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         “What about storks?”

         
         Vanessa rolled her eyes at the question and wiped away the cobweb that brushed her face. The crypt’s musty air made her cough.
            Her breath disturbed the thick carpet of dust on the stone ground. Aside from that, she hardly made a sound as she moved,
            unlike the man behind her, who still wasn’t accustomed to things like walking through a forgotten crypt under the Tower of
            London.
         

         
         “What?” she asked.

         
         “Storks,” Will said. The light of his lantern shifted as he spoke. “Do they really bring babies?”

         
         She turned and gaped. “You don’t know where babies come from?”

         
         Will’s face reddened. “I know where babies come from, but I found out a lot of things I thought were true actually weren’t
            once I joined the Knights.”
         

         
         She allowed herself a half smirk. “It’s not that they’re not true. It’s just that the truth is more complicated than you thought.”

         
         Will rolled his eyes. “Right. So what is the truth about storks?”

         
         Vanessa suppressed a chuckle. Most people, when introduced to the supernatural world, didn’t accept the more unusual parts as easily as Will. Of course, most people’s introduction didn’t involve being a prisoner in Neverland for six years before helping to save Peter Pan from his brother-in-law’s evil twin. That sort of thing tended to open one’s mind, and Will had progressed far in the year he’d been a member of the Knights. 

         
         “Well, that’s actually more or less the same as it was in the old days. It didn’t die away like some of the other myths. Storks
            draw their power from the belief of children, and that hasn’t really changed. They usher souls into this world.”
         

         
         Someone grunted up ahead, and Vanessa turned and ran forward, not looking back to see if Will followed. She came to a stone
            door that had been forced open—recently, if the dust it had moved across the ground was any indication. The ghostly glow coming
            from within was even more indicative. She rushed inside, hoping they would finally find Michael and be able to get out of
            this crypt.
         

         
         She came in just as the armored ghost stabbed its sword into Michael’s shoulder, and the Knight dropped his own blade, grimacing
            in the pale blue light cast by the spirit. Ghostly weapons didn’t cause physical wounds, but a ghost blade did rob all feeling
            from the limb it pierced. Michael wouldn’t be able to use that arm for a few hours at least. He fell backward to avoid another
            strike. When he tried to roll to his feet, the ghost screamed. This spirit was no banshee, but those buried this deep in the
            crypt had died more than a thousand years ago, and that conferred a power of its own. The force of its cry slammed Michael
            into the ground.
         

         
         Vanessa drew her bow, taking only a second to aim. She fired. The arrow passed right through the spirit. It staggered back
            a few steps before advancing again.
         

         
         “Dammit!”

         
         Vanessa drew another arrow. Her arrowheads were made of gravestone, which could be used to ward off ghosts, but those older than a hundred years or so could often resist it. Against a spirit a millennium old, it would be little more than a bee sting. 

         
         Michael scooped up his sword in his left hand, then turned to her and scowled. “Vanessa, what are you doing here?”

         
         The ghost was on him again before she could respond, so she loosed another arrow at it, distracting it for a second. Michael
            rushed forward. He wasn’t as skilled with his left hand, but it was enough. The sword sliced into the ghost’s belly, spilling
            out motes of blue light. The ghost screamed again, and the power in the cry drove Vanessa to the ground. The arrow she had
            been about to nock went skittering across the floor and came to rest next to the sarcophagus that the ghost had probably come
            from. The spirit lashed at Michael again, but he caught the attack on his own blade. For a moment, it looked shocked that
            any mere mortal weapon would stop its blade. Will rushed forward, having put the lantern down. His knife, like Vanessa’s arrowheads,
            had been carved from a grave marker. The ghost flinched as the knife went into its back. Startled by the pain, the ghost’s
            reflexes caused it to turn. Michael took advantage of the distraction. He stabbed his sword into the ghost’s gut and drove
            it upward where the creature’s heart would have been. Some spirits screamed when they were destroyed. This one, however, only
            gave Michael a hateful glare before collapsing into blue sparks and fading entirely.
         

         
         Michael stared at the spot where the ghost had been, then fell to the ground. Vanessa ran to him and helped him sit up. His
            clothes were undamaged where he had been stabbed, but chips of ice had formed. His skin was cold as well. He looked up and
            narrowed his eyes.
         

         
         “You didn’t answer the question. What are you doing here?”

         
         She rolled her eyes. “Normally, when someone saves you from an ancient ghost, you say, ‘Thank you.’” He gave her a level gaze, and she sighed. “The Court sent us.” 

         
         Michael scoffed. “I don’t have time to deal with them.”

         
         That took Vanessa aback. Michael’s cavalier attitude toward the Court of Camelot, the leaders of the Knights of the Round,
            always surprised her. She had joined the organization when she was sixteen, after learning that the statues of the Cornhill
            devils weren’t actually statues. The Lady had been impressed by her survival skills and had recruited her, and so Vanessa
            had learned obedience to the Court from the very beginning. It was the job of the Knights to protect the world from mystical
            threats, and Michael could eventually be one of their best—or at least he would be if his recent behavior didn’t get him expelled.
            He tried to get up but fell to the ground again. She offered him a hand up, but he ignored her. It took him three more tries
            before he managed it.
         

         
         “Michael . . .”

         
         He dusted himself off with his good arm. “Thank you for your help with the guardian.”

         
         “A guardian?” she asked. “Not just a restless spirit?”

         
         He turned away from her and put a hand in the open sarcophagus. He moved aside crumbled bones with a casual ease. Next to
            her, Will shivered in a way that had nothing to do with the unnatural cold of a haunted crypt. After a few seconds, Michael
            grinned. There was a clicking sound, and the tomb moved aside to reveal a stairway that descended into the darkness.
         

         
         “You woke it on purpose?” Will’s voice was something between a question and an accusation.

         
         Michael nodded once. “I didn’t want it to surprise me when I tried to get past it.”

         
         “Michael, this is exactly what the Court—”

         
         Michael raised a hand. “If you want to come with me, I would welcome the help. If not, wait outside, and once I’m done, I’ll be glad to hear everything the Court wants to tell me. Right now, I’d prefer not to have the distraction.” 

         
         Vanessa’s jaw tightened. She glanced at his limp arm, but he just huffed.

         
         “Michael,” she said in a soft voice. “You’re obsessed with this.”

         
         He looked like he was going to argue, but he turned away after a second.

         
         Will raised an eyebrow, and it took him a second to work up the nerve to speak. “You hurt that ghost. You have wisp dust,
            and you didn’t get it from the Knights.”
         

         
         Michael glared before patting a leather pouch on his belt. Vanessa’s and Will’s eyes went wide. The Knights hadn’t had any
            wisp dust since James Hook’s crocodile had ruined their supply more than a year ago, and they were anxious to get more.
         

         
         “Are you coming or not?”

         
         For a second, she considered refusing to see what he would do. But Michael was just bold enough to go in alone, and as impaired
            as he was, he probably wouldn’t survive. Finally, Vanessa gave a curt nod. “We may as well, but you have to come with us after
            you’re done learning whatever you can down here.”
         

         
         Michael frowned but bowed his head in acknowledgment. “Fine. Let’s go. I need to be done before sunset.”

         
         With that settled, he turned and walked down the stairs without taking so much as a light source. Vanessa glanced over her
            shoulder at Will, who picked up his lantern. Often, Vanessa wished other forms of illumination worked in places like this,
            but the cold power of the grave tended to short out more modern devices. She sighed and motioned for Will to follow.
         

         
         Michael had gone only a few steps. He wore a necklace that gave off a light so faint that she never noticed it before. It took her a second to recognize it. 

         
         “You have a phoenix feather?”

         
         “An old one. I found it in an antique shop, if you can believe that. It doesn’t have more than a few hours of light left in
            it, though.”
         

         
         Even with the feather and the lantern, the darkness was oppressive, and the air felt almost too thick to breathe. Vanessa
            held a gravestone arrow nocked. The arrowheads were heavy, and they threw off the arrows’ balance. Consequently, they had
            a limited range and were a poor weapon in most circumstances. At least they were when one wasn’t exploring a crypt inhabited
            by powerful undead. It wasn’t wisp dust, but it was better than nothing.
         

         
         “Why didn’t you get the Lady or the Wizard to enchant you against spirits?” Michael asked.

         
         “They sent us to come get you, but they didn’t know where you were. If they had, you would have probably been expelled already.”

         
         Michael paused as he reached the bottom of the stairs. “How did you find me, then?”

         
         “You may be good in the field, Michael, but you’re not nearly as clever as you think you are. You’ve been seeking forbidden
            knowledge. I knew you would be searching for an oracle. There are only a few of those still active in London, and it wasn’t
            hard to figure out which one had an entrance that had recently been disturbed.”
         

         
         “You didn’t tell them?”

         
         “I’m trying to keep you from being expelled. It was all we could do to get the gravestone weapons without arousing too much
            suspicion.”
         

         
         Michael shrugged as Vanessa and Will reached the base of the stairs. He proceeded down a dark hall. There was no dust on the floor, and the sound of their footsteps was muted. If Vanessa concentrated, she thought she could hear whispering. 

         
         Michael paused at a fork. He pulled out a scroll and examined it.

         
         Vanessa looked over his shoulder and hissed, “You took that from the catacombs.”

         
         Michael didn’t look up. “Of course. Do you think I could figure out how to reach the White Lady on my own?”

         
         “The White Lady is an oracle spirit?” Will asked.

         
         Michael inclined his head. “A very powerful one, which is why she occasionally manifests on the Tower grounds, but she was
            buried down here.”
         

         
         Will shivered. “I don’t suppose you have any more wisp dust.”

         
         Michael reached into the leather pouch on his belt. He withdrew a small handful of shimmering dust and sprinkled it on them.
            The cold power of the death fairies ran through Vanessa, and she resisted the urge to shiver.
         

         
         “What answers are you seeking?” she asked after the sensation had passed.

         
         Michael didn’t turn around. “If you know well enough to find me, I’m sure you can guess.”

         
         “First, you didn’t want anything to do with the Knights,” Vanessa said. “Then, you dive so deeply into it that you risk losing
            yourself. You’ve become obsessed with finding Hook, Michael. You’ll destroy yourself like this, and you’ll probably take others
            with you.”
         

         
         “I know what I’m doing.” He sighed. “How much does the Court know?”

         
         “They know you’ve been ignoring orders. The vampire in Merton killed three people. If you had been there . . .”

         
         “Do you have any idea how difficult it is to coax a nereid to the surface? It took me two weeks to find Dero, and that was due to pure luck. After that, it was a month before I got her to actually speak to me. If I had gone after the vampire, all that effort would have been lost.” 

         
         Vanessa reached forward and gripped his shoulder. “Was it worth three deaths?”

         
         He winced, though she didn’t know if it was in response to her touch or the angry tone in her voice. After a few seconds,
            he pulled away from her and brushed at a cobweb that covered the passage. The temperature dropped several degrees as they
            moved forward.
         

         
         It was a few minutes before Michael spoke. “Assuming I could have saved them.”

         
         She looked at the pouch on his belt. “If you were able to gather wisp dust, then you’re possibly the Knight that would have
            been best able to deal with something like that.”
         

         
         Out of the corner of her eye, Vanessa saw Will rub his neck, though the puncture marks had faded. He, along with Vanessa,
            had been the ones to deal with the vampire. It had been a young one, only a few decades old, and Will had done well for his
            first major engagement since returning from Neverland. He had very nearly been turned before Vanessa had staked the creature
            and taken its head, but that sort of thing was not entirely unexpected.
         

         
         “Here,” Michael said.

         
         They were in the middle of a passage. The stone walls ran before them on both sides before disappearing into the darkness. Michael pulled a tin of red paste from his pack and rubbed it on his palm, then he placed his hand on an unremarkable stretch of stone and whispered a few words under his breath. The red palm print glowed brightly, and the stone melted away, leaving what looked like a doorway, though Vanessa couldn’t see past the threshold. Michael stepped through, and almost instantly the darkness swallowed him. A few seconds later, his voice drifted from within. 

         
         “Are you coming?”

         
         Will paled and looked to her. If it were anyone else, she wouldn’t have gone, but she and Michael had been through too much.
            She tightened her grip around her bow before nodding once and stepping into the passage.
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         The darkness resisted Vanessa, and she felt like she was moving through molasses. Sparks appeared all along her body, stinging
            and filling the air with the smell of burning skin. Strength flowed out of her, and every step was harder than the one before.
            A sharp pain came from her back, and she pulled out her arrows. The arrowheads glowed bright red. There was some sort of a
            ward here, something that guarded against both life and things that were proof against the undead. Either Michael had gotten
            extremely potent wisp dust or the age of the magic had degraded the barrier, because she was able to push her way through
            the shield.
         

         
         After half a dozen steps, the darkness gave way, and she found herself in a dimly lit chamber. Unlike the rest of the catacombs,
            this room had been made of white marble as smooth as glass. The air held the musky smell of cheap perfume, and there was the
            perpetual chill she so often felt around ghosts. A closed sarcophagus made of pure white stone sat in the middle of the room.
            Carved letters written in some long forgotten language had been inlaid with gold. Vanessa had no idea where Michael had learned
            the oracle spirit residing here was actually the White Lady, one of the infamous spirits of the Tower of London. While some
            knew her as a powerful oracle spirit, her name was uncertain, even to the Knights.
         

         
         Will bumped into her and Vanessa realized she hadn’t moved since she’d come through the darkness. She stepped out of his way, and when she looked up, Michael was standing over the sarcophagus. He laid a hand on it. Apparently, he had cleaned the paste off his hand because he left no mark. He let out a long breath and waited for several seconds. Nothing happened. 

         
         “Do you know how to summon her?” Will asked, backing into a corner.

         
         Michael shook his head. “All accounts I’ve read of her said that she appeared whenever someone came into this room.” He tapped
            the sarcophagus. “Short of opening this up, I’m not sure. I don’t particularly want to anger her.”
         

         
         Will looked around, never taking his hand off the hilt of his sword. “How long do we wait for her?”

         
         Michael sat down near the sarcophagus. “As long as it takes.”

         
         Vanessa felt Will tap on her shoulder, and she turned around, but he was on the other side of the room. He noticed her looking
            at him and gave her a quizzical look.
         

         
         “How . . . ?”

         
         The scent of perfume became overwhelming. It was a sharp smell, like one sold by a street vendor, something far too cheaply
            made to belong to the woman buried in such an ostentatious place. Still, that smell was often described by those who had an
            encounter with this spirit.
         

         
         Vanessa whispered, “I think she’s here.”

         
         Will drew his sword halfway out of his belt sheath. Michael, who had apparently known what to expect, only smiled. White sparks
            swirled in the air above the stone coffin. They came together and formed a flame the color of new-fallen snow under the midday
            sun. It grew until it was the size of a human being.
         

         
         The fire flared up, driving all of them back with its heat. Vanessa had to look away. When she looked back, a woman in a flowing white dress stood on the sarcophagus. Her face was gaunt and her eyes sunken. Her dress shimmered and rippled in a nonexistent wind. She lifted a hand and pointed at Michael with a finger that was as much bone as anything else. 

         
         “Why have you intruded on my rest?” Her voice drowned everything else out, and it made Vanessa’s head ache with its loudness.

         
         “I have come to seek wisdom.”

         
         “I have no wisdom to give one such as you.”

         
         “One such as me?” He looked back at Vanessa and Will before turning his attention to the ghost. “A Knight?”

         
         She sniffed. “A Noble.”

         
         “A Noble?”

         
         “One who commands others, who spends their lives like they were coins in his purse, uncaring as long as he gets what he wants.
            My life was spent by one such as you.”
         

         
         “I never spent lives like that!”

         
         “Did you not spend three such lives in your search for me?”

         
         Michael shuffled back a few steps. “How did you know that?”

         
         The oracle threw back her head and laughed. Vanessa felt like her blood had turned to ice water. It was all she could do not
            to turn and run back into the darkness. Her training allowed her to recognize it as magical fear, not that it made it any
            easier to endure. The rasping of Will’s blade as he drew it from its sheath silenced the ghost. She glared at him, and he
            took a sharp breath and dropped his weapon. Ice that had formed on the blade shattered when it hit the ground, leaving the
            blade marred with rust. Then, the White Lady turned her attention back to Michael.
         

         
         “You come to me for knowledge and are surprised when I know about your own past? Arrogance. How very like a Noble.”

         
         “I had to find you. It was more important than fighting the vampire.”

         
         She turned away from him. “What right do you have to determine the worth of others’ lives?”

         
         “He would not have left the vampire if he didn’t know others would take up his task.” Vanessa stepped forward. “We are the
            ones who destroyed the creature. We would not be here if he was the kind of man you say he is.”
         

         
         “You are here because your leaders demanded that you bring him to them. They are of the gentry, too, aren’t they? This is
            all a game to their kind.” She scowled, and Vanessa’s bones felt like they were on fire. For a moment, she couldn’t move,
            but when the ghost turned back to Michael, the pain vanished. “Still, it does say something that she would speak for you.
            What do you wish to know, Noble who is not a Noble?”
         

         
         Michael gave Vanessa a smile of thanks, then turned back to the oracle. “I fought a powerful enemy some months ago, but he
            got away from me. I tried to stop him, but I was wounded. By the time I was well enough to search for him, he’d hidden from
            me. He has to be stopped, and so I come to you. Tell me where I can find the ghost of James Hook.”
         

         
         “James Hook.” The White Lady drew out the name. “Yes, I felt his call when he first came to London.”

         
         “Right. He called up an army of ghosts, but he could only control weak ones. Do you know where he is now?”

         
         The spirit raised a bony finger and drifted toward Michael. Vanessa drew back an arrow, but Michael waved her off. She lowered the bow but didn’t put away the arrow. Will, too, looked on the verge of attacking. Wisp dust and gravestone together would make a powerful combination, but the White Lady didn’t give them so much as a second glance. She touched Michael’s forehead and he screamed. Within seconds, he fell to the ground and writhed, seeming unable to control his movements. 

         
         Vanessa drew back and fired, but the spirit broke apart into a shower of sparks, and the arrow passed right through the space
            where she had been. Vanessa drew her sword, a three-foot scimitar made of Damascus steel. Without needing to be told, Will
            stood back-to-back with her. She eyed the shadowed corners and scanned the room for any other sign of the ghost.
         

         
         “Keep watch,” Vanessa said. “I’ll check on Michael.”

         
         “All right.”

         
         Vanessa knelt next to Michael and put two fingers on his neck. As soon as she touched his skin, Michael smiled, though he
            didn’t open his eyes. His pulse was strong, and color was slowly returning to his face. Vanessa shook him gently. His grin
            widened until it took up half his face, far wider than his mouth should have been able to stretch. She gasped and pulled back.
            Michael opened his eyes, and his expression slowly returned to normal. He sat up and swayed for a few seconds before steadying
            himself.
         

         
         “What happened?” he asked.

         
         “Why don’t you tell me?”

         
         He blinked. When he saw Will with his weapon drawn, he shook his head. “You might as well put that away. She disappears once
            she answers the question.”
         

         
         “But did she? Answer the question, I mean.”

         
         Michael brought a hand to his forehead. “I think so. She showed me hearts.”

         
         “Hearts?”

         
         “I don’t know what it means, at least not yet.” He got up. “We should go.”

         
         Wailing sounded through the chamber, and Michael drew his own weapon in his left hand. His right one was still limp. Vanessa tensed and Will got into a fighting stance. Michael motioned for them to follow and disappeared into the dark passage. Vanessa nodded once to Will before following. 
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         A spirit dove out of the stone as soon as Vanessa emerged from the darkness. Her sword sliced through the air and reduced
            it to a shower of blue motes, leaving the smell of brimstone in its wake.
         

         
         “Was that ghost wearing chain mail?” Michael asked.

         
         A heartbeat later, Will cut another ghost out of the air with his dagger even as Michael took out two. Soon the room was flooded
            by the dead. The three fought through the chamber, advancing slowly. More than once, a ghostly weapon cut into Vanessa’s flesh.
            It never hit her sword arm, fortunately, and she was able to keep fighting. Will wasn’t so lucky, and he dropped his weapon
            before they had even reached the guardian’s chamber.
         

         
         Ghosts came at them from all directions. The tide waned as they neared the surface. One spirit stabbed a spear into her right calf, forcing her to drag her leg the rest of the way. Finally, after what felt like an eternity of fighting, they saw the glimmer of sunlight and made their way to it. Even Michael wasn’t foolish enough to go into a ghost’s stronghold at night once the spirits had been roused. Most of the ghosts stopped once the trio came into the sun, but a few pursued them into the Tower grounds. Vanessa took a second to glare at Michael before slashing at the largest one. That one caught her attack on its own blade. Fortunately, while it was strong enough to come out into the sun, daylight did weaken it. Its weapon snapped in half. The piece that broke off disintegrated before it hit the ground. She stabbed the ghost through the gut, and it screamed before falling to pieces. 

         
         Another spirit came from above, knocking her weapon aside. Will ran forward, gravestone knife in his left hand, and cut that
            one down before its blade cut more than an inch into her. She staggered. There were a half dozen others. Vanessa’s reactions
            had been slowed by the myriad of attacks, and Will was all but incapacitated. Michael was still on his feet, but only barely.
            The three of them stood back-to-back.
         

         
         “I don’t suppose either of you have any ideas,” Will said.

         
         “Listen,” Michael said.

         
         Vanessa heard voices. They weren’t the disembodied voices of the spirits. They were something far more mundane. Still, it
            was one of the most welcome sounds she had ever heard, and she let out a breath of release. There were dozens of different
            types of ghosts. In hoards, like when Hook had summoned an army of them, they could be brave, but in small numbers, they feared
            the attention of a crowd of living people. The ghosts fled into the opening of the crypt and the stones slid back into place,
            leaving a flat wall. Michael looked back at the wall as he sheathed his sword. Vanessa and Will did the same.
         

         
         “We should get out of here before the Tower guards see us.”

         
         Before Vanessa could agree, a tour group came around the corner. The guide’s eyes widened, but Michael got under her arm,
            angling his body so as to hide the fact that he was armed.
         

         
         “We got separated from another group,” Michael said, “then my friend sprained an ankle.”

         
         Given that her leg was still numb from the ghost’s attack, it wasn’t too difficult to be convincing. They were ushered out of the grounds. By then, Vanessa’s leg had begun to tingle, though she still wouldn’t be able to move it for a while. 

         
         “Thank you for your help,” Michael said while they waited for a car. “I need to research what these hearts mean.”

         
         “Michael, you agreed to come with us.”

         
         “I don’t have time for the Court right now.”

         
         “They’re losing their patience with you,” Vanessa said. “They’re not just going to let this go.”

         
         “What are they going to do? Kick me out?”

         
         “No, but they might deny you the use of their resources. You’re not likely to find Hook if you can’t get into the archives
            or the catacombs.”
         

         
         Michael stiffened. After a few seconds, he seemed to deflate. His thoughts were painted plainly on his face. If he had wanted
            to just lead a normal life, then there would be little the Court could do, but he wanted to further pursue a powerful ghost.
            That wasn’t something he’d be able to easily do, at least not without access to the resources of the Knights. Finally, he
            nodded.
         

         
         “Fine. Let’s go.”
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         The headquarters of the Knights of the Round were housed in an old building in one of the more unsavory parts of London. Spells
            had been laid on the house that prevented a casual observer from looking too closely. As Vanessa walked up the path to the
            front door, the hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She felt like she was being watched and had to suppress an urge
            to walk away. She knew that was just a part of the defensive spells, but that didn’t make her approach any easier. She lifted
            a hand to knock, and the door opened of its own accord. Will gasped, though he had been through this door a number of times,
            too. To his credit, he didn’t show any other reaction. Michael stopped at the doorway.
         

         
         “You’re coming with me?”

         
         Vanessa nodded once and grinned. “We brought you in. Technically, you are in our custody until we deliver you to the Court.”

         
         Michael raised an eyebrow. “Are you serious?”

         
         Vanessa shrugged. “It’s enough of a reason to get us into your hearing.”

         
         Michael laughed and went through the door.

         
         “Isn’t he worried?” Will asked.

         
         Vanessa fell into step behind Michael. She had to have Will help her keep up because of her numb leg. “He should be, but this isn’t his first hearing. Actually, it’s his third, though I don’t know that I’d consider being the Knight with the most experience at this something to be proud of.” 

         
         Michael chuckled. “It’s my fourth, if you count the time you brought me here before going after Peter. I wasn’t a Knight then,
            though. The Court is nothing to be afraid of, Will. They’re just a bunch of people who were once relevant trying to impose
            their will on the rest of us. Ignore them as much as you can, and you won’t do too bad.”
         

         
         “Each one of them was a Knight in the field for decades before being called to serve on the Court,” Vanessa said. “You’d be
            wise to listen to anything they say, Will.”
         

         
         Michael just snorted. Will looked like a child torn between arguing parents. The hall they were in appeared to go on forever.
            There was a thick carpet of dust on the floor, and when Vanessa looked behind them, she saw their footsteps left no tracks.
            In her years with the Knights, Vanessa had been through this passage half a dozen times, and the Lady had spoken to her about
            the nature of the magic on the house. The distracter spells on it still made her dizzy, though, and it took everything she
            had to not throw up. Michael didn’t follow any particular path. That would have been pointless here. The house itself determined
            where they would go, and it was only a few minutes before they came to a plain wooden door. Michael raised his hand and knocked
            once. The sound was much louder than it should have been, and it echoed through the hall. The door creaked as it swung inward.
         

         
         The dark room had a single lantern which didn’t illuminate enough to see the wall. On the far end sat the five members of the Court of Camelot. The King was in the center with the Queen and the Wizard on either side. At opposite ends sat the Lady and the Knight Protector. Each of them wore a voluminous robe. Their hoods, which were decorated with gold inlays, hid their faces. They were surrounded by an air of overwhelming power. 

         
         Vanessa had never understood how Michael could stand before their judgment so confidently. She watched as he strode toward
            the center of the room without hesitation, and he stood before the table of the five people who might well have been the most
            powerful in the world.
         

         
         The King looked beyond Michael to her, and Vanessa bowed to him. Will did the same, though Michael remained still.

         
         “Sir Vanessa and Squire William, you were not summoned.”

         
         “We brought him here,” Vanessa said, trying to keep her voice steady.

         
         “I have no objection to their presence,” the figure on the far right said.

         
         The King stiffened at the Lady’s words, but after a few seconds, he inclined his head. “Very well, you may remain.” Then,
            he turned to the figure before them. “Sir Michael, you have been summoned because you have been ignoring our orders so you
            can pursue your own ends, and in doing so, you have been delving into matters best left in the dark.”
         

         
         Michael smirked. “You have a copy of the Necronomicon in the catacombs. If you really thought there were things best left
            in the dark, that would have been destroyed along with at least a dozen other items I can think of. The Knights wouldn’t have
            kept records of how to use them. You know as well as I do that sometimes there are risks that need to be taken.”
         

         
         “But you are not the one to decide when that is,” the Wizard said.

         
         “Someone has to. Hook is out there, and none of you are doing anything.”

         
         “There are many powerful spirits in the world. We don’t actively go after them unless there is a need,” the Wizard said. “You
            disturbed one such spirit this very day, if my sources are correct.”
         

         
         That made Michael wince, and Vanessa understood why. It was one thing for the Court to know in general what Michael was doing.
            If they knew enough details to know exactly what he had been up to, then they could probably stop him if they decided it was
            really necessary.
         

         
         “A lot of Knights consult oracle spirits,” Michael said.

         
         “Is that your only excuse?” the King asked. “They are not to be trifled with unless there is need.”

         
         “Hook unleashed an army of ghosts on London.”

         
         “And after you stopped him, he retreated into the darkness like such spirits always do. That is the only reason we have granted
            you the leniency that we have, but our patience is at an end.”
         

         
         “So that’s it, then?” Michael asked. “I do what you don’t like, and you throw me out? At least you do until you need me again.”

         
         Vanessa held her breath, worried that the Court would do exactly that. Michael had walked away before, but being expelled
            was a different matter entirely. They might even order all existing Knights to cut off contact, and she didn’t know what would
            happen if they did that, especially with Will. Finally, the King spoke.
         

         
         “No. Despite all your brashness, you are indeed a valuable asset to the Knights. You lack only discipline. We are revoking your status as a full Knight of the Round. You are hereby reduced to the rank of Squire. You are denied access to the catacombs, the archives, and every other resource of the Knights unless you are accompanied by the Knight to whom you have been assigned.” 

         
         Michael stepped forward. “You can’t!”

         
         “We already have,” the Wizard said. “You are also put on probation and are not eligible to be raised to full Knighthood unless
            a member of this Court agrees to remove that probation.”
         

         
         Michael clenched his fists, and Vanessa worried he would do something foolish. A heartbeat later, however, his shoulders slumped
            and he bowed his head.
         

         
         “To whom will I be assigned?”

         
         “We will see if any volunteer to take you on,” the Lady said. She then turned and looked right at Vanessa. The King cleared
            his throat, but Vanessa was already stepping forward.
         

         
         “I volunteer to take on Squire Michael.”

         
         “You already have a squire in your care,” the King said.

         
         “He acquitted himself well against the vampire and the ghosts we faced this very day. He has the discipline of a member of
            His Majesty’s Royal Navy. He is close enough to full Knighthood that I would not be overly burdened by taking another squire.”
         

         
         “It is not without precedent,” the Lady said. “Knights have had two squires before.”

         
         “When we have had more squires than Knights.”

         
         “Regardless, I have no objection to this,” said the Lady.

         
         “Nor do I,” said the Knight Protector.

         
         The King, the Queen, and the Wizard all exchanged glances. Vanessa needed one more to agree or else Michael would be given
            to someone else. That probably wouldn’t be a terrible thing, assuming they found someone who would take him. Unfortunately,
            Vanessa wasn’t entirely sure that Michael wouldn’t quit on the spot if he had to submit to the authority of someone he didn’t
            know.
         

         
         Finally, the Wizard nodded. “I will consent.”

         
         The King was probably glaring at Vanessa, though she couldn’t see into his hood. Finally, he inclined his head. “Very well.
            Squire Michael will join Squire William as the ward of Sir Vanessa Finch.” He looked at the three of them. “You may go.”
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         “I guess you’re going to expect me to do what you say now,” Michael said once they had left the house.

         
         Thunder rumbled overhead, and Vanessa glanced upward. The air lacked the smell of an imminent storm, but it wouldn’t be long
            in coming, either. She gazed blackly at Michael.
         

         
         Will surprised them both by speaking up first. “Michael, they stripped you of your rank. If you keep pushing them, who knows
            what they’ll do. They could kick you out entirely.”
         

         
         “They wouldn’t dare,” Michael said. “How many others do they have who are friends with a god?”

         
         Vanessa put a hand on Michael’s shoulder. “That won’t stop them and you know it. If you try to turn Peter against them, you’ll
            go from being a disgraced member to a target.” She let out a breath, leaving it unsaid that since she was the Knight who knew
            him best, she would probably be the one sent to take him down. “Let’s just work together on this. What is this about hearts?”
         

         
         He sighed. “I don’t know. I saw hearts. At least a dozen of them. One of them was pulsing, and the others swirled around it.”
            He brought his hand to his forehead. “It’s all still a jumble.”
         

         
         “Real hearts or drawings?” Will asked.

         
         “What?”

         
         Will drew a heart in the air in front of him. “A real heart doesn’t look anything like this. What kind of hearts were you seeing?” 

         
         Michael thought for a second. “Drawings. They didn’t look like organs.”

         
         “It’s probably not some kind of blood sacrifice then, but that’s still not much to go on,” Vanessa said. “We can go into the
            catacombs tomorrow to see what we can find.”
         

         
         “Why not tonight?”

         
         She gave him a level look. “I’m only just now regaining the ability to use my leg. Your arm is still hanging limply at your
            side. There are things down there that could kill us all if we’re not careful. We all need some rest right now.”
         

         
         “I don’t need any—”

         
         “Wendy and Jane would be glad to see you,” Will said. “You’ve hardly been by since we returned from Neverland.”

         
         “I don’t really have time.”

         
         “Visit with your sister, Michael,” Vanessa said. “The catacombs will still be there in the morning.”

         
         “But—”

         
         “I would listen to her, Michael Darling,” a feminine voice said from behind. “You were very nearly kicked out of the Knights
            not an hour ago. This is not a good time to disobey your commander.”
         

         
         Vanessa spun. A robed figure stood behind her. The gold inlays in the inside of her robe identified her as the Lady, though the silvery gray hair revealed her identity just as clearly. Will sputtered something and bowed deeply, though that wasn’t required when speaking with one of the Court. Michael scowled and took Will by the wrist. The two of them walked down the street, leaving Vanessa with the Lady. The Noble waved a hand and the air around them shimmered. Vanessa’s skin tingled. Not many Knights were skilled in magic. Vanessa herself had undergone enough training to know that she lacked all but the most basic abilities in that area. Like the Wizard, though, the Lady was an exception. 

         
         “It’s been a long time, Vanessa.”

         
         “Thank you for your support, Lady.” She looked at the air around them. “A proof against eavesdropping?”

         
         The Lady inclined her head. “I’m glad you still remember some of what I taught you.”

         
         Vanessa offered a small smile. “I was worried the Court wouldn’t approve of putting Michael under my command.”

         
         “It was a near thing. The Wizard owed me a favor or he would have voted against it. I hope your friend is worth it.”

         
         “He’s obsessed with finding Hook.”

         
         “Perhaps with good reason. That spirit almost destroyed us.”

         
         “Then why haven’t the Court made finding him a priority?”

         
         “What makes you think we haven’t? After all, we haven’t stopped your friend from pursuing his goals, and we had you and William
            ready to go after that vampire.”
         

         
         “If you had assigned Michael to this, we wouldn’t have needed this hearing.”

         
         “Every Knight has to learn to obey orders.”

         
         “Is that you talking? Or the King?”

         
         The Lady laughed, and it might have been Vanessa’s imagination, but the nearby house seemed to brighten a little. “He’s not
            nearly as bad as you think. He cares about our mission deeply. That, more than anything else, is what set him against Michael.”
         

         
         Vanessa nodded. “Is there anything else you can do to help?”

         
         “What was it I heard about hearts?”

         
         Vanessa related what Michael had told her, but the Lady shook her head. “Visions like that are all about the details. How many hearts were there? Were they all the same? Were they drawn hearts or actual ones? To just say there were hearts tells us nothing. Even all the secrets of the catacombs won’t help you if you have only that.” 

         
         “They were drawn. Will thought to ask that.”

         
         “Did he? Impressive.” Thunder rumbled again. The Lady looked up, and it stopped instantly. Even the air around them warmed
            up a little. Vanessa let out a small gasp, and the Lady grinned. “What of the rest?”
         

         
         “I’ll get more details from him.”

         
         “Let me know when you do. I will give you what aid I can.”

         
         Vanessa bowed her head. Even more than the Wizard, the Lady was a master of the more abstract branches of magic, such as divination
            and prophecy. It was entirely possible that there was no one in the world more qualified to interpret Michael’s vision.
         

         
         “I assume you’ll take him to the catacombs in the morning.”

         
         “No, Lady. Tonight.” Vanessa laughed as the Lady cocked her head. “You don’t know him like I do.”

         
          

         It was nearly three o’clock in the morning before Wendy Darling came out of Number Fourteen. She practically glided across
            the sidewalk, moving so quietly the sound of the crickets hid her footsteps. She came to rest beside Vanessa. She carried
            an umbrella against the rain, though it was still light enough that Vanessa enjoyed the feel of the drops against her skin.
            Wendy didn’t say anything until Vanessa did.
         

         
         “You don’t seem surprised to see me.”

         
         Wendy sighed. “Why should I be? You are almost as predictable as Michael.”

         
         Vanessa gave a small smile. “Will he be out soon?”

         
         “In a little while. He hasn’t quite convinced himself to sneak out yet.”

         
         “Will he bring Will?”

         
         Wendy shook her head. “He thinks I’m still asleep. He would never risk waking me just to get Will. Even if that wasn’t the
            case, though, I doubt he would try. He respects our family too much. I’m sure Will will join you after sunrise, though. I
            assume he knows where you’ll be.”
         

         
         Vanessa nodded. A light flickered in the house. Wendy let out a small chuckle and shook her head.

         
         “What is it?” Vanessa asked.

         
         “The nursery. It’s Jane.”

         
         “Why would your daughter be up at this hour?”

         
         “To say goodbye to Michael, of course.”

         
         “She knew?”

         
         “It’s funny that even you, a woman who deals with things out of people’s nightmares, have trouble understanding those of us
            you call the Unveiled. Will is like that, too, you know. He might have been in Neverland for years, but he was never one of
            Peter’s like we were. We recognize what the beginning of a journey looks like.”
         

         
         It took a few minutes for the front door to open. Michael stepped out. He scanned the darkness. When he saw Wendy and Vanessa,
            he seemed to deflate. He walked over to them.
         

         
         “I should be surprised to find the two of you here, but somehow, I’m not.”

         
         The nursery light went out and Wendy raised an eyebrow. “What did Jane say?”

         
         “She just wanted to wish me good luck.”

         
         “I guess you want to go to the catacombs?”

         
         Michael nodded. “For a start.”
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         “Do you remember how many there were?” Vanessa asked as they approached the dark house.

         
         Michael thought for a second and wiped water from his brow. The rain had stopped, though the chill in the air told Vanessa
            it would probably start up again before too long.
         

         
         “Thirteen,” Michael said eventually. “There were thirteen hearts. Each was slightly bigger than the one before. The biggest
            one . . . no, the second biggest one was pulsing.”
         

         
         Vanessa made a mental note of that. “Anything else?”

         
         Michael thought for a while. “It’s silly.”

         
         “What is?”

         
         “Will mentioned I was grinning when I woke up. I think that’s related.”

         
         Vanessa shrugged. The grin had been odd, but she didn’t see how it could be relevant. All in all, it wasn’t much. Perhaps
            the Lady would find something in it, but Vanessa doubted it.
         

         
         The hooded form of the Knight Protector was waiting for them as they entered. She looked over to Michael before returning
            her gaze to Vanessa.
         

         
         “The Lady said you’d be coming soon, but I, at least, thought you’d have the decency to wait until morning.”

         
         “But you’re here now anyway?” Vanessa asked.

         
         “You don’t just prepare for what you think will happen.” The Knight Protector handed Vanessa a sheet of paper and a pen. “You have a message for the Lady?” 

         
         Vanessa took the items and swiftly jotted down everything Michael had told her. Oddly, focusing on writing helped her ignore
            the disorienting effects
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