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    Twenty years ago 
 
      
 
    Genomics Director, Dr. Nerissa Myers - Log Entry #195: 02.23.2078 
 
    Today we had a breakthrough. Humanity’s path to salvation has been discovered. I successfully designed the sequence which turns on the genetic markers allowing for cross-species engineered mutation. With this achievement, I have signaled the start of humanity’s adaptation to the ever-expanding oceans that have been swallowing the continents. We will be able to survive on a planet where we will never see solid land again. We must begin human trials immediately. 
 
    End Log. 
 
      
 
    Genomics Director, Dr. Nerissa Myers - Log Entry #202: 04.12.2078 
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    End Log. 
 
      
 
    Chairman Dr. Nerissa Myers - Log Entry #1: 04.28.2078 
 
    With the support of the security forces, the board has been removed from the research vessel. Unfortunately, this means we are short one lifeboat. We will survive. 
 
    End Log. 
 
      
 
    Chairman Dr. Nerissa Myers - Log Entry #4: 05.20.2078 
 
    We have secured three girls and four boys from a nearby settlement cruise liner. A couple were older than I prefer, but we do not want to waste good, young subjects on the early testing anyway. Human trials are set to begin tomorrow morning. 
 
    End Log. 
 
      
 
    Chairman, Dr. Nerissa Myers - Log Entry #15: 07.09.2078 
 
    We’ve lost nearly all our early subjects. Adaptation to the cross-mutation is being rejected with fatal outcomes. This is unacceptable. We must acquire more children at an earlier maturation stage. Teenaged subjects are proving to be a waste of resources. 
 
    End Log. 
 
      
 
    Chairman, Dr. Nerissa Myers - Log Entry #27: 11.24.2078 
 
    Due to heavy resistance to the program, I have authorized a radical vessel acquisition protocol to strengthen our new Syndicate forces. The future I have set has to move forward. I will accept nothing less. 
 
    End Log. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    “Far out in the ocean, where the water is as blue as the prettiest cornflower, and as clear as crystal, it is very, very deep; so deep, indeed, that no cable could fathom it.” 
 
    The Little Mermaid: Hans Christian Andersen 
 
      
 
    Earth 2082 
 
    Arya 
 
    Water, water, and water. That’s all there is—all there has been—ever since the oceans swallowed the planet forty years ago. So, it’s like some sick joke that she’s making me into a fish. 
 
    “Hold still, my dear.” 
 
    Nerissa grabs my wrist, plunging a syringe into my strapped-down arm. I don’t cry in front of her anymore, but the pain is just the same as it was the first time. Her black hair flows just over her shoulders, and those violet eyes, paired with the most beautiful, but cruel face, watch me intently. 
 
    “Can I go back to my room?” I plead, rubbing my stinging skin with my free hand. All I want is to go back to my dad at the Atlantis habitat, but there’s no way he knows where I am. 
 
    “I can’t perfect humanity if you’re in your quarters,” she says, her face now stern. “I’m so pleased with how your body is taking to the treatment. You’re an excellent specimen.” 
 
    She enters something into her computer and waits for the results. I can't see the screen, but her eyes grow excited and wide so she must like whatever it says. 
 
    "There, my dear," she says as she turns to me and releases my arm from the pinching strap. "You may go now." 
 
    I leap from the chair, not waiting to see if she might change her mind and dash out the door back to our wing to look for the other girls. When I get to our room, the Sisters are nowhere to be found.  I grab a towel and plop down on my bed, drying off my red ponytail, still soaked from the saltwater tank the lab techs had me in for the last hour before Nerrisa had her turn at stabbing me. As I look toward the open door, a shadowy figure slips by. Not one of the girls. 
 
    “Peter, wait up!” I call. 
 
    Peter pokes his head through the opening, his tousled blonde hair looking as if he forgot to brush it today. He's aware if he didn’t answer I’d just run after him and bug him. He’s older than me—sixteen, I think. 
 
    “What do you want, kid?” he sighs. 
 
    “Can we play that game again?” I plead, trying to forget the vial labeled Marine DNA Combination that was injected into me not ten minutes ago. “You know, the one with the cards?” 
 
    “Poker? Naw, you’re just a little squirt.” Peter steps in and pats me on the head, then runs his hand through his tousled white-blonde hair, making it messier than it already is. “I never should have shown you that in the first place. And gambling’s a bad habit. Now I gotta go.” 
 
    Before he turns to leave, I drag out a small bag with two cookies from under my pillow. I stole them from a guard. They’re several days old, and I know they’re stale because I’ve already scarfed one down, but they’re still a valuable commodity around here. 
 
    Peter raises one of his eyebrows, his sky blue eyes sparkling. “Are those chocolate chip?” 
 
    I nod and quickly stow them in my sweatshirt pocket before anyone else notices. 
 
    “Fine, I have a few minutes.” He motions for me to follow. 
 
    We find a quiet corner and play the card game. Peter cheats, like always. He thinks I’m a dumb kid and won’t notice, but I do. I always do. In the end, I relinquish the prize, but to be honest, the cookies were for him. Peter is like the big brother I never had, and sometimes I think he needs a little sister, too. 
 
    “Hi,” a familiar voice sounds from behind, causing my heart to leap. But not in the bad kind of way. 
 
    Peter whips the cookies out of sight. Turning, I find a pair of bright, azure irises staring directly at me. Set against sepia skin and a head of dark brown curly hair, his crystal-clear gaze highlights his handsome, blossoming face. Even at eleven, I know he’s something special. 
 
    I clear my throat. “Oh, hello, James.” 
 
    James isn’t a test subject, but Commander Thacher’s son. Thacher’s married to Nerissa, but I try not to think about that. Since we’re the only kids in this place, he often sneaks down to play. James had his twelfth birthday three days ago, and even smuggled me a piece of cake, the best I’ve ever had. First, I licked off all the chocolate frosting, then took my sweet time with the actual cake, savoring the vanilla flavor. I didn’t even share. 
 
    “What’s that behind your back, Peter?” 
 
    Peter’s cheeks flush. “Nothin’.” 
 
    The lie is so obvious I break into a giggle. James won’t tell, but Peter doesn’t know this. Peter maintains his distance from almost everyone except me. 
 
    “Well, you’ve got something you’re not supposed to have,” James presses. 
 
    Peter reluctantly brings out the bag of cookies and shows them to James. 
 
    James smiles and glances up at Peter. “Looks good. How about I make you a deal?” 
 
    “What?” Peter asks skeptically, obviously believing he’ll lose all the treats he just swindled out of me. 
 
    “I’ll let you keep them if—” James throws a glance at me with his big, sea-blue eyes, “—you share them with Arya.” 
 
    And that does it. James just swindled me right out of my heart. 
 
    Peter rolls his eyes and huffs. “Fine. But keep in mind, just because you're nice to Arya doesn't mean I trust you. You are not my friend.” 
 
    He tosses me a cookie so quickly I barely catch it without it turning into crumbs. 
 
    “See ya later, squirt,” Peter says, rushing away with the last cookie safe in his pocket. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Four long years later – Earth 2086 
 
    The alarm blares overhead, signaling evening lockdown. James didn't come down tonight even though I waited for him by the stairs. Disappointed, I round the corner to my shared sleeping quarters, but Peter catches my arm. 
 
    “Birthday today?” 
 
    “Yeah, fifteen,” I say, looking up at him. He's more than a full head taller than me. “But what does it matter in here? Not as if we’re ever really going to get out and grow up.” 
 
    “For sure, I’m not.” He should be around twenty, but I think he stopped aging at seventeen or eighteen when Nerissa’s “treatments” kicked in. His maturity is certainly stunted. He’s still the same punk he always was. 
 
    “At least you don’t have these.” I run my hand over the newly implanted gills on my neck. 
 
    Peter smiles. “They’re not so bad. Think of all the new things you can do with them. Who else can actually breathe underwater? Well, fish—” 
 
    I jab him in the shoulder. “I don’t want to be a fish. I want to be a human.” James probably won’t even like me. My freakish nature is on full display. It's probably why he didn't show up. 
 
    “Eh, being human is overrated. I should know. I’m basically superhuman now.” He leans in toward my ear. “I can fly.” 
 
    “What? Fly? People can’t fly.” 
 
    Peter’s lips stretch into a mischievous smile. “Arya, we’re not normal people anymore. And they haven’t fully tested me because they know if they float me, I’ll jump ship. But, yeah, I can most definitely fly.” He pulls up the bottom of his shirt to reveal a metal belt encircling his waist. “This device keeps me grounded.” 
 
    I shake my head in disbelief. “That’s crazy. I’m pretty sure they’re prepping Marin for the gills next week.” 
 
    Youngest to oldest. The treatments seem to take better the younger and more plastic your body is. The only thing they’ve got to function on all four of us is a sonar thing; a weird fish ability to see with sound. I never use it if I don’t have to, and it isn’t consistent. The Sisters haven’t been able to make it work for them for quite some time, so Nerissa moved on to the gill implants. 
 
    Nerissa’s words ring loud in my memory. Land will not return, so I will make humanity thrive without it. 
 
    “I’m kind of afraid for Marin,” I say. 
 
    Peter’s eyes twinkle. “What if I told you I could get us out of here?” 
 
    “No way. All of us? How?” 
 
    “Uh.” The smirk on his face falls away. “Yeah … that. Your sisters are cute and all, especially Una, even if she is bossy.” He stares into the distance for a second, so I smack his arm. He shakes his head like he’s shaking something off. “But I'm not certain if I can get more than two of us out.” 
 
    I square my jaw and glare at him. “Well I’m not leaving them here.” 
 
    “Listen, I get it. But they’d want you to get out, Arya, if you had the chance.” 
 
    I dig my heels in further. “No, Peter. All or nothing.” 
 
    "Fine," he says. "But you need to be ready." 
 
    I smile and nod. "I'll let them know." 
 
    Inside the room the lights are already out and all four girls are snuggled into their beds. They didn't even remember my birthday. But I can hardly blame them.  Nerissa has them in the lab all the time. I think with them getting older and the experiments not working she's getting desperate.  
 
    I crawl onto my bunk making the least amount of noise I can and slip under the covers. Salty tears flow over my face and lips and I drift off, drowning in them. 
 
     “Arya.” A hushed voice brings me out of sleep. 
 
    “Huh—” I start to say, but a palm slaps over my mouth. 
 
    “We have to … um … we're practicing getting out of here,” a fully-dressed Peter whispers before removing his hand from my mouth. 
 
    I sit and flick my gaze toward the sleeping Sisters. 
 
    “No, no. We don’t need them for this round. Just you and me so we can figure out if this is going to work.” Peter’s voice is shaky, and a bead of sweat drips along the side of his face. 
 
    “Are you OK?” 
 
    “Just a little nervous,” he whispers, pulling at my upper arm. 
 
    Rising from the bed, I check out the clock. “Are you sure we have enough time? The guard will come in thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Yeah, you don't need to change. Just practice, remember.” 
 
    I follow Peter down the empty hallway, and he leads me to a locked service door I’ve never been through. He glances behind us, whips out a security key fob, and releases the lock. 
 
    “Where’d you get that?” I hiss. 
 
    “Lydia. She and I have an understanding.” 
 
    “The guard? You have an understanding?” 
 
    “She’s lonely, I have needs … it all works out.” He opens the door carefully and gestures for me to enter. 
 
    “But why would she give you the key?” I ask, crossing my arms over my chest. 
 
    “She went to sleep, and I figured she wouldn’t mind.” 
 
    “You’re awful.” 
 
    I get it. Peter is good looking, chiseled jaw paired with a boyish grin. I can see how he charmed her. 
 
    Peter shrugs. “Takes all kinds in this world. Now get moving.” 
 
    I sigh and walk through the doorway, nervousness beginning to well up in my belly. 
 
    “Peter, I want to go back.” 
 
    “It’s just a bit further, and you’ll know exactly what the plan is—for next time.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a stun gun, the same as the ones the guards use. 
 
    “You get that from Lydia, too?” 
 
    Peter doesn’t answer. He lightly propels me through a series of metal corridors. The rush of the ocean grows louder as we draw closer to the outside of the vessel. Even with the sound, I catch the footsteps behind us. 
 
    “Security must be coming,” I whisper. 
 
    Peter grabs my arm and yanks me around a corner. 
 
    “What are we going to do?” 
 
    He presses a finger to his lips. 
 
    The footfalls grow nearer, and Peter pushes me in back of him. “I’ve got this.” 
 
    Fear pulses through me, and what pathetic life I’ve had flashes in front of my eyes. Just as the guard passes, Peter leaps out and takes him by surprise, shoving the stunner into his side. The man doesn’t even have time to react, and his body convulses as it drops to the ground. 
 
    Panic surges in me as his chest stops rising and falling. “Is he dead?” 
 
    “If we’re going to get out of here now, he’d better be.” 
 
    “Peter, you killed a guard! And what? Are we leaving now? You lied to me!” I turn back to the way we came. “I have to get the Sisters.” 
 
    Peter catches my shoulders, his eyes wild. “Look, Squirt, the only reason you’re here is you’re like a little sister to me. I don’t care about anyone else.” 
 
    “I told you, I can’t leave them.” 
 
    “Our exit’s right there.” He points to a sizable steel door. “Emergency pods are on the other side for the taking. It’s now or never.” 
 
    I rip myself from his grasp. If I go now, there should be enough time to get the girls. The memory of the directions to get here races in my mind. 
 
    “I’m going back.” 
 
    Peter shakes his head. “Fine, whatever. I’m looking out for me.” 
 
    “Big surprise, Peter.” 
 
    He rushes for the door and uses the key fob to unlatch the lock. He then twists back to me, tossing me the fob and the stunner. 
 
    “Here. You’ll want these.” 
 
    I catch them and bolt down the hall, past the dead guard, without even saying goodbye to Peter. 
 
    “There are two pods. I’m taking one of them!” he calls after me. 
 
    Despite hating the ability Nerissa gave me, I let out a few clicks with my tongue. The sonar bounces back, letting me know where to go and that no other guards are there. I burst out of the first door we took and race the hall toward our room. One more click, though, immediately tells me someone is on the way. Wrapping my fingers tightly around the stunner, a vision of that dead guard flashes through my mind. It’s still set to kill. 
 
    I quickly find the settings and reduce it to stun while ducking into the doorway of my quarters. Light footfalls make their way down the hall. It’s too early for the guard— they’re on a strict schedule. 
 
    I freeze next to the inside of the open door and grip my weapon as the footsteps stop outside. A male clears his throat, and I prepare myself to fire the weapon, but when James pops his head through the opening, I shove the stunner into the pocket of my pajama pants. 
 
    He came. 
 
    “Oh, you’re up,” James whispers, looking nervous. Handsome, but nervous. 
 
    “I’m up,” I squeak, looking at the clock and knowing there’s not much time left to get the Sisters. 
 
    James crosses his arms across his chest, unintentionally showing off his muscles. “Can you come out for a minute?” 
 
    The sight of them forces me to suck in a breath. There’s not much to do here except work out when you don’t have people turning you into a mutant. 
 
    James’s lips quirk up into a shy smile. “Please?” 
 
    Longing to stay with him threatens to overtake me, but I hold back. It’s not as if I have any sort of experience with boys. I haven't even been kissed. But James’s full, brown lips compel me to remedy that sad fact right now. Especially since I’m leaving, and a kiss is never going to happen if we’re apart. I let out my breath and grab a quick look at the Sisters, asleep through all this. 
 
    “Sure,” I say, tugging up the collar of my pajama shirt to hopefully hide my gills. If I tried to get rid of him, he'd know something’s up. 
 
    He stretches out his hand to me, and I take it. A shiver races down my spine. He grips my fingers tightly and leads me into the hall. The gesture almost makes me forget I want to leave this place. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “I only have a few minutes until security gets here, but I had to see you.” 
 
    The look on James’s face grows serious. He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a tiny iridescent shell, pressing it into my palm. 
 
    “Happy Birthday, Arya. It’s not much, but I figured it was small enough that you could hide it.” 
 
    I stroke the ridges of the shell with my fingertips. “It’s beautiful.” I slip the shell into my pocket, next to the stun weapon. “But you risked coming here to give me this?” 
 
    James looks away and then at his feet. “No, there’s another thing, too.” 
 
    And with that, like something out of countless dreams, his hands gently cup the sides of my face, he leans down and his lips touch mine. I’m Not about to allow the moment to pass as I slip my arms around his body and bring him toward me. The kiss is soft and sweet, and I hope it never stops. 
 
    James inches back with just about the widest smile I’ve ever seen gracing his lips. “I’ve wanted to do that for so long.” 
 
    I giggle. “You’re not the only one.” 
 
    But then I remember what I’m doing. I can’t do this. No matter how much I want to. 
 
    “James, leave with me.” 
 
    Confusion crosses his face. “Leave with you? What do you mean?” 
 
    “I can’t stay here anymore. You know what Nerissa’s done to me, right?” 
 
    “Yes, I’m so sorry—” 
 
    “Then come with me. You shouldn't to be a part of this,” I plead in a hushed tone. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m—” 
 
    “James,” a deep voice says behind us, making me jump. I look up to see Commander Thacher, James’s father; tall, with brown skin a shade darker than James’s, his bearded face stern as always. Even so, I’ve occasionally seen kindness left in his eyes. 
 
    It’s not there today. 
 
    “Son, you shouldn’t be down here.” 
 
    “Did you follow me?” James asks. 
 
    “Just come back up, and we can forget this ever happened.” 
 
    James looks at me, eyebrows furrowed. “But I want to remember.” 
 
    Commander Thacher squares his jaw and reaches for James, grabbing his shoulder. “Being with her is impossible. I’ve turned a blind eye long enough to your friendship, but not anymore. You’ve overstepped the line.” 
 
    James shrugs his father’s hand off. “You don’t understand. I … I love her.” 
 
    The words grip my heart. James loves me? 
 
    Thacher straightens his back, nostrils flaring. “Oh, I do understand, and I’m saying no.” He pauses and considers his next statement. “Arya is no longer even human. She’s another species.” 
 
    The truth rips at me. I’ve suspected this, but pushed away the truth of what Nerissa stole from me. 
 
    James shoots a look back at me and his scared eyes soften. “I don’t care.” 
 
    “You will care because I demand it.” 
 
    Thacher seizes James again, and without thinking, I pull the stun weapon from my pocket and thrust it into the tall man’s side. Immediately, Thacher falls in a heap. James wheels around on me, mouth agape. Behind us, a rustling comes from inside my compartment. 
 
    “What did you do?” James yells, falling to his knees by his father and touching his chest. “He’s barely breathing.” 
 
    I flip over the gun to check the setting. In my hurry, I didn’t get it turned down as much as I’d thought. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Una asks, rushing out the doorway, Talise and Marin tagging along. Thoughts of the escape, James, the kiss—that kiss—and then the fact the guard will be here on his rounds shortly tumble together in my brain. 
 
    I make a choice. 
 
    I shift away and lower the setting to stun. Then, as if my reality suddenly bleeds into slow motion, I round on James and push the weapon into his arm. The expression of shock on his face burns into my memory as he falls to the ground. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Over Two Years Later - Present Day – Earth 2088 
 
    Arya 
 
    The craft rocks back and forth, taunting my heavy eyelids. I snap up and grab for my canteen of fresh water, take a swig, then splash some on my face in a feeble attempt at not falling asleep … again. 
 
    I one-eighty in my seat and let out a couple of clicks. Almost immediately, an echo comes back assuring me the Sisters are all snug in the sleeping compartment at the back of the Scylla. They’re not my blood sisters, but after the blood we’ve spilled together, we might as well be. 
 
    Outside the glass spanning the front of the command station and arching over my head, the smooth, onyx surface of the NeverSea shimmers with starlight. A lazy yawn escapes me. 
 
    Admittedly, the scene is beautiful, but I’d rather have not drawn the short straw and ended up on the night watch. When I lived below, all I could dream of was the surface. Not anymore. 
 
    Nerissa’s ships haven’t been near for days, but we know they’re out there, and letting our guard down when things get quiet is a bad habit. She wants us—especially me—back in her possession, and Nerissa is not the type to give up. 
 
    I run my hands over my gills. The texture of the ridges sends a chill down my spine and I yank up my shirt collar to obscure them. 
 
    I tap the navigation console, activating the sonar to search our surroundings, making sure not to confuse the occasional dot of a whale or a colossal Portuguese man-of-war with a ship. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    I’ll never get accustomed to the fact that the same tech used on the ship for searching and navigating the water has become one of my own senses. The ship’s sonar just stretches farther. I sink back in my too-big seat and rake my fingers through my hair, pulling a loopy red curl from the side of my head and twirling it around a finger. Once again, my stubborn eyelids droop as I focus on the strands. 
 
    “Must stay awake,” I mumble. 
 
    Blip. 
 
    A spark of energy shoots up my spine and I suck in a breath. 
 
    Blip-blip. 
 
    A large, oblong shape glows on the screen. I press my finger to its outline. This is no sea creature. 
 
    Grabbing the controls with my left hand, I gently rotate the vessel while the fingers on my right hand dance over the display, activating the camera’s zoom function. 
 
    A night vision image of the lengthy vessel comes into focus on the screen. 
 
    “That’s her alright,” I whisper. Well, probably not Nerissa herself—this particular ship is too small for her ego—but it shares the identical unusual sword-hilt shape as the rest of her militarized Syndicate fleet. 
 
    I punch in commands on the console and with a hiss, the windows of the Scylla blacken and seal. The vessel descends with a soft gurgle. The usual window view is overlaid with a digital, illuminated heads-up display. A blinking red icon shows our weapons are locked on Nerissa’s ship. The distance and time it will take to get there read across the bottom of the screen. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, I hit the emergency alarm, then fly out of the cockpit seat. The screeching of the alarm fills my mind as I fumble toward the weapons. Marin is the first from the sleeping quarters, of course. That girl barely sleeps, too busy talking most of her life. She pulls her white-blonde hair into a messy ponytail. Una pushes past Marin, her eyes squinting at the light. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Una demands, tugging on a shirt as black as her hair. 
 
    “Sea witch vessel. Dead ahead.” 
 
    Marin swings into the copilot’s chair, fingers flying over the command panel. She tilts her head back to us without looking our way. 
 
    “It’s her.” 
 
    “Of course it is, I know my stuff,” I say. 
 
    The alarm is still blaring, but I’ve almost stopped hearing it. 
 
    “Turn that blasted thing off,” Una snaps, “before you wake up the entire NeverSea.” 
 
    “I’m getting there!” Marin yells. 
 
    Una’s just crabby, as usual. No person or fish can hear the alarm outside the sealed vessel. At last, Talise and Derya emerge from the sleeping quarters. I disengage the alarm. 
 
    “Nice of you to join us, ladies,” I say, snatching a gun from the wall and tossing it to Talise. 
 
    She catches it and throws back a nasty expression. 
 
    I smirk. “Needed some extra beauty sleep?” 
 
    “Why yes,” Talise huffs. “That would be nice every once in a while.” 
 
    She tosses her mane of tight brown curls over her tank top, exposing an olive shoulder. Eagerly, she holds out her hands for a weapon. I hand her one and she gives me a wink. 
 
    “Thanks, love,” she says. 
 
    Even in the midst of a crisis, Talise can’t seem to stop flirting. 
 
    “Headed to the weapons station.” Derya motions Talise to follow. “Awaiting your orders.” 
 
    “Um, yeah, orders … Who put you in charge again, Arya?” Una asks. “You are the littlest. And the youngest.” 
 
    I pull open the collar of my shirt and show off my gills. 
 
    “There’s that.” She shrugs and walks away. 
 
    “To your station, Una,” I say, already on my way back to the cockpit. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” her voice echoes back. 
 
    Una knows I’m capable, but I think the five-year age gap always makes her want to mother me. Who needs a mother? Mine died when I was just a baby. I turned out fine—more or less. 
 
    I throw myself into the captain’s chair next to Marin, who’s engrossed in the data on the touchscreen. 
 
    “Whaddya got?” I ask, affixing a comm device to my ear. 
 
    “I did a scan, and the ship’s activity is pretty quiet,” she reports. “Looks to be only thirty or forty crew members on board. Most are in the lower levels, not moving … probably asleep.” 
 
    “That’s a small crew for that size of a ship. Weapons?” 
 
    “Same as usual. They could take us out. If they can find us, that is.” 
 
    A few months into a renegade mission, Talise was able to sweet talk some sucker of a guy at one of the trading posts. She convinced him to retrofit our Scylla with a scrambling system that makes us appear as a gigantic school of fish on Nerissa’s sensors. Her ships never know what hits them. It’s just like me—tiny, but it packs a wallop. 
 
    “Power up the hydrogen system,” I say. “We’ll be in and out. One more destroyed.” 
 
    “On it,” Marin replies. 
 
    I punch channel three on my comm. “You set, Derya?” 
 
    “It’s a go. I’m locked on.” 
 
    “Be sure it’s a kill shot. That ship has to go down fast.” 
 
    “I understand.” 
 
    I click from her channel to Una’s. “Una, you picking up communication from the vessel?” 
 
    “Yeah,” her voice crackles through the comm. “But you need to patch in. Something’s off.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I’m not certain yet, but what I’m picking up isn’t standard for a battleship. Dial in and check it out.” 
 
    I enter the code on the console and strain to hear the faint communication from the vessel. I rack up the volume and set it to block out static, listening carefully to pick up the faint words. 
 
    “The package is on board … yes, ma’am … other passengers are secure …” 
 
    “What else did you pick up, Una?” 
 
    “More of the same,” she says. “They keep mentioning passengers. What if civilians are on that ship? Prisoners? We shouldn’t go in if there’s any doubt.” 
 
    “They don't carry civilians on warships. And prisoners? She leaves that up to the bounty hunters. You remember what happened to us. Those scoundrels probably got a fair amount of tech for that ruse.” 
 
    “Something’s not right, Arya,” Una insists. “I don’t like it. And come on, it’s been two years. We’ve done enough. We just need to disappear.” 
 
    “It’s just code to hide whatever nasty business they’re planning. And Nerissa is the one that should disappear.” Without giving Una a chance to answer, I flick on the network of comm channels. “Get ready, ladies.” 
 
    The panel display light representing Una’s comm goes black. I override the system and activate it a second time. 
 
    “You’re with me, Una?” 
 
    The line stays dead for too long. 
 
    “Yes. I’m sure you’re right.” 
 
    “Good,” I say. “It’s go time.” 
 
    Marin turns toward me and nods, her eyebrows raising in excitement. 
 
    I tap into Derya’s weapon’s navigation screen and check her coordinates. Perfect. She’s targeted the front, back, and the weapon’s fuel system. Should create quite a light show. 
 
    “Good job, Derya.” 
 
    “Yeah, it’s pretty much a work of art,” she says. 
 
    “Marin, pull us in closer.” 
 
    The warship enlarges on the display as we draw nearer to our target. A massive school of fish surrounds the Scylla for a few seconds, causing slight interference with our system, but it’s gone as fast as it appears. 
 
    “Una, anything else on audio?” 
 
    “No,” Una replies. “Just standard stuff now. They haven’t spotted us.” 
 
    I study the screen and reassess Derya’s coordinates. “Marin, evasive action immediately after the kill shot is confirmed. Listen for my command.” 
 
    “Got it,” Marin says, her stare intent on the data. 
 
    “Are weapons at one hundred percent?” 
 
    “Confirmed,” Talise replies in the comm. “Ready when you are.” 
 
    I steel myself, preparing for the choice I’m about to make. It’s the right thing to do. The Sea Witch will not win this war. 
 
    I scan the ship, visualizing the torpedo exiting the vessel and blasting our target. An excited tingling jolts up my spine. “Weapons, prepare to fire.” 
 
    Derya’s voice comes through crystal clear. “Ready on your mark.” 
 
    I clench my fist, nails digging into the meat of my palm. “Fire.” 
 
    With a jolt that rattles our vessel, the first torpedo shoots from the Scylla, followed by the second. The display lights up with the bulls-eye shots. 
 
    Take that, Witch. 
 
    Just as I let out a whoop, Una’s panicked voice fills the comm. 
 
    “Arya!” she cries. “There are civilians on that ship!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
    A deep, bellowing moan shakes the vessel’s hull, throwing me out of bed. 
 
    “What the—?” 
 
    An aftershock lifts the entire ship, slamming me into the rear wall of my cell before it settles. A searing pang runs down my neck and spine. The alarm sounds and the crew scramble outside my cell in the chaos. Since the guards aren’t paying attention, I wrench my fingers into the restraint around my waist, gritting my teeth as I try to tear the damn thing off. The metal belt somehow dampens my abilities. Without it, I could rip these bars open and fly out of here. 
 
    Well, if I could get some moron to open the door. 
 
    Heavy boots clattering on the metal floor force me to leave the restraint alone. That’s when I see him again. 
 
    “What hit us?” I ask, clutching the cell bars. 
 
    “I don’t have time for you, Pan,” he says, not even glancing my way. 
 
    “Thacher!” I shout. “You can’t let me die in this cell!” 
 
    “It’s Lieutenant or Sir, to you,” he insists, narrowing his unnaturally clear blue eyes. 
 
    I bet his stepmom had something to do with that. Nerissa tinkers with whoever she can get her hands on nowadays. His dark skin tone only enhances the artificial brightness of his irises. 
 
    “I’ll call you whatever you want if you get me out of here,” I reply with a grin, but he doesn’t look my way. “Come on, this isn’t you.” 
 
    He still ignores me, giving orders to his subordinates, or ‘lackeys’, as I call them. An older man rushes up to him and rests a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “The new Echelon scanner is finally online,” the man says. “We’ve detected a craft. It’s one of hers.” 
 
    “Arya’s?” Thacher asks, staring at the tablet the officer presents to him. 
 
    “Yes, sir. The captain has ordered the Neverland transfers to the outer deck. She wants you up there with them.” 
 
    Every time I hear someone from the Syndicate say “Neverland” it boils my blood. It was ours. Mine. They have no right to be there. 
 
    Neverland is a massive, floating settlement, built by several nations during the early years after the oceans began to rise. Thousands of people call it home and I took good care of it. It is like a man-made island, full of life and hope. Once Nerissa took control, she moved it and I’ve been searching for it ever since. She’s nothing but an oppressive dictator. 
 
    “Why is she having them go to the deck?” Thacher asks the man. 
 
    “She’s playing with Arya’s weakness,” I blurt out. “She’s putting them in the line of fire to force the Sisters to stop their attack.” 
 
    Thacher looks at me, offering no words. He knows I’m right. 
 
    Just as he’s about to turn to the man, a second explosion rips through the vessel’s hull just down the corridor from my cell. James and the man are knocked to the ground. I tighten my grip on the bars and manage, somehow, to stay upright. Smoke fills the room and sparks fly from exposed wiring near a massive crack in the vessel’s wall. Water floods in and rushes the corridor. I gasp as the cool water hits my ankles and rises up the walls of my cell. The officer’s limp body floats past me, blood gushing from his head. The water reaches my knees and I viciously rattle the bars. 
 
    “Someone?” I call out, mind scrambling with what I can say to get help in here. “Thacher… er, I mean the Lieutenant needs assistance!” 
 
    The alarm shuts off, leaving only the sound of the rushing water to amplify my fear. The briny scent of seawater fills the air and I shiver as the water soaks my waist. Even with the overwhelming flow of water, my enhancements, not affected by this belt, make it easy for me to detect something outside the vessel’s wall. 
 
    “In here!” I bellow. 
 
    Inch by inch, the water creeps closer to my neck. Out of the corner of my eye, a reddish blur enters through the flood from the breach in the hull. That scarlet hair means one thing, one person—Arya. But after what I did … 
 
    My feet no longer touch the floor. Darting back and forth, I peer between the bars searching for her. There she is. She’s supporting an unconscious Thacher over one shoulder as she swims back toward the opening. For her small size she is surprisingly strong. The onslaught of rising water rushing in is no match for her swimming ability. 
 
    “Hey! Wait!” I shout as she passes by my cell. 
 
    Even soaked, the vibrant hue of her hair streaks across the foaming water she effortlessly swims through. She pops her head up and glances my way before stopping, the illumination of the emergency lights flicker in her green eyes. “Peter?” 
 
     “Hey there, Arya.” I grin, struggling to remain afloat. “Nice to see ya.” 
 
    She doesn’t find my wit amusing. Come to think of it, maybe I shouldn’t either. 
 
    “Well, this is fitting,” she says, looking over my situation. “I don’t have time for you. I have real people to save.” 
 
    Readjusting her former boyfriend’s body, she heads to the opening again. 
 
    “Wait, wait, wait!” I beg. “You’re not going to let me die here?” 
 
    “You mean just like how you left my sisters and me to die in Nerissa’s compound? I’ve got people to save.” 
 
    Before I can get another word in, she’s gone, Thacher in tow. The vessel sways and creaks as it sinks further. Swallowing water leaves me gagging, the saltwater burning my throat, choking as I try to breathe. The ship tilts to the back. Grabbing the bars, I guide myself up to the corner of the cell where a pocket of air has gathered. 
 
    This won't end well. Nerissa is going to win, thanks to Arya. 
 
    The pocket closes inch by inch. 
 
    A gurgling sounds as a gathering of bubbles roils up to the surface of the water. Warmth from something tingles on my legs. Looking down, I see flashes of light, and then Arya surfaces, wiping water from her eyes. 
 
    “Just shut up and take my waist,” she says. 
 
    A deep breath, and we’re under, passing the seared open bars of my cell. My engineered eyesight is no match for the debris and bubbles she pulls us through. We surface and skim into the corridor. I grip her waist a little too tight and she swats at my wrist. A crack of light filters the chaos as we approach the breach in the hull. Gulping for air, we go under. I fight to hold onto her in the onslaught of water rushing past until we burst to the surface. Another deep inhale eases my panic. 
 
    Arya gives me an odd look as I continue to grip her waist. My hands fly off as I tread water. Turning, I see people flailing in the water while the unsubmerged half of the ship burns. Arya’s sisters are trolling the area in their craft, gathering surviving civilians. 
 
    “Hey, over here,” Arya says. 
 
    She leads me to a pod runner. Her vessel has a couple of these attached for emergencies. Since it’s here, I guess this is an emergency. Not much bigger than two or three yards across and maybe five or six yards long, they are still pretty fancy. 
 
    Arya signals one of her sisters on the main craft, floating several yards out from us. The pretty blonde one, I think. Heck, her entire clan is beautiful. I’ve always wondered if Nerissa engineered their appearance, too. 
 
    Reaching the runner, I climb the side and flop into its belly. Arya kneels beneath the dark glass awning. To my surprise, she’s attending to an unconscious Thacher. 
 
    “What the hell?” I bark. 
 
    “What, you have a problem?” she snaps back. 
 
    “Look, I get it, you saved him. You’re a sweetheart. No, really, an angel. Now strap a life vest on him and dump him over!” 
 
    Shaking her head, she glares back at me. “You’re clueless, aren’t you?” 
 
    I shrug. “What?” 
 
    “James is important to them,” she says. “He’s exactly what I’ve been looking for. Leverage.” 
 
    Cracks of gunfire sound in the distance. We turn to see the Sisters’s main vessel under fire from a couple of Syndicate gunboats. 
 
    “Oh, no,” Arya sighs. 
 
    Scrambling to the front of the runner, I dig through a few boxes lining the control area, but find nothing. No weapons of any kind. 
 
    “Weapons?” I plead. 
 
    “This isn’t meant for battle,” she says. “We have to go, now.” 
 
    “Go? Go where? What about your Sisters?” 
 
    Tying some cords around Thacher’s wrists, she secures him to the side rails. “They can take care of those boats. We should get him out of here.” 
 
    “A freak of nature and heartless … nice,” I chuckle. 
 
    Ignoring my jibe, she climbs into the pilot’s seat and engages the engine. It hums softly. The Sister’s crafts are high-tech, better than the majority of the random crap that roams the sea. The roof extends, closing in the pod as we zip away from the sinking vessel. 
 
    Coasting along the surface, we clear the battle and reach the safety of the open sea. I gaze out onto the endless horizon. The entire planet is little more than one giant ball of water now, for the most part. It’s been this way for longer than I’ve been alive. The immense pockets of water that broke through the Earth’s crust so long ago are still seeping from the ocean’s floor to this day. 
 
    “Alright, we’re clear,” Arya says. “I'll hail the Scylla.” 
 
    I look at Thacher, slumped over on a bench. The idea of him in this boat makes me uneasy. Even though he’s disagreed with his stepmother at every turn, he fights in their army. He’s responsible for the lives of countless innocent people that dared to challenge Nerissa. 
 
    “The comms are out,” Arya mutters. “I asked Derya to fix this weeks ago.” 
 
    “This means?” I ask. 
 
    She fidgets with the display. “It means we’re disconnected from them.” 
 
    I slide up on the bench across from Thacher, just behind her. “Let’s just go back to your hideout or whatever.” 
 
    “This runner doesn’t have the range. We won’t make it.” 
 
    “Won’t they search for you?” 
 
    Turning, she rests an arm over her seat and says, “We’re well out of the Scylla’s scanner range. Our protocols are to lead combatants as far from our last location as possible. They could be anywhere.” 
 
    “We can’t stay here with him.” I point to Thacher. “He’ll come to eventually.” 
 
    She gets up and leans in to check his pulse. Inspecting his head, she notices a large bump from the battle. “He took a bad hit,” she says. “He’s going to require medical attention.” 
 
    “Fine. What’s our location?” 
 
    “We’re about ten clicks from the Eastern NeverSea. Why?” 
 
    If I could get this dumb restraint off, I wouldn’t need to do this, but what I need isn’t here. The tech in this belt even counters my enhanced strength. I need to play my hand. 
 
    “That’ll work.” 
 
    “What will work?” she asks, squinting at me. 
 
    Leaning in, I rest my elbows on my knees. “It’s time to find the Lost Boys.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    The water outside tosses our craft about easily. I’d feel better about this mess if we could submerge, but these emergency pods don’t do that. They’re only designed for short distances, so along the water we skim, sitting ducks. Behind me, James’s breathing has grown increasingly rapid, and Peter keeps trying to make annoying small talk as if we’re friends or something. 
 
    Why in the world did I go back for him? I should have just taken James, and the situation would have been a whole lot less complicated. 
 
    Because I’m a sucker, that’s why. 
 
    And now he’s talking about the Lost Boys. Who are they except a band of hooligans? And their self-appointed ringleader? Peter, of course. Although, I heard there was some sort of falling out, so I’m not sure why he wants to get back to them. The Sisters and I ran across the group a few times over the last year, and those boys are nothing but trouble. 
 
    But what choice do I have? Even if I get to the girls, Una will have a fit about my plan for James. Maybe Peter can prove himself useful. 
 
    “Hey,” I call back to Peter. “What’s so special about the Sanctuary, anyway? It’s just three rocky points jutting from the ocean.” 
 
    “Duh, it’s land. When’s the last time you felt solid ground?” 
 
    “I enjoy the pull of the water. I’m designed for it, remember?” 
 
    He’s right, though. I haven’t seen land besides the Sanctuary’s pathetic peaks in years. The closest comparison to it now is the few floating settlements that harbor most of the people left on Earth. If you’re not living on one, you’re stuck on a vessel or in a domed habitat under the ocean like my father’s Atlantis Project. 
 
    The front of the pod pitches up, virtually throwing me from my seat, breaking me from my thoughts. I review the coordinates Peter gave me and compare them to our current position. 
 
    “Not far now. Good thing. This ship won’t make it if a storm comes.” 
 
    Peter grunts a response, and I turn to find him fiddling with that metal belt around his waist again. 
 
    “Trying to get that off?” I ask. 
 
    “What do you think?” 
 
    I fumble in my pocket for the small plasma welding torch I used to cut open Peter’s cell back on the ship, pulling it out and lifting it to show him. “We can try this.” 
 
    Peter glances at the torch, then back at me dubiously. “You know how to use that? What if you cut off something you’re not supposed to?” 
 
    I scoff. “And what would that be, Peter?” 
 
    “You know, maybe my arm or … something.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at his childishness. “I won't cut off your arm. Now get over here before he wakes up.” I flick my gaze to James, still passed out. Pressing a few buttons on the console, I set the steering commands to auto. 
 
    The pod’s not big enough for him to stand in, so Peter scoots over toward me and yanks up his tattered white shirt. I study the belt, searching for any weak spots that might be easy to break through. Locating one, I click on the plasma torch. A sapphire flame appears, making an electric crackling sound. 
 
    “Now hold still,” I say, biting my lower lip in concentration. 
 
    Peter’s eyes grow wide and he jerks back, throwing his hand in the air. “No way, lady. I’m fine for now. Elijah will remove this as soon as we find him. You have to steer, anyway.” 
 
    I flick off the torch and the blue flame disappears. “You’re such a baby,” I mutter, stowing the tool back in a secure side cubby. 
 
    Peter narrows his eyes, offended, but doesn’t speak. 
 
    “Who’s Elijah, again?” I ask. 
 
    “The Lost Boy’s tech guy—a genius. And with him, I won’t come out missing anything in the end.” 
 
    I shrug and go back to navigating the pod. “I could have done it.” 
 
    “Yeah, but right now let’s worry about that guy.” Peter nods back to James. “Why is it we have him?” 
 
    There’s no way I’ll admit to Peter all the reasons James is with us. Part of me still feels the guilt of what I did the last time I saw James, the night we escaped from Nerissa. The memory stabs at my stomach, but I push it away and tell Peter what I can. 
 
    “I won't toss him. No one would find him out here, and James is valuable to the witch. You know he’s her stepson.” 
 
    Peter lets out a sound of disgust. “Of course I know that. How could I forget?” 
 
    “He was always nice to me.” 
 
    Peter crosses his arms. “And look how you repaid that favor.” 
 
    Guilt clutches at me once more. “You heard about that?” 
 
    “Yeah, the Lieutenant and I got pretty close during our cruise vacation. We shared old stories, had a few drinks, checked out some ladies. It was great.” 
 
    I sneer at Peter and then angle to the control panel. “I had no choice, and it’s not as if you were any help. You’d have left us all for dead.” 
 
    “I tried to get you out with me. You’re the one who had to go back and be a hero.” Peter shakes his head. “Whatever. In the end, you turned out like me anyway—forever looking out for yourself.” 
 
    “I’m not like you.” 
 
    He shrugs. “Suit yourself. I don’t get why you’re doing this, anyway. Why didn’t you go home? Back to Atlantis.” 
 
    “We tried, but Nerissa had already threatened my father after the escape. The best he could do was get us the Scylla and send us on our way.” 
 
    “And vigilantism was the next best option?” Peter chuckles, not giving me a chance to respond. “Now, what should we do with this clown?” 
 
    “He’s not a clown.” Memories of James’s lips touching mine flood over me. I can almost feel his arms wrapping around my waist, and tears sting at my eyes. I gulp back the feeling. 
 
    “Okay, but we can’t just form a little gang with him.” 
 
    I sigh. “Fine. I’m using him as a ransom. Nerissa has a new batch of kids, younger this time. The Sisters and I want them released.” 
 
    Peter scoffs. “No way is she going to agree to an exchange.” 
 
    “She might. Nerissa has one thing she craves more than the program, and that’s Commander Thacher. If she sells out his son, she’ll lose the love of her life. James will be safe, no one will blame him for this, and I’ll get what I want.” 
 
    “Then what? You think she’ll quit after that? Let the new kiddos go and then take up a life of philanthropy? Start a knitting club?” 
 
    “You think I’m stupid? During the exchange, I can use it as a chance to get to Nerissa.” I pause before letting myself voice the following words. “I’m going to kill her.” 
 
    Peter looks stunned. “You’re crazier than I thought.” 
 
    “I haven’t got everything worked out yet, but I will kill her. You’re right. Nerissa won’t stop until she ruins more lives, steals more children from their families, just like she did to me—and you.” 
 
    He stares at me for way too long. I know I’ve struck a nerve. 
 
    “It’s a long shot,” he says at length, “but when it comes down to it, I want her dead, too, if for nothing else but to be free. You get me to my Boys, and I’ll help.” Peter leans back against the pod interior in sudden, deep thought. “What if I pretended I was your prisoner, too? That you took both of us for ransom. The whole plan will play out better, and the Lieutenant won’t think you and I are in on this together. It’ll keep him less edgy, thinking he might be able to get an advantage. Then when the big moment—the trade-off—happens, I can be in close and do the job.” 
 
    I release a long sigh. It’s a tempting proposition that makes a lot of sense. On top of that, even though I hate Nerissa, I’m not one hundred percent sure, if given the opportunity, I can actually kill her. 
 
    But Peter? Peter could. 
 
    Can I put my trust in him again? 
 
    I nod, leaning over to the emergency supplies to dig through the box. “Here. We need to ensure this kidnapping looks legitimate.” I hold up a zip tie. “Give me your hands.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
    Play nice, but not too nice. Gain his trust, she said. 
 
    I still want to dump Thacher—I mean, James—over, but she’s right. He has value, but his value to her is a bit different. All these silly gazes, as if he’s a sleeping prince, it’s pretty obvious. She feels something for him, but it’s not like back at Nerissa’s freak-making vessel. They’re not kids. They’re enemies now. 
 
    “Hey, Squirt,” I call out. “Let me take the lead on this. As soon as he starts to wake, you need to be gone.” 
 
    “Gone? What do you mean?” She looks to Thacher. “And stop calling me Squirt.” 
 
    I wince at her rejection. “Really, Arya?” 
 
    She glares at me. 
 
    “Fine. You go swim with the fishes, or whatever it is you do, Arya,” I explain. “I need time to work my magic.” 
 
    She scoffs at my comment, then glances at James, unconscious near the front of the craft. “I don’t know about this, Peter. How can I trust you alone with him?” 
 
    “Come on! You know me. I’ve always looked out for you. I need him to cooperate just as badly as you do.” 
 
    “Yeah. I do know you.” She folds her arms over her chest, narrowing her eyes at me for a moment. “Okay. Tell him I’m performing a sonar sweep of the area. Try not to be, well … you.” 
 
    Arya walks to the back of the pod and fidgets with a small digital display. With one tap on the controls, the awning on the pod is pulled back, revealing the crystal-blue sky above. The open air feels nice. That tiny cell I was in on the Syndicate vessel was getting depressing. She unzips her outer vest, preparing to enter the water. She's not that frail little sister anymore. Well, she’s still tiny, but she’s different now. Life has hardened her. When I left Arya behind, she was just a kid who looked up to me. Now, she thinks I’m a heartless jerk, but there's no time to fix that now. 
 
    “Peter?” She nudges my side, gesturing to James, who’s shifting on the bench. 
 
    Before I can respond, she’s left. No splash. Impressive. 
 
    I stiffen and angle my body toward him, kicking his boot slightly harder than I have too. “Hey, wake up.” 
 
    He squints at the intense sunlight, lifting himself to a sitting position. “Pan? What … Where am I?” 
 
    “She'll be back soon.” I scoot closer to him. “Arya and the Sisters took us. Arya got separated from her pod and the rest of them. She’s in the water now, doing some kind of sonar check or whatever. We have to figure something out.” 
 
    James shakes the fog from his head and focuses on me, furrowing his brow. “Why are you trying to help me? What’s in it for you?” 
 
    “Duh, I want to get out of here. That hit must be messin’ with your thinking. Don’t you know me by now?” 
 
    Gritting his teeth, James fails to free his arms. There’s no way he’s breaking his bindings. We made sure of it. He stands and gazes out over the open water. There’s nothing but sky and endless ocean. We probably should’ve shut the pod’s roof, but there wasn’t time to think of everything. That and Arya wouldn’t have been able to get into the water fast enough to not be seen. 
 
    “Relax,” I say. “There’s nowhere to go. I’ve looked. We need to come up with a plan—work together.” 
 
    “How can you just sit there? We have to signal my vessel. They have to be searching for me.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I say, irritated I can’t take care of the sweat dripping from my bangs. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    “Unless your crew can breathe underwater like our little friend, it ain’t happening. She sank your boat, man.” 
 
    He slowly stands and staggers over toward me. “What? The civilians … my crew? Did anyone survive?” 
 
    We should’ve bound his legs, but then I would’ve had to have mine tied up, too, and I’m not having that. 
 
    “Uh, sorry, man.” I shrug. “She’s not the same kid from back then. What did you do to her after I left? She seems pissed that you’re here.” 
 
    His brow tightens. “Shut up, Pan. You don’t know anything.” 
 
    “I’m just saying. Maybe it’s a good opportunity for you to kiss and make up so we can get out of here.” 
 
    He shakes his head and rolls his eyes. 
 
    This is not exactly our plan for James. Well, it’s my plan, but I can’t go and tell her that. I need to get to the Lost Boy’s Sanctuary and regain control of what I created. I can’t have Arya and James fighting with each other or we’ll never get there. She can deal with him after I’m free. 
 
    “How long has she been under?” James asks, interrupting my thoughts. 
 
    “A little before you woke up. Just play nice until the Sisters return, OK?” 
 
    “No, let’s overpower her when she gets back. Should be pretty easy.” His breathing becomes more intense. “Get my hands free, and I’ll pilot us back to one of the Syndicate outposts.” 
 
    “You know she’s not an ordinary seventeen-year-old girl,” I say. “With us bound like this, she’s got the advantage. She could flip the pod and then what? Plus, this thing is programmed to only start with her palm print.” 
 
    Glancing at the controls, he confirms what I’m saying. 
 
    “And do you really think I want you to lock me up again?” 
 
    He groans and starts scanning the compact pod. He kicks at the cubbies and compartments, hoping to find something of use. 
 
    “There’s nothing, James… I checked. No guns, no knives, nothing.” 
 
    Not believing me, he shuffles around, getting frustrated at not being able to move his hands. “Fine! I’ll play nice—for now,” he mumbles. 
 
    James moves toward the front of the pod and looks out at the horizon. With him distracted, I tap three times on the cabin floor with my foot. Arya and I worked out this subtle signal for her return. 
 
    James takes a seat in the cockpit. It provides a bit of shade from the mid-afternoon heat. Not sure why I didn’t think of that. Too busy plotting my freedom, I suppose. 
 
    A few minutes pass, and with a rush of water Arya bursts from the sea and onto the extended stern of the pod. She sticks the landing, rattling the craft. A refreshing spray hits my face, easing the sting from the endless sun. 
 
    While wringing the water from her hair, she gives me a scowl. James has yet to face her. I shrug and then motion to him. Seemingly unsure, she places her palm on a modest panel near the back. Green lights glow around her hand, signaling access has been granted, unlocking it. A hatch pops open, revealing a small pulse weapon that she grabs and attaches to a belt on her suit. 
 
    “You being a good boy, Peter?” she asks, playing up the intensity in her voice. 
 
    I flash a sarcastic grin. “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    She steps toward James and stops in the middle of the pod. Taking a silent, deep breath, she combs her damp hair back with her fingers. “James.” 
 
    He rests his head back on the headrest and swivels the chair. “Arya.” The tone in his voice is less than pleasant—almost cynical. 
 
    “How’s your cut?” she asks. “Can I take a look at it?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” 
 
    Arya stares at James, pinching her lips together and reaching a hand to him. “Are you certain?” 
 
    “I said, I’m fine,” James snaps, jerking from her. 
 
    “Okay,” she sighs. “Well, do you at least understand what’s going on here?” 
 
    He sits up, stretching his shoulders. “You killed my crew, drowned innocent civilians, and kidnapped us. That about right?” 
 
    Well, there goes our plan. That’s not playing nice on his part. 
 
    “The Sisters and I didn’t know about the civilians,” she insists. “We’re doing what we have to do to keep the water safe from that Witch. We saved everyone we could before your gunboats arrived.” 
 
    James perks up at that. Peering out a porthole, he must realize Nerissa may be searching for him. I step in to cover Arya’s mistake. 
 
    “Her sisters led them away, meaning Arya has stranded us without working communications. We’re miles and miles from the battle.” 
 
    “Why did you even bother to save me?” he asks Arya. “Why not let me go down with my ship?” 
 
    Arya crosses her arms over her chest as an expression of hurt washes over her face. “Come on. You know me. Or you used to. I would never let you die if I could help it.” 
 
    “Oh, but my Dad’s life is not so important? He almost died!” 
 
    “That’s not what I wanted, and you know it, James. I didn’t belong there.” 
 
    “You belonged with me!” he snarls. 
 
    Silence fills the boat, only the waves crashing against the pod easing the tension in the air. 
 
    “James, listen,” I say. “What happened that night was my fault. I tricked her into escaping with me.” It’s not exactly the truth, but if I have to take the heat for them to quit fighting, I will. “I planned on saving her, but she wouldn’t leave without you.” 
 
    Again, a white lie. 
 
    His eyes race back and forth between the two of us. My lie is making him think and stop his pouting. Arya is not correcting me, so apparently, she’s decided to play along. That has to be eating at her. 
 
    “I’m sorry about your father,” she murmurs. “I didn’t want to hurt him, or you. I knew help was on the way.” 
 
    “Well, you hurt both of us.” He shifts the chair and looks out over the horizon a second time. “So, what’s your scheme here? What are you going to do with us now?” 
 
    Pacing a few feet, she stops and sits across from me. “We’re handing this one over to his boys. Then I’ll figure out what to do with you.” 
 
    Playing as if I had no clue, I lean forward. “What? You can’t take me there! They’ll kill me!” 
 
    It’s true. The Lost Boy’s new leader, Mateo, might, but I don’t plan to be playing prisoner. Arya just has to bring me there, and I’ll do the rest. Once I’m free, I can make my move. The Lost Boys are the first step to regaining what Nerissa stole from me. When she relocated the Neverland settlement, she took more than just my home. 
 
    She stole my Lily with her, too. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    From the captain’s chair, I watch as the pod eats up the endless water, moving us nearer to our destination. It’s hard to remain vigilant with the goings-on of Peter and James behind me. Every once in a while I turn and let them see my holstered weapon to ensure they know who’s still in charge. 
 
    At least I hope it’s still me. Peter didn’t exactly stick to the plan while I was gone. 
 
    Why couldn’t the Sisters have been closer? Maybe they are. It’s not like Peter knows our coordinates. I should just tell him I’m taking him to his precious Lost Boys and find the Sisters instead, but with the comm out on the pod, I can’t contact them. I run my fingers over the quarter full fuel cell indicator—definitely too low to get to our standard meeting place. 
 
    I swivel, weapon now in hand. “What are you boys talking about back there?” 
 
    “Just wondering when we’ll get there,” Peter replies smoothly. “I want to make sure all my bags are packed, and I don’t forget anything under the bed.” 
 
    I roll my eyes at him. “You talk too much. I'm going to search for some duct tape. Have you seen any, Peter?” 
 
    Peter scoffs. I snicker softly, but then catch myself. Softening to Peter is a bad idea. My guard needs to stay up. 
 
    “James, will you please come up here?” I ask as I holster my weapon on the side of my suit to better assure James I don’t actually want to use it on him. Peter, though? That’s another story. 
 
    James doesn’t budge. 
 
    Peter glances at him, then back at me. “The Lieutenant is too busy folding my underwear for the trip.” 
 
    I ignore Peter. “Please?” 
 
    James lifts his eyes and locks his gaze onto me. Without speaking, he rises and walks over, but with the top of the pod now closed, just like Peter before, he’s a little too tall to straighten up completely. Even so, he manages to never look away, and the intensity of his clear blue irises makes me feel as if a thousand minnow are swimming inside of my stomach. 
 
    Relax. You are a strong, capable person. 
 
    The statement is hollow, since right now I feel about as strong as mush. 
 
    I straighten and square myself as he reaches my side. He takes a seat on the bench closest to the control station. 
 
    “You called?” he asks sarcastically, gaze averted. 
 
    The words hurt. “Stop it,” I say under my breath. 
 
    James flicks his eyes back to mine, his face washed in anger, but also hurt. 
 
    “Please—stop,” I whisper, trying my best to ignore Peter, who’s eavesdropping rather obviously. Not that he can be doing anything else in this tiny space. Even if the boat was ten times as big, he could easily listen in, thanks to Nerissa. 
 
    I quickly swivel toward the controls and recheck the auto function before rising and taking a seat next to James. I'm compelled to study him. Brown skin, square jawline, crystal-clear eyes that once, not so long ago, looked at me as if no one else in the world existed. Even after all he’s endured he looks amazing. 
 
    Two years has done a lot for him. Two years has done a lot for him. His strong, muscular arms make him look more like a man than he did when I last saw him. 
 
    “Can I check your injury now?” 
 
    This time he doesn’t move from me, barely nodding. I stand and gently rest my hand on his shoulder for balance. Energy from the touch runs through me, and he immediately tenses, then relaxes. Did he feel it, too? 
 
    Reluctantly, I remove my hand from his shoulder to inspect his head. My breath hitches just from the closeness of our bodies, and I straighten and try to readjust my thinking, but all the while I can’t help but notice his breathing has sped up as well. I part his short, dark, curly hair at the spot where he must have taken the impact on the ship. James winces. I find a small cut and a good-sized bump, nothing too serious, but he likely has a concussion, being out for so long. 
 
    “Are you feeling dizzy?” 
 
    “A little,” he says. 
 
    “Nausea?” 
 
    He shakes his head. 
 
    “Well, we need to get you checked out.” I bend and examine his eyes. “Any medics in your group of guys, Peter?” 
 
    “Yeah, they can take care of him,” Peter calls. “Make sure he doesn’t kick the bucket before you’re finished with him.” 
 
    I shoot a glare Peter’s way, then turn to grab the medical kit, a red box marked with a white plus sign, from the storage under the bench. I pop the top, fumbling through bandages and wrapped tablets for pain until I find ointment to smear on James’s wound. I open the cap. 
 
    “Can I?” I ask James as I sit next to him again. 
 
    “Why not?” 
 
    I apply the salve then return the tube to the box and snag a packet of pain medication. I rip it and motion for him to open his mouth. 
 
    “These don’t require water.” I pop in the tablets. 
 
    He nods and lets them dissolve. “I still could use some, though.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Water. I’m really thirsty.” 
 
    I don’t know why I hadn’t thought of it myself. Peter and I drank some earlier. “Of course,” I say, grabbing the bottle from beside my chair and pouring some into James’s mouth. 
 
    “Hey, what about me?” Peter chimes in. 
 
    “We have to ration it, and you’ve already had some.” I shift my focus back to James. “That enough?” 
 
    He nods, and I return the water. 
 
    “I am sorry for what happened that night,” I whisper. 
 
    James pivots away from me. Disappointed, I return to the captain’s chair. 
 
    “You can go back to your seat,” I say lowly. 
 
    He doesn’t budge. “Did you care for me at all, or was I just something that got in the way of your escape?” 
 
    My pounding heart plunges solidly into my stomach. I whirl around to face him. “Do you truly need to ask that?” 
 
    “Yes, I do,” he whispers in an attempt to hide our conversation from Peter, unsuccessfully, no doubt. 
 
    “James, that kiss has kept me going for almost two years. I thought about staying, if only to be with you, but knowing what would have to happened to the Sisters …” 
 
    I pull open my collar and show him my gills. 
 
    “Can you justify her forcing these on me? I had no say. If I wanted to live, it meant keeping quiet and letting those scientists do what they were ordered to do.” 
 
    James darts his eyes to them, but shows no signs of the repulsion I’d expected. 
 
    “If Nerissa was making modifications to help humanity survive, it would be different.” I turn from him and release my collar. “But she was only doing it to control her own psychotic plans for evolution. I couldn’t let my opportunity to leave pass. Then, when your dad found us … I knew our being together wasn’t real. No matter how much I wanted it to be.” 
 
    “What are you two lovebirds talking about over there?” Peter calls. 
 
    “None of your business,” I snap. 
 
    “Because I’d hate if you were planning to throw me into the deep. I mean, what kind of a person does that?” 
 
    I whip my head toward him. Peter leans his body back up against the cabin wall and smirks. 
 
    James takes in a long breath. “Why is he here again?” 
 
    “Nerissa has a new crop of kids. I needed a bargaining tool.” 
 
    “And that’s why I’m here, too?” 
 
    “James,” I whisper softly, lightly touching the brown skin of his cheek, his stubble chafing my fingers. This time he doesn’t shy away. 
 
    Memories of our kiss—my first and only kiss—that magical, amazing, mind-blowing kiss, flood over me like a crashing wave. Part of me is dying to do exactly what Peter said: ditch him and forget this. James and I could disappear, live a happy life far from evil stepmothers. I know how to live on the run. 
 
    But James has never said leaving the Syndicate is what he wants to do. In fact, everything he’s done tells me he wants to stay. 
 
    I close my lids and sigh. Glancing once more, my hand still rests on his cheek, and his eyes soften with a look of hope, maybe even longing. 
 
    “You could help—” 
 
    Snap out of it, Arya! Don’t let his handsome face sway what you know is the right thing to do. He may just be fooling you into trusting him. 
 
    I bring my hand to my lap, gesturing with my head for him to move back toward Peter. “You’ll be alright for now. Go back to your seat.” 
 
    Dismayed, he does as I say, and I quickly turn before the hot tears stinging at my eyes escape. As I do, though, I become keenly aware that Peter was watching our exchange as if it were A-level entertainment. 
 
    I flop myself into my chair and focus on the humming of the pod and the rush of the water outside. James and I cannot be. Not if he remains connected to his family while I’m doing everything I can to take Nerissa down. But if I can use him to do that and keep him safe, I will. 
 
    I return the controls to manual just as I spot something in the distance. A cluster of tiny, rocky islands peeks up over the horizon. The Sisters and I have been here. It was a trading post before the Lost Boys claimed it. Now it’s nothing but a junkyard of old vessels and scrap parts somehow strung together to make up the new camp. The idea of arriving sends a shiver up my spine. A bunch of messy boys who need someone to wipe their noses is not appealing at all. 
 
    And this is who Peter is planning to ask for assistance? 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
    There it is. The Lost Boy’s Sanctuary. 
 
    No, my Sanctuary. 
 
    A lump fills my throat. Excitement and nerves compete to control my body as I look at the last place I called home before Mateo kicked me out a few months back. 
 
    Arya slows the pod, thrusting it into reverse to quicken the stop. The motion whips me forward and back, almost smacking my head against the cabin wall. I swear she’s grinning as she deactivates the pod. 
 
    “James, please move over a bit,” Arya coos. “I have to secure you to the armrest.” 
 
    I grit my teeth at her demeanor. She'll ruin our plan because of a silly crush. 
 
    She adds binding to link his restraints to the nearest bar on his bench. He doesn’t say anything, just complies. Turning to me, she fails to offer the same courtesy. 
 
    “Lean back. Now. Behave yourself when I’m gone.” 
 
    Have I become her actual prisoner? This is starting to feel like a one-sided arrangement. Why did I let her tie me up so tightly? Would’ve been smart to keep my straps loose, just in case, but there’s nothing I can do about it now. 
 
    She avoids my eyes, fastening me to my seat. This isn’t her. Sure hope she’s not rethinking our scheme. As Arya gathers her hair into a sloppy ponytail, I notice her heartbeat. The thing is hammering as if it’s trying to escape. Probably just nerves. She adjusts her form-fitted wetsuit, preparing to enter the water. When she rounds to James, his pounding heart quickens as well. 
 
    She’s not nervous to go … she knows he’s watching her, and apparently, he likes what he sees. 
 
    “Dude, relax, lover boy.” I shake my head at him. “You’re going to give yourself a heart attack.” 
 
    He diverts his gaze from her to me and scowls. “Shut up, Pan. Why don’t you disable that freak hearing of yours?” 
 
    “I’ll get right on that. Maybe your mom can install you with x-ray vision. Just think of what you could see through.” 
 
    He grits his teeth at the jibe. I’m a jerk, I get it, but he deserves it. Arya scowls at me, shaking her head. 
 
    I return the glare. “What?” 
 
    Arya’s pale face flushes as she skips her attention from me to James, then away completely. She’s embarrassed. That wasn’t my intention. 
 
    “I need to talk to these boys, unfortunately,” Arya says, ignoring me while gazing at the camp on the horizon. “We’ll set anchor here.” 
 
    “You still haven’t said what you plan to do with me,” James presses, tugging at the restraints. 
 
    “Yeah … uh … and what about me?” I ask. “Shouldn’t I go with you?” 
 
    “No. No, you shouldn’t.” 
 
    I hate that I have so little power here. I need to get this dampener off me. Sitting here in this tiny boat is killing me. 
 
    Arya walks around me to the captain’s chair. She enters a code on a keypad to the left of the pod’s dashboard. A release of air wisps out and a small hatch opens. She reaches inside, pulling something out. Concealing it in her hands, she steps in front of James. Gripping her weapon in her other hand now, she pauses before looking down at him. 
 
    “James,” she murmurs, “I need to put you out for this.” 
 
    Uncurling her fingers, she reveals two hypo-injectors. 
 
    James stiffens. “Seriously?” he groans. 
 
    “Sorry … I have to talk to them. It’s safer this way. Safer for everyone. If I can’t watch you boys, then you’re going to be taking a short nap.” 
 
    Shaking his head, he turns to avoid her. I almost feel bad for the guy. They were just kids forced into impossible circumstances. Now grown, they’re at war with each other. Whatever fairy tale they lived in the past is gone. 
 
    “Whatever, just… just do it,” James mutters. 
 
    Pausing for a moment, she stares at the injector before bringing it to his neck. “I’m sorry,” she whispers. 
 
    A soft whoosh escapes the hypo-injector, forcing a sedative through his skin and into his bloodstream. His eyes roll back, and his body relaxes. Holstering the weapon, she caresses his neck and gently eases James onto the cushioned bench. He’s completely out. 
 
    Arya rests her hands on her sides and tilts her head back, lids closed. Every minute with James seems to be a struggle. 
 
    “Hey,” I call out. “He’ll be OK. We’ll figure this out.” 
 
    Doubt fills her face as she opens her eyes again. “Will he? Really? What if Nerissa doesn’t take the bait? What if she doesn’t go along with it?” 
 
    “Relax,” I say. “His dad won’t allow him to get hurt. Nerissa is obsessed with Thacher. Like, creepily obsessed.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Her emerald eyes narrow as she shifts my way, the second injector still in her grasp. 
 
    “Whoa, whoa, wait.” I slide back as far as the bench will let me. “You’re not going to use that on me, right?” 
 
    “I’ve thought about it, but no, I’m not.” 
 
    Unzipping a tiny pocket on the side of her vest, she stuffs the injector in to conceal it. Swiping on a panel near the back of the pod, she unlocks the awning. It slowly retracts, section by section, until it’s fully open. 
 
    “What’s the plan here?” I ask, squinting at the intense sky. “I should be the one talking to them.” 
 
    “Don’t they hate you? Didn’t they kick you out of your little boy’s club?” 
 
    Dang. Arya knows everything that goes on in this part of the sea. 
 
    “Well … yeah … but I can fix it,” I say. “It’s not a boy’s club. It’s uh … like a merry boy band.” 
 
    She can’t help cracking a smile. “I’ve missed this, Peter. You kept me sane back then. I’m grateful for that, but I’ve got this.” 
 
    The pod sinks as she vaults off the landing and into the calm water. Once again, the pod settles onto the NeverSea. Just below the surface, I track her as she jets through the sea with ease. Man, she’s fast—faster than I remembered. 
 
    Just like that, I’m completely out of control of my destiny. Everything from this point forward is up to Arya. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    Bubbles percolate up around me as I emerge from the water, taking cover behind the edges of jagged rocks. In front of me stands the rare island peaks, barely more than a gigantic rock formation jutting from the ocean. Despite its near uselessness, the sight of any natural land evokes a sense of awe in me. High up the craggy surface of the tallest peak, sparse green plants poke from the stone. A smaller, narrow island waits after it, connected by what looks to be temporary, thrown together docks and three meager ships that barely appear operational. A few of Peter’s boys roam the makeshift station. 
 
    This pile of crap is Peter’s kingdom? Well, not his real kingdom—not the precious Neverland he lost. But even so, this junk isn't even close to appealing. I guess when you’ve never had anything, you cling to anything of significance. I should know. I touch my collarbone where the shell James gave me the night I escaped sits tucked under my suit. 
 
    The biggest and oldest of the Lost Boys paces back and forth on the deck of the lead ship. For a second, the guy rests his lean frame against the edge of the vessel, then goes back to pacing, this time running his hand through his mess of ebony, overgrown hair. If I remember correctly, I only met him once. His name’s Matt? No … Mateo. What looks like a perpetual scowl darkens his face. 
 
    Mateo’s the guy I need to deal with. I’m not sure if he’s up for it right now, but whatever. Some redheaded—no—bright-orange-haired kid I’m unfamiliar with comes up from behind Mateo. I strain to hear what he’s saying, but it’s no use. 
 
    I dip beneath the water again and swim toward the main dock, keeping deep enough that no one can see me yet. I’m not planning to surprise the boys. There’s no need to make anyone nervous by sneaking up on them. 
 
    As I approach, I dive further. The water pushes into my gills, and then I shoot upward onto the dock’s surface with a thud, rocking the platform. Instantly, I throw my hands into the air to show my intentions are not hostile since, come to think of it, I probably should have chosen a less dramatic entrance. 
 
    Several pairs of eyes are immediately on me. From the left, someone out of sight calls out, “Company!” 
 
    With that, just about every person I know to be here steps out into view. I even get a glimpse of Wendi, the sole girl who seems to tag along with the Lost Boys. Her long, chocolate-brown hair blows in the breeze as she narrows her eyes at me. For some reason, she’s always stayed clear of the Sisters and me when we’ve been here before. I heard a rumor she had a crush on Peter. Maybe he told her something about me she didn’t like—completely unfounded, I’m sure. 
 
    “I’m here to speak to Mateo.” 
 
    My hands are still high up in the air, and I’m well aware of the nearest guy to me, named Cyrus, as he gives me a slow once-over. He’s the one who wouldn’t leave Talise alone the last few times we’ve traded here. She wants nothing to do with him, of course, unless we require specific information. Then she’ll pump up the charm and toss him aside after she gets what she needs. 
 
    I ignore his gawking for now, though his one-track mind could be useful later. 
 
    “Is Mateo here?” I already know the answer, but unlike everyone else, he hasn’t come out yet. 
 
    “I’m here, Arya.” Mateo struts out onto the dock, gripping a weapon, but thankfully not pointed my way. He holds up his other hand to shade his eyes and looks out over the water. “Where are your sisters?” 
 
    “Elsewhere.” I inch to him, lowering my hands, but keeping them visible and away from my body. No threat here. “Can we speak in private?” 
 
    He shrugs and tucks his weapon into the back of his pants. “Anything you have to say can be said out here in front of the boys.” He turns to the other Lost Boys and nods slowly at Wendi. “And girl. I trust them all.” 
 
    I grit my teeth. This topic isn’t the type of thing I want to discuss with the crew staring at me, and I know when I get to the Peter part of the story, it’s apt to get tense. 
 
    “Private would be best.” I hold Mateo’s stare and don’t let loose. He will not intimidate me. 
 
    “Fine,” he says in a gruff voice and waves me toward the largest vessel. 
 
    I give him a nod of thanks and follow. 
 
    Inside, he leads me to a cramped supply room. I wrinkle my nose at the stench of fish and sweat. What else would I expect from a bunch of guys who avoid personal hygiene until absolutely necessary? I even spot a sizable freshwater converter on the way in; an older model, but it would create considerably more volume than the one the sisters and I have on our ship. Some days I’d kill for longer than a three-minute freshwater shower. 
 
    “Would you like a towel?” Mateo asks, his demeanor has softened slightly now that we’re not on display. 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    He reaches into a cabinet at his side and pulls out a thin, tan towel, tossing it my way. 
 
    I catch it and wipe my face, then dab at my still tied-back hair. My suit is nearly dry, as it should be. I bartered a lot for the fast-drying feature. 
 
    He gestures to a metal bench. Barely taking my eyes from him, I move to sit, placing the used towel beside me. 
 
    Mateo doesn’t sit. Instead, he crosses his muscular arms over his chest and plants himself a several feet from me. 
 
    “Why are you here?” 
 
    My stomach twists. Relax Arya. You can do this. 
 
    “I’m here for help.” 
 
    Mateo chuckles. “You and the sisters haven't needed our help before. A few trades and leading on my guys and you’re gone. Why now?” 
 
    I remind him how I escaped from Nerissa, but for now, I omit the part about Peter. He may know the information, but if he doesn’t, it will only make Peter look even worse. And since I need Peter, and a minuscule amount of me wants to trust him again, it’s for the best I nix it for now. I then continue to the story about Nerissa’s newest batch of kids and how we have to end crazy experimentation. 
 
    “Those kids are like you and me, Mateo. They lost families, or were stolen from them. Nerissa is using them.” 
 
    Mateo listens the entire time, never interrupting, but also never relaxing his stance either. 
 
    “Is that it?” he finally asks. 
 
    “What do you mean? Do you need more to get involved?” 
 
    “The boys and I try to keep our noses out of Nerissa’s business.” Mateo shifts his weight from one foot to the other. “We stay out of her way, and she leaves us alone.” 
 
    I scoff. “And how long will that last? You know there’s a huge chance she’ll come for you—for something. She won’t stop until she takes over this whole section of the sea. I mean, look around you. Nerissa has stolen everything from you. Your group is relegated to a camp of floating junk.” 
 
    Mateo narrows his eyes at me. 
 
    “Sorry, but it’s true.” I hesitate with this next part, but it must be said. “What if you could have Neverland back?” 
 
    “Neverland?” 
 
    “Yes. Instead of a hodgepodge of ships and rope, you'd have a real home.” 
 
    Mateo turns from me. “That place is a pipe dream now.” 
 
    “Not if we all work together.” I choose my words carefully. “Not if we kill Nerissa.” 
 
    Mateo’s attention shifts back to me. “And how do you intend to do that?” 
 
    “Um.” Here goes. “I brought along a little assistance and some … insurance.” 
 
    One of his eyebrows quirks. “What do you mean by insurance?” 
 
    “I have her stepson, James. He’s the ransom and the bait. And … I have reinforcements. A person that knows the ins and outs of her operations.” I gulp. “He wants to help you guys.” 
 
    “And where are these people?” 
 
    “Back at my pod. James is sedated.” 
 
    By the expression on Mateo’s face, I can tell there are thoughts rolling in his brain. “And the other guy? Or girl?” 
 
    I straighten and square myself. “He's willing to help, and has the skills we require. I don’t think we’ll be able to do this without him.” 
 
    Some of what I’m saying is to convince Mateo, but it’s also to convince myself. 
 
    “Well?” He raises his hands, palms up. “Who is this almighty savior?” 
 
    I suck in a breath and push down the nervousness creeping over me. I hope this Mateo and Peter problem is ancient history, but knowing Peter, it’s probably not. Mateo forced him from the group months ago, but that’s also how Peter ended up on Nerissa’s ship. Maybe Mateo feels guilty about it. 
 
    I can only hope. 
 
    “It’s Peter.” 
 
    “Peter!” Mateo spews out about twenty curses I’d rather not hear. “Peter is here? Unattended?” 
 
    I rise and plant my feet. Despite my small stature, I will not let Mateo intimidate me. “Look!” I snap. “First off, Peter can’t do any harm. I have him secured, and he has a belt on that inhibits his flying ability and strength. We’re out here in the middle of the ocean with nowhere to go, and I’m pretty sure he's aware you’d have his head on a platter if he were to walk in here by himself. That’s me. Peter has the skills to do what I need him to. Without him, our chance of success is almost nothing. Now, do you want to get back to Neverland, or float out here on a giant trash heap for the rest of your life?” 
 
    Mateo goes quiet, seething. 
 
    “Fine,” he growls. “Bring him to me.” 
 
    “Good. My pod is parked a ways out. After I get it, I’m going to need one of your bigger guys to get James out. He’ll be sedated for at least another hour, and we have to keep an eye on him.” 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    “How’d you do it? Get them to see me?” Peter asks from behind me as I pull the pod up to the dock. 
 
    “I told them you were crucial to the mission. That you wanted to help.” 
 
    “Really?” Peter’s lips twist up into a mischievous smile. “So—” 
 
    “So basically I need you to be on your best behavior.” As I dock and power off the pod, I turn to him. “Don’t let me down.” 
 
    I activate the hatch and the door whooshes clear. My attention shifts to James, slumped on the bench, and then back to Peter, who holds up his stuck-together hands. 
 
    “Think you can clip off these restraints?” 
 
    “Nope.” My lips quirk into a grin. “Not until Mateo says so. We made a deal.” 
 
    A face appears at the opening of the pod; that guy Cyrus again. He’s attractive, with his olive skin and square jaw, but he’s the type you can tell is in love with himself, and that’s pretty unattractive. 
 
    “Where’s the one I’m supposed to get?” Cyrus asks. 
 
    I nod to James, and Cyrus climbs in to retrieve him. He doesn’t even glance at Peter. Apparently stronger than he looks, he hoists James’s dead weight, and it isn’t until he heaves him out the pod door that another boy assists him. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I say to Peter. 
 
    White washes over Peter’s face, but he immediately follows me. 
 
    Mateo waits for us on the dock, jaw squared, boots planted firmly. 
 
    “Mateo,” Peter says with an uncharacteristic lilt to his voice. 
 
    Mateo marches toward us, stopping only a few feet away, silent. 
 
    “So …” Peter says. “How have things been?” 
 
    “You son of a—” 
 
    Without skipping a beat, Mateo’s clenched fist meets Peter’s jaw with a stomach-turning crack. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
    I stagger, licking my lips, failing to locate blood. “What the hell! You’re going to be like that with these stupid restraints on?” 
 
    Arya races in between us, hands extended. “Boys, stop!” 
 
    “Arya, I suggest you move,” I hiss. “I don’t need my fists to float this kid.” 
 
    Mateo’s scowl turns to concern as he backs up, realizing that even with my restraints, my fighting skills puts him at a disadvantage. 
 
    “Are your petty arguments more important than stopping Nerissa?” Arya pleads. 
 
    It’s taking every last nerve to keep me from charging him, but Arya’s right. I grit my teeth and inhale deeply. On the exhale, my rage settles, finding a pit in my stomach to bury itself in—for now. 
 
    “This was a mistake,” Mateo mutters, avoiding my stare. 
 
    “No, it’s OK. I forgive you,” I say, my tone brimming with sarcasm. 
 
    “Funny … very funny. I see all those months on your own haven’t dampened your boyish charm.” 
 
    A few seconds of heated silence allows for an audience to build on the ship above. Scrawled across the side are the words Tiger Lily, after my Lily's childhood nickname. At least Mateo didn’t rename the vessel after they booted me. Probably couldn’t find any paint. 
 
    Ethan, Tug, and Wendi lean against the deck rails. Ethan looks like a dog ready to attack Mateo, brow tightened, nostrils flared. He was the only one who refused to vote me out. 
 
    I won't be mad at Tug. No one can, really. His simple, fun-loving spirit keeps him innocent. Then there’s Wendi. Forever beautiful, but that beauty is buried by the resentment she carries for me. 
 
    One drama queen at a time, though. I look at Mateo. 
 
    “Can we get out of the heat?” Arya asks. “Let’s just try to be civil, for five minutes?” 
 
    “Fine,” Mateo mumbles. 
 
    I smirk. “Sounds glorious.” 
 
    Mateo gestures for Arya to go first before cutting me off himself. Jerk. The rotting dock creaks with each step. It was fashioned from waterlogged driftwood—the only wood left. Won’t be long until it splinters, and the rising sea reclaims it, just like everything else on this cursed planet. 
 
    Riley, quiet as ever, meets us at the end of the dock. He lowers the Tiger Lily’s steps, never making eye contact. How that kid survives is beyond me. Luckiest kid I’ve ever known. 
 
    Arya’s heart rate is steady; she’s focused. Can’t say as much for the Lost Boys—every one of them is on edge. 
 
    “My quarters are this way,” Mateo says, glaring at me. 
 
    “I think I know where it is.” 
 
    Mateo nods to Riley. The kid’s dark eyes, matching his skin, shift to Arya then he walks off. It appears as if Mateo’s got a new sidekick. 
 
    Mateo holds the door for Arya. I sneak in behind her just before he can let it slam on me—again. Jerk. 
 
    A sense of home washes over me as we make our way through my old living quarters, now filled with a bunch of Mateo’s crap, but familiar. Not the most modern vessel on the sea, but it’s nicer than many of the rooms I’ve been sleeping over the last three months. Clean lines, curved, UV-regulating cabin windows, a double bed tucked in the corner. Not a huge place to live, but comfortable. 
 
    Mateo sits at the head of the captain’s briefing table to the right of the sleeping nook. It’s just a few feet long, and about the same across. Digital panels and displays, which control almost everything, cover every inch of its smooth glass surface. One person could man the Tiger Lily from here in an emergency, if they had to. 
 
    “Sit,” Mateo says. “Let’s talk.” 
 
    Arya takes the seat closest to him. Smart. I kick the stool out from the opposite end of the table, nearest to the wall, and sit. 
 
    “Can we remove these now?” I twist my body to show the restraints. 
 
    Arya turns to Mateo. “Are you OK with that?” 
 
    Mateo rolls his eyes. “Ugh, why not? His wings are still clipped. He can’t abandon us now. Not that I like him sticking around, but…” 
 
    I bite my tongue, swallowing a nasty reply while Arya produces a small blade from her vest. With one swipe, the thick bands are severed. 
 
    “Holy crap, that feels good,” I blurt out, rubbing my wrists, trying to calm the swelling. 
 
    “Behave,” Arya growls. 
 
    “Who, me?” I playfully point to myself. “I’m good.” 
 
    She gives me a glare that can only mean for me to shut up. 
 
    Mateo reaches into a narrow metal cabinet at his side, pulling out three glasses. Placing the first under the water dispenser, he taps the console. A soft hiss, followed by a crisp flow of cool water bubbles into the glass. I almost forgot the Tiger Lily has a reverse osmosis system. Before our tech guru, Elijah, fixed this one, we had to barter for water at trading posts. That was annoying. I lick my lips at the sight. 
 
    Mateo notices. “Oh … you thirsty, Pan?” he taunts. “Water is for guests. Not traitors.” 
 
    “Alright, enough,” Arya says. “How can we fix this?” 
 
    I stiffen in my seat. “Ask him. He started the mutiny.” 
 
    Mateo bursts into laughter, pushing away from the table. “You’ve got to be kidding me, right?” 
 
    “What, you didn’t?” 
 
    “All that time alone must’ve messed with your mind,” he says. “You went crazy. Neverland was just a place. We were your brothers!” 
 
    Mateo hands Arya the glass of water. The other cup’s still empty. 
 
    “Thirsty here,” I say. 
 
    “Unbelievable!” he barks. 
 
    “Stop acting like babies,” Arya interrupts. “We have to work this out, or this isn’t happening. I know you guys had a falling out, but what did Peter do?” 
 
    Of course, she assumes it was my fault. She’s never going to let that day we escaped go. 
 
    “Fine, you want to know, Arya?” I ask. “Neverland was more than just a place; it was my home. Our home.” 
 
    I look at Mateo and the awful scene flashes in my memory. Lily and I were together, and I got distracted. When I turned for her she was gone, and my heart went with her. 
 
    “The day Nerissa’s army stole it from us was the day I lost her. She captured Lily. She took her for who knows what. It’s my fault she’s there.” 
 
    “Who’s Lily?” she asks, sipping on that damn water. 
 
    “She’s his crutch,” Mateo volunteers. “She was living on the Neverland settlement when we gained control of it. After that, we were forced to take a back seat to her. Then Nerissa seized Neverland from us. Lily never made it off before it was moved. Pan’s obsession bled us dry and we all fell apart.” 
 
    “What did you expect me to do?” I shout. “I loved—I love her.” 
 
    “And Sammy?” Mateo sneers. “Was he just a meaningless casualty in your obsession? He would have done anything for you, and you let him die.” 
 
    A wash of guilt floods my chest as Sammy’s round face and freckled cheeks flash through my mind. He was an original Lost Boy. 
 
    Arya pushes me her glass of water, her eyes filled with … something. 
 
    I snatch the glass and gulp most of it before Mateo does. The cool water coats my throat, pushing down the guilt that started to seep to the surface. 
 
    “Yeah, it was my fault, but if he’d just stayed by my side—” 
 
    “Your side?” Mateo slams his fist on the tabletop. “He trusted you. You were a god to him. You kept pushing through, taking out ship after ship, and he was right behind you, giving you support. But then he wasn’t. Your rage forgot him. We never even found his body, and for what. Lily wasn’t even on any of those vessels. How could we follow you anymore?” 
 
    Arya flicks her gaze at me, lips pinched. The guilt comes back, flooding my body. I left her, too. 
 
    She inhales a deep breath, and her expression eases minutely. “Peter did a bad thing. I get it.” Her clenched fist relaxes a bit. “But this is more important. There are other kids like Sammy out there, and Nerissa is destroying their lives. Maybe it’s time to forgive and move on?” 
 
    Mateo drags himself to the table. The chair’s casters squeak, causing me to cringe. There’s conflict in his eyes, replacing the hate that was there a few moments ago. 
 
    “How did you do it?” he asks Arya. “How did you forgive him for what he did to you?” 
 
    Arya sits up straighter in her chair. That caught her off guard. 
 
    “Um, I’m working on that,” she says. “But I know what we’re doing is bigger than all of us. With James, we have a real chance.” 
 
    I grab one of her hands and pull it closer to me. “I never wanted to abandon you there. You know that, right?” 
 
    “We’ve all done things we regret.” She looks at me for just an instant before glancing away. “Just stick around, OK?” 
 
    I nod, unable to say anything. This is greater than finding Neverland now. This kid needs me, and I need her, too. She’s still my family. 
 
    I release her and plant my forearms on the table. Mateo turns to me, narrowing his eyes. 
 
    “We don’t have to be brothers to do this,” I tell him. “That bond is broken, I get it. But there’s a lot at stake here. I’m ready to go forward and destroy Nerissa. What do you say?” 
 
    Mateo fiddles with his empty glass, spinning it on its edge. He scratches the dark stubble on his face with his other hand. 
 
    “This is a one-time deal,” Mateo insists. “You leave the Lost Boys alone after this. You understand?” 
 
    “Whatever you say, boss.” 
 
    The room goes silent. Good as it gets, I guess. 
 
    Arya grins. “Hug it out? No?” 
 
    I snort. I taught her well. 
 
    Mateo is too cool to even crack a smile. He stands and walks to one of the cabin windows, peering out for a moment. “So, what do we do with him?” 
 
    Cyrus secured James to the railing on the deck just outside. He must be able to see him from here. 
 
    Avoiding Arya, I focus on Mateo. “We put him on a hook and see what bites.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    My heart leaps at Peter’s words. I knew in the end we would be using James for bait, but I still don’t like it. If only there were another choice. James is completely helpless in this pit of vipers, and I’m in the pit with them. 
 
    With a gulp, I swallow my guilt, which would be easier if I hadn’t given Peter my water. While Mateo and Peter are discussing James, I lean in and snatch the unused third glass in front of Mateo. In a flash, I’m at the water dispenser, filling the glass to the top. 
 
    “Hey,” Mateo says. 
 
    I throw back half the liquid in the glass. “What? You gonna punch me now?” 
 
    From the corner of my vision I can see Peter smirk at me, but I ignore him, staying focused on Mateo. 
 
    “I thought you didn’t even need fresh water anymore.” He gestures to his neck. “Because of your—” 
 
    “I don’t, but this tastes a lot better.” With a wink, I drain the remainder of it and set the glass back on the table. “Now, where do we go from here?” 
 
    “Unlike it was a few months ago,” Mateo glares at Peter, “we are no longer a dictatorship.” 
 
    “I wasn’t a dictator,” Peter scoffs. 
 
    Mateo rotates to me. “Close enough. Anyway, we all vote on issues now. Everyone’s voice counts. I’m going to inform the boys and Wendi—” Mateo emphasizes her name, for Peter’s sake I’m guessing “—of the plan. But if they're not in agreement, we don’t go, and then you three can be on your way.” 
 
    “If you just let me talk with them—” 
 
    “No,” Mateo growls, cutting Peter off. “I’m running this show now.” 
 
    Peter leans his back against the wall and crosses his arms over his chest. “I thought this was a democracy?” 
 
    Mateo balls his fists at his sides. If I stay silent these two will rip each other apart like two angry eels. 
 
    “You two stop!” I shout. 
 
    Mateo narrows his eyes on me and shakes his head. He backs up, gesturing toward the door. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Peter and I follow him to the deck, where every last one of the Lost Boys—and Wendi, with her long onyx hair blowing in the breeze and a scowl on her face—waits for us. Fourteen pairs of eyes, all wondering what’s going to happen next. 
 
    James is still passed out, and probably will be for a bit longer. The sedative I gave him is pretty strong. Someone has unnecessarily tied his waist and arms to the railing. Where’s he going to go out here? He doesn’t have the activation codes to the pod, and James wouldn’t hurt any of the boys, at least I don’t think he would. But it’s been two years since I’ve been with him. Just how much could he have changed during that time? 
 
    I straighten up and ignore the stares. For this to work, I must display confidence. 
 
    Peter slides up beside me and whispers in my ear. “That went well, right?” 
 
    I push him away, not answering. 
 
    “You think you could get Mateo to let me take off this belt?” he asks, moving closer to me again. “I can do a lot more good without it on.” 
 
    “You mean it will be a lot easier for you to fly off?” 
 
    Peter scowls. “I told you I was sticking around. We made a deal. I get those kids released and kill Nerissa, then you help me take back Neverland.” 
 
    I breathe out a long sigh. Peter and I spent so many years together in Nerissa’s freak factory that he’s no less my brother than Derya, Talise, and Una are my sisters. He’s family, and I don’t want to lose that bond by hanging onto trust issues, however warranted they may be. Neverland is important to him, and so is this Lily—whoever she is. They need to be important to me, too. 
 
    “Fine … Yes,” I say grudgingly. 
 
    Peter gives me a boyish smile and ruffles my hair, just like he used to. Somehow, the annoying gesture feels like home. Even so, I knock his hand away and swing my attention back to James. 
 
    During mine and Peter’s conversation, Mateo gathered the Boys. I hustle to the edge of the group while Peter hangs back. 
 
    Mateo relays the entire story. Not everyone looks completely on board, but to my surprise, they agree to the plan. I suppose they have their own reasons to do so, some of which, hopefully, are since it’s the right thing to do. I get the feeling that logic is in the minority, but beggars can’t be choosers. 
 
    “Now that’s settled, but what should we do with him?” the redheaded kid asks, nodding to James. 
 
    “And who is he again?” a lanky boy with dark skin pipes in. 
 
    Mateo left that part out, for some reason. 
 
    An older guy, in his twenties, and with quite a swagger, moves forward and lifts James’s still drooped face. “That’s Nerissa’s stepson,” he says, holding James’s chin up for a few seconds as if to study his features before he drops it. 
 
    Something about the glint in his eyes sends a shiver down my spine. I step up and open my mouth to tell them we’re not looking to hurt James, instead, Peter rushes past me toward the tall boy with scruffy black hair falling into his face. 
 
    “Ethan!” Peter wraps his arm around the kid’s shoulders and pulls him into an awkward side hug, steering him from James. “I’ve missed you, man.” 
 
    The corners of Ethan’s lips turn up into what might be a smile. “Things haven’t been the same without you.” 
 
    He attempts to swing back to James, but Peter leads him away while eyeing me and pointing to his belt with his free hand. “Let’s go catch up,” he says to Ethan. 
 
    The whole ridiculous scene must have made everyone forget about James for the time being, because all eyes are on Peter as he chats with Ethan. 
 
    Mateo joins me. “So, why do you trust him?” 
 
    I look up at the boy—a man, really. His brown eyes brew with frustration, but the anger I saw only moments ago is gone. 
 
    “He’s family.” 
 
    Mateo nods in agreement and swivels to walk off, but I reach for his arm. 
 
    “Could one of your guys remove Peter’s dampening belt?” 
 
    A miniature crease forms between Mateo’s thick brows. “Do we have to?” 
 
    I chuckle. “Peter’s the strongest of all of us, and to do this, we’re going to require the full strength of all his abilities.” 
 
    Mateo leans closer to me. “That’s what I’m afraid of.” 
 
    From the right, Peter roars with laughter, dragging our attention his way. 
 
    “Fine,” Mateo sighs. “Elijah can do it.” He waves to a short, skinny boy with a pair of dark-rimmed glasses just a little younger than I am. The boy notices and Mateo motions for him to come over. 
 
    “I need you to figure out how to get Peter’s belt off,” Mateo says. 
 
    Elijah’s eyes light up behind his too-big glasses, slipping an inch down his nose before he pushes them back into place. “Sure thing, boss. I think I can make it happen.” 
 
    With that, he sprints away, mumbling to himself. 
 
    “There. Happy?” Mateo asks. 
 
    “I guess.” But I’m not. I won’t be until this business is over, we’ve won, and James comes out of it safely. He’ll probably hate me, but he’ll be alive. 
 
    Minutes later, Elijah is back on deck and at Peter’s side with a toolbox and a small, rectangular scanning device. To my left, James groans. Immediately, I hustle over to him. 
 
    “Will someone take these off?” I yell, pulling at the ropes they tied James up with. “He can’t go anywhere, and his hands are still secure.” 
 
    Mateo nods to Wendi. She saunters over, gives me a once-over, then whips out a switchblade. I throw up my hands and back up. 
 
    “Please be careful,” I say. 
 
    “No worries,” she replies easily. “I live with a bunch of boys, so I know how to use a knife.” She saws through the knot securing James and the ropes loosen, releasing him to the ground in a heap. 
 
    He groans, louder this time. 
 
    James blinks, rolling onto his back. Slowly, he rises and studies the group now gathering near him. 
 
    “What … what’s going on?” He pushes up onto his side and sits. His eyes lock to mine. “I know you … but who are these people again?” 
 
    “We’re the Lost Boys—and girl,” says a stocky kid who’s trying to push to the front of the group. 
 
    James ignores the boy, and a perplexed look washes over his face as he draws his focus back to me. “Where’s Pan?” 
 
    The stocky kid whips his head around toward Peter and points. James squints in Peter’s direction, then returns his gaze to me, struggling unsuccessfully to release his hands. 
 
    “Why is he out of his restraints and I’m tied up?” 
 
    My heart plunges into my stomach as I desperately try to think of an answer that will make sense. Why didn’t I think of one sooner? 
 
    Peter still hasn’t noticed the commotion, focused on Elijah busily working on his belt. With a snap of one of Elijah’s tools, the belt drops free, and Peter grabs and hugs the surprised boy. 
 
    “You did it, E!” Peter shouts, all eyes moving to him. Peter’s gaze finds me. “He did—” 
 
    He almost chokes on the words when he notices what’s happening, that James is awake. His eyes grow large, and he straightens out his shirt. 
 
    “I can explain,” Peter says to James. 
 
    “You can explain?” Hands secured, James pushes to his feet. The air grows thick with tension. Mateo steps forward along with two others, ready to pounce. 
 
    I rush ahead of them and plant myself in front of James. “This isn’t how this looks. Well … it kind of is …” I search for the right words. “James, I can’t let Nerissa continue her cruel projects, and Peter's helping me.” 
 
    “He’s gonna be bait,” a male voice snickers behind me. 
 
    I quickly glance over my shoulder to see who said it, but they all look guilty. 
 
    “Bait? You said Pan was the bait.” James sneers back at me. “So, was everything on the pod a lie? You pretended Pan was a prisoner, so he could build my trust? Keep me calm so I wouldn’t try to escape? Then you … you bat your eyelashes at me and bring me here—for what? You’re a liar!” 
 
    The statement burns into my soul. Everything in me screams to go to him and tell him none of it is true, but it is. 
 
    “I want to keep you safe. Please, don’t be angry.” 
 
    “Angry?” he yells. “Oh, I’m angry. I have no idea what I ever saw in you. Everything out of your mouth is a lie!” 
 
    Hot tears sting at my eyes, but I refuse to let them out in front of all these people. Instead, I turn away and push past the stocky kid blocking my escape. For a split second, I twist back, just in time to see Peter lunge toward James, grip him around the waist, and rocket into the sky, rattling the vessel under my feet. 
 
    “Well, that must be a new record,” Cyrus huffs. “Didn’t take Pan long, did it?” He then points at me. “What are we going to do with this one now?” 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
    James’s fingers dig harder into my ribcage the higher we go. He looks like he might throw up, but we just need to go a bit higher. The air rushing my face feels so good. It’s been weeks since I’ve been able to touch the sky. 
 
    The largest of the three peaks comes into view. Narrow fingertips with jagged edges and sparse shrubbery, the peaks fight to reach from the rising sea. I hover for a moment and float to the side until my favorite spot reveals itself. 
 
    “Pan.” James is frantic now. “Let’s work this out.” 
 
    “Relax, man, I won't drop you.” 
 
    The draw from the peak’s gravity connects with me, inching me closer to an alcove near the top. We draw in too fast. I gradually release from Earth’s pull to ease my landing until gravity’s effect consumes my body. A foot or so before I set my boots down, I release James. He tumbles back and clutches a rock handhold, steadying himself. With his other hand, he grabs a root that dangles from the highest point of the small, carved opening. 
 
    He stretches his neck out over the edge, then glares back at me. “Get me down from here!” 
 
    “Not until we have a heart to heart. To hash our problems out.” 
 
    I sit on the edge of the opening, feet dangling. He remains firm against the rock backing. 
 
    “I have nothing to say to you or to her,” he says, trying to adjust to solid ground again. “You’re backstabbers.” 
 
    “Give her a break. She saved your life when your vessel was sinking.” 
 
    “She was the one who sank the damn boat.” 
 
    “Eh, point taken.” I shrug. “Still… she saved me, too. She’s a good person.” 
 
    James slides down the rough surface and sits, his back glued to the wall. 
 
    “She was a good person… then she nearly killed my father. Then she turns into a vigilante terrorist sinking ships while on a witch hunt. How is that a good person?” 
 
    “Don’t give me that crap.” I spin to him. “You know why she does what she does. Your mommy’s a monster.” 
 
    He huffs. “She’s not my mother. I know what she is, what she did to you and Arya. I also know what Arya did to my dad the day you guys escaped.” 
 
    I float from my sitting position and pivot midair to study him. His eyes narrow, unsure of what I’m going to do next. 
 
    “I gave her that stun weapon. She had no idea what she was doing. She was just a kid, one that loved you, for some reason. She had to choose between saving her sisters or letting them get experimented on until they became pawns. I’m sure she tried to get you to leave with her. You’re the one that turned your back on her.” 
 
    “My father—” 
 
    “Your father is brainwashed. You chose him and Nerissa over Arya.” 
 
    James goes quiet. He stares at his feet, the anger in his eyes replaced by sadness. 
 
    “Fine,” he says at length. “You’re right. I chose my Dad over Arya. I was scared. Not of him, though, but of what Nerissa would do to him. Scared I would lose him forever. I was the only one keeping him grounded, keeping him, well … good.” 
 
    Commander Thacher has been quite ruthless of late. He’s not the fair man I remember him to be. Nerissa’s changed him. Living with that witch is bound to mess with one’s mind. She probably experimented on him while he sleeps. 
 
    “Well, looks as if it didn’t matter after all, did it? He’s becoming more like her every day.” 
 
    James picks up a pebble beside him and throws it over the edge. “I haven’t seen him in weeks. She keeps me out at sea most of the time. I transfer civilians to and from the Syndicate’s settlements and camps. I'm assigned to a ferry, for crying out loud. I think she wants me to get killed by Arya and her sisters. Get me out of the way.” 
 
    “Then what are you fighting us for?” 
 
    “If I defect, I’ll never see him again. I wasn’t ready for that.” 
 
    “Does that mean you’re ready now?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” he hedges. “Maybe.” 
 
    Now we’re getting somewhere. I didn’t think this would work. I thought I might have to dangle him by his feet and let the blood rush to his brain for an hour. Arya would be pissed, but something needed to change. I’m glad it went this way instead—I think. 
 
    I float closer. “Where were you transporting me to last night?” 
 
    He goes quiet, avoiding my gaze. 
 
    “Well?” I ask, raising my voice. 
 
    “We weren’t transporting you anywhere,” he says. “Nerissa was done with you. Done with you not cooperating. She ordered me to float you. She wanted it to happen far from any of your supporters in the area. She wanted you to go away quietly.” 
 
    I rise above him, rage filling my veins. “You were planning to float me?” 
 
    “Hold on, hold on. I wouldn't really do it. I couldn’t do that to Arya. Heck, I couldn’t even do that to you. We weren’t close, but we grew up together. That’s not who I am.” 
 
    “So, what then? Who was going to take care of the problem? Some minion?” 
 
    James breaks my stare and looks away, silent. 
 
    Disconnecting from all of gravity’s grip, I soar up as fast as I can. So fast that the Sanctuary becomes a small point against the backdrop of the vast sea. When I come to a stop, the faint pull of Earth tethers me just at the edge of what my body’s altered cells can connect to. 
 
    I should kill him. I don’t care if he changed his mind. He took me out to sea. If Arya hadn’t attacked, he might’ve gone through with it. Desperation forces people to do stupid things, but dumping me out at sea? 
 
    The lack of oxygen quickens my breathing. White puffs trail behind me, the frigid air at this altitude is testing my enhanced tolerance to temperature changes. 
 
    I have to remain level-headed for Arya. She needs him. We need him if we’re planning to make changes. Once this is over, it will be a different story. 
 
    The full force of gravity yanks me. Several intentional flips and turns take my thoughts off what I have to do next. It’s time to team up. Time to bring down Nerissa. 
 
    I come to a full, abrupt halt not far from the alcove. James stares at me, breathing deeply, eyes wide. Because I can, I give him just a second too long to think the worst before I float to the ledge and walk directly up to him. 
 
    “I’ll forgive you if you do what’s right here.” 
 
    “I’m in,” he says quietly. “But we have to find my father. I want him safe.” 
 
    “But don’t be surprised if Daddy’s not so willing to abandon Nerissa.” 
 
    “I understand, but that’s my call. Can we go now?” 
 
    I wrap my arms around him then step backward. My smile stretches into a wide grin as I lean back and free fall off the edge. He screams in a pitch surprising for a man of his size. We pause just feet from the Tiger Lily’s deck, and I let out an amused laugh as he rips from my hold, lips pursed, and brow tightened. He’d love to punch me. 
 
    “What?” I tease. “It was faster that way.” 
 
    Arya rushes from the far end of the vessel, stopping ahead of James. She seems worried. I can see she wanted to hug him. Instead, she punches me in the shoulder. 
 
    “Ouch.” I flinch. “You got some pop for a little thing.” 
 
    She swings toward James. “Are you alright? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” he says. 
 
    She rounds back on me, barking out, “What were you thinking? You can’t do that! You’re such a jerk.” 
 
    “The adults needed to have a talk,” I tell her. “Everything’s good now. He’s on board.” 
 
    She squints at me and turns back to James. Resting a hand on his chest, she looks up into his eyes. “Is this true? You’re with us?” 
 
    He nods. “I’ve been blind too long. It’s time for Nerissa to be stopped.” 
 
    Mateo stomps over to me, his expression filled with venom. “I knew I couldn’t trust you.” 
 
    Arya stops him just short of making the mistake of getting in my face. “It’s OK. James is going to help us.” 
 
    The kid’s getting practice at stepping in the middle of Mateo and me. Lucky for him. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Mateo diverts his attention to James. “What happened up there?” 
 
    “Can we please go inside away from cliffs for a bit?” James asks, squinting up at the peak. “I need to sit, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Arya grabs his arm and pulls him toward the entrance of the captain’s quarters. 
 
    “Cyrus, come,” Mateo commands, trailing after them. “Arya and I need to have a chat with James in my quarters. Stand watch, please.” 
 
    I salute Mateo as they walk off. He doesn’t see the jibe. Oh well. 
 
    I’m about to zip off into the air again when Wendi seizes my wrist, pleading me with her eyes to stay put. This is overdue. Better get this over with now. 
 
    “Oh, hey, Wendi.” The words come out casual, but nervousness churns in my stomach. 
 
    She avoids my stare. “Hey, Peter. So, you sticking around?” 
 
    Flying would be so much easier right now, but she deserves more. 
 
    “Not sure. I just want to take care of Nerissa before I think of more.” 
 
    “Can we talk for a sec?” she murmurs. 
 
    “Yeah.” I search around to find a private spot free from curious Lost Boys. Leading her over to the port side of the vessel to some empty metal storage barrels, she sits, and I sit next to her. Without hesitation, she slides her hip over to press against mine. 
 
    Wendi and I left things in a weird place. We were real close before I met Lily. Wendi thought we were serious. Sure, I cared for her, but she was hoping for more than I could give. I had the entire Neverland settlement to look after. I didn’t have time for that. 
 
    Well, not until I met Lily. That’s when life changed. 
 
    “Was I anything except a fling to you?” she asks bluntly 
 
    “Wendi…” I swallow my pride. “I care for you a lot, but you were always a Lost Boy first. Someone I tried to look out for.” 
 
    She narrows her eyes, brows pinching. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to lead you on,” I whisper. 
 
    She scowls and folds her arms over her chest. “Not quite a Lost Boy: not quite a girlfriend,” 
 
    “You’re the Lost Girl. You’re special, but for the sake of the crew, I needed to focus.” 
 
    She gazes out on the sea. “Lily was just a bit more special.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. I never intended to fall in love with her. We were just meant to be together. I can’t explain it.” 
 
    Wendi shifts her body from mine, breaking the touch of our hips. “Doesn’t make it right.” 
 
    “I’m truly sorry how it all happened.” 
 
    “Not sorry that it did, though,” she huffs. 
 
    I’m about to take her hand when Cyrus shouts from across the deck. “Man, Peter, moving immediately back in?” He struts over, a scowl overtaking his face. Wendi jumps to her feet, facing him. 
 
    “Keep out of this Cyrus,” I insist, locking eyes with him. “It’s not the time.” 
 
    “Then let me get out my calendar.” He stops a few feet from me, squaring his shoulders. “Why don’t you leave our crew alone? Wendi’s moved on. We all have.” 
 
    “This is not your business,” Wendi tells him. 
 
    He whips his attention her way. “Sure looks like it’s my business.” 
 
    “Quit pretending we’re a couple!” Wendi yells. “That’s never happening.” 
 
    Behind us, a crowd of curious Lost Boys starts to gather. Someone lets out a whoop. A flood of embarrassment replaces Cyrus’s tough-guy façade. 
 
    “Shut up, Wendi,” he spits out. “Why don’t you go clean the deck?” 
 
    Her eyes grow wide and her nostrils flare as she reaches back and snatches the small blade from her side. Knife extended, she lunges for him. I leap up and place an arm over her chest, blocking her from doing something she’ll regret. 
 
    “Wendi, he’s not worth it,” I insist. “I should’ve kicked him out eons ago.” 
 
    Cyrus steps within inches of me. “Not your call anymore, is it, traitor?” 
 
    I sigh, shaking my head. Arya won't like what I’m about to do. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    I grab James to hold him upright and lead him through the door. “Throw your arm over my shoulder,” I say once we’re out of sight. 
 
    Wordlessly, he obeys. His color seems off, and I brace for what might happen next. Living on the ocean makes most people immune to motion sickness, but what Peter did was extreme for even an ironclad stomach. 
 
    I push up, using all my strength to support his weight, but James is considerably bigger than I am. Most people are. His firm arm gives me something to hold as I keep him upright. 
 
    I let out a series of sonar clicks in the hall to ensure the space is empty before we go in. The layout of the ship immediately comes back to my brain. The crew's still outside, oohing and ahhing over Peter. I’m sure his ego’s already grown to twice its original size. 
 
    Mateo and Cyrus trail behind us, and if I’m not wrong, I just heard him say he wants to talk to James and me. I stop and crane my neck around to them, asking, “Can we have a few minutes of privacy?” 
 
    “Really?” Mateo scoffs. “Fine, but I’ll be back.” He turns back to Cyrus and motions him outside. 
 
    “Oh, and can we use your quarters again?” I ask. 
 
    An incredulous look washes over Mateo’s face and he executes an exaggerated bow. “Be my guest.” He then spins on his heel and walks out the door. 
 
    With a bit of a struggle, James and I make it into the room. Mateo doesn’t want us in here without him, but right now I don’t care. It’s the only place where we can have some privacy. In Mateo’s quarters, I help James to a seat. He gingerly lowers himself and leans back while pinching the bridge of his nose. 
 
    Out the window, Wendi saunters over to Peter. I chuckle to myself, remembering how she flicked out the knife to cut James’s restraints. If Peter deserves a scolding, she’ll be the one to give it to him. 
 
    “Thanks,” James whispers, pulling me from the activity outside. 
 
    I grab the last empty glass from the metal cabinet and fill it with clear, purified water, handing it to James. “You should sip—” 
 
    He snatches it and downs the contents in one gulp. 
 
    “If you’re not careful, that’s going to all come back up.” In case of the worst, I take a step back. 
 
    James wipes his mouth with his sleeve. “No, I’m OK now. I was really thirsty.” 
 
    I study James’s face. His coloring has returned to normal, and those ocean blue eyes I love so much have regained a trace of sparkle. I want to trust him, but Peter put him in a life-or-death situation, and I’m hyperaware that people will say anything to save themselves from certain death. James could be no different. 
 
    I lean my hip against the table and cross my arms. Let’s maintain some distance between us for now. 
 
    “So, what happened up there? Why the change of heart?” 
 
    James flicks a look at me. “Pan reminded me of your intentions.” 
 
    “Which are?” 
 
    He rolls the glass around in his hand before he leans forward to set it gently on the table to my side. “To help people in need.” 
 
    I drop my arms from my chest and graze my fingers over the edge of the table. My breath quickens with the idea that James may see me again. Not as a person who wants to hurt him. Not as a killer. Really see me. 
 
    “It’s all I’ve ever wanted to do.” 
 
    “I know,” he sighs. “Even back when we were kids, I noticed how even though you were the youngest, you cared for and protected the Sisters. Pan, too. Don’t think I wasn’t aware that it was you stealing the guard’s cookies to give to him.” 
 
    James’s mention of the cookies overwhelms me with one of the few positive memories of growing up with Peter in Nerissa’s lab. Even though he never admitted it, he enjoyed my gifts. 
 
    James continues. “It’s always been like you could somehow see into people’s souls … good or bad.” 
 
    I shake my head. “I used to think that until Peter left me that night. I didn’t read him quite right. He left us all behind.” 
 
    James looks away. “We all made mistakes that night.” 
 
    “We did. I did.” I slide into the seat next to James. “I know that now. I’m so sorry for what I did to you and your Father.” Without thinking, I touch his bicep. A burst of electricity resonates through me. “Please don’t let one night of mistakes destroy what we had. Despite the risk, I’m willing to offer Peter a chance. Trust me, too.” 
 
    James glances at me, eyes full of sadness. “I was so angry. It felt as if I opened up to you and you used it for your own gain. After you were gone, I replayed the whole night in my head a thousand times, and to make matters worse, Nerissa blamed me that Dad could have been killed. Then when you started the attacks with the Sisters, it made everything even worse. People gossiped about it. There were constant jibes at the part I played in your escape and how you used the gifts she gave you against her.” 
 
    “Gifts?” I pull down my collar to expose my gills. “These are a curse. I never asked for them. They were forced on me. It’s an ability that was always about Nerissa’s selfish gain.” 
 
    James nods. “I know, but when lies are all you hear, it’s difficult to work out the truth. Nerissa would remind me of how much better equipped you were to handle our new world and that you should be grateful for of it. In the back of my mind, I knew the kind of person you were. I simply became blind to it. Nerissa believes her actions are warranted. That they will benefit humanity.” 
 
    “Nerissa knows her actions will benefit herself,” I mumble. 
 
    “I’ve been around her longer than you have. I think she’s convinced herself and my dad that the experiments are a gift to humanity, no matter the cost.” 
 
    I let out a sound of disgust. 
 
    “I should have helped you,” James says. “Long before that night.” 
 
    “You were a kid, too,” I remind him. 
 
    “I could’ve done something. The guards turned a blind eye to me. But in the end, my motivation for not helping you was cowardice and selfishness. I wanted you to stay.” James shakes his head in frustration. “I let Nerissa keep you because I didn’t want to be alone.” 
 
    "There was nothing you could have changed, “I say, knowing it's true. 
 
    "I should have tried." 
 
    James reaches up and softly touches my neck, close to where my gills are still exposed. I flinch at the touch, but his face doesn’t show signs of revulsion. 
 
    “I think they’re amazing. Beautiful, even. Since they’re yours.” 
 
    Heat rakes up my neck. 
 
    James moves his attention from my neck to my eyes as I draw my collar up. “You’re beautiful. Inside and out.” 
 
    My heart races as if it might escape my chest at any moment. I avert my eyes. 
 
    “Arya, I’ve never stopped loving you. You were my world, and that night everything fell apart.” 
 
    “Your dad is your world, too.” 
 
    James lowers his hand to his lap. “He did what it took to keep me safe.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Dad was in the military when it all fell apart. The best he could do after my mom died was take on a contracted mercenary job for Nerissa. He knew it was wrong, but it paid well, and he didn’t need to worry if I’d have enough food or a place to sleep anymore. He has a good soul, at least until Nerissa noticed him. She was infatuated; gave him whatever he desired, promoted him, and eventually married him. That’s when he started making excuses for her. Anytime I thought I might try to find you, I’d remember if I did, he may never find it back to the light. There would be no one to prevent Nerissa’s influence from completely consuming him.” James rakes his fingers back through his hair. “All I ever wanted to do was the right thing.” 
 
    I sigh. “Now you know my problem. The right thing isn’t always clear cut.” I reach into my collar and feel for the chain that hangs around my neck, pulling the delicate metal out and grasping for the tiny shell I made into a pendant. 
 
    James’s eyes light up when he sees it, and a wide smile overtakes his lips. “You still have it?” 
 
    I cock my head. “Of course, I have it,” I say, letting it drop onto my chest. 
 
    James locks eyes with me and his expression grows serious. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    I breathe in as he leans in closer. He’s going to kiss me. 
 
    Muffled shouts meet my ears and I pop up from my seat. James droops against the back of his chair. 
 
    Through the window, Peter and Cyrus yell at each other, standing a few feet apart. Wendi stands to the side, pacing nervously. Peter’s face radiates red compared to his almost white-blonde hair, as if he might explode at any minute. 
 
    “Ugh. Peter’s in a fight. Again.” I grapple for James’s hand and lug him toward the exit of Mateo’s quarters. 
 
    James shakes his head, but lets me lead him. “You sure it's a good idea to partner with that hothead?” 
 
    I squint in the bright sunlight as we race out onto the deck. “Peter!” I yell. “Knock it off!” 
 
    Peter turns my way, and in that split second of distraction, Cyrus’s fist flies into Peter’s jaw. And as if the events are somehow connected, the ship behind ours explodes into a ball of fire. 
 
    A deafening roar and wave of blistering heat pours over the Tiger Lily. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
   I rub at my throbbing jaw, but the ringing in my ears from the explosion is far more disturbing than Cyrus’s punch. Around me, everyone but Riley—who somehow grabbed ahold of the railing—is sprawled out on the deck from the force of the blast. Smoke billows into the air behind us from the scout vessel that was hit. Chaos echoes from everywhere as shouts blend together. Nerissa must’ve found us. I can’t see anything on the horizon from here, but that’s her tech for sure. 
 
    Cyrus moans as he picks himself off the deck. “Are we under attack?” 
 
    “Obviously,” I snarl, pushing to my feet. “It wasn’t your girly punch that did this. Find Mateo and help the others.” 
 
    He purses his lips and glares at me, but runs off to comply. 
 
    Just behind the storage barrels, Wendi’s on her back, dazed and rubbing her forehead. A gash on her forehead drips blood into her hair. I pull her up and drag her to the main deck, where I find Arya pulling Tug to his feet. 
 
    “Peter, you’re alright,” she shouts, a wash of relief easing the tension on her face. 
 
    “Yeah. You?” 
 
    “I’m fine, I’m fine. Where’s James?” She stretches up on her toes to get a look in back of me. 
 
    I sit Wendi down beneath the overhanging cabin wall just outside of Mateo’s quarters. I snag a clean deck rag from a basket near the door and place it over her wound. She applies pressure to it and waves me on to go help others. 
 
    “Are you sure?” I ask her, frantically looking back and forth for any new surprises. 
 
    She winks. “Aww, this is nothin’.” 
 
    I’m turning to Arya when Mateo rushes from around the corner of the bridge, almost slamming into me. He shakes his head, then surveys the situation on the deck. 
 
    “Damn it Pan, you led them right to us. I knew this was a mistake.” 
 
    Arya catches up to us, once again breaking the tension. “Mateo, where’s James?” 
 
    “I thought he was with you?” he says, brushing back the hair that’s fallen into his forehead from its normally perfectly kept position. 
 
    Arya’s zigzagging in all directions, trying to find James. Her breathing quickens as her body tenses. 
 
    “Hey, James is in the water!” Riley calls, pointing out over the deck rail. 
 
    Arya rushes toward the edge of the Tiger Lily. I’m straight on her heels. “The blast must have knocked him from the ship.” 
 
    Without answering, Arya dives over the railing. Within a second, she has him on her back. A wake swells behind her as she jets to the Tiger Lily’s ladder. Mateo and I meet her. I pull James up first. He grips onto the deck railing, hunching over as he tries to catch his breath. 
 
    “Thanks,” James says to Arya, fighting to get air. 
 
    “You saved me,” Riley says, rushing over to James. “If you didn’t push me out of the way … I’d be gone.” 
 
    “No problem, kid,” he says. “Glad Arya was there to save me, too.” 
 
    “Let's get the ships out of here,” Mateo orders. “Terex is ready to go on the Atlas. Pan, you'll be navigating for them. James is coming with me on the Tiger Lily, and it’s not negotiable.” 
 
    “That’s not part of the—” 
 
    Arya cuts me off. “Peter, it’s OK. I’ll stay with him. They need you on that ship.” 
 
    From the corner of my eye, a blue streak brightens the sky before an explosion rips across the tallest island peak. Glowing, heated rock crumbles and falls, cascading to the dock below. The brittle wood is no match as it hits, breaking to pieces. Arya’s pod is pelted by massive boulders, tearing it apart. Dipping under the water, the broken vessel begins to sink, 
 
    Arya cups her mouth with both hands. “No!” 
 
    James grasps her forearm. “Sorry, Arya.” 
 
    “Let’s move, everyone!” Mateo shouts. “Get to your posts, now!” 
 
    Cyrus jumps into the cockpit of the Tiger Lily’s forward cannon while Elijah jogs to the bridge. Wendi pops to her feet, throwing the rag to the ground and darts over to the side cannon. She slides in and takes control, blood trickling down her cheek. 
 
    “Go,” Arya insists, jerking her head toward the Atlas. “We’ve got this.” 
 
    “Tug, Ethan, Riley, go with Pan to the Atlas,” Mateo orders. 
 
    The three boys rush to our sides. I nod to Arya and follow them to the section of the dock still standing. We run till the dock ends. The Atlas, nearly as big as the Tiger Lily, sways back and forth with the rough water from the battle. Not wanting to waste any more time, I grab all three of them, lifting them into the air and onto the ship. Tug slips from my grip, tumbling to the deck, losing his balance. 
 
    “Sorry, Tug.” I grin. “You’re back on the salvaged canned meats, I see.” 
 
    He returns a smile, picking himself up. “Sorry, Peter.” 
 
    “Ethan, take Riley and man the hydro-cannons,” I command. “Tug, come with me to the bridge. 
 
    Like old times, without question, they rush to their posts, hopping into the weapons’ cockpits. The ship’s cannons power up and pivot into an active position as Tug and I make our way to the Atlas’s bridge just behind them. Through the bridge window, Terex glares at me as we approach the entrance. I activate the hatch panel and press the release button. The cabin door slides open. Tug rushes in trying to give Terex a playful high five. Terex keeps his gaze on me, ignoring him. Tug slowly lowers his hand, slinking to his station. 
 
    “What are you doing on my ship?” Terex’s eyes narrow. “I don’t want you here.” 
 
    “Ugh, how many of you do I need to get into it with before you all stop doubting me?” 
 
    “Terex, it’s OK,” Tug insists. “Mateo asked him to navigate for us.” 
 
    Terex’s glare is broken when a massive burst just off the vessel’s aft side sprays water across the deck. He takes control of the Atlas, pressing a button that starts the engine. The digital displays light up and I hurry to the first officer’s station to check the radar. Several blips dot the panel. 
 
    “They’re moving in fast,” I report. “Get to open water and split up from the Tiger Lily.” 
 
    “Why would we do that?” Terex asks. 
 
    “There’s at least seven warships out there. Dividing them up is our best chance. If we stick together, we become one big target for all their cannons. Tug, radio the Tiger Lily. Tell them to fan out.” 
 
    Without hesitation, Tug snatches the comm and relays the message. 
 
    “Where we heading, Pan?” Terex asks, not resisting anymore. 
 
    “Take the Atlas east as wide as you can. Let’s get ahead of the Tiger Lily. Let’s hope most of Nerissa’s boats will follow us instead.” 
 
    “Follow us?” Tug squeaks as the blood drains from his cheeks. “I think I’m going to need another pair of underwear.” 
 
    Terex rolls his eyes at Tug, then turns his attention back to me. “I’m down to sacrifice ourselves to save them, but what’s your plan?” 
 
    I review the critical system indicators on my dashboard. “This isn’t a suicide mission. If we can break them up, I’ll take them down one by one. You can use the Atlas to distract them, so I can fly in.” 
 
    Bombs continue to burst all around us as we sail out to open water. The Atlas rises and falls as waves pound us from all sides. The Tiger Lily hangs back a bit before heading west. 
 
    Nerissa’s fleet rises from the cover of the horizon, closing in on us. She’s sent some of her best boats. I guess having the Lost Boys, Arya, and I all in one place is too hard to pass up; all Nerissa’s problems solved with one attack. 
 
    “Alright, Terex, full power,” I insist. “Take us out to sea. Signal for Ethan and Riley to fire on them.” 
 
    “Riley, Ethan, have at ‘em,” Terex radios. “Open fire.” 
 
    A cerulean haze glows from the cannon’s tips then a loud discharge rips from the deck, rattling the bridge’s windows. Blast after blast is fired. Streaks of hydrogen-propelled plasma lace through the sky, heading toward Nerissa’s navy. Bursts of red-hot antiplasma rounds dot the sky as they try to counter our cannon fire. Several of our shots hit, sending billows of fire and smoke into the air above their vessels. Their fleet begins to break off to pursue us. 
 
    “Crap … looks like only three of them are following us,” Terex says. “The rest are going after the Tiger Lily.” 
 
    “Should I radio them?” Tug asks. 
 
    “No, they might’ve intercepted our last message,” I say. “They’re on their own now. We have to take these ones out before we can help them.” 
 
    We continue heading east, trying to stay out of their cannon’s range. Unfortunately, this means our cannons are out of range, too. 
 
    “Look,” Terex says. “Helos are inbound.” 
 
    “Well, this just got a bit more complicated,’” I scoff. “Keep sailing no matter what happens. Maintain a safe range. You understand?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah,” Terex replies. “What’re you going to do?” 
 
    I rush to the door, grabbing one of the rifles that line the wall next to the door on the way. “It’s time for me to go hunt some birds.” 
 
    “Those aren’t birds, they’re war choppers,” Tug says. 
 
    I inhale deeply as the door automatically slides open. “Great insight, Tug.” With a nod to Terex, I launch into the air. 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    “How many ships are out there?” Mateo yells over the crash of a hydro bomb exploding in the water. James and I pile in after him as we reach the bridge. 
 
    “Seven on the screen!” Elijah shouts. 
 
    Mateo closes his eyes briefly and curses. 
 
    “Peter's ordering you to fan out,” a voice screeches over the radio. I think it’s that goofy, stocky kid. Tig? No, Tug. 
 
    Elijah, at the helm, draws back and studies Mateo, but maintains the ship on its current course. Mateo mutters under his breath I can’t hear, then yells, “You heard Pan! Fan out!” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Elijah’s hands fly over the console and the ship pulls to starboard, speeding over the waves. The crack of a bomb in the water washes a massive wave over the ship, jerking the vessel and tipping me off-balance. James catches my arm, steadying me as a second blast hits and another wave sprays over the bow of the Tiger Lily. 
 
    “What should James and I do?” I yell. Normally I’d be the one giving orders. 
 
    Mateo shakes his head. “James isn’t leaving the bridge. And you…” He pauses and eyes me. “Keep an eye on James.” 
 
    I scoff. “I’m the captain of my own ship, you know. I’m quite capable.” 
 
    Mateo’s lips pinch. “I know you are, but here, I’m captain, and for the moment I need you to follow orders.” 
 
    An anchor sinks in my belly and I begrudgingly fall back toward James. “Yes, sir.” 
 
    Mateo turns his attention to the helm and grapples for the radio. “Return fire at will.” 
 
    James gestures me to him as the weapon kickback of the Tiger Lily emanates. The entire ship pulses and moans. 
 
    “I have a backup plan,” James says in my ear. 
 
    I twist to him. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “I know those ships like the back of my hand. If we have to, I can get you to the helm. We could bring down the commander—” 
 
    “That might be your father on board.” 
 
    “No way, "James says. "Nerissa wouldn’t send Dad. She still holds him at the testing facility.” 
 
    My heart races at the mention of the facility. That’s where this whole thing started, where Peter and I were held prisoner for so many years. 
 
    The vessel pitches from the force of another bomb, knocking me from my thoughts. On the radar, Nerissa’s seven vessels break their formation, three of them speeding west. 
 
    After Peter. 
 
    “I don’t think there’s going to be time for that,” I say to James. “I could get over there easy, but I’d need several of you for backup to pull off a takeover. Unless we’re in close, I can’t get you on board.” 
 
    James nods. “Keep it in mind as an option.” 
 
    “Okay, four ships, hot on our tail. Two port side, two starboard,” Mateo barks into the radio. “Give ‘em all you got!” 
 
    On cue, bursts of plasma explode off each side of the Tiger Lily. Wendi and Cyrus return the favor, almost in harmony as they rattle off cannon fire. 
 
    “Evasive action, Elijah.” 
 
    Elijah has no time to change course, before the four blips on the screen move in nearer to our ship. 
 
    “They’re pinning us in!” I yell. 
 
    “That’s exactly what they’re doing.” Mateo slams his fists on the consol. “But If Nerissa wanted us dead, she’d have sunk us already.” 
 
    Elijah whips to Mateo, pushing his black framed glasses up the bridge of his nose. “Orders, Captain?” 
 
    Mateo leans into the helm’s console with both hands, clenching his jaw. 
 
    “We can’t let them take us,” I say. 
 
    “Orders, Captain?” Elijah repeats. 
 
    Eyebrows furrowed, Mateo taps the radio. “Cease fire.” Before he taps it off, Wendi’s voice rings through with a string of obscenities that on a typical day would make me blush. Not today. 
 
    The air grows thick on the bridge at Mateo’s order. Elijah looks toward Mateo uncertainly. “Is this surrender, Si—” 
 
    Before he gets the words out, a new blip from the east brightens the radar. The squeal of multiple bombs streaking the sky is followed by a crack in the distance. Off the port side, smoke billows from the lead Syndicate ship—not from the Tiger Lily. 
 
    A broad smile spreads across Mateo’s face, then quickly dissipates. “Not yet it isn’t.” He grabs the radio. “Resume fire!” 
 
    Whoops ensue outside the bridge, soon drowned out by the cracks of cannon fire. 
 
    “Tiger Lily, are you there?” a husky female voice crackles over the radio. My heart nearly leaps from my chest at the voice. 
 
    Una. 
 
    “It’s the Scylla. My Sisters!” I squeal. “They found me!” 
 
    “Yes, immediate assistance required,” Mateo returns. 
 
    “No problem, we’re on it. Always up for a challenge,” Una says. The radio cuts out and then crackles to life again. “Do you happen to have Arya over there? We tracked her escape pod to this area and lost the signal.” 
 
    Mateo turns and eyes me. “She’s here.” 
 
    “Arya’s safe,” Una says, likely to the other girls. “Thank you. Tell her we’ve missed her.” 
 
    “Will do.” Mateo clicks off the radio. I give him a nod so he knows I heard. 
 
    On the radar screen, the blip belonging to the Sisters drives at breakneck speed for the four vessels. Muffled bombs crack and pop as they strike their targets. The blips of Nerissa’s ships start to split, breaking the formation that pins us in between them. Two speed toward the Scylla, leaving us with the lead vessel and one more to handle. 
 
    Mateo rounds to me. “Looks like your girls may have saved the day.” 
 
    I hope so, but it’s still early. I rack my brain for a way to end this battle as soon as possible. “Do you have any explosive charges on board?” 
 
    “A few, why?” Mateo asks. 
 
    “If you can get in close enough, I can swim over and plant them.” 
 
    “If you plant them near the propulsion system, it will light the ship right up,” James says from behind me. 
 
    “Exactly my thoughts. Can you get them for me, Captain?” 
 
    Mateo slaps Elijah on the back causing him to wince. “You have the bridge.” 
 
    “Aye, aye, Captain.” Elijah steers the Tiger Lily as Mateo grabs James and me, tearing us from the bridge and below. In the supplies station, he flings open a cabinet, exposing a large metal box. James seizes one side and Mateo the other. They drag it out onto the floor and Mateo unlatches the top, pulling back the cover. 
 
    Inside sits multiple explosive devices, in their own compartment. A yellow symbol of a bomb exploding, and the words Danger Explosives reads across the face of each one. 
 
    Good reminder, I chuckle to myself. 
 
    “You know how to use one of these?” Mateo asks. 
 
    I nod. “Slap it on the hull, activate, and hightail it out of there.” 
 
    “That’s pretty much the drill. You won’t have a lot of time, so work fast.” 
 
    James leans in to get a glimpse of the bombs. “You’ll need at least four of those to breach the hull. Warships have a thick skin.” 
 
    “Then, I’ll take five.” 
 
    “Activation requires at least ten seconds at best,” Mateo explains. “So that part will take you a good minute if you’re lucky. We’ll keep the Syndicate occupied and cover you if we can.” Mateo rifles through the back of the same cabinet as before and produces a backpack. He drags open the zipper, and inside are sections that look specially made to hold each explosive pack. He places the pack next to the box and carefully loads the compartments. 
 
    We scan the plan, drawing out a map on a touch screen table in the supply room. James pipes in with all he knows about the propulsion system’s location and where the best location to plant the bombs would be. 
 
    He draws an X on the stern with his finger. “You’ll want to affix them here, about a foot apart, to cover the area. Set them and swim back here as fast as you can.” 
 
    “I’ll need five minutes to get it to the ship. I’ll get them all attached then activate them once they’re set. The closer in you can get me, the faster I can get back onboard the Tiger Lily, but I get you might not be able to do that. You don’t happen to have an underwater comm?” 
 
    “Not one that could withstand getting wet that long.” Mateo turns to James. “You still with us? You probably know people over there.” 
 
    James looks up. “They’re likely to kill us. Not sure if I have a choice.” 
 
    Mateo disengages the display and grabs the backpack. “We should get going.” 
 
    Once we’re back up top, Mateo affixes the pack to my back. My shoulders sag at the weight, but I square myself, pushing against it. 
 
    “You’re tougher than you look.” Mateo yanks the straps tight as I clip them securely over my chest. 
 
    “I get that a lot. Now let’s get this over with.” 
 
    We reach the port of the Tiger Lily and James spins me to him, leans in, and presses his lips to mine. A hot jolt shoots up my spine as he releases me. 
 
    “Good luck!” he yells over the blasts. 
 
    I flick my eyes to Mateo. “Don’t float him.” 
 
    Mateo nods. “You have my word.” 
 
    I give James one last glance and turn to jump feet first into the waves. The heavy equipment drags me further than I expect, but I quickly recover and let out a series of sonar clicks to assess my surroundings. 
 
    I blast forward into the water toward my target. The pack drags in the water, slowing me down a bit. Bombs rip the water around me, and I struggle to push through the choppiness and pressure, but I keep my sonar active to warn me when one is on the way or in my path. 
 
    With no time left to spare, I make it to the reverberating hull and unsnap the pack straps pulling the pack from my shoulders with shaking hands. I tread water to maintain my position. The backpack slips from my right hand and I grapple for it, catching the edge with my fingertips. I tug it up, heart pounding, and guide the straps under my arms again, carrying the bulk of the pack over my chest. I inhale a deep pull of water, the liquid pushing out of the gills on my neck. 
 
    After a beat, my hands stop shaking, and I unzip the top of the pack enough to haul out one explosive. I guide it to the hull until the magnetics take over, sticking itself firmly to the metal. As Mateo instructed I space them all one foot apart. As I move to push the final one in place, the vessel lurches, forcing me away from the ship. The pack slips from my grip. 
 
    “No!” I gurgle, scrabbling to catch the explosive before it falls into the abyss, but all I come up with is water as the rectangular device slips into the deep. 
 
    I shake my head and zoom for the hull again. Four is fine. Four will work. 
 
    Without wasting another moment, I press the buttons on the first explosive pack. 
 
    Five minutes reads on the display, and the countdown begins. 
 
    I do the same to the rest, pushing the buttons until I reach the last one. When I’m finished, I return to the display. 
 
    Four minutes and two seconds… one second... 
 
    I release the empty pack. It gently glides from me. Pushing from the hull, I rocket my way back to the Tiger Lily using a few sonar clicks. The vessel's positioned northwest. I break the surface just off the port side of the ship. 
 
    “She’s back!” James shouts from the deck. He lowers a rope ladder for me to board. A bomb explodes to my right, shooting water over my head, so I dive once more and surface beneath the ladder. I stretch for the rungs and make quick work of the rest. 
 
    Mateo rounds the corner onto the deck as James yanks me on board. 
 
    “Did you—” 
 
    From behind us, the air trembles with an explosion. I flinch and turn to see the stern of the lead warship engulfed in flames. Wendi lets out a cheer from the front of the ship and the rounds continue firing against the remaining one. 
 
    “Have you heard anything from the others?” I pant. 
 
    “The Scylla sunk one, but it’s been radio silence from Pan. He has us in the dark. We know the Atlas is still showing on the radar.” 
 
    “Captain!” Elijah’s voice shouts over the comm Mateo holds in his hand. “Vessel one is pulling away. They’re retreating.” 
 
    The Syndicate ship to our left bubbles and groans, already pitching too far to one side, the sea consuming its metal frame. I breathe a sigh of relief. It’s something. 
 
    Without warning a whoosh sounds above, and I look up to see a helo shooting through the sky, heading westward, in Peter’s direction. Ahead of it, the horizon lights up in flames and smoke. 
 
    “Captain!” Elijah’s panicked voice sounds again in the comm. 
 
    Mateo clicks the comm. “What?” 
 
    “Tug’s on the radio. They need help, now!” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
    More adrenaline charges my body the higher I fly. About fifty yards over the Atlas, I watch one of the lead Syndicate vessels rip apart, fire soaring into the sky. Metal rends with a long screech, running a shiver up my spine. I throw my hands to my ears. Blasted enhanced hearing. 
 
    From all sides, Syndicate crew members jump from the deck. Below, Ethan pumps his fists in the air. He points, boasting to Riley. It must have been his shot that took it down. He’s definitely going to add that to his list of kills. It’s a big kill, too. 
 
    I hover now, scanning the sky. To the east, there’s three helos on approach. Heat from the engines distorts the skyline around them. Twin rotor blade engines tilt forward, moving them toward me at high speed. I inspect my rifle. The plasma indicator reads fully charged. I flick off the safety. 
 
    Time to play. 
 
    Like the bait I am, I rocket through the clear blue sky, the helos hot on my tail. I race to retain a couple hundred yards between us, but visions of being blown to bits and becoming fish food boil in my brain. 
 
    Keep it together, Peter. 
 
    I reconnect to gravity and drop from the air, shooting under their bellies. The helos slow, shifting their blades the opposite direction. I tether myself to the earth just before I smash into the sea. Targeting the lead craft, I focus the rifle scope, setting the sight on the rear tail rotor. A quick discharge knocks me back, feet skimming across the water before I can steady myself. The helo spins, coughing charcoal smoke into a spiraling cloud above it. Direct hit. It veers away from the others and crashes into the ocean, exploding as the blades chop sluggishly through the saltwater. In seconds, the NeverSea consumes it. 
 
    I pause a second to catch a gulp of oxygen then turn back. Crap. Facing me now, the craft on my right launches a missile my way. Breaking the gravitational connection, I slingshot into the air. I look down to an inbound heat-seeking death missile headed directly for me. Twisting my upper body to get a better angle, I fire a few rounds to confuse it. 
 
    Nope, still gaining on me. I’m dead. 
 
    I shut my eyes, but somehow it explodes before hitting me. Waves of heat and energy roll me into a frantic tumble. I crash into the water, my back smacking the surface, limbs stinging as I drift under. Pain shoots through my core and into my momentarily paralyzed limbs. Fighting the urge to suck in air, I convulse. Everything in me wants to inhale, but I clench my throat and pinch my lips shut. I drift until something grips my arm, propelling me up. My face breaks the surface and I gasp in a grateful breath. 
 
    “How many times do I need to save you from drowning before you realize water is my thing?” Arya gasps. “Stick to the sky, will ya?” 
 
    “Yes ma'am, Squirt,” I mutter, trying to catch my breath, life returning to my limbs. 
 
    A large white blur flies past us as it glides over the water’s surface, the Sisters’ craft skimming along. Several plasma rounds rattle off from its sides. Pops of light flash in the sky as each helo explodes, shrapnel falling into the ocean. 
 
    “That’s my girls.” Arya gleams with pride. “Aren’t you happy they took out that missile, too?” 
 
    I wince. “Ah, so blowing up missiles with my mind is not one of my gifts?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Arya’s hauling me back toward the Tiger Lily’s last location when a smaller Syndicate warship cuts off our path. I tread water on my own, the ache in my back nearly gone now. Short-range mounted gunners open fire at us. Hot plasma sizzles and boils all around. 
 
    “Pop me out of the water,” I say. “You take them from below and I’ll take them from the top.” 
 
    Arya nods and dips under. A splash of heated water from a plasma round near me sprays on my neck, stinging like a jellyfish. I scoop up some water and cool the burn. That shot was close. 
 
    Without warning, Arya grabs my calves and forces me from the water. Lifted free from the ocean’s grip, I’m able to fly. Looking down, I find Arya’s left. Zigzagging from the gunfire as fast as I can, I soar over the warship, glancing to my empty hands. Damn, I lost the rifle during the blast. Guess I need to do this the hard way. 
 
    I dive to the port side, blindsiding one of the gunmen. A swift kick to the head knocks him back, sending him toppling over the railing. Soaring back up, I spot Arya scaling the hull of the ship, right beneath another of the gunmen. She holds onto rounded rivets, pulling herself up. Just under the rail, she snags his leg and rips him through, casting him into the water. He didn’t have a chance. She lowers back into the deep blue, disappearing once again. 
 
    Gunfire screams past me from the side. I hit another of Nerissa’s men while Arya handles two. Not wanting any more trouble, the remaining crew on the warship give up and retreat out to the open NeverSea. We don’t follow them. We have enough to worry about. 
 
    The Scylla surfaces just behind Arya, water running down the rounded pearly hull. Its wake knocks Arya back a bit before she regains her position. Their vessel is nice. Sleek lines, four retractable plasma cannons positioned on all outer edges, and it’s fast. Like, real fast. Just like Arya, it can dive and navigate underneath the sea with no problems. 
 
    One of the oval aft hatches pops up. A girl with virtually white-blonde hair pokes her head out, calling, “Arya! You OK?” 
 
    “Marin!” Arya shouts back, bobbing in the water. “Yeah, I’m fine. A little tired, but fine. How’d you guys find me?” 
 
    “We detected a huge movement of the Sea Witch’s boats. We knew it had to have something to do with you.” 
 
    I grin up at Marin. “Oh, hey, I’m fine, too, by the way.” 
 
    Arya shakes her head. “Ignore Peter.” 
 
    Marin stares at me and smiles, biting her lower lip. 
 
    “Marin, look away,” Arya instructs firmly. “Trust me on this one.” 
 
    “Whatever,” I huff. 
 
    A second beautiful, darker-skinned girl peers out the opening. She’s not smiling, though. 
 
    “It’s the Atlas,” she tells Arya frantically. “The Tiger Lily just radioed in right now. A helo intercepted them. They were boarded.” 
 
    Arya glances up at me, and without words, we’re on the move. I lean forward, grabbing at the draw of the Earth and thrust myself west toward them on the horizon. Below the surface, Arya keeps pace, trailing my shadow. 
 
    It doesn’t take long before the Atlas comes into view. There’s no sign of the Syndicate helo. I land on the deck just off the bridge. Through the window, I see the crew gathering inside. Ethan sees me land and rushes out. His face is pale, eyes wide. 
 
    “They’ve got Tug. We didn’t see—No one saw—They took him!” 
 
    “Slow down,” I urge. “Where are they now?” 
 
    “They flew off with him.” 
 
    “When?” I search the horizon for any sign of the helo or warship, but they’ve vanished. 
 
    Arya drags herself over the top sliding between the railing. I forgot to lower the ladder, but it didn’t slow her. Now on her feet, she dashes over to me and Ethan. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asks, wringing the water from her hair. 
 
    “I’m not sure yet, but they took Tug,” I relay. “Ethan, what direction did they go?” 
 
    “They’re long gone. With the engine broken, we can’t pick them up on the radar.” 
 
    Terex and Riley join us on the deck. Terex runs his hands through his messy red hair. Worry fills their faces. 
 
    “How did this happen?” I ask Ethan, my voice elevated. 
 
    “Somehow they disabled all the controls in the bridge." Ethan folds his arms over his chest. “A few of Nerissa’s goons rappeled from a helo. We missed them. We were too focused on the warship.” 
 
    “They charged the bridge,” Terex continues. “We had no time to warn the guys on the turrets. When they noticed, it was too late.” 
 
    “Why did they take Tug?” Arya asks. 
 
    “They were looking for Pan.” Terex turns to me. “I don’t think they wanted to leave empty-handed. I whacked one of them good, but they jumped me and knocked me out. Riley found me, but it was too late. The helo was out of sight and Tug was missing.” 
 
    “I can’t believe they got Tug,” Ethan snarls. “Right under our noses. I was too caught up in the battle to even notice what was going on behind me. Why capture him alive?” 
 
    “They’re using him as bait,” I say. “Probably draw us into a trap.” 
 
    Almost at the same time, the Tiger Lily and the Scylla reach the Atlas. Their engines reverse, coasting them to a stop just off our bow. On deck, Mateo’s fists are locked on the Tiger Lily’s railing, his jaw clenched. 
 
    “Pan!” Mateo barks. “How could you let them steal Tug?” 
 
    I'd prefer not to fight with him now, and to be honest, I do sort of feel as if it’s my fault. I should’ve stayed on the bridge. Leaving my crew alone is not something a good leader does. 
 
    “He saved the rest of us,” Ethan snarls at Mateo. “If he hadn’t led those helos away, we’d be plankton now. Lay off him.” 
 
    “It’s alright, Ethan.” I raise my hand in his direction. “I lost a man on my watch. I take responsibility for that. I will get him back.” 
 
    Mateo’s quiet now, shaking his head, stewing on the Tiger Lily’s deck. I don’t think he’s in the mood to get into it with us now. 
 
    “Guys?” Arya breaks the intensity of the moment. “Get it together and make a plan.” 
 
    “Yeah, the Sanctuary is busted up and now they know where it is,” Terex says. 
 
    “We could go with the Sisters to their habitat,” Wendi insists. 
 
    “Uh, no. No, you can’t,” Una replies from the open hatch. “We never bring outsiders there. Never. Plus, there’s nowhere to dock your boats. Might as well put up a big signal for Nerissa to find us.” 
 
    She’s right. It’s too risky. I’m not going to place Arya in more danger. Restless murmurs fill the air from both crews. 
 
    James straightens up. “I know where we can go. Smeid’s trading post. It’s the one place we can go to regroup.” 
 
    The Lost Boy’s moan almost in unison. Smeid has screwed us over more times than I can count. His bartering deals are always one-sided, and he looks out for one person—himself. 
 
    “Smeid’s?” Wendi scoffs. “You’re kidding me?” 
 
    “Sorry, Wendi, but he’s right,” I admit. “That jerk is the only one who can locate Neverland—and Tug. The minute we captured James, they would’ve moved it.” 
 
    “It’s protocol,” James says. 
 
    “Why can Smeid find Neverland?” Arya asks me. 
 
    “Because he served under Thacher,” I explain. “And he still has people on the inside. I’ve been hounding him ever since I was kicked out of the Lost Boys.” 
 
    “What makes you think he’ll tell you now?” Mateo asks. 
 
    I step toward the Tiger Lily and stare deep into Mateo’s eyes. “If he doesn’t, we’ll sink his trading post.” 
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    As soon as all the Boys break to prepare for the journey, I tell James not to let them leave without me and hightail it over to the Scylla, which has now caught up with the Tiger Lily. Barely inside, and before I get a word out of my mouth, Talise races to me and pulls me into a tight hug, her dark ringlets tickling my face. 
 
    “Seriously, Arya, you don’t know how worried we were.” She gives me a quick extra squeeze then lets me loose. “Derya kept saying you were fine, but I wouldn’t believe it until I saw it.” 
 
    Derya hugs me next. “Missed you,” she whispers in my ear. 
 
    I chuckle, looking back to Talise. “Thanks for the resounding trust.” 
 
    “It wasn’t that,” Talise says. “The Syndicate ship sunk so fast, and when you didn’t meet us at the rendezvous point after we released the civilians to safety … What else was I supposed to think?” 
 
    “The civilians?” I’d forgotten about them entirely. “How many did you rescue?” 
 
    She smiles. “There were only eight, and we got them all. Dropped them at the nearest cruise ship.” 
 
    “Those places are awful,” I sigh, a pit forming in my stomach at knowing I was responsible for almost drowning them. “Tiny old staterooms packed with way too many people.” 
 
    Talise shrugs. “It was the best we could do in the moment.” 
 
    “I know. Thanks.” 
 
    Talise squeezes my shoulder. “You couldn’t have known they were on the Syndicate ship.” 
 
    “I should have.” 
 
    Una hangs back, arms crossed, brooding behind the wall of straight black hair hanging in her face. I know she missed me, she said so over the comm, but now she looks like a mother ready to scold her child. I step toward her, fully intent on apologizing, when Marin emerges from the sleeping quarters and plows into me, throwing her arms around my neck. 
 
    “You’re hogging Arya, Talise! Here’s what you should have thought. Arya is our captain, and if she was missing, she must’ve been doing important work.” Marin tilts her head to look me in the eyes. “You were doing something important, but what’s up with Peter? I know you guys were close back at the Freak Factory, but he was kind of a jerk. Cute, but a jerk. And is that James? He’s all grown up now, and—” 
 
    I smack Marin lightly on the bicep. “You don’t stop talking, do you?” 
 
    She laughs. “Sorry, I have so many questions burning up my brain.” 
 
    “I need to speak with you about that,” Una finally says. 
 
    “About the questions in Marin’s brain?” I ask, immediately regretting the joke. Una is in no mood. 
 
    She rolls her eyes. “No. Peter. Why is he with you? You must have told us a thousand times how untrustworthy he is.” 
 
    “I couldn’t abandon him on that ship to die. It would’ve been wrong.” 
 
    “Rescuing him from a sinking ship is one thing, but partnering with him? We’ve handled Nerissa just fine up until now.” 
 
    I can’t blame Una for feeling this way. She’s right in so many ways. “I know what I’ve said in the past, but if we’re going to destroy the Syndicate, destroying one ship at a time won't cut it anymore. We have to get to the source, and without assistance—” 
 
    “But Peter?” she snaps. “There has to be someone else on our team.” 
 
    I step in, puffing myself up to meet her taller frame. “Yes, Peter. He’s been through the same experience we have. And been hurt, too. And he has the skills we need.” 
 
    Una sighs. “I think you may be letting James cloud your vision.” 
 
    “How is James clouding my vision?” I shoot back. 
 
    Una gestures to the Sisters. “We all know how you feel about him.” 
 
    I look to the girls, each of them avoiding my eyes in turn. 
 
    Derya eventually returns the gesture and nods. “Yeah … you talk in your sleep. A lot.” 
 
    I flash her a disapproving glare, and she quickly breaks my gaze. “Thanks, Derya. I thought you were on my side.” 
 
    Talise drapes her hand across my shoulder and steps in between Una and me. “Lay off, Una. Your first love is always the hardest to shake.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m concerned about,” Una growls. “James was a sweet kid, but he is all grown up now. He works for Nerissa.” 
 
    “It’s not like that,” I fire back, trying to keep my voice calm. “James knows what Nerissa is doing is wrong and he wants to help stop it.” 
 
    “I hope so.” Una wraps her arms around her torso. “But I’m not taking my eye off him. We have business to take care of.” 
 
    The smiles on everyone’s faces minutes ago—except for Una, who’s scowled the entire time—have now vanished. This isn’t the type of reunion I envisioned having with the girls. 
 
    Marin finally breaks the silence. “You coming with us?” 
 
    I inhale a big breath and choose my words carefully, as I know the reaction will not be positive. “I have to be on the Tiger Lily.” 
 
    Una’s eyes narrow. “For James,” she huffs and walks to the captain’s chair, plopping herself down as if she owns it. 
 
    “Mateo doesn’t quite trust him yet—,” I start. 
 
    “I need to get to know Mateo better.” Una glares my way and shakes her head. “Fine, go. Means I’m in charge anyway.” 
 
    “Girls, we are a team. Nerissa has one more kid out there that needs our rescuing.” I look to each of them and then to Una, nodding to her. “You have the bridge. Can you radio them I’m on the way?” 
 
    Exasperated, she spins in her seat toward the controls, hands flying over them. I wave to the other girls and exit the still-open hatch, my heart torn in two directions. I’m loyal to the Sisters, and they know this. The five of us have grown up together and would do anything for each other. But James and I grew up together, too, and I must maintain his trust as well as keep an eye on the Lost Boys, something I can’t do from the Scylla. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    On the Tiger Lily, I jog straight for the bridge. All except Elijah, who’s manning the helm, huddle around James, listening intently. Instead of interrupting, I hang back in the open doorway. 
 
    One of Wendi’s eyebrows tweaks up. “So, you were friends with Smeid?” 
 
    “‘Friend’ is not quite the right word,” James says. “Maybe he was more a mentor? I was young. Smeid was my dad’s friend. In the end, I think that’s what put him on Nerissa’s bad side.” 
 
    “What happened?” Mateo asks, body squared, and arms crossed over his chest. 
 
    “I don’t know much. I was maybe twelve and bored on deck one day. Smeid stopped by and told me to practice knots. Said you never know when you might need a good knot on a ship. I didn’t mind. Unlike most of the adults, Smeid paid attention to me. He’d always listen if I wanted to talk. 
 
    “One day, in the middle of the lesson, my dad pulled him away. I couldn’t hear what they said, but they were mad—mad enough to throw a punch, but it didn’t happen. After, Smeid came back, he picked up my knots, told me they were good, then I never saw him again.” 
 
    Cyrus chuckles. “Smeid steals parts from Neverland, so I’d guess he and Nerissa aren’t friends. But he’s pretty close-lipped about his history.” 
 
    “Smeid’s the one who hooked us up with both our ships.” Mateo pats the bridge wall. “They’re actually former Syndicate guard ships he reworked. Cost us some serious coin, but it was worth it. He hasn’t bartered with us much since. Pan made certain of that.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I ask. 
 
    “His Neverland obsession. Pan tried several times to get Smeid to take him there, so Smeid cut ties with us. It sure limited our ability to get supplies.” 
 
    “I’d heard he still has inside connections, though,” James says. “But it’s not something you talk about on any of Nerissa’s ships. Not in public, anyway. Nerissa tolerates Smeid’s operation because of Thacher. It’s why his outpost is so lucrative for him. No competition.” 
 
    Mateo smiles and pats James on the shoulder. The gesture makes me grin. If Mateo is warming to James, it means the crew will, too. I clear my throat, and everyone looks my way. James gives me a wink, and my knees just about melt out from underneath me. Una’s voice telling me James is clouding my vision immediately enters my thoughts and strengthens them again. 
 
    “You’re back. Good. We’re about ready to set sail.” Mateo turns from the group and joins Elijah at the helm. 
 
    “Where’s Peter?” I say to no one in particular, avoiding James for the moment. 
 
    “On the Atlas, with the rest of the crew,” Wendi says as she breezes past me and out the door, followed by Cyrus. 
 
    “Oh, of course,” I answer a bit too late. They’re gone. James and I are left standing in the middle of the bridge, neither of us have anything to do. “Do you mind if I take James out on deck?” 
 
    Mateo swivels his gaze between James and I. He shrugs. “It’s fine. He can’t go anywhere. Make sure you grab food to eat and get some rest. We won’t reach Smeid’s before morning. Oh, and James?” 
 
    “Yeah?” James replies. 
 
    “Pan got Tug into a real mess. I’m glad you’re here to try and help get him back.” 
 
    James nods. “It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    Outside, we walk our way to the stern and lean against the railing. The wake of the Tiger Lily trails behind. We stand there wordlessly, watching the endless waves as the sun sinks further into the horizon. Puffy clouds dot the sky, painted pink and orange by the sunset. The adrenaline I’ve been functioning on since yesterday finally runs out and a sting shoots up from my toes. 
 
    James slides over closer to me, slipping his arm around my waist. Warmth radiates from him in contrast to the cool air. Somehow the pain in my feet doesn’t feel so bad anymore. 
 
    “As beautiful as ...” James studies me and grins, “this is, we should listen to Mateo and eat dinner.” 
 
    “Help me find the galley?” 
 
    “Good excuse to snoop around.” 
 
    Below deck, James and I discover there are no extra beds for us to sleep in. Why would there be? Just like on the Scylla, every inch of the ship has a purpose, and a guest room is not one of them. But Wendi points us to the galley, informs us there are a few extra blankets in the supply station then shoos us away. 
 
    We rummage through the galley cabinets and locate the rations. They’re not the best, but good enough. James gestures to a chair. I sit, and he joins me, taking the seat across from me at the table. 
 
    I rip open my bland ration pack and down it, not realizing how hungry I was until now. James, elbows on the table, smiles at me, only about halfway through his. I chuckle. “I’ve never been much of a lady.” 
 
    “I’ve never minded.” 
 
    Heat races up my neck. “No, you didn’t. But there weren’t that many choices in friends growing up.” 
 
    “Yeah. The Sisters were older and found me a pest, and Peter—” 
 
    “Thought you were a pest, too,” I giggle. 
 
    He tips his head. “True. So you were basically my one option.” 
 
    “Weren’t you lucky?” 
 
    James places the last of his rations on the table. “I was. You were my best friend.” 
 
    “Were?” I echo. 
 
    “Still are. We always had more in common than you even knew.” He looks at the table. “Nerissa brought me in for testing, too.” 
 
    “What? Why'd you keep that from me?” 
 
    “Because it didn’t compare to what she did to you,” James admits. “All I know is she made minor changes to my DNA to purify me from genetic disease and improve my immune system. I asked Dad about it, and he said it was for my own good and would extend my lifespan. He told me not to worry.” 
 
    “But you did?” 
 
    He shrugs. “Who knows. Nothing ever happened to me, and I rarely get sick. But something about the whole thing bothered me, knowing what Nerissa was doing to you and the others.” James reaches over the table for my hand. “Get some sleep. Big day tomorrow.” 
 
    We find the same supply room where Mateo gave me the explosive pack and locate the blankets. 
 
    James throws one of the blankets to me. “Should we sleep in here?” 
 
    “Best we’re going to get.” I find a corner to lean on and slide to the floor, spreading the blanket over me. James flicks off the main light, leaving only the soft glow of the emergency lighting. 
 
    “Mind if I join you?” he asks, looking a tad sheepish. 
 
    “It’s fine.” I pat the spot next to me. “Someone to lean on.” 
 
    James sits by me and I lace my hand through the crook of his arm, burrowing against the warmth of his body. Not more than a few minutes pass before the hum of the ship’s engine lulls me to sleep. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    My eyes pop open as the Tiger Lily throttles back to a slower speed. 
 
    “We’re here,” Elijah calls out over the ship’s comm. 
 
    James is still out, pushing a bit more weight than I might like into my shoulder. I poke him on the arm. “Hey.” 
 
    His lids blink. “Are we there?” he asks sleepily, pulling himself up. 
 
    “Apparently so.” I rub at my neck, working at the sore stiffness extending the length of my back. 
 
    In no time I’ve hauled James to the main deck and toward the bow, the spray of salty water splashing our faces. A massive ship comes into view on the horizon. Rust consumes every inch of its once-gray metal. Its sprawling open deck, originally used for ancient warplanes, bustles with activity. The thought of all those unknown people about to witness our arrival sends a shiver through my body. 
 
    “You ready for this?” James asks, voicing my thoughts with a hint of his own uncertainty. 
 
    “There's no other choice. I’m doing this, so Nerissa stops torturing kids. And she abducted Tug. I hate involving more people, but if it’s the only way …” 
 
    James gives my hand a squeeze and releases it. “Don’t worry. Smeid is a nice guy, and hates Nerissa almost as much as you do.” 
 
    I chuckle. I've met the man once for trading, and I believe we’ve crossed paths when I was a kid. I guess he seemed OK. “Well, it’s a good reason for him to side with us, then.” 
 
    “He should be happy to see me, so getting an audience shouldn’t be difficult.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    James touches his palm to the small of my back, sending a burst of energy up my spine. Smeid’s outpost grows larger as we approach, and the energy is replaced with a roiling in my stomach. 
 
    “Ready or not,” I say. 
 
    The Tiger Lily eases into the docking station: just a few floating barges connected by chains with ladders hanging from the top. Behind us, Mateo steps from the bridge and shouts to the dock workers below, telling them we have three ships to unload. 
 
    After twenty minutes or so, some of our ships’ crews find themselves on Smeid’s outpost. I don’t know what I’d expected, but it wasn’t this. The smoky scent of some sort of cooking fish wafts through the air, making my mouth water. The galley on the Scylla is tiny, and the girls and I rely on ration packs. A fresh-cooked meal would be a welcome treat. And it’s a good thing food is abundant, because many of the people wandering the deck appear as if they might have any one of us for dinner if we look at them wrong. Assorted vendors hawk their wares and a guy across the way serves up what appears to be a rat on a stick. Despite the lack of land, the little buggers thrive on ships. Especially gigantic ones like this. 
 
    A curvy brunette wearing barely enough to cover critical body parts emerges from the beaded entrance of a red tent. She squints our way then a huge man with muscled arms and a gun slung over his shoulder shoos her back inside. I don’t even want to know what goes on in there. 
 
    Mateo comes up from behind us and slaps James on the back. “Okay, you’re our ticket in. Get busy.” 
 
    James opens his mouth to say something, but Riley passes by, and Mateo grabs him by the shirt. “Wait up.” He turns to us again, still holding onto Riley. “I’ll be right back.” 
 
    James throws me a puzzled look as Mateo ushers Riley several feet from us and whispers in his ear. Riley nods and scampers away, and Mateo rejoins us. 
 
    “Now, where were we?” 
 
    I keep my attention on Mateo, but out of the corner of my eye, I notice Riley maintaining a distance between himself and Peter, but never letting him out of his sight. Peter squints as something on a vendor’s table catches his eye. “Shut up! No way!” he cries out, rushing into the middle of the shops. 
 
    “Peter, what is it?” I call to him. 
 
    He turns toward me, grinning from ear to ear. “It’s Tink!” 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
    I almost knock everything off the cluttered table grappling for her. An ugly bowl goes flying and clanks across the deck. The merchant scowls at me, raising his hands up. I shrug. “Sorry.” 
 
    Elijah catches up to me. “Is it really Tink?” he asks, eyes wide. 
 
    I pull the small, motionless drone closer and look at her shiny, white, outer shielding. She’s seen better days. Scratches and chips in her paint line most of her body. Flipping her over, her limp limbs dangle over my forearm. One of her thin metal wings is kinked. I fiddle with it as it barely holds on. 
 
    “Yup,” I say, pointing at the etched lettering at the base of her neck. T-i-n-k. 
 
    Arya walks up and touches a hand on my shoulder. Turning, I see her standing on her toes as she peers over. “That’s cute. Busted up, but cute.” 
 
    Over a year ago, while running a routine patrol on Neverland, I found a damaged security drone in an isolated alley. For some reason, I felt bad for the twitching robot as it glitched out on the street. I asked Elijah to fix it and put it back into service. Elijah, being the genius he is, had other plans. He hacked the programming and added a custom AI operating system to it he developed himself. That kid spends every spare minute playing on the ship's computer. The basic drone came to life, and as a gift to me, Elijah programmed her to think I was her owner. At first it was odd that it followed me around, but I grew to love the bot. It became a part of me—my little sidekick. 
 
    “Oh great. You found your girlfriend,” Wendi huffs, sifting through a clothing rack at the shop next to ours. 
 
    Back then, Wendi would say the bot loved me—that it was more my girlfriend than her. Ever since, it became a she to all of us. The name Tink stuck, as she would always be meddling with my life, tinkering in my business. 
 
    Ignoring Wendi, I shift to Elijah. “Can you fix her?” 
 
    “You know it!” he says, grabbing her from me and walking off. 
 
    I smile, calling a “Thanks” after him. 
 
    Elijah stops at Mateo and whispers to him. Mateo rolls his eyes and nods to the dock. Almost giddily, Elijah darts off. 
 
    “Hey kid!” the old, heavyset merchant shouts, pointing to Elijah. 
 
    I wave at the man to get his attention. “Sorry, what do you want for that broken piece of junk?” 
 
    “He can’t just run off with my goods,” he says, looking back and forth between me and Elijah in the distance. 
 
    “A broken security drone has little value. How about you just give it to me?” 
 
    He smirks. “I’m not stupid, kid. Electrical parts don’t just grow out of the ocean. Get that kid back here, or I’ll float him myself.” 
 
    “Calm down,” Arya insists. “I’m sure we can work something out.” 
 
    “Jukes!” the merchant calls to a man in the distance. “These kids are stealing my goods!” 
 
    A tall, familiar man with graying hair and two sword handles jutting out from behind his broad shoulders turns to us. He huffs at me as he lumbers over. Large, tattooed arms reach back, hands latching onto the swords and pulling them from their sheaths. He tilts his head to the side, cracking the tension from his neck. This hulking figure is Smeid’s right-hand man. 
 
    A crowd has gathered around us, drawn by the commotion. 
 
    Mateo steps in front of the beast, his hands extended pacifyingly. “Wait for a second.” 
 
    Jukes throws his massive forearm at Mateo’s chest, smashing him with the butt of the sword and knocking him to the ground. Mateo hunches over in agony, clutching at his torso. James rushes to Mateo and kneels beside him before turning to glare at Jukes. 
 
    “You want some of this too, kid?” Jukes snarls at James. 
 
    My fists tighten. I need to destroy this beast. The gravity dragging on me eases as I disconnect from it. If I can just get him off the trading post, I can fly him into open waters and drop him in, ending this fight. 
 
    A familiar voice breaks my lock on Jukes. 
 
    “Just a freakin’ minute, Mr. Jukes,” the voice calls. “Take it down a notch.” 
 
    I lower to the deck and rotate to where the voice came from. 
 
    An older man waddles out from the crowd. He pushes his glasses higher up the bridge of his nose and strokes his gray beard, narrowing his green eyes as he catches sight of us. 
 
    “James? Is that you?” 
 
    “Hey, Smeid,” James greets him. “Is this how you welcome old friends at your home?” 
 
    Smeid jerks his head over his shoulder, ushering Jukes to step back. Jukes’s face transforms into that of a kid who just got his candy taken away. The beast sulks into the crowd and towers over everyone as he looks on from a distance. 
 
    “Sorry kid, I didn’t know you ran with such a pathetic crowd now. What are you doing with the Lost Boys?” 
 
    James drags Mateo to his feet, agony still etched over his face. Riley and Wendi rush to Mateo, supporting their rattled leader. 
 
    “Can we talk about this in private?” James asks, stepping out from the others. 
 
    Smeid nods. “Anything for you, son.” 
 
    Smeid genuinely appears like he cares for James. He gestures for the crowd to part and let them through. He’s respected on this floating junkyard. 
 
    “Hey, what about my merchandise?” the angry shopkeeper shouts. 
 
    Smeid turns to him, brow furrowed. “Take your business elsewhere if you have a grievance. Oh, wait, there is nowhere else. Though I’m sure Harris would gladly confiscate your high-traffic location.” 
 
    The merchant lowers his eyes and purses his lips. He quietly returns to his shop, tail between his legs. 
 
    “Come on now,” Smeid says, waving James forward. 
 
    “Settle down,” Arya calls, inching her way to James’s side. “We all need to talk to you.” 
 
    Smeid tilts his head at her, then looks over our crew. “I didn’t know the Lost Boys were recruiting more girls. Doesn’t that make the name rather moot?” 
 
    “I’m not a Lost Boy. I’m Arya.” 
 
    “Oh right.” He nods slowly in recognition. “I know you. You’re the girl that nearly killed Commander Thacher. That day changed him. Changed Nerissa, too.” 
 
    “It changed all of us,” I say. 
 
    Smeid twists to me and his eyes widen. “My crew said you’d boarded the ship, but I didn’t believe them. I told them Pan would have to be stupid to set foot on my boat again. That he knows I banned him and his obsessed quest for what’s-her-name.” 
 
    “You know her name,” I say lowly. “But that’s not why we’re here.” 
 
    “I’m glad James is here, and, actually, it’s good to see her, too.” Smeid points to Arya. “But you? No, no, no. You’re not welcome. You bring nothing but trouble my way.” 
 
    James walks forward, cutting off my view of the portly man. “Smeid, I need your help, and they’re with me. Can we talk in private? Please?” 
 
    “Oh, James,” Smeid sighs. “You’re family. If you’re asking, then how can I say no?” 
 
    “Thank you,” James says. 
 
    “Wendi,” Mateo calls, “go to the Tiger Lily and tell the others to hold hard until we get back.” 
 
    “Cyrus is going to be ticked,” she warns, looking at the red tent to the right. “He was hoping for some R and R.” 
 
    “Can you tell the Sisters to stay put, too?” Arya asks Wendi. 
 
    She offers her a soft smile. “Sure,” she says before heading to the dock ladders. 
 
    “Let’s move, children,” Smeid calls, waving us over. 
 
    Mateo holds his ribs, but can keep up with us, not taking his eyes off Jukes. We make our way to a rusty stairwell near the back of the vessel’s sprawling deck. Jukes trails a few paces behind us, arms folded over his broad chest. Smeid leads us down the creaky stairs, zigzagging down several flights. A musky scent fills my nose the deeper we descend, and a rattling of footsteps echoes off the walls as we reach the bottom. 
 
    Smeid grabs the handle of a metal hatch as we reach the end of a short hall. A lanky man with a small pistol at his hip stands guard outside the entrance. He nods to Smeid and then turns to study us, spending extra time on Arya. 
 
    James walks ahead of the guard, towering over him. “You see something you like?” 
 
    The man huffs, but returns to his post without saying a word. 
 
    “This way kids,” Smeid urges from inside. 
 
    We walk in and a cool, dull grey room opens before us. Old, and most likely broken, operation consoles line the back wall. Junk spills over the floor—probably goods for trading. James is the first in, following Smeid to what appears to be a recreation area just to the side of this main space. Dull, torn couches line the back walls, and a pool table fills the center of the room. 
 
    Smeid gestures to the couches. “Sit.” 
 
    We file in and plop down on the plush seating. I take an end chair furthest from Smeid’s beady gaze. James and Arya sit unnecessarily cozy with each other on their couch. That leaves an opening next to me for Mateo. Just wonderful. He sits and leans on the armrest, trying to remain as far away from me as possible. His wincing as he twists against his injury does give me a fragment of pleasure, though. 
 
    Smeid paces in front of the pool table as Jukes leans on the entrance frame, face in full scowl mode. “It’s been far too long,” Smeid says, looking at James. “I heard you’re a lieutenant now?” 
 
    “I’m not with the Syndicate anymore,” he replies. “I’m done with them.” 
 
    “Well, it’s about damn time. How’s your dad handling that?” 
 
    James sits up, hunching over and resting his elbows on his knees. “I don’t know. It just… happened. It doesn’t matter if they think I defected or have been captured. Nerissa has him on a short leash, so I’m sure she’s hiding it from him.” 
 
    Smeid sits on top of the torn felt of the pool table. It creaks as the visible extra pounds he’s added since our last meeting strain the table’s aging legs. He glances over to me and frowns, as if he forgot I was still here. 
 
    He nods at me. “Why is this one here? Nothing nice comes when he’s around.” 
 
    Arya pulls herself up to perch on the edge of the couch. “He’s here because I want him to be, you understand? Without him, we have considerably lower odds of success.” 
 
    “Success in doing what?” Smeid asks, shifting his attention to her. 
 
    “Taking out the Sea Witch—making this region of the NeverSea safe again.” 
 
    Smeid chuckles like someone is tickling him, his arms wrapping his round belly. He jerks his head back in a cackle then returns his sights to Arya. “This cute little ragtag bunch of misfits is planning to take Nerissa out? And what, you’re here to get me to giveaway the location of Neverland, right?” 
 
    “Smeid, how long do you think you have until Nerissa decides your operation here is no longer in her best interest?” James asks. “She had us watching you, keeping tabs on your dealings.” 
 
    Smeid’s good humor drains away, leaving him frowning back at us. “Well, that’s not good. You could’ve told me that before I invited you into my home.” 
 
    “You’re not going to get a better chance than this,” I tell him. “I would accept it if I were you before she gets bored with you and destroys this place.” 
 
    “Quiet, flying pixie-boy!” he snaps, then holds his chin, pondering what he’s hearing. 
 
    “He’s right,” Mateo adds, most likely dying a bit inside at having to agree with me. “We took out one of their fleets when they attacked us. They’re not at full strength.” 
 
    The room goes quiet. Smeid looks to Jukes, who fidgets at the exit, then slides off the pool table and resumes pacing around it. “This is stupid … but if you can prove to me with your vessel’s logs that her fleet is truly weakened, then I guess we’re in business. She’s been restricting my incoming shipments for weeks. It’s getting harder and harder to live the life I’ve become accustomed to.” He looks at me and furrows his brow. “Maybe it’s time to expand my operation to Neverland under a new management.” 
 
    “Thank you, Smeid,” James says. “It’s the human thing to do.” 
 
    “Give me a week or so and I’ll get affairs in order,” Smeid replies. 
 
    “We don’t have a week,” Arya insists. “She destroyed the Sanctuary. She knows James and the Lost Boys have nowhere to go but here. We must act now.” 
 
    I stand and fold my arms, staring directly at Smeid. “You get me there, and I’ll rip the Syndicate apart ship by ship.” 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    Ugh. We’ve been here for hours circling round and around with potential ideas. I drop my chin to my chest and roll my eyes. Hopefully no one saw. 
 
    I lift my head to find Peter staring at me. He winks at me. He saw. 
 
    “I still think we’d be better off taking out the research vessel,” Mateo argues. “Get Nerissa at the heart.” 
 
    “If we knew where that was, then you’d be correct,” Smeid says. “But we don’t. My contact is on Neverland, not the research facility, so I can only get that information. And the longer we give Nerissa an opportunity to regroup, the lower our odds of success become.” He sighs. “As much as I hate to admit it, Peter’s right. Neverland is Nerissa’s baby, so smoking her out through that is our best choice now.” 
 
    “Plus,” I say to Mateo, “we can’t waste time with Tug captured.” 
 
    The room goes silent at the mention of Tug’s name. I think we've all been avoiding bringing it up until now. 
 
    Mateo flops back in his seat, defeated, rubbing at his furrowed brow. “I just worry Pan is only in this for Neverland and his Lily. If the going gets tough, he can hightail it out of there much easier than the rest of us could.” 
 
    Peter jumps to his feet. “Look, I’m sorry. I’m sorry for everything. I was a jerk.” 
 
    “Yeah, you are,” Mateo mutters under his breath. 
 
    “I feel awful about Tug. That’s one great kid, and he doesn’t deserve anything bad happening to him.” 
 
    Mateo scoffs. “It doesn’t seem like you feel awful. You come on Smeid’s ship, and you looked more worried about your stupid robot than you did about Tug. I saw you.” 
 
    “Tink?” Peter crosses his arms. “How was I supposed to know I'd find her?” 
 
    “I just see how easily distracted you are,” Mateo says. 
 
    “Mateo,” James says in a calm voice. “Listen, I’m aware you don’t trust me either, but we are all working together. We need to be a team. In the end, we all want the same result: to stop the Syndicate from forcing mutations on people.” 
 
    Pride at James’s words swells in my chest. He wants what I want. 
 
    “We can do it,” I insist. “The Sisters and I have spent two years tracking her and trying to figure out how to take out her systems, but we weren’t big enough. With the Lost Boys and Smeid’s assistance, I’m confident we can do it, taking the fight to Neverland.” 
 
    “Okay,” Mateo relents. 
 
    “Well, I can’t get any of this done before I hear back from my contact, anyway,” Smeid says. “And she generally doesn’t get back to me until well after dinner. Once I hear about the next step, I’ll get in touch with each of you. Hopefully we can start out first thing in the morning. In the meantime, you kids might as well get some R and R up top.” 
 
    “Can we inform the rest of our crew that they can disembark?” I ask, knowing the girls will be excited to stretch their legs. 
 
    Smeid nods and glances over at Jukes, hovering in the doorway. “Yes, but if they plan to do more than browsing, they’ll require credits or a trade. No freeloaders.” 
 
    “Hey,” Peter whines, throwing up his hands. “I planned on paying for Tink. Somehow.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Mateo scoffs, “by mooching off one of us.” 
 
    Peter opens his mouth to speak, but then snaps it shut and shrugs. 
 
    “Fine, no problem,” I say to Smeid. “Thank you for your hospitality.” 
 
    Part of me is jumping to get going to Neverland, to get this over with. But the other part of me is happy to take a breather. I snap my gaze to James and gesture for him to follow me. I’d like to get away from Peter and the boys for a bit. 
 
    James smiles and stands. “Yes, Smeid, we’re grateful you’re willing to help us. And to put everyone up for the night.” 
 
    “My pleasure, James.” Smeid walks over and clasps him on the shoulder. “It’s been too long.” 
 
    “It has.” James turns to me. “Let’s let the Scylla know what’s happening, then check this place out. See what old Smeid has to offer.” 
 
    Smeid thwacks James on the arm with a fake punch and laughs. “You two get outta here.” 
 
    “Are you heading up, Peter?” I figured he’d be out of here in a flash as soon as the meeting was over, but for some reason he’s not. Maybe he’s trying to keep an eye on Mateo or something, since he’s still sulking in the corner about not getting his way, even though he knows it’s the right choice. 
 
    “I’ll be up in a minute,” he answers. 
 
    “Don't forget to tell the boys they can come on board. 
 
    “I will,” Mateo and Peter say in unison and immediately throw glares back at each other. 
 
    James tugs me on the arm and, for now, I go with it. R&R is pretty rare for me, so I shouldn’t waste the gift. 
 
    The two of us race up the stairs to the main deck. At the top, a salty breeze blows over my face. Never have I been so glad to take in a lungful of fresh air. I pull out the band holding back my hair, close my lids, and allow the wind to flow through the strands. 
 
    When I open them again, James is staring at me. 
 
    “What?” I ask. 
 
    A sweet smile overtakes his face, lighting up his ocean blue eyes. “Nothing,” he laughs. “Now let the Scylla know what’s going on.” 
 
    A school of fish flit in my stomach. All I want to do is hang out with James. 
 
    “How about if I go fill them in while you steal a look around? I need to do more than filling them in, actually … finding us someplace to eat. I’ll meet you in a few hours.” 
 
    “I can stay with you,” James offers, the sparkle in his eyes fading slightly. 
 
    My legs get all jelly-like, and my heart shouts please do, but my heart’s not in charge right now. 
 
    “No," I say. "I’m their captain, and I should start acting like it.” 
 
    James nods. “I’ll see what I can dig up. These ships are always full of information. But what do you say to an early dinner?” 
 
    “Yeah, in a bit. That will give me enough time with the Sisters. See you soon.” 
 
    I turn to go, and James grabs my hand. At his touch, energy bursts in my chest and I round toward him again. 
 
    “Looking forward to it,” he whispers. 
 
    I release his grasp, my pulse racing, and return to the Scylla. My mind is on overdrive. The walk back to my ship is a blur, and I’m not really in the mood for the little comments I’ll get from the girls about the daze James has me in. 
 
    The Sisters are more receptive to the plan than I thought they might be. 
 
    “You know we’re behind you,” Derya assures me. 
 
    I flick my eyes to Una. She shakes her head. “Even I knew it was going to come to more than tiny battles. We can’t let Nerissa have the run of this world, and if it takes a war to stop her, then it takes a war.” 
 
    Marin and Talise agree. I push off any thoughts that war also means loss. Not only am I risking my own life, but the lives of my Sisters. 
 
    “We have to dock here for the night,” I inform them. “Smeid won’t get his intel about Neverland’s location until later, so that means you all can disembark. You know what you can bring to trade.” 
 
    Talise stands and saunters to the exit, her tight pants and top hugging each generous curve she has to offer. She twists back and flashes us a coy smile. That girl won’t be needing to bring anything to trade. Anyone, male or female, will give her what she wants. 
 
    “Wait up, Talise,” Marin calls and scurries after her. 
 
    Una scoffs. “Derya, can you go check out the storage for trade possibilities? My feminine wiles are feeling a tad off today.” 
 
    I break into a hard laugh as Derya stands and chuckles to herself, walking to the storage. 
 
    “Oh, Una,” I sigh, shaking my head. “Okay. I’m outta here.” 
 
    Una eyes me. She knows where I’m going, and who I’ll be with. 
 
    “Be careful, Arya,” she says. “Don’t give your heart away too easily. It’s dangerous.” 
 
    “I gave my heart away a lifetime ago.” 
 
    “I know.” Una stands and walks over to where Derya fumbles in a box for potential trades. 
 
    A lump forms in my throat and I swallow it down about what she says. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    James stands across the deck, browsing at a junk vendor’s table, unaware of my presence. He looks over the wares and chats with the seller, laughing at what must have been some joke. The sight of his tall frame and muscular shoulders make my breath hitch. Why can’t tonight last forever? 
 
    I walk toward him and slide my palm over his back. My fingers tingle from the touch. James turns my way and a smile lights up his face like the sunrise illuminating the morning sky. 
 
    “Right on time,” he says. 
 
    “Did you find us somewhere to eat?” 
 
    James nods goodbye to the seller and grabs my hands. “I did, and I think you’ll love it.” 
 
    With that, he pulls me to the stairs leading below. We descend two flights and walk down a corridor, bringing us to plain white door that looks like a sleeping cabin. 
 
    “Why are we here?” I ask. 
 
    “You’ll see. Smeid was kind enough to do me a favor.” James opens the door, revealing a suite with a soft couch and a metal folding table in the corner. A large sliding window leads to a narrow deck outside. Off to the right is a closed door that I’d guess is the sleeping quarters. 
 
    Why are we here? 
 
    “This is Smeid’s. He told me we could use it.” 
 
    My neck instantly grows hot. “For what?” I squeak. 
 
    “For dinner. He had his cook prepare us a meal. Someone should be bringing it up soon.” James gives me a perplexed expression, then grins. “Why? Did you think this was something else?” 
 
    My eyes grow wide, and the heat on my neck pours over my chest. 
 
    A knock sounds at the door behind us, causes me to jump. I turn back to James, who’s still smiling. 
 
    “I invited you here for dinner. And there it is.” 
 
    My body relaxes as he gestures me toward the deck. I slide the window back while James walks to the cabin’s door. Out on the deck is a small table covered with a cloth and flanked by two chairs. Two sets of silverware with cloth napkins next to them set on the tabletop. I let out a long breath as James opens the door and drags a cart into the room. He wheels it over and stops it alongside our table, then pushes the little brake on the back wheel. 
 
    Several covered plates sit on the tray. James lifts off the cover of the two largest ones, revealing light-colored meat and a side of sea vegetables. I won’t ask about the meat. That’s incredibly difficult to get and I may or may not want to know what it is. 
 
    The savory aroma of the meal hits my nose and instantly makes my stomach growl. I’d forgotten how hungry I was. James picks up a plate and places it in front of me, setting the other at his seat before taking it. 
 
    “I hope you enjoy it.” 
 
    I sit and pick up my fork, not that I’m all that accustomed to using silverware, and stab one of the vegetables. The Sisters and I eat a lot of ration packs; much easier to store, perfect for trading, and no cooking required. 
 
    I bring the bite into my mouth and a deliciously rich brine floods over my taste buds. Yeah, ration packs will never be the same. I dig into the rest, and find that everything is amazing, each morsel better than the last. 
 
    “Smeid has a great cook,” I say between bites. 
 
    “Seems like Smeid has developed a rather rich taste over the years,” James replies. “He’s still a good guy, though. After I left you, I went below to speak with him alone.” 
 
    “So you trust him?” 
 
    James sets his fork alongside his plate. “With my life.” 
 
    Stuffing myself, I finish every bite on my plate and look over to see if James has any left, but find his plate disappointingly empty. Not that I'm still hungry. 
 
    “You have room for dessert?” 
 
    Dessert? My aching stomach says no, but my taste buds say yes. 
 
    Not pausing for me to answer, James pushes back in his chair and stretches over to the cart, uncovering a saucer holding two cookies. 
 
    My breath hitches. “Chocolate chip?” 
 
    James shakes his head, smiling. “I know you loved those. They’re so hard to locate these days but, like I said, Smeid has expensive taste.” 
 
    “And he let you have them?” 
 
    James chuckles. “He’d only let go of two.” 
 
    I reach for the cookies and offer one to James. As he takes it, his fingers brush mine sending energy through my body. I draw my eyes to his, and it’s as if he’s meeting me with his soul. I lay my cookie down in front of me and walk around the table to his side. He’s staring up at me, cookie in hand. 
 
    My heart thrums my chest as I approach him. Before changing my mind, which I doubt I would anyway, I climb onto his lap and slip my arms around his neck. Without a word, my lips are on his and I’m kissing him. And kissing him. I’ve played this moment in my mind a million times. Probably two million, based on how much the Sisters say I talk in my sleep. 
 
    His warm, soft lips part and melt against mine. He glides his palm to the small of my back, pulling me close to his chest, as if we’ve never been apart. 
 
    Let’s never be apart again, OK? 
 
    At some point, I come up for air and realize he’s somehow still clutching the cookie. I pluck it from him and drop it on the table. 
 
    “We can have cookies later.” 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
    “I’ll catch up with you later,” Ethan shouts to me as he runs into the bustling center of the trading post’s deck. I wave after him. Ethan’s a good guy. Not once did he turn his back on me. I don’t deserve it, but I’ll take it. Friends are hard to find nowadays. Everyone’s having some downtime or taking in the sights before we set sail tomorrow, but I can’t get my thoughts off what’s to come. Who knows if Lily’s still alive or not, and now Nerissa has Tug. 
 
    The cool breeze hits my cheeks and the brine of misty seawater enters my nose. Being up so high on this massive, decommissioned craft enhances the scent as the air swirls. I make my way over to the deck railing near the port side of the outpost. Resting my forearms on the rusty metal, I squint out over the NeverSea. Below, the ocean churns and crashes against the outer hull. The vessel is so large that the drag of the ocean has limited effect on it. 
 
    She’s out there. Lily has to be alive. If not, I don’t know what I’m going to do if I survive what’s to come tomorrow. 
 
    A familiar buzz flutters past my head and I look around as fast as I can until I spot her. Tink hovers just a few feet away, swaying from right to left as she stabilizes her flying. Her eyes have a soft pink glow to them. She missed me. A smile fills my face as I grab her and bring her in close. A digital coo emits from her core and her eyes fade to a deep blue hue. It’s just programming, but the emotional LEDs in her optics tell me everything I need to know about her state. 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” I say to her. “I thought you were lost at sea. I looked for you, but you were gone.” 
 
    She pulls back, folding her little arms. The mechanical digits on her tiny hands grasp her limbs as her eyes turn an intense red. The coo is replaced by a vibrating huff. 
 
    “Don’t be mad. We’re back together now, and I won’t lose you again.” 
 
    Her stance relaxes. The angry red haze is replaced by a content green as she zips to my shoulder and sits, holding onto my shirt for balance. She might have a custom AI, but she’s programmed to forgive me. She’s a whole lot less complicated than people, and I’m immensely grateful for that. 
 
    “Come on,” I say. “I’m tired. Let’s hope the cabin Smeid gave me has a bed.” 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    Whack-whack-whack rattles the metal hatch of my tiny sleeping quarters. 
 
    “Pan, get up!” Cyrus snarls from outside. “Mateo wants us on the Tiger Lily.” 
 
    “What, no room service?” I grunt. “Tell your dad to relax while I get dressed.” 
 
    “Jerk,” he mutters before his retreating footsteps fade. 
 
    Tink zips to the door and engages the plasma cannon on her forearm. She points it at the exit. 
 
    “Whoa girl, whoa!” I raise my hand out to her. “Let’s save that for Nerissa.” 
 
    Her weapon retracts into her arm and she buzzes over and sits on the metal shelf near the bed. 
 
    It’s nice to have a fresh change of clothes. Smeid reluctantly allowed us to dig through one of the vendors toss-away boxes. In one, I found a forest-green tank top. It’s a bit more fitted than I’m used to, but it’s cleanish and there’s no holes. The waterproof pants I’ve been wearing are an improvement over anything I could find, and I get the feeling I’m gonna need them. 
 
    Tink buzzes ahead of me as we pound up the dark stairwell leading to the deck. I squint against the glaring sunlight as we emerge. Vendors are just starting to set up their booths and tents for the day, but the outpost is as quiet as I’ve ever heard it. A cool breeze lifts up from the ocean surface. It feels nice now, but the sun will consume it in an hour or so; the calm before the storm. 
 
    “You got that settlement drone working, I see,” I hear James say just behind me. 
 
    I turn to see Arya trailing him a step or two as they walk up to me. 
 
    “This is not a settlement drone … anymore,” I say, turning to see Tink’s eyes glow red. “It’s alright, girl.” I tap the crown of her head, coaxing her back into an at-ease state. Turning back to them, my curiosity peaks. I look at James and grin. “What’cha do last night?” 
 
    “Dinner. What did you do last night?” Arya answers, as calm as can be. 
 
    “Oh, come on! You kids are all grown up now. Dinner’s boring.” 
 
    “Shut up, Peter,” Arya snarls. 
 
    “You’ll never grow up, will you Pan?” James snaps. 
 
    “Well, growing up is no fun, so, no.” 
 
    Whatever happened is none of my business—I guess—but Arya’s basically my kid sister, and I want her safe. James knows he would be in serious trouble if he did. At least he’d better know. 
 
    I walk with them to the dock ladders. Glancing over the rails, I find Mateo pacing the deck of the Tiger Lily, his arms folded. The entire crew is there except the three of us. Even Smeid and Jukes are propped up against one of the ship's cannons, waiting to get this meeting started. 
 
    I gesture for James and Arya to go to the ladder. They don’t hesitate and climb down. Once they reach the dock below, I lift off the outpost and coast above them to the ship. Tink zigzags behind me. I gently land on the deck before James and Arya climb up the vessel’s ladder. 
 
    Mateo doesn’t waste a minute. He storms up to me with a scowl on his face. “We’ve been waiting for you.” His brows furrow. “You three got us into this mess and now you’re going to force us to wait around for you?” 
 
    “Relax already,” I insist, glaring at Cyrus. “No one told me what time we were meeting.” 
 
    “Come on, Mateo,” Cyrus pleads. “He’s no good for us. I don’t care how special he thinks he is, it’s not worth it.” 
 
    “If you were a real leader, you would’ve been the first one out here,” Mateo snarls at me. 
 
    My blood boils and my muscles tighten. “And how are you such a great leader, Mateo? What have the Lost Boys done since I’ve been gone? Let’s see. You’ve roamed the NeverSea, scavenging and basically starving, and you made a rock outcropping surrounded by junk your home. You stand for nothing now! Great job. We stood for something when I was in charge. If it wasn’t for Nerissa, we would still all be on Neverland. You should want that back, too.” 
 
    “Shut up, Pan. At least I’ve kept us all alive. You almost destroyed us.” 
 
    I lift from the deck and glide up to Mateo, stopping inches from his face. “You’re not alive, you’re just dying too slowly to notice.” 
 
    Cyrus rushes at me, lunging to attack. I don’t even turn to him, just extend my arm, grasping his neck. I maintain my balance and anger tightens my grip as he swats at my forearms, desperately pleading me to let him go. 
 
    “Peter, please!” Arya shouts, rushing to me. “Put him down!” 
 
    I release Cyrus, keeping my scowl directed at Mateo. 
 
    “You’re still just a punk,” Mateo hisses at me. 
 
    “You know what … no.” I rise up over the Tiger Lily, just high enough so I can see everyone. 
 
    The worry on Arya’s face grows as I pull away from her. “Peter,” she calls frantically, stretching up to me. 
 
    “Losing Lily destroyed me, I get that,” I shout. “I should’ve never put you all in danger, but when Nerissa took our Neverland, she took more than Lily from me.” Tink soars up to be at my side. “She tortured me and Arya as kids, then she stole our home from us. I lost the love of my life, and now she has Tug. You can hate me all you want, I don’t care. With or without you, I will destroy her and make this right.” 
 
    Ethan separates from the crowd and stands before everyone. “Life, after you all kicked Peter out, has not gotten any better. We used to have a purpose. We used to strive for more. Now all we do is fight each other and avoid the Syndicate. I’m kind of over that. If anyone can get Tug back, it’s Peter. Sorry, Mateo, but we need our leader back.” 
 
    Mateo glares at Ethan. “What are you saying, Ethan? I protected you—all of you. We’re not talking about this anymore.” 
 
    Wendi weaves her way through some of the boys and steps into the opening. “You two fighting is not helping anyone. Ethan has a point. I didn’t join the Lost Boys for the disgusting smells and crude banter. I joined because of Peter. He made my life tolerable. Even with his issues, it was better when he was around.” 
 
    The crowd stirs, and mutters escalate. Smeid stands next to Jukes and a few of his crew. He grins at me as if he’s enjoying the show. Arya pinches her lips in concern, but she’s not stepping in this time. I wasn’t expecting this confrontation. I’m just sick of Mateo’s attitude toward me. 
 
    “I’ve had enough of this!” Mateo shouts. “I’m in charge, and that’s that!” 
 
    “Let's vote,” I insist. “I didn’t come here to take over the Lost Boys again, but this isn’t working, and I think we all know that.” 
 
    “We’re not putting anything to a vote. I’m in charge. Get over yourself.” 
 
    “We’ve always voted on stuff,” Ethan says to Mateo. “This is not a dictatorship.” 
 
    “Yup, we vote,” Wendi says, her arms folded firmly across her chest. 
 
    I glide back to the Tiger Lily’s deck and land just feet from Mateo. He scowls at me. I shrug, not saying a word. Tink lowers herself onto my shoulder, her eyes black. She means business. 
 
    “Get this nonsense over with,” Smeid calls. “We should move.” 
 
    “If you want Mateo to remain your leader, raise your hand,” I say, scanning the crowd, searching for the Lost Boys. 
 
    “This is stupid,” Cyrus scoffs, raising his hand. 
 
    Riley comes up to Cyrus’s side and raises his hand while looking at Mateo. He has nothing else to add. 
 
    Elijah, stands nestled in the middle of Una and Talise. He shifts his sights between Mateo and I, confusion etched on his face. Elijah has never liked conflict, so this has to be hard for him. With Tug not here, Elijah’s vote will decide this. 
 
    “It’s OK, E,” I say softly. “Just vote how you feel.” 
 
    A few seconds pass before he shakes his head. He’s not voting for Mateo. 
 
    I’m back. I have my family back. 
 
    “This is wrong,” Mateo snarls. “You’re all making a mistake.” 
 
    I shift to Mateo, softening my face as the angst fades. “You’re still a big part of the Lost Boys. Understand that we still need you, man.” 
 
    “Whatever. I’m done here,” he snaps, storming off. He stops at the door to the captain’s quarters of the Tiger Lily and turns to me. “You’re not commanding me. You can have your precious ship back, but I’m taking the Atlas. It’s superior in a battle anyway. After today, I’m leaving.” 
 
    Just like that, I’m the captain of the Tiger Lily, leading the Lost Boys to once again retake Neverland, and, hopefully, find my sweet Lily. 
 
    It doesn’t take long for the fleet to be prepped to sail. Smeid is bringing his best crew to man his two boats. Jukes will man the helm of the smaller vessel as Smeid captains the heavily armed warship. With the Tiger Lily and Atlas alongside the Scylla, and now with the additions of Smeid’s vessels, our chances are a lot better. 
 
    Arya decides to lead her sisters on the Scylla. James wants to go with her, but with Tug gone, we need him on the Tiger Lily. James has more insight on the Syndicate then all of us put together. He joins Wendi, Ethan, and me. Riley, Cyrus, and a reluctant Elijah go with Mateo on the Atlas. 
 
    After a quick breakfast, we launch, following Smeid’s warship. He refuses to give us Neverland’s coordinates. He doesn’t trust me or the Lost Boys. 
 
    “James, keep us to the port side of Smeid,” I instruct. “I don’t trust him. We need to keep an eye on him, so stay in close.” 
 
    “Alright,” James confirms, adjusting our course at the helm. 
 
    Not knowing what to expect, I had Wendi and Ethan take position in the cockpits of the deck cannons as soon as we set sail. I can’t help but glance at the radar every few seconds. Smeid said we have at least a couple hours before we reach Neverland’s newest location, but there’s no way we’re just going to coast up to it. Something is out there. I can feel it. 
 
    We sail for what feels like hours, but the clock shows it’s only been forty-five minutes. The anticipation is killing me. We’re on radio silence now to keep our arrival secret for as long as possible. I let everyone know I would fly over to each vessel if communication was required before we get there. 
 
    I’m glued to the radar as the screen cuts out, blinking multiple times before the steady green haze returns. I tap the display to ensure it is properly functioning. 
 
    “What the—” James mutters. 
 
    Out the window, I see the bright azure horizon being rapidly replaced by a dark, ominous wall of storm clouds, stretching as far as I can see. Flickering light dances in the space between the clouds and the ocean. 
 
    “How did that storm just appear out there?” I ask, scratching the back of my head. 
 
    “That’s not a storm,” James insists. “That’s smoke.” 
 
    I plant my hands on the console and lean closer to the window, trying to get a better look. He’s right. It’s billowing chaotically, not holding its form like a storm cloud would. 
 
    “This isn’t good,” I murmur, turning to James. “Full stop, reverse the engines. I need to tell the others.” 
 
    “Go, I got this.” 
 
    Tink follows behind me as I race out onto the deck. Wendi and Ethan nearly run into me. They must’ve been coming to us on the bridge. 
 
    “Get back to your cannons,” I order. “Keep your targeting locked on the horizon.” 
 
    They nod and rush to the weapon cockpits. Over the bow of the ship, I notice Smeid’s vessels have stopped as well. The wakes trailing their boats have died off as they coast just in front of us. 
 
    A rolling buzz comes from Tink. She’s anxious. Her eye optics flutter multiple colors. 
 
    “Stick by my side,” I say to her. “I need to get to Arya. We can’t risk breaking radio silence until we know what’s going on out there.” 
 
    Turning back over my shoulder, I spot the smooth white Scylla closing in on us. I sprint to the deck rail and lunge off it, jetting into the air. 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    “You nervous?” Marin asks from the copilot’s seat. 
 
    I pull my shaking hands from the console and tuck them into my lap. “No, why would you ask that?” 
 
    She offers me a weak smile and turns her focus back to the heads up display. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m a bit jumpy myself, so I thought you might be, too.” 
 
    I stretch out my fingers and draw in a long breath through my nose, then exhale. “I just can’t believe this all will be over soon. I’m not saying the NeverSea is going to be perfect by getting rid of Nerissa, but it’ll be the start of a better future.” I run my fingers over the display again and watch as it indicates all the other ships are slowing. “Why are they doing that? You see anything?” 
 
    Marin taps the scanner controls. “Nothing out of the ordinary is showing up, but the boys’ ships are a little more upgraded. I boarded and snuck around last night.” 
 
    “By yourself?” 
 
    She chuckles. “Seriously, you give some of those Lost Boys an ounce of attention, and they’ll basically fall at your feet. I didn’t even need Talise’s influence, it was so easy.” 
 
    Out the main window, I watch the ships slow. Beyond them is a darkened sky. 
 
    “Looks like we have a storm coming in,” I say. “Maybe that’s why they’re stopping.” 
 
    A blip shows on the screen. 
 
    “Oh wait.” Marin points at the data. “We’ve got something headed toward us. But it’s pretty small … not an aircraft.” 
 
    “It’s Peter,” I say. 
 
    “You sure?” 
 
    “Yeah, pretty sure. Slow the ship to a stop and open the top hatch.” 
 
    “I’m picking up a weak signal in the clouds,” Marin adds as I rise from the captain’s chair. “Electrical impulses. Maybe lightning. Should I call the Sisters?” 
 
    “Let me talk to Peter.” 
 
    I walk the interior of the Scylla to get to the opening. The mechanical whir of the door sliding back sounds, revealing the blue sky. Salt air pours into my lungs as a thunk comes from the hull above. Two legs swing over the edge. In an instant, Peter flings his body through and lands in front of me. 
 
    “Miss me?” he asks. 
 
    I cross my arms over my chest. “What’s going on? Talise mentioned electrical impulses.” 
 
    The smile disappears from his lips. “I don’t know yet. We thought it was a storm at first, but it’s not moving like clouds. More like smoke.” 
 
    “Could be a ship in trouble,” I suggest. 
 
    “There’s way too much smoke on the horizon for that. Something strange is happening.” 
 
    Options snake in my mind; none of them sound that great. “How about you and I check it out?” 
 
    “Leave the ships here?” Peter asks. 
 
    I nod. “We need to know what’s going on, but I’d rather not risk the Sisters. It’s not that far, so it shouldn’t take us long. If it’s nothing, we can turn around and come back, but if it’s not, we have to know what we’re heading into.” 
 
    Peter’s lips quirk up into a mischievous grin, always up for an adventure. “Let’s go then.” 
 
    I grab his arm to prevent him from shooting back through the hatch without me. “I need to let the girls know.” 
 
    ‘Sure. I’ll be up top,” he says, doing exactly what I’d suspected and shooting out the open hatch the moment I release him. 
 
    I have Marin call the others and give them the plan. 
 
    “You sure, Arya?” Una asks. “I’m looking at the electrical impulse readings on the display, and I’m pretty certain this isn’t nothing. It’s unsafe for you to be in the water without any buffer.” 
 
    Una’s mothering instinct sours my stomach. “I told you, Peter and I will stay out of range. We’re getting a look and coming back, that’s it.” 
 
    She releases a long sigh. “Be back in twenty minutes or we’re coming after you.” 
 
    “Fine, mom.” I turn away toward the hatch. The way she talks, you’d think she was the one in charge. 
 
    Talise grips my arm. “Be safe, sis. That’s what we all want.” 
 
    “Always,” I say, giving her a half smile. 
 
    She releases me, and I make my way to the hatch. I lower the ladder and climb into the opening. Peter sits on the hull, legs crossed, with Tink, his little droid, floating over his shoulder. She sees me and her eyes glitch and go red. I swear she lets out an electronic growl. 
 
    Shaking my head, I turn my attention from her to Peter. “Sorry it took so long.” 
 
    Tink emits a high-pitched sighing sound and hovers as Peter stands. 
 
    “We’re only snooping and then reporting back?” I ask, hoping I didn’t just lie to the girls. 
 
    “That’s the idea.” 
 
    I nod and gesture. 
 
    “Let’s move,” he says, hovering from the pearly outer hull of the Scylla. 
 
    I dive from the ship into the water and jet toward the disturbance. The pressure envelops me and my gills take over for my lungs. Despite not wanting them, they do come in handy sometimes. Using my sonar to keep me moving in the right direction, I push through the water. After a few minutes, I surface to search for Peter. He’s still a ways back. Slowpoke. I chuckle and wait for him. I guess he’ll have the advantage with the bird’s-eye view once we get there instead of my fish-eyed version. 
 
    “You see anything yet?” I yell to him as I bob in the water. 
 
    He catches up and hovers over me. “It’s a couple of ships.” He looks ahead, raising his hand to his brow. “New ships. Probably Syndicate.” 
 
    I struggle to see from the water, but it’s no use. It’s too choppy, making for a bad view. Buzzing and crackling sounds come from one of the ships, and then a blinding light emits, illuminating the sky under the inky clouds of smoke with a resounding crack. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Peter calls as Tink buzzes excitedly around him. 
 
    “I can’t see much from here,” I yell back, frustrated I don’t have the same view as them. “And if you fly in there they might see you. I’m going to get in closer.” 
 
    “Arya—” 
 
    I dive under the surface and zoom for the ships. I release my sonar to get a feel for the distance and form the path in my mind. When I’m closer in, I surface. In front of me are two gigantic ships, sleek and new, just as Peter said. There’s a smaller, nearly destroyed wreck of a ship to my right. 
 
    Pulses vibrate the nearest ship and the water surrounding it, pushing me around in the water a little more than I’d like. A high-pitched whine comes from the ship and another white bolt emits forth, blasting the target craft. My mouth falls open as spidering bolts of electricity crawl over the surface of the destroyed ship. The thing erupts, and flames and smoke kick up into the sky. A second bolt emits from the warship, but collides with the water near me instead of aligning with the target. 
 
    That's not good. 
 
    I dip under, but it’s too late. An angry fire courses through my body, locking every muscle into rigidity. 
 
    I sink. 
 
    Then, nothing. 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
    “Arya!” I shout as the sea sparkles with dancing electricity. Tink flies a few yards behind me as I skim along the surface. The discharge calms and smoke filters into the air as I slow. 
 
    Arya’s nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Tink, keep your sensors open for any Syndicate activity. If anything moves closer, go back and warn our boats.” 
 
    She twists back and nods her little head before returning to keep an eye out for whatever might attack. 
 
    I hover just above the water, almost laying on top of it as I wipe across the surface like I’m scrubbing a rag over the Tiger Lily’s deck. Back and forth, I frantically search for my friend. 
 
    A soft gurgle just behind me breaks me from my intense lock on the water. Turning, I see her emerge, face down and not moving. 
 
    “Oh no… Arya!” 
 
    I’m at her side in a flash, yanking her from the water. Her limp body slumps in my arms. Tink zips to me and buzzes near her, scanning Arya for signs of life. Tink’s eyes emit a soft green glow and she lets out two excited beeps. Arya’s alive. 
 
    I fly faster than ever. Water sprays my face as the force of my pull creates a wake. I don’t even know if Tink is still behind us. 
 
    We reach the line of vessels of our fleet. James is leaning on the railing at the bow of the ship, binoculars in hand. I pull up from the water’s surface and fly over him, gently laying Arya on the deck. James drops the binoculars to the deck and falls to her side. Tink zips in from the open ocean and circles us. 
 
    “What's going on?” James asks frantically, feeling her neck for signs of life. 
 
    “She’s alive. Tink scanned her.” Tink beeps again, agreeing with me. “There’s Syndicate boats or something out there. They’re testing new weapons. I’ve never seen anything like it. Arya was in the water, and—” 
 
    “Her pulse is slow,” he interrupts. 
 
    “What do we do?” I ask, pacing beside them. 
 
    “Calm down,” he says, trying to take his own advice as he drags in a shaky breath. “What happened to her?” 
 
    “I … I’m not really sure. Those boats emit some sort of electrical discharge. The jolt jumps along the surface before hitting whatever they target. She probably got too close. Her heart sounds off to me. It’s as if it’s not in rhythm.” 
 
    His eyes narrow. “What do you mean probably got too close? You didn’t see it happen? Where were you?” He gathers Arya into his arms and races toward the Tiger Lily’s deck cabin. “Why was she alone?” 
 
    I tuck my hands into my pockets and match his pace. “Arya insisted we should check it out. She thought I’d be seen if I flew too near from the air.” 
 
    “If her heart sounds out of rhythm, then the shock affected it,” he says, looking over his shoulder at me. “We need to regulate it. This boat has a med bay?” 
 
    “Yeah, the lower deck, near the back by the crew quarters.” 
 
    Wendi and Ethan rush up to meet us outside the bridge. “What happened?” Wendi asks. 
 
    “Get back to your cannons,” I snarl. “There are Syndicate vessels out there.” 
 
    Their eyes grow wide and they race back to the cannons’ cockpits. James makes his way to the hatch just off the bridge that leads below deck. 
 
    “Warn the others,” James insists. “I served in the medical unit for almost a year—I’ll see to her.” 
 
    He doesn’t wait for me to respond, heading down the dimly-lit stairs, leaving me at the top as the hatch door swings closed behind him with a solid clank. 
 
    I turn and scan the horizon. Tink flutters next to the bow, watching the growing smoke as it creeps closer to our fleet’s position. No way am I gonna order our boats in there. It’s suicide. Our cannons have no targets to aim for, the radar didn’t pick up a signal, and anything connected to the water has no chance. 
 
    I know what I have to do. 
 
    After sucking in a huge breath at the thought of it, I run to Ethan at his post and signal him to remove his comm headset. 
 
    “I need you to pilot the Tiger Lily. Move it back and break radio silence. Get the fleet to safety.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” he asks. “Why can’t you man the helm?” 
 
    “I need to take those boats out.” 
 
    He pauses for a moment, but nods and returns to the bridge. 
 
    I lift from the deck and hover over to the weapons cache near the center of the Tiger Lily. I grab a plasma rifle and strap it over my shoulder. There’s no need to signal Tink. I’m already several yards from the ship when she flanks my side, her forward weapons extended from her arms. It looks like she still has the modifications Elijah made to her weapons systems. Those powerful upgrades always came in handy during battles. 
 
    We soar up, hoping we can get a better vantage point to see through the smoke. I don’t have much time until the Syndicate intercepts our radio signal. Entering the blackened skies, unable to fully avoid the billowing tendrils, smoke fills my lungs. I strain to hold back a cough, but it’s no use. It’s not as dense this high up, but it’s making finding whatever’s out there harder. 
 
    As I squint, a boat filters into the dark haze, exposing itself to me. It’s a tad smaller than my ship, a heck of a lot meaner. Sharp edges and slate outer walls cover most of the ship’s surface. A narrow deck stretches from the bow to the stern, black railings lining both sides. Whatever that weapon is, it juts out from the front like an antenna. The other boat has to be nearby, but first things first. 
 
    “Tink,” My attention stays locked on the vessel, “Hit the starboard. Do as much damage as you can, but keep moving. I’m going to destroy that weapon.” 
 
    Her optics shift to indigo as she moans a complaint. 
 
    “Don’t worry about me. We’ve destroyed bigger.” 
 
    I grin, and she jets off. It only takes a few beats and the blue haze from her plasma attack brightens the smoke clouds. A faint, high-pitched alarm sounds. It’s my turn. 
 
    I connect to the force of the Earth and drop from the sky. Disconnecting before the water frees me from gravity, stopping me so I hover just ahead of the weapon. Dark coils wrap a protruding silver spear with angry spikes attached at the end. I raise my rifle and fire away. Metal from the vessel’s weapon burns hot from my blasts, melting into the sea. The coils snap and start unwinding, popping with wild bolts of energy. An electrical burst comes from above and spins me, my shoulder burns. 
 
    Looking up, I find a Syndicate goon with a pistol aimed at me. He fires again, just missing my head. I zig back and forth, avoiding his constant barrage. My arm stings and pulsates from the hit I took and I fumble with the large rifle with my good arm. My shots are aimless as I fire back, skimming the bow. Another blast whizzes past me, the heat from the weapon’s discharge singeing my leg. I struggle to point my weapon at him as I shift to avoid getting shot. The man readies his aim, locking on to me with intensity. 
 
    My existence, up until now, ending in my impending demise, rolls through my brain in about a second as his finger depresses s the trigger. There are a few things I regret. I squint, somehow accepting my fate, when he’s struck with dual streaks of cobalt plasma. He’s thrown from the deck, skimming the surface of the water for a few yards like a skipped stone, before plunging facedown. Tink soars in, weapons trained on the deck. Never in my life have I been so happy to see the little AI. She darts from one end of the enemy boat to the other. Returning to me, she whines as she scans me over, her eyes turning grey. 
 
    I wince. “Thanks, girl. It’s just a scratch.” 
 
    Smoke rises from the aft of the vessel. Tink’s handiwork, I’m sure. 
 
    “Nice job out there. Let’s sink this thing.” 
 
    Her optics brighten with an orange-yellow hue as she purrs at me. She’s up for some fun. 
 
    A whirling buzz emanates from the ship’s weapon in front of us. Grey smoke seeps from the busted coils. They're prepping to fire on us. 
 
    “Up, Tink! Move now!” 
 
    She’s the first to soar as I follow her straight up. It's not seconds until we’re well above the vessel. The weapon is charging, but they can’t reach us from here. 
 
    Wait, they’re not aiming for us. 
 
    They must be targeting our fleet... 
 
    I crane my neck back toward our vessels when an explosion rips out below me, washing warm air over my feet. The Syndicate boat is destroyed, all but severed in two. Fire rips from its belly as its crew jumps ship, aimlessly treading water. A strong chemical smell hits my nose, and it takes me a beat to recognize it as coolant from the engines. I did enough damage on that weapon to force it to malfunction. 
 
    Tink starts for the ocean surface, where the crew floats. 
 
    “Stop, Tink!” I yell. “Focus on that other vessel.” 
 
    The red in her eyes dims a bit, shifting to black. Apparently, she wants vengeance. 
 
    “Where’s that other boat?” I mutter to myself, looking out on the murky-covered NeverSea. 
 
    My nanos are healing the gash from the gunshot. It’s healing over fast—already forming a scab. There’s still a burning, throbbing sensation in my shoulder, but at least I’m able to handle the rifle with both arms now. 
 
    Tink’s scanning the ocean. Her optics dull to a neutral grey—she’s got nothing. Just like on the Tiger Lily’s deck, she’s blind. These boats are hidden from sensors. 
 
    A higher-pitched chirp comes from Tink as she hovers ahead of me. She replays a staticky intercepted communication, sounding like the crew of the remaining weapon boat. 
 
    “The insurgents are moving in. We are trying to intercept, but the Nikola 1 is destroyed. Please send reinforcements.” 
 
    “Tink,” I say. “We might not be able to locate their boat with your sensors, but you can triangulate that radio signal, right?” 
 
    Her optics burn bright orange with excitement. It only takes a moment, and she tips her head in the apparent direction of the vessel. 
 
    “Tink, you beautiful pixie! Let’s finish this.” 
 
    We fly in evasive patterns, just in case they know we’re coming. The smoke has dampened the heat from the sun, providing a slightly cooler breeze that feels so good on my face I nearly forget what we’re doing. 
 
    Tink slams to a stop and I almost tumble into her. I catch my breath and follow her gaze down, spotting the Syndicate vessel charging in the direction of our fleet. We need to act now before they’re in range. I nod to Tink and we dive. Hurling toward the boat, I notice an aft cannon that wasn’t on the first vessel. 
 
    Pointed directly at us. 
 
    A blue halo emits from the tip of the weapon then a massive burst of plasma tears from the barrel. There’s no time to react. Tink is hit, spinning into an uncontrollable downward descent. 
 
    “Tink, no!” 
 
    I can't go to her. Anger clogs my thoughts. I want nothing more than to rip that boat apart with my bare hands. 
 
    Avoiding the cannon’s sights, I land on the unmanned deck, locking onto its gravitational pull. I slowly strut up to the protruding cannon turret and open fire. Round after round hammers into it, the silver metal standing no chance against the heavy plasma I hurl. It kinks with every blast, crumpling until it’s just a lump of singed and molten metal. 
 
    Clank. 
 
    I turn as three men pour out of the top hatch and onto the deck. I direct a blast at their shoes, knocking them to the ground. Their weapons fly from their grasps, sliding from them. In unison, they scramble to their feet and raise their hands in surrender, to avoid being burnt to a crisp by my rifle. 
 
    My brow furrows as I glare at them. Someone must pay for what they did to Tink and Arya. I throw my rifle to the deck and clench my fists. I want to feel their pain on my bare knuckles. 
 
    The crew's energy is thick with fear. They know who I am. Taking a step back, they inch toward their weapons. I lift in the air and quickly lower myself behind them, cutting them off from their only hope. 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” the man nearest to me pleads. 
 
    There’s no break in my stride. They stumble into one another trying to get away from me. I clock the first man across the jaw. He spins and topples over the deck’s railing. With no options, the other two charge me. I lift up and kick them both in the chest with the bottoms of my boots. They crash together a couple yards back on the deck. Struggling to get up, they turn to each other before rushing for the side of the boat. They hurdle the railing and plunge into the water. Apparently, they want nothing more to do with me. I hunch over the railing, watching them free swim as fast as they can from the boat. My job's not done yet. 
 
    I jerk up when a sting jolts my lower back. The agony shortens my breath, falling to the deck face first. I roll over as the air returns to my lungs. A man hovers over me, pointing a gun at my head. 
 
    “Well, aren’t you a sneaky one,” I force out with a smile. “Let’s play.” 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    I blink and squint against the light. An erratic, high-pitched beeping pierces my ears. I struggle to lift my hand to my eyes, but my arms weigh a thousand pounds. They’re on fire—my legs, too. The pain races through my body, and I grit my teeth and try to sit, but my heart goes wild. I gasp, panic welling in my chest. 
 
    “Hey, hey,” James’s voice soothes from somewhere near. I can’t see him. A hand that I can only assume belongs to him touches me lightly on the shoulder and guides me to lay back. 
 
    “Wha …” I croak out as James’s blurry form appears over me. 
 
    “Shh. Don’t speak yet. I need to get meds into you to regulate your heart from the shock.” 
 
    Shock? 
 
    Something pricks my neck and almost immediately my pounding heart slows to a regular rhythm. The beeping in the room slows, too. I inhale deeply and let it out, my body relaxing as some of the soreness lessens. 
 
    “I added in a painkiller, too,” James says as my blurry vision resolves itself. “But too much? That would knock you out again, and I figured you didn’t want that.” 
 
    “You’d be right.” I push up a second time and reach to touch the spot where I felt the jab. The neck of my suit is loosened, exposing my gills. Embarrassment makes my stomach lurch. Old habits die hard. 
 
    Calm down, Arya. James doesn’t care. 
 
    James stands directly beside me, relief in his eyes, but lips pinched slightly in annoyance. He turns and places the device he must have used to administer the med down, then pulls a metal chair to my side and sits. 
 
    “Why were you and Peter out there by yourselves?” 
 
    His words bring the memory flooding back. Fear waves up my chest. 
 
    I was electrocuted in the water. 
 
    “I ... I could have—” 
 
    “Died,” he finishes for me. 
 
    “Where’s Peter?” I swivel my head to scan the space and try to swing my legs to the floor. 
 
    “No,” James says firmly, staying me with his hand. “Just a few minutes for the medication to take full effect.” 
 
    “Peter—” 
 
    “Peter is fine, but if we don’t get this figured out, none of us will be for long.” 
 
    “Where is he?” I ask. 
 
    James doesn’t answer right away. He’s hiding something. 
 
    “Did he go back?” I demand. 
 
    “That’s what Wendi came and told me. You know Pan. There’s no stopping him when he's on a mission.” 
 
    My brain reels with images of Peter dead in the water. Fish food. “Did anyone go with him?” 
 
    “Just Tink.” 
 
    I sigh. Peter’s capable. Physically, he’s a lot stronger than I am, but Nerissa captured him before, and could do it again. I’m sure she’d be more determined than ever, now. 
 
    “I need to be on deck.” Feeling almost normal, I push my legs to the floor faster than James can stop me and refasten my suit over my neck. 
 
    “I told you, you need to—” 
 
    “No way. You either help me, or I’m going by myself.” 
 
    “You're a stubborn little thing, aren’t you?” James asks, a small, tight smile quirking its way onto his lips. 
 
    I grab for his shoulder and lean in, giving him a quick peck on the lips. “Tenacious, not stubborn. And isn’t that what you love about me?” 
 
    James groans and breaks into a full grin. He gives me his hand and pulls me to my feet. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    On deck, I see the plume of charcoal clouds on the horizon has grown, spreading far up into the sky. 
 
    A fireball bursts into the air, orange and red, making me flinch. 
 
    “Why did you let Peter go?” I ask. 
 
    “I had nothing to do with it. I was getting you below when he left.” 
 
    How can I help Peter? 
 
    My mind works through possible solutions, but not one of them has a happy ending. I shiver, even though the air is warm, and I know I’m still recovering. I can deal with the pain, but if I’m too weak, there’s no way I’d be any good to Peter once I made it to the ships. On top of that, if they blast the water again, it would be all over for me. 
 
    I snap from my thoughts and scan the horizon again, pointing to a shape coming toward us in the sky “Is that him?” 
 
    “We’d better hope so,” James says. 
 
    As it comes closer my heart leaps, the familiar outline of Peter’s shape revealing itself. 
 
    “It’s him,” I say. “And he’s holding… something. Maybe he picked up something useful.” 
 
    Peter slows his speed on his approach and floats onto the deck. Eyebrows furrowed, and jaw tensed, he unwraps his arms from his chest and reveals a very damaged Tink. Her normally pearly white body is partially charred, and a limb is missing. 
 
    “What happened?” As if I need to ask. 
 
    “She ... took ... a hit,” Peter says, gasping. He takes in a deliberate breath and lets it out. “But you should see the idiots who did that to her.” 
 
    “The boats?” James asks. 
 
    Peter looks up at James. “They’re destroyed.” 
 
    My heart fills with hope. 
 
    Peter shakes his head. “We have a problem, though. I heard them radio the Syndicate before the last ship sunk.” 
 
    The words deflate me, mind and body. “So, more are coming?” 
 
    “That would be my guess,” Peter says, raking his free hand through his sweaty hair. He grimaces as he lowers his arm. 
 
    “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about it,” he insists. “Nothing I can’t heal from. The other guys aren’t so lucky. I’m more worried about the future.” 
 
    “Ok, then let's come up with a plan, fast,” I say. ‘Since it looks like the timeline has been stepped up.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Peter says, looking to James. “Can you bring Tink below? Elijah will have to fix her later.” 
 
    “Sure.” He snags the bot from Peter’s grasp. “But, Arya, remember you almost died, so take it easy.” 
 
    “I know,” I say softly as James turns to head below. 
 
    Peter swings his attention to me in alarm. “I totally forgot. Are you OK?” He wraps his arms around me, then almost immediately yanks back. “I’m not hurting you?” 
 
    I chuckle and pull him back in for a short squeeze, then let him go. “I’m OK.” It’s a partial lie. I’m still hurting and not running at one hundred percent, but I know I’ll be fine, so it’s good enough. “You got me back here just in time, and James patched me up.” 
 
    Peter relaxes and steps back. “Good, because you can’t go and die on me,” he mumbles while straightening his filthy shirt. 
 
    I give him a pat on the shoulder. For all Peter’s bravado, we both know we’ve always relied on each other as family. 
 
    “Radio the others,” I say, staring out over the ocean and the calm, blackened, cloud bank of smoke. “It’s quiet now, but there’s no way it’s going to stay that way.” 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    “It’s too late for a sneak attack—” Peter speaks into the comm. 
 
    “And whose fault is that?” Mateo’s hardened voice comes back through the speaker. 
 
    Peter doesn’t take the bait and ignores him. He’s suddenly become all business. “Like I said, it’s too late for a sneak attack, so we’ll need to use the direct approach to Neverland. I have no doubt Nerissa’s Syndicate army will be waiting for us, but I believe in you, so I’m sending over the new coordinates Smeid sent over. We’re headed out in five minutes.” 
 
    He clicks off the comm without pausing for a response and turns to James, Ethan, and me. 
 
    “Ethan, back to your station. I’ll go tell Wendi what’s going on,” Peter says. He walks to the exit, shoulders slightly slumped as if the world is resting on them, calling back, “Everything’s set for you, James, so man the helm for now.” 
 
    “Aye, aye.” James occupies the pilot’s station and I the copilot’s as Peter and Ethan leave. Wordlessly, I run my fingers over the controls, confirming the course. For now, it looks clear, but looks can be deceptive. 
 
    I shift my attention to James, appearing lost in thought while double-checking the ship’s operating system. He swipes at the instrument panel and brings up a holographic image of Neverland. The image of the glowing, floating, blue city slowly spirals in the air. He swipes the screen and the image flicks off, replaced with a Syndicate ship. 
 
    “That’s your dad’s old ship, isn’t it?” I ask. 
 
    “Yeah,” he answers and taps it off. 
 
    “Why are you looking at that? 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    I spin my seat toward James. “Not having second thoughts, are you?” 
 
    He sighs, quiet for a moment. “No. I just wish I knew my dad wasn’t a part of this battle. He’s going to get caught in the crossfire, and I know if I could just break him from Nerissa’s spell, he’d be back on the right side again. That Witch has some sort of unexplainable power over him.” 
 
    “Love does strange things to you.” 
 
    “It’s more than that. I just haven’t been able to prove it.” 
 
    I reach out to touch James’s hand. “We’ll get him back.” 
 
    James gives me a sad smile and checks the clock. “I hope so, since it’s time to go.” 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    After almost an hour at full speed, our meager fleet slows. On the horizon, a gigantic, floating city sparkles under the overhead sun. Towering above the surface of the sea, walls of steel and composites stretch up nearly five times as high as our little boats, stretching just shy of a quarter of a mile wide. I can’t see the ends in either direction, but I can see the faint bustle of activity on the surface, movement from the cabin windows lining the vertical outer walls. The view is truly amazing. Buildings and even trees jut from the top level of the massive haven. I can only imagine this is what civilization must have been like before Earth was almost completely covered in water. 
 
    Neverland. 
 
    Neverland was one settlement built when the water started to rise. Everyone was lucky the process was slow enough for nations to have time to build habitats. Otherwise, humanity would have been done for. But the projects were expensive, and most of the people who got in were wealthy. Of the ones that were built, as far as I know, many are still floating out there across the globe. The undersea versions were no different, and a lot of people lost their lives because they didn’t have the means to pay their way in. 
 
    Things have changed on Neverland. Nerissa made sure of it. The man-made island consists of a small bustling city and even farms to keep the civilians just fed enough to be complacent. The steady supply of fruits, vegetables, and even a few grains make life more bearable then out on the open sea. Peter told me they keep small herds of livestock that Nerissa and her Syndicate have now commandeered for themselves. There must be greater than ten thousand citizens live on Neverland, close to the same population as the Atlantis project where I grew up. How Peter and the boys managed all those people, I’m not sure, but they did. And they didn’t use the iron fist like the Syndicate uses. Now that Nerissa controls it, I’m confident she’s using the people there for experimentation. 
 
     “There she is,” Peter says from behind us in a wistful tone. 
 
    “Don’t get too attached until this is finished,” James says. 
 
    As if on cue, the control panel pings, and I look down to the radar. The console seems as if it’s been lit up by an army of green stars headed our way in the water. Fast. 
 
    My hands fly over the instruments in an attempt to figure out what’s going on. “What is that?” 
 
    Peter pushes in and glances from the console to the viewing window, squinting. “I’m taking a look. Alert the other ships. Oh, and don’t start shooting till I’m out of range.” He darts from the cockpit. 
 
    “What do you think it is?” I ask. 
 
    “No clue,” James answers. “But I think from the readings, they’re organic.” 
 
    “Organic?” 
 
    “Yeah. The scan says they’re not mechanical.” 
 
    I peer out the window, but I can’t tell. They’re too far away. 
 
    Then my heart drops into my stomach. 
 
    “No one can swim like that but me.” 
 
    “Then apparently, we have an army of mermaids coming in our direction,” James says without a hint of irony in his voice. 
 
    His words sober me further. These people … were they forced to become what they are, like I was? Or did they choose it? 
 
    It’s not something I can allow myself to consider right now. Either way, they’re coming for us. I force down the swirling nausea in my stomach. 
 
    “Nerissa’s been busy,” I mumble, grabbing the comm and radioing the two ships to reveal the bad news. 
 
    The ships take an attack formation. From the viewing window, I can see Peter, high in the sky, heading to the ship. He’s well out of range. 
 
    “Wendi, Ethan, fire at will!” I yell into the comm. 
 
    A blast shoots from the bow of the Tiger Lily and explodes on the water, not reaching the approaching army. Additional fire blasts from the other ships, the blasts reverberating the metal under my feet. 
 
    “I’m going on deck to meet Peter,” I say, watching his form growing larger through the viewing window as he approaches. 
 
    “I got this,” James assures me. “You do what you need to.” 
 
    I pop up from the copilot’s seat and lean into James, pressing my lips to his cheek. “I love you, James,” I say, pulling back. Not hanging around for a reply, I shoot out the cockpit door. 
 
    ♦ ♦ ♦ 
 
    On deck, the rough water from the bombing sprays over the sides of the ship. I grab hold of the railing and wait for Peter. He lowers himself to the deck, his face tense. 
 
    “Those guys are huge,” he says. “There are probably twenty, all decked out in some kind of armor and weaponry. Must be the first wave.” 
 
    “Take out as many as we can before they get here,” I say. “If the soldiers board, we could be sunk.” 
 
    A smirk crosses Peter’s lips. “I have an idea.” He catches my arm and guides me back toward the cockpit. Inside, he hails Una, Smeid, and Mateo. “Arya and I will draw them in, closer to the ships. We’ll drive them into one location, then the fleet can launch a full attack on the group.” 
 
    Una’s voice sounds through the comm. “We have a personal watercraft onboard the Scylla. Does anyone else?” 
 
    Mateo and Smeid confirm they have a set of them on their ships. 
 
    “The Tiger Lily has a PWC, too,” Peter says. “I think that would be a better option for you, Arya. You can be armed. I can lead from the sky.” 
 
    “Who’s going to ride it from our crew, Una?” I ask, knowing the answer and dreading the confirmation. 
 
    “Derya’s the best. And she’s confirmed she wants to do it.” 
 
    I hate putting Derya in the direct line of fire. She’s a gentle soul, and wouldn’t be a fighter if she hadn’t been forced to be, but I know Una’s right. 
 
    “You alright with this, Der?” I ask. 
 
    The comm crackles. “I got your back, Arya.” 
 
    “Fine,” I say. “That makes six of us. When Peter signals the ships, that means we have them in position, and the fleet needs to give it all they got.” 
 
    We finish the plan and I click off. Peter snatches his plasma rifle from beside him and throws me another from the back of the cockpit. “There are more of these below,” Peter tells James. 
 
    James nods and glances to me. We lock eyes for a beat, knowing this could be the last time we see each other, and Peter and I dash to the deck, weapons readied. 
 
    “The scooter’s at the back. Release it into the water and swing around.” Peter launches into the sky toward the attackers and I race to attach my weapon onto the vehicle. 
 
    With a click, I activate the release. The PWC lowers to the water and splashes down. I dive beside it, the warm water enveloping my body. I climb on the seat and grab my rifle as the vehicle bobs slightly in the water. Hitting the activation, I shoot to meet Peter and the other five. Their PWC’s zip for my location, and I click with my sonar toward the approaching army to provide me with a better idea what we’re headed into. Sure enough, the visual of twenty-two bodies closing in on us comes back to my brain. 
 
    I swing my head to see who joined us. There’s Derya, from my crew, Riley and Cyrus from the Atlas, and two guys I don’t know from Smeid’s ship. Peter signals for us to assume position, then spins in the air and jets off into battle. 
 
    I give my PWC some power and blast after him, as do the others. The wind whips my hair and as we spread out in a U formation, widening slightly as we get closer. Peter’s quite a bit ahead, and already shooting at our attackers, avoiding their return fire. He turns and signals for Derya, Cyrus, and myself to go right and the rest left. We'll loop behind them to drive them together. 
 
    As we pass them, the soldiers emerge, bursting from the water and raising their weapons in our direction. Plasma blazes past us in streaks of light. Their black armored suits appear heavy, but it’s not slowing them. I return fire and hit one, throwing him back into the waves. But he surfaces again and continues toward the fleet, the fire simply absorbed into his armor. The other’s fire into the school of soldiers. They're still coming. 
 
    We surround them from the back and continue shooting to prevent them from spreading out. I keep looking up at Peter for his signal to the fleet for them to fire on the soldiers. 
 
    They’re in range, Peter, come on. We can’t wait until they get too close. 
 
    Finally, he does it, and I spin the PWC to book it out of there. A few shots whiz over my shoulder, but I don’t glance back. The crack of bombs from the ship sounds in back of me, and I twist to watch the barrage as it heads right where the soldiers should be located. Hope that we can do this fills me until I see it. 
 
    Derya’s PWC has stalled out. She’s still in the danger zone. 
 
    The bombs collide with the water and panic racks my body as the explosion form a gigantic wave, overtaking the soldiers and Derya. 
 
    “Derya!” I scream, shooting forward, giving me a better view of the eight Syndicate ships closing in behind our fleet. 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
    Even this high up, the spray of water from the bombardment of the NeverSea soaks me, leaving me shaking my head and wiping my face. Looking down to the others in the water, I see Arya’s stopped just outside of the blast radius. The rest of the PWCs are flying back to our fleet. 
 
    One. Two. Three. Four. Five… 
 
    One of the PWCs is missing…. 
 
    A lump forms in my throat as I lower to Arya. I reconnect just before hitting the water, hovering at the side of Arya’s craft. 
 
    “What happened?” 
 
    Arya’s expression is tense, her eyes wide. “Derya’s not back yet. She stalled out.” 
 
    I scan the horizon. The water is settling from the blasts, and with my enhanced vision, I scan for her vehicle. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    However, bursting through the hazy backdrop are three Syndicate boats, charging us. 
 
    “Arya, let's go,” I plead. 
 
    “I’m not leaving,” she insists. “She’ll make it.” Her focus remains locked ahead, avoiding mine. If she doesn't budge, we’ll be stuck in the middle of Nerissa’s armada. 
 
    “Listen to me,” I say, reaching out and resting my hand on her shoulder. “I’m sorry, but we need to move. Your sisters need you. Derya’s gone. There’s not a thing we can do about it now. We have a battle to finish.” 
 
    “Just go. I’m staying right here until she comes back.” 
 
    “You sure are stubborn, aren’t you?” I sigh. “Alright, if that’s what we’re going to do, let’s do it then.” I let my hand slide from her and steady my rifle. 
 
    She turns to me. “Peter, don’t be stupid, just go.” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    The enemy vessels roar upward, nearing firing range. Arya’s lock on her position falters just a fraction. Her eyes well up with emotion as she fidgets with the throttle of the PWC. 
 
    “Fine,” she relents, “but I’m coming back for her the minute this is over.” 
 
    “I’ll be with you.” 
 
    She charges the engines and cuts into the ocean, ripping the PWC around. Yanking the throttle, the craft flies, skimming on the surface back toward our fleet. I lean forward and trail behind her. As we tail our ships, blue-charged plasma streaks overhead at the Syndicate boats. Looking back, I watch their bright, yellow, anti-plasma rounds dot the sky, cutting off our fire. Sparks of orange from the colliding gunfire trickle down to the ocean, sizzling before turning into steam. 
 
    Arya pulls her craft to the back of the Tiger Lily and I land on its deck. I race to the bridge to find an intense James trying to handle multiple stations. 
 
    “I’ve got the helm,” I call out to him. “Watch the radar and program the cannons with a heading to fire at.” 
 
    “Alright,” he says, sliding over to the radar console. “Is Arya OK?” 
 
    “She’s docking the PWC, but one of her sisters didn’t make it back.” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Derya.” 
 
    “Oh no,” James sighs. 
 
    “Yeah, she stalled out and—” 
 
    The Tiger Lily shudders violently, cutting me off. That one was close. Time to focus. 
 
    Looking out the aft window of the bridge, Smeid’s large vessel charges, blasting plasma relentlessly. Out of the corner of my eye, an explosion brightens the NeverSea’s smoke-filled surface on the port side of the Tiger Lily. In the distance, the Atlas takes a direct strike on its bow. Fire dances on its deck, but the damage has not stopped Mateo from fighting back as their cannon relentlessly blasts away. Off in the distance, a Syndicate warship buckles from the onslaught of our cannons, cracking in two before it begins to sink. 
 
    “One down, a crap-ton more to go,” I mutter. 
 
    Arya runs across the bridge’s main window and opens the side hatch. She scurries in, drying her crimson hair with a towel then chucks it aside. 
 
    “What’s the Scylla’s location?” she asks James. 
 
    James smiles in relief at the sight of her. “Since their cannons have limited range, they’ve been hanging back for a chance at close combat.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I say, looking out onto the battle. “There are too many warships out there.” 
 
    Our vessel rattles as water surges over the Tiger Lily’s deck, a blast just barely missing us. 
 
    “I don’t think we can win this,” James breathes anxiously. “They have the numbers and the firepower.” 
 
    Another explosion flashes near us. Arya races to the far end of the bridge and plants her palms on the window as she looks out. “Jukes’s boat was hit. I think they’re sinking!” 
 
    “Radio them and see what we can do,” James insists. 
 
    “No, we can’t,” I command. “The Syndicate is monitoring all comms. We radio anyone, and they narrow their sights on us.” 
 
    Arya stares at me in disbelief. “I won't just let them sink!” 
 
    “I know, I know.” I run my fingers through my hair. “I’ll go get them off the ship.” 
 
    “I’ll go with you,” Arya insists. 
 
    “No, stay here. James needs help on the bridge. Besides,” I wink at her and rotate to the hatch, “you’ll just slow me down.” 
 
    I don’t wait for her eye roll, launching up as soon as the briny air hits me outside the bridge. Above the Tiger Lily, the visibility is poor. Steam from the constant plasma charges smashing onto the ocean surface has created a dense, rolling fog around our fleet. Only the pops of the intense explosions brighten my way. 
 
    Plumes of smoke ripple into the air in front of me, the fire on Jukes’s vessel catching my attention. The blaze on its deck is white hot. Lowering, I see a couple of the crew on the deck. They look unsure what to do, running from railing to railing, peering over. I didn’t get any of their names, but I recognize the scruffy kid with long black hair and the older lady Smeid would sometimes confide in. Their eyes are wide, backing from the fire and huddling together. 
 
    I swoop in and corral them both up in my arms. The heat of the growing fire warms my skin as I pull them away. The guy all but elbows me in the head before recognizing who I am. 
 
    “Pan!” the kid cries out. “Thank goodness.” 
 
    The woman digs her nails into my forearm. I don’t think she enjoys heights. 
 
    “Jukes is in the water,” the lady screeches. “He went in after some of our crew.” 
 
    I reach the Tiger Lily's deck and place them down, signaling them to take cover. “I’ll find the others,” I say, springing up once again. 
 
    Just as I lift high enough to scan the water, a hot streak of plasma whirls past me so close that the heat burns through my shirt, nearly cutting my torso. The blast finishes off Juke’s boat, tearing it apart. It buckles and sinks into the NeverSea, the raging fire swallowed by the ocean. Several yards from the bubbling waters above the sinking ship, I spot Jukes struggling not to go under from the drag of the sinking vessel’s undertow. I drop closer to him and see two bodies face down just out of his grasp, and dead. 
 
    Jukes glances up at me, his brow furrowed. “Let’s do this already, Pan,” he snarls. 
 
    I tuck my forearms under his massive arms and struggle to yank him out, the draw from the sinking vessel creating a suction that envelops his body. It requires all my strength, but I’m able to free him, his body dangling below me as I tug him to the Tiger Lily. This guy is built like a tanker. 
 
    “Is there more of your crew out there besides those two?” I ask, pulling him to the ship. 
 
    “Just Vedda and Billy,” he shouts over the cracks of battle. “We need to find them.” 
 
    I adjust my hold on his massive frame. “I've got them. They’re onboard.” 
 
    We reach the deck of the ship and Jukes slips from my grasp. He stumbles, falling to his knees but catches himself, and looks up at me with a scowl. 
 
    I shrug. “Sorry, man.” 
 
    Returning to his feet, Jukes catches up to me as we race into the Tiger Lily’s bridge. He gets to the hatch before me and gestures me in. “Ladies first.” 
 
    “Funny, very funny,” I say with a smirk. “Next time I will leave you out there.” 
 
    I enter and beeline for the helm. James slides back to the radar. I review our heading. We’re reversing. Arya's at the comm, staring out the port window, locked across her chest. 
 
    “This is not working,” she says. “The Atlas is falling back. The Syndicate fleet is too strong.” 
 
    “What are our options?” James asks Arya. 
 
    “Kill Nerissa.” 
 
    “And how do you suppose we do that right now?” I ask. 
 
    Arya turns to me and places her hands on her hips. “We take the Scylla’s transport sub and infiltrate Neverland.” 
 
    I’m all for the crazy battle strategies, but she’s talking about taking a heavily fortified settlement head-on with a ten-by-ten sub with no weapons. But she needs my support now, and what choice do we have? Our crippled fleet can’t retreat from their armada forever. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” I sigh. “James, man the helm. Arya and I will go after we gather some weapons.” 
 
    “Hell no, you won’t,” James snarls. “That’s a suicide mission, Arya.” 
 
    “James,” Arya says, resting a hand on his forearm, “there’s no other choice. This has to end now, or we’ve lost everything.” 
 
    The room goes quiet, except for the muffled explosions outside breaking the silence. James shakes his head. “Then I’m going, too.” 
 
    “No,” Arya argues. “You’ll be safer here. Peter and I were designed for this.” 
 
    “I don’t need superpowers to protect you. I’m going, and no one’s stopping me.” 
 
    “He’s right, Arya,” I reluctantly agree. “He knows more about the inner workings of Nerissa’s regime than any of us. We need him.” 
 
    She shoots me a scorching glare and returns to James. I’ll hear about this for a long time. 
 
    “Fine,” she says, staring directly at James. “But I do not need protecting.” 
 
    “Smeid will be attending your excursion too,” Jukes interjects. “Unless you’re planning to knock on the front door, he’s the only one who knows how to get in. He doesn’t trust you, Pan. He’ll want to look out for his own interests. You will take him.” 
 
    I grin. “Then I guess our merry little team is set.” 
 
    Arya’s staring at me, and there’s the eye roll I was waiting for. 
 
    The plan is decided. I order Ethan and Wendi to man the helm and comm. Vedda and Billy from Jukes’s ship replace them at the cannons. Arya has jumped ship, heading to the Scylla to prep the sub. I lug Jukes back to Smeid’s vessel to swap them out. Smeid is not a fan of me having his life in my hands as we fly to the Scylla. 
 
    “You know this will never work,” Smeid shouts over the constant plasma bursts in the distance. “If it wasn’t for James, I would take my crew and go.” 
 
    “Oh, and the part about you having exclusive trading access with Neverland once we reclaim it has nothing to do with you staying, right?” 
 
    “Maybe a little,” he croaks. “Just don’t drop me.” 
 
    The Scylla is far enough behind the rest of our fleet to be out of the Syndicate’s range. We must get underwater before they intercept us. 
 
    I place Smeid beside the open hatch that leads into the sub. He nearly falls into the water. His generous extra pounds force the sub to dip a few inches then he finally crouches to enter. Arya’s already ferried James over. He’s made his home in the copilots seat. Whatever. He can have it. 
 
    I coast in and sit across from Smeid, our knees touching. Arya closes the translucent hatch door. As soon as it clicks, the door phases to a solid black, blocking the rear view. That’s a fun trick. Arya delicately steps through our cramped legs and occupies the pilot seat next to James. 
 
    I scan the small sub. There’s not much to it. There’s a cramped cockpit and two short benches lining the sides. Our rifles fill the back corner. 
 
    My skin crawls. I hate tight spaces like this, and the lack of windows is not helping. I just want to be up in the air, away from this tiny tomb. Luckily, Smeid says the access point isn’t far. 
 
    “Are you sure there’s a way in, Smeid?” Arya asks. 
 
    “I have several backdoors into Neverland,” Smeid replies. “Don’t worry, I’ll get you in.” 
 
    A low hum vibrates the sub then we slowly descend. The faint gurgling I hear flashes me back to when I almost drowned. Arya saved me that day, but I suppose it left me with a slight discomfort for being underwater. My gifts don’t work so well underwater. A soft beep pulses before Arya raises a thumb to signal we’re good. 
 
    “We’ll find Derya,” James says to Arya. “Keep up hope, OK?” 
 
    She says nothing, only nods while looking forward out the digitally-simulated window up front. Thermal readings flash across the sonar projected panel, offering us a far better view of what’s around us then a simple window would. Her dad sure did hook Arya and her sisters up with some advanced tech. 
 
    “Take us below the H2O intake ring,” Smeid says, squinting at the display. “There are at least five outdated hydraulic stabilizers on the east side of the settlement. Some of them are disconnected from the main power systems, and they have access hatches that are not monitored. Hopefully they’re still shut down.” 
 
    Arya carefully navigates the murky water by the settlement. Corrosion and sea life have taken its toll on the lower half of Neverland. Barnacles and rust coat the outer hull a dull brownish-green. The water is filled with cloudy bio-particles. 
 
    “Stop. There.” Smeid leans in. “Junction T512. I’ve used this one.” He pulls out a small grey tablet from his pocket and taps it three times then returns his gaze to the display. 
 
    “What’s that?” I ask. 
 
    Smeid pauses for a second. “It’s my secret weapon. It’s all the intel I have on Neverland and the Syndicate.” 
 
    “I hope you know what you’re doing.” 
 
    Lily’s sweet, brown eyes and bright smile flashes. I’m so close to seeing her. My breathing quickens, but I rapidly tame it. I don’t need the others doubting my intentions for this mission. 
 
    We coast up to the large rusted hatch connected to this offline module. Arya activates the sub’s service arm and latches onto the support clamp outside the door, pulling the sub in. Luckily, the hatch’s manual handle isn’t too rusted out. It jolts a bit before cranking open. It only takes a minute, and then the sub is resting inside the dark pressurization chamber. 
 
    Smeid bumps my leg as he moves to the front. “Hit that discharge lever and the analog depressurization process should start. All of these chambers have emergency generators to protect from failure. Lucky for us, right?” 
 
    It doesn’t take long until the water’s been vented from the chamber, allowing us to exit the sub. Smeid is the first out. The faint light from the interior of the sub casts his shadow against the wall as he stretches his arms. It seems his old, creaky body can’t handle cramped spaces for long. 
 
    One by one, we each grab a plasma rifle and cram into the small space not occupied by our vessel. Arya activates a tiny flashlight that’s strapped to her wrist. The white light shines on the back hatch leading into Neverland’s lower levels. 
 
    “Hold up,” I say, looking up in the corner of the chamber. “There’s a camera there. I could’ve sworn it just swiveled.” 
 
    “Relax, Pan,” Smeid says, waving a dismissive hand my way. “This module is dead. Check out the access panel. No lights. It’s dead.” 
 
    “Let’s just get out of the dark and do this.” 
 
    “Hey son, help me out,” Smeid says to James. “It’s rusted a bit.” 
 
    “Yeah, OK,” he agrees, walking to the door. 
 
    They release the hatch as slowly as they can, limiting the anxiety-inducing screeches. Once fully open, we peer around the edge and look out, checking both directions. My side is clear, nothing more than a poorly lit metal corridor with steam venting from the walls. 
 
    “This side is powered,” Arya says, peeking over my shoulder. “Can we take the less creepy path, Smeid?” 
 
    “Yeah. They all lead up eventually.” 
 
    “Our destination is the control center in the middle of the settlement,” I instruct. “Once we get up, we need to move fast. There are surveillance drones everywhere.” 
 
    We reach a stairwell heading up. The words Service Systems are etched into the wall lining the stairs. We barely arrive at the next flight before several armed men shout at us to halt. We don’t even have a chance to draw our weapons. Hot light from their weapons’ scopes blind us as we back into one another. 
 
    My body floods with adrenaline. I can feel myself disconnecting from gravity’s grip on me, but I pull myself back down. They’ll open fire on us if I try anything. 
 
    “Move this way,” a fully-armored fighter says, gesturing with his rifle. 
 
    “Boys, boys,” Smeid says. “I’m not with them. I just bumped into them.” 
 
    “Shut up, Smeid,” a guard with a gruff, muffled voice commands. 
 
    “Ah, great, you do know me,” Smeid scoffs. “I’m more popular than I thought.” 
 
    “Nice, real nice, Smeid,” I growl, rolling my eyes. 
 
    Two of the men grab our rifles. I grip mine for an extra second. The man bares his teeth at me. I release it. 
 
    I count five guards—all with huge rifles—surrounding us as they lead us up three levels and through a long corridor to an area I’m not familiar with. I glance at Arya. James stands in front of her, holding her wrist. Her green eyes have an intensity in them I recognize as her wanting to attack, but before she releases the energy behind those eyes, we stop at a red door with a handprint scanner. The stockier of the guards places his palm on the door. A red light halos around his hand followed by a loud pop sound from inside the door. The man pushes it open and the two men nudge us with the muzzles of their guns, forcing us forward. I could so easily take a few of these guys out, but there’s other people to think about than myself now. 
 
    “Well, look what we have here,” a female voice says from the shadows. 
 
    A chill runs down my spine. That smug, raspy voice is unmistakable. 
 
    Nerissa. 
 
    As if she’s in slow motion, Nerissa strolls into the light in the center of the room. Her brown hair’s fastened into a neat ponytail, her stiff, charcoal lab coat falling to her knees. Bright red heels contrast her dreary outfit. 
 
    “N … no …” Arya stutters. “How?” 
 
    “Oh, my sweet Arya, I’ve missed you, too.” She flicks her attention to me. “Then there’s Peter. You just keep slipping away from me, don’t you? My most successful subjects. I’ve missed our time together.” 
 
    “How did you find us?” James snarls. 
 
    Nerissa twists to James and slowly strides toward him, pausing just out of range. “Son, how could you do this to me? To your father?” 
 
    “I’m not your son!” 
 
    “Oh, that hurts, but I guess you’re right. Still, your father isn’t happy with you.” 
 
    “Enough family reunion crap,” I snap. “Get on with whatever this is.” 
 
    Nerissa grins at me, locking her violet eyes on mine. “Do you really think Mr. Smeid’s little access points were not under my full control? I knew they would come in handy eventually. My mousetrap caught four rodents. Some of my favorite ones, too.” 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    The sight of Nerissa causes my blood to go cold, as if ice water was just shot into my veins. I shiver as she lifts a well-manicured eyebrow, waiting for us to respond. When we stay silent, she waves her hand in the air, and like magic, lights flick on, revealing a small lab with a desk to our left. She pivots on her scarlet heels and struts around the desk, sitting in the chair behind it, a creak breaking the silence. 
 
    “You seem uncomfortable.” She gestures to the pair of metal chairs ahead of the desk and a bench affixed to the wall. “Why don’t you four sit?” 
 
    None of us move. 
 
    “You heard her,” the tallest of the guards orders, motions his weapon in our direction. 
 
    I grit my teeth. Reluctantly, Peter and Smeid take the bench, leaving the two chairs as mine and James’s only options. 
 
    James glances at me and sighs. We walk over and occupy the seats in front of Nerissa. She flashes us a false smile, showing off her perfectly straight, white teeth, and opens the drawer next to her. 
 
    “See? That wasn’t so difficult. I think we’ll be able to work something out we can all be satisfied with.” 
 
    “I... I don’t even know why I’m here,” Smeid lies again. “I told the guards I was here on trading business. I’m meeting a friend.” 
 
    Peter flashes him a death glare and knocks his knee into Smeid’s, hard. Smeid winces. 
 
    Nerissa looks in his direction and her lips pinch. “Save your breath, Smeid. You might need it if I have you walk the plank. People enjoy a little entertainment around here.” 
 
    Smeid’s eyes widen, and he snaps his gaping mouth shut. 
 
    Nerissa removes an object from the drawer and from what I can tell places it in her pocket. The desk blocks me from knowing for sure. 
 
    I scan the lab for a means of escape. Two of the guards are at our back, and two others stand at the doors. One of them is to the right near the lab station, fiddling with our weapons. Now to figure a way to take them all out and get our rifles back before they try to shoot us. Our odds of success are low, probably impossibly so. No way we’d be fast enough. 
 
    “What are you doing with us, Nerissa?” I ask, turning my attention back to her. 
 
    “I’m only glad you’re back home safe, my dear. I’ve been so worried.” She brings her hands onto the desk, interlacing her fingers. Her ponytail’s done up so tightly it pulls at the skin on the sides of her face. That, mixed with her icy stare, makes her appear like a predator patiently stalking her prey. 
 
    “This is not home,” Peter growls. 
 
    Nerissa’s lips quirk into a thin smile. She runs her fingers over the top of the desk. With a flicker, a navy-blue hologram of a girl in a simple dress, sitting alone in a room, appears. The girl’s pretty, with long, dark hair and a slightly rounded face. She has the features of a Pacific Islander, or at least what used to be Pacific Islanders before the sea swallowed their homes. 
 
    Peter leaps from his chair. “Lily.” 
 
    So that’s Lily. 
 
    “Sit down, boy,” a guard behind me growls at Peter. 
 
    Peter lowers himself into his seat, silent, but his tense expression and flushed cheeks tell me he’s about to explode. Peter’s impulsive, but I’m sure he doesn’t plan to risk his girl's life by doing anything stupid. 
 
    Lily’s holograph smiles at something or someone off screen. My eyes are drawn to the flower set in her dark hair. She looks so sweet that I can’t quite blame Peter for being in love with her. I think I want to be her friend, too, already. 
 
    Then Nerissa smiles and ruins the whole thing for me. She snaps off the hologram and I flinch. 
 
    “But this could be your home, Peter,” she purrs. “You have friends here.” 
 
    “Don’t you use Lily against me,” Peter says through his teeth. “There’s no way she's choosing to be here.” 
 
    “You saw her. She was happy. Lily is helping our cause. I have her safe in an undisclosed location. Do what’s right, and you can be happy, too.” 
 
    “Tell me where she is, now!” 
 
    “It doesn’t work that way,” Nerissa replies evenly. “I’m in control here. So, what do you say? Want to come back to the program?” 
 
    Peter glances at me. “Arya and I are not coming back to your freak-making factory. You stole our lives.” 
 
    Nerissa clicks her tongue. “Why do you view things that way? I improved you. I made your survival on this forsaken planet viable. It’s harsh out in the NeverSea. Every advantage you have, the better off you are. Without them, you’d be nothing. Everyone should be improved.” 
 
    “But we didn’t have a choice,” Peter snarls. 
 
    Nerissa leans back into her seat, her face void of emotion. “Great problems require greater minds to solve them. There's no time for naysayers. I wasn’t going to wait for permission to alter the DNA of people’s kids. But results have changed, improved, and soon, you'll be glad to hear, we won’t require the children at the research station. Due to your sacrifices, the procedures are working on much older subjects.” She waves her hand in the air. “Well, mostly. We still lose a handful here and there. Progress takes commitment.” 
 
    “The merpeople army,” I breathe. 
 
    Nerissa’s eyes light up. “Yes. All that was possible because of you, Arya. You should be proud. The data we received from your success helped us to produce that army. But they need to be stronger. The next step is to combine the underwater capabilities with Peter’s strength and youth. They would be unstoppable.” 
 
    “They all died,” I say. 
 
    “I know.” She shrugs. “It was a loss I was willing to make to get you here. I’ll develop them again—and better.” She leans in closer over her desk. “That’s why we want you to join our little family once more.” 
 
    Pressure builds in my chest. Here I thought Nerissa would probably just kill us, but this is worse. So much worse. 
 
    “And you.” Her focus flicks to James. “Your father has been so worried.” Nerissa stands and saunters around the desk to him. “We need to ensure your loyalty.” 
 
    “I am loyal to my father,” James growls. 
 
    Nerissa ignores him. “Now, I realize that you’ve been in love with Arya for many years, but that’s just not an option. Your place is with us. Your father needs you, and I require your loyalty as well.” She pauses beside James and reaches into the pocket of her lab coat. 
 
    I move to rise, but the barrel of a gun presses into my shoulder, and I drop down. 
 
    Nerissa reveals a small white device I recognize from my time with her. It’s a medical delivery system, but I have no clue what it’s filled with. I doubt it’s good. 
 
    “She’s inject—” I try to warn James, but it’s too late. Nerissa presses the device into James’s neck and it lets out a hiss. She pulls it away and pushes it back into her pocket. 
 
    James slaps his hand to his neck and attempts to bolt from his seat, but the guard is on his tail, too. “What was that?” he yells. 
 
    “Oh, just something so we know where you are.” She pauses and tips her head, looking him over. “And an experiment I’m testing. I’ll fill you in on that later.” 
 
    “You injected a tracker in me?” 
 
    “We should have done that a long time ago. I don’t know why I didn’t think about it. I guess I was too nice. Too trusting.” 
 
    Peter lets out a hoarse laugh. “You’re kidding?” 
 
    “I never kid,” she says flatly, tone matching her emotionless expression. 
 
    James’s face has gone ashen. A bead of sweat trickles over his temple. 
 
    “Are you OK?” I whisper. 
 
    “I don’t feel right.” He rakes a hand through his hair as his breathing quickens. 
 
    I glare at Nerissa. “What did you do to him?” 
 
    “Oh, he’ll survive,” she chuckles. And if you must know, I wanted to test his stress hormones for part of a larger study. We just need to get him into the main lab to download the data and inject the next dose to calm everything down. I figured it would keep the four of you from trying anything along the way.” 
 
    “My father will hear about this,” James seethes, sweat now pouring down his cheeks. 
 
    “Your father is easy to control, just like you will be soon enough,” Nerissa growls. 
 
    My heart aches to help James. If he stays here I have no idea what will happen to him. “Fine, Nerissa. Let’s go.” 
 
    “See how easy that was?” 
 
    I glance at Peter, but he’s distracted, looking back at the guard alongside our weapons. Oh no … what is he going to do? 
 
    “Peter,” I say, and his attention falls back to me. “We have to help James.” 
 
    “Yeah,” he says and raises an eyebrow at Nerissa. “Let’s get this over with.” He and Smeid stand and I move in to James. 
 
    Four of the guards close in on us, weapons trained. The stocky one edges up to Peter. “No funny business, boy.” 
 
    Peter snaps his focus to me, face filled with determination. He’s not going easily. Let the funny business ensue. 
 
    I open my mouth to stop him, but it’s too late. He pushes up from the floor into the air and rockets straight into two guards, slamming them to the ground. I plunk James back into his chair, and he slumps over, making me suck in a breath of worry, but there’s no time for me to do anything else for him. 
 
    “Don’t shoot,” Nerissa screams at the guards. “We need them alive!” 
 
    The other two guards are nearly on top of me. I dodge to avoid their grasp, whipping around to see James out of his seat, suddenly recovered and launching himself behind the desk toward Nerissa. A look of horror blankets her face. 
 
    The electric zip of a blaster rifle discharges and one of the guards in front of me collapses, his own weapon clattering to the tile. They’re either out or dead. I don’t know. Peter stands over the two he attacked, gun in hand. I scramble for the stray weapon as it slides across the floor, snatching it up and rounding on the remaining guards as they lunge for me. I get off a shot and the tall one drops. Another shot echoes from Peter’s direction and the last guard, the one who was with our weapons, is down. 
 
    I turn back to James and find Nerissa slipping out the back door, holding a comm. James is on the floor, passed out. I race to his side. 
 
    “Get back here, you weasel!” Peter shouts. I glance up to see him clutching Smeid by the arm as James strains for air beside me. 
 
    “Help him!” I cry out. 
 
    “We need to get Nerissa,” Peter replies, clutching the gun in one hand and giving Smeid a shake with the other, pushing him toward me and James. “If you care about James at all, Smeid, you need to take care of him now. Hide him before reinforcements come.” Peter releases of him and looks at me. “We must get Nerissa.” 
 
    I know he’s correct. None of this will help James if we fail to stop his stepmother. 
 
    I touch James’s cheek and guilt punches me in the stomach. “Please don’t let him die,” I tell Smeid. 
 
    Smeid sighs. “I’ve known this kid from when he was a minnow. I’ll take care of him. I promise.” 
 
    Although Smeid doesn’t deserve it at this point, I have to trust him. 
 
    Peter grabs my arm and tosses me a rifle. “Let’s go.” 
 
    We race out the door into the corridor and skid to a halt. Several options lay before us; left, right, and straight ahead. 
 
    “We’ll have to split up,” Peter says. 
 
    “No, wait.” I let out a series of sonar clicks, and a visual of a running female forms my brain. “She’s this way.” 
 
    I race the hall to our right, Peter on my heels as I continue tracking her with the sonar. The visual keeps forming in my head like a schematic. Other humans show up in adjoining corridors, but none appear aggressive, so I block them out. 
 
    “She’s just up there,” I call back to Peter. 
 
    He races ahead, feet lifting from the floor. As he does, the sonar comes back to me again. In front of Nerissa is a possibly armed soldier, and by the shape and size, probably male. 
 
    “There’s a shooter,” I yell, but it’s already obvious to him since a blast flies past us. I weave so it misses me and raise my rifle, sending a return shot. A new sonar click informs me Nerissa has gotten around the shooter. To get to her, we have to go through him. 
 
    Peter has tucked himself into a doorway and I dodge the blasts to get to him. “What’s the plan,” I ask as I lower at his side. 
 
    “There’s just one? Right?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Peter grips his rifle tighter. “I’ll take care of him. Go after Nerissa.” 
 
    I don’t even get a chance to answer. He’s already bolted from our shelter. Blasts come from the shooter, but Peter avoids them. He lifts into the air and raises his weapon, letting loose three shots. I prepare myself to run and dash along the corridor. 
 
    Peter lands and the shooter falls forward, dead. Nearly past them, I glance at the man’s limp body and skid to a halt. 
 
    Thacher. 
 
    “That’s James’s father!” I scream at Peter. 
 
    “He was planning to kill us!” Peter yells back. “What were we supposed to do?” He snags my wrist and pulls. “Get Nerissa, remember?” 
 
    But my feet are glued to the floor. I can’t move. All I can do is stare at a man James loves, one he wanted to save. 
 
    There’s no saving him now, and it’s our fault. 
 
    “We have to go. Now,” Peter insists. “She’ll get away.” 
 
    A groan sounds from behind us and I unfreeze, training my weapon as I turn to the sound, then lowering it as I see James slumped over Smeid’s shoulders. His stare is trained on me, then he glances at the body at our feet, eyes growing wide. 
 
    “Dad?” 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
    Arya stops, her eyes locked on James, my enhanced hearing picking up her heart as it races a million knots a second. I turn and float down the hall where Nerissa fled, wanting to tear after her, but knowing I can’t. 
 
    She’s getting away. 
 
    “Dad … Dad?” James pulls himself from Smeid’s support and rushes to Thacher, kneeling beside his father and lifting his head into his lap. 
 
    Blood seeps over Thacher’s shirt, soaking most of his mid-section. James clutches at the wound, trying to contain the flow, but Thacher’s vanished. No way anyone could survive that wound. James’s eyes narrow as he looks up at Arya, horror and disbelief overtaking his face. 
 
    “James, I’m so sorry,” Arya says, slowly approaching him. “We didn’t know it was him.” 
 
    “Was it you?” James grits out, fire burning in his glare. 
 
    Arya stops in her tracks, jaw squared. 
 
    “It was me,” I say, raising my hands in the air and drifting closer to Arya. “He was going to kill us.” 
 
    James’s head drops. He’s silent as he holds his father in his arms. Smeid stands behind James, shaking his head at me. I land and take a few steps closer to James, but he springs to his feet, completely catching me off guard. The effects of the injection are apparently gone now. 
 
    “The one thing I begged for you to avoid,” James snarls. “We’re here for twenty minutes and he’s dead … by your hands!” 
 
    “Please, James,” Arya begs. “I never wanted this.” 
 
    “Don’t blame her,” I insist. “She didn’t see it was him. Neither of us did.” 
 
    James stares at me, jaw locked, teeth gritted. 
 
    “Don't do this, man,” I say. “It won’t end well for you.” 
 
    Arya grabs my forearm. “Peter.” 
 
    Her words don’t calm James, though. He lunges at me with a balled fist. I catch his punch in my palm, but the force of it carries me back into the corridor wall, my back stinging from the impact. Something’s different. James leans in and pins me back with both hands. 
 
    “Well, this is new,” I grunt. 
 
    James leans in close. “It’s about time we had an even playing field.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Arya yells, panic lacing her voice. 
 
    Using all my strength, I clutch James’s shirt and spin him around, pinning him against the wall. His face burns with rage. 
 
    “I’m giving you one last chance to stop this,” I warn. 
 
    “James, this isn’t you,” Arya pleads “Whatever Nerissa injected you with … it’s messing with your mind.” 
 
    “Maybe not,” I say through gritted teeth. “He’s been with the Syndicate too long. Who knows what they’ve been doing to him all these years.” 
 
    James lets out a low growl, igniting his anger. He snaps his head forward, smashing me in my nose. The blow forces me to release my grip on him and sends me to the floor, eyes welling up at the intense stinging. The tang of metal runs down the back of my throat as blood trickles over my lip. 
 
    “This is pointless,” I say, wiping at the blood with the back of my hand. “We let Nerissa escape, and I have to find Lily before Nerissa takes her.” 
 
    “So my father was pointless?” 
 
    Arya steps in between us, extending her arms. This is becoming her job with James and I. 
 
    “I won’t allow this to happen,” Arya says. “I need you both. No more of this.” 
 
    She backs up hesitantly, lowering her arms. James’s chest rises and falls, same as one of Nerissa’s experimental monster freaks, but I don’t think Nerissa will put James down like she did those failed mutants back in the day. 
 
    Just as I rise, James hurdles my way, tackling me at the waist. We fall back as he pins me on the ground. My breathing is shallow; his knee is pressed on my abdomen. His newly enhanced strength is greater than I can handle. 
 
    “Enough!” Arya screams as she latches onto his shoulder, attempting to pull him back, but there’s no way it’ll work. 
 
    James’s pupils are dilated, adrenaline-filled anger locking his attention on me. I’ve seen that look; like a great white before it chomps down. Without even glancing at her, he swipes his elbow back, forearm connecting with the side of Arya’s head. A heavy thud cuts the chaos as she flies back and slides limply to the shiny floor. 
 
    My blood boils at the sight, and my own adrenaline pours through my veins, turning the tables in my favor. With only one of James’s hands on me now, I free my elbow and clock him across the jaw, flipping him off me. He rolls three times and stops just shy of Arya. Spinning to her, his mouth falls open, apparently just now realizing what he did. 
 
    “Arya?” he calls to her. 
 
    I don’t allow him an opportunity to regain his composure and send my boot into his back. He smacks into the floor, face first. Smeid rushes to him, but stops short as he catches the fury in my eyes. 
 
    “I suggest you step back, Smeid.” 
 
    He raises his hands and slowly retreats backward into the dark corner I’m sure he was hiding in before. I turn to Arya, her body lifeless. As if on autopilot, I lift from the floor and drift over to her and drop quickly. Kneeling beside her, I check her pulse. She’s alive, but out cold. 
 
    A loud snap catches my attention. Turning, I get blindsided by something cold and sturdy. My jaw goes numb as my head snaps back. Wobbly, I steady myself and return to James, holding a long metal pipe he must’ve ripped from the wall. 
 
    “You made me do that,” James says, pointing the pipe at Arya. 
 
    “You’re out of control,” I say, grabbing my throbbing jaw. 
 
    “You’ve pitted her against me,” he says, spitting blood on the floor. 
 
    “This is all you, man. I’m never letting you near her again.” 
 
    His eyes narrow and his nostrils flare. He didn’t enjoy that statement. His newfound intensity returns, but before he has a chance to strike, I look back and notice a strip of sharp metal plating peeling away from the wall. Without thinking, I pry it free and point it at him. “Don’t even think about it, James.” 
 
    He ignores my warning and yells, charging me with the pipe hoisted over his head. He swings at me, but I draw back, allowing the pipe to smash on the floor. Instincts kick in and I rip the plating down at his arm. I connect and cut through his wrist. His severed hand, still tightly gripping the pipe, falls, pipe clanking on the solid flooring. 
 
    Shock fills his face. He clutches at the severed limb, blood spurting from the stump of his wrist. My heart sinks into my stomach as the horror of what I did floods my body. 
 
    I release the plating and cover my mouth. “I’m sorry, James. I … I didn’t want this. None of this.” I signal to Smeid, who’s cowering up alongside a bulkhead opposite the corridor. All I can do is point to James. He hesitates, but runs over, pulling a handkerchief from his jacket and wrapping James’s wrist. 
 
    “Get him to a med bay,” I tell Smeid hollowly. “Please, just get him some help. And drop that nav device. I’m not done here, but I can’t do this without your Syndicate intel.” 
 
    Smeid’s breathing quickens; I can hear his pulse racing. He won’t take his eyes from me. His entire body is shaking, but he manages to slide the small tablet across the floor toward me. I pick it up and stash it in my pocket before rounding back to James. He’s hunched over and quiet, his face nearly gray. He’s in shock. Smeid slips his arms under James’s and struggles to lift him up. James is barely able to move as Smeid tugs him through the hall and out of sight. 
 
    My head spins at what just occurred. I close my lids and exhale deeply, calming my nerves, and turn back to Arya. She’s out cold. I scoop her up. She’ll be crushed. 
 
    Her head falls back, revealing her full neck as her arm slips and falls to her side. Her gills open and vent slowly. I need her to be OK. She’s the closest thing to family I’ve got, yet I’ve betrayed her all over. 
 
    Not sure what to do next, I start walking slowly, but stop in my tracks at a pool of blood and a fresh red trail where Thacher’s body once was. 
 
    He was dead, right? 
 
    Did someone take him during the fight? 
 
    There's no time to think about this. I must stop Nerissa and find Lily. I can’t do this alone. 
 
    I need Arya. 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    Buzzing racks my brain and a dull, pulsing ache thrums on the side of my skull just above my ear. I wrench open my eyelids to a fuzzy, gray world. The urge to sleep washes over my body, and I can’t remember why, but I’m positive sleeping is a bad idea. 
 
    “Arya?” 
 
    A muffled voice calls my name from a long distance. I waffle between giving into the need for sleep and the need to find out what the voice wants. Maybe I’m dreaming. 
 
    “Arya,” the voice calls again. This time it’s louder, more urgent. 
 
    Pushed into reality, I gasp for breath, and my vision mostly clears. Peter’s face is inches from mine. His pupils are large, dilated, and the strain in his expression gives away his panic. 
 
    “Arya, you’re awake.” 
 
    “I’m awake,” I groan, grabbing for my head. I scan the room, but my brain seems to be running in slow motion, and nothing feels familiar. It’s just a dull lit space with a handful tables and chairs. “Where are we?” 
 
    “Neverland, remember?” He frowns, but not in anger. Concern radiates off him. “You’re not OK, are you?” He mumbles a string of curses. “Can you sit?” 
 
    He places his hands under my back and I slowly lever myself up from the cold floor onto my elbows. The room spins slightly, then settles. I push up the rest of the way up and sit on my own. When I do, the memories flood back like a tidal wave. 
 
    James. 
 
    Thacher. 
 
    All that blood. 
 
    The wild look in James’s eyes. 
 
    It’s as if the wind is sucked out of me. I launch to my feet, but then the walls seem to rotate and my knees buckle. Unable to steady myself, I fall forward, but Peter catches me. 
 
    “Whoa, there,” he says, keeping me upright. 
 
    “Where’s James?” I mumble, trying to catch my breath. 
 
    “James?” 
 
    “Yes, Peter. James. Where is he?” 
 
    Peter stares at me. “Uh … Smeid has James. Whatever Nerissa injected him with drove him crazy. He’s not thinking straight.” 
 
    Fear wells in my chest. Him not thinking straight is an understatement. “And he just went with Smeid? And left Thacher?” 
 
    A guilty expression flashes over Peter’s face. “Not exactly…” 
 
    My fear twists into anger. “Not exactly?” 
 
    “I... I had to knock him out.” 
 
    “You knocked him out?” I try to recall what happened, but I can’t. It’s all a blur. 
 
    “After that, Smeid said he’d take him to safety. He knows people here.” Peter catches my shoulders, gripping them hard. “Arya, he knocked you out. I know he didn’t mean it, but he did. I didn’t have a lot of choices.” He pauses, as though he was about to spill something else, but decided against it. “We have to catch Nerissa. This madness must stop.” 
 
    My head still pounds, and it’s hard to think clearly, but I know he’s right. This does need to stop. We need peace. 
 
    “And Smeid is taking James somewhere safe?” 
 
    Peter stares at me for a long moment before answering. “Yes. Now, are you OK to continue?” 
 
    I close my lids and inhale, centering myself. When this is over, I’ll find James, and we can fix this together. Everything that happened is Nerissa’s fault, not his. “I think so. If you’re certain James is OK.” 
 
    Peter nods. 
 
    “What should we do next?” 
 
    Peter smiles, relief filling his expression. He squeezes my shoulder, then releases it. “Good. OK.” He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a tablet. Without hesitation, he taps the screen, lighting it up. “Smeid gave me his device.” 
 
    “But can you get in?” 
 
    He studies the data, blue irises darting back and forth, studying the display. “Smeid had the information unlocked, but I have to figure out what it all means. If Elijah were here, he’d already be in.” Peter scrolls through the data. “Recent organizational assignments …” he mumbles, “operational details … here … all the goods on the Syndicate are right here. Why didn’t Smeid tell us he had all this intel before?” 
 
    “I’m sure he wanted to keep some form of power. It’s not like he’s your biggest fan.” 
 
    “There.” Peter points to the screen and shows it to me. “That’s where we’re going to find Nerissa.” 
 
    I squint at the blurry words. My vision is still a tad off. “Neverland Emergency Shelter? But that’s for all of Neverland. It’s way more than she needs. She might be hiding anywhere.” 
 
    “No, look.” He points again. “It’s perfect. She can lock the whole settlement down, and it hooks up to several escape pods. The best way to get to those is through the shelter.” 
 
    I study the map. “You can access them from the outside in the water. I could—” 
 
    “No, you can’t. You have no way of knowing how you’ll do in the water after getting hurt … and I can’t help you that way. We have to stick together.” 
 
    A wave of agony ripples through my head, reminding me that he’s probably right. I may get out in the sea and black out. That wouldn’t do any of us good. 
 
    I suck in a breath and will the torment away. “Fine, let’s go.” 
 
    Peter tosses me a pistol and we rush from the room and back into the hallway. For some reason, there aren’t other people. Nerissa must have cleared this area when she had us in custody; to keep our arrival under wraps. That is why she called in Thacher to help her escape instead of the guards. 
 
    Or it could all be too easy. 
 
    “Peter?” 
 
    He turns back to me for a second as we run. “Yeah?” 
 
    “You know this is likely a trap?” 
 
    “Yep, but it’s not going to stop me.” He returns his focus to the tablet and leads me to the right. 
 
    I let out a sonar click to assess our surroundings, a wave of pain resonating in my skull, but despite that, the image is clear. There’s only one human. 
 
    “A human's ahead on the left. Three doors up,” I say. 
 
    Peter skids to a halt, aiming his blaster forward. I brake myself, skidding on the floor, but my reflexes are slow and I all but slam into his back. 
 
    His shoulders tense as he trains the weapon the way of the unseen person. “What can you tell about them?” 
 
    He’s not planning to make the same kind of mistake we made with Thacher. I click the sonar again and the pain flares again. I clench my teeth, then release them once it passes. 
 
    “It’s not an adult. Too small.” 
 
    He relaxes and twists to me. “Could be a shorty like you.” 
 
    I scoff and roll my eyes. “It’s not. The size indicates a child. I’m pretty confident a male.” 
 
    He lowers his rifle and we continue to the door. It has a tiny window set into it. Peter peers through it and his eyes light up. “It’s Tug!” he says, turning to me. 
 
    My heart lightens slightly with hope. After everything that’s happened, I’d nearly forgotten about him, even though he’s half the reason we’re even here. 
 
    “What do you want to do abo—” 
 
    Peter raises his foot and kicks the door in with a tremendous boom. The door slams into the wall behind it, and a girlish scream echoes from inside the room. Tug’s scream. 
 
    I wince and Peter dashes inside. 
 
    “Peter!” Tug yells in a shaky voice as Peter rushes over to him and picks up his stocky body, swinging him around. 
 
    “I can’t believe we found you,” Peter says, placing him down and tousling the kid’s short hair. “Did they hurt you?” 
 
    Tug looks dumbfounded, but a goofy, nervous smile pulls at the corners of his lips. “After they took me, they brought me here.” The smile fades and his gaze falls to the floor. “They tortured me. Using shock stuff and other scary stuff. Not fun, not fun at all!” 
 
    “And you told them stuff about us?” Peter asks gently. 
 
    Tug’s eyes well up and his voice quivers. “I … I didn’t mean to.” 
 
    Peter grasps his shoulder. “It’s OK. I know.” 
 
    Tug falls into Peter and grabs him at the waist, hugging him. Peter squeezes back. 
 
    “Okay, I’m loving this reunion, but Arya and I have a few things to do.” Peter glances around. “This wing is totally deserted, and as much as I hate to say this, I think you should sit tight here until we come back to get you.” 
 
    “I don’t want to stay here,” Tug pleads, his voice thick with panic. 
 
    “I know you don’t,” Peter says, a bit of defeat peppering his voice. “But you can’t come with us, and it’ll take me too long to show you on the map how to get out. You could get lost.” 
 
    I step forward toward the scared kid. “We’ll come back for you. I promise.” I look to Peter. “I never leave people behind if I can help it.” 
 
    “She doesn’t,” Peter agrees, pulling from Tug. “Now you’ll be fine. We’ll be back in an hour.” 
 
    Tug flops on the cot in the room, arms crossed. “How will I know when it’s an hour?” 
 
    Peter thinks for a second. “Um… count to six hundred. Six times. That will be about an hour.” 
 
    I give him a scowl. Who counts to six hundred six times? 
 
    Peter shrugs at me. “What? I had a lot of free time before you got me off that ship.” 
 
    “One, two, three—” Tug dutifully says, pressing his lids shut. 
 
    “Not too fast,” Peter reminds him, patting the end of the cot. “We’ll be back soon.” 
 
    He snags my arm and we dash out the door. 
 
    “Nine, ten, eleven …” Tug’s voice floats out after us, sending guilt into my center at leaving him behind. 
 
    We’ll come back. 
 
    Peter leads me down a stairwell toward our destination, according to the tablet. At the bottom, we duck into a metal doorway. Peter slows. 
 
    “It’s just up there,” he says, pointing straight. 
 
    I release my sonar and the image returns. Thankfully, there’s no sting in my head this time, but there are several bulky humans not far from here. 
 
    “There are two guys up there on the right. Pretty big, I think. I have no idea if they’re altered.” 
 
    “It would be smart on her part if they were, but the last ones weren’t,” Peter whispers, raising his weapon and inching ahead. 
 
    I grip my gun, my finger poised on the trigger. I confirm the setting—max stun. I can’t handle any more death today. 
 
    “Let’s go in slowly,” I whisper. “See what we’re up aga—” 
 
    Peter’s feet are in the air. He rockets through the corridor, my heart almost leaping from my chest as I bolt after him. As I fly around the corner, I find Peter has them on the ground already, but one of the guards is on top of him, the second shaking his head, coming to. 
 
    I raise my gun before he has the chance to recover and shoot. The stun hits him right in the front and his head drops to the floor. I spin to see Peter flip the other guard over on his stomach and aim his rifle. Quick as a whip, I shoot the guard. He goes limp. 
 
    “Was yours on stun?” 
 
    Peter inspects his gun. “No.” 
 
    I suck in a deep breath. “Mine was. They’ll be out for at least twenty minutes.” 
 
    Peter eyes them, then the giant, metal shelter door. “Well, let’s get busy then.” 
 
    To the right of the door is a hand scanner. I look back to the guards on the floor, then to Peter. “Can you get into that using the tablet?” 
 
    “I think so. Smeid has a few codes in here.” 
 
    I glance at the guard again. “I’ll bet he can get in, too.” 
 
    Peter smiles and dashes over to the guard. “Help me get him up.” 
 
    I holster my weapon and reach for the guard’s arm. Peter and I drag him to the door and pull his palm up to the scanner. 
 
    Beep. 
 
    The door slides back with a whoosh. We release the guard and push him out of the way. Peter checks inside the door. 
 
    “I don’t see anything,” he whispers. 
 
    I let out several clicks and locate her immediately. “She’s three up, but she’s on the move.” I point the way, but Peter’s in the air and on the hunt. 
 
    My clicks send back her location, and I race past Peter, who went into the wrong room. “This way,” I say, gesturing him back to me. “She’s going to the escape pods.” 
 
    He follows me as I run, but Nerissa’s not as fast as we are, and she’s quickly losing ground. The shape of her body, bent and panting to get in air, materializes in my mind until she stands before my eyes. Something about her seems small, weak. In all the years I’ve known her, I’ve always seen Nerissa as powerful, but no more. Now she’s just a woman, and one who needs to be stopped. 
 
    Nerissa glances back, a look of terror in her eyes. I launch myself toward her and collide with her back, knocking her down with a thwack. She grunts and struggles to escape my grasp, pushing her palms against my face. 
 
    “Get off me!” she screams in my ear, but I don’t relent. Instead, I grab her wrists and pin her to the floor with as much force as my compact body will allow. 
 
    “No way, witch!” I yell back at her. 
 
    Peter grabs the back of my suit and pulls me from her. 
 
    “What are you doing?” I protest, but in a flash, he yanks Nerissa to her feet. She struggles to get away, but it’s no use. He has her grasped tight. 
 
    “Okay, lady,” Peter growls, lifting her off the tile. “You’re done. End of the line.” 
 
    Nerissa winces and shifts her face from Peter, saying nothing. 
 
    “We’re gonna take a little walk together, and you’re gonna inform all your guards that you’re surrendering to us. Then you’re going to release Lily—” 
 
    “And we’re going to destroy all your labs,” I add. “No more of this.” 
 
    “You won't destroy my work,” she hisses. “Humanity won’t survive if we can’t advance our civilization. The human race is dying out, you know. I’m the only one that can save it.” 
 
    “You’re a liar,” Peter growls. “You’re just a power-hungry witch trying to play god.” 
 
    “You may not like me and the way I do things,” she says, “but I am not a liar. Escort me to the central lab and I’ll show you myself. You can see for yourself that I’m right.” 
 
    Peter glances at me and I nod. 
 
    “Fine. We need to go there anyway.” Peter drops her and produces his gun from behind his back, the rifle strapped over his shoulder, and jabs it into her side. “Lead the way.” 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    Peter 
 
    “Do that dolphin trick and make sure there aren’t any surprises,” I say to Arya. 
 
    “I’m not seeing anything,” she replies, concentrating on the stairwell. 
 
    Nerissa looks over her shoulder at me. “It’s called echolocation,” she says with a smug grin. “A world filled with water, and I gave Arya the gift of a sixth sense. I must be a monster?” 
 
    “I didn’t ask for it,” Arya snarls. “My father didn’t ask for you to steal children from Atlantis either.” 
 
    Nerissa brushes the tips of her fingers over her eyebrows, then reaches up to smooth her tightly arranged hair. “Your father is not so innocent, my dear.” 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Arya snaps. 
 
    “Not now, Arya,” I insist. “She’s just trying to get in your head. She’s stalling.” 
 
    “Oh, Peter,” Nerissa says. “We had such high hopes for you. I never understood why you fought us for all those years. I basically gifted you with immortality … and you can fly! The way you’ve shown gratitude has truly hurt my feelings.” 
 
    “You sure were nurturing,” I sneer. “Ripping me from my bed and my family when I was a kid was great. Then the experiments, oh those were super fun. Can you lock me in that holding cage again for old times’ sake?” 
 
    “Always the funny one. I never had a fix for that. Should have, though.” 
 
    “Let’s move,” I say, gesturing for Nerissa to lead the way down the stairs. 
 
    Everyone’s quiet as we work our way down several flights, footsteps echoing off the metal walls as we descend until we reach the main docking level for the west side of the settlement. I never came here too often when the Lost Boys and I controlled Neverland. We didn’t have enough vessels to use all the docks. There wasn’t a Syndicate problem here back then. 
 
    Pulling around the corner, we jolt to a stop. Four guards stand with rifles trained at us. I grab Nerissa’s wrist and dig my rifle into the small of her back. Arya tucks in closer to me. 
 
    “It’s OK, gentlemen,” Nerissa tells the encroaching fighters. “You can stand down. I have information these two should see.” 
 
    I know she’s playing us here, but she’s the only one who knows where Lily is, and killing her won’t reunite us. 
 
    “Ma’am, are you sure?” the man in front asks. 
 
    “Do what I say,” Nerissa hisses, “and have our forces start evacuation procedures. It appears we’ve worn out our welcome. 
 
    Without hesitation, the guards lower their weapons and clear a path for us to pass. Nerissa winces and glares at me as I squeeze her bicep tighter. Slowly, we slide past and further down the hall before we stop at the docking gate marked G77. A steel, rivet-lined double door towers at least ten feet over us. 
 
    “May I?” Nerissa asks as she points at the access panel to the right. 
 
    “Hold on.” I turn to Arya. “You see anyone beyond this entrance?” 
 
    She pauses for a beat and stares at me. “No. There’s something blocking my sonar.” 
 
    “The docks were fortified to protect our vessels,” Nerissa says to Arya. “Even you can’t see through these thick, lead walls. Not to worry. I told you I have information to show you.” 
 
    I grip tight onto Nerissa’s forearm and look at Arya. She shrugs. What choice do we have? Releasing Nerissa’s arm, I push her a bit closer to the panel. She glares at me and glances down, placing her palm on the scanner. A cool white light emits, and a loud pop comes from inside the door handle. 
 
    Nerissa steps back and gestures for us to go forward, amping up the fake sweetness in her voice. “Would you be a dear, Peter, and pull that heavy door open?” 
 
    I roll my eyes at her, lower my weapon, and grab the handle of the door. Arya puts a hand on my arm to stay me. 
 
    “You sure this isn’t a trap?” 
 
    “I’m sure it is,” I say. “But nothing will keep me from tearing that boat apart and finding Lily—even if I have to torture Nerissa to get her location.” 
 
    Arya moves back to Nerissa’s side and seizes her wrist. I tug on the door, creaking open slowly. A bright light spills out from inside, forcing me to shield my eyes. Before I can adjust, someone grabs my shoulder and chucks me in. I’m thrown several feet, smashing into a wall. My shoulder throbs. I lose my grip on the rifle as it flies far down the interior corridor, clanking as it skips away from me. The lights dim, and my vision adjusts. 
 
    A hulking man lumbers toward me; black hair closely buzzed, eyes lifeless, unlike his thick, agitated frame. A form-fitting suit similar to Arya’s nearly bursts at the seams from his hulking muscles. 
 
    “Peter!” Arya calls from outside the door. 
 
    I lift off the ground and rocket toward her, but the beast latches onto me by the neck and slams me back against the wall. I pound my fists on his forearms, trying to break free, but he’s not flinching. Just in back of my attacker, another freak of nature charges to the door. I try to warn Arya, but with this guy’s tight grip on my neck, the words stick in my throat. 
 
    Looking around the massive frame of this determined man, I lock my gaze at the door. A weapon discharge followed by a blue haze glows from outside the entrance. A low grunt, followed by Arya’s scream freezes me. The heavy door is flung forward, and the other guy drags Arya in by her hair. She kicks and claws at him, but he doesn’t bat an eye. Smoke wafts from his shoulder. Arya shot him, but it didn’t even slow him. 
 
    Nerissa strolls in behind them, a satisfied smirk on her face and Arya’s gun delicately held between two fingers. The man securing Arya picks her up and pins her back to the wall next to me, cringing as she’s locks her in place. The mutant gripping me loosens his meaty paws just enough, so I can breathe. 
 
    “Well, well, well,” Nerissa sings and stuffs the pistol into her inside coat pocket. “I suppose we dropped the ball on enhancing your intelligence, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    “Always tricks up your sleeve?” Arya growls. “Evil can’t be trusted.” 
 
    Nerissa inches closer to her. “Oh, sweet Arya, I didn’t lie. I do have something to show you, and it will change the world. Meet Subject Twelve and Subject Thirteen. Or, as I like to call them, Gene and Nome.” 
 
    I release a forced laugh that hurts my strained neck. “Wow, that was dumb. For someone who’s supposed to be smart, you have no imagination. You should get out of the lab more often.” 
 
    Nerissa scoffs. “What I’m trying to get across is that these two beautiful specimens will save humanity. All those experiments we did on the two of you, as well as the others, have led to this.” 
 
    “What? Mindless monsters to do your bidding?” Arya asks. 
 
    The two beasts don’t even react to her insult. Their beady green eyes remain locked on us, glazed over, not even blinking. 
 
    Nerissa paces a few feet back and forth in front of us then she returns to Arya. “This mutation is just the first step to creating the perfect replacement to inferior humans. Just think of the possibilities. Where is young James? I only gave him a booster shot of the formula, enough to give you an idea of what’s to come.” 
 
    Arya thrashes about, unsuccessfully attempting to break free. Apparently, Nerissa is unaware of what happened to him as well. 
 
    “You drove him insane with rage,” I snarl. “How is that an improvement on humanity? He turned on us and I had to take him out.” 
 
    “What do you mean, you took him out?” Nerissa insists. “His father will be furious.” 
 
    She doesn’t know about Thacher, either. She’s out of the loop. Hopefully Arya can keep that to herself. We don’t need Nerissa enraged. Arya looks at me and I can see in her expression she must be thinking the same thing. 
 
    “Where is my son?” Nerissa hisses. 
 
    “He’s not your son!” Arya shouts. “He hates you! He wants nothing to do with you. He’s long gone from Neverland, safe from you!” 
 
    “We’ll see about that,” Nerissa says, folding her arms. 
 
    “What’s your plan here?” I ask. “I’m kind of done with the long-winded, evil queen routine.” 
 
    “I’m glad you asked, Peter. You two have forever been my biggest regrets. You both were such huge successes for the program, only to abandon us like you did. With our advancements, I figured it was time to bring you home, so we could perfect the mutation. What better test subjects than you two?” 
 
    “Nope, I’m good. I’ll pass,” I say. 
 
    “We will fight you with our dying breath,” Arya vows. 
 
    “Well, as long as we get some good data. Then you can stop breathing,” Nerissa says. “Win-win.” 
 
    A guard enters the room from outside the docking ramp. The short woman stares at us for a moment before leaning in to whisper to Nerissa. A few seconds pass then Nerissa pulls back and looks at her. “Are you sure about this?” she asks, her brow furrowing. 
 
    The woman nods and lowers her gaze. Nerissa shoos her away, insisting she leave. She turns and quickly walks out without another peep. 
 
    Nerissa pivots toward us, her eyes brimming with venom, her lips now pursed. She stares at us for too longs, not saying anything. 
 
    “You shot Edward,” Nerissa says at last in a low tone, now avoiding us. 
 
    “Who?” I ask. 
 
    “EDWARD … Edward Thacher. Commander Thacher—my husband!” 
 
    A chill washes through my core at her words. A vicious person losing the love of her life can only make what’s to come so much worse. 
 
    “What did you expect to happen?” Arya asks. “You controlled him for so long. Turned him against his son at every corner. This is on you, not us.” 
 
    “Well, it looks like plans have changed for you two,” Nerissa says, ignoring Arya. “I must go. I can’t be here now. Boys, I no longer want these failed experiments. Break their necks and dispose of them out the sewage vents.” 
 
    Her commands light a fire in me. No way I’m dying here. 
 
    I don’t wait for the freaks to act. I raise my legs from the floor and curl them in close to my chest. All in one motion, I plant the soles of my boots directly on the man’s midsection, pushing him with all my strength. He flies back into Nerissa, knocking her to the far wall. She whacks her head and crumples to the ground. I throw an elbow into the jaw of the other mutant, a cracking coming from his mouth, followed by two teeth bouncing a few feet away. He slowly rounds toward me, an intense scowl over his face. I back up a step, expecting the worse, but Arya drives her foot into his kneecap, a blood-curdling howl echoing from him. 
 
    I grab Arya’s tiny wrist and haul her deeper down the corridor. We make it five feet before one of the men tackles me to the floor, landing on me, forcing the air from my lungs. He wraps his massive arms around me and squeezes until it feels as if my ribs are going to snap. 
 
    Bang! 
 
    The man’s grip loosens, and he rolls off me. I swallow a large gulp of oxygen and gather myself, looking up to find Arya standing in the walkway, my rifle in her grasp, her eyes wide. Smoke drifts from the barrel. 
 
    “Are you alright?” she asks, staring at the man’s lifeless body. 
 
    I don’t have a chance to answer since the other freak rushes Arya. Backpedaling, she fires a few rounds, but misses. He yanks the rifle from her hands, nearly pulling her arms off at the same time. I struggle to get up, still weak from the bear hug. The mutant locks onto her wrist and throws her past where I lay. She slides several feet before stopping ahead of the dock entrance. Grabbing her head, she struggles to get back up. 
 
    The man lumbers my way, his sights firmly trained on Arya. He’s about to stomp over me when I grasp his ankle. He loses his balance and falls palms down, the floor vibrating with the impact. Before he can turn on me, I’m on top of him, my knee driven into his spine. With both hands, I push his massive head to the floor, pinning it as he’s trying to lift up. 
 
    I look up to see if Arya is alright only to find Nerissa choking her from behind. Blood runs down Nerissa’s forehead. 
 
    “Arya!” I shout, but she’s too dazed from being thrown across the hall like a ragdoll to answer. 
 
    I can’t let go of this freak or he’ll over-power me. All I can do is watch Arya grimace in pain. Frantically, I scan around, trying to spot something to take this guy out with. I spot Arya’s pistol, which must’ve fallen out of Nerissa’s coat pocket when she fell. It’s no more than four feet in front of me, but can I snag it before he tears me apart? 
 
    I leap from his body and dive for the gun, grabbing it mid-slide. Rolling over, I blast the man in the face. His head jerks back he drops heavily to the floor. Arya’s gun is set to stun, but a shot to the head must have been more than he could handle. Laying on my back, I’m frozen, the gun pointed at him. I flick the stun option off and grip the gun, prepared to kill him. A second or two passes and he’s not getting up. 
 
    I flip over. Nerissa’s gone and Arya’s on the floor, not moving. I race to her, stuffing the pistol in the back of my pants’ waistline. Her neck still has Nerissa’s handprints wrapping it. 
 
    “No, no, no,” I plead. “Arya? Arya, come on, wake up.” 
 
    I reach to feel for a pulse. It’s weak, but it’s there. I lean over to see if she’s breathing and a slight wisp of air tickles my ear. It’s shallow, but there. 
 
    Not knowing what to do, I race to the entrance Nerissa fled through. I look out, but she’s nowhere in sight. There’s a tug on my heart. Nerissa is my only way to find my Lily, but Arya needs me now. I exhale and return to her. Pulling her head up, I slide my legs under her neck, giving her a soft place to lie. 
 
    I lean my back against the cool wall, keeping an eye on Nerissa’s experiment, even though I don’t think he’s going to wake anytime soon. His brain's probably fried. 
 
    “Peter,” Arya whispers, so softly that I don’t know how long she’s been calling me for. 
 
    “Arya? Arya, yes, I’m here. What can I do?” 
 
    Her lids are closed, her breathing labored. “Nerissa?” she asks, the name barely escaping her lips. 
 
    “I’m sorry… She got away, again.” 
 
    Arya tries to speak, but the words fail to come. Nerissa’s stolen one more thing from Arya—her voice. 
 
    A tear rolls from the corner of her closed eyelid. She doesn’t have to say it. I know exactly what she’s thinking. As long as that woman is out there, she’ll find a way to continue torturing kids to satisfy her insanity, but there’s one thing I can do to make it just a bit harder for her. Something that can give Arya a small piece of closure. 
 
    I scan the corridor that leads to Nerissa’s research vessel. It’s time to end this horrible chapter in our lives. 
 
    “I need to do something,” I tell Arya. 
 
    She cracks her lids open to squint at me. I place my arm beneath her neck and the other under her legs. Lifting her, I rise to my feet and fly out the way we came in. 
 
    I follow the corridor until I locate an office a few turns ahead. It will do. There’s a loveseat in the corner of the dimly lit room I gently place Arya down on then I twist to head out. She stretches up and grabs my wrist, getting my attention. Her eyes are narrowed on me, confusion filling her face. 
 
    “Just rest here. I’ll be back soon. There’s a task I need to take care of. I was designed for this.” 
 
    She holds on for a second, then releases me and nods. I smile and race out the door, closing it behind me. 
 
    Releasing from gravity, I lift up inches, skimming above the floor and jetting back to the dock entrance. Several turns later and I reach the familiar metal door. Inside, I pass the bodies of the mutants and drift over them, making quick work of the distance between the initial entrance and the docked vessel. 
 
    There it is, smaller then I remember, but just as cold looking as it was when I escaped. It’s about three times the length of the Tiger Lily, and as high tech as the Scylla. Darker, but still smooth, with no exterior edges. This must’ve had the same craftsman that designed Arya’s vessel. 
 
    The cool breeze from the water hits my skin, goosebumps prickling over my limbs either from the chill or the anticipation of what I’m about to do. The outer hanger door is closed, making it shadowed in the enormous, enclosed shipyard. This vessel is too important to Nerissa to be docked with any other boats. It’s time to get down to business. 
 
    First things first. I fly to the back of the boat where the engines are. I’m tempted to go into the research vessel to see my old stomping grounds, but there’s no time, and it will only bring back bad memories. I lower a bit to the level of the engine systems and find the service hatch. It’s shut and locked, but I don’t care. Digging my fingers into the seal around it, I get a good handhold. I use the thought of Nerissa nearly killing Arya as fuel to awaken the strength I need. 
 
    A warmth in my chest builds as anger fills my body. Adrenaline surges through my veins. I plant my feet on the outside of the hatch and yank with everything I’ve got. It takes less than a second and a creaking reverberates through the panel. The metal ripples beneath my fingers and the door loudly pops free, taking me with it. I drop it into the water before the heavy hatch drags me below its surface. Zipping back up, the large opening exposes the critical components that lead to the engine system. I hover inside the opening, filled with thick cabling that lines its sides. 
 
    Following the cabling, I finally reach the main engine room. Even with the engines off, it’s extremely stuffy in here. Dim, red lighting hazes over the four hulking engines that fill the entire space. Lifting the back of my shirt, I pull out the gun and turn it over, looking at the plasma cartridge under the short barrel of the pistol. I remember when Elijah used one of our rifles cartridges as a makeshift bomb by simply overheating it. It should be enough to start a chain reaction. I pull the cartridge from the gun and expose the wires. Now I think I just need to locate an electrical outlet and stick the cords in ... I hope. 
 
    A minute later I find one at the base of a pillar in the middle of two of the engines. This will do—again, I hope. Taking a deep breath, I jam the wires in the free slots of the outlet. They begin to warm up, and that’s my signal to go. 
 
    I lean in and let my friendship with gravity do the work, bursting out the hatch and soaring back to the docking corridor. Floating over the mutants, I sort of feel bad for them. They probably didn’t ask for this life. 
 
    A distant boom breaks me from my thoughts. I need to move. 
 
    I exit the large hatch and close it behind me as a cascade of explosions rumble from within the dock. The door rattles, but keeps the chaos contained. I pause until the sounds calm down and then I reopen the door to see it. 
 
    Smoke billows into the hall. I cough and cover my mouth with my shirt collar, heading forward, finally reaching the edge of the torn-up dock. The dark haze clears a bit, exposing the satisfaction I’ve been waiting for. 
 
    Fire roars from countless holes in the vessel’s hull as it dips in the back, water rising and putting out fires as it swallows the one thing that caused me greater pain than I’ve ever experienced. Each section that sinks brings more closure to me. 
 
    I wish Arya could see this. 
 
    It’s time to get back to her. Time to figure out what’s next. 
 
    The way to the office was a blur, my mind consumed with visions of the vessel falling apart. The only thing that dampens this is the thought of Lily. I still have no idea where she is; if she’s even on Neverland anymore, or if Nerissa took her. 
 
    I open the door to Arya sitting on the edge of the couch, her forearms resting on her thighs. She pops up when I walk in, a soft smile warming her face before it fades. She clutches at her throat, unable to say anything, and at this moment I understand why it’s OK I didn’t leave to find Lily. 
 
    My sister needs me, and I need her. 
 
  
 
  





Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Arya 
 
    I clutch my throat, then lightly stroke it. The skin on the outside burns, and I open my mouth to speak again, but nothing. 
 
    Where’s Peter? Why isn’t he back? 
 
    As my heart picks up speed, drumming in my rib cage, I throw my head into my palms. This can’t be how this all ends. Nerissa can’t escape. Thoughts of James roll through my mind. I must get back to him. See if he’s OK. 
 
    A screechy alarm fills the air and I drop my hands to my lap. The thudding of running boot sounds from the hall, and Peter appears in the doorway, his shoulders tense. Relieved, and without hesitation, I jump to my feet. ‘You’re back,’ I attempt to speak, but only a hoarse croak comes out and I reach for my throat. 
 
    Peter frowns and steps into the office. He grabs my arm. “We need to go.” 
 
    I nod, snatch my weapon from the ground, and allow him to pull me through the door into the hall. 
 
    “Listen,” he says, yanking me along. “Nerissa is still on the loose, but if we can lock down all the docks, she’ll be trapped on Neverland.” 
 
    I scowl. There’s no way we can get to all the docks before she escapes. A city this size has to have at least twenty. 
 
    Peter glances at me. “Yeah, yeah… I know what you’re thinking. ‘That’s impossible, Peter’,” he yells over the sounding alarm. 
 
    I nod. 
 
    “But I’ve thought this through. I know people on Neverland, loyal people. Now to find them.” 
 
    As if finding them is going to be easy. 
 
    Peter slows and whips out Smeid’s device. He swipes his finger over the display and starts scrolling. “Yep. She’s here. Dock eight. But first I have to make a stop.” He gestures to the right with his head. “That way.” 
 
    A stop? There’s no time for that. 
 
    I furrow my brows at him. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” he says. “It’s on the way.” 
 
    We should keep going, but since I can’t speak, it would require too much time to argue with him, and, to be honest, I’m sure there aren’t any right choices to be made now, so I do as he says. 
 
    We shoot down the hall, Peter holding out Smeid’s tablet in front of him, checking the map. 
 
    “I found where Nerissa houses the prisoners used for experimentation. It’s close,” Peter pants. “I have to see if Lily is still there.” 
 
    We make a left at an unfamiliar corridor and burst between a pair of unguarded, unmarked double doors. Inside waits a sterile lab with six closed doors to the right and left, three to a side. A small window is set into each. Peter runs to the door on the left, waving me to the opposite doors. 
 
    “You cover the other side.” 
 
    I rush toward them and stand on tiptoe to see into the window off the first door. My heart plummets when on the bed lays a wilted pink flower, just like the one Lily had in her hair on the hologram. But she’s not here. The room’s empty. I pound on the door to get Peter’s attention and he one eighties and rushes to me. 
 
    “Is she there?” 
 
    I step aside. He peers through the glass, then turns to me, defeated. 
 
    “That’s her room,” he says, shaking his head. “We’re wasting time. They’ve already taken her.” 
 
    Peter waves for me to follow him from lab and through the double doors, leading us back the same way we came. Before us is the door Peter destroyed to get to Tug. He skids to a stop and mutters something to himself as he peers into the opening. I catch up and look in, too. 
 
    Tug’s gone. 
 
    “No way that was an hour,” Peter says. “Tug never was good at math. I’m sure he’s lost somewhere, but I can’t do much about it right now. Hopefully he’ll stay out of sight.” 
 
    He leads me up a series of flights of a cramped stairwell. When we finally pop out the top, streaky, gray storm clouds loom over us. Not a great sign, but I ignore them and race to dock eight. Bustling citizens of Neverland scurry about, stiff and on edge from the alarm. One of them stops and stares at us a few feet ahead. 
 
    “Peter?” the man says. 
 
    Peter swings his attention to the stocky man dressed in coveralls, the Syndicate logo on the pocket. My stomach tightens upon seeing it. 
 
    “Jose,” Peter replies, adding a tentative smile. 
 
    “Why are you here?” Jose asks. “This is all about you, isn’t it?” 
 
    Peter's silent. 
 
    “Nerissa’s called a mandatory evacuation.” 
 
    Peter curses under his breath. “Of course. She’s not just escaping, she’s trying to take the entire fleet with her.” 
 
    “You going to get her?” Jose asks. 
 
    “Yeah. Me and Arya.” He tips his head my way, and voiceless, I wave. 
 
    Jose steps in toward Peter. “She doesn’t say much, does she? 
 
    “She’s fine. Arya just wants to get this over with. Can you help me, Jose? Have you seen Zoe?” 
 
    “Yeah, she’s over there.” Jose points to the edge of the dock where a woman with curly brown hair arranged into a low ponytail works at a display on the wall. 
 
    “Thanks,” Peter says. “Watch out for some fireworks.” 
 
    “Looking forward to it.” 
 
    Jose darts off, and we race for Zoe. She turns our way and her eyes grow wide. “Peter?” 
 
    “I need your computer access,” Peter says. 
 
    “So, you’re who they’re searching for. Nerissa’s guards are crawling the place, but no one knows what’s happening. We’re all supposed to board the ships.” 
 
    Peter raises a hand to quiet her. “There’s no time for that. I need you to lock down all the ports.” 
 
    Zoe furrows her brow and waves us into a small control room out of plain sight. “If I do that they’ll swarm us.” 
 
    Peter cocks his head. “You’re better than that. I know you can do it without them knowing the hacked location. It’s the only way we can keep Nerissa from escaping with all the ships.” 
 
    Zoe narrows her eyes at Peter, then sighs. “You gotta promise me you’re taking Neverland back. I can’t handle the Sea Witch any longer.” 
 
    Peter smirks and looks back at me. “I knew I could count on her.” 
 
    “It’s going to require time, though,” she warns us. “I can lock them down three at a time, and there are twenty-one. The safeguards are built in and it’ll take me too long to get around them.” 
 
    But that will tip them off! 
 
    “She’ll figure it out,” Peter says, voicing my thoughts. 
 
    Zoe’s fingers are already flying over the central display in the control room. “It’s the best I can do. I’ll use a secure comm to contact some … dissenters I know. They can help close the docks manually.” She leans her head down to the comm and whispers into it. “Okay. We’re good on that part. I got Becket to spread the word.” 
 
    Peter nods, as if he recognizes the name. “Yeah, he’s a good choice,” he mutters under his breath. I guess we’ll have to trust that these people know what they’re doing. He peeks over Zoe’s shoulder as she works. A map of Neverland shows on the screen. The docks on the screen she’s attempting to shut down blink. 
 
    “Once we trap Nerissa, we can form an army and go in. But first we need to radio our fleet,” Peter says to me. “I’m not sure the Tiger Lily can handle more fire, but if we can get the Scylla and Jukes over here, they can form a barrier to handle any escapees.” 
 
    I try to speak, but little other than a breathy air squeaks out. I nod instead. 
 
    Peter swipes on Smeid’s tablet again. “I’ll contact Jukes.” 
 
    Shots fire outside the control room and I whip around to see dock workers holding off a couple of Nerissa’s guards. I grip my pistol and make for the door, but a hand on my elbow stops me. 
 
    “Let me contact the Jolly Roger before you get out there,” Peter says. “We’re better as a team.” 
 
    Confused, I turn to Peter and tilt my head slightly, tightening my brow. 
 
    Peter turns to me. “Oh sorry, that’s the name of Smeid’s warship.” 
 
    “Three through eighteen locked down,” Zoe says. “Nineteen through twenty-one almost complete. One through three has me blocked, though. Probably where Nerissa is.” 
 
    “I’ll send Jukes there,” Peter says. 
 
    Zoe shakes her head. “Be quick. The three ships are pulling away.” 
 
    My heart sinks into my stomach. 
 
    “Come in Jolly Roger,” Peter says into the comm on the device. “Jukes, we need assistance.” 
 
    “Fine time to hail us,” a male voice sneers over the speaker. But it’s not Jukes, it’s Smeid. 
 
    “Uh, Smeid…” Peter’s voice quavers slightly. “You made it back to the ship.” 
 
    “No thanks to you, boy,” he growls. “I got James to the sub before he bled out—” 
 
    Bled out? What is he talking about? 
 
    I race to Peter’s side and try to speak. Nothing. I look to Peter, but he avoids my questioning eyes. 
 
    “Smeid!” Peter yells. “You and the Scylla to position yourself ahead of docks one through three. Ready yourselves to attack. Nerissa is escaping.” 
 
    Smeid scoffs. “I hate that woman, but right now I hate you more. And I have other problems, like dealing with James’s hand that you cut off.” 
 
    My eyes grow wide at his words and Peter recoils from the comm and grabs my arm. 
 
    “Wait, Arya, it wasn’t like that.” Peter’s voice raises in pitch as he panics. “James was enraged. He attacked us. It was an accident. I told Smeid to take him to a med station.” 
 
    But you left him. You didn’t tell me. 
 
    “Oh, Arya is there?” Smeid’s muffled voice comes from the comm. “James wants to speak with her.” 
 
    I snatch the tablet. The coordinates of the Jolly Roger show at the bottom of the screen in relation to our current location. They’re directly behind us, heading south. 
 
    “Arya?” James’s agitated voice sounds. 
 
    James, are you OK? I love you. I’m so sorry. 
 
    “I can’t get one through three, Peter! The ships are leaving!” Zoe yells. 
 
    “Arya? Talk to me!” 
 
    A staticky shuffling sound crackles on the device, then Smeid’s condescending voice is back. 
 
    “Oh, Arya’s not there? What, did you abandon her, too, Peter? 
 
    Peter rips the tablet from me. “You son of a—” 
 
    “I have to go,” Smeid growls. “I have people I care for to attend to.” 
 
    The comm goes dead. 
 
    I glare at Peter, then burst from the station. Anger rages through me; anger at Peter, anger at Smeid, anger at Nerissa for stealing my voice, it's fire licking at my soul. 
 
    Shots come from the side and I whirl around to see the deck workers trying to hold off Nerissa’s men. I launch myself forward, weapon extended, and shoot. 
 
    The blast strikes the largest guard square in the chest and he falls backward. I turn my attention to the others and shoot—one, two, three—until they’re all down. I hit the ground and slide across the slick deck, then jump to my feet. 
 
    The dockworkers round toward me, their mouths hanging open. I doubt they expected a tiny redhead to finish their job for them. 
 
    “The other docks are secure!” Zoe yells from the side. “We’ve regained control of Neverland!” 
 
    “But for how long?” Peter's voice sounds from behind. 
 
    I twist, aiming my pistol forward. Peter stands there with an expression of stone, not even reacting to the weapon inches from his face. 
 
    “This is my fault,” Peter admits. “Everything is my fault. James, Lily … even Nerissa escaping.” 
 
    His admittance takes me back, and I lower the gun, tossing it aside. The metal cracks and slides against the deck floor. My eyes burn as I fall forward into Peter and wrap my arms around him, tears soaking into his shirt. 
 
    Without hesitation, he returns the embrace. “We’ll fix this somehow. We’ll get them back.” 
 
    I pull from him and position myself in the direction of the Jolly Roger’s coordinates. A stormy wind sweeps through my hair. On the horizon floats a tiny dot that can only be Smeid’s ship, taking James away, leaving us. Leaving me. 
 
    I turn back to Peter and square my jaw. 
 
    “Nerissa must pay,” I vow. Somehow, my voice is back and as clear as it’s ever been. 
 
      
 
    End of Book One 
 
  
 
  





EPILOGUE 
 
      
 
    Minutes later… 
 
    Nerissa 
 
    Beep. 
 
    The heart rate monitor echoes slowly through the lab as I scour the supplies I barely escaped with. He doesn’t have long if I don’t do this soon. 
 
    Beep. 
 
    I grab what I require and bring up my test results on the screen. The research data is preliminary, but promising. It’s the only hope I have. 
 
    “They will pay for this,” I mutter, turning to the table where he lays. 
 
    “Commander,” a male voice crackles on the comm. “There are no ships in pursuit. Should we fire on Neverland?” 
 
    Beep. 
 
    “Shut up, you stupid idiot,” I hiss. “We must regroup. Once I get Neverland back, I don’t want to waste time rebuilding it because you destroyed it.” 
 
    “But Ma’am—” 
 
    I slam my palm to the comm panel, putting them on mute. 
 
    I pull up the fabric around my arm and plunge one of the syringes of liquid deep into muscle. With the sharp sting, instant calm overtakes my mind and body. I draw in a long breath, straighten myself, and turn, tossing the syringe to the side. 
 
    Beep. 
 
    I rise and inspect the other syringe. The barrel is full of an iridescent green liquid. I reach for his neck and insert the needle into his skin. With a steady depress of the plunger, the serum disappears. 
 
    “Oh Edward … sweet Edward. Why did they have to do this to you?” 
 
    I stroke his cheek, now slightly ashen. 
 
    “At least they found you before you were completely dead. That street rat Peter did this, didn’t he? Shot you and left you to die all alone. He thinks of nobody but himself.” 
 
    Gingerly, I place my hand on his bare chest. The skin is rougher. Almost scaly. My breath hitches. The serum has started to take effect. 
 
    Beep … beep ... beep … 
 
    I snatch a scanning device from the side of my display and point it at Edward, flicking it on and starting the scan, starting at his head, and taking it along the rest of his frame. As it buzzes, the data on the screen populates, displaying a generated version of his body. I walk toward it. 
 
      
 
    Commander Edward Thacher 
 
    Test subject for Recombinant DNA: Crocodylus/Human 
 
    Expected results include: 
 
    ●     Increased strength and muscle growth 
 
    ●     Predatory instinct 
 
    ●     Acute vision 
 
    ●     Formation of body-armor-like skin. 
 
      
 
    I close my eyes, trying to process it all. This was never what I wanted for Edward, but they pushed me. Made me do it. He’d die otherwise, and I can’t have that. 
 
    Beep ... beep … beep … 
 
    The sound of the monitor breaks me from my thoughts and I straighten, twisting to Edward again. 
 
    “Nerissa?” he moans. 
 
    “Yes?” I race to his side. 
 
    “Where’s James? 
 
    James? 
 
    My chest tightens. Why are you worried about that traitor when you have me right here? 
 
    “Don’t you worry.” I stroke his face and beard, centering myself. “I have everything under control.” 
 
      
 
    The End 
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