge than the middle, but that didn’t matter. Wendy jumped into the air and gave out a small victory yell.
Wendy looked at the Headmistress, smug with pride. The Headmistress did not look impressed. But then she was never impressed. Wendy looked around at the other girls to see that they still had worried looks on their faces. Why wasn’t everyone happy that she hit a target?
Wendy looked over to Elizabeth and saw her slowly shake her head.
“I hit the target,” Wendy said to the Headmistress.
Headmistress Darling turned her slow, measured gaze onto Wendy and sighed.
“You hit Alexandria’s target,” the Headmistress told her.
Wendy recoiled, and then looked onto the field. In her excitement she had failed to notice that the target she had hit was indeed slightly to the right of her range of targets. But it wasn’t that far to the right, it was close enough.
“Doesn’t that still count?” Wendy asked, even though every fiber in her being was telling her not to, her instinct and sense of survival urged her to run.
But Wendy couldn’t help herself. She stared back at the Headmistress, daring her to respond. Headmistress Darling had always pushed Wendy harder than the other girls. Ever since she could remember, it seemed that the two of them clashed about anything and everything, almost always to Wendy’s detriment.
And it wasn’t fair. Why should she be singled out all the time? Why should she be pushed harder and given more homework and have inordinately more detention time than all the other girls put together? Surely whatever pleasure the Headmistress took from making Wendy suffer would run out some day. Wouldn’t it?
“You’ve been neglecting your archery practice,” Headmistress Darling told her.
“But my fencing is far beyond the other girls,” Wendy just couldn’t keep quiet.
“Detention, my office, after classes are done,” the Headmistress said.
And there it was again.
“Thank you, Headmistress, I look forward to it,” Wendy said.
“As do I.”
Yes, the Headmistress did treat Wendy more unfairly than the other girls. But, to be fair, Wendy did her best in making sure the Headmistress had every opportunity to treat her more unfairly than the other girls.
Without another word, Headmistress Darling walked away from them. Pamela gave them an embarrassed smile and then quickly did her best to follow along behind the Headmistress. Once the Headmistress was gone everything seemed to go back to normal. A light breeze started up, a few birds chirped their songs, and the surrounding girls returned to their archery practice.
“I think you like getting in trouble,” Elizabeth said.
“It’s still a target,” Wendy pointed at her triumph on the field.
Elizabeth quickly took aim and shot one of Wendy’s targets dead center.
“You can tell her that in detention,” Elizabeth said.
“I will,” Wendy replied curtly, knowing she had no intention of doing any such thing. “How do you hit everything all the time?” Wendy asked in frustration.
Elizabeth shrugged. “I see it first in my mind. The rest is just lag.”
Alexandria continued to inspect her bow, having had not fired a single shot that day yet still managing to escape the Headmistress’s wrath.
“I think I can automate this,” she said to the bow.
∞∞∞
 
Headmistress Darling sat at her desk, surrounded by various pieces of paper spread out before her in a haphazard way. The Headmistress was furiously scribbling something on one of the pages. It was often pointed out that, whatever the Headmistress was doing, she was doing it furiously. Some of the students even imagined that she approached bedtime the same way, put out and angry that she had to lie down for several hours a day and do nothing but sleep.
Bringing up the page and reading what she wrote, the Headmistress scowled and crumpled it into a ball. She got out a fresh new page and began again.
There was a knock at the door.
“Enter,” Headmistress Darling said without looking up.
The door slowly creaked open and Wendy stuck her head in.
“I’m here for detention,” Wendy said.
“Of course you are, it’s practically an extra class for you.”
Wendy came into the room and closed the door, listening to it squeak in protest all the way until it was shut.
“Sit, preferably on the seat,” the Headmistress said as she continued to write furiously.
Wendy paused, did the Headmistress just attempt a bit of humor? Wendy searched Headmistress Darling’s face, but she seemed too intent on whatever it was that she was writing. If any attempt at humor had been made, it seemed that Headmistress Darling was not aware that she attempted it.
“Yes, Headmistress,” Wendy said as she sat down on the seat across from the desk.
Wendy waited while the Headmistress wrote.
She looked around the familiar room, having spent quite a lot of time in it. Aside from the pieces of paper, it seemed that everything in the room was in exactly the same place as it was countless times before. Even the furniture and other small objects were afraid of the Headmistress too much to change their place.
“Will you be long?” Wendy just couldn’t resist trying to get herself into more trouble. “Because I can come back at a more convenient time.”
“I’m sure you will be back at a more convenient time, and several more times after that,” Headmistress Darling said as she looked at her newly written piece of paper before putting it aside and giving Wendy her full attention.
“You are probably right. It seems I can’t help myself,” Wendy agreed.
The two sat and stared at each other in silence.
The sound of a ticking clock that Wendy couldn’t quite find filled the room with its steady beat. Wendy felt that the clock was getting louder.
“Do you know why you are here?” the Headmistress finally asked.
“You told me to come here,” Wendy replied.
“And why did I ask?”
“You enjoy tormenting me?” Wendy offered.
Headmistress Darling sighed and shook her head. “So much potential…”
“Thank you,” Wendy said.
“Completely wasted. You are here because you keep disappointing me, Wendy,” Headmistress Darling said in a matter of fact tone.
“It’s one of my strengths,” Wendy said, without skipping the clock’s beat.
“I daresay it’s your only strength,” the Headmistress said on the next beat.
“I don’t think you really believe that.”
“You can do better, Wendy. You can be better. You are failing to meet expectations.” Headmistress Darling leaned back in her chair, massaging her tired eyes.
“Maybe if your expectations weren’t so ridiculously high,” Wendy said.
“Stop talking,” the Headmistress told her.
In spite of all her bravado, Wendy did exactly as the Headmistress said. She sat in her chair, and looked away, pretending to study the various useless, antiquated things that filled the cramped office. The Headmistress, for her part, sat and studied Wendy.
The clock, unperturbed by the tension in the room, continued its steady beat. Everyone was waiting to see what the Headmistress would say next.
It was not what Wendy expected.
“I won’t be around forever, you know,” Headmistress Darling finally said.
The comment caught Wendy off guard, and for a moment she let her defenses slip. It was probably the closest the two had ever come to beginning a real conversation. But then, unsure of what to do, Wendy ruined the moment. “Pity. Are you going somewhere?” she asked.
“We all go somewhere, Wendy. It’s just a matter of when and why,” Headmistress Darling said as she leaned forward. “My expectations are high because they have to be. People will expect you to be twice as good as you are to get half as far as you want to go.”
Wendy paused, trying to choose her words carefully. She ran her finger over her split lip, the one the Headmistress had given her during fencing class, and then, in frustration, she settled for whatever words first came to mind.
“When will the world expect me to fire arrows? Or fight with a sword? Or repel down the side of a building? Or survive in the forest without food? Or do half the other crazy things that this school expects that no other school would dream of? When will I use these ridiculous things?” Wendy asked in frustration.
“I educate you here not so you can ask when the world will require your skills. I educate you so that you will have your skills when the world needs you to have them,” Headmistress Darling said the word world as if it were some kind of bad joke, something to scoff at and brush aside. “You should be so lucky as to never need whatever it is that you learn here,’ the Headmistress concluded.
Wendy was going to say something, but the Headmistress raised her hand for silence and got up from her chair, circling around the desk.
“But make no mistake, you are an orphan, all of you are, with the Darling School as your registered legal guardian. You will do what is expected and required of you, even if you lack the foresight to see the value of your lessons. And then one day, long from now, when you graduate from this school and are an adult in your beloved world, you can make your own decisions on what lessons you think are worth your time and effort. And perhaps, when that moment comes, you will have learned enough here to be able to face this world of yours and find your place in it.”
Wendy said nothing, she did nothing but stare at the Headmistress, trying to figure out if her perspective on life was really as crazy as Wendy thought, or if maybe, perhaps, Wendy lacked the experience to accurately judge what should be called crazy in her confusing and struggling time.
For some reason, maybe it was the way the Headmistress was talking, maybe it was the comment about being an orphan and the school being her guardian, maybe it was for a variety of reasons which the neutral ticking clock just added to, but for some reason, Wendy got teary eyed.
She looked down at the floor, unable to look Headmistress Darling in the face anymore.
“Why do you hate me so?” Wendy whispered to the floor.
For a moment all was silent, except for that insistent, inconsiderate clock. Wendy just wished she could melt into the floor and disappear.
“Look at me,” Headmistress Darling said.
Wendy didn’t.
“Look at me, child.”
It was probably the hardest thing she ever did, but Wendy managed to look up off the floor and at the Headmistress, a lone tear escaped her eye and ran down her cheek. Wendy refused to wipe it away.
The face Wendy looked at was still a hard one, with rigid lines set over years of maintaining order. But there was compassion in those eyes, there was caring, if only deeply hidden within the mask of discipline.
Headmistress Darling opened her mouth to say something. Wendy’s whole world stopped as she waited to hear what it was that this woman thought of her. Why she pushed her so, why she made things seem ten times harder for her than for any of the other girls. It was a moment that would define their relationship for a long time.
“Everything has a place in the world, and you do not understand yours. You have a potential that you are falling far short of. You are simply not good enough.”
The words stung, and left Wendy feeling more abandoned than she had at any other moment in her life.
“The world will kill you, Wendy Darling. It will kill you unless you can be stronger, smarter, faster, better. Always that, always better,” Headmistress Darling said to her.
Wendy sat there, hurt far more than any other time she had ever had detention. She had had enough, she could only be pushed so far, and Wendy already felt that she had been pushed beyond that point.
“The world will kill you, Wendy,” Headmistress Darling said again. “Maybe not in one moment, but a little at a time, taking from you, lessening you, until the person left behind is not the one you were born to be. It is my responsibility to teach you to fight back, to protect yourself, to survive. To be who you need to be.”
Wendy stood up suddenly, facing down the Headmistress. “I choose who I want to be. Not you! I choose.”
Wendy was passion, fire, and fury.
The Headmistress was calm, cool, and stillness.
The two stared at each other, the clock ticking between their moment.
“Then choose,” Headmistress Darling said simply.
And Wendy did. She headed for the door, stopping short and turning around. “This is the last time I will ever have detention with you,” Wendy told her.
And in spite of it being a ludicrous thing to say, from a student to a teacher, both of them knew it to be true.
Wendy opened the door and left the room, closing it softly behind her. Headmistress Darling watched the closed door for a long time, unmoving, alone in the room.
“Good girl,” she said.




Chapter 6: Dangerous Waters
It was said the seas that surrounded the island of Neverland were enchanted, made long ago by the great faeries that created the island, born from their tears of joy at having witnessed what they brought to life. The waters moved and sparkled in a way that water wasn’t supposed to, and little diamond fragments floated on the surface and would catch the sun, intensifying and reflecting the light so that it would be both blinding and mesmerizing.
The enchanted water housed all manner of mystical and dangerous beings, from leviathans to mermaids, giant octopus, crabs, and even monstrous whales that could fly as easily as birds. Most of these creatures were never seen, but the skeletons of enormous behemoths would sometimes wash up onto shore as a reminder to everyone that they were still waiting, watching, under the depths of the surface.
To sail the magical waters of Neverland was a perilous and foolhardy act, but as the large island grew and prospered, it became a necessary one. It was almost impossible to transport cargo through the lush and suffocating jungles of Neverland, so a network of outposts sprung up along its shores, strategically placed so that ships could be loaded and unloaded near the major settlements.
But the waters were still perilous, and did not allow their dangers to be forgotten. For every four ships that made it safely to an outpost, in whatever condition they could make it in, another was never heard from again, with all hands and cargo lost. The people whispered of the monsters that lurked beneath the depths, blaming them for the lost ships. Or the mesmerizing quality of the waters, lulling the crew into a false sense of safety until they smashed into the surrounding rocks.
But the truth was far more practical. Because of the lucrative and efficient system of transporting goods by sea, piracy was able to grow and thrive along its waters. When a pirate caught a ship and stole its cargo, the crew were allowed to join the pirates or sink with their ship to the bottom of the sea. Hardly anyone ever chose to sink with their ship, even the captains who were supposed to, and many of them found new, more productive lives by learning to take other things that didn’t belong to them. If a ship was particularly formidable, and a crew much too large, it wasn’t even sunk at all, but allowed to join the growing fleet of Captain One Eyed Blackbeard, of the three lands of the six seas.
For Captain Blackbeard was the pirate lord of all the other pirates, ushering in a new age of organized piracy that saw captains of ships ceasing to attack each other, and focusing only on attacking the ships from the many outposts that marked Neverland.
Unfortunately, since pirates didn’t agree on things like other people did, it took quite a lot of bloodshed to figure out who the pirate lord over all other pirate lords should be. There was a terrible war at sea, ships were sunk, crews drowned or joined other crews with different banners, and the fighting didn’t stop until the only major captain left was Blackbeard. Captain Blackbeard immediately called a truce, and allowed seven pirate lords to lord under him, carrying out his wishes and plundering the seas in his name.
Queen Magenta, seeing how the pirates had organized themselves, didn’t much like having her ships sunk or taken from her, so she created bigger ships with at least forty cannons on them. They were fitted with bigger masts and oars to help the ships sail faster in calmer winds. When she felt she had enough bigger ships for her fleet she created the biggest one among them, her ship of the line, the deadliest ship to ever sail the waters of Neverland. It had twice the cannons and oars as her other ships, and needed twice the crew to wield them. It had reinforced plating on the hull, a magical substance sturdier than wood but not as heavy as metal. She called the ship the Queen’s Knife, and proclaimed it unsinkable. And only her son, Captain James Hornwood, was allowed to captain it.
So it was natural that when the Queen’s Knife was on the waters, James was at its wheel. And he happened to be at its wheel when the Old Man, who had spent almost his entire life sitting up top in the lookouts of many other ships, yelled down to him from that particular ship in alarm.
“Pirates!”
James was jolted out of his quiet thoughts. He scanned the sea before him and saw nothing. He looked up at the Old Man.
“Where?” he yelled back.
“Starboard,” the Old Man pointed off into the distance.
James looked, and saw a small speck, far away.
“Spyglass!” James yelled, holding out his hand.
“I’ve already got one,” the Old Man called down, thinking James was thinking of him.
“Another one then,” James called impatiently.
Several crew around him ran about to search for another spy glass.
“Pirates!” the Old Man called again.
“Yes, you’ve said. Starboard,” James said.
“And more to port!” the Old Man pointed to the left.
James squinted back and forth at both sides of his ship, trying to see.
“Where is that spyglass?” James yelled impatiently.
“Pirates!” the Old Man yelled.
“Would you stop saying that?” James yelled back at him, quickly losing his nerve. The Old Man looked down in confusion for a moment.
“What would you like me to call them?” he asked.
“Pirates,” James confirmed. “I know, starboard and port. And?”
“And behind us!” the Old Man yelled.
James turned around and felt dread.
While he couldn’t see the other ships to starboard and port, he could definitely see the one that was peaking out from the far away rocky shore of Neverland. The ship was completely black, with black sails and rigging. It had multiple rows of cannons, both above and below deck, and a single solitary flag perched at the top of the ship: a black background with a white picture of a skeletal crow’s head.
“It’s the Midnight Crow. That’s Blackbeard’s ship,” James said quietly.
“What?” the Old Man called from above.
James turned around and tried to look again at the other specks of ships.
“They are trying to trap us. I need full speed. Where’s my spyglass?”
One of the sailors ran up to James apologetically. “Beggin your pardon, sir, we can’t find any spyglasses.”
“What do you mean you can’t find any spyglasses?” James asked, bewildered.
“I mean there aren’t any other spyglasses anywhere on the ship, top or bottom, we looked in everyplace,” the sailor tried to explain.
James was about to argue back when he saw an object hurtle down at him from above. He reached out instinctively and caught a spyglass. He looked up to see the Old Man beaming down at him.
“I keep the spyglasses up here in the lookout, where I can use them.”
“How many do you have up there,” James asked, scowling.
The Old Man looked down and counted, using his fingers to help him.
“About more than ten,” he said after a moment, reaching the limit of his tools.
James shook his head and looked through the spyglass, finally able to see the two other ships coming at them from both sides. He turned back to the sailor in front of him.
“We can try to outrun them if we sail past before they can close ranks. Get me all possible speed.”
“Right you are, sir,” the sailor turned to carry out the order.
“And execute that man,” James pointed to the Old Man above him.
“What was that?” the Old Man called down.
The sailor paused, not sure what he should do.
“Don’t really execute him, but give him a good talking to,” James said. “And make him mop the deck tonight. If we’ve still got a deck to mop.”
The sailor nodded, and ran off with his orders.
“Could you pass that spyglass back up when you’re done with it?” the Old Man asked.
∞∞∞
 
Behind the Queen’s Knife, and gaining rapidly, the Midnight Crow opened all its sails and leaned into the wind. Captain Blackbeard stood at the wheel, a smile on his face and a hand resting on the sword at his side. First Mate Mary ran up to him, pausing to sweep the red strand of hair that was falling out of its clip and into her eyes.
“The other ships are in position, and we’re gaining speed. We should have them caught on three sides in a matter of moments,” she told him.
“Aye, that we will. And when we take the Queen’s most prized ship, we’ll see how quick she is to make war with the pirates of Neverland,” Blackbeard mused aloud.
“Your plan is coming together perfectly,” Mary said.
A nearby pirate hustled by, catching part of their conversation as he went. Both Blackbeard and Mary looked at the pirate out of the corner of their eye.
“Yes, it’d be my plan that’s working. My plan that always works!” Blackbeard said loudly.
Blackbeard left the wheel and hurried to the side of his ship, Mary quickly following behind and keeping her head down in deference. They watched as the Queen’s Knife came into close view, hemmed in on multiple sides by Blackbeard’s three ships.
Captain James stood on the deck of his ship, his sword out in a gesture of hostility. Mary looked at the Captain and couldn’t help thinking how handsome he was.
An Old Man in the lookout sat hunched down, looking at them through a spyglass even though they were close enough to see normally. When Mary spotted him he ducked down out of sight and whimpered.
“Are you lost, sir?” James called out to Blackbeard when they were close enough.
Blackbeard smiled an evil smile, and rested his hands on the side of his ship. Mary stood several paces behind, head lowered, looking up at James from under her pirate hat.
“It seems the three of us have all got lost together. Perhaps you’d be so kind as to show us directions to the Queen’s ship of the line?”
“You know very well that this is the Queen’s Knife, her ship of the line,” James answered.
Blackbeard made a mocking show of looking at the ship again. “Is it now? I thought she might be bigger.”
“If you know anything about this ship, you know that she has over eighty guns on her multiple decks, with most of them pointing at you, sir,” James said.
“Aye, that be a lot of guns. Far too many for a simple pirate like myself to count. And while we be poor pirates, without the means to have that many guns on one of our ships, it does seem that we have more than enough on the three of our ships that you see before you,” Blackbeard said.
At a nod from James, his men pulled out their swords and held them up high.
“Attacking this ship is an act of war.”
Captain Blackbeard raised his sword up high. Mary quickly lifted hers behind him.
“As I said, we be pirates. We don’t engage in acts of war, we engage in acts of piracy. Full ramming speed!”
The Midnight Crow’s oars dipped into the waters and started turning the ship so that it headed toward the back end of the Queen’s Knife.
James looked on the bow of the approaching ship, and the massive, skeletal crow that was its figurehead. Too late he realized the true purpose of the crow’s protruding beak that rested just off the waters, and was pointed directly at the back of his ship.
“Fire!” James yelled.
The Queen’s Knife fired her cannons one after the other. Most of the shots went wide, flying harmlessly into the water, but a few of them managed to punch holes into the Midnight Crow or sail over her decks and slam into some of her crew.
But if she felt it, the Midnight Crow didn’t show it as she came charging in. The large, skeletal crow rammed its beak into the back of the Queen’s Knife, tearing through the wood and impaling itself all the way up to the crow’s head.
James and his crew couldn’t keep their feet, and fell to the ground as their ship shuddered beneath them. The crow’s beak had opened up a hole with jagged lines that reached down beneath the sea. The Queen’s Knife began quickly taking on water.
“It seems the might of yer ship might have been slightly exaggerated. I think it’d be boarding time!” yelled Blackbeard.
His crew cheered and charged, leaping over the small distance between the two ships or swinging in on lines built for just such a purpose.
“Men, to battle,” cried James as he struggled to stand.
A swarm of pirates leaped onto the deck of his ship.
“Fight them, strike them down to a man!” James yelled, only to find himself staring up at the tip of a sword held by a woman with fiery red hair.
First Mate Mary looked down at him with a devilish grin. Gone was her meek nature and subservient attitude. She looked like she was born to swordfight. “Strike them down to a man? I don’t know whether to be insulted or flattered,” she told him, holding her sword steady.
“You should be both, and prepared to surrender,” James said.
“Blackbeard doesn’t surrender,” she said.
“I was talking about you,” James quickly rolled back and brought up his sword, finally regaining his feet and facing her evenly.
Mary actually laughed, it was playful and fun spirited.
“I will give you that little theatrical move and nothing more,” she warned him with a grin.
The sounds of battle came at them from all around. Swords ringing on swords, men yelling both in encouragement and despair.
“I am the Queen’s son, nothing is given to me,” James said.
Mary cocked her head to the side. “Isn’t that a contradiction?”
James yelled and charged in, leading with his sword. Mary parried and dodged, using James’s own momentum to send him reeling toward the rail of the ship.
“Careful you don’t fall, it’s a long way down,” Mary teased.
James righted himself and turned around, fully aware that Mary could have easily struck him down while his back was turned.
“You’re enjoying this!”
“It’s not often I get to let my hair down,” Mary said, fixing another red strand that was threatening to come loose.
James charged in again, sword thrusting and slashing, feints upon feints designed to get Mary to fall for them and miss the real strike.
Mary focused on the sword intently, picking out the feints and not fully committing her own sword to a block that would find nothing but air. She backed up as she focused, allowing someone to try and sneak up on her from behind. But James was very honorable, and didn’t want to see Mary beaten by such a cowardly move.
“Behind you!” James yelled, alerting Mary to the attack by one of his own men.
Mary quickly turned and then ducked as the sword passed inches above her head. She rolled to the side and thrust out, catching the sailor in the sword arm, causing him to yelp in surprise and drop his sword.
“Thank you for that,” Mary said as they both watched the sailor back up and run away.
“I will give you that warning, and nothing more,” James paraphrased her line back to her.
“Well then, it seems we are all out of gifts.”
“That it does,” James agreed.
“Nothing else for it then. Shall we continue?” Mary asked, bringing up her sword and readying herself.
“Unless you wanted to surrender?” James asked.
“I don’t surrender.”
Mary darted forward and struck from the left, James blocked, and Mary continued her attack, launching strike after strike from the left side. James parried, blocked, and tried to dodge the relentless attacks. Every time he thought of launching a counterattack, Mary would throw in a strike from the right side, causing James to lose his balance and focus, before resuming her attack from the left.
Her attacks were so focused and predictable, that James tried to counterattack only to setup her strike from the right side. She would throw him off again by continuing to attack from the left, frustrating his efforts and causing him to lose his footing. He was beginning to learn that her predictable attacks were nothing more than traps.
“Watch your footwork,” she warned him.
He stumbled more, and she was able to entangle him in a series of parries.
“Keep your focus up.”
“Would you stop giving me advice!” James barked in frustration.
“I said keep your focus up, on the swords,” Mary scolded.
James gritted his teeth and tried to follow her advice while getting more and more annoyed with her.
“Be careful of the mast behind you,” Mary warned.
She was pressing her attack, forcing him backward, and James barely had time to sneak a quick look behind before sidestepping to avoid running into the mast.
“I thought we agreed not to give each other any more gifts,” James pointed out.
Mary shrugged. “I’m a pirate, I lied. And I’m kind hearted, so I like helping you try to avoid your unavoidable defeat.”
Mary kept attacking, and it was clear that as good as James was, he had no hope of winning this sword fight.
“You’re awfully sure of yourself.”
“If there’s one thing in this life you need to be sure of, it’s yourself. Otherwise everything else ceases to exist,” she said.
Mary kept attacking until James backed up against the rail of the ship. He cried out in surprise and Mary flicked his sword out of his hand. James watched helplessly as his sword fell into the depths of the water behind him.
It was only then that he got a good look around at the rest of the battle on the ship. All his men were on their knees and had their hands behind their heads. It was already over. Mary pointed her sword tip against his neck, forcing his attention back to her. She smiled at him and shrugged.
Blackbeard walked slowly across the deck, his heavy footfalls loud in the still air. He surveyed the results of the battle, stroking his beard and then scratching at his eye patch. He made his way over to James and Mary.
“Do you yield?”
“Of course he does,” Mary said, not taking her eyes off James.
“We are the Queen’s army, we will never yield!” James yelled.
Mary’s smile faded, and she shook her head imperceptibly at James, trying to advise him against continuing the fight.
Blackbeard circled around, like a predator stalking its prey. He chuckled as he looked at James and then at the rest of his crew. “We do things in a simple manner on the Midnight Crow. Every ship we sink we give its crew two choices: They can join us, or they can die.”
“Our ship has not sunk!” James cried defiantly, refusing to admit what was becoming more and more obvious.
Blackbeard pointed to the skeletal beak of the Midnight Crow, its beak still lodged deep into the hull of the Queen’s Knife, opening it up to the water below.
“Make no mistake, this ship is sinking. The Crow dealt ye a mortal blow.”
James looked over the side of his once proud ship, saw the devastation that was done to her hull, the gaping wound that was taking on water. He closed his eyes and bowed his head, accepting the inevitable.
“This is the part where you say ‘I surrender’,” Mary nudged him with her sword.
He finally opened his eyes and looked at her. A red strand of hair had come loose and trailed down her face. She looked very beautiful, and very deadly.
“I’m not sure that I can,” he told her softly.
Captain Blackbeard stormed over, the anger blazing in his eyes and evident in his footsteps. “Don’t be looking at her, it’s with me yer fate is tied.”
Blackbeard turned to all the men on their knees, raising his voice to shout in the quiet stillness that the day had become. “You all have your choice. Join with me, become a pirate and be free, or stay in the Queen’s service, for as long as that will get ye.”
The men exchanged glances, unsure, but steadfast, no one wavering. James saw his men hesitate, it swelled his courage. He stepped away from Mary’s sword, and walked up to Blackbeard, looking up at those cold, dark eyes.
“We swore oaths, upon our friends and family, upon our honor, upon Neverland! We are the Queen’s men! We will never turn. We’ll fight you till our dying breath! And we’ll go down with our ship if we have to!”
∞∞∞
 
James sat in a rowboat, suspended in the air by ropes just off to the side of the Midnight Crow’s rail. His entire former crew stood on the deck of the Midnight Crow and everyone watched as the Queen’s Knife sunk under the cold, magical waters of Neverland.
Captain Blackbeard had his hat off and pressed against his chest, his head bowed. There was a moment of silence.
“Never a good thing when a ship goes under. I would have saved her if I could, and added her to my fleet,” Blackbeard said, putting his hat back on.
“How noble of you,” James said with scorn.
Captain Blackbeard walked up to the rail. “You should be showing some courtesy, young captain. Yer place was on the deck of that ship as it went down.”
James bowed his head, knowing that he had failed not only in winning the battle, or keeping his crew, but in going down with his ship as well.
“But if it’s any consolation, yer life has hardly been spared. The row back to shore is a long one. Be minding those oars, there be sharks about, and possibly mermaids. And if they don’t get ye, then the starvation and dehydration surely will. Lower the boat!”
Captain Blackbeard walked off and started ordering his new crew about, integrating them in with the old.
Mary walked up to the boat. “You fought bravely.”
“A lot of good it did me,” James said.
Mary pointed to a small bag in the corner of the boat. “Food and water. You’ll need it to have any chance for shore.”
James looked at her, confused as to why she was helping him.
She shrugged.
“I look forward to beating you again. So make sure you survive.”
The boat jolted as several of James’s former crew started pulling on ropes and lowering him down the side of the Midnight Crow. He looked up and watched Mary leaning over the edge and looking down at him, slowly getting further and further away. The boat settled into the water. James got both hands on the oars and began to row.
From up high on the Midnight Crow, the Old Man had found a new lookout on a new ship. He held the spyglass up and centered it on James.
“Good sailing, Captain!” the Old Man called out.
James could only shake his head and watch as Mary and the Midnight Crow began to sail off into the distance.




Chapter 7: An unexpected visitor
Wendy shuffled into her room, dejected after her experience with Headmistress Darling and her last detention. Elizabeth was lying on her bed, reading. Wendy slowly closed the door behind her and walked over to her bed, collapsing onto it and closing her eyes.
“Did it go that well?”
Wendy opened her eyes to look over at her friend.
“I’m to train with swords and arrows until the world needs me to use them,” she said.
“I’m not even sure what that’s supposed to mean,” Elizabeth said.
“Neither do I,” Wendy grabbed her pillow and buried it over her head, muffling a string of curses.
“I missed part of that. All of it actually,” Elizabeth said.
Wendy removed the pillow from her bed and stared at the ceiling. “That’s probably for the best.”
Elizabeth threw her book down and got off her bed, heading for the door and holding out her hand for Wendy to join her.
“Let’s turn that frown upside down.”
“I can’t believe you just said that to me,” Wendy said.
“Are you coming?” Elizabeth asked.
“Are you going?” Wendy asked back.
“It’s movie night,” Elizabeth explained.
Wendy let out a breath in frustration.
“I hate movie night,” Wendy explained.
“You love movie night,” Elizabeth said back, mimicking being hurt.
“You love movie night, and you like to pretend I do too,” Wendy said.
“So let’s keep on pretending and see what happens,” Elizabeth urged.
Wendy looked at her friend and smiled.
“That might be the wisest thing you’ve ever said,” Wendy pointed out. “But I think I’ll stay back this time and pretend to get some much needed sleep. Have fun.”
Wendy rolled over and closed her eyes. Elizabeth waited for a moment, hoping her friend would change her mind, and then nodded and wordlessly left the room. Wendy tried to relax and let all her troubles go, which was a very hard thing to do when her troubles kept vying for her attention. She tossed and turned, rolled over and around, punched her pillow in frustration and then buried her head in it and apologized. Until finally, ever so slightly, sleep began to take over. Her troubles faded, her worries dissipated, and her mind calmed into an endless void of rest.
Wendy was one step away from being completely asleep when a large noise came from her window, as if something had run into it. Wendy’s head jerked up in response, her eyes half open, her mind half awake, she half checked her surroundings before letting her head fall fully back onto her pillow.
That’s when she heard the tapping.
“I’m going, I’m going,” she mumbled into her pillow before she realized she had already said she was doing no such thing.
“I mean I’m staying, leave me alone,” Wendy corrected.
But the tapping was going to change her life, so it had no intention of leaving her alone. It sounded again, louder. Wendy raised her head in frustration and looked around the room for Elizabeth.
“I was almost asleep,” she said, her voice trailing off as she realized she was alone.
Wendy slowly lowered her head back onto her underworked pillow, keeping her eyes open, waiting. She had barely heard the tapping again when she jumped out of bed and looked directly out her window. Wendy gave a small scream and fell flat on the floor in shock.
There was a young girl with a freckled face, about Wendy’s age, standing on a ledge outside her window. She had short, black hair. Her ears were a bit more pointed than they should be, and her smile was wild and infectious with its carefree attitude. She was strange and magical, and she had two small wings attached to her back that fluttered with her excitement. Her clothes seemed to be made out of a cloth fashioned from leaves that stuck out at various intervals, and they fitted her in one piece, expertly tailored or created by magic, she would never say which when asked. The young girl, Belle, looked disheveled and tired and wet.
“Can I come in?” she said through the window.
“What are you doing out there?”
It was a very good question, considering Wendy’s room was on the second floor of the Darling School for girls, and quite a good way up from the ground.
“I ran into the window,” Belle said matter of fact, as if it were a common danger that could happen to anyone.
“Of course you did,” Wendy said. “They put it in such an inconvenient place.”
And then she went on staring at the strange girl who was stuck outside her window, standing on the small ledge.
“Could you open the window? I don’t feel like flying down,” Belle asked.
“Who would?” Wendy numbly replied as she walked over and did as asked.
As soon as the window was open, Belle hopped inside with a big smile.
“Thank you, it’s cold out there.”
“You’re wet,” Wendy observed.
“I know,” Belle said.
“Of course you do, would you like a towel?”
“Very much so. What’s a towel?” Belle asked. She was trying to be polite, but her curiosity had got the better of her and she thought she should at least know what a towel was before she accepted one.
Wendy ignored the question, not really knowing if the girl was joking or in shock.
“I don’t have a towel, wait here and I’ll get one,” Wendy said, realizing she was offering things she didn’t have.
Wendy ran out of her room, down the hall to the closet by the girl’s showers, grabbed a towel, ran back to her room to make sure that Belle was real and then stopped and stared at her, the towel still in her hands.
Belle, meanwhile, was looking around the room and dripping on the floor. Wendy noticed the slightly pointed ears, and the magical wings on Belle’s back.
“You must be new here.”
“I am. I just got through the portal,” Belle said.
“Remind me to show you where they keep all the stairs. They’re much harder to find than the windows, but they’ll get you up and down easier,” Wendy said before her voice caught in her throat.
Belle fluttered her wings and lifted up into the air, hovering in the center of the room.
“Or maybe not,” Wendy heard herself say.
Belle wrapped her arms around herself and spun in the air really quickly. All the water flew off her, spraying the room and Wendy and drenching everything in sight. When she was done, everything seemed to be wet except Belle.
“Is that a towel?” Belle asked.
Wendy looked down at the towel she had brought for Belle and used it to dry herself off.
“Yes, it is.”
After a while it became obvious that Wendy wasn’t going to give it to her.
“There’s not any time to lose,” Belle said as she touched back down to the ground.
“There usually isn’t,” Wendy said, trying to make sense of what she had just seen.
“Will you help me free the faeries?” Belle asked with an urgent look on her face.
Wendy peered around her, trying to get a good look at Belle’s wings.
“What?” Wendy asked absently.
Belle turned around and tried to get Wendy to look at her face.
“Please don’t stare, it’s rude,” Belle told her.
“Sorry.”
“I need warriors, to fight a big battle!”
“And you can fly. Can we just stay on that part for a moment?” Wendy asked.
Belle shrugged, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.
“Of course I can fly,” Belle said simply.
Wendy looked at her, as confused as ever.
Belle leaned in close, inspecting Wendy.
“You look like a girl,” Belle said.
“Thank you,” Wendy replied.
“And you can’t fly?” Belle asked, perplexed.
Wendy started backing away toward the door.
“Not today. Look, just stay here for a moment. I need to call a friend,” Wendy explained, getting closer to the door with each word.
Belle took a step forward but Wendy held out her hand and Belle stopped.
“Is your friend a warrior?” Belle asked.
“Yes, sure. Absolutely. Just stay here, and don’t move, and don’t fly away,” Wendy said as she reached the door.
“What shall I do while I’m here?” Belle asked, keeping still in the center of the room.
“Wait,” Wendy replied.
She opened the door and then realized the towel was still in her hand. Wendy tossed the towel to Belle.
“Here, dry off,” Wendy said, rushing out of the room and closing the door behind her.
Belle looked down at the towel.
“But I’m already dry,” she said as she looked around at the drenched room.
∞∞∞
 
Wendy pushed Elizabeth down the hallway toward their room. Elizabeth tried to turn around, but Wendy kept urging her forward.
“What?” Elizabeth asked incredulously.
“Warriors,” Wendy explained.
“Are you crazy?” Elizabeth asked as she tried to keep from falling.
Wendy didn’t even slow down, she just kept pushing Elizabeth down the hall. “I might be. I probably am. That’s why I need you to see.”
Before either girl was ready for it, they had arrived at the door to their room. Wendy stopped pushing Elizabeth and Elizabeth stopped resisting at about the same time. Both girls looked at their door as if it were a foreign and mysterious object that didn’t belong there.
“There’s a girl in your room?” Elizabeth asked, not taking her eyes off the door.
“That’s not the important part, the flying is,” Wendy said, also not taking her eyes off the door.
Elizabeth leaned in and gingerly pressed her ear against the door. Wendy looked at her as if she were the crazy one.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m seeing if I can hear her flying,” Elizabeth said.
“How do you see if you can hear someone fly through a door?” Wendy asked.
“You said she had wings, maybe her wings make a noise when she flies.”
“I don’t remember them making much of a noise,” Wendy said, thinking back.
Elizabeth finally pulled her ear away from the door and looked at her friend, troubled.
“Maybe we should go back to the infirmary,” Elizabeth said.
“I told you I’m not crazy!”
“I meant for me, for listening to you. And you said you probably were crazy,” Elizabeth pointed out.
Wendy sighed and leaned against the wall, she buried her face in her hands and let out a long breath. “It’s been a long night, and right now I’m just looking forward to it ending. We came all this way, and we have to go in our room eventually. So will you please just go in there with me? I promise we can both be crazy and go to the infirmary right after.”
“Unless there really is a flying girl in our room,” Elizabeth said.
“Unless there really is a flying girl in our room,” Wendy agreed.
Elizabeth looked at the door as if it had a say in what they were talking about.
“What happens then?” she asked.
Wendy reached out and turned the door handle, opening the door into their dark room.
“We find out together,” Wendy said.
∞∞∞
 
The two girls slowly peered into the room, trying to see if anything was hiding among the shadows. The light from the hallway spilled in halfway across the floor, and the darkness from the borders of the rectangular light seemed that much darker when they imagined something waiting for them, watching them, just beyond it.
“Where is she?” Elizabeth whispered.
“She must have flown away,” Wendy said, pointing to the open window.
“I hope you know how crazy that sounds,” Elizabeth said.
Wendy rushed to their window and looked out at the school grounds.
“I hope she didn’t fly into anyone else’s window.”
“Never mind,” Elizabeth shook her head.
The night was cool, and fog rose up off the ground and curled around the trees. Wendy looked as best she could, but couldn’t spy the odd girl with the green outfit.
“Maybe it had all been a dream?” Wendy said to herself.
Elizabeth walked up behind her cautiously. “Let’s just close the window and figure out what we’re going to do next.”
“You took a really long time.”
The two girls gave a shriek. Spinning around and clutching each other, they backed up toward the open window. Belle stood in the middle of the room, hands on hips. The door behind her had been closed. Neither Wendy or Elizabeth were able to respond.
Belle looked Elizabeth up and down.
“She does not look like much of a warrior,” Belle said, disappointed.
Belle waited, expectantly, for the two girls to say something, anything. But they continued to stand there and look at her in awe.
“I told you, I’m in a hurry,” Belle prompted them.
“Okay, I’ll go to the infirmary with you,” Elizabeth managed to croak out.
Belle was already shaking her head and practically stamping her foot in impatience. Her fiery temper was getting the better of her.
“No, we’re going to Neverland! We need to fight to save the faeries. It’s why Peter sent me here, before they caught him. So we might need to save him too. Can you fly?”
The two girls stood there in silence for a moment longer.
“She’s talking to you,” Wendy said, nudging her friend.
“No,” Elizabeth managed.
“Another girl who can’t fly,” Belle threw up her hands in dismay. “What kind of a world do you live in?”
Wendy and Elizabeth looked at each other wordlessly.
“No one can fly here, boys or girls,” Wendy said.
Belle walked toward them. The two girls backed up instinctively, stopping at the open window behind them. Belle reached out her hand toward Wendy’s split lip.
“You just have to believe,” Belle said.
Wendy watched as Belle’s hand got closer to her lip. There was a blinding flash of light and the lip was completely healed. Wendy gave a startled cry and before she knew what was happening she had bent over backward and slipped right out the window.
“Wendy!” Elizabeth screamed.
Wendy saw the world in a different way. The fog on the ground, was now up in the air, like odd little clouds. And the trees were growing the wrong way out of those clouds and toward a ground that was filled with nothing but air. She managed to have the thought that she was falling, before having the more urgent thought that she should scream. Wendy watched as the cloudy ground rushed up to meet her.
It was only when it was too late that Wendy decided screaming was going to help somehow. But by then all she could do was raise her arms up to cover her face and wait for the painful landing.
It never came.
Wendy opened her eyes, not having remembered closing them.
The ground was inches away from her face. She looked down, which was really up for everyone else, to see Belle holding her by the ankle and hovering in the air.
“We really don’t have time for this,” Belle said.
∞∞∞
 
Belle waded through the waist deep pond by the school, reaching out her hand and bringing up nothing but water. She watched it fall through her fingers.
“I know it’s around here somewhere,” Belle said, before hunching over and continuing to feel underwater.
Wendy, Elizabeth, and Alexandria sat on their knees at the edge of the large pond and watched Belle. Alexandria was wearing a large and heavy backpack.
“I’m sorry, who is this again?” Alexandria asked.
“Her name is Belle,” Wendy said, not able to take her eyes off Belle.
“And she can fly,” Elizabeth added.
“And catch things that are falling. She’s looking for warriors,” Wendy said.
“To go back to Neverland with her. And fight a big battle, and free the faeries,” Elizabeth said.
“And she can fly into windows,” Wendy finished.
Alexandria looked back and forth wordlessly between her two friends, before looking back at the strange girl with the wings wading through the school pond.
“I found it! No, wait, I didn’t,” Belle said, happy and then not at almost the same time.
“Are you two hearing the words that are coming out of your mouths?” Alexandria asked. “Because maybe they are changing into different words in the amount of time it takes them to leave your brains.”
“She can also heal Wendy’s lip,” Elizabeth said. She reached out and grabbed Wendy’s jaw, turning her face aside so that Alexandria could get a good look at her lips.
“See? Fully healed,” Wendy confirmed, trying to talk through her forcibly pursed lips.
Alexandria tried to get a good look before Wendy removed Elizabeth’s hand.
Belle reached into the pond and pulled out some rocks, she let them fall from her hand and splash back into the water.
“I would have put it in a tree, if I could control where it went,” Belle muttered to herself, quickly losing patience.
“Put what in a tree?” Alexandria asked Belle.
“The portal,” Wendy answered instead.
“To Neverland,” Elizabeth added.
“Of course,” Alexandria concluded for them.
“Did you see Wendy’s lip?” Elizabeth moved to grab Wendy’s face again, but Wendy ducked back.
“She saw it,” Wendy said.
The three girls noticed there was no more splashing coming from the pond. They looked over together to see Belle standing there, arms crossed, staring back at them angrily and unimpressed.
“You could help me look, you know,” Belle said.
“Sure, of course,” Wendy said.
The three girls got up and approached the water. They stayed at the edge, trying to look into the depths.
“You’ll have to get in!” Belle explained, quickly losing patience.
“But it’s wet,” Alexandria pointed out. “And cold.”
Belle stared at her, raising an eyebrow. Grudgingly, the three girls slowly got into the water.
“I can’t believe we’re doing this,” Alexandria shook her head as she got one foot wet. “We should be back in our rooms, sleeping. We’re out past curfew, if they find out we’ll be suspended for a year. A year! Do you know how long that is?” Alexandria talked at them while she waded into the pond, only realizing at the end just how deep she went. Her teeth started chattering.
“One year long?” Elizabeth asked.
“Don’t try to quantify it!” Alexandria shot back as she hugged herself and tried to stay warm.
“What does a portal look like?” Wendy asked.
“Try to find a magical feeling, something new and unexpected,” Belle tried to explain.
“Like hypothermia,” Alexandria said through her chattering teeth.
The three girls continued to search, spreading out through the pond and waving their arms through the water for something new and unexpected.
A nearby owl perched on a tree and tilted its head as it watched them. Most of the lights from the school were off as everyone else in their right mind was either fast asleep or finishing off a last bit of work. The girls stayed silent as they searched, the only sound was the splashing of the water as they moved about in it.
Finally, Alexandria raised her hands up in frustration.
“You’re all crazy! There’s absolutely, one hundred percent, without a doubt, nothing here!” she shrieked at them.
Right after she said it, Alexandria fell into the water, disappearing from view. Since the water was only waist deep, the other girls started yelling her name in alarm.
“Where did she go?” Wendy asked.
“Under the water,” Elizabeth explained, rushing to the spot first.
Wendy shot her a look, to which Elizabeth just shrugged.
“She found the portal!” Belle yelled, rushing toward the area and running into Elizabeth, who was busy peering into the water for signs of her friend.
Both girls went down splashing and were quickly swallowed up by the water. Before Wendy knew what happened, she found herself alone, in the middle of the calming pond, with only the nearby owl as any type of companion.
“Girls?” Wendy asked, alarmed.
She waved her arms frantically in the area where everyone disappeared. The owl from the tree continued to watch her, not usually getting this much excitement in a regular evening. Wendy crouched low in the water, trying to feel the bottom of the pond.
“I can’t feel anything. There’s no portal!”
She turned this way and that, searching through the water without any luck. Wendy dived down into the shallow water, running her hands along the rocky bottom, before coming back up for air, sputtering and flailing. She looked around the pond. It was immense, hugging and curling around the side of the school. They could be anywhere.
“Where are you?” Wendy dunked down again, staying down longer and trying to find some kind of hole or break or anything at all on the pond floor.
After she couldn’t stay down any longer, Wendy came up gasping for air, her wet hair was covering her face, obstructing her vision.
She had time enough to move her hair out of the way and get one lungful of air in before numerous hands shot up out of the water and grabbed her. Wendy shrieked and pulled back instinctively, but they were all around her, and stronger. She struggled, but it was no use, the hands pulled her down under the water. The last hand to go down was hers, held up toward the sky.
The owl on the tree watched and waited a moment longer, wondering if anything else was going to happen.
The pond lay still and empty.
Concluding that there was nothing more to see, the owl spread its wings and flew off into the quiet night.




Chapter 8: Neverland
The world was dark.
Then it was bright.
And then the world was so dark and so bright that it was impossible to tell what it was.
She was travelling downward, she was sure of that. Until she was heading up again and didn’t know which way was which. She was upside down for a while, so long that it became the right way up. And then when she went right side up again she was sure she was upside down.
It was utterly hopeless.
Wendy decided to scream.
She had decided it after she had been doing it for a while. And when she realized this she became frustrated because she was sure screaming was at least something that should have been under her control. But since it wasn’t, she decided to stop screaming. At least she could control that.
Until she heard screaming again, and was pretty angry until she realized that these screams weren’t her screams. There were others with her.
Wendy didn’t even bother trying to find them or even figure out which direction they were in. She knew that it would be impossible to figure out anything in wherever it was she was. All she could do was wait, and not scream, until her journey had come to a stop.
So Wendy relaxed and let the currents take her where they may.
She heard the screaming around her stop as the others must have realized there was no point to it, either that or they had simply become too tired to scream anymore. Now that Wendy had relaxed, she could feel the rush of wind coming and going. It was much more tolerable when it was coming, as at least she felt like she was getting somewhere, even though she didn’t know where it was. When the wind was gone, it felt like she was simply hanging in the air, jerked this way and that like a ragdoll in place.
Wendy found herself looking forward to the wind, the feel of it against her face, the rush past her ears. She was even beginning to enjoy it a little when the wind brought with it the foulest stench that Wendy had ever experienced.
She crinkled her nose and waited for it to pass, but it didn’t pass. Even when the wind would disappear, the stench still stayed. Not only did it stay, it began to grow stronger and stronger. Wendy tried turning her head, but it seemed to come from all around.
She tried breathing through her mouth, as much as she hated the idea. But she quickly discovered that she could taste the stench, and it was far worse than smelling it. There was no escaping it, and it grew so overpowering that Wendy thought she might pass out. Wherever she was going, there was something rotten about it.
And then the stench was gone, just like that, and Wendy found herself thrashing in an unending sea of water. Maybe she was back in the pond again? Maybe she had never left? She sputtered and flailed her arms, searching for the surface. She swam one way, and then another, and finally had the sense to swim in the direction the bubbles were going. Breaking her head above the surface, Wendy spat out sea water and tried to catch her breath.
It was night, the pale moon shone down from above and the water stretched out forever. And then she heard screaming again, and the sounds of battle.
They were coming from behind her.
∞∞∞
 
The stench was overpowering, and Elizabeth was sure that she couldn’t take it anymore. But it continued on, nevertheless, until she was way past the point she thought she could not take anymore. Shortly after that, Elizabeth landed flat on her stomach with a loud splat on some disgusting liquid surface.
The wind was gone, so was the vertigo. There was a normal level of light, so Elizabeth opened the eyes she didn’t know she had closed.
The first thing she saw was a large beast, with a hairy snout and massive tusks protruding from its mouth. The beast’s face was only inches away from hers, and it glared at her and snorted. Elizabeth startled and froze.
The big creature approached her and opened its mouth, extending its long, disgusting tongue toward her. Elizabeth was sure she was about to be eaten.
And then the beast licked her face.
“Shoo, shoo, go on you.”
Elizabeth was only dimly aware that someone was beside her, pushing the beast away from her. That was when Elizabeth realized she was on her knees, and the beast would have been much smaller if she were standing up. She looked around to see a few other, similar beasts, grazing in the mud and giving her a bored look.
Then a monster, uglier than the beast, and taller than the beast, turned and spread its teeth at her. It was covered in the brown liquid, and reached out a hand toward her.
“Welcome to Neverland!” the monster said.
Elizabeth stumbled backward.
The monster pulled back, and then wiped the mud off its face.
“It’s me, Belle!” Belle, the monster, said.
It was night time, but there was enough light that Elizabeth was able to understand a bit more of her surroundings, and noted Alexandria was also picking herself up off the mud.
“I knew that,” Elizabeth snapped, standing up on her own.
She looked around, seeing mud and things that looked like pigs as far as she could see.
“Neverland is a pigsty?” she asked.
“Neverland is lots of things, and sometimes different things to different people,” Belle said.
Elizabeth wiped the mud off her face and arms as best she could.
“Right now I wish Neverland was a bath,” she muttered to herself.
Alexandria walked up to her, looking a lot cleaner than her, and extending a towel. At Elizabeth’s puzzled look, Alexandria pointed to the backpack she was wearing.
“I don’t just keep my inventions in there, I think of everything,” Alexandria said.
“Apparently,” Elizabeth replied, as she used the towel to clean herself off.
“Okay, we’ve seen Neverland. Can we go home now?” Alexandria asked.
“Not yet, we have to save Peter, so he can help save the faeries, so they can help save Neverland,” Belle said.
Belle fluttered her wings and rose up in the air and then twirled around really fast. All the mud flew off her and splattered onto the watching girls. The girls looked down at themselves in disgust. Belle touched back down to the ground, a lot less mud on her than before. Alexandria snatched her towel back.
“Who’s going to save us from Neverland?” she asked as she scrubbed at the mud again.
Elizabeth looked at herself and then back over at Belle. “Would you please stop doing that. You’re getting mud all over…”
Elizabeth stopped. She looked at Alexandria and then around at the pigsty and then back at Alexandria again, who had just managed to catch onto the same thought.
“Where’s Wendy?” They both asked.
∞∞∞
 
Wendy treaded water in the dark night. The waves were strong, and the sea tossed her around just to prove that it could. She stared at the unending water and felt very alone and vulnerable. Her friends were nowhere in sight.
Wendy maneuvered herself around to get a better look at the yelling and sounds of fighting behind her. The first thing she saw was a large skeletal crow high up above her, looming down. She recoiled, thrashing around in the water, trying to dodge the attack.
But the crow wasn’t moving.
After a moment, Wendy realized it was attached to the front of a ship, and that the battle was coming from up above on the deck. Someone screamed and threw themselves off the deck. They yelled all the way down, splashing into the water beside Wendy and going under.
Wendy swam over to the man and tried to help him get his head above water. As soon as he saw her he yelled again, terrified of her.
“Don’t kill me!” the man yelled.
Before Wendy could assure him that she wasn’t going to, he started kicking and splashing away from her, heading away from the ship and out into the open water. Wendy looked back at the ship, and saw a rope ladder hung over the side.
“You have to get back on the ship!” she called out to him.
“I won’t fall for your tricks,” the man yelled, continuing to swim away.
Wendy decided to swim after him, but before she could a woman’s head broke the surface of the water directly before her. The woman was impossibly beautiful, and had long, straight wet hair that clung to her.
Two other women broke the surface of the water and Wendy looked beneath her in trepidation. Whoever these people were, the sailor must have thought that she was one of them.
Wendy backed up slowly, and the three women moved forward with her. Two more appeared, out to Wendy’s side. She was quickly becoming surrounded. Where did they come from? And how were they staying underwater for so long? The women all smiled at Wendy in unison, and she could see their sharp teeth gleam wickedly in the moonlight.
Wendy turned and swam for the rope ladder with all her strength. The women laughed and swam after her, easily outpacing her and toying with her as they dived under the depths and came up beside her, biting playfully at the air, barely missing her. Wendy grabbed the ladder and started climbing.
The women started pouting and pretending to cry.
“Won’t you play with us?” one of them asked.
Wendy looked down as she climbed, and she could swear she saw fins where their legs were supposed to be. The ladder was wet, and Wendy slipped, her foot coming off the rung. The women laughed.
Wendy clung to the ladder, frozen in fear, before the sounds of the battle above her got her moving toward it, ironically enough, for safety. Wendy climbed over the side and fell down onto the deck of the ship, getting her first good look at the fight.
There were pirates all over the deck, and they were battling with what looked like more of the women that Wendy had just left below. To her surprise, these women had normal legs, and had no trouble sword fighting or using their claws to slash at the pirates.
The women from below dove up and landed on the deck, and Wendy could see their fins transform in the air before they landed.
“You won’t play with us, so we came to play with you!” one of them laughed, attacking a nearby pirate with her clawed hands and taking his sword.
To Wendy’s surprise, the woman threw the sword at her. Wendy caught it in the air and looked at the mermaids in confusion. The woman pointed beside Wendy.
“More mermaids!” a pirate yelled, as he charged at Wendy.
Wendy finally understood the mermaid’s plan, and did her best to parry and dodge out of the way, having no desire to hurt anyone. The mermaid laughed as the pirate mistook Wendy for a mermaid and continued to fight her.
“I’m not a mermaid! I look nothing like them,” Wendy tried to explain.
“Die, filthy mermaid!” the pirate yelled as he pressed his attack.
“Filthy?” one of the mermaid’s asked, looking down at herself in feigned sadness.
It was true that Wendy looked nothing like the other mermaids. Her clothes clung to her, dripping and sagging. Her hair was a mess, and she did her best to wipe the water out of her eyes. The mermaids, on the other hand, all looked immaculate. Their hair, even wet, was straight and perfect, their skin seemed to glow with an unnatural light that reflected the moonlight, and they all wore a seashell outfit that seemed to mold and move with their body at their whim.
“Look at me! Do I look like a mermaid!” Wendy asked the pirate again as he tried in vain to get past her defenses.
“You’re not a pirate, and you’re a girl, so you’re a mermaid!” the pirate yelled.
“I’m not sure your logic is entirely sound,” Wendy said.
It didn’t matter, the pirate kept swinging his sword at her and Wendy kept blocking his attacks. After a moment of panic, Wendy realized that she was far better with a sword than this pirate. His attacks were slow and clumsy, and he easily telegraphed where he was going to strike next.
“I’m sorry for this, and for this,” Wendy apologized as she stabbed the pirate’s arm, causing him to drop his weapon. She stepped in close and whacked him on the head with the hilt of her sword.
The pirate looked at her in pain, “That really hurt.” He keeled over onto the deck of the ship, out cold.
“That’s it sister! Leave none alive!” the mermaid said, keeping up her ruse of Wendy being one of them. Without waiting to see how Wendy would react, the mermaids fell upon the pirates, attacking them with unrestrained glee.
Wendy knelt down beside the pirate to make sure that he was as okay as he could be after her attack.
“Step away from him.”
Wendy’s instincts had her sword up and blocking before she even turned her head toward the sound of the voice. Wendy sprang up, blocking three more attacks before resetting herself in a neutral stance.
Mary looked at her approvingly.
“That was some fine sword work. You are, however, the most wretched looking mermaid I have ever seen.”
Mary unleashed several more attacks. Wendy ducked the first one, blocked several more, and then tilted to the side, letting Mary’s sword slice the air right past her. Wendy slashed at Mary’s outstretched sword, knocking her off balance and setting her up for a counterattack. But Mary was too good for that, and bent backward as Wendy’s sword travelled harmlessly above her. She bent so far backward that Wendy was caught temporarily off guard.
“That was amazing,” Wendy said.
“Thank you,” Mary replied before straightening up and attacking Wendy again.
Wendy retreated, letting Mary’s attacks drive her backward until she was at the wheel of the ship.
“I’ve never seen your like. Who taught you how to swordfight?” Mary asked.
Wendy continued to back up. “Oh, you wouldn’t know her. She’s a mean, old, closed minded person who, it turns out, wasn’t as closed minded as I thought she was.”
Wendy reached the wheel and held her ground, letting Mary keep the offensive while she studied her attacks and maneuvered herself to the proper position. When the time came, and Wendy knew which attack Mary was going to do next, she lowered her sword and stepped off to her right. Mary thrust her sword right past Wendy and into the wheel of the ship, embedding it firmly halfway up to the hilt.
Mary tried to remove her sword, but it held fast. She looked at Wendy and then pulled again quickly before abandoning her sword and stepping away from Wendy’s reach.
“Well, this is embarrassing,” Mary said.
“I would imagine it is. You fought well up until that last point,” Wendy offered.
“You don’t have to rub it in.”
A mermaid hissed, seeing Mary defenseless. It charged past Wendy for the kill. Wendy hit Mary’s embedded sword, causing the thin blade to wobble to the right. The hilt swung at the mermaid, making it dodge out of the way. Wendy followed up with a slash of her sword, causing the mermaid to back up and hiss at them again.
“Maybe you’re not a mermaid, after all,” Mary offered.
“What was your first clue?”
The mermaid circled them, looking for another opening. Mary stepped in close to Wendy and tried to free her blade while Wendy guarded them.
“You’ll have to forgive my error. It’s not often that people end up swimming with mermaids and attacking ships in the middle of the sea,” Mary said, straining with the effort to free her sword.
“I wasn’t swimming with them. I took a portal from another world and ended up cut off from my friends and in the middle of your battle,” Wendy said as she kept her sword trained on the mermaid.
Mary looked at her incredulously. “Portals from other worlds? I think it would go better for you if you didn’t try to explain.”
The mermaid darted in again, striking at Wendy. Wendy blocked the attack. But then the mermaid circled around and tried to hit Mary while she was freeing her sword. Mary let go of her sword and the mermaid hit it with her own. Mary quickly grabbed the hilt and pulled it sideways, bending the sword as far as it would go, she released and watched as this time the hilt did manage to smack into the mermaid’s face.
The mermaid screeched and hissed at them, attacking ferociously and with abandon.
“Oh, that’s much better. Thank you for that,” Wendy said as she struggled under the onslaught of the enraged mermaid.
A second mermaid on the deck took notice of the fight and darted over, cutting Wendy and Mary off from the rest of the pirates. Wendy and Mary backed up against the wheel of the ship, having nowhere else to go.
“What was the next part of your plan?” Wendy asked Mary.
“I didn’t have a plan, other than beating you, but that was the old plan.”
“Stay behind me then.”
Wendy brought up her sword and dared both mermaids to attack. The mermaids looked at each other, and smiled at their easy kill. But then, they had never met Wendy before.
The first mermaid screeched and raised its sword up high for an attack, but Wendy never let it land. She stepped right up to the mermaid and hit her sword up higher, causing the mermaid to stumble back. The second mermaid lunged forward with her sword, and Wendy twirled past it, ending up behind it. She stabbed backward, impaling the mermaid in the back of the leg. Continuing her motion, Wendy blocked the attack from the first mermaid and slashed at its side.
Both mermaids backed off and reassessed their dangerous foe. It was then that they noticed that the second mermaid had dropped her sword. Mary was only too happy to pick it up and stand beside Wendy.
The tables had turned, and the mermaids didn’t like it.
“We’ll be watching you from below. Always watching!”
The mermaids laughed as they disengaged and jumped off the ship and into the water. The battle had ended.
The pirates realized they had survived, and let out a cheer of victory.
Wendy dropped her sword and grabbed Mary’s, still stuck in the wheel of the ship, and pulled, really leaning into the effort. The sword came free and Wendy held it out for Mary. Mary accepted it and examined it to make sure it wasn’t damaged.
The other pirates closed in on Wendy, swords drawn, with Blackbeard pushing his way to the front.
“What’s this? Another mermaid?” a pirate asked.
“I’m not a mermaid,” Wendy said.
“I think she’s a mermaid.”
“She looks like a mermaid.”
“Kill the mermaid!”
“I’m not a mermaid!” Wendy said, desperately backing away from the swords and looking to Mary for help.
The pirates came in close, their swords came in closer. They had gained overwhelming confidence with their overwhelming numbers and their opponent’s lack of any visible weapon.
“Aye, we’ll kill the mermaid!” Blackbeard said, stepping in front of his crew. “But first, we’ll question it. Take it to the cabin.”
Mary brought up her sword to Wendy’s throat. She titled her head toward the cabin at the back of the ship.
“After you, mermaid.”
∞∞∞
 
The door closed behind them and Wendy found herself in an extravagantly decorated room that looked more at place in a castle than inside a ship. Paintings hung on the walls, mostly of Blackbeard, and a large sculpture of a crow resting on a perch dominated the far end of the room.
There was half eaten food prepared and resting on a table, almost an entire banquet reserved just for Captain Blackbeard. Magnificent plush chairs were pushed in close to the table, and the food covered a map of the surrounding area that was being used as a table cloth.
Mary and Blackbeard fanned out to either side of Wendy.
“Would you care for some food?” Blackbeard asked her.
“Why would you feed me if you’re going to kill me?”
Blackbeard shrugged and scratched at the patch over his eye. “I would never had it be said that Blackbeard wasn’t courteous to his guests, be they prisoner or otherwise.”
“I’m not hungry,” Wendy said.
Blackbeard shrugged and leaned over to pluck an olive off the table. He pulled the seed out of his mouth and circled around to sit on one of the chairs, dropping it into an empty tin cup. Mary walked over to stand beside him obediently.
“You may sit if you want to,” Blackbeard told Wendy.
Wendy remained standing.
Blackbeard shrugged. “You say you’re not a mermaid.”
“I think you know that I’m not,” Wendy replied.
“Possibly. Still, it is easier to accept that you are a mermaid than it is to accept that you came through a portal from another world.”
It was Wendy’s turn to shrug.
Blackbeard looked over at Mary.
Wendy saw something in that look. It was as if Blackbeard was looking for guidance.
“So, girl, who are you and what have you come here to do from your other world?” Blackbeard asked, helping himself to some grapes from the table before him.
“My name is Wendy, Wendy Darling,” she said, purposely ignoring the second part of his question. She saw disdain in Blackbeard’s eye, but respect in Mary’s.
Blackbeard gestured for Wendy to continue. But she didn’t. Wendy suspected something, and she was testing it out with her silence. After a while Blackbeard rested his hand on the hilt of his sword, tapping it with his fingers while staring at Wendy. Captain Blackbeard was a fierce pirate, but after all Wendy’s time in detention with Headmistress Darling, there was probably no one alive that could stare her down.
So Wendy stared right back, waiting for the moment that she thought was coming.
And there it was again.
Blackbeard glanced at Mary and she nodded subtly, imperceptible to anyone who wasn’t looking.
“I saw that!” Wendy blurted out.
Blackbeard snapped his attention back to Wendy.
“What?”
Wendy looked at Mary. “You know what I saw.”
Mary was caught off guard, actually taking a step back from the chair. Both Blackbeard and Mary were confused and off balance. But Wendy was sure of herself now, and didn’t mind letting the two of them know that she had the upper hand.
“How long have you two kept this little secret?”
Captain Blackbeard roared and stood up from his chair, throwing away his grapes and pulling out his sword. He advanced on Wendy. Wendy walked right up to him, defenseless, and caught him off guard again while she waited for him to attack.
“Aren’t you going to strike me down? Or perhaps threaten me again? It’s a little hard for you to get your next instruction while she’s standing behind you,” Wendy said.
Blackbeard was confused. He turned to look at Mary before correcting himself and then half turned again before he realized the predicament he was in.
“I am Captain One Eyed Blackbeard of the three lands of the six seas! Pirate lord over all other pirates, master of the seas of Neverland,” he cried, spittle flying from his lips in rage.
“No,” Wendy told him calmly. “She is.” Wendy pointed behind him.
At Mary.
Mary watched Wendy for a moment, unblinking, thinking.
Wendy waited.
Blackbeard also waited, seeming to have lost his place in this confrontation and not sure what he should be doing next.
Finally, Mary sighed.
“That will be all for now, Captain Blackbeard.”
Blackbeard turned to her, and back to Wendy, glowering at her and shaking his head. He made for the door, leaving the room without another glance back.
Wendy and Mary were left alone in the extravagant quarters, except for the stone crow at the far end of the room, sitting on its perch and watching them, still as a statue. Mary spread her arms out wide. “Welcome to Neverland. I am Captain Mary, the pirate lord of the seas. Only you and Blackbeard know about it. Perhaps you would like to eat something now that you’re so clever?”
Wendy looked over at the food, she was very hungry, and finally consented. She sat down and started sampling from a variety of food, almost too fast to chew or taste it.
Wendy looked up at Mary from between mouthfuls. “Why do you pretend to not be the Captain when you are?”
“Because I live in a time and place where people wouldn’t let me be who I am. If I imposed my will on the pirates there would be rebellion, and a lot of people would die. Sometimes a good reputation puts people in line more than a history of bloodshed.”
Wendy put down her food, as hungry as she was, it was forgotten.
“But you don’t have a good reputation. You hide behind a lie, a false story because you aren’t brave enough to stand out from the shadows of a Captain Blackbeard.”
Mary’s face hardened. Wendy suddenly found herself very defenseless. She could see that this was a woman to be feared. Not in the same way as Captain Blackbeard with his theatrics and loud blustering. Mary had a quiet danger about her.
The sword was out and against Wendy’s neck in an instant.
“Careful, dear, I plucked you out of the water and I can put you back in just as easily. People have to do what they have to do to get by, in this world, or any other.”
The two women stared at each other from across the length of the blade.
“I was taught that if you start making concessions now, you’ll be making them for the rest of your life,” Wendy said.
“Where did you learn that? From the same person that taught you how to fight?”
Wendy caught herself, thinking back, and realized that perhaps Headmistress Darling knew a little more than Wendy had given her credit for.
Wendy managed a nod, careful of the sword’s tip. Mary held it a moment longer, and then retracted and sheathed the blade.
“I do not wish a fight with you. You helped save me and my ship, and I am in your debt for that.”
Mary circled the table and found her seat, tearing off a piece of chicken and biting into it.
“So, how do I settle this debt? What is it that a girl who claims to be from another world could possibly want?” Mary asked.
Wendy hesitated, not sure how much she should mention about her mission to help Peter and Belle save the faeries. And while she felt that she could trust Mary, she had quickly learned that things weren’t always what they seemed.
“I’m looking for my friends. We got separated when we went through the portal. With any luck, they all made it to Neverland.”
Mary smiled as she thought about Neverland.
“Neverland is a far sail from here, but it’s closer than any other place you could ever imagine. I will take you there, if that is where you want to go.”
Wendy nodded, though she wasn’t fully sure she understood what Mary had said.
“When do we set sail for it?”
“Neverland is always before you. It holds your deepest secrets, your greatest fears, and your most precious memories. Whether you want to or not, you are always sailing for Neverland.”
∞∞∞
 
Wendy stood upon the deck of the Midnight Crow, watching the sun rise and spill its golden rays across the surface of the sea. She took in the breathtaking sight, lost in its beauty. The sea stretched on forever, and Wendy became lost in it.
“Can you see it yet?”
Wendy was startled to find Mary standing beside her. She was back in her first mate role, and Blackbeard was stomping about and giving orders to the rest of the crew.
“Yes, it’s beautiful,” Wendy replied.
Mary looked at her sideways, and gave a little laugh at her expense.
“What?”
Mary directed her gaze back out over the sea. “Look for just a moment. Now, close your eyes. Breathe in the air. Feel the sun. Listen.”
Wendy did as she was told and then waited for further instructions. None came. She waited longer still. She smelled the air, felt the gentle warmth of the sun. And then she heard birds, and a thunderous waterfall.
Wendy opened her eyes.
A beautiful island was before her. It was so close that Wendy had no idea how she had seen nothing but the endless sea just moments before. The island was a kaleidoscope of varied and contrasting landscapes. There was lush green forest beauty, thunderous waterfalls as large as mountains, and majestic snow capped mountains that were larger still. There were yellow, barren deserts, and swamps as dark as night. All these varied lands were together as one on a single island of magnificence. And somehow Wendy saw it all, though it should have been impossible from where she stood.
“Is that?” Wendy’s words caught inside her.
“Yes.”
The whole island was alive with beauty, and light, and darkness, and home. Wendy could feel it, a part of her was already there. And she felt a longing to go back to that place she never remembered consciously being to before. She couldn’t deny it, she was going back to herself, back to Neverland.
And it felt wonderful.
“How did I not see it before?” Wendy asked.
“Neverland is always around you. But sometimes we can look somewhere else and miss the thing most obvious,” Mary explained.
“It’s beautiful, magical.”
“Legends say it was made by the Faerie Queens, who sacrificed themselves to create the island as a beacon of light in the darkness. They were the start of Neverland, but now Neverland has grown beyond them. It is a part of anyone who visits it. The land takes a bit of you and makes of it a greater whole.”
“Tell me more about the fairy queens,” Wendy asked.
“No one knows much about them, there are only the legends. And even then we don’t know how much truth there is in them. All we know is that the Faerie Queens are all gone.”
The Midnight Crow turned toward Neverland, sailing across the island and heading for a nearby cove.
Wendy could only stare and remember it all.
∞∞∞
 
Alexandria fell to her knees, exhausted.
“We’ve been walking for days.”
Elizabeth dropped Alexandria’s heavy backpack and collapsed beside her.
“It’s actually only been a few hours.”
Belle floated by them, touching down and peering through the lush jungle. It was hard to see any distance through the thick trees, but Belle could tell that they were beginning to thin up ahead.
“Come on, we’re almost there,” Belle said, parting the branches and giving them a good look at the shore. “I could feel the portal tear as we went through. Wendy must have fallen out of it before us. Just up ahead.”
Elizabeth got back up to her feet and hauled Alexandria with her.
“I wasn’t done wallowing in self pity,” Alexandria complained, grabbing her backpack and offering it to Elizabeth.
Elizabeth gave her a look that said she wasn’t going to touch the backpack again if it was the last thing she ever did.
“You can wallow on the shore,” Elizabeth said.
The girls made their way through the trees, pushing branches out of their way that tried to smack them in the face in protest.
“I hate jungles, and trees, and dirt on the ground,” Alexandria said.
The trees did thin out, and they could see the sun shining brightly up ahead. They pressed on, battling their way past the last few branches to come out onto a shore at the heart of a small cove. White sand glittered before them.
“Where’s a good spot to flaunt my exhaustion?” Alexandria asked.
Elizabeth spotted a cluster of trees near the water’s edge.
“There’s a shady spot over there.”
Alexandria hobbled over to the shade and collapsed dramatically. Belle flew off toward the shore, scanning the water for any sign of Wendy.
“Where is she?” Elizabeth asked, a note of panic entering her voice.
“She fell somewhere in the water.”
“There’s a lot of water!” Elizabeth said in rising anxiety.
Belle kept looking.
Elizabeth scanned the water helplessly, trying to come to terms with what would be the most likely thing to happen if a magical portal opened up and dropped someone in the middle of the sea.
“She could have drowned.” Elizabeth bowed her head, losing hope.
“Or she could be sailing toward us in a large, and quite scary looking, pirate ship,” Alexandria pointed out.
Elizabeth whipped her head up and saw the impossible ship that wasn’t there a moment ago. It was magnificent, with a gigantic skeletal crow at its head. People ran about the deck, doing their best to navigate the ship through the choppy waters. Standing at the rail, with a spyglass to her eye and waving at them, was Wendy.
Elizabeth felt a mix of emotions. Joy, at finding her friend. But anger also, that Wendy had put her through so much worry.
“I’m going to kill her.”
∞∞∞
 
“This is Mary, she’s the first mate on the Midnight Crow,” Wendy introduced Mary to the rest of the girls, sharing a look with her at the secret they kept of Mary really being the captain. It was clear that Wendy still didn’t agree with it.
Wendy and Mary had made it to the shore in a small rowboat that waited to take Mary back to the Crow. Belle was quite impressed, and looked out to sea where the Midnight Crow sat anchored in the middle of the cove. From the ship, Captain One Eyed Blackbeard scowled at them before turning around to put his attention on more important things.
Mary nodded at them. “I hear that you’re going to rescue some faeries.”
Elizabeth shrugged. “We also need to rescue Peter. So thank you for rescuing Wendy so that we can get started with rescuing everybody else.”
Belle kept looking out at the ship. “Peter always wanted to be a pirate.”
Mary laughed, seeming to know Peter. “I thought if Peter wanted to be something, he would just pretend to be it.”
“Sometimes,” Belle said.
“You know Peter?” Wendy asked, surprised.
“I know Peter. He’s got a reputation for starting trouble in the most unlikely of places. It’s hard to be in Neverland and not know Peter.”
“Would you like to help us find him?” Wendy asked.
“I’ve got a ship to run. I don’t have time to find and rescue people. But I wish you luck wherever your journey takes you.”
“And I wish you luck in whatever it is you choose to do with your journey,” Wendy said, holding Mary’s gaze for a moment.
The five girls regarded each other for a moment in silence. There was an electrified feeling in the air, a feeling that, united, there was nothing these girls couldn’t do.
“It was nice to meet you all. May Neverland guide you to the place you most need,” Mary said, giving a short bow.
This seemed to be an acknowledged greeting, as Belle returned the bow.
“May Neverland guide you to the place you most need,” she repeated.
Mary turned and headed back to her row boat. The four girls watched her push out to sea and start rowing back to her ship.
“So, where’s the place we most need?” Alexandria asked. “Because I could use a bath.”




Chapter 9: Rescue
The four girls stumbled along in a more or less straight line. They had been walking for a long time, and looked exhausted. They were walking through a grassy meadow. The massive snowy mountains loomed in the distance, and a great sea bordered their right. Purple flowers sprouted out of the grass, with a base that looked more like a cactus than anything else. Belle had warned the girls not to touch the flowers, after they already had, because some of the flowers didn’t like to be touched, and some of the flowers swayed and pricked when they didn’t like to be touched. The girls nursed their arms where they had been pricked, and kept stoically walking forward.
“I thought that when you wanted us to help you fight a battle, that there would be a lot less walking,” Wendy remarked.
“Well, if you could fly we would fly,” Belle said, missing the glaring looks from all three girls.
They trudged along in silence, beginning to walk upward with the rising land. Belle looked up at the next hill and immediately brightened up.
“It’s just over the next hill,” she called back to the other three girls.
“That’s what you said three hills ago,” Elizabeth replied, not bothering to take her eyes off the ground.
“But this hill looks different,” Belle insisted.
So they walked up the hill, because there really was nowhere else to go, and found themselves looking down at a small encampment. Belle had been right this time.
The girls immediately fell to their stomach, with Alexandria letting out a grunt as her heavy backpack weighed her down. They saw a small army of young men dressed as pirates amid an odd assortment of crudely built huts and tents. Some of the pirates were on patrols, and some were standing on lookouts looking out in the wrong direction from the girls.
Belle scanned the area and saw Peter being led into one of the huts by James.
“I see him! They’ve got Peter trapped!” Belle said.
Wendy saw Peter for the first time, and ended up staring at him for a bit longer than it took to figure out he was being led into a hut. She kept staring at him long after he wasn’t there to stare at anymore.
Belle nudged her.
“Are you okay?”
“What? Yes, of course. What’s the plan?” Wendy asked, recovering as best she could.
“I don’t have a plan,” Belle told her.
“I have a backpack,” Alexandria said.
“Okay, fine, there’s no plan.”
“But it’s a really heavy backpack,” Alexandria reminded.
While the girls were talking, a small scout party had managed to creep up and surround them, jumping out in surprise before the girls got past figuring out what the plan should be. Slowly, the four girls got to their feet and raised their hands above their heads. Swords poked and prodded at them, bows were drawn, and faces sneered from every direction.
The swords, the bows, and the sneering faces all gestured that the girls should march down the hill toward the small encampment. The girls, having no other plan of their own, followed the gestures and started walking.
“Could one of you carry my backpack? It’s really heavy,” Alexandria asked.
After a quick look at the suspicious faces, Alexandria figured the answer was no.
“Why do I bother being nice to people? It obviously doesn’t work,” she lamented.
As the girls reached the huts, one of the young men walked around from behind one of them. He was wearing heavy face paint that tried to make him look like a skeleton. While it wasn’t the best face paint, the girls were exhausted and at their wits end. The young man, meanwhile, had just walked into a group of four tired and savage looking girls. Their hair was caked and sticking out in unnatural ways, their eyes were wide and menacing, and one of them was pointing a finger at it, threatening some kind of dark magic.
“Monsters! Monsters are attacking!” the young man yelled.
This instantly created a panic and commotion, as voices were raised, and people went running, both to and from the four girl monsters.
“Did he just call me a monster?” Alexandria asked, feeling very hard done by.
The girls were surrounded, again, by even more pirates. A young man jumped in front of Wendy and thrust his sword at her, thinking that she was attacking by just standing there.
Wendy shifted a little to the side, easily dodging the attack.
“That’s really bad form,” Wendy told him, examining his sword play.
The young pirate attacked again and missed just as badly.
“It’s actually atrocious, who taught you to fight like that?” Wendy asked, seeming to miss the point entirely that someone was attacking her with a sword and trying to hurt her.
The young pirate seemed really disheartened, but he tried to attack Wendy one more time, thinking that maybe the third time was the charm.
“Oh, for pity’s sake,” Wendy said, side stepping the attack easily, elbowing the pirate in the stomach, and taking his sword from him.
Elizabeth saw what Wendy did, and got into the new plan right away. “I need a bow,” she said.
Alexandria dug into her backpack.
“One bow, coming up,” Alexandria said as she pulled out a white glob. “I’m thinking of naming this, the Marshmallow. Is that a good name?”
Alexandria spotted a group of bowmen lining up and fidgeting with their bows. She tossed the Marshmallow into their midst. As soon as it landed it immediately expanded, growing around them and engulfing the small group, leaving only their heads and arms sticking out, helplessly holding their bows.
Elizabeth ran over to the trapped group. “I’ll take that, thank you,” she said as she plucked one of their bows away.
“Hey! I was using that!” the helpless bowman complained.
Elizabeth spotted a quiver, barely free of the glob. “And that,” Elizabeth said, bending down to pick up the spare arrows.
Elizabeth drew an arrow back and set her sights.
“Now I feel like I’m home,” she said, surveying the battlefield.
Wendy danced around the combatants, disarming swordsmen left and right with ease and leaving them tangled up in their own attacks. Elizabeth spotted a bowman setting his sights on Wendy and shot the bow out of his hands. He looked at her, astonished.
“I’m just that awesome.” Elizabeth shrugged and picked out a new target, shooting another bow harmlessly to the ground.
“Monster!”
Elizabeth turned around to see the young pirate with the face paint aiming at her.
“Skeleton!” she screamed, knowing full well that he wasn’t one, but deciding it would be fun to taunt him. She fired and aimed at the same time, in whichever order she wanted. The bow flew out of the pirate’s hands. He drew his sword and advanced.
Elizabeth backed up, notching another arrow and sending a warning shot at him. The pirate didn’t get the message and kept advancing. Elizabeth fired again as she backed up, and again the arrow went just past him. He got right up to her and prepared to attack.
“Just take the hint already,” Elizabeth said as she whacked him across the head with her bow. He fell to the ground in a heap.
Belle glanced around at the battle, watched as Wendy and Elizabeth dispatched the pirates all around them, watched as Alexandria would casually toss out another one of her globs, trapping multiple people at once. Belle fluttered her wings and flew up, getting a better vantage point.
“Wait!” she called out, but no one heard her.
She dodged the arrows and weaved in among the fighting swordsmen. “Stop, we shouldn’t be fighting,” she called out desperately.
Trying to get anyone to pay attention to her, she barely saw the pirate who was sneaking up on her. Spotting him at the last minute, Belle ducked under his sword swipe. The pirate swung at her again. Belle dodged in behind him and grabbed him, lifting him up high into the air.
“It’s me, Belle! We’ve come to save the other faeries,” Belle explained.
The pirate tried to contort his body and get a good strike at her.
“From Queen Magenta and her army,” Belle went on as the pirate started swinging at her.
Belle swooped one way and the other, sending the pirate rocking back and forth like a pendulum as she held onto him. They went flying through the air, with Belle guiding him toward a group of other pirates.
“Tell your friends,” she told him, before letting him drop down into the group, sending them all sprawling to the ground in a broken heap.
Satisfied that she was spreading the word, Belle looked for another pirate’s spirit to soar.
On the ground, Alexandria was unpacking more globs from her backpack.
“Here, have another Marshmallow,” she said, throwing the latest glob at the two pirates who were approaching her.
She laughed, watching the poor pirates get encased in the expanding, foamy substance. “It’s probably wrong that I’m having so much fun,” she said, digging for another Marshmallow.
Wendy slashed and danced her way through the few remaining pirates who weren’t getting shot at, dropped, or encased in foamy white. It wasn’t long before she had disarmed them all. She slashed her sword through the air, assessing the situation. The girls were victorious, the small army of pirates had been defeated.
The door to the hut burst open and Peter ran outside, with James trailing behind him.
“Peter!” Belle said, her face brightening as she saw him.
Peter looked around at the defeated army, stunned.
“What are you doing?” he asked, bewildered.
Wendy stepped forward, lowering her sword. She tried to wipe some of the dirt off her face to look more presentable, but it didn’t do any good.
“My name is Wendy Darling. My friends and I met Belle and travelled a great distance to come here and rescue you,” she said.
Peter was still trying to take in his surroundings. James stood behind him, silent and grim as he stared at Wendy.
“You’ve come here to rescue me?” Peter said.
James smirked.
Wendy raised her sword, leveling it at James.
“We have,” she said threateningly.
“From what? These are my guys!” Peter said, exasperated.
Wendy faltered. She looked over at Elizabeth, who shrugged, and then at Alexandria, who still had a Marshmallow raised in her hand and ready to throw.
“These are your boys, I mean, guys?” Wendy asked, sheepishly.
“The Lost Boys,” Peter confirmed.
James couldn’t help but give out a few chuckles.
“Sorry,” Wendy said.
The other girls also murmured their apologies. Belle touched down on the ground beside Wendy.
“I tried to tell you,” Belle said.
“When?” Wendy asked.
“When I said: Listen to me,” Belle replied.
“Listen to me is not the same as don’t fight these guys, these are Peter’s guys,” Wendy admonished.
“For the record, I don’t think you actually said the words ‘listen to me’,” Alexandria pointed out.
Peter was still overwhelmed with how easily a small group of girls had taken out his entire army. He stared around in dismay as Lost Boys picked themselves up or retrieved their weapons. Peter spotted a small group encased in a giant white blob.
“Look what you did to Charlie!” he yelled, as he dashed to help Charlie and his trapped group. Peter slowed as he neared, looking at the white substance warily. He reached out his hand to feel the texture, pulling it back as parts of it clung to him, creating sticky strands of white goo.
“What did you do to Charlie?” he asked, perplexed, as Charlie stared back at him helplessly, encased almost completely in the goo.
Alexandria, who was doing her best to try and disappear into the background, stepped forward and tried to put a positive spin on everything.
“Don’t worry, it’ll be good for his teeth. At least, I think it will,” she offered.
Everyone looked at her incredulously.
“And he’ll be free in a few hours,” Alexandria went on, seeing that her helpful comments were not really helping.
Everyone continued to stare at her.
“And he’ll probably get better at dodging things that are thrown at him,” Alexandria blabbed on, quite aware that she was getting nowhere.
Elizabeth walked over to Charlie and the white glob he was stuck in. She extended the bow she had taken from him earlier.
“Here, thanks for letting me use it,” she said, placing the bow in Charlie’s stretched out and useless hand.
Charlie tried to mumble an answer, it sounded like he said ‘you’re welcome’, but it could just as easily have been ‘get me out of this thing right now’. Elizabeth wasn’t sure which one it was, so she decided she wouldn’t assume and simply step away from the increasingly animated Charlie before he hurt himself in his efforts to communicate.
“Peter!” Belle called out.
Peter turned around and spotted Belle, at least he was almost completely sure it was Belle, covered as she was in caked mud and barely recognizable. Belle’s wings helped set her apart from anyone else Peter might have thought she was.
“Belle?” he asked.
Belle fluttered in excitement now that Peter had seen her. She lifted up off the ground and struggled to make herself stay grounded.
“I found them! Your warriors, to fight for you. Not counting this time, of course, where they fought against you.” Belle said excitedly as she gave in to her joy and fluttered off the ground, almost knocking Peter over in a hug.
“Thank you?” Peter said, not really sure if he should have been thankful or not, staring at the three strange girls and their grim looks.
As they finished their hug, another group of older, grizzled pirates walked into view. They took up key positions, bringing out their swords and bows and covering everyone with threatening glares. The girls were immediately back on guard and Wendy tentatively raised her sword.
“Are they with you too?” she asked, looking at this new group warily.
“I was just about to ask you that same question,” Peter said.
“No, I only brought the three of them,” Belle admitted, realizing she should have probably brought more.
James took this moment to step forward.
“Actually, no, they are with me,” he said. He watched his group surround the camp. “I am Captain James Hornwood, son of Queen Magenta.”
James waited expectantly, but everyone just stared back at him.
“People usually bow when I say that,” James explained.
“Sorry to disappoint. We’re new here,” Wendy said.
“It makes no matter,” James waved it off.
“James and I are friends, have been for a long time. He was never really holding me captive, even when he was holding me captive.” Peter explained with a wide grin.
Wendy glanced around her at the grizzled warriors, the hard looks, she looked back at James and knew the truth.
“No, of course not, but Peter, things have changed,” James said, not looking like he liked much of what he said.
Peter did a double take, looking as surprised as Belle had ever seen him.
“What?” was about all Peter could say.
“Things are changing. You have caused too much trouble, and my mother doesn’t like it,” James said.
“Oh, great,” Alexandria laughed. “Wait till you get to know Wendy,” she said as she looked at Elizabeth for confirmation.
“Why would you say that?” Wendy asked, turning on Alexandria.
“Oh? Are you Wendy?” James asked, looking over at Elizabeth.
Elizabeth shook her head.
“Wendy is a perfectly fine person, thank you very much,” Wendy said to Alexandria.
“I know you’re not Wendy,” James said to Alexandria, who pretty much ignored him.
“Yeah? Then why does she always end up getting us in trouble with the Headmistress?” Alexandria said back to Wendy.
“Who is the Headmistress?” Peter asked, getting more and more lost in the story, along with everyone else.
Wendy threw up her hands in frustration.
“Look, I’m Wendy, and I’m here to rescue Peter, whether you are holding him captive or not.”
Everyone looked to James.
James waited a moment, and then signaled to his men. They all trained their weapons and advanced on the group.
“I’m sorry, Peter. We need to know where the rest of the faeries are. I can’t let you go,” James said.
“Why did you let me go if you couldn’t let me go?” Peter was more hurt than anything else.
“So you would lead us to the rest of your group and we could catch you all,” James explained.
“Oh,” Peter said, looking around. “Good plan.”
An arrow shot by James’s head, inches away, and embedded itself in the wall of the small hut behind him. James looked at it in disbelief. Elizabeth winked at him and nocked another arrow in her bow. The advancing army stopped, looking from Elizabeth to James.
Elizabeth held steady, her bow never moving, her eyes never leaving James, her target. James looked at her stance, her resolve, and knew that she wouldn’t miss, that somehow, she couldn’t miss.
“Okay, I can let you go,” James said to Peter.
“Are you sure? What if there was someone else I could lead you to? I’m not sure who that would be, this is pretty much all of us,” Peter gestured around.
James kept his eyes locked on Elizabeth’s. “Yes, I’m pretty sure,” he concluded.
James made a gesture and the army that used to be advancing found itself retreating instead, keeping their weapons drawn in case anyone tried anything. Elizabeth kept her bow trained on James the entire time, watching, waiting. After a long while, the Queen’s army was gone, and only James remained behind.
“I won’t be able to stop them next time. Don’t be here when we return,” James said, stepping away from Peter and preparing to leave.
“You seemed pretty good at stopping them this time,” Peter tried to imitate the gesture James had made, several times, without success. “In any case, don’t be here when we’re not here because, well, that would be rather boring.”
Elizabeth followed James with her bow, never losing her target.
“We will be back. My mother means to march against the Governor and the pirates. She seeks control of all the land,” James told him.
“You don’t have to help her.”
“She’s my mother, Peter,” James replied.
James started to walk away, taking in a last, long look at Wendy and the girls.
“Wherever you came from, I would go back to it. A battle is coming, and a battle is no place for a woman,” James said.
“A battle is no place for anyone, but if a man starts one a woman will finish it,” Wendy retorted.
James regarded Wendy fully, and looked like he was going to say something else.
“Hurry, my hand is slipping,” Elizabeth told him. “I don’t know how much longer I can keep this arrow back.”
James looked at Elizabeth and her unwavering bow. She stood like a statue, firm and resolute. It certainly didn’t look like her hand was slipping, but James took her meaning quite clearly. James hurried away, away from the camp, from Peter, and from the crazed new friends he had found. This wasn’t over, he thought to himself, it was just beginning.
Elizabeth finally lowered her bow.
Beside her, Charlie mumbled something from the white glob he was still encased in.
“Right, sorry Charlie. Here you go,” Elizabeth said, as she placed the bow back in his hand, which was free of the glob but otherwise useless.
“It’s a very nice bow,” she told him.
Charlie mumbled something in return.
“You’re welcome,” Elizabeth said.
Charlie shook his head, frustrated and a little angry. Whatever he had said, ‘thank you’ was clearly not it.
Wendy looked at Peter, and Peter stared right back.
“That was fun, Wendy Darling. Maybe I should pretend to get caught more often.”
She raised an eyebrow, he just smiled back.
“So,” Wendy said. “What now?”




Chapter 10: Retreat
The small band of Lost Boys and Wendy’s group made their way through the thick forest. Insects buzzed around them, the wildlife watched them curiously, and the trees did their best to stand in the most annoying of places. Alexandria smacked at some kind of thing buzzing around her face, she ended up missing it and hitting her face instead.
“Oh yes, this is much better. Thank you for bringing us to this magically annoying place called a forest,” Alexandria said as she tried to inspect exactly what was buzzing around her face before she hit herself again.
Beside her, Charlie struggled with Alexandria’s massive backpack on his shoulders. He fell several times, tripping over vines and roots.
“This backpack is really heavy,” Charlie told Alexandria.
“I know. Be careful, don’t trip,” she told him, not really looking back.
“Thanks,” Charlie said, a little grateful that she cared about his wellbeing, and a little resentful that his wellbeing was compromised by the backpack.
“I don’t want anything in the pack to get damaged,” Alexandria said, clearing up any confusion about where her concerns lay.
“Right,” Charlie said, pushing onward.
Elizabeth brought up the rear, keeping her bow out and watching the trees behind them. What looked like a dear with antlers and a lion’s mane jumped out from behind a tree and stared at her. Elizabeth had her bow up and sighted in an instant, before getting a good look at what she was aiming at. She slowly lowered the bow and looked at the animal. It stood there, watching her, majestic and powerful. A noise behind it alerted it, and it was gone in the next instant.
“It’s so beautiful here,” Elizabeth said.
“Not the word I would use!” Alexandria called back from the middle of the group.
Taking one final look around, Elizabeth hurried back to her place at the rear, alert for anything that might be following them.
Peter marched at the front, Wendy beside him. The Lost Boys hauled their supplies with them, straining under the effort but pressing on.
“You know where we’re going, right?” Wendy asked him.
“No idea. I was hoping you would know where I was going,” Peter said. He laughed when he saw her face fall.
“Yes, I know exactly where we’re going. It’s just up ahead through those trees.”
Wendy looked just up ahead and saw nothing but those trees. There also happened to be trees just behind, just to their left, and just to their right. So if their destination was to go through the trees, there was no way they could get lost.
“Oh good,” Wendy said, keeping her discomfort to herself.
Peter looked at her for a while, almost running into one of the trees that they were going by. Wendy pretended not to notice his misstep.
“You don’t have any wings,” he told her.
“So I’ve been told. Is that a problem?” Wendy asked.
“Not usually. But sometimes, when you least expect it, it is.” Peter successfully dodged the next tree that tried to stop him, smirking at it as he went by.
“Have you always been in Neverland?”
“I think so, I’m not sure. Neverland replaces wherever you come from. It’ll replace where you came from too, and you’ll forget everyone you knew, including your mother and father, until Neverland is all you remember.”
“I don’t want it to replace all I remember.”
“You don’t want to forget your mother and father,” Peter said.
“No, it’s not that. We don’t know who our parents are, either,” Wendy said.
“So you live in a place like Neverland?”
Wendy looked down at the forest floor, the lush vegetation, the vines that trailed along the ground. As she stepped over one it moved slightly to the side. Wendy tried not to react, reminding herself that there were differences between this world and her own. While noticing the vines, Wendy also noticed that she and Peter were stepping in unison, their feet moving exactly the same way. She purposely altered her step to get out of sync with him.
“No, we live in a school. The school is like our mother and father, and we stay there until we’re old enough to be an adult,” Wendy explained.
“You live in a school? That’s the scariest thing I ever heard! Who would ever want to do that? What has school ever really taught you?” Peter scoffed, clearly a nerve was hit.
“It taught us how to beat you,” Wendy pointed out, feeling defensive and protective of her home, and quite a bit surprised at herself.
“You learned that in a school?” Peter conceded.
“Among other things,” Wendy said, thinking back to Headmistress Darling and not wanting to give her any more credit than she had to.
But clearly somehow, and in some way, the Headmistress had been right. She had taught them what they needed to survive in the real world, although it might not have been their real world.
“Do you know many faeries?” Wendy asked.
“Just Belle. Faeries are very secretive and scarce, but Belle’s been with me ever since I saved her from a hunter’s trap.”
“People hunt faeries?!” Wendy was horrified. She almost tripped on one of the many vines at her feet, but caught herself just in time. Unfortunately, Peter tried to catch her as well and they ended up running into each other and falling to the ground together.
“You have to be careful, Neverland is full of dangers,” Peter warned her.
“Apparently, you’re one of them” Wendy said, trying to untangle herself from the vines and Peter at the same time.
“I said I was sorry,” Peter said, trying to help her out of the vines.
“You said I had to be careful, not exactly an apology. No, I’ll do it myself. Thank you. Stop. Stop helping,” Wendy threw off the last bit of the vines and stood up by herself leaving Peter on the ground. Peter moved about, almost entangling himself as much as he was freeing himself.
“Here,” Wendy held out her hand for Peter.
“No, I can do it myself,” Peter said, struggling with the last bit of the vines while trying to look like he wasn’t struggling.
He sprung up as fast as he could, attempting to look nonchalant about it but still covered with vines. Peter started walking, the vines holding him back. He pulled on them and they stretched, holding him back more. Embarrassed, but trying to hide it, Peter batted away at the vines so he could continue walking.
Wendy watched him, speechless, her hand still stuck out to help. She barely remembered to bring it back to her side and catch up with him, trying not to look at the trailing vines he was still swatting away. Wendy slowed her pace so she could match his restrained one until all the vines were gone except a small one that trailed down from Peter’s hair and onto his shoulder.
“What happened with Belle and the trap?” Wendy asked, trying not to look at the vine on Peter’s head.
“People hunt faeries. They put traps up all over the place and wait for faeries to get stuck in them. Except this one forgot all about his traps. She had been stuck in it all day, her foot was bleeding. I helped get her free and fixed her up and she’s been helping me fly ever since.”
Wendy looked at Peter with a newfound respect, reaching out and finally removing the vine from his head.
“You can fly?” she asked.
Peter checked to make sure there weren’t any other vines and then smiled sheepishly at her. “Yup, sure can.”
“Just like Belle?” Wendy prompted.
“Just like Belle,” Peter said smugly.
Wendy watched with anticipation, but Peter didn’t look like he was going to take to the sky anytime soon.
“Show me!” she urged.
Peter’s face fell. He hesitated and looked around for Belle.
“I can’t,” he admitted.
“You just said you could,” Wendy pointed out.
“I can,” Peter backtracked.
“Then fly,” Wendy said, beginning to believe Peter less and less.
“I just can’t right now. Belle has to sprinkle her faerie dust on me,” Peter said.
Wendy studied Peter, trying to figure out if he was serious or not. She finally concluded that he was, and wasn’t too impressed by it.
“I suppose anyone can fly with faerie dust sprinkled on them,” she said, quickening her pace.
Peter hurried to catch up.
“Well, not anyone,” Peter said.
“Right,” Wendy said.
“You have to take into account aerodynamics,” Peter pointed out.
“Sure.”
“And experience,” Peter went on.
“Okay.”
“And you have to learn how to contort and twist at just the right moment at just the right angles,” Peter pleaded his case.
Wendy stopped. Peter almost ran into her. She looked right at him.
“And then, once you account for all that, anyone can do it,” she said.
Peter searched the ground for more vines, just in case he had to avoid them while standing still, but there didn’t happen to be any on the ground. Finally, he met Wendy’s gaze.
“Once you account for all that, I’ll just make up more things you need to learn to be able to do it,” Peter grinned at her.
Wendy shook her head, reassessing whatever it was she thought of Peter. Belle and Elizabeth burst in on them. They looked alarmed and out of breath.
“They’re coming,” Belle said.
“Who’s coming?” Peter asked.
“The Queen’s army!” Elizabeth said.
∞∞∞
 
The small group huddled behind the hill, watching the road through the forest. A light, gentle snow had begun to fall even though it was much too warm for winter. Belle held out her hand, catching some of the snowflakes.
“It never snows in Neverland,” Belle said.
“It snows now, after the Queen,” Peter told her.
But Belle shook her head, unable to accept it. “It wasn’t snowing when I left.”
Belle stood up, looking all around her in wonder. Wendy pulled her back down.
“We need to stay down,” Wendy said.
Elizabeth kept her eyes on the road, bow beside her and at the ready.
“Remember, we are just a diversion. We’ll engage the army, get their attention, and then disappear into the trees. Hopefully they’ll leave the path and follow us,” Wendy said.
“And then what?” Alexandria asked.
“And then the rest of our camp will be able to keep going and not get caught,” Wendy said.
“And then what about us?” Alexandria clarified.
“We run?” Wendy tried.
“I ran once, I didn’t like it,” Alexandria said.
Charlie groaned beside her, shifting Alexandria’s heavy backpack to somehow make it lighter and not finding any way of succeeding.
“Why am I here?” Charlie asked.
No one answered Charlie’s question. He looked at them all in turn, settling on Alexandria, before he finally realized that no one was going to. Belle blew out her breath, watching as it puffed out in front of her.
“I can see my breath. Somehow, the Queen’s magic must be doing this,” Belle said.
Others took turns puffing out and watching their breath in the suddenly cold air.
Charlie held his hand out to his face and blew against it, unable to get the same effect as everyone else. He did it again, really hard, puffing out his cheeks and opening his eyes wide. He looked over. Everyone was looking at him.
“Sorry,” Charlie said, lowering his hand.
“I think I see something,” Elizabeth called their attention back to the road.
Peter raised his sword at the ready. Wendy saw him and did the same. Although she wasn’t quite sure how well Peter was going to be able to help them as the rest of his group hadn’t proved very skilled.
Through the trees, a group of large men and skeletons marched down the path. There were about two men for every skeleton. The men wore dark, leather armor, with long collars that were cut down the front and flared out around them to the sides and back. All the men carried long, curved swords, and all the skeletons had small, compact bows.
“What is that?” Elizabeth asked, looking closely at the dark armor. “How much protection does it offer?”
The armor seemed to be almost moving, as black wisps of smoke rose off it and disappeared into the air. The effect was a jarring one, and distorted the air around the armor, making it hard to focus on.
“Oh, sure, that’s what you focus on? What about the skeletons walking beside them?” Alexandria asked.
“That is our enemy,” Peter said, solemnly.
Belle beamed, flapping her wings excitedly and almost clapping her hands at Peter’s heroicness. Wendy rolled her eyes.
“It’s time to be a distraction,” Peter said.
“Peter, wait! We need to spread out, attack them from all directions, coordinate a retreat,” Wendy tried to tell him.
But Peter just stood up and confronted the enemy. He held his sword out in front of him, as if he were threatening to attack them all by himself.
The army stopped and stared at him.
“My name is Peter. And today is the day you will never forget me,” he said.
“Isn’t he wonderful?” Belle asked Wendy.
“Yes, that’s just the word I was thinking,” Wendy said, scrambling up to stand beside Peter and raise her own sword.
“This is your first and last chance to turn around and go back the way you came. We number in the dozens,” Peter told them.
“We’ve got a hundred,” one of the big men yelled back in a deep voice.
“Oh? We’ve got hundreds. I meant to say hundreds, not dozens,” Peter called back, trying to copy the man’s deep voice without looking like he was copying it.
“We’re going to die, aren’t we?” Wendy bluntly asked him.
He turned to her and flashed a devilish grin. Wendy found herself stunned, startled, and lost within a pair of blue eyes. For a moment, she completely understood Belle.
“Maybe,” Peter said to her. “But not today.”
Peter gave a yell and jumped up into the air.
“Now, Torchlight!”
Belle swooped up out of hiding and sprinkled her faerie dust over Peter as he fell upon the army. Except he didn’t fall, he soared. Peter dived down toward the army of a hundred men, his sword before him, a fierce smile leading his way.
“I told you not to call me that!” Belle yelled after him, flying along behind.
Wendy and the army of a hundred were equally stunned as to what had just happened. Not able to believe that one person would challenge a hundred, they just stared as Peter proceeded to fly in among them, darting down and striking with his sword, only to fly up into a loop that saw him swooping back down to attack again. Every sword slash found a new person, and every person found managed to break out of their trance with a yelp of pain and a drop of their weapon.
There were still a hundred people in the army when they recovered enough to fight back, but six of them had already lost their weapons and were clutching their limbs in pain.
“What is that smoky armor?” Peter asked one of the bigger men as he landed in front of him and challenged him with a sword slash through the air.
“Queen Magenta made it for us! It is stronger than any armor and will hold back any strike you attempt!” the man yelled at Peter.
Peter cocked his head to the side at the people he had just bested. “I don’t think anyone told them that.”
The man yelled and charged at Peter. Peter flew up into the air, laughing, and dodged to the left, and then the right, and then the left, left, right as the smoky armor man kept trying to catch him with his sword.
“You really aren’t any good at this,” Peter said.
He came to a stop before the man, floating in the air.
“What if I stand still, would that help?” Peter asked.
The man charged in at Peter again. Peter held his ground, waiting, and then dodging out of the way at the last possible moment. The man charged headfirst into the tree that was behind Peter, knocking himself out.
“I found their weakness,” Peter called out to his group. “It’s trees! Get them near the trees and they become helpless.”
Peter laughed again and soared into the sky.
“I just love being me! Belle, more dust please,” Peter called out as he swung in to attack the next nearest enemy.
Belle followed along behind him, doing her best to sprinkle more faerie dust as he dodged and weaved throughout the army.  Alexandria ran over to Wendy, dragging poor Charlie behind her.
“You’re staring a lot,” she told Wendy. “And maybe drooling a little.”
Wendy was, in fact, continuing to stare in awe at Peter. She had remembered putting down his ability to fly, thinking that anyone could do it if they had the faerie dust sprinkled on them. But now she understood just how intricate it could be, just how beautiful. She clamped her mouth shut and wiped at it.
“I wasn’t drooling!” she said.
“I meant inwardly,” Alexandria corrected.
“Look at him fly,” Wendy relented.
“You have been, but you could also help,” Alexandria said as she made Charlie turn around so she could access her backpack.
“Shouldn’t we be running? I think we should be running,” Charlie said, ducking low as arrows shot over their heads.
“Stay still, I’ve almost got it!” Alexandria chastised, rummaging around her other gadgets and looking for something specific. “Wait, I think I see…”
But Alexandria never got to finish, as Elizabeth came charging in and knocking all three of them to the ground. Arrows shot by overhead. Alexandria looked in dismay as Charlie fell to the ground and a bunch of her gadgets spilled out of the open backpack.
“Charlie!” she yelled.
“I’m okay,” he called back.
Alexandria pointed her finger at the inventions on the ground.
“Get them back in the pack, fast! But touch that one carefully, and only touch that one from its long side, and try not to touch that one at all, but still get it in the pack.”
Charlie crawled around on his hands and knees in the light snow, trying to collect all the odd trinkets to the best of her instructions. Alexandria turned to Elizabeth, who was hunched up with her back against the small hill they were hiding behind.
“That hurt, I thought you were on our side!” Alexandria said.
“You’re welcome,” Elizabeth replied as an arrow shot by their heads. “I’ve got the skeletons, you do, whatever it is you’re going to do.”
Elizabeth peeked out of hiding, spotted a skeleton with a bow, and shot it in the center of the head. The skeleton’s head spun around uncontrollably until it fell to the ground, dizzy. Elizabeth shot two more skeletons in rapid succession.
“There’s an army of bowmen!” they heard the skeletons shout.
“That’s right, I’m a one girl army,” Elizabeth said to herself, picking out her next target.
Peter continued to soar in and out of the Queen’s army, slashing at swords, laughing at misses, and doing his best to be as annoying as possible without any effort. Belle trailed along behind him, sprinkling faerie dust on him whenever he was slowing down, or there was the smallest of breaks in people trying to kill him. Wendy continued to stare at Peter, barely noticing as a large soldier snuck up behind her. The soldier raised his sword high and prepared to strike. Without even glancing at him, Wendy parried the blow, executed a couple of feints, and then slashed the sword out of the soldier’s hand.
“He does it so flawlessly, so naturally. It just seems so instinctual,” Wendy told the soldier as she watched Peter roll through his attack patterns.
The soldier bent down and picked up his weapon and attacked her again.
“He seems to favor his right side though, that could be exploited,” Wendy said as she blocked strike after strike while keeping most of her attention on what Peter was doing.
“But then he more than makes up for it by the way he uses his height to swoop in and out of the engagement. He’s able to control the field of battle, to attack and retreat to better spots, whenever he wants.”
The soldier kept slashing and thrusting and poking and prodding and feinting and doing pretty much everything he could think of to get through her defenses. None of them worked. Finally, Wendy turned to look at the soldier. He dropped his sword, raised his hands in surrender and retreated.
Wendy looked around, and saw that her friends were busy helping with the fight. Arrows flew by, shooting various skeletons in the head. Large purple puffs of smoke went off in the battlefield, blinding and disorienting soldiers and skeletons. That was probably Alexandria’s work. Wendy decided that she better do her part. She saw a group of two soldiers trying to circle around and approach Peter from behind.
Wendy charged at them, yelling to get their attention. Both soldiers turned to face her, and two more joined them from behind a tree.
“There were only supposed to be two of you,” Wendy said, beginning to feel a little unsure of herself.
“There’s not supposed to be any of you, and there won’t be when we’re done!” a soldier yelled as he raised his sword and ran at Wendy.
Wendy sidestepped the swing and moved in close to another soldier, preemptively tangling him up with a series of sword slashes that left him falling into the soldier behind him. Wendy returned her attention back to the initial soldier and ducked one of his swings before slashing her sword up his shirt and severing all his buttons.
The other soldiers moved in for the attack behind Wendy, but she saw them out of the corner of her eye. She twirled around and met their sword strikes before retreating around a tree as they chased her. Wendy slashed back and forth, keeping them at bay, while waiting for her opening to run back to the rest of her team.
Peter swooped in and slashed at the two soldiers coming up beside her, causing them to run into the tree and fall down.
“Oh, the cleverness of being clever!” Peter yelled.
“That doesn’t have a very good ring to it,” Wendy pointed out.
“You’re right, it needs work,” Peter laughed as he fought.
More soldiers came, and Wendy had to back up, barely registering the attacks that were coming at her from all directions.
“We need to retreat, we can’t do this forever,” Wendy yelled, barely ducking a sword slash.
“I can,” Peter said, looping through the air and diving on multiple foes. “Torchlight, more faerie dust!”
“Stop calling me that!” Belle yelled as she did her best to fly behind Peter, sprinkling faerie dust on him as he dodged to and fro.
Little purple puffs of explosions continued to go off around them, blinding the soldiers and skeletons and leaving them wandering in all directions, dazed.
“If you remember, our original plan was to retreat!” Wendy called after Peter, watching as arrows flew by and skeletons were dropped in the distance. “We need to lead the army away from our group.”
Belle looked worried as she opened a pouch at her side.
“And I’m running out of faerie dust,” she said.
“And I’m running out of arrows!” Elizabeth called from somewhere behind them.
“And I’m running out of patience! Oh wait, that already happened,” Alexandria added.
Peter shot up high into the sky, right above the main army, his hands outstretched and his head tilted back, a large smile on his face. He hung in the air for a moment, before teetering over and diving headfirst straight down at the army. They looked up at him and hesitated, before deciding to hold their ground. Peter landed like a bomb, kicking up dust, sending bodies flying, knocking over trees, and making a large crater in the ground. Bodies were sprawled all over the place, moans and groans came from multiple sources that were still able to give voice to their agony.
Peter was down on one knee, his head bowed. Slowly, he straightened up and looked around him. Wendy ran up in shock, barely able to see through the smoky debris. She looked at the carnage Peter had wrought and shuddered.
“That really hurt,” Peter said.
Belle flew over beside him, worried.
Elizabeth, Alexandria, and Charlie slowly made their way over, everyone was mute with unease at the destructive power Peter had unleashed.
“Are you crazy?” Wendy asked him.
Peter swayed a bit, threatening to lose his balance. “Maybe.”
“It’s the faerie dust,” Charlie whispered. “He uses too much.”
Wendy glanced at Charlie and saw that he was serious. She looked back at Peter, at the unfocused madness in his eyes, the unrestrained glee waiting to be let out. She didn’t know what to make of it.
“We better get going,” Wendy said, finally finding her voice.
“No, there’s still more of them to fight,” Peter said, squinting through the smoke, trying to see through the trees, trying to find an enemy.
“Peter, we are going,” Wendy said to him.
Peter saw the steely determination in her eyes. But he wasn’t going to back down. Peter never backed down from anything.
“It’s my Neverland,” Peter said.
There was an icy tone in his voice. Everyone held their breath, wondering what kind of new confrontation was about to happen next.
“I can do what I want. And I want to stay and fight until they are all gone,” he continued.
A soldier groaned and tried to raise his head. Peter gleefully rushed over and prepared to strike. Wendy brought up her sword, just in time to defend the helpless soldier, and their two swords clanged in the eerie silence. Peter looked at her, a small grin appearing on his face.
“Are you my enemy now, Wendy?”
Wendy was taken aback. She didn’t quite know what to make of this side of Peter. He seemed to delight in danger and take everything as a game. Things were quickly spiraling out of control.
“No, Peter, I am your friend. And I came here to help you.”
For a moment nothing moved.
Wendy and Peter’s eyes were locked.
Peter looked like he was going to attack her at any moment.
“Peter, it’s my Neverland too,” Wendy said. She didn’t know why she said it, or what it fully meant, she only knew that it was the right thing to say at that time. And it was, because Peter understood it, even if no one else did. Peter stepped back and lowered his sword.
“As you wish,” he bowed.
Everyone let out their collective breath, and Wendy also lowered her sword, hesitantly.
Peter looked around and swayed on his feet slightly. “Why are we all standing around? Now that it’s decided, aren’t we supposed to be running away?”
He teetered off to one side, clearly the explosive force of the blast had really affected him. Peter looked like he was about to say something else, but before he did his eyes rolled back into his head and he fell flat on his back, out cold.




Chapter 11: The faerie village
The trees in the forest were like giants. Their thick branches extended out from their even thicker trunks to mingle and intertwine with the other nearby trees, creating a spider web network of branches that made a partial ceiling. The sun did its best to try and shine through that network and into the forest, but there were so many trees, and so many branches, that the light entering the forest was limited. 
Peter woke up to see the trees and the branches moving about above him. He also felt an odd sensation on his back, as if an endless supply of rocks were being rolled along against it. Peter lifted his head and saw his legs held by Charlie, who was doing his best to struggle forward.
“Charlie?” Peter asked.
But Charlie didn’t hear him, he was putting everything he had into continuing to drag Peter along the forest floor.
“Watch out for those trees. They are so dangerous, and deceptive,” Peter mumbled, slurring his words, but no one seemed to hear.
Peter glanced around and saw the girls looking warily about them, as if they were expecting the trees to leap forward and attack at any moment. That was good. It was obvious that the trees couldn’t be trusted. No, that didn’t make sense. Peter shook his head and tried to clear it, but that only made the rocks on the ground rub against the back of his head and cause him pain.
“Did we win?” Peter asked, changing the subject that no one was following.
“He’s awake!” someone called out.
“Finally,” Charlie said, dropping Peter’s legs unceremoniously to the ground.
“Finally,” Alexandria echoed, shrugging off her backpack and pushing it onto Charlie.
Charlie accepted his new burden stoically, shouldering the pack and hunching over under its weight. Belle’s face appeared in Peter’s field of vision, blocking out everything else.
“Peter!” she yelled excitedly.
“I think so,” Peter said, rubbing the back of his sore head.
“Can you stand?” Belle asked, not waiting for him to answer and pulling on his arm to see if he would either stand or his arm would come off.
“Can I?” Peter asked, not really sure what the answer was.
Elizabeth darted a look behind, trying to see through the swaying branches of the trees. She thought she saw something, and aimed with her bow in case she was right.
“We’ve got to keep moving,” Elizabeth said.
Wendy walked over to help Belle help Peter see if he could stand. Peter shifted his weight forward until he was up and standing on swaying feet.
“I can stand!” Peter confirmed, before swaying over so dangerously that both Belle and Wendy had to hold him up.
“Okay, now start walking,” Wendy urged.
Peter looked at the trees again, everything was still moving and spinning.
“I thought I was,” Peter said, looking down at his feet to see that he wasn’t. Wendy’s tone of voice also didn’t seem so nice, which was odd considering he was a hero that had saved them all from the Queen’s army with his amazing flying and even more amazing fighting ability.
“I don’t feel so well,” he said.
“That’s because you almost jeopardized our entire group and got us all caught singlehandedly. Now start walking,” Wendy glared at him.
Peter’s conclusion seemed to be right. Wendy was mad at him for some reason. Maybe it had something to do with the words she had been speaking. Peter was still finding it hard to focus on words, they seemed to be tricky and slippery at the moment, but her face was very clearly angry.
“Wait, that doesn’t sound very appreciative. I just beat back an entire army, saved us all, and helped create the diversion we needed so that our group could get away. Singlehandedly,” Peter said, getting more than a little indignant, but yet still feeling that there was something they knew that he didn’t know that if he did know might, possibly, make him feel a little less indignant.
“Oh, is that what you did?” Wendy asked.
Elizabeth looked from the arguing couple back to the trees. “We really don’t have time for this,” she said.
“Yes, that’s what I did. I’m pretty great,” Peter said, feeling a little less than pretty great but not wanting to show it. “Oh, look! I started walking again!”
Peter saw his feet standing right where they were.
“Nevermind.”
Wendy was getting more and more angry every second. This boy, who she had agreed to rescue, was nothing more than an arrogant, ignorant, undisciplined, untrained, possibly crazy, possibly reckless, quite possibly insane…boy, she finally concluded, not being able to think of another word that went well with her others.
“That’s not what happened, and that’s not what everyone who managed to stay conscious saw happen,” Wendy snapped.
Peter looked to Charlie, who quickly looked away. Peter looked to Belle, who hovered off the ground nervously, checking her pouches for faerie dust that she didn’t need at that moment.
“Okay, what do you think happened?” Peter relented.
“Start walking or Charlie will have to drag you again,” Wendy said.
Charlie’s eyes widened and he looked to Alexandria.
“Yeah, you’ll be dragging him with the backpack, I’m tired,” Alexandria said.
Peter was trying to remember if Wendy was this commanding before he passed out, or if maybe some imposter had taken Wendy away and was now pretending to be the real Wendy while the real one was gone. It didn’t make any sense, but he would have to keep an eye on her.
“Wait, Charlie’s with me, I tell him what to do,” Peter snapped, trying to regain a bit more authority.
“Thanks, Peter,” Charlie said appreciatively.
“Now help me start walking,” Peter ordered.
“Yes, Peter,” Charlie said, putting Peter’s arm around his already backpack burdened shoulder.
Peter tried to take a few steps, leaning heavily on Charlie as he did. Charlie sank under the extra weight, but managed to keep both Peter and the backpack off the ground.
“Move,” Elizabeth said, bringing up her bow and backing up as the group finally started going again.
They heard noises in the distance, the Queen’s army was not far behind them.
“I thought I, I mean we, already beat these guys,” Peter said, looking over his shoulder uncertainly. He imagined he saw people peering out from behind the trees, drawing crossbows and readying swords. When he looked again, Peter saw nothing but trees, but he was still unnerved enough to lean on Charlie more and urge him on. He didn’t want to find out if his joke about the trees ended up becoming real.
“After you exploded on the ground, for lack of a better description, the Queen’s army took a moment to recover. It was hard to see with all the debris you kicked up, but they still managed to surround our area and press in. We grabbed you and moved as fast as we could, using the debris as cover. We only barely escaped that fight,” Wendy explained.
There were so many words. But Peter listened, doing his best to get better at walking as he went. Her words were also beginning to get a little clearer, and he thought he pretty much caught all of them. Now he had to decide what to do with those words, and how best to release them to help improve his position.
“Peter!” Charlie yelped, as his foot got caught in a fallen tree branch and twisted painfully. Peter looked down and avoided the treacherous branch.
“Thanks,” Peter said, completely missing the reason for Charlie’s distress.
Charlie grumbled and struggled, managing to free his foot and move on.
“So, in the end, I created the debris that allowed us to escape,” Peter said to Wendy, wondering how she was missing his important contribution.
“What?” Wendy asked, a surprised look on her face. “Haven’t you listened to a thing I said?”
“Most of the things. You said them very well. But the most important part was about how I created the reason we escaped.”
“No. You endangered us all, and the Lost Boys who we’re trying to create a diversion for. There are ways to approach a battle, objectives to be met, and risks to be assessed and sometimes avoided. When you fight, you don’t just fight for yourself, you fight for your team. You are imprudent,” Wendy said.
“I am not!” Peter replied, insulted.
“Yes, you most definitely are. And you better stop if we have any chance of helping Belle save the faeries,” Wendy stormed off ahead, leaving Peter with no hope of catching up to her in his current condition.
Peter watched her walk off. That somehow didn’t go as well as he thought it was going to go. At least the massive trees had stopped moving and swaying in ways they weren’t supposed to.
Elizabeth kept urging them on. Alexandria kept dragging her feet. Belle divided her time, darting back amidst the trees to help Elizabeth make sure they weren’t being followed, and scouting up ahead to make sure they were going in the right direction.
“Charlie?” Peter asked.
“Yes, Peter,” Charlie responded, keeping his head down and trying to avoid any more branches as he walked.
“What does imprudent mean?”
∞∞∞
 
Wendy kept walking ahead, putting one foot in front of the other, trying to put some distance between herself and Peter.
How infuriating he could be!
And how magnificent at the same time.
He fought poorly, with little technique or understanding of tactics, but he fought brilliantly, with a keen awareness of the battlefield and where he could cause the most disruption. It was the greatest display of natural ability that she had ever seen. How much better he could be if he put dedicated study behind that ability. But Wendy doubted he would ever have the patience for exercises and drills or even improvement for that matter. He seemed to like things best when they were games, and she doubted that she could turn practice into a game that would hold his attention long enough to do some good.
She also didn’t like how he seemed to lose control in his glee, how he wanted to attack the wounded soldier, and even her when she tried to stop him. There was something wild and untamed in him, an unrestrained fury, a blind rush forward, like he was running away from something. If that were true, would he ever tell her what it was? Would she want to know? Peter was Peter, infuriatingly magnificent, and that was that.
But what about her?
What about Wendy?
What was Wendy doing in Neverland?
When Belle first appeared, hovering outside her window, Wendy had been so taken in by the flying girl that she put all reason on hold and just went along for the ride. And then when they had arrived in Neverland for the first time, and learned that another world, with magic and faeries and mermaids, actually existed, her mind checked out as she marveled at everything.
But now, unfortunately, her mind had caught up. And Wendy had to decide how she was going to use her mind for more than just walking numbingly in the direction Belle was telling them to go. How was she going to help them? How could she help them?
Peter was not what she had thought he would be, and the entire reason she had agreed to start this journey was to save Peter so that he could save Neverland. Wendy had trusted that Peter was an intelligent, capable, strong leader that would make everything right as soon as he was freed.
Clearly, even though Peter was free, Neverland was a long way away from being saved. And Wendy wasn’t sure that Peter was the one to save it. While Wendy believed that Peter wanted to help and do good, he seemed more interested in having as much fun as possible while doing it. The nagging question in Wendy’s mind was what would happen if not helping and not doing good became more fun?
She thought again of the look he had given her when she stopped him from attacking the downed soldier. It was pure, unrestrained glee. With no rules, no consequences, and no regrets. Peter had been wild, selfish, joy.
Could Peter truly be dangerous?
Wendy hoped she wouldn’t have to choose between Peter and Neverland.
∞∞∞
 
The small group had been walking all day. Tired of moving tree branches out of their faces, they simply let the branches brush past them as they trudged along. The forest was thinning, and there was some hope that they were finally going to get to wherever it was they were going.
Belle had stopped flying a while ago, and simply walked along with the rest of the group.
“Walking is not fun,” Alexandria pointed out.
“You need to do it more,” Elizabeth said.
“I need to do it less,” Alexandria countered.
Charlie struggled with the backpack beside her, almost stumbling a few times. His face was a mask of determination, and it was easy to see that his determination was quickly running out.
“Are you okay?” Alexandria asked him in a rare moment of concern.
“I don’t know if I’ll make it. I think I could use a little help,” Charlie pointed out.
“It’s all right, we’re almost there,” Alexandria offered, and nobody was surprised that it was all she offered.
Charlie adjusted the burden on his back and kept on going.
“Since we took the long way around, plus picked a fight with the Queen’s army, the Lost Boys should be there by the time we get there. That is, unless they got lost,” Peter said.
“I gave them very specific instructions: second star from the third star from the right, and straight on until you find the waterfall. And then the fourth star from the first star from the left, and straight on until you find the faerie village,” Belle said.
The group thought about those instructions as they walked, some of them even tried to look up to see if seeing the sky was even possible.
Belle saw what everyone was doing.
“They weren’t supposed to go through the forest. And I told them to travel at night, because, you know, that’s when the stars are out,” Belle added.
“I’m sure they were able to follow your instructions perfectly,” Peter said.
The trees parted more and more, opening up into a lush land nestled against the side of a large mountain. To their right, the land dropped off into a high cliff, with the sound of a waterfall off in the distance.
The group made their way closer to the mountain, careful to stay a safe distance from the jagged edges of rocks at the base that seemed to act like defensive structures. They could see small holes dotted throughout the mountain, most of them way too high to reach. Belle got more and more excited the closer they got.
“Look! There it is! I can’t wait to see them all again. We can tell them all about our adventures, Peter!” Belle said, lifting up off the ground and soaring through the sky. Peter was looking around a little more warily, not liking what he was seeing.
“What is it?” Wendy asked, getting closer to him and keeping her voice down.
“Seems a little deserted. The faeries should have seen us by now, someone should be out to meet us,” Peter said, scanning the small caves for any activity.
“Maybe they’re making sure we aren’t being followed?” Wendy offered.
Peter was shaking his head before she finished. “Something’s wrong,” he said.
But whatever it was, Belle wasn’t catching on. She kept flying around happily, a wide grin on her face. She darted toward the mountain and then flew back down to the group, always staying a certain distance around Peter.
The group approached the largest cave entrance that was on the ground. Peter and Wendy drew their swords as they approached. Elizabeth brought up her bow, looking all around.
“It could be boom time,” Alexandria said, stopping Charlie with her hand and turning him around so she could have access to her backpack and her inventions.
Peter waited for a moment, Wendy beside him, but nothing happened. Wendy signaled toward the cave entrance and Peter nodded, following behind her with his sword up and his eyes glancing all around for an attack. Elizabeth crept forward also, bow pointed at the ground. Belle caught on that something was wrong and touched down near Wendy, advancing cautiously behind her. Alexandria also moved forward, pulling her backpack along with her and forcing Charlie to back peddle to keep from falling down.
Wendy approached the mouth of the cave, coming up to its left side. Peter went opposite her and took the right. Wendy slowly peeked inside the cave. It was hard to see into the darkness when her eyes were adjusted to the bright outdoors. She couldn’t see a thing.
Wendy got down on her stomach and started slithering into the cave. Peter did the same. Elizabeth halted at the mouth of the cave and got down on one knee, trying to find a target.
“I got something,” Alexandria said, her hand pulling out what looked like a snow globe from her backpack.
Wendy halted and looked back, seeing the snow globe.
“Remember New Year’s celebration?” Alexandria whispered.
Wendy nodded and gestured with her head for Alexandria to throw it.
“What happened in New Year’s celebration?” Peter asked.
“Close your eyes,” Wendy told him.
Alexandria hunched low and got up to the cave entrance beside Elizabeth. She heaved back her arm.
“Wait, what are you doing? Don’t hurt the faeries in there,” Belle said urgently.
“This won’t hurt anyone,” Alexandria said.
Then she threw the snow globe into the cave with all her strength. Alexandria sprawled down onto her stomach and closed her eyes and covered her ears. Seeing what she was doing, everyone else quickly followed.
Everyone waited.
And waited.
A few people squinted their eyes and glanced around, just to make sure they were all supposed to still be on the ground covering their ears. A while longer and more nothing happened. Alexandria finally opened her eyes, she flinched as she looked toward the cave entrance. All seemed quiet. Hesitantly, she removed her hands from her ears. She got up and looked around. It didn’t work. She was a disgrace, everyone would make fun of her. No one would ever trust her again. She would never be brought along on an adventure again. This was the worst thing that could possibly have ever happened to her. As much as Alexandria pretended not to care what others thought of her, the fact was that she cared very much.
“Well, that’s just great,” Alexandria stomped her foot in frustration. “You must have damaged it somehow!” She pointed an accusatory finger at Charlie, who was lying on the ground under the heavy backpack. He looked up at her in panic, as more and more people got to their feet.
“Me?” he asked in dismay.
“You were the last one to have it.”
“It was in the backpack the whole time, which you made me carry,” Charlie tried to defend himself.
But Alexandria was having none of it. She crossed her arms and stamped her foot in a frustrated, rhythmic pattern as she went over calculations in her head.
“It didn’t get wet, it didn’t look damaged, I didn’t feed it anything,” Alexandria mumbled.
“Feed it anything?” Elizabeth mumbled to Wendy.
“It’s probably best not to ask,” Wendy concluded.
Finally, after everyone realized that whatever was supposed to happen wasn’t going to happen, they all stopped blocking their ears and got up. Alexandria shook her head and sighed.
“It just doesn’t make sense, I don’t make mistakes,” she said.
She sighed again and waved dismissively toward the cave entrance.
“You might as well go in and get it. How else am I supposed to figure out what’s wrong with it?” Alexandria asked Charlie.
Charlie, quite used to his new role in doing whatever it was Alexandria told him to do, marched automatically toward the cave entrance.
“Wait, we haven’t figured out if anyone’s inside!” Wendy whispered at him.
But it was too late, Charlie was now very fast and efficient at carrying out Alexandria’s orders. He disappeared inside as Wendy was just finishing telling him not to. She glanced at Peter in alarm.
“We better go get him out,” she said.
“Sounds fun,” Peter agreed.
No one quite remembered exactly what they were doing before that moment, but everyone remembered what happened afterward with uncanny accuracy. There was a loud explosion, followed by a blinding flash of light, followed by a putrid smell so bad that it made it difficult to remain conscious, followed by an odd sense of vertigo as everyone found themselves looking up at a bright nothing. After a while the nothing ended up being a cloud of smoky white that was slowly dissipating. The entire group was on their backs and their ears were ringing very loudly. They were also coughing and sneezing and everyone’s face was blasted white with some kind of powder that stuck to them. Alexandria stood up first, swaying dangerously, a wide and happy smile on her smoke white blasted face.
“It worked!” Alexandria yelled triumphantly, before falling back down.
Unfortunately, no one was able to hear what she said.
∞∞∞
 
It couldn’t be true. They were all gone. How could they be all gone?
Belle looked numbly at the remains of the faerie village that the Lost Boys had found, nestled deep within the side of the mountain. There weren’t any signs of a struggle, but there also weren’t any signs of the faeries. This mountain cave should have been completely defensible, yet the faeries had left it for some reason and not returned. Where did they go?
Alexandria sat slumped on the ground, thankful for the rest and determined to remain sitting as long as possible. “Leg’s hurt,” she said, to no one in particular.
Peter walked over to his Lost Boys, who had been hiding in the cave when Alexandria’s explosion went off. They had followed Belle’s instructions perfectly and found the village, scouted the lower caves already, and had moved in and setup their supplies.
“This will be a good place to lay low and plan our counter attack,” he told them, even though they had already nestled in.
“It looks like a network of smaller caves, with multiple tunnels branching out in all directions,” Elizabeth observed, standing just inside one of the caves. She stared up at the many holes in the ceiling and high up along the walls. To a faerie, navigating the impossible heights wouldn’t pose much of a problem, and would actually work to their advantage if they needed to defend the hive. Being able to fly all her life, Belle didn’t give it much thought.
“I thought faeries always lived in trees,” Alexandria said.
Belle shrugged, barely listening. “Why would you think that?”
“Actually, I have no idea.” Alexandria admitted.
Charlie walked over to Alexandria and looked at her questioningly. She nodded, and Charlie finally put the heavy backpack down and collapsed beside it. He wasn’t sure why he hadn’t thought of putting it down and resting sooner.
“Where did they all go?” Wendy asked.
Belle shrugged again, numbly. She thought that when she got here she was going to see all her friends, she thought they would be reunited and have some kind of plan that would help free the rest of the faeries. But now there was only her. She was supposed to save them all somehow. What was she going to do?
Wendy walked over and started talking to Peter under her breath. Peter nodded and said a few words back.
Wendy.
She was supposed to have fixed all this. She was supposed to be some kind of great warrior that would help Neverland. But watching her talk to Peter, watching the way they nodded and agreed with each other, watching the way they laughed, Belle wasn’t sure that Wendy was the help Belle thought she was. Maybe they didn’t need Wendy and her friends after all? Maybe they were nothing but trouble?
Off to her side, a group of Lost Boys were going through some of their things haphazardly. They were unpacking items and strewing them about, damaging some of the moon glow flowers on the ground. Belle loved those flowers, their purple color, their magnificent stems. They reminded her of a time, long ago, when she lived in a faerie village and didn’t know anything about wars, or Queens, or other worlds. Back when the faeries were the first and only. She used to sleep with a moon glow flower by her side every night. The moon glow flowers loved the faeries, and would grow wherever they were near. Their petals could attract the faerie dust, seep inside and become a part of them. They would share the light of the moon with each other, spreading it deep within the faerie caves from the entrance. And now they were being damaged without even a second thought.
“Get away from them!” Belle yelled at the two boys, taking to the air and flying at them.
The boys looked around in confusion before realizing that Belle was charging at them. Belle threw out some faerie dust at them before ramming into them. The boys flew up off the ground and high up into the cave wall, bouncing off it and heading through the air in different directions, their arms and legs flailing wildly.
Belle took to the air again, flying madly in any direction, which happened to be toward Wendy. Wendy had her sword out and was looking confused at Belle. Belle didn’t stop, she blew her dust right in Wendy’s face, causing her to squint and start coughing. Belle looped up into the air and came back down, kicking Wendy hard and sending her flying back along the ground. Wendy clawed at the ground, trying to stop her motion.
“Belle!”
Belle lashed out, striking Peter before she knew what she was doing.
“Belle, stop!”
Belle struck out again, before realizing who she was hitting in horror. Wendy had managed to stop her momentum and regain her feet, only she floated up off the ground a bit as the faerie dust still sparkled around her. Wendy bobbled and swayed slightly as she touched back down to solid ground. She held her sword up defensively, watching Belle warily. Belle looked around, and saw everyone staring at her. She had let her temper get away from her. Again.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt anyone. You were destroying the moon glow flowers. We have to preserve the magic, Peter. We have to find the faeries, we have to save them,” Belle said frantically, each word leading to the next in a big jumble.
“We will, Belle,” he assured her.
He hugged her close. Belle rested her head on Peter’s shoulder, looking at Wendy as she finally lowered her sword.
“Where did they all go?” Belle asked, knowing no one could tell her.




Chapter 12: Power corrupting
Queen Magenta looked at the pile of dead faeries. Her expression was unreadable, her form unmoving, she was as still as the corpses at her feet. Whether she felt any remorse at the life she had taken was impossible to tell.
Dorian stood behind her, waiting for her next command.
“They look so young,” the Queen said, gazing over the lifeless faces, the sightless eyes staring off into the unknown.
“I don’t condemn them for the actions of their elders, but there was no other way to gather the power I need.”
Dorian said nothing, stoic as always.
“I don’t hate them. If it weren’t for the wings they would look almost normal,” she said in a hoarser voice. “But they were so necessary.”
Queen Magenta went down on one knee, reaching out and stroking the cheek of the faerie closest to her. Across the Queen’s statuesque cheek, a single tear escaped her eye and began to slowly run down her face.
“What is the value of one life when measured against the salvation of a land? Could you stop at one life? Is it more destructive to take more than you need, or to stop just short of what was needed to be more?”
Queen Magenta was talking directly to the dead faerie, even though she was long past being able to hear whatever it was that was said.
“I have power now, more power than I ever thought possible. The dark of the shadows is mine, and I can use it to save Neverland.”
The Queen extended her other hand, building up the wisps of shadow from the darkened room, pulling them from the corners. Her pupils went completely black as she focused, covering her hand in a sleek, wet, shadow substance that fitted her like a second skin.
“Do you see? This was necessary. You were necessary.”
The faerie’s dead eyes seemed to be looking directly at the Queen’s new hand. A whispering, scratching noise rose up from the dark, it was joined by a chorus of slithering and slurping. They were no longer alone, but whatever was in the darkness stayed in the darkness, for now. Queen Magenta tilted her head to the side, hearing them. She closed her dark orbs of eyes and felt them. Breathed them in.
“The dark of the shadows will help me save Neverland.”
The whispering grew louder, the scratching and slithering grew closer. They were coming from all sides, all the things that lived in the dark. Even Dorian seemed a bit rattled and unnerved. His hand went to his sword, scanning the room for threats.
The Queen let out a long held breath and hung her head. She released the power. The noises receded, the slithering retreated. Her hand returned to normal, the shadow skin dissipated into the air.
“It is time to remove the opposing pieces from the board.”
The Queen slowly stood up and opened her normal eyes. She looked down again at the dead faeries. There were so many of them, they were so young.
They would never be young again.
“My new power will help me.”
It was a statement, it was a hope, it was a wish. But most of all, it was a plea, a forgiveness that could never be asked for and could never be given.
∞∞∞
 
After the long journey through the forest and the escape from the Queen’s army, everyone was thoroughly exhausted and emotionally spent. None more so than Belle, who had been counting on seeing her sisters in the faerie caves. After they found out the faeries were all gone, Wendy had made them leave the caves almost immediately. She couldn’t be sure that the Queen didn’t know of its location, so she made them continue until they were deep in the forest in an undisclosed location. Then they could rest for a little while, until Wendy had them setting up the new camp.
She hadn’t wanted to take charge, she had first looked to Peter for guidance, and he had looked to Belle, and she had looked right back at Wendy again. It was clear that Belle didn’t know what they should do, and Peter couldn’t focus enough on what they should do, which left Wendy having to pretend she knew what to do and hope everyone believed her. They had all believed her enough to set up the camp and wait expectantly for her next instruction.
Unfortunately, Wendy didn’t know what they should do next. It was clear that the faeries had to be saved, and it was most likely clear that they had to be saved from Queen Magenta and her army. But how would they do that?
“Well, shouldn’t we attack them or something?” Wendy had said, which had led to Peter proclaiming it a wonderfully clever idea, which Wendy thought it wasn’t, and said they should attack immediately, which Wendy thought they shouldn’t.
Wendy had to practically drag Peter back down to the ground and keep him from flying off and single handedly attacking the castle all by himself, which, judging from his past actions, Wendy had no doubt he would do.
“We need to do this together, as a team!”
Peter insisted that he was a team.
“The Queen has an army. We need our own.”
“I have an army, the Lost Boys.”
“But none of them know how to fight.”
“So, you’ll teach them,” Peter caught her off guard. He seemed to be quite good at that.
“Teach us, Wendy, please! You practically slaughtered all my guys when you were trying to rescue me, it looked like so much fun, and now you can do it all over again and call it teaching!”
Wendy stuttered, she didn’t know what to say. But Peter had latched onto the idea like a brand new game, and he was intent on Wendy and the girls either teaching the Lost Boys how to fight or killing them all off and replacing them. Wendy didn’t dare ask if he was kidding or not. She thought it best to assume that he was and damn the consequences.
And that was how Wendy, Elizabeth, and Alexandria found themselves facing a group of nervous, yet hopeful, Lost Boys. They were all lined up waiting and watching them to learn how to fight.
“For those of you I haven’t formally met yet, my name is Wendy Darling,” Wendy told the small group, and regretted instantly that she had used the word formally and sounded so formal while doing it. This was not how you started lessons. At least, this was not how Headmistress Darling started them. Wendy wondered instantly why she was comparing herself to the Headmistress and why it bothered her to teach the way the Headmistress taught. Peter beamed with pride, looking over at his Lost Boys as if they knew how to fight already.
“Belle brought us here to help you save the faeries and save Neverland,” Wendy said, faltering, not really sure what she should say next about the matter.
“We don’t really need your help!”
“Who said that?” Peter was instantly flying through the air, above the heads of the gathered boys, looking for the culprit.
Wendy paused, looking over at Elizabeth. Elizabeth nodded for Wendy to continue. Alexandria stood beside her, looking bored and not really caring if Wendy continued or not.
“What could you possibly teach us?”
Peter was off to the other side, his sword brandished and waiting for another comment. “Next one who talks feels the sword!” Peter yelled, an angry gleam in his eye.
Wendy was about to say something and then stopped, glancing at Peter. Peter waved her on impatiently. Of course he didn’t mean her.
She hoped.
But it didn’t really matter, Wendy was indignant now. They did need her help, she could teach them a lot, she could even beat Peter in a fight, but she wouldn’t say that as it would lead to more complications than any of them needed. But she could.
“None of you can handle a sword,” she told them.
There was a bit of grumbling, but the crowd stayed silent for the most part. Peter nodded approvingly.
“Or fire an arrow,” Elizabeth added, stepping forward to support Wendy in putting down the boys so they would put up with being trained.
A bit more grumbling, but not much.
Alexandria stepped forward as well.
“Or incapacitate a small city block using nothing but playdough and a few house hold cleaning products.”
The crowd didn’t say a word. They just stared at Alexandria with open mouths and confused looks on their faces.
“Never mind,” Alexandria stepped back.
“We will teach you how to fight, and we’ll teach you how to win. We’ll train you, as someone once trained us. And then we’ll save the faeries. We’ll save all of them!”
The crowd started up again, muttering comments to each other and not caring to listen to what was being muttered. But there were also nodded heads, and approving looks. It hadn’t been that long, after all, since Wendy and her girls had demonstrated their ability.
“You just got lucky last time! We’ll never be trained by you!”
Everyone turned and looked and saw Peter, hiding out among the crowd and disguising his voice. It had been Peter all along, yelling out the comments and then threatening to kill whoever it was that was yelling out the comments.
Wendy stared at Peter, dumbfounded that he would try and sabotage their efforts. Peter’s face turned red and he accepted being caught good naturedly. He seemed to do whatever he wanted to do because it was fun, even if it was contrary to what he said he wanted. He flew up into the air and gestured at Wendy.
“Let the training begin!” he cried, bowing theatrically as if he were the one that was going to begin the training.
Wendy didn’t think she would ever understand Peter. She wasn’t sure anyone would. But there was no denying that whatever part he had to play, he was always going to be a main part of the story.
Wendy sighed, and hoped again that that was a good thing.
∞∞∞
 
The Governor closed his door and prepared for bed. He walked around his room, blowing out the candles one by one, until he had made his way to the lone window overlooking his magnificent castle.
He loved the castle, even though it wasn’t really his. It belonged to whomever was in office as the Governor of Nevinia for as long as they held that office. He would miss his castle when his time was done, but that was the point. He was supposed to miss it, and let it go, when the will of the people turned toward another leader they felt was a better fit to make their voices heard. Nevinia had become a great and powerful city of Neverland, and it was important that the will of her people be matched against the will of the monarch and also, it seemed, the will of the pirates.
The Governor still wasn’t sure how it had come to pass that the pirates had their voices added to this odd mix of democracy, but it happened nonetheless, mostly because the pirates had managed to so thoroughly control the shipping routes around Neverland. Like all things, the Governor would have to find a way to appease the pirates, just as he would have to find a way to appease Queen Magenta, so that he could improve the living conditions of everyone living in Neverland, whether they lived in Nevinia or not. The Governor had held his post for just a little over a year, and he still wasn’t sure how he was going to do either of those two things. Pirates and Queens were not easy to get along with, especially when they would rather not get along with those they considered their lesser.
Unfortunately, they considered the Governor to be the lesser of the lesser, as they went out of their way to tell him whenever they met, so he had twice the journey to make before they saw him as their equal.
The Governor blew out another candle, leaving only one left to light the room at the far end of the bed. He stared at it for a while, it seemed so small, so fragile, a lone little thing against the might of the overpowering darkness. The Governor knew how it felt. How often had he felt so small? The Governor chuckled to himself. How often had he not?
He turned away from the light and looked out into the castle courtyard beneath him. It did not matter how he felt. He had to find a way to press on and unite Neverland under some kind of system of government that would allow it to grow and thrive. Before his time as Governor was up, he had to find a way to pave the road for his successor to pick up the strands and finish tying them in the knot that would create a brighter future for them all. His one life was not enough, it was the symbol of office, enduring, by many people, that would shape the destiny of Neverland.
But then where would it end? How many different groups of voices would demand to be heard? And who was to say who got to have a vote and who didn’t? Perhaps the faeries would want a voice next? Perhaps it would be the mermaids? He shuddered, he knew from experience just how vicious they could be.
The Governor shook his head, he was getting ahead of himself. He was beginning to see just how powerful power could be as a manipulator. Who was he to say that he knew what was best for the land? That he knew the way when others didn’t?
He looked out the window into the night. He would miss this castle. But that was the way of things. The Governor sighed. It was time to put such complicated thoughts to bed, if only to give himself a few hours of sleep before they were back to wake him in the morning. Life had been a lot simpler when the Governor wasn’t the Governor.
That was odd.
The candle was out.
The Governor turned from the window, curious, to look into the depths of the darkened room. He had not put out the candle, he was pretty sure of that. Perhaps it was the wind?
He took a step into the darkness and he knew he was not alone.
A series of low whispers chased away his lingering thoughts, banishing them far more effectively than any night’s sleep ever would. They ran, like frightened animals, to hide and cower behind the veil of forgetfulness. A luxury the Governor didn’t have.
“Who’s in here?” he asked, his voice trembling for some strange reason.
The whispers seemed to be coming from all around him, but they receded as soon as he spoke. The room was quiet, and the Governor wondered if perhaps he had imagined them. But he definitely did not imagine the next voice he heard.
“I wonder, Governor of Nevinia, what your name was before you became whatever it is you pretend to be,” the voice said.
He froze, his eyes darted to the door, gauging how quickly he could reach it.
“Don’t bother, it’s locked,” the voice said again.
And indeed, the shadows from that part of the room seemed to darken, obscuring the door from sight if not entirely from existence.
“I ask again, who is in here?” the Governor said in an authoritative voice that he definitely did not feel.
Queen Magenta stepped away from the wall, her silhouette seemed to detach itself from the general darkness around it so that it could become more visible.
She smiled at him.
The Governor took a step back, and then, embarrassed, took a step forward again. He finally committed to simply standing where he was, in light of his full humiliation.
“Did you know, that when the Faerie Queens created Neverland, that they never meant for it to be shared with any others?” the Queen asked, pretending to ignore the Governor’s odd shuffling about.
“In spite of all their power, and everything they could do, it seemed that the magic simply got out of hand, until Neverland became whatever it was that it wanted to be,” the Queen continued.
The Governor said nothing. He was truly perplexed by what the Queen was doing in his room, by how she had got there, by what strange riddles she was telling him. His mind couldn’t grasp onto any one of those stray thoughts, so it settled on waiting and seeing what would happen next. Perhaps the next thought would be easier to grasp, and he could commit to it.
“After the faeries disappeared, and a true and proper Queen came to rule over Neverland, it seems that things have got out of hand once more. The difference? The Queen is still here to get things back in hand,” Queen Magenta hissed the last word in anger, even raising her fist up so that the Governor could see the hand that she was talking about.
“Power must not reside with one person, it must be shared for the mutual benefit of all.”
The Queen laughed. It was a melodic sound, but it was tinged with pity and condescension.
“Are you sure you know what power is?”
The Governor opened his mouth to say something, but the Queen waved a hand at him. Shadow hands came out from behind him, around his neck, and clamped his mouth closed. The Governor’s eyes widened as he struggled to see who was behind him.
The hands held him firm.
Queen Magenta walked across the room, to look out the window the Governor had just been looking out of, to see the multitude of buildings that made up the sprawling city of Nevinia.
“I assure you, power has no desire to be shared.”
She looked out over the land, longingly, lovingly, possessively. It was always just as she remembered it. And when time or age caused her memories to shift slightly, the land always did its best to accommodate her new one.
“Neverland is very giving, it becomes exactly what it needs to be at any given time for any given person,” the Queen turned back to the Governor. “All it asks in return is everything. Everything you were, everything you are, everything you could ever be.”
She walked around the Governor, coming to stand face to face with him.
“The difference between us is that I have made the choice. I have agreed to give everything, I have agreed to become everything.”
She made a gesture, and the shadow hands began to pull the Governor toward the castle window. He looked back in alarm, understanding what they were going to do.
Queen Magenta closed her eyes.
“I have agreed to take everything.”
He struggled, like he never had before, but he had never struggled against the dark of the shadows before, and he didn’t understand that he had no hope of winning. So he continued to struggle, while the Queen watched the window continue to get closer for him, and for him to get farther from her. His cries of protest were muffled by the hands, and more hands came out of the dark and wrapped around more limbs, several times, until they were wrapping over each other wrapping over him. The Governor found himself lost in an endless sea of moving hands and limbs, barely able to see the Queen through spaces that were fast closing.
But at the window’s edge he found a new surge of strength, and managed to use it to grab hold of that edge with everything he had left. He held onto it with all of that everything.
The shadow hands pulled him out the window anyway.
The Governor fell through the night, not even able to scream through the hands that held him. His last thoughts were of the people he had failed, and the land he would leave, and how much he would miss his beautiful castle.
The shadowy hands did not abandon him. They held him all the way down, through his long fall, until he no longer needed to be held.
∞∞∞
 
The army of Lost Boys, if it could even be called an army, was arranged into different training sections in a small clearing by the nearby forest. Wendy and each of the girls were responsible for each of the sections, going through lessons, drills, and giving demonstrations, often to painful conclusions. None of the girls had really appreciated what the Darling School for girls had been teaching them until they found themselves in a magical land, against an overwhelming force, to save creatures that they never knew existed.
Wendy was responsible for teaching the fencing, Elizabeth was responsible for teaching the archery, and Alexandria was irresponsibly demonstrating the effects of her various inventions on anyone nearby. The boys watched, confused, as Alexandria mixed several components together. Charlie, much to his anxiousness, was currently in the group with Alexandria.
“What does that do?” he asked, even though he knew he shouldn’t.
“Don’t touch that,” Alexandria said, even though Charlie kept a respectful, if not paranoid, distance away.
“Is that dangerous?” another boy worked up the courage to ask.
“Of course it is.”
“Is that useful?” the boy just didn’t learn his lesson.
Was it useful? Really? Without looking over, Alexandria tossed what looked like a rubber ball in his direction. Naturally, being a ball, he caught it. And naturally, being Alexandria’s ball, it exploded in a blinding puff of purple that covered him completely.
“I can’t see! I’m blind!” the boy let everyone know, even though it was quite obvious by the way he waved his arms and staggered aimlessly around.
Alexandria thought that this was probably a good time to instruct them on something. “If they can’t see, you can beat them,” she told the group loudly, as if they couldn’t understand. She effortlessly shoved the staggering boy down to the ground to demonstrate her point. Everyone looked impressed, except the boy on the ground, and Alexandria started to warm up to the whole teaching experience.
“Will he be able to see again?” one of her unimportant students asked, barely getting Alexandria’s attention.
“In a couple of hours, hopefully. Would you like to see some more?” she asked, rummaging through her backpack and not even waiting for their response. They all nodded enthusiastically. This wasn’t so hard, she could be a teacher.
In another part of the clearing, Elizabeth walked among her students, observing their stances and watching as they aimed their bows at a group of hastily arranged targets on the far side. She couldn’t go past a single student without arranging their hands, lifting their bow, or fidgeting with their arrow. She often shook her head and repositioned them several times, often with the arrow nocked and their hands wavering from the strain.
Elizabeth didn’t notice. They would grow stronger, they would have to, so they could get better. She finally nodded to herself, before shaking her head and making several more adjustments. Then it was onto the next student to do it all over again.
“It is not enough to merely hit the target, you must hit it in the most vulnerable spot. Do your best to accomplish in one shot what others would do with multiple shots,” she told them. She knew it was obvious, but it needed to be said just the same.
Elizabeth took up her position at the head of the line. All the students watched her. She raised her bow, sighted her target, and let fly her arrow. Elizabeth turned back to the group and started talking as soon as her arrow left her bow. She knew it would embed itself in the center of her target, she had already seen it happen.
“You must find your stillness before you can find your target. Once you have both in your mind, the distance your arrow must travel shortens until there is only one, inevitable, outcome.”
The group wasn’t looking at her, they were still staring in awe at the shot she had made. Elizabeth waited a while, but they didn’t seem to be getting over it. They could be standing there all day, she realized.
“Now, you do it,” she told them, breaking them out of their trance.
They had lowered their bows and forgotten their stances, so they had to fumble with their posture and sight lines all over again, doing a poor job of imitating what she had just shown them. She waited while they dropped their bows, dropped their arrows, and shot off stray shots before they were ready. They bumbled into each other, excused themselves and proceeded to start all over again. Elizabeth tried hard to be patient, and patience with imperfection was not something she found as easily as her targets.
“Take your time, it’s not like an enemy soldier is bearing down on you with the intent to kill you,” she told them.
What she said ended up having the opposite effect, they dropped their bows more, they dropped their arrows more, and they couldn’t even get to the point where they could shoot off stray arrows. Elizabeth closed her eyes and tried to find her calm. She breathed in, focusing on her breath, on the stillness, on the sound.
She heard the twang as an arrow flew, followed by several more. She couldn’t believe it, they were actually making shots! Elizabeth opened her eyes excitedly to try and see if what her ears were hearing could possibly be true. One arrow went into the sky, another shot directly into the ground. A third arrow would have shot another unfortunate student, but the student potentially firing the arrow tripped before a major accident could occur. They were making shots, but they were making them toward everything except the actual targets.
“Okay, this is okay. You’re all doing fine. This is part of learning. Try and calm down, take your time, take as much time as you need, just work on firing the arrows in the general direction of the targets,” she instructed.
The students nodded to her, they nodded to themselves, some even nodded toward the targets, but it didn’t seem to matter. Shooting a bow and arrow seemed to be the hardest thing they ever did, and their initial attempts had completely destroyed any confidence any of them might have had. If anything, they were actually getting worse with each successive attempt.
Elizabeth briefly entertained the notion that perhaps she was to blame. She was too exacting, too strict, and too perfect in her ability for them to comprehend. Her example, far from being inspiring, actually created distress and awareness of their lack of ability. How could she fix that? How could she help them thrive?
“Remember what I told you about hitting the most vulnerable part of the target? About accomplishing in one shot what others would do in multiple shots? Well, forget all of that. Just try and hit the target, any target, anywhere, at any time.”
Her students tried to follow her words of encouragement. And she watched them continue to try for the better part of the day.
Unlike Elizabeth or Alexandria, instead of giving a lesson, Wendy was watching someone else give one. She stood with Peter and a few other boys as they all looked at Belle holding up a small pouch high in the air. The pouch itself didn’t look that interesting, and since they couldn’t see inside it there was really nothing interesting at all to see, but Belle assured them that what was inside was more interesting than they could possibly imagine. The group watched the mundane looking pouch in awe. It was a brown, old thing. Sewn together and then sown again multiple times, with mismatched threads, over old tears.
“It’s faerie dust, I made it,” Belle told them.
She said it as a matter of fact, but there was pride in her voice, reverence, at this thing that had come from her, that she made, that she would make again.
“Is it magical?” someone asked.
“It comes from magic, so it’s magical,” Belle said, almost flippantly, almost with a little too much attitude, as if it were the most obvious magical thing in the world. She went on with her lesson, not even sparing that someone another arrogant look.
“The dust is a byproduct of happiness, from happy thoughts, from happy times.”
“Does that mean you can make sad dust when you’re sad?”
“What?!” Belle recoiled, it was that same someone again. They just didn’t know when to keep their mouth shut and let her continue. Belle tried her best to make sure that her anger didn’t take over again.
“If you can make happy dust, it must stand to reason that you can make sad dust as well,” he just kept on talking.
“It’s magic, it doesn’t have to stand to any type of reason at all. And no, faeries don’t make sad dust.”
Belle flew up into the air, her wings fluttering quickly behind her. That shut everyone up and made them stare up at her with wide eyes. She knew it would, it was why she did it. No matter how many times she flew, it always brought out the wonder of youth in whoever saw her do it.
“When you are happy, and you believe, you fly,” she lectured them, quite enjoying herself.
“So you need the dust to fly?” someone talked again.
Belle flew over to that someone, hovering at a sharp angle above him and making him crane his neck up.
“Faeries don’t need the dust to fly, but you do. If I sprinkle some on you,” Belle proceeded to do exactly what she said, dipping her hand into the pouch and bringing out the smallest amount of dust she could, barely a pinch of a pinch. She held it up for them all to see, a small sunshine between her fingers. And then she sprinkled it onto someone, although her version of sprinkle was more of an angry flick that shot the dust out of her hand to hit him square on the forehead. His head jolted back from the force and his eyes looked around in a daze, unable to focus.
Everyone around someone backed up from him, as he slowly started to lift up into the air. Belle flew around behind him and grabbed him by the shoulders, speeding up his ascent and uncomfortable feeling.
“You will become as light as your happiness and your belief,” Belle finished.
Unable to help herself, she gave him a small shove, sending someone drifting off slowly, going end over end. They all watched as he approached a tree, and then hit that tree, and then wildly grabbed onto a branch and held on for dear life. His legs raised up toward the sky.
“That’s amazing,” Wendy said, because it was, and she had no qualms about admitting it.
“Yes, it is,” Belle said, because for some reason or other she wanted to have something over Wendy. And, she thought, if you needed to have something over Wendy, flying was the best thing to have.
∞∞∞
 
Queen Magenta stood in the center of a tall, circular chamber. Her eyes were closed, and her fist was held up before her. Darkness and light gathered and chased itself in swirling circles of smoke around her hand. Dorian stood off to the side, his face impassive, his arms held clasped in front of him.
A black, shiny, tar like substance clung to the room’s walls. It hung off them like an unfinished web, dripping and spreading onto the floor and stretching out onto the ceiling. Several faeries were stuck behind the tar, weak, feeble, they moaned pitifully and struggled to move.
James was down on one knee, and, despite what he told Peter about not thinking much of faeries, he winced as he focused on their obvious pain.
“The Queen’s Knife was sunk,” she said.
Queen Magenta kept her eyes closed. She manipulated the black smoke around her hand, bringing out more. She opened her eyes, which were now two black orbs of night, and looked up the tall room into the open ceiling above to show the lateness of the hour. Night looked at night.
“We were attacked by pirates. By Blackbeard. He sunk the Knife,” James admitted reluctantly.
The shadow smoke in the Queen’s hands grew, expanded, tried to shape itself into something. But Queen Magenta lost her focus, and the shadows ultimately dissipated into nothing. She screamed and closed her hands into fists, killing the last of the smoke. Some of the faeries whimpered in fear.
The Queen closed her eyes. A long moment passed. Smoke rose off the Queen’s form, as if she had been on fire. It rose up, higher still, through the open ceiling and into the sky. The Queen opened her now normal eyes and watched it rise above her, beyond her. She looked sad, like a lost little girl.
“It leaves me, because it can,” she said.
James wisely said nothing.
The Queen waited until the last of the shadow smoke had vanished.
“But we will need it, all the dark of the shadows. The Governor is dead, Nevinia is leaderless, but we still face resistance from the Pirates. There will be others. This can’t stand, we must have unity in Neverland so that it will be ready when they return.”
James was confused. “When who returns, Mother?”
“Rise,” Queen Magenta told her son, choosing to ignore his question.
James stood up and Queen Magenta finally turned to look at him.
“We must recapture Peter and get him to lead us to the last of the faeries. We will need them, all of them this time, all their power, to unite Neverland.”
The Queen held out her hand and wisps of shadow smoke reached out to the trapped faeries in the walls. They whimpered and tried to pull away, but they were caught fast in the web with nowhere to go. The smoke ran along their forms, caressed their cheeks, and caused them to renew their struggles.
James winced at their pain, and did his best to hide it. “Surely we don’t need all of them.”
“We need all of them,” Queen Magenta said, turning her attention toward her son. “There will be a war, and people will die. A lot of them. But in the end, Neverland will be saved.”
James looked at the floor, unable to meet her gaze. “Maybe Neverland is not worth saving if it means so many must die.”
Queen Magenta shrugged. “People die, it’s what they do. If they die for me, at least they will have had purpose.”
James sighed, not liking the idea of wars, and dying, and hunting down his old friend. “Mother, I do not know where Peter has escaped to.”
“No, you don’t,” she agreed.
Queen Magenta moved her fingers slightly, imperceptibly.
One of the faeries managed to free an arm from the black, tar substance. She pulled harder, her wings fluttering like mad, and got her other hand free. The faerie pushed against the wall with both hands, kicking her feet and thrashing around until she tore herself out of the wall.
She hovered in the air, looking at the window to freedom and then back at her trapped friends. The faerie moved toward them, but Dorian advanced, pulling out a knife. She gave one last apologetic look at her friends and then flew for the window. Dorian pulled back his hand, aimed, and let the knife fly. It flew through the air, at the faerie, and tore through her left wing as she took flight. The faerie screamed and plummeted, but managed to compensate with her other wing, keeping herself flying in an unsteady back and forth path.
“She will lead me to Peter and the rest of the faeries. Go now, I no longer need you.”
James nodded. He turned and left the room without another word.
Dorian resumed his place behind the Queen and to her right, his eyes locked on a point high up on the wall, seeming to see nothing and everything at once.
The Queen looked out the window where the faerie had made her escape. “It is time to put the pirates in their place. And for that, I will need more power.”
She turned her cold stare to the trapped, remaining faeries.
“I’m going to need a lot more,” she said.




Chapter 13: Drowning waters
Mary stood at the bow of the ship, staring out at the peaceful night waters. She was beside the large stone crow figurehead, watching the long beak extending out and pointing the way toward oblivion. That simple figurehead had won the Midnight Crow many battles, tearing into ship’s hulls before their captain’s realized the large figurehead wasn’t a figurehead at all, but a potent weapon.
That had been her idea. And Captain One Eyed Blackbeard had taken credit for it, just like he took credit for everything else that happened on the ship, which was just how Mary had designed that as well. It was what she wanted, what she needed, wasn’t it?
It had never bothered her before, but it bothered her now, ever since Wendy had set foot on her ship that wasn’t her ship. Now everything had changed. Now she cringed every time Blackbeard gave one of her secret orders, the small inaccuracies, the missteps in conveying them, building in her mind, every wrong word hitting her with the cold spray of doubt.
This was her ship, she was the real captain. She knew it, Blackbeard knew it, and no one else knew anything about it. Which was what she wanted, which was what she hated.
She looked behind her at the small night crew that was busy operating her ship. They wouldn’t follow her, she knew that. They needed a fearsome leader, one who inspired terror, one who could be surrendered to by opposing enemies.
Who would surrender to her? Who would follow her?
She sighed. This was the way of things. This had always been the way. And now she hated it.
Thanks to Wendy.
For once in her life, Mary had begun to doubt herself. The one thing she was sure of, the one thing she counted on all her life, her confidence, was slipping away with each passing night. And it was leaving her in an endless sea of black, alone with her thoughts.
Mary turned her gaze back on the endless waters. The dark, mysterious, peaceful, violent waters she had known all her life. They were her home, and one day, she knew in her heart, they would also be her grave. And she loved them for it.
She sighed, and hung her head, and wondered what she was going to do with these new dark and mysterious thoughts that Wendy had put in her head. Could she continue to live her life of lies? Could she continue to run her ship through Blackbeard? Was it even a choice? Absently, she moved a strand of hair that had fallen into her face, and wished she could do the same so easily with her doubts.
“What is that?”
Mary startled, resurfacing from her thoughts.
Blackbeard had appeared beside her. He was loyal to her to the end. She had saved his life once, when he wasn’t Blackbeard, when he wasn’t even a pirate, and he had saved hers by helping her grow her crew, until she had become the secret Pirate Lord, only in his name. If Mary decided to come forward, he wouldn’t stop her. He wouldn’t deny her, he would stand in front of her as the crew mutinied. Wouldn’t he? Mary wasn’t sure of anything anymore.
“What is what?” she asked, and then looked out to what he pointed at. At first glance it seemed to be a ship, at second glance also, it was only at third glance that things appeared to be slightly off about the ship. It was a dark, cold night, and hard to see. Everything looked normal enough, but something about the ship wasn’t quite right, and kept Mary glancing as her brain tried to piece together whatever her instincts were telling her. The ship was heading right for them. 
“Prepare for battle,” Mary yelled out, before realizing what it was she had said.
She looked quickly at Blackbeard and then at the rest of the crew. They had stopped, and were looking at her curiously. Mary was standing right beside Blackbeard, but it appeared that she had given the order, and not him, and that wasn’t how they did things on the Midnight Crow.
“Prepare for battle I said! Or do ye expect to be prepared by standing around and gawking like a bunch of land lovers?” Blackbeard yelled at them, doing his best to recover from her mistake.
It worked.
The crew snapped out of their normal, listless routine and ran about the deck of the ship, dodging each other and the masts as they got to where they were supposed to be whenever Blackbeard told them to prepare for anything.
“What battle, sir?” one of the crew decided to ask, doing his best to avoid Mary’s stare as he directed his question at Blackbeard and then at the ground.
When the ground refused to answer, Blackbeard pointed again at the ship in the distance, the ship that was getting closer with each passing moment.
“We have a ship to sink, now get to it, and rouse the rest of the crew!”
Mary gave a slight nod, letting Blackbeard know that this was exactly what she wanted ordered. The crewman saw it also, and stared at Mary, more than a little confused.
Mary averted her eyes and looked away, back out to sea, back out to the mysterious ship, playing the part of her usual shy self. The crewman bounded away, intent on following Blackbeard’s orders as well as he could, or Blackbeard would throw him out into the sea as well as he could. It had happened before, the crewman did not want it to happen to him again. Captain Blackbeard scratched at his patch, working incessantly on the old itch that would never leave him.
“Sometimes I think it’s the itch that scratches you,” Mary said, watching as her ship turned toward the other in the distance.
They watched in silence as the long distance shortened. The ship was fully alert now, and pirates stood on the deck with grim faces and drawn swords.
“What is it you’re expecting to find on that ship?” Blackbeard asked, as they were almost in range of the cannons.
Mary looked out at the night waters. The moon illuminated them slightly, adding detail to their fathomless depths. It was not that way with the mysterious ship. The ship was darkness pure, and nowhere where the light hit it, did it reveal anything but the blackest of black. It had no detail, it had no depth, it was just a featureless void of nothing.
“I’m expecting to find death,” Mary said.
They were in range, it was time. Blackbeard stepped away from the rail and drew his sword, addressing the ship shrouded in darkness.
“Surrender were ye are and get to stay above the waters for a little while longer. Continue as ye are and we’ll sink ye were ye be,” he flowed into his theatrical role brilliantly. Mary could not have picked a better figurehead to be the pirate lord of the pirate council.
The crew cheered and voiced their agreement. Swords were waved in the air, cannons were jostled and aimed and aimed again, just to try and be more threatening. But for all the theatrics Blackbeard’s performance brought out in the crew, the mysterious black ship with no features did not respond at all.
“Did ye hear yer choices, or what one ye’ve got?! Make it then, and live or die by its wisdom!” Blackbeard made a second attempt.
The crowd yelled and waved their swords again, but they did it with less enthusiasm and more uncertainty than the first time. This was, after all, the first time that there had ever been a second time, and they didn’t know what to make of the ship that wasn’t scared of the Midnight Crow.
The dark and mysterious ship came to a stop, and some of the crew took that to heart as a sign of its fear and willingness to surrender. But it just sat there, a dark spot darker than the surrounding night, and made no further attempt to do anything at all. Mary squinted her eyes and looked closely at the ship, but she simply could not see anything of note on it. She thought she could see a deck, and sails, but she didn’t know if that was her mind trying vainly to fill in the depths of what was otherwise a wall of an outline of a ship.
The ships regarded each other in silence for a moment, with Mary’s tension and worry growing, until finally she leaned in close so that only Blackbeard could hear her.
“Fire the cannons. Fire them right now, and fire all of them,” she told him urgently.
Blackbeard didn’t waste any time questioning her order. He knew Mary’s instincts had saved them on more than one occasion.
“Fire all the cannons!” he yelled at the top of his voice.
The pirates of the Midnight Crow loaded the cannons, lit the cannons, and the cannons fired their cannonballs through the night sky and toward the other ship. The heavy, iron balls disappeared into the black outline of the ship without a sound. There wasn’t a sound of wood breaking, of people screaming, of even water splashing. There was simply no sound at all. The cannonballs disappeared into the ship as if they ceased to be, without any evidence that they had ever been before, swallowed up into the darkness.
Blackbeard’s mouth hung open in confusion and shock. It was open so wide, that it looked to Mary that he might be his own separate cannon, threatening to fire another useless attack on the mysterious ship.
“Prepare to fire again!” he cried, when he could finally control his jaw again.
“No, prepare to retreat,” Mary told him.
“Retreat?” the word was as foreign to Blackbeard as the odd ship that stood before them. The Midnight Crow had never retreated from anything.
“Retreat,” Mary confirmed. She knew the Midnight Crow would have to flee if it had any hope of surviving the encounter.
But before Captain Blackbeard, of the three lands of the six seas, the pirate lord of the council of pirates, could give his very first order to retreat, retreat became an impossible order to carry out. A dark shape, of the same depthless quality as the ship, in the outline of a person, crawled up over the rail from the waters below and jumped onto Captain Blackbeard’s back and latched onto him.
Mary screamed. It may have been the very first time she had ever truly been caught off guard. Captain Blackbeard also screamed, and quite a few of the pirates on the decks yelled, pointing out to others what they should also be yelling about. Mary raised her sword and tried to target the shadow thing on Blackbeard’s back. She thought she had an opening, and raised her sword to strike. Blackbeard turned around, facing Mary, and seeing that she was about to cut him down.
“Turn around!” she ordered.
Blackbeard turned around and Mary prepared to strike. The shadow thing swiveled and crawled over to his front, escaping Mary’s opening.
“Turn around!” she ordered again.
Blackbeard turned around again, exposing the shadow monster again. Mary prepared to attack again, and again the shadow thing crawled to the opposite side.
“This isn’t working,” Mary said.
But it was working for the shadow, who took the opportunity to scratch and claw at Blackbeard while it held onto him.
“There’s some kind of shadow ship ahead!” the Old Man on the lookout cried, finally spying it through his spyglass.
“We know,” Mary yelled up at him.
The Old Man grumbled and retrieved another spyglass from his supply, seeing if he could get a better result from a similar model.
“And there are some kind of shadow things on the deck of our ship!” the Old Man warned, doing his best to do his job as a lookout.
“We know!” Mary yelled at him again.
But Mary didn’t know, because three more shadows had crawled up behind her. Blackbeard saw them, and gave a lunge, past Mary, to drive his sword into one of them. It cried out a hissing, gurgling sound as it dissolved into a puddle on the deck.
“They can be killed,” Mary said, before realizing that the shadow on Blackbeard’s back had stopped and watched the demise of its fellow.
Not giving it another chance to escape, Mary plunged her sword into what was probably its neck. It gave a similar cry before dissolving onto Blackbeard’s back. Blackbeard tried to wipe the liquid, shadow substance off of him.
“More shadow things!” the Old Man cried, and this time Mary, and everyone else on the ship, followed his pointing finger to see about a dozen of the things clambering over the rail and onto the deck of the ship.
“To arms!” Mary yelled, raising her sword up high. “Drive them into the water!”
The shadow things pulled out swords from their side, which only became visible once they removed their arms from their bodies to show that something long and pointy was now extending from their hands.
“What are those things?” Captain Blackbeard wondered aloud.
“They’re shadow things!” the Old Man told him, hunkering down low in his lookout and peeking out at the commencing battle.
“That was not entirely helpful,” Mary maneuvered to the nearest shadow thing and struck out with her sword. The shadow raised its own sword and blocked the attack, before launching into one of its own. Mary was the best swordswoman, man, and probably thing, on the ship. So she saw the attack coming, ducked low beneath it, and then drove her blade into the shadow thing’s side. It screamed at her as it died.
“At least we can stop them,” Mary said, before turning to see that an army of the shadow things had climbed up out of the waters and onto the deck of the Midnight Crow. The crew had already engaged them with swords, but they couldn’t fight like Mary could.
“The Queen means to eliminate all the pirates from Neverland, and gain control of the waters,” Mary said.
“I never thought her magic was this powerful,” Blackbeard replied, as another shadow thing engaged him and forced him back toward the rail.
Mary stepped in and fought the shadow thing, driving it back to the main mast and impaling it against the pole with a quick strike. It screamed, dissolved, and then another one took its place. They were never ending, it was hopeless.
Pirates cried out in alarm, dismay, and genuine fear. Some of them were thrown screaming over the ship’s edge and into the dark waters. Others jumped of their own accord, just to escape from the shadows.
“Stand and fight!” Mary ordered them.
She fought harder than she ever fought before, slaying shadows left and right, and then right and left as others took their place. The deck of the ship became wet and slimy with shadow remains, making it harder to find footing and fight properly. But Mary continued on, a storm of vengeance and determination, destroying shadow fiends until she threatened to drown the Midnight Crow in their liquefied remains. All the while the mysterious, dark ship sat in silence. Watching, waiting. Mary kept an eye on it as she fought, vaguely discerning movement on the enemy vessel.
“Turn the ship about, prepare to ram them!” she cried, her instincts telling her that something very bad was going to happen very soon.
Her order went mostly unheard, as the pirates were too busy fighting for their lives or drowning. The ones that could hear her were cut off from the wheel of the ship. Mary doubled her efforts, cutting herself a path through the mass of moving shadows, fighting to reach the captain’s wheel.
“Raise the mainmast!” she told Blackbeard as two shadow fiends blocked her way.
They angled their shadow blades and struck at the same time. Mary didn’t have time to block them both, so she jumped in between them, letting the swords fly harmlessly by to attack where she had just stood. Mary tilted her body to the side, making herself a smaller target as she tried to keep an eye on both shadow fiends. One raised its sword high, the other low. Mary tensed, waiting to see who would attack first. As if they could somehow communicate with each other, the two shadow fiends struck at the same time. Mary realized it just in time, and dodged sideways, running into the ship’s wheel and knocking the breath out of herself.
Since she had dodged out of the way, and since she had been standing in between them, the two shadows ended up impaling each other with their swords. They shrieked, and blamed, and cursed, not that Mary understood any of it. And they struggled, and pulled, and yanked at their swords, not that they were able to free any of them. Somehow still alive, they left their swords where they were and turned to face Mary, just as Mary slumped against the ship’s wheel and turned to face them. Fists flew her way, and Mary barely had time to drop to the floor, letting those fists pass harmlessly overhead. She scampered around to the other side as the shadows struggled to move forward, their shadowy essence spewing out of them. Their impaled swords stuck through the ship’s wheel as they reached for Mary.
Mary realized that she had dropped her own sword. She also realized that she was facing two perfectly good swords hilts, even though they were made out of shadow and currently impaled in two shadow fiends and sticking through the spokes of the ship’s wheel. Mary yelled and charged forward, grasping a hilt in each hand and pushing forward, driving the shadow blades all the way into the shadow fiends. They screamed and grabbed at her, hugging her and pinning her to the ship’s wheel. Mary screamed back and grabbed one of the wheel’s handles, yanking it down and causing the other handles to smack into the shadowy faces. But they wouldn’t let go, they held her close and continued to scream at her while they slowly succumbed and dissolved into a shadowy mess. Only then was Mary free to fall to the ground and begin to recover her breath.
“Raise the mainmast,” she croaked as she retrieved her sword.
But it was too late. Looking around at the deck of her ship, Mary could see that there were two shadow fiends for each pirate, and that one shadow fiend could fight better than one pirate. She watched as her pirates got cut down, as they tried to run, as they jumped overboard or were pushed.
And then it got worse.
The shadow ship, which had so far stayed silent, fired a single, dark shot through the night air. The shadow cannonball tore through the hull of the ship, sending wood splinters flying and people screaming. Another shot rang out, shooting past Mary and blasting into an unfortunate pirate, sending his lifeless body flying off the deck and into the dark waters.
“Raise the mainmast! Get the oars moving!” Mary cried, regaining her feet and spinning the wheel to turn her ship toward the alien vessel.
“They’re firing on us!” the Old Man said from the crow’s nest.
Captain Blackbeard was already raising the sails and giving more orders. The oars dipped into the waters and the Midnight Crow began to turn head on toward the shadow ship.
A shot boomed out, followed by several more. The Old Man was about to say something redundant, but one of the shadow cannonballs took out a portion of his lookout. He cowered down and mumbled in fear. The Midnight’s Crow’s skeletal beak led the way as the ship picked up speed.
“Prepare to ram her!” Mary cried.
“We don’t know what we’ll find in there,” Blackbeard said, looking with fear at the size of the dark ship before them.
“We’ll find only death if we wait here,” Mary said.
The pirates around her regained a small sense of momentum, and they cheered themselves on and tried to fight back against the overwhelming shadows. They formed a circle around Mary, keeping her protected while she steered the ship true.
The cannonballs continued to be fired, and they continued to sail through the air, but they weren’t hitting the Crow as much as before. The ship was building up speed, the skeletal beak of the crow figurehead leading the way. The pirates took heart that the shadows tried desperately to cut their way through to Mary, and they stood shoulder to shoulder and protected her in a circle of sword thrusts, parries, and slashes.
For her part, Mary had no idea when the circle had formed around her. She looked to her side to see Blackbeard looking at her, an odd smile on his lips.
“Ye steer her true,” he told her.
Mary gripped the wheel and nodded to Blackbeard, to herself, and even to the approaching ship of darkness. This was where she was supposed to be, this was who she was supposed to be. Her own words came back to her, that she had to be true to herself, otherwise everything else ceased to exist. She hadn’t been true to herself, and she had been paying the price for it, dying a little each day by not choosing to live.
Wendy had been right.
Mary chose not to hide, at least for the moment.
“Full speed ahead!” Mary roared, and it was like a victory cry, the pirates around her yelling their support.
The Midnight Crow cut through the waters with ease, her skeletal beak extended, she charged into the impenetrable, looming ship. The dark ship gave in, like it was made out of jelly, and its structure fell in on itself as the Midnight Crow pierced it. There wasn’t so much a crash, as a slowing down of the ship. A small whimper, from something alive, turned into a tearing sound, and finally a cacophony of screams erupted from the shadow ship. It was echoed, in unison, from all the shadow warriors on the deck around the pirates. They all felt the same pain, and fell to their knees.
Globs of shadow mass fell free from the ship and landed on the Midnight Crow. The globs separated, elongated, and grew into new warriors. Little by little the shadow ship died, and little by little the shadow army grew. Some of the globs exploded violently from the ship, plastering themselves on the side of the Crow and turning into shadow fiends that struggled to climb onto the deck and unleash new swords.
The pirates were stunned. They had eliminated the threat of the ship, only to watch a greater army emerge and grow all around them. If their fight was hopeless before, it was impossible now. And they all turned to Mary to see what she would tell them to do next.
Captain Blackbeard also turned to her, ready to follow her orders.
Mary looked out at the crowded deck of her ship in awe, in fear, in numbness. Mary looked out into a nightmare. Even the shadow fiends waited to see what she would do.
Mary let go of the wheel, and felt her arms drop to her side.
No one moved.
Beside them, the remains of the pulpy, dark ship foamed and fell in on itself, bubbling with less force and succumbing to the unending strength of the waters of the sea, until it drowned out of existence.
The Midnight Crow was left, battered, but still sailing, still floating.
Mary felt her sword hilt with her hand, Mary tightened her hand into a fist and brought that sword up high before her.
“If you’re going to die today, die as pirates.”
The crew looked around at the menacing, whispering, shadow army. Mary stepped away from the wheel and broke through the protective circle around her.
“Live as pirates.”
She walked up to the nearest shadow fiend and engaged it.
“Fight as pirates!” she yelled the last, deflecting the fiend’s sword and plunging hers deep into its neck.
“Fight as pirates!” Blackbeard echoed, finding his own shadow fiend to kill, and killing it with only slightly less elegance than Mary.
The crew cheered, the crew fought, the crew took a step back in utter, desperate resignation. Mermaids jumped onto the ship from the water below. They rocketed out of the water, high into the air, and landed on the deck with somersaults. They burst through the deck floor boards, they dropped from the masts, and they looped and twirled over and under each other with alien precision and beauty.
Their tails shifted into muscular, sparkle covered legs and they got down on one knee and bowed their heads. The mermaids waited, as the pirates waited, as even the shadow fiends waited. They, all of them, didn’t have long to wait.
A massive geyser appeared at the front of the ship, growing higher and wider as a small island tower of water formed. From the center of the geyser the mermaid ruler, Selindus, rose up and out of the water. She looked down at them solemnly with regal elegance, and more than a few pirates fell to their knees in awe, until she found Mary staring back at her. She held Mary’s gaze, as Mary held hers, as everyone and everything looked back and forth between the two.
Selindus held out her arms to the side and simply let herself fall from her tower. She fell through the air, picking up speed, until she tucked into a small role and landed on her feet before Mary. The deck shivered and the wood splintered and Mary was forced to steady herself. Selindus pretended not to notice, she rose up to her full height, taller than Mary, and looked down at her with all the fury and might of the sea. Her hair was full, floating up around her, and it moved and shifted under unseen currents. It was a deep blue, but it was also pale, and sometimes shades of limitless black moved through its depths. Her eyes were the purest green, and they faded and grew in their intensity, like a wave pushing and pulling on the shore. She glowed like never ending life, and strength and will came off her with unrelenting force.
Mary knew that they were doomed.
“I am Selindus. I hold dominion over the waters you trespass on.”
Mary couldn’t talk, she couldn’t think, she could barely simply look back at this impossible, magnificent creature and listen. Selindus finally took her eyes off Mary and looked on at the three different armies that had assembled on the cramped deck of the Midnight Crow.
Mary knew that she should do something, that she should try anything, no matter how hopeless, but the only thing that she could do was wait and see what Selindus would do.
It had started raining, and Mary couldn’t remember if it was raining before Selindus had come, or because she had come. Whatever the timing, the shadow fiends didn’t seem to like it. The rain bit at them, cleansed them, burned them. It started imperceptibly, and grew to be overwhelming. They started hissing, and grew to shrieking and growling in unison. Staggering about, trying to get the rain off.
Selindus turned back to Mary, and a thin smile appeared on her regal face. If Mary had blinked she would have missed it, but no one missed the words that came with the smile.
“Today we fight with you. Today, we fight as pirates!”
The mermaids jumped at the shadows with unbridled ferocity. They tore at them, bit them, and shredded their forms into pulpy masses on the deck.
The pirates were stunned at first, and when they could recover from the various things that they were trying to figure out, and realized that they weren’t going to figure them out just yet, they simply joined the mermaids in attacking the shadows.
The shadow fiends went from an overwhelming victory, to an inevitable defeat in the span of moments. Everywhere they turned they were met with either a sword, raking claws, or the acidic water. Most times they were met with all three, most times it only took one to defeat them.
The shrieking grew as the shadows lessened, until finally the shrieking lessened, until finally the sights and the sounds of the shadows were all gone. The pirates and the mermaids looked on at each other, not sure what would happen next. Mary stepped away from her last kill, not even remembering when she had joined the fight, to see Selindus approaching her, flanked by mermaids with wicked smiles and dripping shadow pulp from their smooth, delicate hands. Hands that could kill like claws.
“We have a lot to talk about,” Selindus said.




Chapter 14: Wendy’s lesson
It was the second day of training and it hadn't been going as well as the first, which had ended up being a disaster, so Belle thought she would do what she usually did when it didn't go well, she would fly. Wendy watched her. Belle pretended not to watch Wendy while she was watching her.  It was petty, and Belle knew it was, but she also knew that for some reason or other Wendy made her jealous. And it was great to be able to fly and soar and sweep while Wendy was forced to stand on the ground and watch her.
It was also silly. Belle had asked for Wendy’s help after all, and trying to make Wendy jealous because Wendy made her jealous seemed a silly thing to do, especially since Wendy had agreed to come to Neverland and help her.
Elizabeth and Alexandria had stopped their lessons, because no one could help do anything except crane their neck up in the air and watch Belle fly. And that made Belle the center of attention, and if Belle loved being anywhere, it was at everyone’s attention.
But it probably shouldn’t have surprised her that the first person to recover from her amazing display of flying would be Wendy. And it definitely shouldn’t have surprised her that the first thing she did was walk over to talk to Peter. And there Belle was again, not being able to help it, high up in the air and grounded by jealousy.
“We need to talk,” Wendy said.
“Haven’t we done that already?” Peter asked, easily able to take his attention off the flying spectacle as he usually was the flying spectacle.
“The training hasn’t gone as well as I was hoping,” Wendy said.
Peter scrunched up his face, deep in thought. Wendy waited, and waited, and began to wonder if he had forgotten that they were supposed to be talking.
“Peter, the boys are terrible at sword fighting,” Wendy said.
“Have you told anyone else that?” he asked.
“No.”
“Good, it probably wouldn’t motivate them if you told them that,” he concluded.
Wendy had always taken her training at The Darling School for Girls for granted, not thinking it would have any real world applications. And here she was, trying to use her training to save another world, a world that didn’t exist for her a few days ago, even though she had always known it was there. Belle soared by overhead, coming awfully close, close enough to lift up Wendy’s hair with the breeze.
“It’s not about motivating them, it’s about teaching them how to fight,” Wendy said.
“It’s not about teaching them how to fight, it’s about motivating them to pretend to know how to fight so that other people will believe it,” Peter said convincingly, even though Wendy didn’t look convinced. He was pretty sure she would look convinced soon, most people did when he pretended hard enough. But Wendy gave him a different look, a stern look, a look that Peter wasn’t used to getting, so he tried not to take it.
“I’m not talking to you, ever again,” he said, turning his head away and making a show of not looking at anything in particular while still trying to see what Wendy was looking at and how she was looking at it.
“You’re unbelievable,” she told him.
It was about the worst thing she could have said. Suddenly, she had Peter’s complete and undivided, and literally quite horrified, attention. He fell to his knees in front of her and held up his hands, staring at them in fear and then turning them around to see if they looked different from other angles.
“I’m still here,” he said, mystified.
Wendy just looked at him, completely at a loss.
“Then there’s still time,” Peter wrapped his arms around her legs.
“What are you doing?” Wendy looked around nervously while trying to pry him off her.
“Belief is very important in Neverland. Wendy, you’ve got to believe in me, or I’ll disappear,” he told her desperately.
“I’m pretty sure you won’t,” she said, successfully getting one hand off.
“I will!” Peter insisted.
“You’re still here!” she pointed out.
“But for how much longer?”
Wendy didn’t know what else to do, everyone was definitely looking at them now. “I believe in you, I believe in you! Now please stand up.”
Peter jumped to his feet with relief. “I’m back!” he yelled.
All the boys cheered.
“Neverland is saved!”
They cheered louder.
While Wendy didn’t want to dampen their spirits, it was important that they realized just how far they still had to go in their training before Neverland could hope to be saved.
“We still have to defeat the Queen to save Neverland,” Wendy told them.
“I thought that’s why you’re here,” Peter pointed out.
“I can’t fight an army for you. I can only help you to become an army. And right now your training has been going so poorly that it wouldn’t even take an army to beat you.”
And somehow Wendy had gone and stolen the spotlight from her all over again, Belle thought. Even Peter was looking at her admiringly. He wasn’t supposed to do that. 
Having no idea what else she should do, Belle decided on the most dramatic course of action: She swooped in and hit her.
Wendy flew to the ground while Belle landed gracefully.
“So teach us,” Belle said, her sword out in her hand.
“Belle!” Peter admonished.
“No.”
Wendy was lying on the ground, looking at the blood on her hand from her newly split lip, the same spot that Belle had healed days before. She knew that Belle had trouble getting a hold of her emotions when they got the better of her, but she really had no idea what she had done to upset Belle as much as this. All she knew, was that she had had enough of it.
“No,” she said again, as she picked herself up. “I’m here to teach you, that’s why you brought me.” Wendy brought out her sword.
“Maybe that was a mistake,” Belle said, fully letting her anger get a hold of her. “Maybe you were a mistake. Maybe I should be giving the lessons from now on.”
They circled each other, swords drawn, faces grim.
“I’m waiting for your lesson,” Wendy said.
The snow had started to fall lightly as they faced each other, contrasting strongly with the otherwise warm climate. Belle darted in and struck with her sword. Wendy danced to the side, and then to the right as Belle’s blade failed to find her. Wendy side stepped a few attacks, parried the odd one, and continued to dodge and weave effortlessly. Belle was putting everything behind her strikes, and quickly tiring.
“Looks like you need to improve your lesson,” Wendy said.
Belle ceased her attack and stared at Wendy with grim respect. She stepped back and let her sword rest by her side. The crowd of pretty much everyone had pressed in and surrounded them, with eyes and mouths wide, they could do nothing but wait to see what would happen next.
“Let’s see if you’ve ever had this lesson,” Belle rose up into the air
Belle attacked from on high, darting in and out of Wendy’s reach while striking with her sword. Wendy was forced to parry all the time now, as Belle was too quick, circling around and striking from every angle.
Wendy ducked low to the ground and rolled away to try and create some breathing room, but Belle flew along after her, striking away relentlessly. Wendy back peddled, stumbled, fell, picked herself up, and fell again. She parried the whole way through it, desperately, ceaselessly, successfully. At least, until she wasn’t.
Belle pressed her superior mobility, coming in at Wendy from all sides until she finally found a crack in Wendy’s defense, and managed to strike Wendy’s shoulder. She cried out in pain and grabbed her wound.
Wendy fell to her knees.
Belle landed with pride and flourish.
The crowd was silent.
Wendy looked at the blood on her shoulder, and then back at Belle.
“Looks like you have more to learn,” Belle said, so very sure of herself.
“Let’s see how well you can do when someone else plays your game,” Wendy said, rising slowly to her feet.
“You can’t fly,” Belle said.
“Yes I can,” Wendy pointed to the small pouch of faerie dust on Belle.
Belle caught onto Wendy’s meaning and laughed. “You wouldn’t even know where to start. It’s not as easy as I make it look.”
“Try me,” Wendy was deadly serious.
Peter had been loving every minute of the battle, but his conscience had finally found him, which was usually a rare event. The two girls looked like they wanted to kill each other, and Peter wasn’t so sure that that was the best idea.
“That was a very good display of sword fighting, I’m sure everyone learned a lot, but we should probably move onto the next lesson,” Peter said.
He said it, and was absolutely dumbfounded that no one had heard it. Something like that had never happened to him before and he wasn’t quite sure how to handle it. The two girls continued to look at each other with murder in their eyes, everyone else continued to look at them, and no one was even remotely looking at Peter. Being ignored was such a unique experience, that Peter decided that he would experience it for a little while longer, just so he could remember to never let it happen again. He just hoped the two girls didn’t kill each other in the meantime.
It was a standoff, and there was no way Belle was backing down. She walked toward Wendy, releasing the pouch from her hip.
“All right, I’ll let you fly,” Belle said, condescendingly.
Wendy said nothing. Her hand tightened on her sword, her eyes never left Belle’s, she stared at her until Belle had walked right up to her and was standing right before her. Belle brought out the faerie dust, and for a moment the tension left the combatants.
It glowed in the palm of her hand, it lit up the youth in both Wendy and Belle’s face, and all they could do was just look at the wonder of the tiny specs that seemed to want to lift up out of Belle’s hand and fly free.
This was magic.
It was beautiful.
And the two girls nodded to each other as if they had said those words aloud.
“You made that?” Wendy asked breathlessly.
“I did. But it really comes from Neverland.”

“It is Neverland,” Wendy said, not fully understanding it.
The motes of dust moved around each other, bumping playfully into one another, and exploring the small area on Belle’s palm. They grew brighter and dimmer, and hid around and chased one another in glee.
They were alive.
“The Faerie Queens used dreams to create the land of Never. Dreams young, old, cherished, abandoned, even ones long forgotten, and ones yet to be.”
Belle held her palm up higher.
“These are their dreams.”
Their dreams were beyond words.
All anyone could do was simply be in that moment. There were no thoughts, there were no worries, there simply was nothing but dreams.
And then there was one thought, a question, and Wendy had to ask it.
“If dreams are so beautiful, then why are there bad things in Neverland?”
Belle closed her palm around the faerie dust, dimming the light. “Because some nightmares got mixed in with the dreams. And those nightmares stayed,” she said.
The two girls looked at each other, a new understanding forming between them.
“Maybe I’m not the right person to help you free the faeries,” Wendy said, bowing her head.
“Maybe I’m not the right person to ask for that help,” Belle acknowledged.
Wendy looked around at all the people. They were solemn, their faces set. They were part of this land of Never, just as she was part of it. A land of dreams was worth fighting for, maybe even worth dying for. Because dreams were fragile, and usually small, and dreams needed people to stick up for them. Dreams needed help to survive, to grow, to thrive. Dreams needed them as much as they needed dreams.
Wendy saw Elizabeth and Alexandria looking back at her with the same understanding. They were committed, whether they liked it or not, and they were staying until the end. Whatever end it happened to be.
“Will you help me free the faeries?” Wendy asked Belle, mirroring the question that Belle had asked her a lifetime ago.
“I will give everything I am to free the faeries,” Belle said solemnly, not knowing just how great her sacrifice was going to be.
The two girls smiled, and then hugged each other tight.
“Just stop hitting me, okay?” Wendy had to add.
“No promises,” Belle promised.
∞∞∞
 
What had she done? What would they think? When would she stop obsessing over those questions? Mary didn’t have any answers to them, all she had was her doubt and worry, and those two were doing a good job of ganging up on her. Would anyone suspect anything? How could they not? Now that there was a crack in her confidence, more questions began to pile in.
Mary sighed and looked around at the cabin. The captain’s cabin. The one that she wasn’t supposed to be in because she wasn’t supposed to be the captain. But she was the captain, and only Captain Blackbeard knew it, because he wasn’t the captain.
Or maybe they all knew it, Mary relented, wondering what the crew were saying outside the walls of the cabin. She had taken quite an authoritative stance during the battle, shouting out orders and rallying the crew to the most important parts of the battle. Blackbeard relented, or simply got caught up in the moment and forgot to pretend to issue her orders. So she issued them. And they had heard her. And they had followed her, hadn’t they?
No, they had just followed the only voice that was heard. There was a battle, people were dying, someone had to do something, and someone had to follow someone else.
That was why they had listened. Maybe some of them even thought that Blackbeard was still issuing the orders and Mary was just repeating them. Maybe they were all planning a mutiny? And here she was, hiding in her cabin. Mary sighed again. She hated her questions. But there were more. A knock on the cabin door confirmed it.
“Come in,” Mary said, because what else could she do?
The door opened and Captain Blackbeard who was not a captain, of the three lands of the six seas, almost none of which he had ever been to, led the way for the ruler of the mermaids. And that was Mary’s biggest question, and undeniably her most beautiful.
The ruler’s pulsing green eyes pierced Mary where she sat, and her regal beauty made Mary feel even more wretched and alone. Selindus tilted her head, pausing at the threshold, before ducking low to allow her great height passage into the cabin. The captain’s cabin on the Midnight Crow wasn’t small by any means, but Selindus made it seem so, her great presence pushing at the walls and threatening to blast them away and free her. She was the sea, and the sea would not be contained. Mary stood up, and Selindus looked down at her.
“I have need of your ship and its pirates,” Selindus told her.
“This is Captain Blackbeard, of the three lands of the six seas,” Mary tried.
Selindus would not look at Captain Blackbeard, she would not look anywhere except at Mary, until little by little the lie dissolved in the silence. It dissolved in the absence of denial, and there was nothing left between them but the truth.
And Mary had to face it.
“I am the captain of this ship,” Mary told herself, even though it was directed at Selindus, whose hair floated about her face, rising and falling in subtle tides, the colors shimmering through it like sunlight in rain.
“Leave us,” Selindus told Captain Blackbeard.
It caught him off guard, as it caught Mary off guard, and he openly looked to her for direction once again. She nodded, and he left.
And just like that, it was established that Mary was the captain, and Selindus held the power. Nevertheless, Mary would not back down from this beautiful, powerful creature.
“Usually you’re trying to kill us. Why have you helped us?” Mary asked.
“Why indeed? When you litter our beautiful waters with your rotting ships?”
Mary might have begun doubting herself, or her place in the world, but the one thing clear in her mind was the Midnight Crow. It was her compass, it was her existence, it was the one thing that always was, her shining true.
Mary walked up to Selindus, in all her majesty, radiating with all her power, and stood within her elegance, her royalty, and her beauty. She looked up at the towering figure looking down at her.
“You may feel free to leave our rotting ship whenever you like,” Mary told her.
Selindus didn’t move, Mary didn’t move. The whole world seemed to stand still except for the ever shifting hair of the mermaid.
Mary thought Selindus might kill her right then.
“I like you,” she said instead, a small smile growing on her cold blue lips.
So Mary wasn’t going to die that day, at least not yet.
“You may like me, but you’ve done nothing to explain what it is you want from us.”
“The Queen sent her magic here to destroy you. And she would have destroyed you if not for us.”
“I don’t deny it.”
“The land of Never is old, far older than you would ever believe. And yet it is like a newborn, struggling to live and find its place. A balance has always been kept, a harmony always existed, and it hasn’t been until the scales have been tipped that Neverland finds itself in peril. Queen Magenta is using the magic of the faeries, she is perverting them, darkening them, harnessing them to bring her will to life in the creatures you saw today. She thinks she can control them, use them, but they will grow, and they will cover this land in a darkness that will never end.”
Mary nodded, not because she fully understood what Selindus was telling her, but more because she was beginning to see her place in the story.
“The Queen’s castle is by the sea. You mean to attack it,” Mary said.
Selindus nodded.
“And you want our help.”
Selindus bared razor fangs, she hissed at Mary in sudden anger and became a blur, filling all of Mary’s world. Their faces were inches apart.
“I’d rather tear the flesh off your bones!”
Selindus had moved lightning fast, like a serpent, towering over Mary, looming down, coiling, ready to strike. Even her hair seemed to be grasping, reaching out to try and pull Mary in. Slowly, ever so slowly, Selindus lowered back down on her transformed tail, reshaping it back into a pair of legs.
Mary hadn’t even noticed.
“But what I want is not what I need right now,” Selindus stepped back.
Mary breathed again.
“You’ve killed many pirates over the years, many friends,” Mary accused.
“And I could kill you now just as easily, with barely a thought, for all the mermaids that have been stolen from the sea, marooned, until they dried up in the sun.”
Mary knew she was right. She had heard many stories of battles between pirates and mermaids and what they had done to each other.
“But we must use our power while we still have it, or Neverland will be lost. After the faeries are all gone, who do you think Queen Magenta will go after next?”
It was clear that Queen Magenta was already looking to end the pirates, the mermaids wouldn’t be too far behind. Selindus turned away from her in disgust and walked toward the cabin door. She opened it, and paused, her back turned to Mary.
“Take control of your ship, attack the castle with us.”
Selindus half turned her head.
“If you know how.”
Did she know how? Selindus was right, they couldn’t just wait for Queen Magenta to conquer Neverland. They had to act, and they had to act now, with allies, before it was too late. Before there were no more allies left.
There really was no other decision, so Mary made the only one left. “If we’re going to attack the castle, I know someone who can help.”




Chapter 15: Come fly with me
Wendy shivered, because it was cold.
At least, until she thought about it. Then she found that she wasn’t so cold anymore, and the temperature was just right. She even thought that she could be warm if she thought about it enough. Was it always like this in Neverland?
Neverland.
The land of Never.
She sat on a high hill, alone, and tried to take in everything she could see. In the distance were the white, snowy mountains, all around her was the lush, green forest, and surrounding everything was the endless blue sea. And the waterfalls, she could always hear the waterfalls, at least, when she wanted to. The sun was setting on the land, and it was more beautiful than she ever remembered afterward.
It was such an amazing place and Wendy felt like she could stay there forever. She also felt like she had been there forever, like a distant memory, forgotten upon awakening. Wendy didn’t want to forget again. This was too precious to forget. But then forgetting could be cruel when it wanted to be.
Wendy jumped, startled, as Peter sat down beside her. Had she just been thinking about him?
“It was a good day of training, wasn’t it?” he asked.
Wendy thought through the day, a frown growing on her face the more she thought about it. They had made some progress, in that they had officially started training, but that was about where the progress ended.
“No one could fight with a sword, no one could hit a target with a bow, and I’m pretty sure everyone is scared of what Alexandria can do with her experiments,” Wendy said.
“Especially Charlie.”
“Especially Charlie,” Wendy agreed, a smile cracking her frown.
“You wait, tomorrow they’ll be twice as good as they were bad today. And if they’re worse, I’ll get them to pretend that they aren’t, and then they won’t be.”
Wendy almost understood Peter. He flashed her that amazing smile.
“I believe you,” she said.
And she did.
Peter had a special way about him. Everything seemed to work out for him, even when it didn’t. And he never seemed to have a care in the world, but she was beginning to understand that he did.
“Wendy, I’ve been thinking. And I think you should stay in the land of Never with us, forever. Starting now.”
“I’d like to, but I’m not sure I can.”
“Then just decide to,” he said simply.
Wendy looked out over the landscape again. “It is very beautiful. I feel like I can see everything from here.”
“Everything of what?”
“Neverland,” she said simply.
Peter looked around them and then at Wendy. “You can’t see a thing from here. Here, let me show you more than everything.”
Peter jumped to his feet. He held his hand out to her.
“Where are we going?” Wendy asked, the butterflies filling her stomach.
“Come fly with me,” he said with a boyish grin, like it was the easiest thing in the world to do.
“I don’t know.”
“That’s okay, I do,” he said simply.
Wendy thought back to her challenge with Belle, when she had dared to think about flying against her. She had wanted it then, but now that it was offered to her, Wendy had doubts.
“I don’t know how to fly.”
“Everyone knows how to fly,” Peter laughed as he pulled her up.
“Really? Then why doesn’t everyone do it?” Wendy asked skeptically and playfully.
“That’s a good question, you’ll have to ask them.”
Peter turned Wendy so that she faced the magnificent sunset. It caught her breath, and she found that she was shivering all over again. Wendy looked down at her feet, standing in the grass, and couldn’t imagine them being anywhere else.
“Peter, I’m not ready.”
“Then we’ll wait here until you are.”
“We could be here forever.”
“I’ve been here forever.”
She looked back at him, over her shoulder, looking at her with an infinite patience and clarity that she never would have imagined he had.
Everything about him was beautiful.
“Peter, I’m ready.”
And then they flew.
She looked down to see her feet leaving the grass, she stretched out her toe for one more parting touch before the ground was far out of reach. The wind picked up, and she could feel his strong arm around her. They went up. There was nothing but the emptiness of air around her, and she jolted, trying to grab onto something firm and stable to support her.
But there was nothing.
There was only Peter.
Wendy tried to say something, but too much air rushed in and she couldn’t get any out. She had to remind herself just to breathe again. Her heart might have stopped, she wasn’t even sure anymore, but somehow she went on. Somehow they went on. And then she saw it, the everything of it, the land around her. She saw the lush, ever stretching forests. She saw the always falling waterfalls, the forever climbing mountains reaching for the setting sun. She saw the endless stretching sea, and the specs of what looked like little toy ships among it.
And then she saw her first whale, large, ancient, magnificent. Only it wasn’t swimming in the sea, it was flying above it. She forgot to breathe all over again. And Peter laughed beside her in happiness at her childlike wonder.
“I was wondering when I would see you again, Wendy,” he told her fondly.
But her eyes and mind were stuck on the flying whale. So he flew her closer to it.
“What are you doing?” Wendy asked, suddenly getting afraid.
“Flying in to say hi.”
The whale watched them approach with its too far spaced eyes, bored eyes that didn’t seem to care whether they were here or there. It got bigger as they got closer, impossibly bigger, they were like ants beside it. Normal whales, who couldn’t fly, never got this big.
“I call him Daredo,” Peter said, as he flew them close enough to touch the whale.
Still, Wendy held back her hand.
“You know this whale?” she asked, marveling at its beauty.
“Not really. All the whales look the same, which I think is very rude of them, making it hard for me to tell them apart. So I call them all Daredo. They don’t seem to mind.”
It was such a Peter thing to do, Wendy thought. Filled with silliness, but still underlined with a measure of respect and magic.
“Hi, Daredo,” Wendy said reverently, reaching out her hand to brush the side of the whale as they flew by.
Its one eye, from that side, stared at them, unblinking. Her hand gently touched off the whale as Peter drew them slowly away, taking them out further and further to sea.
“Let me show you the water,” Peter said.
And he flew them down, faster and faster, skimming across the surface so that she could feel the spray of the waves against her face. She reached out her hand again, touching the hard water as they quickly flew by. Dark shapes swum under the surface, circling, and trying to follow. Wendy pulled her hand back in caution, just to make sure nothing snapped at it. A large fish that Wendy had never seen before, jumped up in front of them, and Peter had to veer to the right to avoid hitting it. It slapped its tail down and drenched them with water before he could move aside completely.
Peter laughed.
He always laughed.
Wendy found that she was liking it.
“I don’t know why you call this place Neverland, when all things are possible here,” Wendy said.
Peter just laughed again, and he flew them back up, up toward the clouds. Clouds in Neverland weren’t like clouds anywhere else. They were all sorts of different colors, and they would move faster, sometimes bumping into each other. And sometimes they would separate into smaller clouds and chase each other around.
Wendy didn’t have the words.
Peter flew them through the clouds, and Wendy found that they felt and tasted like cotton candy. And then they were in a new land, a multicolored land of soft, white downy. The sun shone down on them in glorious wonder.
Wendy had never been so high.
Peter removed his hand from her waist.
“It’s your turn now,” he said, letting her go.
Wendy screamed.
But she also kept flying.
She turned around to see that Peter had sprinkled faerie dust on her. “Peter, come back. I can’t!”
“But you are.”
He laughed and flew after her, flying loops up and down around her.
And she was.
Wendy was flying.
She kicked and pulled and tried to grab who knows what to save herself. And then she calmed that erratic movement down into flapping her hands, wide eyed, on either side of her.
Peter laughed again.
And she knew she was being silly. But how could she be anything else in this place? Wendy laughed too.
And then she really flew. Somehow, she just knew what to do. She tucked her arms close to her side, and focused, and picked up speed to fly away from Peter and through a cloud, shattering it with a bang like glass.
“That’s it, Wendy!” Peter yelled.
He raced after her, chasing her under and through the multicolored clouds. They took turns shattering clouds, watching the fluffy shards drift down and join into other clouds. They shattered them softly, and loudly, and even tried making simple melodies with the various sounds.
Wendy laughed.
Peter laughed.
And she looked at him with a mischievous twinkle in her eye. “How high can you go?” she dared him.
“Higher than you,” he dared right back.
“Show me,” she challenged.
And Wendy flew up, more up than before, more up than Peter had so far taken her. But Peter was right behind. And they raced and left the clouds behind, and laughed and twirled and climbed as the sun got hotter and bigger than should have been possible. But Wendy didn’t care. Wendy flew.
And she got ahead of Peter, and she got ahead of herself, and she got lost in the thrill of the speed and the height and the glory.
“Wendy, you’re going too high,” Peter warned.
He stopped, holding back, worried, he had never been so high. But all he could do was stop and stare at this glorious thing that was Wendy Darling. He watched her fly away from him, up into wonderment, into the heavens. And he had never seen anything so beautiful.
Wendy closed her eyes and smiled. The wind had calmed, there was a certain stillness about her, an everlasting peace. It was also harder to breathe. She opened her eyes and saw a world more black than blue. The stars were there, gathered around to see her, and she even glimpsed the famous second star from the right.
Wendy looked down, and saw the world of the Neverland beneath her. Then she looked around in the darkness and could see, just barely, other worlds, other possibilities, far off in the distance. As she looked, they became clearer, and she understood in a way that she never had before, and never would again. Together with the stars, she saw the truth of it all. The never ending joy of possibility.
“The Neverland never ends,” she whispered to herself in awe.
And the stars smiled.
And Wendy smiled.
And she cried tears of joy.
Wendy let out her last breath and found that she couldn’t breathe anymore. She gasped, and struggled, but she had gone too high, there was no more air. She panicked, and turned upside down and end over end.
The stars retreated, and the worlds receded. The sky lightened, and the wind picked up, and a roaring noise filled her ears. She finally got a new breath into her, but it wasn’t until she had three more that she knew she was falling. The force of the wind grew stronger. Wendy screamed and tried to fly. She could only fall.
“Fly, Wendy! Fly!”
She heard Peter’s voice, but had no idea where it came from. Wendy saw the water getting closer and closer. Soon, it would be too late. Wendy put all her will, all her effort, and all her being, all her everything, into flying.
But it wasn’t enough.
She didn’t believe.
Wendy could not fly. And the waters would claim her forever.
Peter soared in, determined, reaching out a hand, reaching out both hands. “Take my hand!” he yelled to her.
Wendy reached.
Peter reached.
And their hands held, stronger than anything.
Peter put his other arm around her waist and held her close, diving down with her and slowly decreasing their speed. The waters reached up for them, but Peter leveled them out in a dive that skimmed along the surface, splitting the waves and throwing them off to either side of them.
Peter brought them up, soaring, triumphant. He decreased their speed, little by little, until they found themselves hanging in stillness, their arms around each other and their eyes locked. His eyes were clear blue. Funny, she thought they were green before. They were probably brown whenever he wanted them to be.
A whale flew by, disturbing their stillness, making some kind of rude noise at them.
They laughed.
Wendy buried her head in his chest, and remembered. “I flew!” she told him, looking back into his eyes.
But Peter looked sad. Wendy didn’t think he could ever look sad.
“What is it?” she asked.
Peter looked at the whale as it flew by, not wanting to answer.
“What is it?”
So he had to tell her, she had to know. “The moment you doubt whether you can fly you cease forever to be able to do it,” he told her gently.
She had doubted, and she had fallen.
Wendy absorbed his words, and understood she could never fly again. She looked back up into the heavens, remembering.
“But I did fly, and how many people can say they’ve ever done that?”
Peter nodded, and scooped her up in his arms. “I’ll take you back now.”
He flew them on in silence, and she held him close.
Wendy shivered, but she wasn’t cold anymore.




Chapter 16: The cleverness of being caught
“I am great, aren’t I?”
And there he went again. It seemed that Peter was incapable of modesty for any great length of time. Or silence. Or stillness.
“I don’t know if great is the word I would use,” Wendy said.
They had landed a while ago, and chose to walk back to their hideout. Actually, it was Peter who had said that he thought they should choose to walk back. Wendy suspected that he had run out of faerie dust and didn’t have a choice in the matter, but it wouldn’t have been a good idea to point that out.
“Is grand a better word? I am grand, aren’t I?” Peter tested out the word, not liking it nearly as much as great. “I think I’m greater than I am grand.”
Wendy rolled her eyes, and quickly put on a smile when he looked to her for confirmation.
“What were you looking at up there?”
“Nothing.”
“You were looking at something,” Peter had caught a bit of her eye roll, and he wasn’t quite willing to give it back yet.
Wendy stopped walking, and Peter kept going on a bit, swaying from side to side before realizing that she had stopped. He stopped himself with the help of a tree, thanked it, and then turned back to Wendy.
It seemed an odd effect that the overuse of faerie dust caused in him, an inability to fully control himself that went beyond his usual inability to control himself.
“Peter, to be great, or grand, you have to do great or grand things,” she said.
“I thought I did.”
“You do, sometimes,” she conceded.
“And that doesn’t make me great or grand all the time?” he asked, confused.
The sun had gone down, and the moon was coming up, shining its pale light over the beautiful land. Some of the strange flowers on the ground opened up and absorbed the moon’s light, reflecting it back like little tiny moons on the ground.
“You’re reckless. When you fight, you don’t give much thought to other people and you put them in danger,” she said.
“That’s because it’s so much fun!” Peter crowed, and almost fell from the great jump he made in the air.
“People don’t usually like to be in danger.”
“They do when I put them there,” Peter insisted.
“No, they don’t.”
“No one ever told me that before,” Peter said, guardedly.
“I imagine there’s a lot of things that people haven’t told you,” Wendy said gently, fearful for the reaction her words would cause.
It was not what she expected. Peter gave a cheer, did another jump in the air and a twirl when he landed.
“There you go! You imagined! It won’t be long now before you start pretending. Wendy, I’m so proud of you,” Peter said with delight.
“Peter, this is serious.”
“Deadly serious! She imagined!” Peter told one of the flowers on the ground, which gave no indication that it could hear him, understand him, or even react to him in any way.
Wendy glared at him seriously, as seriously as she said this was, if not more so. Peter watched her for a moment, imitating her serious look and trying to figure out how this new game was played.
They stayed like that for a moment, staring seriously at each other, and Peter was pretty sure he was winning, until Wendy finally broke down and dropped the look.
“I don’t know what to do with you,” she finally conceded.
“I don’t know what to do with myself. Things just usually happen and I take myself along for the ride,” Peter admitted, looking quite smug that he had won this latest game. “Of course, I found it very hard to leave myself behind. I tried a couple of times, it didn’t work.”
Wendy laughed, in spite of herself, in spite of the danger she knew was coming, she laughed and laughed and laughed. Peter laughed too, not because he knew why she laughed, but just because he was so happy that she was finally doing it.
“Oh, Peter, you are Neverland,” she said delightfully.
And then a funny thing happened, but not funny in the way that they were laughing before, but funny in the way that Wendy thought it had probably never happened before.
Peter got serious, and he wasn’t pretending.
“Don’t say that, Wendy,” he admonished her.
“I’m sorry,” she said, not fully understanding what she had said.
“Never say that,” he turned his back on her and looked out at the landscape.
She didn’t know what to do, she didn’t know what to say. So Wendy walked up to him and put her hand on his shoulder. Peter turned to face her, and a tear was going down his cheek. Wendy had never been more in love than she was in that moment.
“I had a home once, I had a mother, and a father, and a dog, too,” Peter said to her through his tears.
“Where are they?” Wendy didn’t think Peter had been anywhere else, or even could be anywhere else.
“It was a long time ago, I don’t remember them. And I want to remember them, and I don’t want to remember them. I want to see them, and talk to them, and hug them one last time. But I never will.”
Her heart broke for him.
Wendy hugged him. She hugged him with all of her heart, and all of her being, trying to heal this poor, broken lost boy.
But she never would.
∞∞∞
 
The stone skipped further than the last one, which was further than the one before that. Elizabeth squinted at it in displeasure.
“I’m really not very good at this.”
She stood by the water’s edge, a pile of rocks at her side. Alexandria was sitting off to the side, with a notebook out and several pencils stuck in her hair in case she needed them. They were in a small beach, the forest ending behind them, and nothing but sand and rocks around them.
“You’re getting better with every throw,” Alexandria said, not even bothering to look up and see if Elizabeth was actually getting any better.
“I haven’t even hit six skips!” Elizabeth said.
“You’re a perfectionist. You won’t be happy even if you hit seven skips.”
Elizabeth threw again, and did worse than before.
“Did it ever occur to you that you might not be the best at everything all the time?” Alexandria asked.
“No, it did not,” Elizabeth threw again.
“Wendy can fence better than you, and I can invent better than you,” Alexandria pointed out.
“For now. Actually, I don’t care about the inventing thing, so you can have that forever,” another skip.
“That’s so kind of you,” Alexandria said condescendingly.
Wendy walked onto the small beach and dropped down beside Alexandria. She rested her chin in both hands, and stared at the water. There was a hint of sadness in her eyes, hidden deep down, a secret she would never reveal. She had seen how vulnerable Peter could be, and it worried her.
“Wendy, are you all right?” Alexandria asked.
Elizabeth stopped her next throw to notice that Wendy had joined them, and immediately clued in that Wendy was a little off. “Where have you been?” Elizabeth asked.
“With Peter,” Wendy didn’t look at either of them, she just kept looking out to sea.
“What were you two doing?”
“Flying. I danced through the clouds and flew up to the edge of the sky.”
“What was it like?” Alexandria asked.
“Pure joy,” Wendy said sadly.
The two girls didn’t really know how to respond to Wendy’s odd melancholy. Elizabeth threw another rock. It skipped, and then skipped again, two more times, and then two more after that, before the seventh skip struck the side of an emerging head out of the water. An emerging Mermaid head that hissed sharp teeth at them in anger.
Wendy and Alexandria were up on their feet, Elizabeth backed up into them. Two more mermaids emerged from the water, and three more came from the edge of the forest, fanning out to surround the girls by the water’s edge.
“Charlie, my backpack!” Alexandria yelled.
“He left a long time ago,” Elizabeth told her.
“I never told him he could do that.”
“Girls, stay close,” Wendy said.
The mermaids advanced on them.
∞∞∞
 
Peter walked alone through the forest and smiled. He couldn’t remember the last time he had had so much fun flying. He also couldn’t remember anyone ever flying as high as Wendy had flown. She had looked so beautiful.
The smile went away. Peter tried to bring it back but there was clearly something wrong that made his smile nervous and afraid to come out. Peter looked at the surrounding area, not seeing anything out of the ordinary. But then he couldn’t help feeling a sense of something wrong, of dread slowly creeping up behind him. Peter quickly turned around, ready for dread, finding nothing. He was completely alone.
He relaxed.
“Do you know how old I am?”
Peter spun around again and saw the lengthening shadows gathering before him. “One hundred and seventy four!” He yelled on instinct, not even knowing what he was yelling at or who he was answering.
The shadows swirled and crawled, lengthened and joined, until they formed the outline of Magenta. She stepped out of the outline, her details filling into a cruel smile.
“In all my time I have never understood the magic of you, Peter. But I have known about you, and I have watched you.”
“I am very interesting,” Peter admitted, with great conceit.
“Indeed, you are.”
Shadows gathered at Peter’s feet, rising off the floor like inky mist. Peter tried to pretend to ignore them while keeping his eyes on the Queen. When that wasn’t working, he kicked at the shadows, and then shuffled out of their way clumsily.
“What is it about you that attracts the faeries?”
“It’s probably my smile, which I seemed to have lost for the moment. Did you see it on the way over?” Peter had put more and more of his attention on the shadows, pulling his feet out of their grasp like deep puddles of mud.
The puddles moved after him.
Queen Magenta stood unmoving throughout Peter’s ordeal.
“They do love you, Peter. And I will use that love against them, to capture them, and take their magic for my own.”
“That doesn’t sound like the nicest thing you could do for them,” Peter pointed out.
“Oh, but it is. Neverland is in danger, and we will need the faerie’s power to save it.”
“Neverland is in danger, and it is in danger from you!” Peter cried triumphantly, and quite over the top, but it got no response from the Queen.
Peter shrugged and went back to getting his feet away from the shadow puddles. Two of the puddles lengthened on either side of Peter, forming into outlines roughly the same size and shape as him.
“I don’t see the faeries anywhere in your pitiful group, so you will have to come with me, so that they will come to me,” Magenta told him.
“How will they know where I am? Especially since I won’t even know where I am?” Peter asked, pretty sure he had won the game with his question.
Queen Magenta laughed. “They will know. Believe me, they will know.”
The two shadows advanced on Peter while the puddles held him in place. Peter didn’t know what to do, he didn’t seem quite so sure of himself anymore. How was he supposed to win this new game? It wasn’t fair. It just wasn’t fair. He started sobbing, tears running down his face.
“Please, no, I’m scared. I don’t know how this all happened, how I got here. I just want to go home.”
This was definitely not what Queen Magenta had expected. She stopped, and the two shadows on either side of Peter stopped as well. She stared at this lost and lonely, crying boy, not sure what to make of him.
It had started raining. Lightly at first, but then building fast until thunder cracked the sky and deep puddles of water filled the ground and diluted the shadow puddles. Peter continued to cry, burying his face in his hands like an amateur actor.
“It is the only way,” she said, when she could find her voice. For as sure as she was of her cause to protect Neverland, Peter’s sadness had made her doubt.
“I’m scared.”
The rain fell harder, Peter sobbed even more, and the last of the shadow puddles were washed away.
“We are all scared, dear boy, some of us are just better at hiding it.”
Peter removed his hands from his face. He smiled with wicked glee. Then it happened, as fast as the lightning, timed perfectly with the thundering storm that struck the sky. Peter flew, a dagger in his hand, right past the shadow guards, right toward Queen Magenta.
Caught off guard, she took a step back. Peter slashed at the Queen’s throat, and he almost killed her. Just in time a line of shadow lengthened from the ground, creating a shadowy beam that barely blocked Peter’s strike. He struck again, and another line of shadow lengthened from another spot, blocking that attack as well. Peter kept attacking, and a spider web of solid, perfectly straight dark lines formed between the Queen and her ruthless attacker.
The dark lines shuddered and shook under his relentless attack, and Magenta was truly scared. She looked at him, their faces just inches apart, as he struck and struck and struck with single minded determination.
Queen Magenta stared into the face of madness.
Whatever Peter was, he was truly lost. And pretending might have been the only thing that kept him from succumbing to his despair.
“Die, evil Queen!” he said, with just a bit too much joy.
“Enough,” the Queen said, but her conviction was lacking, and the attacks kept coming. Her lines of dark were cracking, splintering, he was getting through.
“Enough!” she cried, raising her arms.
The spider web of lines detached themselves from the ground and flew at Peter, wrapping the web around him end over end. He struggled and squirmed, slashing and gnashing his teeth at the lines. But there were too many of them, and they wrapped around him too many times, until the scope of his attacks was lessened and then stopped altogether. But he continued to fight, to squirm, to shift, to jump left and then right, until he fell over from his own efforts. And even then, he kept struggling to get free, rolling around on the floor in a crazed delirium.
Queen Magenta just looked at him, her heart still in her throat, the danger of this boy and the closeness of her death vivid before her.
“Enough,” the Queen whispered, raising her hands and darkening the light around them, washing everything out with an unending absence.
When the dark lifted, and the light came back, both the Queen and Peter were gone. And Belle was left by herself, unnoticed, standing behind several trees, wet with rain.
“Peter, are you there?” she called, thinking she had heard him.
It was obvious that he wasn’t.
She took a tentative step forward, but a muffled cry from a nearby bush stopped her in her tracks. Belle turned to the new noise, perhaps it was Peter playing a new game? The cry sounded again, and then a faerie limped out from behind the bush. Her wing was torn and her face was haggard. She took a few steps forward and collapsed on the ground.
“Laurel?” Belle asked.
Belle quickly took to the air and flew to her wounded friend, gathering Laurel up in her arms.
“You’re hurt!” Belle said frantically, examining her torn wing.
Laurel tried to smile, but couldn’t. She looked apologetically at Belle. “I’m sorry, I led her here. I tried to lose her, but I couldn’t.”
“Don’t talk, save your strength.”
Laurel shook her head. She was a stubborn faerie, just like Belle, and she knew that if her life was ending it had to end doing the best possible good.
“The Queen has us, all of us. She thinks there are more, but there is only you. Promise me that you’ll stop her, that you’ll save who is left and stop the Queen for good,” Laurel asked Belle.
A promise to a faerie is a very important thing. It’s more than about saying you’ll do what you say you’ll do, it’s about believing you can do it when you promise it. And belief in Neverland was very powerful, able to reshape the land itself.
Belle hesitated, thinking about the power of the Queen and her army, about the terrible magic that she controlled that let her do the terrible things that she did. Belle hesitated, she was the last free faerie, what could she do?
“Promise me!” Laurel said more urgently, feeling her life slipping away.
Laurel wasn’t just asking Belle to stop the Queen, she was asking her to believe she could. Belle closed her eyes and searched deep within herself. She looked for certainty, she looked for strength. What she found was doubt. Belle was not able to say the words. She didn’t find her belief. Belle opened her eyes and looked down at Laurel, tears welled up, she shook her head . Laurel looked back at her with wide eyes.
“You need to believe,” Laurel whispered to her encouragingly, before finally letting go and laying still.
Belle burst into tears.
“I can’t,” she cried. “I can’t believe.”
The rain came down harder, soaking Belle as she held Laurel close to her.
“She’s just too powerful. She controls the shadows. No one can stop her,” Belle sobbed, struggling to get the words out.
Belle buried her face against her lost faerie friend. All hope had left her.
“I don’t believe.”
∞∞∞
 
The mermaids advanced, and the girls stepped back, slowly moving up the small beach and away from the water. The rain was coming down harder than before, and the girls were drenched. The mermaids laughed and teased, individually darting forward with unnatural speed, before returning back to a unified, curved line.
“What do you want from us?” Wendy asked.
But the mermaids wouldn’t satisfy them with an answer, preferring instead to relish the fear they were causing.
“Why aren’t we running?” Alexandria asked.
“Running sounds good to me too,” Elizabeth agreed.
The mermaids seemed to delight in this new plan, looking at each other with barely suppressed hunger.
“Yes, please, run,” they begged, purred, and sibilantly pleaded.
“Run.”
“Run.”
“Run.”
The girls hugged each other in a tight group, continuing to back away.
“Why do they want us to run?” Elizabeth said.
“So they can hunt us down and kill us?” Alexandria offered.
“No,” Wendy denied.
She stopped backing up. Elizabeth and Alexandria tried to grab her to continue with their backing up plan, but she just shook them off and even took a step toward the mermaids.
The mermaids smiled wider, revealing their sharp teeth.
“I have no weapons, no way to fight you, but I will not run from you,” Wendy told them.
The mermaids laughed.
“Everyone else seemed to think that running was a good plan!” Alexandria whispered loudly in a near panic.
Elizabeth let go of Alexandria and stepped up beside Wendy. Alexandria looked at her two friends, wide eyed, unbelieving, not understanding.
“I’m definitely the smart one in this group,” she said.
Wendy and Elizabeth continued to stare down the advancing mermaids.
“Then again, maybe not.” Resigned, Alexandria stepped up beside her friends.
The mermaids advanced until they stood before the girls. And then, seeing the girls would not move, they pouted.
“You’re no fun.”
“No fun at all.”
One of the mermaids darted forward, causing Wendy to flinch, and then kissed her cheek.
“Brave one.”
“But not too bright.”
“Not too bright,” the kissing mermaid agreed.
The waters by the small beach started to bubble and boil, steaming, frothing, rising, always rising. The mermaids all turned away from Wendy and the girls and dropped down on one knee, head bowed, waiting.
The rain continued to fall, getting heavier, while the waters continued to rise, creating a long slope in the sea that started at the beach and stretched on into the horizon. The slope parted, separating the waters and creating a dry corridor, a tunnel, an entrance into the watery, infinite depths.
From that entrance, Selindus stepped forward. Her deep, blue hair shifted and moved about, as if underwater, untouched by the falling rain. She turned her purest green eyes onto the girls, regarding, judging, and appraising all at once.
“I have come for you,” she said, her voice deep and pure, cold as the ocean.
She walked out of the parted waters, and let them fall back together, crashing with frothy violence. The girls felt themselves getting smaller as Selindus approached, and all of them, even Wendy, had lost their voice in that moment.
“I have come to seek your help,” Selindus stared down at them from her great height. Her skin shimmered like the scales of underwater creatures, a beautiful multicolored display.
“What could we do for you?” Wendy said, although she wasn’t aware of having the ability or the confidence to say it.
“Queen Magenta seeks to control all of Neverland. She has killed the Governor, the faeries have disappeared, the mermaids are next, and now she attacks the pirates.”
“Mary!” Wendy blurted, unable to hide the concern for her new friend.
“That is why I am here, she thinks you can help,” Selindus said.
“She has taken Peter!” Belle flew in frantically, before being caught in the cold gaze of the imposing Selindus. Belle fluttered to a stop and skidded beside the three girls, suddenly afraid and intimidated.
“Those are mermaids, they are very dangerous!” Belle said.
“That part we actually figured out already,” Elizabeth told her.
“What has happened to Mary?” Wendy pushed past her friends.
“Magenta has already attacked. We have saved your friend Mary. The same can not be said for many other pirate ships in the waters. The Queen, in her folly, is using the dark of the shadows. Soon, nothing will stop her.” Selindus said.
“Then we need to act now. We need to attack her castle, free Peter and the remaining faeries, and put a stop to her dark magic,” Wendy reasoned.
Selindus dipped her head in agreement.
Wendy turned to Belle, who still had her attention on the mermaids. “Belle, how much faerie dust have you been able to make?”
Belle’s face fell. She closed her eyes. “I’ve lost my belief.”
Wendy looked at her distraught face with concern. She knew the power of belief that was respected all over Neverland. She had seen it with Peter, and his dismay that she would never fly again.
“One of the faeries, Laurel, she came to me, dying. She asked me to free the faeries, to believe that I could. I couldn’t. I’ve lost my belief. The Queen will win.”
They couldn’t lose like this. They needed Belle, they needed all of them if they had any chance of stopping the Queen. Wendy hugged her, and felt Belle fiercely hug her back. Wendy closed her eyes, and thought of all the wonderful and terrifying things she had seen of this magical land. It would be saved. It had to be.
“Maybe you don’t have to believe,” Wendy said.
It was like a slap to Belle’s face. She pulled away and stared at Wendy in shock. “That’s how Neverland works! That’s how it’s always worked! Without belief we’ve already lost!”
“I don’t care how Neverland works. I care that the Queen has captured Peter. I care that faeries are disappearing. I care that there is a beautiful, magical place and that darkness and shadows are threatening to destroy it!”
Wendy’s face was pure conviction, pure strength. She could see her breath as she spoke. It was getting colder, soon, it might snow again. The Queen’s magic was at work.
“Maybe Neverland needs belief, maybe it doesn’t. And if it does, then I believe we can try. And sometimes, when you doubt yourself, trying is enough,” Wendy said.
Could she do it? Belle looked within herself, within all her doubts and shame and pain. She was a faerie that couldn’t believe, as if such a thing were even possible, but she was proof that it was. She had failed Peter, she had failed the faeries, and now she was going to fail Wendy. How could she ever find belief again?
She couldn’t do it, but she had to try.
Belle took a deep breath. “I think I can try,” she said.
Wendy nodded her encouragement, and put a comforting hand on her friend. “How much faerie dust have you been able to make? Because I think we’re going to need all of it.”
∞∞∞
 
“Is that a lot?” Alexandria asked.
Belle shrugged.
The girls looked down at a large, brown sack, bulging at the seams. Selindus and her mermaids stood respectably back, near the water’s edge of the small beach they all waited on. The rain had finally let up, but a gentle snowfall had started. The night was beautiful and alive with possibility, dark, and coldly inviting.
Elizabeth pointed at the sack and then shifted her finger to Belle. “All that came from you?” she asked.
Belle shrugged again, and even blushed a little.
“That’s a lot of dust from such a little girl,” Alexandria agreed.
“We need to save almost all of it for Mary. Is that sack waterproof?” Wendy asked.
Belle nodded, and struggled as she dragged the sack toward the water’s edge.
“You’d think something that makes you fly would weigh less,” Alexandria reasoned.
“There’s a lot of that something here!” Belle snapped, straining to move the bag. “You could help.”
Alexandria looked around. “I don’t see Charlie anywhere.”
Elizabeth sided up to Wendy. “Wendy, Mary is on a boat,” Elizabeth said.
“A pirate ship.”
“Which is still a boat, while the Queen’s castle is on the land,” Alexandria added.
“Which is beside the water.”
“But not beside enough to let Mary make a difference,” Elizabeth concluded. “If we use all the dust on this plan we won’t have any left if we need it.”
Wendy looked back at the large bag of dust, and then to her friends. “This plan is going to work. I know it is. Mary has been waiting her whole life to make a difference. We all have. She can help, we can all help free Neverland from the shadows. But only if we work together.”
Elizabeth stared into her friend’s eyes. “This is probably the craziest idea you’ve ever had.”
“For now,” Wendy said.
“For now,” Elizabeth agreed, and laughed.
∞∞∞
 
Peter struggled against his bonds, just to make sure they were doing their job, which was keeping him in place, shackled to the wall of a small dungeon that wasn’t near the other small dungeons. In fact, Peter had never seen this dungeon before, or even heard about it, so he took that to mean that he was doing his job of being a proper enough nuisance as to warrant the most secret of secret dungeons.
As far as Peter could tell, the shackles around his wrists and ankles were quite thoroughly doing their job. They were doing it so well, that he thought he should let them know how well they were doing it.
“Great job!”
The shackles didn’t answer him, but then, they never did. There was a single light source, a small torch up high in the corner of the room. It illuminated enough of the room to let Peter know there wasn’t much in it.
The dungeon only had one door to it, which was congruent with most dungeons that Peter had found himself in, and Peter was willing to bet that it was locked. He struggled against the manacles a bit more, if only to get a chance to test his theory about the door. He didn’t have to, as a moment later he heard a key turning in the door, unlocking it.
“I knew it was locked!” Peter cried triumphantly to the manacles, before he was greeted by the stern face of Queen Magenta.
Peter flinched. “I knew it was locked,” he said again, a lot more quietly to no one in particular.
The Queen walked into the center of the room, her gaze never leaving Peter. James walked in behind her, looking uncomfortably down at the floor. The door was closed behind them.
“Aren’t you going to lock it?” Peter asked.
“We aren’t planning on staying,” Magenta told him coldly.
“Understandable, I’m not planning on staying long either. You could have gone out of your way to make the accommodations a little more interesting,” Peter told her.
Queen Magenta just stared at Peter with her cold, blue eyes. Peter realized that this was another game, and that he didn’t know how to play it yet, so he stared right back at her, studying the golden ring around her blue eyes. But this game wasn’t too much fun.
“Maybe, after we are done here, I’ll put you in my dungeon. After I build it. I’ve never built a dungeon before. You seem to have a lot of them, do you have any suggestions?”
Shadow hands came out from behind Peter, wrapping around his neck and caressing his cheek. He struggled away from them, not liking their touch. He took a deep breath and tried to blow them away, getting red in the face as he did so. But the hands stayed.
Queen Magenta waved and the shadow hands were gone. “You won’t be here for long, just enough to lure the remaining faeries of Neverland.”
“They won’t come, they hate me.”
“They love you, for some reason I can’t quite fathom. But then again, they are miserable little creatures.”
“Are you jealous of the faeries?”
“Never!”
The Queen’s voice boomed in the room with such force that even the light cowered for a moment. After a while, the light slowly came back to full strength.
“I think you are jealous of the faeries, because if you weren’t you never would have yelled so loudly. James, what do you think?”
“Peter, please stop,” James said, trying to save his friend from a little of the grim fate that awaited him.
“I tried stopping once, it didn’t agree with me.”
Queen Magenta stepped closer to Peter, and Peter found that he didn’t quite like it. But, seeing as his back was pressed against the wall in every way imaginable, there really was nothing he could do about it.
“Do you know why the Faerie Queens created Neverland?”
“They were bored?” Peter was pretty sure that his answer was wrong, but since he didn’t have any other answers, he thought he would try.
“Surprisingly, you are not wrong.”
Peter beamed with pride, maybe this game wasn’t so bad after all. “I knew it!” he lied.
“They had so much power, and they had so little to do with it, that they created Neverland to invite all manner of creatures to it.”
“Well, it is more fun than your dungeon,” Peter had to admit.
“But that’s exactly what Neverland is, Peter. It’s a dungeon. A place you become trapped in when you can’t face the world you live in. It’s a place you go to hide. And you’ve been hiding in it more than anyone, haven’t you?”
Peter wasn’t sure there was a good way of answering this question, and he didn’t quite like it, and he didn’t quite want to keep playing this game anymore.
“So the Faerie Queens created Neverland, and all manner of beings soon found themselves trapped within it. And the Queens? Well, all they did was have fun with them, whether the beings wanted that fun or not.”
Again, Peter didn’t answer.
“You like to have fun, don’t you Peter? But the difference between you and the Queens of old is your lack of power. I can keep you in this dungeon forever. But the Faerie Queens? They would bring it down around them in an instant if they wanted to. Because they could, because it would be fun.”
Peter was getting a little sad, and he really, really wanted Queen Magenta to stop talking.
“The Queens disappeared, and Neverland grew into something altogether different. It is a home now, it is a place where anyone can live. It is still a dungeon you can become trapped in, but it’s also a dungeon you can be happy in. You see, Peter? Neverland must be protected for when the Faerie Queens return. And in order to protect it, I need the power from the lesser faeries. They all must die, so Neverland can live.”
The Queen walked right up to Peter and whispered in his ear. “I’m the real hero, Peter. You? You’re just another faerie looking to destroy the world.”
“No!”
Tears were streaming down Peter’s face. He struggled against his shackles again, not because it was fun, but because he really wanted to be free. The shackles did their job, they kept Peter where he didn’t want to be.
Queen Magenta raised her arms and started chanting. Whispers from the dark corners of the room took up her words and started echoing them back to her. Her voice grew in strength, and the voices followed, getting louder and beginning to sound like her. The Queen moved her hands in circular patterns, following outlines that only she could see. The dungeon got colder, Peter could see his breath now.
“Mother, what are you doing? You can’t kill him!” James took a step forward but the shadows blocked his path, held him back.
The Queen continued chanting.
Peter stared spitefully at Queen Magenta.
“To die will be an awfully big adventure!” he told her defiantly.
The Queen stopped chanting, but her voice continued throughout the room, her multiple voices speaking, in sibilant whispers that came from all corners.
“We will see how much you like the reality of it,” she said.
She finally stopped moving her hands and stepped up to the boy. “But death is not for you, not yet. It is time you learned that there are worse things than death,” she leaned over and kissed his head, almost lovingly.
Peter was surprised at the kiss, he was also dismayed, and a little sick to his stomach. But then his eyes darkened, drinking up the shadows, glazing over as his face fell slack. The shadows seeped in through the corners of his eyes, deep into his essence, into his very soul. His head fell to the side as he stared off wordlessly at the eternity of nothing.
The chanting stopped.
The shadows receded.
The Queen remained, staring at the helpless, lost boy.
“He will be put with the others. Even if they find him, he is gone forever,” she said, looking into the dark eyes.
A little unnerved at what she had just done, at the powers that she was playing with, at the actions that she was capable of, Magenta turned and quickly left the room.
James took in a breath and stared worriedly at his friend. His friend, who he had been powerless to defend, who he hadn’t even really tried to save.
“What have you gotten yourself into this time?” James asked, mostly at Peter, partly at himself.
Peter did not respond.
He was no longer there.
∞∞∞
 
The snow came down heavily on the small town, covering the houses, the cars, and the roads under a blanket of white. It kept falling, with giant sparkling flakes, knowing that it wasn’t time to stop until people came out to shovel. And even then, it planned on falling for a little while longer, just for the fun of it.
The modest house at the end of the street had just as much snow as all the other houses around it. In fact, it had quite a bit more as a small army of snowmen were built and displayed on the front lawn. The door to the house opened, revealing the warmth and holiday decorations within. It was a normal life for a normal boy, and Peter loved it.
“Peter? How much longer are you going to stay out there?”
Peter was on the lawn, concentrating on building his latest snowman. He took great pride in his work, and was focused on it completely, in a way that only a seven year old could be. He didn’t answer, he couldn’t, he had to get the detail just right on his latest snowman, actually, his latest snowwoman.
Peter’s creations were remarkably detailed, even lifelike, with such intricate expressions that they seemed like they could come alive and ask for some hot chocolate to chase away the cold.
Peter kept working.
He kept building, he kept shaping the life from the snow.
“Peter!”
Peter spun around, startled to see both his mom and dad behind him, bundled up in their thick coats and boots.
“At least remember to where a hat,” his mother said, putting the mentioned hat on top of Peter’s head and slipping it down over his eyes playfully.
His dad looked at the newest members of snow men and women. “Who are the new ones?” he asked.
Peter beamed, he loved showing off his creations. He ran to the first one in the row, a disheveled boy, slightly slumped over with a large backpack on his shoulders.
“This is Charlie! He’s always having to carry heavy things, but he never complains. Well, almost never. Actually, he complains quite a bit, but he does it in a way that you don’t notice as much.”
The expression of discomfort on Charlie’s face pleaded for the snowy backpack to somehow be removed from him. Peter walked over to the second creation, a young girl with wings on her back.
“This is Belle. She’s a faerie. She can fly and make faerie dust. She can also be quite excitable and doesn’t like to be called Torchlight, so don’t call her Torchlight.”
Belle’s eyes sparkled as she looked at Peter. For some reason, she looked sad. But Peter was already off to the last new creation. It was also a young girl, with shoulder length hair. She stood proud and defiant, her hands on her hips.
“This is Wendy,” Peter faltered, searching for words.
He stared up at her, lost in her gaze. “She’s beautiful.”
He was only seven, but he had made his snow men and women all to be around fifteen, so he had to really reach to finish building them.
“They are all very lovely,” his mother said.
“They are. But next time do you think you could use the snow from the driveway?” his father asked, looking at the driveway that had yet to be shoveled.
“Stop it,” Peter’s mother chided his dad.
Peter smiled at them both, he was so happy. “I want to stay here with you both, forever,” he told them.
A puzzled, but amused expression came over his parent’s faces.
“Did you have somewhere else you had to be?” his dad joked with him.
“Never,” Peter said, looking back at his Wendy snowwoman and beaming with pride. But something tugged at the corner of his smile, causing it to waver, causing it to falter. The Wendy snowwoman continued to look at him proudly.
His mother walked up to him and wrapped him in her arms. Peter hugged her back, not taking his eyes off of Wendy’s. Wendy stared at him with a piercing gaze, a demanding gaze. He wasn’t quite sure what she wanted from him. He could no longer meet that look, and he buried his head against his mother and hugged her tight.
He was scared of his Wendy snowwoman.
“I love you, Peter, my little darling,” his mother said.
Peter held her close, as tight as he could, not wanting this moment to end.
He had never been so happy.




Chapter 17: Captain Bloody Mary
It had stopped raining, and the sun had even come out a little on a new day, but the ground was still wet and muddy. Wendy looked up at the sky, remembering what it had felt like to fly with Peter, the freedom, the immense joy. She remembered falling, and how he had saved her, how he had told her she would never be able to fly again. But now she had to save him, and to do that she would have to fly again. Or at the very least, let someone else fly for her.
Beside her, Alexandria adjusted her backpack while it was on Charlie’s shoulders, facing him she reached around to jostle and settle it continuously. “Don’t lean the backpack too far to the left, the components might mix and explode.”
Charlie’s eyes got a little wider, and his posture got a lot straighter. “My left or your left?” he asked in a near panic.
“Both. That should be good enough,” Alexandria took an exaggerated step away from him.
Charlie did his best to stand completely still, not balancing either way. After a moment, he remembered to start breathing again, but only when he had to.
Alexandria studied his posture for a moment, before shrugging and giving him a small smile. “I’m going to miss you,” she said as she walked away.
He stared back at her with wide eyes, still trying not to move. “What does that mean?”
Elizabeth was looking over her latest bow, something she had made herself and painted completely black. She sighted along it, finding imaginary targets. Satisfied, she walked over to stand by Wendy and Alexandria.
Wendy smiled at her friends. They had come so far and seen so much. But what they would face next would be their greatest challenge. She looked at the Lost Boys. They had their bows at their sides and grim looks on all their faces. They knew they weren’t ready, how could they be? But they would do anything to save Peter and the faeries. And with the mermaids and the pirates ready to help, there was no more time for waiting.
Belle bent over her large sack of faerie dust and carefully removed a small amount, pouring it into a small pouch. She weighed it in her hands, satisfied. She then walked among the Lost Boys, sprinkling a small amount of dust on them as she passed. The Lost Boys looked at each other nervously, they knew what Belle had used the dust for before, they knew what usually happened after Peter or Belle had sprinkled it on.
“We don’t know how to fly,” someone had the courage to admit.
“I’m going to fly, you’re just going to hold on and be lighter,” Belle told them.
Belle finished with the boys and sprinkled the dust on Alexandria and Elizabeth before stopping at Wendy. Her small pouch was almost empty. Wendy looked down at the beauty within, mesmerized by its purity. They probably didn’t stand a chance, they were probably all going to get killed, and Wendy didn’t even know if she could ever fly again on her own.
It was hopeless.
And they all knew it.
And they all looked to Wendy for assurance. They wanted her to have all the answers, to make everything better for them. But she didn’t and she couldn’t. And that was okay. Because they were going to try.
So Wendy just smiled.
Because that’s what Peter would have done.
∞∞∞
 
Take control of your ship. The words echoed in Mary’s head as she stood on the deck and watched the waters. Attack the castle. Take control of your ship. Could she?
As soon as Selindus and the other mermaids had left, things went right back to how they had always been on the Midnight Crow. The crew had looked to Blackbeard to lead them, and lead them was exactly what he had done.
Die like pirates, she had told them. Live like pirates. Did they even remember her words? Mary thought of all the things that she had done during the battle with the shadows, thought of how she had rallied her pirates to fight back at overwhelming odds. But it was easier to be a heroic leader when a heroic leader was needed. It was a lot harder to do it when everything was calm and working as it was intended to. Mary looked at her ship, wondering if it really was her ship. The pirates had followed her well enough, no one had questioned her.
But then, she had questioned herself.
She wasn’t really living like a pirate.
Would they follow her? If she revealed that she was the real captain would they mutiny? Then she would be a captain without a ship or crew. How could they not know who she was? How could she not know who she was?
“We’re under attack!”
Mary jumped back as a spyglass came crashing down beside her. She looked up to see the Old Man in the lookout had found another spy glass and was focusing on something off to the horizon.
Mary quickly looked in that direction. She had been dreading the return of the shadow ships and army that Queen Magenta had set against them, and she suspected that the Queen had no intention of ever letting them reach land again.
But Mary didn’t see any ships.
“We’re under attack!” the Old Man cried again.
“There aren’t any ships starboard!”
“Not at starboard, at port!” the Old Man pointed behind him, in the opposite direction he was looking through his spyglass. “I just wanted to make sure we weren’t getting snuck up on.”
Mary resisted rolling her eyes as she ran to the other side of the ship. She had wanted to replace the Old Man in the lookout with someone more capable, but no one else had wanted to sit in the lookout, and the Old Man hadn’t wanted to leave the lookout. So he ended up staying right where he was.
Mary scanned the waters. “There aren’t any ships here either!” she yelled in frustration.
The Old Man had finally turned around to face the direction he was claiming they were being attacked from. “Not in the waters, in the air. We’re being attacked by some foul, hideous, retched, air beings of some kind,” the Old Man yelled.
Mary looked closer, without the aid of a spy glass.
Captain Blackbeard ran up beside her.
“That’s Wendy!” Mary said in relief.
“We’re being attacked by Wendies!” the Old Man confirmed.
Wendy, Elizabeth, Alexandria, Belle, the Lost Boys. They were all there, flying high above the waters, a human chain spread out like a pyramid with Belle at the lead on top. Each person beneath held on for dear life to the person above, and Belle struggled with the combined weight of all of them as they dangled and swayed dangerously.
They were heading straight for the ship. From the horrified expressions on their faces, Mary wasn’t sure they were completely in control of where they were going. Arms were flailing, people were slipping and barely holding on, the group wobbled and wavered and flew in a zigzag, haphazard pattern. They screamed as they flew by the Midnight Crow, barely missing colliding into it.
The Old Man hunkered down in his lookout. “They are terrible, terrible creatures!”
Mary ran to the front of the ship, to the skeletal figurehead of the crow. Up above, Belle was trying to pull the line of helpless people, trying to get them to turn and head back toward the ship. They started descending.
“Think up, up, up! Happy thoughts!” Belle screamed at them, slowly losing the battle to keep them airborne.
“I’m so happy!” Charlie yelled hysterically, holding on with both hands to someone’s legs and looking anything but happy.
Wendy pulled on Elizabeth while holding onto Belle, trying to keep the chain intact. “They’re slipping, we have to get back to the ship!”
Slowly, little by little, Belle managed to turn the group around. Mary saw them approaching from the deck of the ship.
“Raise the main mast!” Mary cried.
“Raise it!” Blackbeard echoed, seeing her plan.
The screaming grew louder as Belle guided the group closer. The Old Man risked a look to see the Wendies approaching.
“They’re making another pass! We’re doomed!” he cried, hunkering back down.
Pirates ran across the deck and yanked on pulleys, getting the ropes moving and unfurling the large black mast of the Midnight Crow. Belle pulled, prodded, and yanked her out of control group toward the mast, committing them to a dive that would either see them on the boat or into the water.
“Hold on!” she cried.
“I really don’t think you needed to say that!” Alexandria yelled back.
The human chain picked up speed, aiming for the mast of the moving ship. The Old Man looked with doom in his eyes as the Wendies approached him.
“This is the end,” he croaked.
Mary held her breath and watched.
It was all anyone could do.
The group of flying, linked people crashed into the mast of the Midnight Crow, stretching it out, threatening to rip it off the ship, but the horizontal safety net held. The ship leered forward with the sudden impact and everyone lost their footing. Belle, Wendy, and all the others tumbled down the mast. Falling on top of each other, rolling over each other, and getting hopelessly intertwined in a massive jumble before finally crashing in sprawled pieces all over the deck.
The Old Man looked down from the lookout at all the bodies beneath him. Somehow, he was the only one still standing. “I’m okay,” he called down to them.
Mary got up and hurried over to the writhing mass of bodies. She spotted Wendy and quickly offered her hand. Wendy accepted. “Are you okay?” Mary asked, ignoring the Old Man shouting his acknowledgement from the lookout.
“I’m just going to pass out,” Wendy said.
Charlie lay on the deck, the heavy backpack on top of him, crushing him.
Alexandria crawled over to check on it. “If you had landed a little to your right, you probably wouldn’t be here right now,” she told him as she looked inside at the contents.
Charlie didn’t move, he was too scared. Satisfied, Alexandria stood up.
“You know, at some point you’re going to have to tell him you’re kidding,” Elizabeth said as she crawled out from several bodies.
“Who said I was kidding?” Alexandria replied mysteriously.
The pirates had begun to circle the group, staring warily at the people who had just boarded their ship from the sky.
“What are you doing on my ship?” Captain Blackbeard asked, pushing to the front and echoing the thought that was plainly on every pirate face.
Wendy and Mary shared an understanding look. Wendy wasn’t quite sure who she should address. “I’m here to plan an attack against Queen Magenta,” Wendy told Captain Blackbeard, while looking to Mary almost as much as she was looking at him.
“You can plan your attack somewhere else. We’re pirates, and we’re not interested in what happens on land,” Blackbeard roared.
Mary was about to say something, but the crew started cheering Blackbeard on and pulling out their swords.
“Attack the Wendies!” cried the Old Man up above from the safety of his lookout.
“Make them walk the plank!” someone else yelled.
“You’ve already been attacked by the Queen. Do you think she will leave you alone? She’ll keep attacking you until you’re dead.” Wendy said.
“We beat her back once, we can do it again!”
“You beat her with the help of the mermaids. They are also going to attack the castle with us. We must all unite to put an end to her rule, Divided, she will finish us off.”
More pirates yelled, more pirates shook their swords. Blackbeard let it go on, reveling in his crew.
Mary didn’t.
She stepped forward, and everything stopped. All the yelling, all the threatening, all the sword waving, it all stopped. And Mary stood between the two groups, staring at Wendy. “The castle, while by the sea, isn’t in the sea. How could we help you?” Mary asked.
Wendy signaled behind her. Several boys stepped forward and dumped a large sack in front of Mary.
“It’s filled with faerie dust,” Belle said. “I made it. It took a really, really long time.”
“You’re going to make us all fly?” Blackbeard started to laugh. His crew joined in.
Wendy stood there, stoically, letting the laugher roll over her. “No, we’re going to make your ship fly.”
No one was laughing anymore.
“You’re crazy,” Mary told her.
“Probably. I have been spending a lot of time with Peter, he has that effect on people.”
Hands crept slowly toward their sword hilts, the pirates edged closer, tightening the circle around Wendy and her group. All the pirates looked to Blackbeard for the command.
“You want to take the Midnight Crow and sail her across the sky?” Mary asked.
“I want you to sail her across the sky,” Wendy told her.
And Mary knew what she meant. It was finally time. It was time for her to be the captain once and for all, or let it all go forever.
“No.” Captain Blackbeard strode forward and pulled out his sword. “We be pirates, and this ship belongs in the water. You won’t be taking her anywhere while I’m captain!”
Mary’s sword was in her hand and at Blackbeard’s neck in an instant, almost before she knew what she was doing.
But she did know.
“But you’re not the captain,” Mary said.
Everyone tensed.
The pirates looked to each other, no one knew what to do.
“If you want to take this ship to where she doesn’t belong, then I have to stop you,” Captain Blackbeard told her defiantly.
“You won’t stop me,” Mary pulled her sword away. “None of you will. I am the captain of the Midnight Crow, I always have been.”
There was an audible gasp. It came from the Old Man in the lookout.
“I will take my ship wherever and whenever I choose. If I choose to take my ship and sail her across the river of stars, then you better believe that’s exactly where my ship will go. This ship is going to sail waters that no ship has ever sailed before.”
Mary turned back to Blackbeard, raising her sword once more. Wendy eyed the other pirates warily, ready to join her friend in the fight. Everyone stood on edge, waiting to see what Blackbeard would do.
“Aye, you always have been captain. And I’ve followed your orders every time, without question. And each time you’ve led us right. But this is something else. The ship was meant to sail the seas.”
Mary put her sword away, and walked up to Blackbeard. “She was called the Midnight Crow for a reason, it’s time to let her fly. Old friend, won’t you trust me as you always have?”
The pirates talked amongst each other, figuring out what was happening in their own rogue ways, some explaining to others, and others figuring it out for themselves, and some explaining it to others that weren’t even there as a way of explaining it to themselves. And as they talked, and as they listened, they slowly began to come around to knowing what they always knew. That Mary had been their captain, that Mary was their captain, and that she would always be their captain. And as they came to this conscious realization, they took physical steps to stand behind her, until everyone was standing behind her except Captain Blackbeard.
“The ship can only have one captain,” Blackbeard told her.
“Indeed it can,” Mary said, hoping this wasn’t leading to somewhere she would regret.
They stared each other down, the tension rising.
“All for Captain Mary!” the Old Man in the lookout yelled, unable to help himself and wanting to yell something other than someone was attacking them.
The pirates cheered, Wendy and her group cheered.
“No!” Captain Blackbeard yelled, silencing everyone instantly.
He stalked back and forth on the deck before them, eyeing down his old crew.
“Captain Mary? Captain Mary?” he asked them, daring them to answer.
No one did.
“A pirate captain has to instill dread, so that all fear to hear the name before they see the ship.”
He stopped his pacing and eyed Mary down. “And you think Captain Mary will do that, do you? I’m Captain One Eyed Blackbeard, of the three lands of the six seas. Everyone is scared of that name. Captain Mary will never strike fear into the hearts of your enemies.”
Some of the pirates looked to the ground, unable to meet Blackbeard’s stare, but they all continued to stand behind Mary. Blackbeard slowly walked right up to her, towering over her, looming down. Mary calmly stared right back at him.
“I say, let’s hear it for Captain Bloody Mary!” Blackbeard said.
A collective sigh escaped the group, and Mary eased her tensing muscles.
“I don’t know about that,” Mary tried.
But it was too late. Everyone yelled it out.
“Captain Bloody Mary!”
And they kept yelling it, and cheering it, and some were even crying it in a most un-pirate like way. And when they finally quieted down, Blackbeard went down on one knee and bowed before Captain Bloody Mary.
“What be your orders, Captain?”
Mary looked down at her old friend, there were tears in her eyes.
“Thank you, my friend.”
They clasped hands as pirates and she pulled him back up. Mary turned to face the crew, her crew, and raised her sword high.
“We will fight!”
Everyone cheered again, raising their own swords. The Old Man in the lookout, not having a sword, raised a spyglass and shook it in the air. Then he got another one, because he had all of them, and raised two of them up in the air, shaking and cheering along with everyone else.
“We will fight Queen Magenta, and send her shadows back to the darkness! Let’s make the Midnight Crow fly!” Mary yelled.
They kept cheering until their voices got hoarse.
“Excuse me, out of the way, move, coming through. Move, move! Do you not understand the word?” Alexandria pushed her way to the front of the crowd. “Okay, well, that was very inspiring and all. But it's going to take quite a bit of work before this ship goes anywhere, at least anywhere up. So if everyone would get ready, I'm about to tell you all what you have to do.”
∞∞∞
 
The plans were spread out onto the middle of the deck. Pirates ran back and forth, hammering, sawing, pulling and pushing things all over the ship, and then running back to Alexandria and her plans to find out what they had to do next.
“So when you turn the wheel now, the mast will move either left or right, to help catch the wind and steer the ship. That lever beside the wheel will tilt the mast slightly up or down, so we can go higher or lower,” Alexandria explained to Mary and Wendy as they tried to discern anything at all from her diagrams and writing.
Mary pointed to another picture. “And the oars beneath the ship?”
“They will pump air directly from this contraption in the hull, through the hoses, and onto the mast. The harder they row, the more air we’ll get, the faster we’ll go. Really, the easiest part of all this will be the fairy dust sprinkled all over the ship. That just keeps us floating.”
Belle was indignant. “Really? Just floating? That’s all my faerie dust does? Well, you’re welcome. It’s nice to feel useful!” She stormed off in a huff
“I’ll help her with the dust,” Elizabeth said, chasing after Belle.
“What did I say?” Alexandria asked.
The Old Man stepped forward, for once not in his lookout. “What can I do?” he asked Mary.
“I don’t know, what can you do?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t worked in over twenty years,” he told them.
Around them the ship was a buzz of activity.
“What were you doing before that?” Wendy tried.
“I was a lookout on ships.”
Mary, Wendy, and Alexandria looked to each other searchingly, but no one knew how to reply.
“Why don’t you just supervise? Mary tried.
“What does a supervisor do?”
“They make sure everyone else is doing what they’re supposed to be doing.”
The Old Man beamed. “I think I can do that.”
The Old Man stumbled off to find a suitable section of the ship to supervise, everyone else continued to work. They worked hard into the night, modifying the main mast so that it swiveled with the captain’s wheel, and allowing it to be raised and lowered in different sections and pivot up or down to catch more or less wind as needed for levitation. A massive wooden box was built, situated before the mast, with a hose that ran down below decks to gather up the air created by the rowers.
When the moon rose up high over Neverland, the ship was finally quiet. Almost everyone stood on the deck, looking at the new modifications to the ship. The dark waters of the sea were rough and uneasy, as if they sensed the coming battle.
Wendy, Elizabeth, Alexandria, Belle, and Mary were in a group, apart from the others. Wendy looked around at the girls and smiled. “When I got here I met Peter and his Lost Boys, and learned about Neverland, and fairies, and mermaids, and whales that could fly, and so much more.”
Wendy looked up to see a massive whale fly by on cue across the light of the moon. “But there was one thing that was missing, one thing that Neverland didn’t have, one thing that we’ve created within it.”
“Anxiety?” Alexandria tried.
Wendy looked at all of them, so very proud.
“Lost Girls.”
The girls nodded solemnly, appreciating their moment.
“We’re going into battle to save Peter and the faeries, I don’t know what will happen. People could die. But this battle must be fought. So we need to remember, whatever happens, however grim it gets, remember this moment, what we’ve done together, because we will always be Lost Girls.”
Wendy put her hand forward, and all the other girls clasped it. They stayed like that for a moment, for an eternity, for far too little.
“I think we’re ready,” Wendy told Mary.
Mary nodded and all the girls released. Mary walked over to stand before Blackbeard and her crew.
“The ship certainly looks different,” Blackbeard said.
“She’s still the Midnight Crow,” Mary responded.
“Aye, that she is.”
Mary stepped forward. “If there’s one thing in this life you need to be sure of, it’s yourself. Otherwise everything else ceases to exist. I would often say that, but it seems that I forgot what it meant. Today I remembered, and I will never forget again. We are going to battle, some of us will die. But we will not give up until we free Peter and the faeries, until we free Neverland!”
The crew cheered.
“If there’s one thing I’m sure of it’s this crew, and the Midnight Crow!” Mary yelled.
“And Captain Bloody Mary!” someone shouted out.
“Captain Bloody Mary!” the others all yelled.
Blackbeard put a captain’s hat on her head, and they all cheered again.
Captain Bloody Mary took her place at the wheel. “The Midnight Crow is ready to fly!”
More cheering.
And a little more after that.
And then it slowly started to die out, as people got tired, as voices got hoarse, as things pretty much stayed exactly as they were, and there was less to cheer about, at least until something new happened. But nothing new happened, and the Midnight Crow stayed right where she was, the black waters lapping against her hull.
Captain Bloody Mary looked to Belle. “What do we do now?”
Belle looked to Alexandria. “What do we do now?”
Alexandria sighed and walked over to the Captain’s wheel. “You just pull that little lever there, that will start everything.”
Alexandria struggled to pull the lever. She struggled a bit more. Mary stepped in and together they pulled the lever, straining with the effort. There was a loud, hollow boom that came from the bowels of the ship. The wood creaked and protested, a pulley system activated, and then another boom sound followed by wood splintering. Mary winced.
“I’m pretty sure that was supposed to happen,” Alexandria said hopefully.
A blackened bout of smoke shot out of the hose, before stuttering out. And then another blast hit the sails.
“Start rowing!” Mary yelled.
“Start rowing!” someone else yelled, followed by several others.
“Start rowing!” the Old Man in the lookout added, quite unnecessarily.
When they finally heard the words, the pirates below decks started rowing. The Midnight Crow lurched forward as a gust of wind blew into the main mast. Pirates grabbed onto things or fell down onto the deck. The ship stuttered and lilted, it moved forward and back, and jostled every which way until it built up a momentum and picked up speed, sailing fast across the midnight waters.
Captain Bloody Mary gripped the wheel of the ship as the Midnight Crow skipped along the surface of the sea, kicking off sprays and drenching everyone on the deck.
“Hold onto something, we’ve got waves to catch that no ones ever caught before!” Mary manipulated the wheel, and tilted the mast forward at a forty five degree angle, so that it could catch more of the air blowing into it to head up.
“That’s enough!” Belle yelled, looking up at the mast. “My faerie dust will have made the ship as light as a feather.”
The Midnight Crow caught a jolt of air and lifted up off the sea, and then came crashing back down again, kicking up sprays as tall as the ship.
“That’s a pretty heavy feather,” Elizabeth commented, holding onto anything to keep from falling off the ship.
The ship got airborne again, only to come crashing down even harder.
“It needs to think happy thoughts!” Belle cried into the mounting speed, wind, and spray.
“She’s a pirate ship. She thinks of conquest, and adventure!” Mary yelled, watching the mast as the ship bounced up again. At just the right moment, Mary tilted the mast a bit more, creating an umbrella that kept just enough air under it to let more build up. And then a bit more after that, until the ship careened and wildly flew up, and up, and up.
People screamed.
The wood groaned.
But the Midnight Crow flew.
“Batten down the hatches, secure the deck, and hold on for your lives. The maiden voyage of the Midnight Crow and Captain Bloody Mary has just begun!”




Chapter 18: The hopeless battle
The moon shone down on Queen Magenta’s castle as it perched atop the mountain peak, threatening to tilt over and fall into the icy water below. The dark path through the snow leading to the castle was empty, like it always was, but it was always watched nonetheless. There were numerous guards on patrol throughout the castle, not because Queen Magenta expected any kind of specific attack, but because she always expected some kind of attempted attack. Queen Magenta never let her guard down, and she never let her guards do anything less than patrol the castle multiple times, in multiple groups, watching the single road that wound its way through the impenetrable snow until it found itself on the doorstep of her great and magnificent castle. But the guards weren’t watching the skies, and they weren’t watching the sea. So that’s where the attack came from.
The figures swam just under the icy water’s dark surface in a perfectly synchronized group. The underwater swimmers headed straight for the castle, moving impossibly fast. Selindus was at the head of the group, with the others fanning out in a V shape behind and off to the side of her. They reached the cliff walls and, without stopping in the slightest, shot up out of the water with an impossible jump. They grabbed the hard rock and immediately started climbing up toward the castle walls.
The mermaids moved so fast, and with such an unnatural agility, that it looked like they were crawling on the floor instead of climbing up a vertical wall. In no time at all they had made it off the cliff and high up onto the castle’s walls. Here they stopped, eyes and ears alert for the guards below them.
“Mark them,” Selindus told her mermaids.
They spread out along the wall like spiders, identifying the various patrols and the numbers in them. Once they were sure that they knew the entire patrol, they all stopped and waited for Selindus. She clung to the wall, peering over the edge at the different guards. She started motioning groups of her girls to various positions up and down the wall to cover the patrols on the different elevations. The mermaids quickly scampered over to their assigned posts.
One of the patrols, a skeleton and two humans, had the misfortune of spotting the highest group of mermaids on the wall above them.
“What is that?” a guard had time to say.
Selindus herself leaped up the wall, past one of her groups, and over the edge. She slashed the first guard with her hand, and then the second, grabbing her sword and battering the skeleton down into a pile of bones with the flat edge. Selindus had moved so fast that they hadn’t had time to do anything other than ask their question.
She looked up reproachfully at the spotted group. With a quick tilt of her head, she ordered them on. The groups settled into their positions and waited for her command. Selindus waited for the guards to be as far apart from each other as possible, as the guards waited for their tired feet to march them to the designated spots that would be their doom. Once they were all there, Selindus raised up her fist and then brought it down quickly. With their unnatural synchronization, the mermaids leapt over the wall and dispatched all the guards at the same time.
Selindus nodded to herself, satisfied. In one fell swoop they had taken care of every single guard on the castle’s exterior. But Queen Magenta had become as powerful as she was by letting appearances be deceiving, and letting her enemies put themselves in weakened positions. Doors burst open, shouts rang out, and new guards ran out with weapons drawn to each of the mermaid groups along the castle walls.
The Queen herself walked out last, unerringly exiting from the location closest to Selindus. She walked out with the power of night, the shadow of the dark rising all around her, eyes shining with dark energy.
She knew, somehow, she knew. It was a trap.
“My dear Selindus, it’s been too long,” she said with a laugh.
Selindus looked at the army that was encircling her mermaids. “This is your only chance to surrender,” Selindus said.
“Surrender? Why ever would I do that? I have the power of the faeries now, I have the power of creation itself,” Magenta raised her hand and a dark ball of glowing energy built up within it.
She threw it, and Selindus cried out in pain as it hit her.
“I have the power to save Neverland,” Magenta threw another ball of darkness.
Selindus fell to one knee in pain, bowing her head.
Queen Magenta walked over to the kneeling Selindus, letting a ball of blackness build bigger than any before. She looked down at Selindus in scorn. The snow fell gently down around her.
“You are not welcome this night, Selindus.”
The other mermaids looked to each other in alarm, but there was nothing they could do. Magenta raised her darkness high above her and then cried out. An arrow shot out of the air and grazed her arm, making her lose focus. The dark ball dissipated into nothing.
Several of her guards panicked, and moved in on the mermaids. But more arrows dropped them before they could get close.
Queen Magenta looked around her in pain and fury. “Who dares?!” she cried.
Above, the Midnight Crow flew into view. Elizabeth was at the front, by the skeletal figurehead, another arrow notched and ready to fire. Everyone on the ground looked up in awe at the sight of the majestic flying ship as it parted the clouds. Captain Bloody Mary was spinning the wheel furiously, bringing the ship down and closer to the castle.
“Fire!” Mary yelled.
The cannons on the side of the ship roared in response, blasting the castle walls and the guards on them. The mermaids instantly sprang on their nearest foes, slashing and tearing their way through. Selindus leaped up and attacked Magenta, who barely had time to fall back and bring up a shadowy shield before her.
“Attack! Attack them all!” Queen Magenta yelled.
Wendy watched from the deck of the ship as more and more guards ran out of the castle to attack the mermaids. “They are hopelessly outnumbered.”
“Not once we free the faeries. They’ll join us and we will fight back,” Belle said.
Wendy nodded, knowing that had been the plan all along.
“I’ll bring you in close and attack the castle. Just get Peter and those faeries out of there,” Mary said, as she quickly spun the ship’s wheel one way and then the other. The Midnight Crow swiveled as it sailed through the night, coming in close to a lightly guarded part of the wall.
“Land ho!” cried the Old Man from the lookout.
“Throw the ropes over!” Mary yelled.
The guards closest to the ship gathered beneath it. Elizabeth fired her arrows, dropping them one by one.
“Why do we have to go down there? Why don’t we just wait up here until Elizabeth takes care of all of them?” Alexandria asked.
Wendy threw a rope over, watching as it trailed down to the top of the castle wall. The other end was secured to the ship. Wendy gave it a hard tug, just to make sure.
“Because Peter and the faeries are inside the castle.”
Alexandria just shrugged, not having any other good response. “Get over here Charlie. If I’m going down there, then so is my backpack, which means so are you,” Alexandria ordered.
Charlie reluctantly joined them, throwing two more ropes over the edge.
“It’s all clear.” Elizabeth put her bow on her back and threw her own rope over.
Belle hovered nearby, prepared to fly down after them. “There’s an entrance right by the ropes. We’ll make it in without a problem.”
Wendy paused, Elizabeth at her side, looking down at the great distance they had to travel. Mary was doing her best to hold the ship steady.
“Yeah, without a problem,” Elizabeth said as the long rope swayed dangerously in the air.
“Remember in school, when we were wondering when we would ever have to use rope climbing in the real world?” Wendy said.
“Is this the real world, Wendy?” Elizabeth asked.
“It’s as real as any world I’ve ever known.”
Wendy swung herself free of the ship, descending quickly down the rope. There was nothing but the night air around her and the Midnight Crow above. The sounds of battle got louder and louder as she got closer and closer to the castle walls. Belle was beside her, spiraling around her and the others as they quickly made their way down.
“Guards!” the Old Man cried.
Wendy looked down and saw that two more guards had managed to make it to exactly where their ropes ended. And they were waiting for them, swords drawn. She looked up helplessly at Elizabeth, but there was no way she could get her bow and hold onto the rope at the same time.
“I’ve got them!” Belle yelled, as she dove down at the guards, picking up speed and determination as she went.
The guards, once so sure of themselves, now glanced questioningly at each other as the enraged faerie flew at them. They decided to stand their ground, and kept deciding as Belle blasted into them, sending them flying off the wall in opposite directions.
Wendy dropped down the rest of the way and ran over to Belle, helping her stand.
Elizabeth and Alexandria dropped down after, but Charlie was a bit slower, weighed down heavily by the backpack and his fear of dropping it. Mary couldn’t hold the ship steady any longer, it began to drift away. And Charlie’s rope was moving away from the castle wall.
“Jump!”
“I can’t, I’ll fall!” Charlie yelled.
“That’s the point!”
Charlie closed his eyes and let go, dropping the rest of the way and landing backpack first on the wall. He cringed, waiting for something to happen with the backpack. A hand was offered to him, and he took it, standing up.
“You made it. You’re officially a Lost Girl,” Wendy told him.
“Thanks, I think.”
∞∞∞
 
The tunnel looked exactly like the other two they had passed, which looked the same as the ones before it. Torches along the walls helped guide their way as the girls, and Charlie, became more and more sure that they were more and more lost.
“We’re going west again,” Alexandria said, looking down at a small gadget in her hand that didn’t look anything like a compass.
Elizabeth glanced at the container, which had four dice in it, trying to make sense of how the numbers on the dice could translate into a direction they were travelling in.
“Maybe you were right,” Wendy said in frustration.
“About you being wrong?” Alexandria said.
“I was sure this was the way. Do you know where we’re going?” Wendy asked Belle.
Belle fluttered her wings, which Wendy noticed she did either when she wanted to fly or when she was nervous. Since Belle didn’t lift off the ground, Wendy could guess which one it was.
Belle glanced back the way they had come, which looked exactly like the way they were going, and shrugged her shoulders. “There were lots of side passages, Peter and the faeries could be in any of them.”
“They’re clearly not in this one,” Elizabeth said.
The castle shook, and dust rained down on them, a reminder that the battle outside was still being fought, a reminder that their friends were still in danger. Wendy urged them on, hoping that the next tunnel would look different than the previous three.
“This backpack is really heavy,” Charlie said.
“I know,” Alexandria replied.
“How would you know?” Charlie seemed to be the only one ever carrying it.
“Because you said it was heavy before I added more things in it.”
That was information Charlie wished he didn’t know. Although he hadn’t noticed the extra weight that Alexandria had added, the backpack seemed infinitely heavier after her revelation. 
As they pressed on into the depths of the castle, they noticed the air was getting colder. They could see their breath, and the walls became wet and coated with a black slime substance. The further they got, the more it built up, until the runoff started to pool at the base of the walls and drip from the ceiling. Some of it fell onto Wendy’s shoulder, and she quickly brushed it off, before holding up her hand in curiosity.
“What is this?”
“It comes from her shadow magic, as it becomes stronger it starts to take substance,” Belle explained with no small amount of revulsion.
Wendy stopped and looked at the room around them, and at the tunnel ahead which veered off to the left and out of sight. “I might have been wrong about being wrong. Peter and the faeries are just up ahead,” Wendy said.
“How do you know that?” Elizabeth asked, to her the tunnel ahead looked just like the other tunnels they had walked through.
“We just set off some kind of trap,” Wendy explained.
The others jumped closer together, looking around for a threat and finding none.
“How do you know there’s a trap here?” Alexandria asked.
Wendy pointed to the wall behind her. “Because my shadow just walked away from me.”
They looked over to see Wendy’s shadow standing away from her, hands on hips in a defiant and proud pose. They immediately checked to confirm that their shadows were also missing.
Elizabeth glanced along the walls until she found hers. “They’re just shadows, how bad could it be?”
In response, her shadow knocked a shadow arrow into a shadow bow and aimed it at her. Elizabeth held her ground for a moment, before diving for cover. The shadow arrow flew through the air and stuck into the wall.
Everyone else dived down low.
“You never ask that question!” Alexandria admonished.
Wendy pulled out her sword and strode forward to meet the shadows. “Girls, get ready to defend yourselves.”
Charlie dropped the backpack and pulled out his own sword. “I’m ready!” he cried.
There was an awkward moment where Charlie and the other girls exchanged glances.
“I mean I’m ready as a guy, not a girl, because I’m a guy,” he explained.
“Here they come!” Elizabeth yelled as the shadows charged free from the wall, only to dive into the ground and disappear again.
The girls, and Charlie, formed a protective circle. They glanced around for any sign of the shadow threat.
“I don’t see them!” Alexandria yelled.
“Keep looking.”
“I still don’t see them,” Alexandria said in frustration.
Belle flew up as far as the tunnel’s ceiling would allow, spinning around and looking in all directions until she spotted a shadow peeking out from around a tunnel corner. “Elizabeth’s shadow, just up ahead,” Belle pointed.
Elizabeth already had her bow aimed. “I see it, taking the shot.” She fired her arrow at the shadow, but the shadow just ducked down, leaving the arrow to hit nothing but the wall.
“They move pretty fast.”
“Alexandria’s shadow, just behind,” Belle called out.
Alexandria shrieked, throwing one of her inventions behind them and watching the tunnel foam up. She quickly grabbed another gadget from her backpack. “Bad shadow, bad,” she admonished, looking around for another target.
“Wendy!” Elizabeth called warningly.
“I see it,” she said, holding up her sword and advancing on her shadow.
Her shadow did the same, taking its time to saunter toward her, closing the distance.
“My shadow is so arrogant.”
“Keeping my mouth shut,” Elizabeth said.
“I mean, I know I’m good, but I don’t flaunt it like this.”
Wendy’s shadow dove at her with a quick strike. Wendy blocked and their swords clashed repeatedly as strikes were parried and dodged. But her shadow was relentless, driving her back toward the tunnel wall with a series of feints.
“Hey, I’m pretty good!” Wendy said, before realizing what she said. “Okay, maybe I flaunt it a little.”
The shadow pinned her back against the wall, using its unnatural strength to lock their swords together and crush her.
“I could use a little help against me,” Wendy cried.
Belle glanced around as she hovered, looking for her own shadow. “On my way.”
A shadowy hand grabbed Belle’s foot from beneath her. She tried to fly away but it held firm, swinging her down to the ground and dazing her. It pulled out a sword and advanced while she crawled away.
Elizabeth fired arrow after arrow, but her shadow kept merging into the wall and appearing somewhere else. “I can’t hit mine!”
The shadow emerged from the wall behind her and screeched, lunging through the air, aiming as it flew and firing a shadow arrow. Elizabeth fell back, trying to dodge, but the arrow pierced her shoulder.
“I’ve been shot!”
Wendy gritted her teeth as her shadow pressed down on her, bringing its featureless face closer to hers. “These things copy us! Stop fighting your own shadow and attack someone else’s.”
Belle rolled to the side as her shadow struck down with its sword. She kicked up off the ground, her shadow right behind. Belle flew through the air in a loop and then dived down with speed at Wendy’s shadow. She slammed into it and crushed it into the far wall. The shadow screamed and dissolved.
Wendy stumbled free and then caught sight of Elizabeth’s shadow as it fired on Elizabeth. Elizabeth was staying low to the ground, nursing her wounded shoulder. The shadow was entirely focused on Elizabeth, so Wendy rolled forward and came up in a lunging stab that pierced right through its bow and body. The shadow melted to the floor.
“One left,” Wendy called out.
Belle flew through the air as her shadow continued to chase her, slashing and swiping at her as it went. “Help. Help would be good, help would be very good!”
Elizabeth propped herself up and held her breath. The world went still for her, and only Belle and her shadow existed. She sighted down her bow, following the shadow, learning how it dodged and weaved, predicted how it was going to move. And then Elizabeth simply put her arrow where the shadow was going to be.
Belle’s shadow and the arrow met and the shadow screamed in agony, slashing one last time at Belle before disintegrating into nothing. Having made the shot, Elizabeth slumped to the side in pain, holding her wounded shoulder.
“Actually, there’s one more.”
The girls turned to see Alexandria standing before her shadow, both had gadgets raised, and neither moved. Her shadow threw the shadow gadget at Alexandria. Alexandria tensed, waiting. Nothing happened.
“Hey, my shadow is pretty useless,” Alexandria commented.
The shadow threw several more little spherical things that represented Alexandria’s gadgets. One after the other, they all landed harmlessly on the ground. Everyone converged on the shadow, and Alexandria could see the looks they were giving her. She looked to the shadow, and then to her friends.
“It’s my shadow, okay? It’s not me!”
They continued to stare as the inept shadow failed to be any threat of any kind whatsoever. After a few more painful moments, Alexandria had had enough. She turned to her shadow in frustration.
“Would you just stop?”
The shadow stopped, and then shrugged helplessly.
“Just get out of here before you make it worse,” Alexandria complained.
The shadow melted itself away and the girls quickly found that all their shadows had attached back to where they were supposed to be.
Alexandria walked over to everyone as they tried to avoid making eye contact with her. “I am very useful. Probably the most useful person in the group,” Alexandria mumbled.
Elizabeth massaged her wounded shoulder.
“Are you okay?” Wendy asked.
“I just got shot!” Elizabeth said incredulously.
“I mean, beside that,” Wendy clarified.
Charlie stood off to the side, confused. “I didn’t even have a shadow. Why didn’t I have a shadow?” he wondered.
Alexandria stomped up to him and put the invention she was carrying into the backpack he was still carrying. “I made the ship fly, don’t forget about that. Who else could do that?” she went on.
Elizabeth inspected her wound. “I think a real arrow would have hurt a lot more. The pain is already fading.”
Belle stood, as if in a trance, glancing at the tunnel ahead. It seemed to call out to her, to come closer to her while everything around her faded away. She heard cries, and pleas, and pain. So much pain. A tear ran down her cheek.
“They are there.” Her hand was outstretched, her finger pointing. She hadn’t even remembered raising it.
The others came around her, lending her their strength.
“I can feel them, echoes of them. They were in pain. The Queen hurt them very, very badly.”
Wendy put a comforting hand on her shoulder, Belle couldn’t even feel it. “We’ll save them,” Wendy told her.
But Belle could barely hear her over the perceived echoes of the screams and the cries. Belle was sobbing, the tears running freely down her face. “She hurt them!”
Belle dashed forward, past her friends, and into the tunnel.
“Belle, wait!”
Waiting was the only thing she couldn’t do. Belle wanted revenge, retribution. She wanted to stop the pain, and make the Queen suffer. Belle flew forward, blindly, knowing exactly where she was going.
“Elizabeth?” Wendy called.
Elizabeth had already got her bow up, checking for targets as they started forward. “I’m ready. Go, go, go.”
The group chased after Belle, losing their way through tunnels that twisted and turned over and onto themselves in ways that should not have been possible. The tunnels changed, becoming layered with a black tar substance that seemed to be feeding and growing, building itself over the old world and bringing in a new one.
∞∞∞
 
“They’ve got cannons!” the Old Man yelled as the cannons on the castle shot up at the sky, aiming for the Midnight Crow.
Several of the shots hit the ship, and Mary fell to her knees as the ship reeled under the unrelenting blasts. “Don’t we have cannons? Fire back at them!” she yelled, getting back to her feet.
“They have more of them,” Blackbeard pointed out.
Captain Bloody Mary looked down at the castle walls. The catapults and cannons, which were normally pointed at the ground, were now pointing up at them.
“Move around to the left side, they’ll have fewer shots on us over there,” she ordered.
Far below, the mermaids continued their assault on the soldiers, getting in quick attacks before disappearing over the edge of the walls to allow another group to attack at another location. The hit and run tactics were working, but the Queen’s army was far too large for it to make much of a difference.
The Midnight Crow sailed through the air, getting out of range of most of the cannons.
“Fire on the cannons that can still hit us!” Mary ordered, spinning the wheel and guiding the ship through the perilous night.
More cannonballs tore through the ship, and some of them hit the sails, creating large tears that made it harder to use the wind to navigate.
“We’re not going to last much longer,” Blackbeard pointed out.
“We’ve got to give Wendy more time!”
But there was no more time. A cannonball cleared the deck and headed straight for Mary. The captain’s wheel was blasted to pieces and Captain Bloody Mary was thrown back in a shower of splintered wood.
The world went dark.
∞∞∞
 
Belle’s mad dash had led the small group to a large, barren room with nothing in it except a glowing portal in the middle. All around it the walls were black and oozing tar, stretching out and spreading across the ground. The portal was giving off light in all directions. The Lost Girls stared at it in wonder, feeling its beauty as much as seeing it.
“It feels so warm, so inviting,” Elizabeth said, reaching out her hand to touch it and then pulling it back just as fast.
“It’s our home,” Wendy said with certainty.
The others looked to her and then back at the portal.
“I went through one just like this when I found you,” Belle said.
Wendy stepped forward, until she was only inches away from it. She closed her eyes and breathed it in. “Home,” she said again, feeling it in every essence of her being.
The castle shook with the sounds of battle. Outside, the cannonballs and catapults were continuing to fire.
“Why would Queen Magenta have a portal to our home?” Alexandria asked.
“I don’t know. But it scares me that she knows about it,” Wendy said.
Beyond the portal and the small circular chamber, the tunnel went on, past the light, past the warmth, into the heart of the castle. Belle stepped past the portal and looked down into the dark, uninviting tunnel.
“The faeries are there. Peter is there,” she said urgently.
“Home is there,” Alexandria said, still looking at the portal.
“I miss home. I miss the school. I miss archery practice,” Elizabeth said.
“I miss sleeping in,” Alexandria added.
“I miss fencing class, and dinners in the mess hall,” Wendy mumbled.
Belle looked over at Charlie who looked back just as worried, the three girls seemed to be in a trance.
“I think I can see the school’s fields, and the snow. We’ve been gone for so, so long.”
Belle fluttered over to Charlie.
“What’s happening to them?” he asked.
“The magic of the portal. It’s calling out to them,” Belle explained.
“I don’t feel anything.”
“No, it’s a portal for them. Just for them,” Belle explained.
Charlie glanced over at Alexandria, who seemed to be a million miles away. He walked over to her and tried to get her attention. “This backpack is really heavy, I’m putting it down and never carrying it again.”
Alexandria didn’t even look like she heard him. Belle got the idea and fluttered over to Wendy. “You can’t fight very well at all, Wendy Darling,” she tried, but Wendy didn’t care.
All three girls were staring through the portal at only things they could see.
Elizabeth smiled, and let out a cheer. “It is winter! The pond is frozen, ready for skating,” she said.
“I love skating,” Wendy said.
“So do I,” Alexandria replied.
“No you don’t, you hate skating, and anything else to do with physical activity,” Elizabeth mumbled.
“Oh, you’re right. I almost forgot. I miss hating skating.”
The three girls had walked up to the portal in a parallel line, standing so close to it and feeling the warmth, the inviting embrace.
Belle flew back to Charlie. “We might have lost them,” she said.
“What do we do now?” Charlie asked.
“We go on without them.”
Wendy reached out her hand toward the portal. “I miss, I miss…”
Her fingers stretched out, inches from the portal.
“Detention, and Headmistress Darling, and how I hate having the same last name as her,” Wendy said, her voice faltering. “How I hate being an orphan, and having her be my guardian, and not knowing my mother and father.”
The memory of the Headmistress had confused Wendy enough to break the portal’s hold over her. Wendy turned her head away from the portal. Inadvertently, Headmistress Darling had saved her yet again. She looked at her friends, to find that they were stretching out their hands toward the portal, yearning to go through it, to go home. Wendy shook her head with determination, she was fully in control of herself again. She pulled back her friends who struggled against her to travel through the portal.
“No, we aren’t done yet. We’re staying until we finish it.”
Wendy’s words reached them, and broke through the trance they had been in.
Alexandria looked at the ground in shame, “I still want to go home.”
“Me too,” Elizabeth added, holding her head in pain.
Wendy held her friends close, briefly glancing at the portal and its intoxicating effects. “And we will. We will go home again. But we’ll go home on our terms, after we’ve done what we came here to do.”
They looked at her, and slowly nodded. They would be strong, they would be strong together. Wiping away her tears, and wishing she had never had them, Wendy let go of her friends and nodded to Belle.
“Let’s go save Peter and the faeries.”
∞∞∞
 
Mary lifted her head from the ground and tried to look around. The world was shaking, spinning, and jolting all around her, but it was remarkably quiet. There was a complete absence of any sound whatsoever. She struggled up to her side, wobbly, and then lost her balance and fell back down. Undaunted, Mary pushed herself up onto her elbows and forced herself to look at what was happening around her.
The captain’s wheel had been utterly destroyed, and there were signs of other wreckage throughout. The Midnight Crow was careening on her side and heading listlessly back toward the sea. There was confusion and chaos everywhere.
Mary looked down by her side, and the sound came back. It came back in a thunderous, unmerciful explosion of pain. Blackbeard was lying in a pool of blood, his blood. He had taken the cannonball blast so that she would be spared, and it had broken him, utterly and completely. He shifted slightly and groaned, still alive.
Mary crawled over to him. Blackbeard managed to look over to her and smile. He held out his hand and Mary took it, holding it fast.
“Why did you do that? Why did you do that!” Mary was blubbering.
“Had to protect my captain,” he said, as he feebly tried to scratch at the patch over his left eye that had vexed him for most of his life.
Mary hugged him and started crying. He gently lifted her head up so that she could see him. “I’m sorry I doubted. You’ve always been my captain.” He managed a smile.
Mary sobbed as he looked past her, up at the night sky, to the waiting stars beyond.
She hugged him until he was gone.
The Midnight Crow was sailing uncontrollably through the air and out toward sea. It was heading in a downward angle that would eventually settle it into the water, but it was sailing away from the castle and out of the fight. The captain’s wheel was completely destroyed, but Mary could see that the tubes Alexandria had built were still blowing air into the main mast. With the wheel destroyed, the only way to turn the mast was to do it directly by force.
“Everyone, to me,” she said, as she approached the mast and grabbed it, trying to turn it counter clockwise.
“What are you doing?” the Old Man called out.
“We need to turn this ship around!”
“But the ship’s going down,” the Old Man clarified.
Mary grunted as she strained, but the mast stayed where it was. “We need to keep fighting to give Wendy and the others the time they need! Now help me!”
Pirates scrambled to her side, using their collective strength to push, pull, and beg the mast to turn. Little by little, the mast turned. And it kept turning until it caught the wind and tilted the Midnight Crow on its side, slowly turning its bulk and bringing it back toward the castle and the battle.
“She’s still going down,” the Old Man pointed out.
“That she is,” Mary said, watching as the mermaids fought for their lives against the castle guards. “Brace yourselves. We’re going to ram the castle!”
“We’re going to what?” someone asked.
The skeletal figurehead of the Midnight Crow was pointed directly at Queen Magenta’s castle, its long beak leading the way. It sailed through the sky, picking up speed, until people below realized where it was going and what it was going to do. They all ran, clearing the area, trying to put as much distance between themselves and the coming devastation.
“It’s time to fight like pirates!” Captain Bloody Mary yelled, holding her sword up high.
The Midnight Crow came roaring down until it blasted into the castle wall, just beside the main entrance. It pierced through the stone, cracking and rending it apart as it also tore itself apart, breaking and ripping chunks of itself in splintering destruction.
Whether they braced themselves or not, pirates went flying through the air. The lucky ones managed to land on various parts of the broken ship, the unlucky ones cleared the deck and landed in the courtyard or among the blasted rubble. Clouds of debris kicked up, so that no one could see where they were or where they were going to be. The ship continued to move forward after the initial charge, screeching hideously, embedding itself into the wall and sticking out from it. After the dust had settled and the noise had stopped, people dared to look upon the Midnight Crow. They saw Captain Bloody Mary standing at the deck, looking out at the castle courtyard.
“Prepare to be boarded,” she said grimly.
“It looks like you’re sunk.”
Mary turned to see James standing with a group of seasoned soldiers. They were all wearing the Queen’s special smoky armor, with its high collars and wisps of smoke rising off it. James walked forward alone while his men surrounded the ship.
“Appearances are deceiving,” Mary said as she jumped down from the ship to land in the courtyard.
Other pirates jumped down around her, and the nearby mermaids rallied to their side.
“Where is Captain Blackbeard? I’m ready to formally accept his surrender,” James said as he looked around.
“He has died.” Mary raised her sword in a salute, and then brought it up at the ready. “You are now dealing with Captain Bloody Mary of the Midnight Crow, and you’ll get no surrender from me.”
James laughed, and his men laughed with him, but the laughter died quickly as he saw just how serious Mary was.
“There is no need for further bloodshed. Look around, you are beaten.”
Chunks of the castle wall tore free and rained down on the castle guards below. Mary held her stance without a word, her face grim, refusing to surrender. One by one her pirates came up to stand beside her. She was their captain, and they would fight to the death for her.
James shook his head in regret, not liking where this was going. “I don’t want to have to kill you.”
Mary gave him a mischievous smile, and advanced on him with her sword. “Then it’s lucky for me that you can’t.”
She brought her sword down fast, and James barely blocked it in time. He was not so lucky with her second strike.




Chapter 19: The Lost Boy
They all felt the sense of dread before they entered the chamber. The tunnel walls leading to it became freckled with motes of faerie dust buried within, giving off a soft, sad glow. Belle reached out her hand and ran it over the wall’s surface, unable to touch the dust within.
“What is it?”
“Faerie dust,” she said, staring at the wall, and then forcing herself to turn and look at the entrance to the waiting chamber.
Elizabeth ran her hand over some of the motes as well. “How did it get within the walls?”
“I don’t know.”
Belle walked forward in a trance, not wanting to enter the waiting chamber but walking toward it anyway. The others fell in line beside her, all of them walking toward an inevitable doom that they felt in the air, that they sensed within their beings. This was not going to be a joyous rescue, this was going to be a tragedy.
As they walked forward, the tunnel lit up with more and more faerie dust. It was in the floors and ceiling, as well as the walls, and right before the entrance ahead some of it even hung in the air, endlessly defying gravity.
Belle reached out her open hand toward the dust, felt the small, dying electrical charge as it struggled to keep from winking out of existence. She took a deep breath and entered the large, domed chamber.
It immediately felt colder, and darker. Even though there was more light from the faerie dust all over the chamber, the light was muted, oppressed somehow. The shadows seemed to move, and small, quiet whispers hushed as they entered, waiting, watching, starting up again before ebbing away. Somewhere, something was crying, something was screaming. But it was far away, in the distant past, yet all too near. There was great pain in the bones of the room.
Belle cried out, spying the discarded faerie wings that littered the floor. She looked down and realized with horror that she was stepping on some of them. She jumped away, and then fell to her knees, gathering them up and hugging them to her.
“They’re all dead,” she said the tears spilling freely down her face.
“They’re all dead,” the shadows whispered back, mocking, hating, playing.
They all looked around the chamber, there were far too many faerie wings, far too many dead faeries.
“I think I’m the last,” Belle bowed her head.
Wendy hugged her as she hugged the wings. “No, there are others out there. We’ll find them,” Wendy tried.
But Belle knew the truth, she had known it for a long time, she had felt it and pushed it away, not wanting to know, not wanting to feel.
“I am the last,” she said with a certainty born of true despair.
Never in her life had she been alone. She had always known a family of faeries, of laughter and love and playing and playing and playing. And then she had met Peter, and the laughter and love and playing took on even more meaning. But now it was all gone, and she was the last, and she was alone. The last faerie there was, and she couldn’t even believe.
A faerie that couldn’t believe wasn’t really a faerie at all.
Belle cried.
And Wendy hugged her tighter. And it wasn’t even close to enough. But it mattered just the same. They stayed that way for a while, even the whispers receded, until somebody saw.
“Peter!”
Someone called out his name, and no one remembered who, but they all looked across the room, to the far wall, to see Peter. But Peter didn’t see them. Peter was long past seeing anything.
Belle stood up, still cradling the wings, and shuffled forward toward her Peter. He was imbedded in the wall by a black, tar like substance that looked like it had been liquid once, but had long past hardened. His head was tilted to the side, resting on his shoulder, and his eyes were black pools of nothing, looking past them at nothing, seeing nothing.
“Peter?” Belle tried.
But Peter, wherever he was, was not there. Peter hadn’t been there for a long time. Belle dropped the wings she held and collapsed into him, hugging more of the black hardened substance than him, but hugging him just the same.
“Peter,” she said again, in panic, in relief, in despair, in farewell.
The whispers started again, and the tar substance that held Peter shifted slightly, reaching out for Belle, hugging her back, trapping her. Belle pulled away, the sticky entrails breaking free.
“What has she done to him?” Wendy asked.
“She sent him away,” Belle said in shock.
The girls looked at each other, and at Charlie, all at a loss.
“How do we save him?” Elizabeth asked.
Belle was shaking her head before the words caught up to her. “This is the foulest of magic I’ve ever felt. I can’t sense him, he’s completely gone,” Belle said, sinking to her knees. “Peter is completely gone!” She keeled over onto her side, utterly spent.
Wendy kept staring at Peter, into his eyes, as he stared into nothing. She took a few steps toward him. “Can you hear me?”
He couldn’t, they all knew he couldn’t.
Wendy reached out her hand. The sticky substance around Peter reached out for her.
“What are you doing?” Alexandria said in alarm.
Wendy pulled back. The living, black, hardened liquid that had Peter waited for her, keeping its prize jealously guarded.
“We came here to save him. We have to try.”
“There’s nothing to try, he’s gone!”
Wendy reached out her hand again, the black sticky substance reciprocated. “He’s not gone. He can’t be gone. I won’t believe that.”
Wendy stepped forward, right up to Peter. The black substance parted for her, and enveloped itself around her, melding, merging, bringing her into the fold, into its trap.
Wendy pressed her forehead against Peter’s.
“Peter, I’m here.”
The black substance swallowed her whole.
∞∞∞
 
“You know what they say when little boys stay up past their bedtime?” Peter’s father asked as he brought the covers up around his seven year old son.
Peter grabbed the blankets and brought them up higher, peering over the edge of them. “What do they say?” he couldn’t help but ask.
“That the pudding monster will get them!” his father said triumphantly as he tried to tickle Peter under the blankets.
Peter yelled in joy and tried to avoid his father’s attacks.
“Oh, stop, you’re going to give him nightmares,” his mother said as she shooed him off to the side so that she could lean over and kiss Peter on the head.
“Does the pudding monster know where we live?”
“It knows where everyone lives!” his father couldn’t help himself.
Peter searched under the covers until he brought out Daredo, his stuffed whale. He had Daredo scan the room for any signs of pudding or monsters. All Daredo could see was the small nightlight, his other stuffed friends, and the lone, large windowed door across from the bed. No sign of any monsters.
Peter’s mom looked into his eyes lovingly. “Now it’s time for all good boys to close their eyes, and dream the sweetest of dreams, to get ready for another day full of mischief and adventure.”
Peter beamed. He was so happy. He loved his home, and his mother, and his father, and his Daredo. Everything was exactly as it should be. Peter hugged Daredo and watched as his parents left the room and closed the door. He comfortably settled into place and shut his eyes to wait for sleep. But the rapping and the tapping on the windowed door had other plans.
Peter’s eyes shot open, and he hid back down under the blanket, staring at the windowed door. Maybe it didn’t really happen? Maybe it was his imagination? Maybe it was his Wendy snowwoman, not content to wait outside and wanting the warmth of the house?
The tapping came again, and the rapping soon followed, and then the window shook and rattled as something tried to open it.
“Go away, I’m sleeping,” Peter tried.
But the outside door continued to shake and rattle, until it finally burst open and a dark shape sprang into the room. It stayed low to the ground and was soon out of sight. Peter gave a little yelp, and hid completely under his protective blanket. But Daredo wanted to know what was going on, so Peter risked another glance.
The windowed door was closed again, and the room was quiet. Maybe he had imagined it? Peter waited, his eyes scanning the room. He lifted up slightly so that he could get a better look at the floor. But all was quiet, all was normal.
Peter looked at Daredo admonishingly. “I told you there was nothing to worry about,” he said, but Daredo didn’t look like he remembered Peter saying any such thing. “I really did,” Peter insisted to the passive face that wasn’t fooled for a second.
There was a scrambling sound, something moved from one end of the room to the other. Peter really wished it was moving to the other, but the scrambling got louder and it was accompanied by a chattering noise that came from the foot of his bed.
Peter watched, wide eyed, as two shadowy claws clamped onto the foot of his bed and pulled up one dark, shapeless goo of a face. The gooey face opened its mouth to reveal rows of dripping, sharp, razor teeth. Peter wanted to scream, almost as much as he wanted to be out of his room, but all he did was watch as the shadow thing climbed onto the bed, hissing at him.
The pudding monster had found him.
∞∞∞
 
Wendy walked through the darkness, not sure if she was actually walking at all. When she looked down at her feet, it looked like she was walking, but there was no sensation of movement, no scenery, nothing at all to tell her she wasn’t simply walking in place. So she stopped walking, whether it was in place or not, and looked around. There wasn’t much to see, there was actually nothing but darkness to see, and there was quite a lot of it.
“Peter?” she called out, her voice echoing into nothing and then somehow getting louder and coming back to her.
Could he somehow be in this place? Just as lost as she was?
“Peter!” she tried again, but this time her voice didn’t echo. This time all was quiet, before a low, booming, guttural voice responded with Peter’s name.
“Great, now you’re using my morning voice. That is most definitely poor form.”
Crawling, slinking, featureless creatures came running at her from the darkness. Wendy wasn’t sure how she could see dark from dark, but the creatures seemed to have an outline that separated them from the background. Wendy pulled out the sword from her side, thankful that it had at least made the trip with her. They leaped at her and she dodged to the side, slashing nothing but air.
More creatures crawled out, doubling the two and then the four, until Wendy started to seriously doubt her chances of both counting and fighting them. They leaped at her again, moving in a coordinated attack. Wendy did her best to dodge or parry or strike, she really wasn’t sure which, but one of them managed to slash her across the shoulder.
Wendy dropped her sword and grabbed her shoulder in pain. She had no way to fight them, and she had nowhere to go. This was their battlefield, their advantage, and she was hopelessly lost. She was going to lose. She was going to die.
Wendy doubted. She doubted herself, her abilities, Peter, Neverland, her friends, her training, her self worth, all of it. Wendy doubted and cowered and feared.
That was the moment they beat her. That was the moment the darkness won. But they toyed with her first, and that was how the moment slipped from their grasp forever. The shadow creatures taunted her, circled her, they leapt in and backed out. Wendy flinched and cried out with each taunt, not able to act anymore, not able to fight. But she still had allies, whether she wanted to admit it or not.
“Are you waiting for someone to save you, Wendy?”
Wendy turned toward the sound of the voice, another human voice, to see the Headmistress standing beside her, a sword raised in her hands. “Because that’s not the girl I remember raising.”
It looked exactly like the Headmistress, it even had her disapproving mannerisms and disappointed inflection, but it couldn’t be her. Not in this place.
Wendy gave her an exasperated look. “Great, that was all that was missing.”
A shadow creature committed to a leap, the Headmistress raised her sword high. Wendy closed her eyes and flinched, waiting for the creature to end her. She heard a slashing noise, a gutting noise, and a yelp. Wendy opened her eyes to see the Headmistress’s sword covered in black ichor, the creature lying dead at her feet.
“You can feel sorry for yourself later. Pick up your sword.”
Wendy numbly did as she was told. She thought it was interesting that even a likeness of the Headmistress could prompt her to obey it so quickly. They stood, back to back, guarding against the darkness all around them.
“Raise your sword high.”
“It is raised,” Wendy said, double checking that she was doing exactly what she said she was. She hated how the Headmistress could bring out such insecurity in her.
“Raise it higher.”
Wendy raised her sword up with an exaggerated gesture, resisting the urge to roll her eyes.
“And spread your feet further apart, shift your balance around, stay fluid.”
Wendy did as she was told, hating herself as she did it. They kept an eye on the darkness, listening as the whispering grew louder.
“Must you criticize me in my own mind? Or wherever it is that we are?”
“Yes, I must,” the Headmistress replied simply.
The creatures attacked them from all sides, at the same time. Wendy and the Headmistress blurred into a rhythm of movement, executing strikes and dodges with an uncanny resemblance to each other. Even though the Headmistress was considerably older, she fought just as quick and just as hard as Wendy. Wendy supposed she would expect nothing less from a figment of her imagination in the likeness of the Headmistress, but she also supposed that it didn’t have to go out of its way to outdo her and continue to berate and correct her strikes.
“Pull away faster, you don’t know how strong they are.”
Wendy was pushed back as a shadow fiend leaped at her and found itself impaled on her sword. She barely had time to retract her sword, now completely black with whatever was in their insides, and bring it up in time for the next attack.
“I’m getting a pretty good idea,” Wendy said.
“Then move toward the door.”
“What door? There’s nothing here but the darkness and these things!” Wendy said, the desperation in her voice evident.
Headmistress Darling directed her gaze toward a solitary windowed door off in the distance. It was just hanging in the air, surrounded by nothing, the curtains blowing in a breeze that Wendy did not feel.
“Oh, that one,” Wendy said, having no idea when the door had become the only tangible object in the darkness.
“Move toward it.”
“I heard you. I’m moving, I’m moving.”
The Headmistress with Wendy acted so very much like the real Headmistress that Wendy began to doubt what exactly she was. But it was impossible for it to be the real Headmistress, because no one in her original world knew about this world, or could probably get to it even if they did. She wasn’t even sure the real Headmistress would risk her very real life to help Wendy if she even knew Wendy was in this place and needed help. So Wendy supposed she was saving herself, by conjuring up an image of something that was tougher than anything else she had ever met in her life. No one who knew Headmistress Darling would have disputed that. Yet it was still a scary thought, that if the shadows had wanted to destroy her, all they had to do was make themselves look like the Headmistress and stab her in the back when they had her trust. But maybe even they didn’t dare take on the Headmistress’s likeness.
“I don’t see you moving toward the door.”
“That’s because there’s no perspective in this place!” Wendy argued back, because she always argued back to the Headmistress.
“The door would be getting bigger.”
“The door is getting bigger!”
The lone door was, in fact, getting bigger as they fought their way toward it. The fiends intensified their efforts, as if sensing that the windowed door was salvation. Wendy and the Headmistress fought back that much harder, and the door continued to get bigger as they got closer to it, even if it was agonizingly slow in doing so.
Creatures leaped through the air, only to be sliced in half. They circled and darted in, only to be struck and have to dart out again. They nipped and growled, searching for openings, but Wendy and the Headmistress were too good, there were no openings. There was only the windowed door, and they were finally before it.
“Quickly, Wendy, through the door!”
Wendy dashed to the door, intent on diving through, but something made her stop. She faltered, and turned back to the Headmistress. “You’re not really here, are you?”
The Headmistress didn’t have time to look at Wendy as she slashed and parried the attacking creatures, holding back a tide threatening to crash down on them.
“Of course I’m not here, I’m a figment of your very limited imagination. Now stop dawdling and do as you’re told. Get through that door!”
Her commanding and demeaning tone helped Wendy’s conscious immensely as she turned back to the door, closed her eyes and dove through. Headmistress Darling risked a glance behind her to see that Wendy had gone. She let a small smile, a very rare one, spread across her face. There was nothing but the shadows to see it.
“Good girl,” she said, just like she had said once before.
And then just like that she was gone, leaving the shadow fiends confused and wondering if she had ever been there at all.
∞∞∞
 
Peter had never been so scared in his seven year old life. The gooey, dark shaped mass stayed perched on the end of his bed, looking at him with its sagging, dripping face. Lacking any eyes, it seemed to sense where he was. Peter covered Daredo’s face with his hand, so that his little whale would be spared the sight of the terrifying, pudding thing that was going to eat them.
“I’m sleeping, go away,” Peter pleaded, as if the argument of not being awake would somehow change the creatures mind and appetite.
But it didn’t. The thing reared back to pounce, and Peter barely fell out of his bed before the thing crashed into his headboard, splintering the wood and destroying his bed. Peter scrambled backward, toward the far wall, away from the monster, away from Daredo. Peter froze. He had dropped Daredo!
The thing on his bed thrashed and tore, getting itself tangled up in his blankets. Daredo looked to Peter with his passive, frightened face. There was no choice to make, Peter couldn’t leave him behind. He crawled forward and snatched Daredo up as the pudding monster ripped through his sheets and freed itself. It titled its head around the room and tried to sense him again.
“Go away!” Peter yelled, although he didn’t mean to, and he certainly didn’t want to, but he ended up saying it anyway. And by saying it he helped the gooey creature locate exactly where he was.
Peter yelped and clutched Daredo tight, backing them both up into the corner. The monster dropped off the destroyed bed, and lumbered toward him with a casual, cruel sense of victory. It dripped liquid tar off itself as it crawled across the carpet, staining the path it took from the bed to the corner.
For the first time in his life, Peter realized that monsters were real.
There was nothing more he could do.
“I love you, Daredo.”
Peter couldn’t keep his wide eyes off the shadowy thing as it got closer. Its breath steamed the air around it, and its labored breathing intensified in anticipation as it got closer still. Daredo tried to give it a defiant passive face, but even he cowed under the approaching doom, hiding his head against Peter to block out the sight.
The windowed door burst open and Wendy dove into the room. Peter, Daredo, and the shadow monster all turned in her direction as she spotted him.
“Peter!” she cried in relief, instantly recognizing his seven year old form.
She was the most beautiful thing Peter or Daredo had ever seen, and he looked on her with wonder as she raised the sword she clutched in her hand and approached the shadowy monster.
“Don’t worry, it’s just a shadow,” Wendy told him.
The monster squealed in a high pitch and slammed itself against her, throwing her back and leaving its icky residue on her clothes.
“It’s just a highly volatile, extremely dangerous, and quite disgusting shadow,” Wendy corrected as she brushed at the residue in revulsion.
The thing snorted and circled her. Wendy stood still, her sword poised and ready to strike, her eyes following it as it moved. She conserved her energy, waiting. It lowered its head and prepared to strike. Wendy struck first, moving like a blur, slashing through the air. The monster barely had time to leap back as part of its claw got struck by her sword.
“I will not let you hurt him,” Wendy told it with certainty.
The thing swiveled its head to Peter, knowing what she was saying. It made one last desperate lunge at him. Peter yelled and hugged Daredo tight. Wendy leapt in between, thrusting her sword forward and letting the shadowy monster impale itself on her sword.
It shrieked, hissed, and squealed, as its liquid like mass bubbled, sizzled and melted into a tar like stain on the carpet.
“See? I told you it was just a shadow. Nothing to worry about,” Wendy said as she straightened up, caught her breath, and adjusted her hair.
Peter didn’t move. He kept his hands shielding his face and Daredo. “Who are you?”
Wendy went down on one knee, getting to his seven year old eye level. “My name is Wendy Darling, I’ve come to rescue you.”
Peter got the courage to let himself and Daredo see Wendy. She smiled at him, and held out her hand.
“My name is Peter,” he said, taking her hand and letting her pull him up. “And this is Daredo,” Peter said, thrusting him forward because Daredo was too shy to do it himself.
Wendy smiled at the stuffed animal, her memory taking her back to the flying whales, and ruffled its head. “It would have to be, wouldn’t it,” she said to herself.
Peter looked at the stain on the ground, the remains of the pulpy creature, and then over to the windowed door. “Are you the one that takes me away from my mother and father?”
“What do you mean?” Wendy asked.
“Just a dream I’ve always had,” Peter explained.
She didn’t know what to make of this place, didn’t fully understand where she was or when she was. Everything about it looked like Wendy was back in her own world, yet maybe in another time. This could very well have been how Peter left his life. Wendy could feel her heart break.
“I don’t want to be. But I think I am,” she said with sorrow.
Peter nodded bravely. He somehow knew about this moment, as if he were born with a distant memory, always on the edge of remembrance. A dream just out of reach, hiding away when looked for.
He walked over to the bed and placed Daredo back on it, pulling up the shredded covers to keep him warm. “They won’t understand, so you have to be there for them, you have to take care of them.”
Daredo looked back at Peter, not wanting to be separated from him, and telling him so with his pleading look.
“I know, Daredo. I’m scared too.”
Peter hugged him again.
When he turned back, Wendy was already at the windowed door. He took the bravest steps of his little life walking toward her. All the memories of his room beckoned to him, urging him to stay where it was safe, where it was warm, where he was loved, where he belonged. He pushed them down and took step after step until he was standing beside Wendy. Daredo watched him the whole time.
Wendy opened the door outside, which had somehow slammed shut. Peter looked out at the distant stars, really looked out, for the first time. The night sky seemed a lot bigger and full of danger than it ever had before. “Where are we going?”
“Where we’ve never left.”
“Is it far?”
“Farther than far.”
Peter nodded, more to himself. Somehow, he had known all these things before. And he was just remembering when she told him.
“Will we get lost?”
“Most definitely. But sometimes lost is exactly where you need to be.”
Wendy stepped up to the window. She was so beautiful, so perfect, and so scary at the same time. Peter looked down and could see his snowmen on the ground below.
“I can’t fly,” he said.
Wendy remembered how she had flown, and how she had doubted that she could fly, and how Peter had told her that she would never fly again. But this place was different, this place was before.
“Have you ever tried?”
Peter shrugged, not wanting to admit whether he had or not.
She smiled at him, and held out her hand.
There was a banging at the door. Wendy turned sharply to see that during the battle Peter’s bookcase had fallen over and blocked the door to his room. Peter’s parents called out to him from the other side.
“I’m going to miss them.”
“I know. There will come a time when you no longer remember them. At least, not fully,” she said with sorrow.
“I don’t want to not remember them.”
“I know.”
Peter fought back his tears, and took one last look at Daredo, still nestled safely among the covers. “I’ll be back, Daredo.”
Daredo gave Peter his most convincing, passive face, but they both knew it was a lie.
Wordlessly, he took her hand.
Wendy paused at the edge of the windowed door, at the edge of night, waiting for eternity to swallow them whole. But it wouldn’t. It would make Wendy do it. A tear ran down her cheek.
“I’m sorry, Peter.”
She stepped out into the darkness, into the air, pulling him up with her, pulling him away from everything he knew. They flew into the night, Wendy always holding his hand, always guiding him, flying for them both. Through it all, Peter pretended not to cry.
The door burst open, knocking the bookcase aside, and Peter’s parents ran straight to the windowed door. As if they knew, as if they’d always known. A small fear, nestled deep in their belly, where every parent fears to look, but every parent knows is there.
They cried for him to come back, pleaded to see him again, begged for more time.
But Peter was gone.
Lost to the world, lost to them.
A Lost Boy.
Forever.




Chapter 20: The death of Wendy Darling
Wendy opened her eyes and saw that she went from darkness to darkness. She could feel the tears on her face, running down her cheeks, the sobs wracking her body. She could feel the black, tar substance all around her, encasing her, entombing her. Wendy pushed out at it, stretching it slightly and then breaking through. The substance was defeated, dead, it no longer had any strength or elasticity to stop her.
“Wendy!”
A hand grabbed hers. Other hands pulled and pried at the black substance, ripping it off in hardened, dead chunks. More of it came off, until she could see her friend’s worried and determined faces.
“Why are you crying?”
It was Peter’s voice. She looked beside her to see him in her arms, encased as she was, no longer a little child. He was back with her, she had brought him back. His mischievous eyes looked at her with curiosity and wonder.
They both got embarrassed and shy by how close they were, and separated as soon as they were free from the tar. She could still feel the icky substance coating her entire body, and wondered if she would ever be able to wash it off completely.
“You don’t remember?” she asked.
“Remember what?”
Belle jumped into his arms, and then made a face at the coating of thin black slime that covered him. Shrugging it off, she hugged him tight.
“Nothing,” Wendy said, avoiding his gaze.
Wendy remembered. She remembered all of it, and the guilt would haunt her for the rest of her life. Through some perversion of the Queen’s dark magic, somehow, some way, she had met Peter when he was a boy and brought him to Neverland. But it had to be done. Neverland had to be saved, and Wendy knew that she couldn’t do it alone. Peter was necessary, and that’s why she had to bring him here. She had stolen a child from his parents, from his life, from his innocence, it didn’t matter that he had agreed to go. She remembered Daredo, a symbol of all she had taken, and vowed that she would never forget him.
“I will remember,” she said quietly to herself.
Outside, the sounds of battle continued through the old thick stone of the castle.
“Do you think we’re winning?” Elizabeth asked.
“There’s only one way to find out.”
∞∞∞
 
They were most definitely not winning. From the sights and sounds all around them, it was obvious that the pirates and mermaids were doing their best not to be utterly slaughtered.
They had been routed, and the mermaids and pirates had retreated to the battered husk of the Midnight Crow as she lay broken and ruined on the stone floor of the castle’s courtyard. Mary was holding the line, rallying the troops as the Queen’s guards and shadow things pressed in from all sides, completely surrounding them in a sea of defeat. The snow was coming down harder than ever, and it mercifully obstructed the extent of their hopelessness.
“I think I liked it better in the dungeons,” Peter said grimly, spotting his old friend, James, as he led the attack.
They had come out on top of the castle walls, and the battered ship was far below them in the courtyard. Their small group would never make it in time to help. Belle brought out her cupped hands, motes of golden magic danced within them, shining so bright it almost made her hands translucent. The glow shone through her fingers and splashed across their faces, pushing back the grim darkness for just a little while.
“I am the last of the faeries, and this is the very last of the faerie dust. I don’t need it to fly, but there is enough here for one last flight.”
Peter stepped forward without a word. Wendy held back, remembering how she had doubted that she could fly and had fallen, and how she had been able to fly again in that past to save Peter. That was another time, she didn’t think that she could fly again now. They needed Peter to fly for them. Belle raised her hands above Peter and released the golden dust. It swirled down around him, picking up speed, circling and spinning, absorbing into his skin and essence. Peter glowed with the magic of mischief, of love and life and all that was happiness. Wendy closed her eyes and just breathed.
“It is too late to save the faeries,” Belle said with sorrow, “But it is not too late to save Neverland.”
“Then we will save it,” Peter replied, glancing at Wendy, who nodded.
He scooped her up in his arms and lifted up into the air. Wendy basked in the warmth, and the freedom, and the possibility, and regretted what she had given up by doubting. Maybe it had never been her place to fly? Maybe that was something that others got to do?  
Peter dove them down into the battle, Belle right behind, leaving Elizabeth, Alexandria, and Charlie standing high up on the castle walls. The three looked down at the battle below, at the overwhelming power of the Queen’s army.
“It definitely looks like a hopeless battle. But I’m glad to be fighting it beside you all,” Charlie said.
Alexandria looked at him, and squeezed his hand. “I am too. I’m sorry I called you a ridiculously, pathetic case.”
Charlie scrunched up his face in confusion. “I don’t think you did.”
“I did it in my mind. A lot.”
“Oh.”
“I guess we’ll have to walk down,” Elizabeth said.
∞∞∞
 
The Queen’s army, bolstered with the shadow fiends, was more than the mermaids and pirates could handle. They were making their last stand in the battered remains of the Midnight Crow, and it didn’t look like it was going to be a very long last stand. Wendy soared above the battlefield in Peter’s arms, flying through the night sky, relishing the wind as it blew by. She knew there were too many to fight. The only way she could make a difference was if she attacked Queen Magenta directly and forced her to surrender.
The Queen was currently holding back and letting her shadow fiends attack Selindus, keeping her cut off from the rest of her mermaids. Peter landed behind the Queen, kicking up debris and sending it flying in all directions. He set Wendy down. Queen Magenta turned around and raised an eyebrow. Wendy extended her sword in an invitation to fight.
“My name is Wendy Darling, and I’ve come here to save Neverland.”
“So I’ve heard,” Queen Magenta said, raising her arm and materializing seven shadow swords in the air around her. The swords hovered, tip first, at Wendy, itching to strike. The wind and the snow picked up.
“Shadow swords don’t scare me,” Wendy said defiantly.
“Foolish girl,” the Queen said, as she lowered her hand.
The swords flew through the air toward Wendy. She deflected, dodged, parried, stepped back, and cried out as they flew past, embedding themselves in the wall. Wendy looked behind her, wide eyed, and then back at the Queen.
“Okay, they scare me a little.”
∞∞∞
 
Captain Bloody Mary darted forward and struck at James again, and again he danced back, just barely blocking the attack. He was lucky this time, but it was clear she had gotten through his defenses several times. During their fight, she had become separated from the battered remains of her ship. Her eyes kept traveling to it in fear and worry, knowing that she had to end this fight quickly if she was going to save the pirates and mermaids currently hiding within what was left of it.
“I don’t want to kill you,” she told him desperately.
“I don’t want you to kill me either,” he agreed, having long admitted to himself that he was no match for her.
Mary darted forward and nicked his shoulder, he gritted his teeth in pain as a new wound started bleeding. Mary darted back again, her eyes back on her ship.
James sighed and lowered his sword, stepping back and leaning against the rubble from the destroyed castle wall. “Look, we both know that you won’t last much longer against me.”
“Won’t I?” she asked, incredulously.
“I was right about to do my secret attack, it would have changed everything.”
“Indeed.”
James dropped his playful banter and got more serious. “But, more importantly, they won’t last much longer without you.”
Mary lowered her own sword, acknowledging the truth of what he said.
“Go,” he bade her. “Save them.”
Mary was confused, she wasn’t sure she could trust him.
James smiled at her, though he was in a lot of pain from all the cuts she had scored on him. “You saved me once, so now I’m letting you go to face certain defeat with your friends.”
“Thanks.”
“I figured it makes us even. I’ll see what I can do about lessening the right flank. If you’re going to push out and try to escape, do it from there.”
She nodded at him. “Thanks,” she said again, meaning it this time.
And then she was off, running toward the Midnight Crow and her friends, hoping she would arrive in time.
∞∞∞
 
“I thought you saw stairs over there.”
“I thought you saw the stairs over there.”
“Yes, but when I said that I thought there were stairs over there, you agreed,” Alexandria said in a huff.
“I agreed because I was hoping you were right so I could stop carrying this heavy backpack that you’ve barely used anything from,” Charlie complained, and then quickly flinched as she stared him down.
“He’s right, you really haven’t been doing much with it,” Elizabeth pointed out.
Alexandria threw up her hands in outrage but couldn’t argue with them, the memory of her useless shadow was at the front of her mind. Alexandria did not want to feel useless.
They walked along the castle walls until they found a destroyed section of the wall that had created a sloping pile of rubble leading down to the courtyard below.
“That will have to do,” Elizabeth said grimly.
“It looks really steep, and unsafe,” Charlie said.
“Come on, you ridiculously, pathetic case,” Alexandria said as she pulled Charlie down the rubble with them.
“I thought you apologized for not calling me that?” Charlie was indignant, but he was still dragged along anyway.
“I might as well do it since I apologized for it.”
∞∞∞
 
Peter wanted to help Wendy, he wanted to fight Queen Magenta, but he needed a sword to be able to help and fight anyone. All he could do was watch helplessly as Queen Magenta and Wendy engaged in the most furious sword fight he had ever seen. He tried to tell when an attack wasn’t a parry, and a parry wasn’t a setup to a string of moves that left him accidentally cheering for the wrong side more often than not. But Peter often let his excitement get the better of him. He thought he would make up for it by offering Wendy some advice.
“Keep your guard up, don’t let her sword make contact for too long, keep your guard down, always use fast strikes and quick strikes,” the advice sounded wise to him.
Wendy did her best to not let Peter distract her, but it was probably one of the hardest things she didn’t let someone do. In the end, she couldn’t block him out entirely.
“You know fast and quick are the same things, right?”
“Sometimes,” he admitted.
Peter held his hand out, thinking that Charlie and the others were still right beside him. “Charlie, I need a sword!”
James threw Peter a sword, Peter barely saw him and caught it. James held his own sword up defensively, standing between him and Wendy.
“We have to fight this battle, Peter.”
“I’m think we already fought it,” Peter tried to look past James, but James annoyingly moved to block his sight.
“Defend yourself!” James darted in low and struck at Peter’s new sword. Peter brought it up and perfectly deflected.
“I’m pretty sure defending against you wouldn’t work in this case, at least for me,” Peter pointed out. “Now if you would kindly step aside, I just have to help Wendy vanquish your mother.”
“Stop with your nonsense jabbering and fight me!” James yelled, frustrated and conflicted.
“Can we pretend to fight?” Peter asked, backing away as James put together a series of attacks that would have beat most people. “I’ll even pretend to lose.”
James yelled and attacked even more, which caused Peter to back up and defend even more, wondering how he had got into this situation. Off to the side, Wendy was doing her best to find her courage. Having come to terms with the fact that Queen Magenta could materialize multiple lethal swords from thin air, each of which could kill her with a single strike, Wendy was feeling a tad better about her chances of surviving the encounter.
Selindus, finally freed from having to deal with the multiple shadows, had rallied her mermaids around Wendy to help her keep the circling shadow swords at bay. Wendy wasn’t completely comfortable fighting with Selindus and her mermaids, having had the very recent memory of fighting against them, but she was getting quite used to the shifting loyalties of the various people of Neverland. The important thing was at that exact moment the mermaids weren’t trying to kill her, and the enemy of the person who wasn’t trying to kill her at that moment was, unfortunately, still her enemy. But near as Wendy could tell, Queen Magenta seemed to be almost everyone’s enemy, and if she wasn’t stopped, more people would get hurt in her misguided attempts to save Neverland.
“This is your last chance to surrender,” Wendy said, trying to sound a lot more confident than she wished she felt.
Queen Magenta just laughed and raised her arms out wide. Wendy hated when she did that, it usually meant that something new was going to attack her. Pulpy, bubbling, masses of shadow raised from the stone floor. They raised in front of each mermaid, they raised in front of Wendy, until it seemed that the number of allies Queen Magenta could summon to her side was limitless. The snow picked up, turning into a blizzard and making it harder to see.
Wendy gritted her teeth as two of the malformed shadows advanced on her. “You don’t want to miss your last chance,” she called out to the Queen.
But she couldn’t tell if the Queen was even listening to her. All she could tell was that the mermaids were being driven back and that Wendy was finding herself, once again, very much alone in a situation that very much called for allies.
“There’s no one to help you now, Wendy,” Queen Magenta told her.
The two shadows flanked her and attacked.
∞∞∞
 
Dorian executed a perfect series of dizzying strikes, each one faster and deadlier than the last. It was all Mary could do to stay that much faster in the face of it. But it wasn’t enough. She knew it wasn’t enough. Mary knew she was going to lose. It seemed Mary had got back to her ship just in time, as Dorian would have easily slaughtered his way through it if she hadn’t been there to at least stall him for a moment.
Mary backed up a bit, toward the safety of the Midnight Crow. A false promise, as the destroyed ship couldn’t save anyone. It couldn’t save her crew, it couldn’t save the mermaids that had taken refuge with them. Only Mary could do that, only Mary could stall the inevitable death.
Dorian gave her a small, grim smile. He knew she was going to lose. “You have heart, girl. I’ll give you that. But in the end, everyone with a heart dies.”
He attacked again, and Mary struggled to match his speed and intelligence. His feints and parries were so intricate and practiced that he could hide them behind real strikes, deciding in the moment what his attacks would become. She felt clumsy and slow. Some pirate lord she turned out to be. When faced with the person who had held the title before, for far longer than she had been alive, Mary was nothing but a pale imitation. She was going to lose, and she was going to die.
So be it.
Captain Bloody Mary, of the destroyed and ruined Midnight Crow, would die defending her friends and all those that sought sanctuary behind her.
Mary held her ground, and beckoned to Dorian. “If you’re going to kill me, come and do it already.”
He saluted her respectfully, and advanced.
∞∞∞
 
Wendy struggled to see past the snowy flurry. There wasn’t much she could do, and whatever it was she could Wendy didn’t know how it would help. The Queen was just too powerful, her shadow army endless. She had taken in all the power of the faeries, and turned it into a force of will that was unstoppable. Wendy ducked and dodged low as the two shadow fiends attacked at the same time. She cursed herself, she couldn’t even get past the things to attack the Queen directly, and if she somehow managed to beat these two, the Queen would just make two more.
When would it end?
Belle touched down beside her. “I heard you could use my help,” she said, taking one of the fiends on directly.
“Who told you that?” Wendy said, barely ducking and managing a counterattack.
“I think it was when you screamed ‘help!’”
The two girls fought magnificently together, quickly turning the tide and backing the shadows up into each other where they were quickly dispatched and destroyed.
“That wasn’t so bad.”
Four more shadows appeared. Belle made a gesture of zipping up her lip, and the two girls had to fight all over again. Peter could see that they were outnumbered, and he determined that he was needed, because in his mind he was always needed, but he had to find a way to stop fighting with James in a way that wouldn’t hurt his feelings.
“I can’t do it anymore, you’ve beaten me, I can’t go on, you’ve won,” Peter lamented, showing no signs of not being able to do it anymore, being beaten, or unable to go on. Quite the opposite, Peter was a master swordsman who was having no trouble keeping up with James and his attacks. James could see this and couldn’t help rolling his eyes.
“Would you just stop?”
“I’m trying, but you keep going,” Peter pointed out.
James finally relented and stepped back, catching his breath. Peter also stepped back and did his best to mimic his friend’s lack of air. James caught on and got even more annoyed.
“How is it that we’re even friends?”
“I’ve often wondered, with you trying to kill me and lock me up all the time. It makes it quite difficult,” Peter admitted.
“Get out of here! Go save your friends before I try to kill you again.”
Peter bowed and smiled to his friend. “Thank you, much appreciated. You are truly a man of utmost humility.”
Peter took to the air while James glared up at him.
“I could have beaten you at any time. I nicked your shoulder!” James called out, referring to the tear on Peter’s right sleeve.
“I nicked your heart,” Peter pointed out.
James looked down, startled to see the fabric over his heart had been slashed multiple times. Peter smiled and waved at his friend, it had been a fun game.
∞∞∞
 
Mary was exhausted. Somehow, she had kept going, had kept fending off Dorian’s attacks, had kept everyone in the blasted ship protected and safe. But she could go no further, she had nothing left. The battle was all but finished everywhere around them. The mermaids and pirates were hiding in the Midnight Crow. The Crow itself was decimated, with large sections of wood ripped off or blasted away, showing the sections of its skeletal body beneath, matching the figurehead of the Crow on its bow.
Elizabeth shot a path through the hostile army for Alexandria and Charlie to finally join everyone else. Only Wendy, Belle, and Peter remained out of the protective ship, fighting the Queen. Elizabeth could see that Mary was slumped to the side, trying to catch what little breath she could. Dorian waited for her to stand, waited for her to die by his hand. Elizabeth advanced on Dorian, sighting him with her bow.
“No,” Mary shook her head.
“I hardly think this is the time to be honorable,” Elizabeth said, but she complied, lowering her bow and standing beside Mary.
“We must always be honorable, in our life, and in our death.” Mary forced herself to stand, swaying on her feet. Slowly, with all the strength she had left, she raised her sword to fend off Dorian’s next attack, knowing the one after that would kill her.
∞∞∞
 
Wendy drove her sword through the last shadow fiend, grimacing as it hissed and dissolved on her blade, ending in a pile of black goo on the ground. She straightened and faced the Queen, Belle beside her. The snowy wind tossed her hair around, made her squint to see, but she stood defiant nonetheless.
Queen Magenta had never seen a creature like Wendy before. She was fire, and ice, and relentless, and unstoppable. She was a force of nature, a destiny, an unending vortex of life and death. Magenta loved her, was awed by her, and knew that she had to kill her. Their battle had been fierce, and it had moved to the edge of the courtyard, beside the wall that guarded the rocky drop to the sea below.
“There is much I could have taught you, other than the inevitability of death,” the Queen told Wendy sadly.
“I already have a teacher,” Wendy said, raising her sword and prepared to attack.
Queen Magenta did not doubt that she would tire before Wendy did. Wendy was a creature that did not know when to give up, that did not know her place in the grand scheme of things. The only way to beat her was to beat her friends. She looked out at the destroyed ship that Dorian and her army had surrounded, that fight was lost and did not need her attention. All Queen Magenta had to worry about was the faerie that stood beside her. She would have loved to siphon its power, to have even more of it, but Wendy would never give her the time necessary, so she would have to kill it instead.
Peter landed with a crash, kicking up dust and debris, ready to fight with Wendy, to fight for her, probably to die for her. That was another option, Queen Magenta would most definitely help him die for her. Without even looking at him, keeping her gaze fully on Wendy, the Queen stretched out her hand and surrounded Peter with shadow fiends.
“They never end, you know,” she told Wendy, not even caring how her fiends did against the badly outnumbered Peter. “This is the truth of the faerie, their power will destroy Neverland. It must be stopped, they must all be destroyed for any of us to be safe.”
If Wendy had any doubts, she wasn’t showing them. Queen Magenta sighed, and stretched out her other arm. Using the dark of the shadows had become so easy, just a gesture, a sudden movement, and a ball of black shadow engulfed the last faerie and trapped it within. Wendy turned her attention to Belle, and saw her wide eyes as she pummeled her fists against the unyielding substance. Soon, she would run out of air, and then she would die, and then the last faerie would be no more. And then? Neverland would truly belong to Queen Magenta.
The snow fell harder, blanketing everything.
∞∞∞
 
Mary swayed on her feet, barely able to keep standing, ready for Dorian’s next attack, ready to defend her friends, ready to die. Alexandria watched her in disbelief, watched all of them, dumbfounded, as they stood by and watched Mary wait for her end. Alexandria definitely didn’t like this plan, if it could even be called that. She looked to Elizabeth, with her lowered bow, and gave her a look.
“You’re going to ‘honorably’ let her die?” Alexandria asked, incredulously.
Elizabeth was at a loss, she didn’t know what to do. Elizabeth, who practiced harder than anyone Alexandria knew, who was more disciplined and methodical, and clear headed, was now paralyzed with uncertainty and fear. No one else could do anything. Alexandria had to do it. She had to do something to save Mary, to save all of them. Alexandria tried to push down the memory of her shadow and how useless it had been. That was not her, she was not like her shadow, she was not useless!
Alexandria spun Charlie around to access her backpack, she threw things out left and right, looking, looking, there had to be something! Most of her gadgets were already used up, most of the others were useless and incomplete.
Useless, useless.
Useless!
Alexandria was not going to have that destiny. She might not be able to swing a sword, or shoot a bow, or lead others, but there was something she could do better than anyone else. She could think. And as she pulled out a square object with several circuits and motherboards connected to a small glass vial, she thought she knew exactly what she had to do. At least, she hoped she did.
Alexandria pulled out the gadget and shoved Charlie aside. She held it out in front of her like a beacon, and walked right in front of Mary before Dorian could strike her down.
Dorian almost struck anyway, but Alexandria’s apparent defenselessness stayed his hand.
“That’s right, you better stop. Because this, right here, is the greatest invention I have ever made.”
∞∞∞
 
There were too many of them, and they were everywhere, and every time he tried to fly away, one of them would pull him back down. Peter was definitely in trouble. Peter was definitely losing. And Peter was definitely having too much fun in spite of it all.
“Is this all there is? Is this all you’ve brought against me?” he asked with glee as he moved about and parried strike after strike.
He had to keep moving, he had to keep fighting, because as soon as he stopped he would die. The shadows would see to that. They would drag him down, into the cold, into the darkness, and they would make him one of their own.
But not even Peter could move forever. And as he tired, the shadows moved in, and as he grew weaker, the shadows grew in strength, until he was surrounded, until he was all but beaten, until death was inevitable. Even then, he held his sword up before him and faced them with a wicked glee. It was hard to tell whether he was supremely brave, or supremely mad.
“To die would be an awfully big adventure,” he told them, having decided that he liked that line and should use it as much as possible.
For a moment they paused, waiting, wondering that in somehow defeating him they would ultimately lose. And then they moved in as one, from all sides, converging on Peter in one fell rush. They swallowed him whole and became lost in his madness.
Wendy saw Peter get smothered by the multitudes of shadow. She wanted to help him, to rush to him and pull him out of the darkness, like she had done before. But Belle was still trapped in the shadow bubble, unable to breathe.
Queen Magenta smiled a cruel smile as she saw Wendy striking the bubble with her sword, trying to free the pathetic faerie. She gathered up her power, preparing a strike more powerful than any other, preparing a strike that would end Wendy once and for all.
Belle stretched out her hands, trying to push back at the suffocating bubble. But she was thoroughly trapped in a small, lightly floating prison. Sight and sound were muted and distorted. She could see Wendy outside the bubble, striking at it and sending reverberations across the surface, but barely feeling them within. Wendy struck again, and again with desperation. Belle felt her air running out and her panic rising. She didn’t want to die. Not like this, not trapped in this thing while her friends were in trouble outside. Belle was a Lost Girl, things like this weren’t supposed to happen to her. Wendy struck yet again, a powerful strike that barely did anything to the yielding, stretchy surface of the ball. Then she collapsed against it, looking in at Belle, exhausted, defeated.
Belle looked back at her with wide eyes.
This was the end.
But not for Belle.
Wendy pushed herself off the bubble and raised her sword. From the corner of her eye she could see that the Queen was preparing another attack, one that was taking much longer than anything she had done before. Wendy positioned herself in front of the bubble and extended her sword, point first, ready.
Queen Magenta let loose her power, slamming it into Wendy full force and propelling her into the bubble, her sword leading the way. It pierced through the shadow surface, puncturing a hole that ripped wide open as Wendy flew past. The sword had flown from her hand, and Wendy barely looked up in time to see the approaching castle wall. And then she was knocked through it, as rock and stone and body were broken and scattered in all directions. Belle ripped free from the remaining shadow bubble, gasping for breath, and fell to her knees. She looked for any sign of Wendy in the dust and debris. And there she was, still fighting, hanging off the edge of the blasted courtyard wall, hanging off the cliff with only the rocks and the sea beneath her.
Somehow, she endured.
But it was not to last.
“Fly, Wendy, fly!” Belle pleaded, forgetting for a moment Wendy’s lack of faerie dust.
Wendy struggled to hold on. The rocks and sea waited below. The snow flew in all directions in a frenzy.
“You’ve got to believe,” but Belle could see that Wendy didn’t. Belief was the furthest thing from her mind.
The sound had gone out of the world. And it was within that grim, snowy silence that Queen Magenta waved her hands one more time, creating a focused, black beam that shot out of her hands and struck Wendy full force. It knocked her free of the ledge, and Wendy fell.
Everything seemed to be in slow motion, and Wendy had one last instant to feel regret, but she couldn’t tell exactly what it was about. She only knew that it was real. Everything was real, even the smallest of thoughts. Wendy wished she had known that earlier.
The ledge receded from her, as the world did, and there was no one to catch her this time. She fell until there was no where left to fall to, and the rocks below claimed everything she was, and everything that she would ever be.




Chapter 21: Believe again
The world was broken. Queen Magenta stared at her hands, unable to believe that she had done such a thing, but it was a thing that had to be done or else Wendy would have destroyed it all. The Queen was surprised to find that she had respected and admired this errant girl who had raised a rebellion against her. What they could have accomplished together had they been on the same side, what wonders would they have made?
Belle stared in open mouthed horror, unable to understand what she already knew, what she couldn’t bring herself to admit. But she had to, she had to, she had to know. She flew to the edge, faster than thought, and looked down at despair, down at hopelessness, down at Wendy’s broken and dead body.
No.
It couldn’t be.
Belle saw the truth and it almost destroyed her. Everything was petrified silence, everything had stopped. It was a primal scream that shattered the silence. An agonized, wounded thing that grew in strength and sound, until it became angry and desperate.
Belle startled, and looked for the sound, all she saw was Queen Magenta looking at her hands, still unable to believe that she had done what she had done. The scream came again, and again, never ending yet always beginning again. The sky darkened further and the snow turned to rain and started to fall hard as the Neverland wept. Peter tore free from the shadows, rising up into the air, an avenging angel of hurt and fury. He knew what had happened, somehow they all knew. The lightning crashed down around him as he crashed back down onto the ground, tearing and slashing at the shadow fiends, rending them apart, sending them back to wherever they came from in untold numbers. He was terrifying fury.
Belle was too numb to be scared, too lost and alone. It was all her fault. She had brought Wendy to Neverland, she had brought Wendy to her death. In the end, it had been for nothing. What would happen now? Who was she to go on when Wendy could not? The last of the faeries, and she couldn’t even believe. Who had ever heard of a faerie that couldn’t believe?
Peter continued to fight, to thrash uncontrollably, until he collapsed on the ground, spent, weeping, finished. The rain fell harder. Belle knew this was the end, and she knew that it could not be. It would not be. She would find a different end, one that was necessary, one that Neverland needed, one that Wendy deserved.
Belle flew up into the air and turned to see her friends one last time. Peter was on his knees, head bowed to the ground. The Lost Girls were in the destroyed remains of the ship, along with the rest of their army and the mermaids. They were surrounded and would all be killed. They had lost, all of them, but she would save them. Belle looked at Peter again and knew that she loved him.  The shadow fiends converged on him in a frenzy, their numbers blotting him out, swallowing him up. Belle could not save him, not without her. Belle knew that now.
She didn’t know what would happen to her, no faerie had ever attempted anything like this, but Belle knew that there could be no other way. There would be no other way. Belle was determined, her mind calm. It was time.
Belle flew over the cliff edge and gently descended to Wendy.
Her body was sprawled out in an unnatural way among the rocks. Her eyes were mercifully closed. Belle touched down beside her, kneeling on the rocky shore. The sea lapped the ground, building, building along with the storm. Lightning struck again, too near, too loud. The world knew that something had happened and that something was about to happen again. Belle gathered Wendy up in her arms and cried.
“I failed, Wendy. I failed my friends, and I’ve failed the faeries.”
Wendy’s body hung limp in Belle’s arms.
“I couldn’t believe when Laurel died, I couldn’t. Whoever heard of a faerie that couldn’t believe?” Belle bent her head and kissed Wendy’s cheek.
It was time, time for something that had never happened before.
“Today is not your day, Wendy. Though it will take everything I have, and everything I am, you will not die today.”
Belle pressed her forehead against Wendy’s and began to glow, brighter, brighter, cutting through the rain and the clouds, brighter than the stars, brighter than everything.
“I do believe, Wendy, I do. I believe and believe and believe.”
The thunder roared, but no one heard it. No one heard anything except a single, utter moment of silence. The complete absence of sound.
And as Belle glowed brighter still, Wendy started to glow as well.
“I believe in you, Wendy.”
Belle’s wings shivered, and withered, and broke apart off her back, scattered to the wind.
“I believe.”
The glow faded and was gone. And a faerie was a faerie no more.
The storm continued, and the rain fell harder still.
Wendy Darling opened her eyes.
Belle smiled.
Wendy sat up, confused. Belle hugged her, and then helped her to stand.
“What happened?” Wendy asked.
“I became a faerie who believed again, if only for a moment, and it was the greatest moment of my life.”
Wendy didn’t understand, but then she did as well. And a hard determination settled on her face. She nodded and hugged Belle back, before pushing her away a safe distance.
“Stand back,” Wendy told her.
Wendy looked up to the sky, to the thunder and the rain, to the cliff edge and the waiting battle at the castle.
“There’s no more faerie dust,” Belle told her. “I used the last of it on Peter.”
Belle’s greatest gift to her hadn’t been life, but understanding, understanding going well beyond what Belle knew. Wendy cherished that gift, that fleeting understanding, that remembrance at the height of the world, where it was all black and limitless possibility. Where the Neverland never ended. Where the world waited to be created. By anyone. By Wendy.
“I believe again,” Wendy said.
Wendy shot up into the sky with a blast. Belle’s mouth hung open and she gasped. How was this possible? Wendy wasn’t supposed to be able to fly. But Wendy did fly. Up past the cliff wall, past the cliff edge, past the castle and up, up, into the air, into the rain, into the heavens.
And the fighting paused, and everyone looked up at her, at her shining magnificence, and everything just stopped. Wendy looked out among them all, a benevolent power, searching, until she met Queen Magenta’s gaze, she was watching just as open mouthed as the rest. Wendy also saw Peter struggling under a mountain of shadows. The Queen would wait, she had to save Peter.
Wendy flew to him and landed with a cacophonous blast, sending shadow fiends flying in all directions. She held out her hand and a sword flew into it.
“Impossible,” the Queen said.
∞∞∞
 
“The greatest invention I have ever made,” Alexandria said again, because some things were worth saying twice.
Dorian, the first pirate lord of Neverland, glanced with curiosity at the object held in Alexandria’s hand. “What is that?”
Alexandria looked at the multiple circuit boards clustered around the glass vial. “Oh, nothing, it’s quite harmless. Unless I throw it at you and break the vial. Then, well, then it becomes something altogether completely different, anything but harmless. First, it will send a small, electrical jolt through you. Nothing much, and certainly nothing that would stop a great pirate like yourself. But the electrical current will build, it will stay attached to you and create a closed circuit within you, amplifying its power. It will keep feeding on itself, building up momentum until it grows strong enough to cause your organs to seize and your insides to melt.”
She thrust it toward Dorian, and he actually took an involuntary step back.
“And it will take a long, long time. So, great and powerful pirate, do you take your army and leave or do you stay here and melt?”
“My men will kill all of you,” Dorian threatened.
“They’ll have to walk over your liquefying corpse to do it,” Alexandria threatened right back, her eyes never leaving his.
Dorian looked to Mary and then back to Alexandria, and then at the rest of the army behind her, all waiting to see what he would do.
Dorian sheathed his sword and signaled his men to leave. “This changes nothing, do not doubt. You have made an enemy of me, all of you, that will see your death.” And then he turned and left, leaving with his pirates, leaving nothing but the skeletons and the shadows to fight.
“That’s for making me carry that heavy backpack around!” Alexandria yelled after them, pressing her luck far too much.
“I carried the backpack,” Charlie pointed out.
“Would you stop complaining?” Alexandria tossed her gadget toward Charlie. Charlie lunged forward and tried to catch it, bopping it in the air a few times before getting it under control. “Are you crazy? You could have set off the device!” Charlie yelled.

Alexandria reached over and pressed a button on the device. A light went off and Charlie closed his eyes and cringed.
“Relax, it’s just a flashlight,” Alexandria said.
Charlie opened his eyes and stared back at the little light shining on his face. “That’s it?”
“But it’s a very good flashlight!” Alexandria scolded him.
“Right, of course, the best,” Charlie quickly agreed.
Mary and Elizabeth exchanged wide eyed glances.
“You risked a lot on a simple bluff,” Mary said.
Alexandria shrugged. “You’re welcome.”
Elizabeth looked at the skeletons and remaining shadow fiends, the little that was left of Queen Magenta’s army. The two sides were much more balanced now, and Elizabeth slowly led the pirates out of the Midnight Crow, her bow bent and ready. The mermaids followed, and soon they were all increasing their speed, a little at a time, until they charged into Queen Magenta’s army with a new hope and a taste for victory.
∞∞∞
 
The sun had risen some time ago, but it was still dark. But now it managed to peak through the clouds for a moment, shining down through the raining gloom and illuminating Wendy in a brilliant, wondrous glow. Peter watched her in awe, not understanding how it was possible that he could be present to witness such beauty and magnificence. She had died, he knew it in his heart, she was gone. Yet there she stood, proud, regal, the true queen of Neverland. Peter knew that more than he had known anything else in his life. And she had flown, she wasn’t supposed to be able to do that anymore. She had doubted.
The shadow fiends had retreated from him to stare at her, everything was staring at her, even the sun was giving her its undivided attention. She stood before him and he was not enough. But he would try, for her he would do anything. 
“You came back, you came back and you can fly. I don’t understand, the moment you doubt you can fly is the last time you will ever do it.”
She smiled at him with infinite patience. Wendy had come back with more than just her life. She knew things, she knew things that Peter could only guess at.
“No, Peter, you can always fly again. You just have to believe,” she said, as she rose up into the air.
Peter would have followed her anywhere. The shadow fiends began to creep back in, toward him, ready to strike again.
Queen Magenta screamed in fury. She would not be denied. Neverland was hers! She brought her arms together, sliding them against each other and creating two, thin, long shadow blades. She slashed them through the air, testing them out. Smoke rose off them as if they burned with a black fire.
“I have to go to her. Will you be okay?” Wendy asked.
Peter glanced as the shadow fiends began to encroach on him. “It’s just an unending army of monsters. No problem.” He gave her his too confident, too cocky smile. As always he remained Peter to the end.
Wendy nodded, too serious to smile back. She slowly lifted up into the sky and hovered toward Magenta. The Queen glared hatred at her, her two swords ready at her side. Her pirates had left her, and her skeletons and shadow fiends, as fearsome as they were, would not be enough. Somehow, this day was ending in ruin.
“You don’t even know what you’ve done! How you’ve weakened Neverland from the coming threat!”
Wendy did not know what Queen Magenta meant, she only knew she had to stop her. “The only threat I see to Neverland is you.”
“I am Neverland’s savior!” the Queen shouted back in fury.
Wendy touched down before the Queen, her blade ready at her side. She felt the rain pouring down on her, pressing her wet hair down. “Neverland needs no savior,” Wendy said.
Queen Magenta screamed at the irony in fury and drove forward, her two shadow blades leading as she struck from the top and the bottom. Wendy was just as fast, bringing up her sword and deflecting the first sword before barely side stepping the second.
Magenta attacked again, swinging both blades in a horizontal arc that would have cut Wendy neatly in two. Wendy dove backward, turning a somersault in the air, and kicking up water as she landed in a defensive pose.
The Queen stared at her speed and finesse in wonder. Wendy was set in her stance, unmoving, and she beckoned for the Queen to come attack her again. This had exactly the effect Wendy hoped it would, and the enraged Queen obliged by rushing forward, her shadow swords at her side, scraping along the stone courtyard and kicking up sparks.
Wendy waited for the Queen to commit her swords to a pattern, and then parried, dodged, and countered through the barrage of attacks. The Queen continued the assault, and it became very clear that she was much stronger than Wendy. Wendy had to make sure each sword contact only lasted a moment, lest she be brought down by the weight and power of Queen Magenta’s might.
But Wendy could be smarter. She could use less energy while the Queen continued to tire herself out. Wendy’s movements became smaller and more subtle. At points she looked like she was barely moving as she blocked, parried and dodged through each relentless attack. Queen Magenta was committing everything to her strikes, and she slowly became winded and had to break off the attack to rest.
Wendy glanced around. A crowd had gathered, completely enclosing them in a ring of witnesses. There were no more skeletons or shadow fiends to be seen. Wendy could see Elizabeth, and Alexandria. Mary was standing beside them, and Peter beside her. Belle was no where in sight, and Wendy remembered the sacrifice she had made at the bottom of the cliff so that Wendy could continue to fight.
Wendy wouldn’t let them down. She wouldn’t let Neverland down. Even without her skeletons or shadow fiends, Queen Magenta had to be stopped. It had to end now or she would just make them all over again. She would continue to fight in her misguided attempt to save Neverland from a threat that only she could see. Wendy knew better. Queen Magenta was the threat, and the threat had to be stopped. Wendy was brought here to save Neverland, and that was exactly what she was going to do. Wendy looked into Magenta’s eyes and she knew she could beat her. It was time to stop being on the defensive. It was time to attack.
Wendy charged forward and lunged with her sword. The Queen used both of her swords to block the attack and try to trap Wendy’s sword. But Wendy rolled it free and then ducked down low, attacking from the bottom right. Queen Magenta barely smacked her sword up in time to deflect the slash. So Wendy attacked the other side, and again Magenta barely deflected. Wendy continued her pattern of attacking from different sides, forcing the Queen to bring her opposite sword across her body and then shift the attack to the now open side.
And just like that the Queen was back peddling, doubt and fear evident in her eyes. Wendy used everything that Headmistress Darling had taught her, everything she had complained and hated about the Headmistress was now saving her life and the life of Neverland. The Headmistress had won as Wendy gave herself over completely to her teachings. But maybe, just maybe, that wasn’t such a bad thing.
Queen Magenta retreated, trying to trip her swords up less and get a more advantageous position. But the infernal girl just wasn’t giving her the chance. It was incredible that Wendy had found a way to use her own two swords against her, creating a liability where Magenta should have had a strength. Wendy continued to attack, and the Queen knew she was going to lose, but as the battle continued, something in the back of the Queen’s mind found a familiarity in the patterns. This was something she knew, something she had faced a long time ago. The patterns built on each other in a series of strikes that Queen Magenta had not faced since…
Wendy drove her sword right at Magenta’s face! The Queen slashed it aside and then threw her left sword at Wendy. Wendy deflected it, surprised, and then stared as Queen Magenta held her lone sword up, poised, ready for the next attack.
Something had changed, and Wendy wasn’t quite sure what it was. But Wendy obliged and dove in, using her patterns to create a tapestry of strikes that should have finished the Queen and ended the fight. But Queen Magenta answered each attack perfectly. Wendy tried again, and the Queen similarly nullified every move, almost like she knew where the next strike would come before Wendy could deliver it. Wendy broke off the attack and tried to reassess what had just happened.
There was only one fight left, hers. But she had to win, if she didn’t, the Queen would just make more shadow fiends, more skeletons, more dark magic, and Neverland would never find peace. Wendy shifted the grip on her sword, trying to get a secure hold through the rain and numbness of her muscles. She was beyond tired.
Queen Magenta didn’t give her any time to recover. Using her lone sword, the Queen advanced with a flurry of strikes that Wendy recognized from her teachings. It was the most advanced pattern that Headmistress Darling had ever taught her, and Wendy was only barely able to execute it from the attacking side. From the defending side, Wendy was doing quite a bit worse. She retreated, still stumped at how easily victory had fled her. The Queen drove her back, back toward the edge of the ring, the people parting as they danced by, back toward the edge of the cliff, back to where Wendy had fallen.
No, she would not fall again.
Never.
But Magenta drove her back still. Her dark sword of shadow hissed as the rain hit it, its fumes obscuring their battle and making it harder for Wendy to see the attacks. The smoke got into her eyes, watering them, making it harder for her to concentrate. She held up her sword, and had it knocked aside. She brought it up again only to have to lower it to defend against another attack from another angle. Wendy was struggling to go through the motions, locked in a loop of failure as she saw her sword get battered aside time after time.
And then she was there, at the edge of her world, ready to die all over again.
Headmistress Darling’s teachings had failed her, her practice had failed her, Wendy had failed herself.
She wasn’t good enough.
She had never been good enough.
It had all just been a hopeless dream.
“Why are you?” Wendy asked, barely conscious that she was asking a question that made little sense.
But Queen Magenta knew what she meant, and she took pity on this poor girl that had to die, yet again, so that Neverland could be saved. The shadow sword was raised high, the edge of life was behind Wendy, all thoughts of flight had left her.
Belle’s faerie magic was all gone, there would be no coming back this time.
“Because the Faerie Queens created Neverland. And now they want it back.”
Wendy didn’t really understand what this meant, she only knew that Queen Magenta believed it. And looking into her eyes, Wendy did not see hatred and blind anger, she saw conviction, belief, purpose. The same kinds of things she saw in Headmistress Darling. Thinking of the Headmistress one more time before her death, Wendy remembered her last lesson. It was a lesson that had taken her off guard, a lesson that was unfair, a lesson that she needed at that moment. Wendy glanced at her useless sword at her side, and knew what she had to do.
The shadow sword began to descend. Someone cried out her name. But the rain had stopped, and the sun came out. And Wendy was at peace.
She stepped forward, toward the Queen, toward a certain death, too close for swords, and she cocked back her hand in a fist.
Wendy punched Queen Magenta in the jaw as hard as she could.
The Queen stumbled back, and Wendy punched her one more time for good measure.
Queen Magenta fell flat on her back, stunned, losing her concentration on her sword. It dissolved into nothing. Before she could get back up and reform her sword, Wendy’s own sword tip was suspended above her neck.
“I think Neverland has had just about enough of you,” Wendy said, a little too pompously.
Peter cheered first, because he loved brashness and ego, and was pleased to see his own mannerisms rubbing off on Wendy. The crowd joined in the cheering soon after. Queen Magenta looked around her in disgust and anger. Didn’t the fools know what was coming? Hadn’t any of them seen the signs? Was she always the one who had to do everything to ensure Neverland’s survival? She didn’t have the time to form anther blade, not with Wendy’s sword so close, but she could do something else.
“Yield,” Wendy said, it wasn’t a question.
This wasn’t over, and the crowd hushed and watched and waited as Neverland’s fate hung in the balance of these two people. The Queen’s lips moved, imperceptibly, as she prepared one last attack. Wendy pressed her sword down, drawing blood.
“Yield now,” Wendy demanded.
Queen Magenta didn’t have a choice. She let her attack go, she let it all go. “I yield,” she said, and hung her head.
The crowd cheered again. Elizabeth and Alexandria ran up and hugged Wendy. Mary smiled beside them, at a distance, and the girls pulled her in for the hug. Everyone was too busy cheering and celebrating to notice the small hand that crawled up from the cliff edge, trying to find purchase. Everyone except Peter. He was always looking out for her.
Peter knelt down and pulled Belle up over the edge, noticing her lack of wings. “Watch your step, Torchlight.”
“I told you to stop calling me that.”
“I did stop. I just started up again.”
Belle was probably going to say something else, but Peter hugged her and everything else didn’t matter anymore. Belle closed her eyes and let herself be. She had lost her magic, she had lost her faerie friends, right now she just needed this moment. Even if it wouldn’t last, she just needed it for now.
Queen Magenta stared at Belle in anger. This little annoyance would be the destruction of all of Neverland, there would be nothing left after the coming attack, it would all be washed away in a wave of sweet destruction. And Magenta had failed it. She had failed Neverland. It was defenseless now, and it would fall.
The Queen started moving her lips again, with Peter and Belle as her target. Perhaps, with their destruction, there would be a way to rebuild? Perhaps it was not too late to shore up defenses and prepare for the onslaught? If there was a way, Queen Magenta would find it. The spell grew in power, building in her being, building in her hands, prepared to strike out at Peter and Belle.
It was time, they would be obliterated.
She raised her hand and pointed.
“No, Mother.”
A hand grabbed her own and the power discharged. Queen Magenta screamed as the blast knocked her aside. Vaguely, she became aware of another scream. She cleared her head, she focused, and she saw James, her son, holding his right arm where his hand used to be, where her magic had obliterated it into nothing.
James fell to his knees in pain, and Peter ran up to him.
“That was so stupid,” Peter said, holding his friend in comfort.
“I was hoping for a thanks,” James mumbled, the pain causing him to sway, not fully coming to terms with what had just happened to his hand.
“Try not to move,” Peter told him.
“Ouch! Try not to jostle me.”
No.
Queen Magenta stood, looking at her precious son and what had been done to his hand. What she had done to his hand.
“No!” she yelled, moving her hands and building the power of shadow. It started to form on his arm, shaping itself into a new hand.
James shook it off, dispersing it into nothing. “No more. It has to stop,” he told his mother.
“I can build you another, stronger than before,” she implored, the hurt that she had caused her son evident in her own eyes.
“It has to stop,” James told her, holding her stare.
Queen Magenta looked into the eyes of her son, she looked around at all the others, gathered around, staring at her, judging.
They would all perish.
And there was nothing she could do.
Nothing at all.
“So be it,” she said, thrusting her open hands at the ground beneath her and rising up a wall of shadow that completely obscured her from all sides.
“So be it.”
The wall rose up and then dispersed to the wind. Queen Magenta was nowhere to be seen.
James looked down at his missing hand. Peter was still beside him, helping him stand. “Sometimes I really hate being your friend,” James said.




Chapter 22: Home
The audience chamber was magnificent, even if there was a big hole blasted into its side from the Midnight Crow. Everyone pretended not to notice, even when the wind came in and swirled around to remind them.
James stood at the head of the chamber, on a raised set of stairs, beside his mother’s old throne. His right arm was bandaged, a stark reminder of his missing hand, and a crown was on his head. He faced the crowd with a mixture of nervousness and resolution. This was his moment, this was his time to set things right. The crowd looked at him expectantly, waiting to hear what he knew they wanted him to say. There were no more skeletons, no more shadow fiends. His mother’s army had disappeared along with her. There was also no sight of Dorian or his army of pirates. Wherever they had gone, James was sure he hadn’t seen the last of them.
Peter was in the crowd, along with the faerie that was no more, Belle. Her missing wings standing out just as much as his missing hand. Wendy was also there, with her formidable companions. They had reshaped Neverland’s power structure in ways that no one could have foreseen. By triumphing over his mother, they had made him King. And with no Governor currently elected by the people of Nevinia, he was Neverland’s sole ruler.
He didn’t want to be king. Power was what his mother wanted, for herself, for her family. Somehow, it always seemed to work out however she wanted it to. Even when she lost, she won. James looked at his arm, picturing his missing hand. It was always left to others to lose so she could win.
He sighed and started his speech. Telling them all what they wanted to hear, giving them the speech long held in his heart and mind if there had ever been a time or opportunity for it. They cheered, hoping for a new tomorrow, a better one, and he gave them the promise of it. But he knew that it was just a promise, and nothing more. The dark times were coming. His mother had been right.
He wasn’t sure that he would be enough to stop it.
∞∞∞
 
“That was a magnificent speech,” Peter told him.
James and Peter were standing by the sea watching the repairs on the Midnight Crow. The ship would sail again, although it would take a lot of work to get her there, but it was something that James wanted to do for Captain Bloody Mary. She was a remarkable woman, and James had a hard time not thinking about her.
“You fell asleep during it,” James pointed out.
“That’s right, and not every speech can do that. You should be proud.”
James was going to say something else, but Peter just bounded off as if that was the end of it. James shook his head. His friend was quite an odd fellow when he wanted to be, and quite a lot more when he wasn’t trying to reign himself in, if he ever actually tried.
James straightened up, spotting Mary approaching him.
“Thank you,” she said.
“You don’t have to thank me.”
She looked at her ship, at the Old Man on the lookout before it was fully stable, keeping a lookout in all directions even though the ship was still on land. “What’s a captain without a ship?” she asked.
“Even if I didn’t help fix it, you would probably find a way to get her seaworthy again.”
She stood beside him, comfortable in the silence with him. “Probably. I guess you’re right, maybe I don’t have to thank you.”
He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye to see that she was doing the same. They both laughed.
“Well, you could thank me a little,” he conceded.
Down at the shoreline Wendy and Belle stood together, their feet in the water. Wendy looked at Belle’s shoulders, where her wings would have normally spread out to either side of her. Their absence was a stark reminder of her sacrifice.
“I can’t believe what you gave up for me. I’ll never forget it. I’ll never forget any of it,” Wendy said.
Belle nodded, fighting back the tears. Wendy hugged her.
Elizabeth and Alexandria came up behind Wendy, just as Mary walked down to them. The five of them, the Lost Girls, were together again, perhaps for the last time.
“That was quite an adventure,” Mary said.
“We made quite a team,” Elizabeth agreed.
“And I did quite a lot on it, let’s not forget any of that,” Alexandria added.
“I’m sure you’ll remind us. Repeatedly,” Elizabeth said.
The girls relished their moment.
Selindus and her mermaids had returned to the sea, the peace with them an uncertainty, their alien beauty promising nothing except the mystery of what was to come. Wendy suspected that it would be enough, for now. Neverland would find its way without her, like it did before, like it would long after she was gone. The end had come, it was time to leave, time to go back to where she belonged.
∞∞∞
 
Wendy found herself on a small hill top, Peter in front of her. Elizabeth and Alexandria waited for her by the entrance to a small cavern, whose destination held a portal that would take them back home, the same portal Belle had used to find them.
It was time to go, and Wendy wished that she could stay. Peter stared at her, and then awkwardly looked away, only to laugh at his own obviousness and look again.
Oh, how she would miss him. “I guess this is goodbye,” Wendy said.
“It doesn’t have to be. You could stay here forever, like me. And we would just continue to have fun!” he implored.
She would have liked nothing better, but she couldn’t.
“You’re really going to miss me if you go,” he told her in a really serious tone, as if he had read her mind.
Wendy had to laugh.
“You can be impossible sometimes,” she told him.
And then that smile was back on his face, infectious as always. “Someday I’ll be impossible all the time.”
Wendy would have loved to stay, but it was time. She had learned the truth of Neverland, even if it was mostly forgotten, mostly lost to her, because that was the way it was supposed to be. She thought back to her time among the stars, among the possibilities, among the never ending joy.
Up above her, she saw Daredo lazily flying by. Wendy couldn’t be sure if it was the same whale, or a different one, but she supposed it didn’t matter. It was a bitter sweet memory, the time she took Peter from his home, and it would stay with her forever. She thought about the original Daredo, the stuffed whale that Peter had forgotten, nestled within his bed covers, left with the impossible task of consoling his grieving parents, knowing he would never return. Wendy silently said her goodbye to him, knowing he would visit her again in her dreams.
“Promise me you’ll keep believing?” she asked Peter.
“The faeries are all gone, there’s no one left to make the faerie dust. I can’t fly anymore, Wendy.”
“But you can, and you will. When the moment is right. You won’t need it anymore.”
Peter shrugged, then he laughed easily, like he always did, and grabbed both her hands in his. Wendy could have sworn he had been shy only moments before. Oh, the mysteries of him.
“You had the greatest adventure of all, Wendy, you died!” he said excitedly.
He had been in Neverland so long, so long that it was a part of him, fused with his being, sometimes even reflecting his moods. But there was still so much more that Peter had to learn. She smiled at him sadly, wishing that he could have seen what she saw, wishing that he could understand it like she did.
“Yes, Peter, I did have the greatest adventure of all. I lived!” she told him.
And he didn’t understand, and she knew he wouldn’t.
Not yet.
She squeezed his hands and then let go. Wendy turned to leave, and looked back at Peter one last time. He looked at her sadly, he didn’t want her to leave.
Wendy knew that she had one more thing she had to do. She wrapped her arms around him and kissed him.
For once Peter didn’t have anything to say.
∞∞∞
 
The girls emerged from the pond dripping wet. It was night, and a crescent moon shone down on them. The Darling School for Girls had its lights out, everyone asleep for the night. They didn’t know how long they were gone, and had prepared a story where they snuck out of school to stay with a nearby friend. Hopefully, Headmistress Darling wouldn’t know that they didn’t have any nearby friends.
“Why does the portal always have to be in the water?” Alexandria complained.
Elizabeth shrugged.
Wendy smiled.
The girls crept toward the large house, planning to get in through the side entrance where the lock could be wriggled open if it was tested enough. Wendy stopped and stared at the building, surprised that she had actually missed it, that it could actually be like a home for her emotionally as well as physically. The girls urged her on, and she complied, her thoughts and feelings in a hundred different places.
Elizabeth got to the side entrance first, and she tested and wriggled and pulled until Alexandria admonished her for not doing it right. Alexandria had her turn next, and frustratingly got the door open after a relatively few number of tries.
The girls entered the darkened building. They crept through the main floor as well as they could, making their way to the grand staircase that led to the second floor and their rooms. They left a trail of water wherever they went, and Wendy shivered through her wet clothes, wondering how the entire school didn’t wake at the amount of noise they were making. Everything in the school looked pretty much as they had left it, and Wendy concluded that however long they were gone, it probably wasn’t very long at all.
Wendy glanced at the main entrance to the school, they had had to walk around it to the side entrance, and then back the long way to the front to reach the stairs. That old portrait of Headmistress Darling that wasn’t Headmistress Darling hung above it, glaring down at her, judging. Wendy met the painting’s hard stare, resolving to ask the Headmistress just who it was that judged her every time she walked past.
“What have we here?”
Wendy startled for a moment, thinking that the painting had somehow spoken to her. But the face in the painting with the old fashioned hair hadn’t moved. A new dread formed in Wendy’s stomach, and she could see the same look mirrored on the other girls. Slowly, she turned from the painting to face the very real, very much alive, glare of Headmistress Darling standing on the stairs and staring down at them.
“What.” She said again, taking a step down.
“Have.” Another step followed the word.
“We here?” She finished, coming down to their level but still managing to glare down at them as effectively as before.
The girls were at a loss, they stared at each other, they stared at their wet clothes, and then they stared at the Headmistress. Unfortunately, staring was about the only thing that they could manage at that moment.
“Well?” Headmistress Darling prompted.
Wendy had a slim recollection of their planned story, something about staying at a friend’s house and something else about why they had done it, but Wendy couldn’t really focus on anything concrete. Wendy was vaguely aware that Elizabeth and Alexandria had launched into the story, making up a series of details that only managed to contradict each other a few times. The girls raced over their words, attempting to correct mistakes and navigate their way through more and more variables.
Wendy watched the Headmistress’s face as she turned from one girl to the next, not really sure she was believing any of it, but listening all the same. The words went by faster and faster, until Wendy thought of flying, and whales, and pirates, and skeletons, and sword fighting, and mermaids, and shadows, and faeries, and ships, and laughing, and Peter.
And Peter.
Wendy thought of Peter.
And she smiled.
“I flew!”
The girls stopped talking and stared at her, wide eyed.
Headmistress Darling also turned her full attention onto Wendy Darling.
Wendy had yelled it out, yelled it out defiantly, and she thought she could still hear the words echo through the halls of the quiet school.
“I flew,” she said again, simply, quietly, meeting the Headmistress’s gaze. “And I went to a magical land with faeries, and an evil queen who thought she was doing good. And there were whales that could fly, and deadly, beautiful mermaids. I was in battles, and I helped people find their freedom. And I fought against the darkest of shadows to find the light.”
Throughout her speech, the Headmistress hadn’t moved or said a word. And Wendy just knew that she shouldn’t be saying the things she was saying, but she also knew that the person who had come back through the portal wasn’t the same person who had gone through it to begin with.
“I flew,” she said again. “So high that I could touch the stars.”
And in her thoughts, Peter smiled at her.
There was a long silence, and then an even longer one after that. Elizabeth and Alexandria barely looked at each other and Wendy out of the corner of their eyes. But Wendy just met Headmistress Darling’s even gaze. Wendy was free, and there was nothing left to hide.
Headmistress Darling kept her gaze on Wendy while she addressed the other girls. “The two of you are confined to your rooms every day after dinner for a week. Is that understood?”
“Yes, Headmistress,” somehow, the two girls had found their voices enough for those two words.
“Go. Now.”
Elizabeth and Alexandria quickly left and hurried up the stairs. Wendy and the Headmistress continued to stare at each other.
“As for you, you will not go to your room after dinner. You will go to the gym and work on your sword fighting, and your hand to hand defense. You will also be outside, working on your archery. On days that you are too exhausted to move, you will be working on strategic theory and tactics. You will do this until bedtime, everyday for a month. If there are out of school events planned, you will miss them. Is that understood?”
The old Wendy might have complained, might have pointed out the unfairness of it all, or how she didn’t deserve it. The old Wendy would have had a lot to say on the matter, the new one simply said. “Yes, Headmistress.”
“Go to your room.”
“Yes, Headmistress.”
∞∞∞
 
Things had gone pretty much back to normal after that. The three girls had discovered that they had been gone for several days, and despite the other girls probing and prodding about where they had been, no one got anything more out of them other than they had been at a friend’s house. And that was only from Elizabeth or Alexandria, who couldn’t even agree on the same name for the friend, and resorted to simply calling her Belle.
Wendy, on the other hand, chose not to talk about her experience at all. Not that she would have had much chance, as most of her time was spent practicing and studying for amounts well exceeding the punishment imposed upon her by the Headmistress. She had become almost manic and obsessive about her training routine, finding value in studies and practices that she had previously scorned. The other girls at the school didn’t understand what drove her, Elizabeth and Alexandria almost didn’t understand either. But Wendy knew, she felt it. Queen Magenta might have been wrong about a lot of things, but she was right about one thing: something was coming. Wendy didn’t know what it was, or why she felt the ominous premonition in the first place, but she knew that she had to be ready. She had to be stronger, she had to be smarter, she had to be better.
She had to be better.
Wendy struck at the training dummy again, circling around and delivering three more punches to its side. She was exhausted, sweating, and barley able to keep her concentration. But she had practiced this particular routine over five hundred times, so she let herself go, let the movements and the pattern guide her to the next strike, and the one after that. She was so lost in the pattern that she didn’t know someone else was in the gym with her.
“Your training time ended one hour ago.”
Wendy hit the dummy again, circled to the right and delivered three more quick jabs.
“You may stop, if you wish.”
Wendy hit the dummy again, and again, there was blood on her knuckles. She hit it again. The room was spinning, she was exhausted, the colors all blended into each other. The dummy swayed before her, rocking back and forth from the force of her strikes. She hit it again. She hit it again. Wendy lost her balance.
“Stop!”
Wendy grabbed the dummy for support, her shoulders rose and fell from her breathing. She stayed there a moment, trying to catch her breath, waiting for the room to just stop. Wendy looked over. It wasn’t the dummy she was holding. Headmistress Darling was holding her, keeping her up.
Wendy recoiled, releasing the Headmistress and stepping back.
“I think you’re done for the night,” the Headmistress told her.
Wendy stared straight ahead, at the far wall.
“Return to your room. There will be more training tomorrow.”
Wendy hesitated, she remembered the fighting patterns she had faced against Queen Magenta, how they were so similar to the ones that Headmistress Darling taught her. Wendy wanted to know why they had been so similar, how Queen Magenta had known them enough to use them against her. But she wasn’t sure what that answer would bring, and she didn’t know if she was ready to face it yet.
“I’m not finished yet,” Wendy said, settling back into a stance and facing the dummy.
The Headmistress watched her, unreadable. Wendy waited for a rebuke, waited for another order to return to her room. There was none.
Wendy hit the dummy again.
Headmistress Darling left the gym.
Wendy hit it again.
∞∞∞
 
By the time Wendy finally made it up to her room she had completely lost track of time. Elizabeth, still trying to fall asleep, said something to her, but Wendy was long past hearing anything. She shuffled over to her bed, not even bothering to change, and collapsed on it. Elizabeth watched her friend with worry for a moment, and then turned out the light.
It was dark and peaceful, the world slept.
A short time after that, the door to their small room opened and Headmistress Darling walked in. She walked over to the edge of Wendy’s bed, staring at the exhausted girl. Wendy looked so peaceful and young in sleep, with none of the worries and grim determination that the Headmistress usually saw on her face lately.
The Headmistress watched her for a while, watched her breathe and settle to a new position. Then she walked around to stand at the head of the bed, right beside Wendy.
Headmistress Darling stroked Wendy’s hair lovingly, a gesture she would never dare let anyone see.
“You fly because you believe,” she said to the sleeping girl.
Headmistress Darling slowly leaned over and kissed Wendy’s forehead.
“And you believe because you are faerie.”
Wendy stirred slightly, but remained fast asleep.
The Headmistress watched her a moment longer, and then straightened up and quietly left the room. On the other side of the room, in the other bed, Elizabeth stared with wide eyes at the closed door.
∞∞∞
 
Headmistress Darling walked the empty and darkened halls of her school, passing the familiar portraits, treading lightly on the rich carpet. Lost in her thoughts, she took to the stairs, descending to the main floor and the school’s massive double doors. She turned to her right, to make her nightly rounds, when she stopped and looked to the door.
Not a sound was made, and there was nothing to see, but the Headmistress stared at the doors as if they were speaking to her. She listened, and she heard, and she walked to the doors and unlocked them. Headmistress Darling opened the doors to the night and looked out, and looked down.
And there she was.
A young girl lay curled up in a ball, somewhat asleep, shivering from the chill air. Headmistress Darling knelt down and gently roused the girl.
Belle looked up, confused, disoriented. Her wings were still gone, and she was painfully aware of that remembered fact. After grieving all over again, she focused on the Headmistress.
“Where am I?”
“Come in child. I will look after you.”
Belle let herself be helped up and guided into the house.
The door gently closed behind her.
∞∞∞
 
James sat on his throne and brooded. The great room was dark, the shadows everywhere. It was his favorite place to brood and he had been doing a lot of it lately now that he was King. James didn’t want to be King, but he knew it was all part of the plan. The people of Nevinia were in the process of electing a new Governor, and James wasn’t looking forward to talking to whoever it was they elected. He wasn’t looking forward to anything that was to come, but it was not up to him.
The shadows in the room lengthened, seeming to feed off the lone light from the moon shining through the tall windows. The dragons on the throne twitched and started moving, the tails slithered slightly.
James got off his throne and looked into the darkest, deepest part of the room. The shadows were growing, the shadows were deepening, the shadows darkened until Magenta stepped out of them. The shadow wisps clung to her and urged her back, but she continued forward, breaking the smoky strands and walking straight toward her son. James watched her, not daring to move. Magenta stopped before her son, and her son kneeled. She stood there, at the center of it all, a spider content in her web.
“Now that you are King, and the people of Neverland accept you, our real work can begin.”
James bowed his head. “Yes, Mother.”
He rested his right arm on his knee, and the golden hook, attached where his right hand used to be, was a stark reminder of the danger to come.
The moonlight glinted off its sharp point.
∞∞∞
 
Headmistress Darling hated to be woken up, especially from a deep sleep. She had trained her body to wake up naturally over years of practice, so she hated it when an alarm woke her, or an errant noise, a nightmare was particularly annoying, but most of all, she hated it when a person woke her up. Pamela knew this, and Headmistress Darling knew she knew this, so it was most particularly annoying when Headmistress Darling opened her eyes to find Pamela looking down at her, while she was sleeping, and waking her up. Definitively, most particularly, annoying.
“Not now, Pamela,” the Headmistress said, before closing her eyes and turning her silver streaked head away from Pamela.
“But, Headmistress, there is an urgent matter.”
“Not now, Pamela,” Headmistress Darling repeated, expecting that to be the end of it, because it was always the end of it, whatever it was that Pamela had to say. There was a moment of quiet, and then Pamela’s voice rang out in a clear shout.
“Yes, now!”
Headmistress Darling was thoroughly startled out of her sleep. She sat up, wide eyed, to see Pamela staring back at her in exasperation. Now that Pamela had her stage, she seized it with everything she had to deliver whatever message she felt was more important than sleep.
“The school is under attack!”
The Headmistress stared at Pamela, uncomprehending what she was saying, still uncomprehending that she had dared defy her.
“What are you talking about?” Headmistress Darling said, grabbing the only coherent thought that she could among the jumble swirling around in her head.
In answer, the school shook to its very foundation, rocking back and forth from some massive blast. The Headmistress glanced around her room, seeing various things fall to the floor and break.
The Headmistress got out of her bed and headed straight for her door, in her nightclothes, prepared to rebuke whatever it was that had the audacity to attack her school! Out in the hallway was more chaos. Girls were out of their rooms, scared, alarmed, looking every which way. The lights flickered. There was the sound of laughing and fighting from somewhere up ahead.
The school was, indeed, under attack.
“Girls, to me,” the Headmistress said, immediately taking charge. “Bring as many as you can.”
She led them away from the sounds of battle, down the hallway, gathering up more and more girls as they went, creating a small procession. The girls followed their Headmistress, out of habit, out of fear, not understanding why the school kept rocking back and forth as if something were hitting it. Not understanding why windows were breaking and sharp swords and cruel smiles were entering their school. Particularly not understanding the quick glimpses, caught through the windows, of what looked like a pirate ship floating in the middle of the school’s large pond.
The Headmistress never wavered, she led them through the school, down a side passageway, and into a room that could only be described as a small armory. Swords hung on the walls, bows and crossbows were placed neatly on racks, various bits of armor littered the floor.
“Girls, the school is under attack.” The Headmistress said, needing to confirm what they had already seen for themselves.
She stormed right into the room while Pamela and the girls stayed at its threshold, still coming to terms with everything inside it.
“How long has all this been in here?” Pamela asked, voicing the question for everyone.
Headmistress Darling ignored it, and walked right up to the wall and chose the center sword, the one with the red jewel on its hilt. She swung it experimentally, testing the weight, familiarizing herself with the balance.
Satisfied, she turned and met their gaze.
“Prepare to defend the school. It’s an attack from Neverland!”
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