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            Dedication

         
         
            For my love, Melissa, who makes me feel like I can fly

            

            ***

            

            In Memory of David Wolverton,

            I was already chasing my dreams when I met you,

            but you taught me how to catch them.

            This book would not exist without you,

            and I am a better writer, and a better person

            for having known you. Until we meet again.
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            Chapter 1

         
         
            London, 1925

         

         A shadow, looking very much like that of a boy, ghosted into the train’s control cab through the front window. It came to
            a stop in front of Michael, which was strange, given how fast the train was moving. He stared at it for several seconds before
            looking up. There didn’t seem to be anything that could cast such an odd shade, but after a few moments, he spotted a small
            cloud floating in front of the full moon. That had to be responsible. In fact, if he looked at the shadow, he decided that
            it didn’t really look like a boy’s at all—even when it seemed to wave at him. So he ignored it, telling himself it was only
            a trick of the light and a side effect of a long day. After a few seconds, the shadow’s shoulders slumped, and it slipped
            out through the same window it had entered from—or, rather, the shadow did what shadows do when they’re no longer visible.
            It certainly didn’t shrug. Michael glanced back at the sky and found that the cloud had vanished into the night, and the doubt
            flooded in once again.
         

         
         “A boy’s shadow,” he said to himself, under his breath. He shook his head to clear away the thought as the train pulled into
            Paddington, and he occupied himself with delicately bringing tons of steel to a stop.
         

         
         He waited until the passengers had disembarked before exiting his cab. The station was practically empty, as his train was one of the last to arrive for the night. People greeted their loved ones and headed sleepily for the exit. A few wandered the area with no apparent place to go, but none of them paid Michael any mind, so he ignored them in turn. It had been a long day, and he shambled toward the exit, looking forward to his bed. 

         
         As he approached the door, though, his eyes caught sight of the small shield and sword that had been chalked onto the ground,
            and the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. For a moment, he considered walking past it, but duty had been ingrained
            in him during his years of service, and even now, he couldn’t just ignore it, no matter how much he might want to. He scanned
            the area until he saw a cloaked figure not quite hidden in the shadows. The figure inclined its head. Michael eyed the exit
            and once again thought about taking it. They wouldn’t follow. That wasn’t their way. He could be done with this and go home.
         

         
         He sighed.

         
         It wasn’t his way to ignore this sort of thing, and they knew that.

         
         Finally, he let out a breath and walked over. The figure was a woman dressed in a long brown coat. Once he got a look at her
            sea-green eyes, he realized he knew her.
         

         
         “Vanessa, what are you doing here? I told the order that I’m done with them.”

         
         It came out sounding more like a plea than a demand, but Vanessa smiled.

         
         “It’s good to see you, too, Michael.”

         
         Her eyes twinkled as she smiled in a way that reminded Michael of his sister, Wendy. Some of his uneasiness drained away,
            and he exhaled slowly.
         

         
         “What do you want?”

         
         “They want to see you.” Her voice, barely above a whisper, was quickly swallowed by the ambient noise of the station. She raised
            her hand before Michael had even started his protest. “As an outsider. They’ve granted you a special dispensation.”
         

         
         Michael let out a low whistle. Outsiders had been permitted to see the ruling council of his old service, but it had happened
            only rarely. Michael could count the number of times it had been allowed in the past century on one hand, and he realized
            how powerful a request this was.
         

         
         And how that honor didn’t change anything.
         

         
         “I’m done with them. I already told you.”

         
         Vanessa shook her head, a motion which barely disturbed her dark curls. “This is different. A god has gone missing.”

         
         Michael stiffened. Instinctively, he looked around to make sure no one was close, but of course Vanessa had made sure of that
            before she’d started speaking. They were purposefully out of the way enough to be private, while not appearing so clandestine
            that their conversation would seem conspicuous. Still, he thought he saw a shadow move on the other side of the station, but
            it had no apparent source. So, despite her well-chosen place, he moved in closer to her. His mouth had gone dry, and his heart
            raced.
         

         
         A missing god. It was . . . unthinkable. Most of the pagan gods had withered as the world moved into the modern age, but a
            few were still active. Reality depended on them. They could fade, and probably would given enough time, but their abrupt removal
            could lead to chaos until the universe adapted to existence without them. He tried to sound like he didn’t care, but he knew
            his reaction had already told his old companion otherwise.
         

         
         “The Knights have better agents than me.”

         
         Vanessa shook her head. “Not for this.”

         
         “I’ve been out of the game for years, Vanessa. Surely—”

         
         “The god is Maponos.”

         
         Ice ran through Michael’s veins. Maponos was a god of the ancient Celts, the personification of youth. Unlike most deities,
            he had remained active in a world where few believed in him. He had even built a realm for himself, a place of imagination
            and adventure. Michael and his siblings had actually met Maponos long ago, when he was a child. It was before his parents
            had adopted six additional boys who had been brought from the god’s realm. Aside from his sister, Wendy, all had forgotten
            where they’d come from, thinking it only a child’s dream. The order Michael Darling had worked for—the one Vanessa belonged
            to now—knew that his adopted brothers had been called the Lost Boys, who had lived in the realm of Neverland, and that Michael
            had once known the god Maponos by another name.
         

         
         Peter Pan.

         
         “When do we leave?”

         
         Vanessa motioned to the exit. “There’s a car waiting for us.”

         
         Michael nodded and fell into step behind his former colleague. A part of him still wanted to believe that this wasn’t happening.
            That part almost wept as Michael stepped into the car that would take him back to the life he had left more than a year before.
            Almost unbidden, the old phrase that he had heard so often before missions popped into his mind.
         

         
         Half a league onward.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         The car wound through the streets of London, traveling back roads and turning seemingly at random. More than once, they took
            a series of turns that brought them back to the spot they had been in only minutes before. The old ploy would’ve worked if
            Michael hadn’t already known where they were going.
         

         
         He gave Vanessa a level look. “It’s late, and I’m tired.”

         
         She shrugged. “Procedures are procedures.”

         
         “Procedures are why I left.”

         
         “No they’re not,” she said softly.

         
         Michael set his jaw and gazed out the window. They had entered one of the more unsavory parts of the city. Most of the lights
            were out, and the houses they passed ran together into a dark blur. Finally, they came to a stop before a broken-down building.
            It was the sort of place one would walk past quickly, and even hardened criminals didn’t want to attract the attention of
            those living inside. Dim lights flickered in the windows of the three-story building. He had the unshakable sense that he
            was being watched. He shivered as he got out of the car, and he resisted the urge to leave. The feeling grew ever stronger
            as Vanessa led him to the door. It creaked open before she had a chance to lift her hand and knock.
         

         
         The long hall stretching out before them was sparsely lit by flickering light bulbs and lined with hanging cobwebs for as far as Michael could see. A thick layer of dust covered a threadbare carpet. Michael had never been clear on whether the dust itself was an illusion or some other kind of magic at work. Regardless of how it was done, Vanessa left no footprints as she strode down the hall, nor did she disturb the cobwebs. The air held none of the mustiness Michael would have expected in a normal house that had been neglected as this place seemed to be. He took a deep breath, half expecting to be taken by a fit of coughing, but the air tasted perfectly normal, clean even. And yet he felt as if his chest was constricting and that every breath was a struggle. He always hated this. 

         
         He clenched his teeth and started after Vanessa.

         
         The magic around the house parted like a curtain as he stepped inside, and the fear spell that had been placed on the building
            released him, only to be picked up by another spell. He could breathe, but now his head spun as they walked through the passages,
            and he felt nauseated if he looked at any one spot for too long. He knew that even though Vanessa was leading and was still
            an active member, she would be experiencing the same disorientation. Walking through these headquarters was done only with
            difficulty, and it was said the house itself determined where you would go.
         

         
         Eventually, they came to a stop in front of a plain wooden door. Michael brought his hand to his forehead and looked over
            his shoulder. His vision swam, and he had a hard time focusing. He would’ve been hard-pressed to retrace his steps back through
            the twisting hallways. Still, the urge to run, to lose himself in the dusty labyrinth, almost overwhelmed him. He held on
            to one thought: the magic made him want to run, and he refused to let it. He turned back to the door. Vanessa pushed it open, and the solid wood swung on silent hinges. Michael nodded at his old friend before stepping inside to meet with the people he had left nearly three years ago. 

         
         The leaders of the Knights of the Round.

         
          

         The room was dark, with its center dimly illuminated by a single lantern hanging from the ceiling. The flame’s light barely
            revealed a round table near the wall opposite the door. Five shadowy figures sat around one side, forming a half moon facing
            the entrance, their features hidden in the dim light. They were distinguished only by the golden pattern embroidered around
            the inside edges of their hoods.
         

         
         Though their identities would be known among the upper ranks of the Knights, when speaking as the leaders, the nobles of the
            Court would be called only by their titles: the King, the Queen, the Lady, the Wizard, and the Knight Protector, representing
            Arthur, Guinevere, the Lady of the Lake, Merlin, and Lancelot.
         

         
         “Who comes before the Court of Camelot?” the King asked in a booming voice that Michael felt as much as he heard.

         
         He almost rolled his eyes. The King was always one for melodramatics.

         
         “Camelot has been dead for over a thousand years, and you know very well who I am.”

         
         For a second, silence filled the room. He could practically feel them scowling at his disrespect. Stories said that their
            order had been founded by Merlin himself to protect humanity against supernatural threats, and that the true purpose of the
            original Round Table had been to stand against such forces. But these people fancied themselves the heirs to Camelot, and
            they had pulled Michael back into a life he had left after having given so much; he was in no mood to indulge them their arcane
            fantasies.
         

         
         “Sir Michael—” the one on the far right said in a feminine voice.

         
         “Just Michael,” he interrupted the Knight Protector. “I left the Knights a long time ago, remember?”
         

         
         The cloaked figures looked at each other before the Knight Protector continued. “Michael, then. The god Maponos is missing.
            He has not entered the world in over a year, and the link to his realm has grown tenuous.”
         

         
         Michael shrugged, and relief crept into him at the thought that they had overreacted. “A year isn’t really that long for him.
            He gets distracted easily. He’s probably off having some adventure.”
         

         
         “Do you think we would have summoned you if it were something that simple? His realm hangs on to this world by a thread. It
            could snap at any time, and Neverland would forever be lost to this world.”
         

         
         Michael looked away. It was several seconds before he could speak, and even then, it felt like the words were being dragged
            out of him. “Maybe it’s time for that to happen.”
         

         
         Vanessa moved in close and spoke softly. “Would you destroy every wonderful thing in the world?”

         
         “Peter isn’t all wonder, Vanessa. He’s chaos incarnate. That’s not necessarily a good thing.”

         
         “Maponos holds the dreams of children all over the world,” the Lady said, either ignoring or not hearing Vanessa’s question.
            “Do you think it would be a small thing for that to die?”
         

         
         “Not a small thing,” Michael said, “but not necessarily a bad one.”

         
         “The land is wasting away, Michael,” Vanessa said. “Creatures are disappearing and the sun barely shines. The waters are murky
            and I’ve heard rumors all the fairies have fled.”
         

         
         “How can you possibly know that?”

         
         “Our agents around the world have been gathering reports of children’s nightmares,” the Wizard said.

         
         Michael snorted. “Children have nightmares all the time.”

         
         “The same nightmare? One of a boy who is not a boy trapped by darkness?”

         
         Michael hesitated. “A boy who is not a boy?”

         
         The Wizard nodded. “When a three-year-old says those words, we listen.”

         
         Michael stared, having no response to that rather damning evidence.

         
         “You may no longer see any value in it, Michael,” the Knight Protector pressed on, “but Maponos . . .” The pause felt like
            it lasted for an eternity. “Peter is your friend, and I do not believe that you have changed so much that that no longer matters
            to you. More important, you have been to Neverland, where none of the Knights have. You have spoken to Peter face-to-face
            and have fought by his side. If there is another more capable than you to deal with this matter, we do not know him, but all
            of that is beside the point. You will accept this task.”
         

         
         Michael stiffened. “Will I? I seem to recall leaving you and everything you stood for.”

         
         “And yet you came when you learned why we wanted to see you. You had decided you would accept this task before you set foot
            in this house. Now stop playing these games.”
         

         
         “Games? Who is dressed up in robes, living in their little clubhouse with their special rules and secret codes? I left to get away
            from your games.”
         

         
         Michael seethed. A part of him wanted to just walk away at this point. The magic of the house would prevent him from leaving unless the Court allowed it, but he doubted they would stop him if he just turned and left. Still he hesitated. Because the Knight Protector was right. If Peter really was in some sort of trouble, he couldn’t just abandon him. The Knights? They could have their dusty house and even dustier ceremonies. Michael had left the Knights because he had been tired of such mysteries, of things beyond the comprehension of most people. He wanted no more of a life in the shadows. No more adventure. No more danger. He just wanted to be part of the ordinary world, like everyone else.
         

         
         But this was Peter.
         

         
         He let out a long breath. One more mission. He shuddered at the thought but recovered before the Court could notice—although
            he could see Vanessa looking at him with a combination of curiosity and sympathy.
         

         
         Okay, he thought. I can do this much before I put the Knights, Neverland, and everything else behind me. For good.
         

         
         He searched his memory, not only for what he had learned of Peter when he was a child, but also for everything he had learned
            during his time with the Knights. He would need materials he no longer had access to—materials he’d rarely had access to during
            his own time as a Knight—and he doubted the Court would like the idea of giving those to an outsider.
         

         
         Well, that puts the fate of Neverland in their hands, doesn’t it?

         
         “I’ll help,” he said, smiling at the thought of their reaction to his next request. “But before I do, I need access to the
            catacombs.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The eruption was everything Michael had expected. And hoped for. All five members of the Court shot to their feet. Each tried
            to shout over the others, which made understanding any of them all but impossible—not that he much cared what they were actually
            saying. On top of that, the magic of the house responded to the Court’s reaction, and the air vibrated against Michael’s skin,
            alive with power. A grin had crept onto Vanessa’s face. No doubt she had been expecting this. She gave a barely perceptible
            shake of her head.
         

         
         “What?” he said innocently, even as he gave her a half smile. “They had to have known I would ask for resources.”

         
         “Maybe for one or two pieces,” Vanessa said. “Not to gain unrestricted access to the most extensive storehouse of magical
            items in the world.”
         

         
         Michael shrugged. “They’re the ones who asked me to come.”

         
         “Yes, we did,” the Wizard said, his voice cutting through the now-silent room. “You know only Knights may access the catacombs.
            Tell us what you want, and we will have it retrieved, or reswear your oaths and join us.”
         

         
         Michael shook his head and turned, heading for the door. “No,” he said without turning around. “Let me do this my way or find someone else. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to be up early tomorrow for work.” 

         
         “What of your friend?”

         
         Michael laughed. It sounded a little forced. “Peter has gotten out of a lot of dangerous situations. I’m sure he can make
            it out of this one, too.”
         

         
         “You don’t believe that,” the Wizard said.

         
         Michael shrugged, idly wondering if the original Merlin had ever been so frustrated by one of the Knights. “Do you? Enough to let me just walk out of here?”
         

         
         “But the nightmares, Michael,” the Wizard said. “This isn’t some child’s game—”

         
         “That’s exactly what it is,” Vanessa said before Michael could reassert his previous argument about this very thing. What
            she said next, though, surprised him. “This is Peter Pan, after all.”
         

         
         That made the Court exchange glances—it surprised them, as well. The King, Queen, and Knight Protector looked angry enough
            to just throw him out, but the Wizard and Lady entered into a hushed conversation. Michael waited in silence for their decision.
            All members of the Court had different responsibilities, and these two controlled access to the catacombs. Finally, the Wizard
            threw up his arms in frustration, but the Lady nodded.
         

         
         “Very well—provided Sir Vanessa accompanies you.”

         
         Michael glanced at Vanessa, who grinned. He let out a long breath and nodded. The Lady uttered words in a language Michael
            didn’t know. Michael’s ears popped, as if the pressure had just changed. The Lady inclined her head.
         

         
         “The distractor spell has been altered to allow you into the catacombs. I shouldn’t have to tell you to be careful. There
            are things down there—”
         

         
         Michael waved her off, and he could almost feel the noble’s anger, but he had heard that lecture too many times to want to hear it again. He had left the Knights because he’d lived that danger for longer than he wanted to remember. He thought he should be admonishing them to be careful dealing with forces they didn’t understand, but it felt petty at this point. Instead, he just motioned for Vanessa to lead the way. However, the Knight suddenly didn’t seem so sure of herself as her eyes wandered from Michael to the Court and back again. The Knight Protector made a gesture that they should go on, and though the heavyset figure was the lowest ranked of the court, none of the others contradicted her, so Vanessa stepped out of the room. 

         
         Once again, there was that peculiar twisting of the mind as they walked through the halls. They passed through even more corridors
            this time until Michael was sure they had walked through more passages than the building could possibly contain. Finally,
            they stopped in front of an old door that was barely hanging on its hinges. It scraped against the dusty carpet as Vanessa
            pulled it open, revealing a wooden staircase that looked more than a century old. Several of the steps had rotted through,
            and most appeared as if they couldn’t support human weight. When a fly buzzed past him, he was afraid that if it landed on
            the stairs, the whole thing would collapse.
         

         
         Vanessa looked over her shoulder at him and grinned. “Half a league onward.”

         
         He stiffened and tried to keep the pain he felt at that off of his face.

         
         Her vanishing smile said he hadn’t succeeded. “Are you sure about this? One wrong step down there, and we could end up as
            pigs or something. Once was enough for me.”
         

         
         Michael snorted at the memory as they started down. “You knew we were in a witch’s lair. What possessed you to drink a potion?”

         
         She stiffened but didn’t turn around. “I didn’t know it was Circe’s. Anyway . . . never mind. Look, don’t pretend you know what’s down here. You left a long time ago.” The wooden wall gave way to a natural-looking cave wall, and the illusion hiding the stairs faded, revealing steps of worn stone. “We’ve had additions since you were last here.” 

         
         “Like what?” Michael asked, his curiosity piqued.

         
         There was a sound like waves crashing against the shore. Vanessa kept walking down. “An empty genie’s lamp. We found Faust’s
            lair late last year and brought his copy of the Necronomicon. We used that to capture a wraith haunting the Tower of London.
            The Lady sealed that in a wraith cage. There’s also a rogue water elemental. It sank a few ships in the channel last week.”
         

         
         “Mashikoon?” Michael asked. At the surprised expression on Vanessa’s face, he elaborated. “I always suspected it was somewhere
            in the channel.”
         

         
         Vanessa nodded. “We didn’t even have its name to help fight it, but we managed.”

         
         She glared at him, but he just shook his head. “It was in my report.”

         
         She rolled her eyes. “It was only a couple of days ago that the Wizard learned it was Mashikoon. Nothing like Comshemar, but
            still a nasty one.”
         

         
         Michael shivered. The water elemental Comshemar had been one of his last missions. Far more dangerous than anything Neverland had ever birthed, it was the only such creature anyone had ever heard of with teeth. And while it had escaped Michael’s pursuit into the ocean, the Knights had apparently caught another one, if not quite as vicious. Still, any water elemental was no insignificant threat, and that would be one of the least dangerous things down here. The Knights had spent more than a thousand years gathering objects and creatures that could become a threat to humanity. Many were kept in the catacombs, while others had been hidden away at safe houses around the globe. Michael suspected that given a chance, there were some who would even imprison Peter here, but just as there were things too dangerous to be allowed back into the world, there were others too dangerous to be removed. 

         
         Which was why they were all so concerned about his absence. If Michael was being honest with himself, the thought worried
            him, too.
         

         
         “What are we looking for?” Vanessa asked.

         
         “Fairy dust, first of all.”

         
         Vanessa stopped and glanced over her shoulder and scowled. “Pixie?”

         
         Michael nodded.

         
         “You could’ve just asked for it, you know. They would’ve given that to you without question. We’ve all heard the story of
            how you got to Neverland the first time.”
         

         
         She started down again, and it was a few seconds before Michael responded.

         
         “Would they have given me a dragon’s-blood potion?”

         
         Vanessa missed a step but caught herself before she fell. She turned and stared at Michael for several seconds before shaking
            her head. Her eyes were wide, though he could just make out the edges of her mouth turned up in the beginnings of a smile.
            “Probably not. There are only six of those left. They’re this way, but why stop there? We found the Spear of Destiny last
            year.”
         

         
         Michael almost tripped over his own feet. He put a hand on her shoulder and she turned around with a wicked look on her face.

         
         “Won’t that destroy anyone who tries to use it?”

         
         “Except the worthy.”

         
         He shook his head.

         
         “What? You’re not worthy?”

         
         “Let’s just stick with the potion and dust.”

         
         She sighed—or laughed, he couldn’t quite be sure—and turned down a side passage. Michael could barely hear the current of the underground river that ran through the cavern. Aside from that and their footsteps, the only sound was a faint dripping that echoed through the passage. For some reason, it made the hairs on the back of Michael’s neck stand on end. The sound was faintly metallic and felt familiar, but he couldn’t place his finger on where he had heard it. It was probably just something he had heard the last time he was in these catacombs. At least that was what he told himself as he forced thoughts of the sound from his mind. 

         
         Vanessa led him to a small enclosed chamber. Like many of the other rooms in the catacombs, it seemed like any natural cavern
            with rough stone walls. What made it so different was what was inside. Several glass vials, as well as platters, cups, goblets,
            and other containers, sat in cavities carved into the rock. Some of them seemed to glow from their own internal light; some
            were glowing from whatever was inside them. The light was both warm and menacing, which fit exactly with Michael’s previous
            run-ins with magic. He quickly scanned them before picking out a golden bottle no taller than his hand. He pulled a handkerchief
            from his pocket and wrapped the potion.
         

         
         “Why do you need to talk to animals in the first place?” Vanessa asked as he deposited the vial in his pocket. It felt heavy,
            even for a container made of gold.
         

         
         “Because there are sources of information that the Court obviously didn’t consider.”

         
         Vanessa narrowed her eyes. “You know, you’re annoying when you’re being mysterious.”

         
         Michael snorted. “If you don’t want mystery, you’re in the wrong organization.”

         
         “Is that why you think you left?” Vanessa asked as she led Michael deeper into the catacombs.

         
         They had gone half a dozen steps down before Michael answered. “I left because I realized how much it would cost if I didn’t grow up.” 

         
         “Strange to hear one of Maponos’s companions say that.”

         
         “Didn’t you have imaginary friends when you were a child? Ones that you don’t talk to anymore?”

         
         “None that were gods, if that’s what you mean.” She pursed her lips. “I always wondered if it was because of Dmitri.”

         
         He clenched his teeth at the name but didn’t answer. The babble of the river and the odd dripping became louder as they turned
            a corner and came into a wide cavern. A portion of the river flowed through the far end of the room, and Michael could just
            make out the water. The metallic dripping was louder here, but he tried to ignore it. Vanessa led him to an opening on the
            other side of the chamber, moving with a practiced grace. Michael, on the other hand, stumbled as he moved across the rough
            stone. They entered a small room and froze.
         

         
         The wooden shelves that had held containers of fairy dust had been reduced to splinters. Dusts of all kinds of fairies, not
            only pixies like Tinker Bell, but also that of nixies, brownies, will-o’-the-wisps, and a dozen others Michael didn’t know,
            lay scattered across the floor, intermingling with each other.
         

         
         “What happened here?” Vanessa asked.

         
         “It looks like someone got here first.” He knelt and reached for the dust.

         
         Vanessa hissed, “What are you doing?”
         

         
         He waved off her concern and ran his finger through the dust. Mixing magics was dangerous business. A person could generally
            handle a couple of effects at once, but they had to be placed on the person directly, not combined beforehand. This was all
            unstable, and dangerously so. Yet a single finger’s worth wouldn’t be enough to have any significant effect. Instead, it told
            him something important. “It’s wet.”
         

         
         “Wet? How would that happen?” Vanessa asked, glancing around the cave.

         
         Michael looked to the shore. “The water elemental?”

         
         Even as the words left his lips, he knew he was wrong. Vanessa shook her head.

         
         “It’s imprisoned in the river, and it can’t go more than a few feet from the shore. Even if it somehow broke through the wards,
            the Court would know instantly.”
         

         
         The dripping grew louder, and Michael suppressed a shiver. It was moving closer. He kept his eyes on the river, not quite
            willing to admit to himself what it was. “We need to get out of here. I think something came in through the river.”
         

         
         “That’s impossible. We’re protected.”

         
         “Then how do you explain this?”

         
         She shook her head, and then she cocked it, listening. Her eyes widened as if noticing the dripping for the first time. “What
            is that?”
         

         
         “It’s not something you have imprisoned down here?”

         
         “Not that I know of.”

         
         Something screamed in Michael’s mind, and goose bumps appeared on his arms as a wave of cold washed over him. The next thing
            he knew, he was on the ground, shivering. A shadow stood over him, and it took him a second to realize it was Vanessa.
         

         
         “Michael? Michael, what’s wrong?”

         
         A thing that looked like darkness in human form materialized behind her. His eyes went wide, and he tried to say something,
            but his tongue froze in his mouth. Something in his expression must have warned her because she spun, and gasped.
         

         
         “Wraith!”

         
         She pulled out a pistol and fired, though the creature didn’t so much as flinch as it glided forward. It extended a spectral claw. It sank into Michael’s face, and he felt his strength draining away. He pulled free and struggled to his feet just as Vanessa turned. She took his hand and pulled him toward the entrance. 

         
         “Come on. We can’t fight it—we need to get out of here!”

         
         It was an effort for him to nod, but by then, she was practically dragging him down the hall. Slowly, his wits returned.

         
         “Where did that come from?” he asked between heavy breaths.

         
         “Run now. Questions later. We’re not out of danger yet.”

         
         The cold washed over him again. He stumbled but didn’t fall this time. They kept running, starting up the stairs. He looked
            up and would have gasped if he’d had the breath to do so. Silhouetted in the light of the door was another shadowed figure.
         

         
         It practically leaped downstairs. Both he and Vanessa threw their hands up, but the figure jumped over them. There was the distinctive sound of metal on leather as the shadow drew a sword. Its tip glowed blue as it stabbed into
            the wraith. The creature hissed, and Michael’s nostrils flared at the smell of rotting fish.
         

         
         “Go!”

         
         Michael recognized the voice of the Knight Protector. He and Vanessa did as she suggested, running up the stairs. As soon
            as they were in the hall, Vanessa punched him in the side.
         

         
         “What was that for?”

         
         “You just had to run your finger through the dust, didn’t you?”

         
         “You’re not serious, are you?” Michael blinked and wiped sweat from his brow. “That shouldn’t have been enough to call a wraith.”

         
         “There was wisp dust in there,” a strong, feminine voice came from the doorway. The Knight Protector came up into the hall. “Brownie as well. It might not have been enough to summon a wraith, but to draw one that was already nearby . . .” She let out a breath. “Still, I am surprised that drove it into enough of a frenzy to break out of the Lady’s prison.” 

         
         “Did you destroy it?” Vanessa asked.

         
         The Knight Protector nodded, and Michael thought he saw the faint hint of her face in the shadows of her hood. “I tried to
            drive it back into the wraith cage we had it in, but the wraith had shattered it when it escaped. It’s a shame.”
         

         
         “A shame?” Michael shook his head. “Why would you even keep an undead thing like that down there in the first place?”

         
         “Wraiths aren’t undead,” Vanessa said. “They’re not dead, either. Not exactly, anyway.”

         
         “How can something be not exactly dead?”

         
         “Did you forget everything from your time as a Knight?”

         
         “I didn’t encounter wraiths, thankfully. I was usually after bigger game.”

         
         It wasn’t a boast, and Vanessa didn’t take it as such. She said, in answer to his question, “Wraiths are the spirits of the
            forgotten, or maybe the abandoned. We don’t really know how they’re made, but they could be dead. Or they could just as easily
            be something like the ghosts of a forgotten childhood.”
         

         
         Her words hit a nerve. “I shouldn’t have asked,” he muttered. “Okay, never mind that. Why do you have one of those, dead or not?”
         

         
         The Knight Protector chuckled. “You’ve been gone too long. There is much we still don’t understand about wraiths. The catacombs
            are the safest place to keep one for study.”
         

         
         “It was,” Michael said. “Until it breaks out.”
         

         
         “If it breaks out, we would know. Why do you think I came down to help? You’re just lucky it didn’t touch you for long. They
            can drain the life right out of you.” Michael blanched, but the noble went on. “Did you find what you needed?”
         

         
         “Everything but the pixie dust.” Michael bit his lower lip and thought back to the dripping, only now he realized it hadn’t been dripping. It was too metallic, too regular, more like . . . a clock. “Knight Protector . . . there was something else down there.” 

         
         He proceeded to explain about the ticking. The Knight Protector listened without saying a word. After he was done, she stared
            down the stairs for several seconds.
         

         
         “Do you have any idea what it is? You said there was ticking. Could it be—”

         
         “I don’t know,” Michael said, cutting her off. Because the thing was, he thought he might know. But it couldn’t be that. He didn’t even want to admit the possibility. “We didn’t want to stay long enough to find
            out.”
         

         
         The Knight Protector nodded. “I’ll inform the Wizard and the Lady. Are you able to proceed without the pixie dust?”

         
         “What other choice do we have?” Michael said. “We’ll just have to improvise, I guess.”

         
         “That sounds ominous,” the Knight Protector said.

         
         “You’ve just described every mission Michael has ever been on,” Vanessa said.

         
         He threw her a dirty look, but she just looked back, as if waiting for him to challenge her.

         
         He couldn’t.

         
         “I’ll get you to Neverland, and then I’m done.”

         
         “Very well,” the Knight Protector said after a beat. “Go with honor.”

         
         Vanessa inclined her head to her, but Michael gave the noble only a slight nod. The magic of the house still befuddled them
            as they moved through the halls, but it seemed to be lessening, as if the house was happy to see them go. The feeling was
            mutual. The car that had brought them here was waiting for them, and they got inside.
         

         
         “You’re lucky she was so distracted by what happened that she didn’t ask what you had taken.” When Michael didn’t respond, Vanessa snorted but went on. “Okay—so where exactly are we going?”
         

         
         “First, I need to get some rest. Take me home, and then meet me at the train station tomorrow.”

         
         “What then?” Vanessa asked.

         
         Michael pulled the potion out of his pocket, its golden container shimmering in the moonlight. “Then, we find a fish.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         First thing in the morning, Michael went to the train station. He spoke to the foreman and arranged for a few days’ leave.
            As he left the foreman’s office, a part of him hoped Vanessa wouldn’t be there to meet him, but she greeted him as soon as
            he got on the platform with their tickets in hand. They sat in a private car, but neither said anything as the train horn
            sounded and the vehicle began its lumbering journey.
         

         
         “Why exactly are we heading to Gloucester?” Vanessa asked after several minutes of silence.

         
         “Because once, long ago, Maponos was imprisoned there.”

         
         Vanessa said, “Maponos was really there? I never heard that. When?”

         
         Michael glanced out the window as they passed out of the city and into the countryside. “Some fifteen hundred years ago.”

         
         Vanessa didn’t respond for nearly a minute. Finally, Michael looked back at her. She was staring at him. “Fifteen hundred? Before the founding of the Knights?”
         

         
         Michael nodded once. “Or just after, depending on who’s telling the story. The legends aren’t really clear on who held him,
            but they do say how he got out.”
         

         
         When he didn’t say anything more, Vanessa glared at him. “Are you going to make me drag this story out of you?”

         
         Michael smiled. “In order to win his bride, King Arthur’s cousin had to free Maponos. They called him Mabon at the time, but it’s the same being. No one knew where he was, so they asked all the oldest and wisest animals. None could help them until they found the Salmon of Llyn Llyw.” 

         
         Vanessa raised an eyebrow. “You mean you were serious about finding a fish?”

         
         “After all the things you’ve seen—we just fought a wraith, for god’s sake!—this is what surprises you?”
         

         
         “I guess I just wasn’t sure if you’d gone completely mad.”

         
         “Oh, I think I have.” Michael pulled out the dragon’s-blood potion and held it up to the light. The gold vial glimmered in
            the morning sun. The potion, once taken, would grant the drinker the ability to learn the language of animals. “Completely.”
         

         
         She rolled her eyes, but there was a faint smile on her lips as she turned away.

         
         They arrived at Gloucester after a few hours of companionable silence. The hustle and bustle of the city was already well
            underway, and it more than made up for their lack of talk. Most of the men wore seemingly identical business suits, though
            some, both men and women, wore the garb of factory workers or the like. A nearby fat man with a pudgy nose complained when
            a woman bumped into him. Michael caught something about how women shouldn’t do jobs meant for men, but of course many men
            had been conscripted to fight in the Great War, and the factories had to keep running. Once Germany had been defeated and
            the war had ended, many of those women had kept going to work, and he thought men like the one complaining needed to get over
            it. The world was changing, growing up, one might say. Michael found himself chuckling at what Peter would think of that.
         

         
         Michael and Vanessa’s final destination wasn’t actually in the city, and they hired a car to take them to a house the Knights maintained on the outskirts of town. The old house had the same ominous feel as the headquarters in London. Like many such buildings around the country, it served as a safe house and rest area for any Knight in need. It was unoccupied at the time, though the pantry was well stocked. They ate a quick meal before packing additional supplies and heading into the wilderness outside of Gloucester. 

         
         Llyn Llyw, where the salmon was supposed to be, wasn’t really a place, at least not in the traditional sense of the word.
            It no more existed than Atlantis, or Tartarus, or El Dorado. Or Neverland, for that matter. The unwary could stumble into
            such places by chance, or a person could be brought to them by some cosmic fate or divine will, but deliberately reaching
            one was difficult unless one knew exactly what they were doing. Michael was hoping he fell into the latter category. He had
            never been to Llyn Llyw, but he knew of it. The stories said that the home of the salmon was upstream from the place Maponos
            had been imprisoned. That had been somewhere in the city itself. The River Severn was the only river of note running through
            the city, and Michael guessed that must be the river in the story, so they followed it north.
         

         
         The sun was already high in the sky when they started, and it crept steadily nearer to the western horizon as they searched.
            Michael doubted that Llyn Llyw would be along the Severn itself. The river was too large and too well traveled to house a
            place like Llyn Llyw. It did have a number of tributaries, however, and Michael suspected one of those would lead them to
            the mythological place.
         

         
         He pulled a map out of his pocket. A place like Llyn Llyw wouldn’t be on it, of course. He needed to find a tributary that
            wasn’t on the map. But with so many offshoots, they could be looking for weeks.
         

         
         I should have grabbed a luck charm down in the catacombs. Would help us find the right tributary.

         
         Then again, he shouldn’t be here at all, so maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if they didn’t find Llyn Llyw. He kept a close eye on the map as they walked downriver. Whenever he found a fork that wasn’t depicted, they
            took it. Most of those were simply branches that were too small for a mapmaker to bother with and which dribbled off after
            a few miles. A few times, however, the tributaries were larger, and he found himself getting excited. They always ended up
            having to turn back, though.
         

         
         As the sky darkened with the approach of twilight, the pair stopped to have a quick meal of bread and cheese. Owls hooted,
            and insect song filled the evening air. They made camp just as a fog bank rolled into the woods, blanketing the area so thickly
            that Michael couldn’t see more than a few feet ahead of him. Their small fire set odd shadows dancing in the trees. Once,
            Michael saw a shadow that almost looked like a person, but it had no source, so he decided he had just been up too long and
            doused the fire. He was about to retire to his tent when a wolf howled.
         

         
         Michael flicked on an electric flashlight and looked around but saw nothing. He couldn’t shake the feeling that unseen eyes
            were watching him. The air itself seemed alive with energy, and he felt his heart racing. He moved to the bank of the river
            and noticed that its current had slowed significantly. The water looked different, too, but he couldn’t tell exactly why.
         

         
         “I think we’re here,” Vanessa said as she came up next to him.

         
         Michael nodded and spoke under his breath. “I didn’t expect it to come to us.”

         
         Didn’t need a luck charm after all. Or maybe I needed one to keep it from us.

         
         It was too late now, though. The temperature had risen, banishing the chill of the night. The songs of birds who rarely called this late after sunset filled the air. The wide river disappeared into the fog. Shadows swayed from tree to tree in a way that made a shiver run down Michael’s spine. He tensed and had to force himself to relax. This was why he had come. 

         
         He took off his shoes and stepped into the river. Vanessa cleared her throat, and he looked at her as the cold waters washed
            over his feet and mud rose between his toes. The fog had changed things. The whole place had an ethereal quality to it, and
            even the trees seemed different, more alive somehow, or maybe more aware.
         

         
         “This is definitely the place,” he said.

         
         “Are you sure about this plan, though? I mean, you said this all happened fifteen hundred years ago. How do you know the salmon
            is even alive?”
         

         
         Michael shrugged. “From what I could tell, it’s an oracle spirit. Those tend to stick around.”

         
         “And you’re assuming it’ll know where Maponos is right now?”

         
         “Maybe. Maybe not. But it’s a place to start, and if this salmon really is as wise as the stories say, it should at least
            be able to point us in the right direction. More to the point: Do you have a better idea?”
         

         
         “No.”

         
         “Then be quiet—you’re scaring away the fish.”

         
         Michael withdrew the potion from his pocket. Long before the Knights had been founded, a Viking hero had killed a dragon and drank its blood, which had given him the ability to speak with animals. Since then, others had duplicated the effect, though the scarcity of dragons made the substance incredibly rare. Fortunately for him, the Knights had managed to get hold of a few samples over the centuries, though a Knight had been granted permission to drink one only rarely. The stopper came free easily, and he brought the vial to his mouth and drank it all down. It was warmer than he’d expected, given the coolness of the night. The thick liquid had a bitter tang to it, and he felt it oozing down his throat. Immediately, warmth spread through his body, but a heartbeat later a chill washed over him. He shivered, but after a few seconds more, the sensation passed as the magic took hold of him. 

         
         He took a deep breath and called out, “Salmon?” He felt more than a little silly, standing barefoot in a river, calling to
            a fish who might not even be close enough to hear him—again, this was often his experience with magic. “Salmon, are you there?”
         

         
         The waters continued to flow past him. The birds chirped in a way that he could almost understand, and when he focused, he
            realized he could indeed catch a few words. No voice came from the river, though, and after a few minutes, he sighed and stepped
            out of the water. He was about to walk away when a deep voice called after him.
         

         
         “It has been a long time since anyone has sought me out.”

         
         Michael spun and scanned the water. The surface was undisturbed, but there, no more than ten feet from the shore, a shadowed
            figure as big as a horse floated just beneath the surface. It was hard to tell its exact shape, but it might’ve been a fish.
         

         
         “Salmon?”

         
         The shape in the water quivered. “Yes, I am here. What is it you wish of me?”

         
         Michael eyed Vanessa, but she just looked at him blankly before saying, “Can I assume those bubbles are from the fish?”

         
         For a second, Michael was confused, but then he understood. Vanessa hadn’t drunk the dragon’s-blood potion. She probably hadn’t
            even heard the fish, much less understood it.
         

         
         “Yes,” Michael said. He turned back to the water. “Once, you helped Culhwch find Mabon. We need that service as well.”

         
         The water rippled out from the shadow as it swam in a circle. “It has been over a thousand years since I last laid eyes on the divine child. Why would you think I know where he is?” 

         
         Michael took a deep breath. “Because we don’t have anywhere else to go.”

         
         It was several seconds before the shadow responded. “I am sorry. You have made this trip for nothing.”

         
         “Can’t you tell us anything?”

         
         A ticking sound echoed from downstream. Michael and Vanessa exchanged glances.

         
         “Is that the same ticking you heard in the catacombs?” Vanessa said. “What is it?”

         
         “It is my death if I do not leave here,” the salmon said, apparently understanding her. It turned and started swimming upstream.

         
         “Wait,” Michael called out. “Mabon is missing. We have to find him. You have to know something!”

         
         The shadow was already out of sight, and for a moment there was only the sound of rushing water. Then, the salmon’s voice
            drifted to him, barely audible over the current. It grew softer as the salmon spoke, and its last word was hardly more than
            a whisper. “Seek one who has seen him before. One who was his enemy, though who does not hate him personally. Such a one may
            be able to take you where you need to go. Failing that, find the one who took your place.”
         

         
         “One who was his enemy? One who took my place? What does any of that mean?”

         
         The ticking grew louder, and the salmon did not answer. Michael backed out of the river and looked around, but he found no
            source of the strange sound. He met Vanessa’s gaze.
         

         
         “We should go, before whatever that is comes any closer.”

         
         Vanessa nodded. “My sentiments exactly.”

         
         However, they had moved only about a dozen yards from the riverbank when something exploded out of the water. It landed on the ground with a heavy thud, throwing a spray that very nearly reached Michael. For a second, he could only stare, not willing to believe what he was seeing. He had left the Knights, left all of this, behind. And while a part of him had known what the source of the ticking had been the moment he’d first heard it in the catacombs, he had hoped upon hope that he was mistaken. Apparently he wasn’t. 

         
         He had started this quest by looking for a way to Neverland, but he had never expected Neverland to come hunting him.

         
         Before him was a crocodile that was far larger than any such creature had a right to be—and that was saying something after
            he’d spent the previous few minutes speaking to a giant salmon. It had to be at least twenty feet long, and Michael couldn’t
            imagine how it had leaped into the air.
         

         
         The creature opened its mouth slightly. There was a bone lodged between two of its razor-sharp teeth, and Michael didn’t want
            to guess what it had come from. The creature closed its mouth, and he heard a sickening crunch. Its slitted eyes focused on
            Michael, and a low rumble escaped its body that didn’t quite drown out the ticking sound, which came from the clock it had
            swallowed so long ago.
         

         
         “Is that . . .” Vanessa’s voice trailed off, but Michael nodded, guessing what she had been about to ask.

         
         “It’s the crocodile that killed Hook.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 5

         
         The creature lunged forward before he could give more explanation. Michael cried out and fell back, the crocodile’s jaws missing
            him by inches. There was a loud bang as Vanessa pulled out a pistol and fired, but the bullet bounced off the crocodile’s
            thick hide. The creature spun faster than an animal that size should have been able to, and it snapped at Vanessa. For a second
            it seemed like it had latched on to her foot, but as Vanessa pulled away, there was a rip as the hem of her dress tore free.
         

         
         Michael used the distraction to pick up a heavy branch and swing it, slamming it into the monster’s head so hard that it sent
            a jolt up his arm. There was a loud crack as the branch snapped. The crocodile regarded him as Michael might look at a fly.
            Its growl mingled with the ticking sound of the clock in its belly. It was so close Michael could smell its rotten breath.
         

         
         “What do you want?” Michael asked, but either the dragon’s-blood potion didn’t work on crocodiles or the animal was simply
            ignoring him. He took several steps back, but it lumbered after him, its slowness mocking him now, a wicked intelligence in
            its eyes. Michael had the sense that it was toying with him. He eyed Vanessa. “I don’t suppose you have any ideas.”
         

         
         She fired again, but the second shot had no more effect than the first.

         
         “I guess not. How did Peter Pan beat this thing?”

         
         Michael continued to back up, and the crocodile followed him step for step. “He didn’t. He just fed Hook to it and let it
            go on its way.”
         

         
         He hurled the remnant of the branch as if it were a spear, but it just bounced off the creature, doing no more damage than
            Vanessa’s bullets. His back brushed up against a tree. He tried to go around it, but he tripped on a raised root and tumbled
            to the ground. The animal’s green eyes made his blood turn to ice. Time slowed down as it opened its jaws to take a bite out
            of him, and Michael was overcome with the certainty he should have just walked out of Paddington Station last night. The shadows
            of his life passed before his eyes.
         

         
         No, that wasn’t it. An actual shadow fell on the creature’s head. Then, it seemed to fold in on itself until it rested on the crocodile’s eyes like a blindfold.
            The animal thrashed about, its tail crashing through small trees and sending splinters flying. Michael scrambled on the ground,
            trying to stay out of the way of the flailing appendage. Vanessa grabbed Michael’s arm and almost pulled it out of its socket
            as she forced him to his feet. She practically dragged him away from the riverbank, though after a few seconds he found his
            stride. It was all he could do to resist the urge to run. Doing so in the forest at night was a sure way to break your neck,
            but they moved as quickly as they could, despite his lack of shoes.
         

         
         “What was that thing that covered its eyes?”

         
         “No idea,” Michael said between heavy breaths. He hadn’t kept up his exercise routine since leaving the Knights, and his lungs
            were burning as he and Vanessa forced their way through the forest.
         

         
         I grew up, but when did I get this old?

         
         “You knew about the crocodile in the catacombs, didn’t you?”

         
         Michael ignored her question. “Look, in Neverland, everyone was afraid of the crocodile. Even Hook. Even Peter. If there’s a way to beat that thing, I have no idea what it is. We just have to hope we can get away.”
         

         
         It continued to thrash behind them, and they kept pushing through the woods until sounds of the struggle had faded into nothingness.
            They stopped for a few minutes while Michael caught his breath, though Vanessa had no such trouble, which she made a very
            pointed remark about.
         

         
         “Hey—I’ve still got it!” he replied, and she laughed.

         
         “Prove it. Let’s go.”

         
         Finding their way back to town was slow going. They had left the river and had to navigate by starlight. Michael’s feet were
            sore and frozen, and he regretted having to leave his shoes on the riverbank. He was practically shuffling along like a zombie—which
            he 
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