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One

An	Afternoon	Drive

Six	Years	Later,	Los	Angeles,	1901
“Still	working,	Noli?”	V’s	voice	startled	her,	making	her	bang	her	head	against
the	undercarriage	of	the	automobile.	Rubbing	her	forehead,	she	tightened	the	last
bolt	with	her	wrench.	She	wheeled	herself	out	from	underneath	the	old	clunker.
“She’s	nearly	finished.”	Noli	sat	up	on	the	dolly	and	patted	the	auto.	The	old

Hestin-Dervish	Pixy	belonged	to	her	father.	He’d	always	said	he	would	restore
it,	 fancying	himself	a	gentleman	 tinker.	After	her	 father	disappeared,	her	older
brother	had	said	the	same.	When	Jeff	left	to	become	an	aeronaut	she’d	decided	to
fix	the	Pixy	herself—much	to	the	chagrin	of	her	ever-proper	mother.
“Don’t	you	have	a	book	to	read?”	Noli	smiled	at	her	best	friend	as	she	pushed

up	her	old	brass	goggles.	V	possessed	an	insatiable	thirst	for	knowledge.
“Don’t	you	have	homework	to	do?”	Furrowing	his	brow	in	mock	disapproval,

V	put	his	hands	on	his	hips	and	raised	his	voice	to	mimic	her	mother’s,	making
Noli	laugh.	Eyes	green	as	oak	leaves	sparkled	through	wire-rim	spectacles.
Steven	Darrow,	or	V,	as	she	called	him,	lived	on	the	other	side	of	the	wooden

fence.	A	year	older	 than	she,	he	was	gangly,	 lanky,	and	deceptively	strong.	As
always,	his	blond	hair	didn’t	 quite	 lie	 flat.	Every	day	after	 school,	 he	 climbed
through	the	 loose	board	 in	 the	fence	 to	visit	her—not	entirely	proper	anymore,
with	her	being	sixteen	and	him	seventeen,	at	least	according	to	her	mother.
Then	again,	her	mother	seemed	stuck	in	the	last	century.
“I’ll	do	my	homework	later.”	Still	holding	the	wrench,	Noli	grinned.	Her	gaze

fell	to	her	long,	navy	skirt.	Despite	her	heavy	leather	apron,	oil	stains	spotted	it.
How	would	 she	 explain	 the	 stains	when	 she	 shouldn’t	 be	 tinkering	 in	 the	 first



place?	The	well-worn	wrench	went	back	into	Papa’s	battered	old	toolbox.
She	patted	 the	 side	of	 the	 flying	auto.	The	“bug	eye”	 two-seater	 convertible

possessed	 giant	 headlamps	 in	 the	 front,	 and	 the	mesh	 grill	 underneath	 looked
like	a	smiling	mouth.	The	black	retractable	wings	reminded	her	of	bat	wings.
“We	should	go	for	a	test	drive.”
“Noli!”	V	shook	his	head.	Unlike	her,	he’d	changed	out	of	his	school	uniform

and	wore	beige	trousers,	a	rumpled	button-down	white	shirt,	and	brown	bracers.
“A	 quick	 test	 drive,	 that’s	 all.”	 Standing,	 she	 rolled	 the	 dolly	 away.	 She’d

made	it	herself	from	a	broken	hoverboard	and	cast-off	wheels	from	a	handtrolly.
“Please?	I’ve	loaded	her	up	with	coal.”	Like	all	good	autos,	the	Pixy	was	steam-
powered.
Noli	always	worked	behind	the	dilapidated	shed	in	her	backyard,	away	from

prying	eyes	who	might	tell	her	mother.	V	wouldn’t	tell.	In	fact,	he’d	helped	her
reupholster	 the	 interior	 with	 scraps	 from	 her	mother’s	 dressmaking	 shop,	 and
they’d	painted	the	exterior	purple.	They’d	also	scrawled	the	flying	auto’s	name
on	its	side	in	silver	paint:	The	Big	Bad	Pixymobile.	The	brass	gleamed;	the	wood
was	refinished	and	waxed.
Fishing	another	pair	of	goggles	from	her	toolbox,	Noli	threw	them	at	him.
Catching	them,	V	turned	the	goggles	over	in	his	hands.	“I	can’t	drive	that.”
He	couldn’t	drive	worth	a	lick,	but	was	an	ace	hoverboarder.
“I	can.”	She	was	an	ace	driver	and	an	even	better	hoverboarder.
V’s	expression	contorted	to	one	of	utter	terror.	“Remember	what	happened	last

time?”
An	escaped	strand	of	hair	fell	into	Noli’s	eyes	and	she	blew	it	out	of	her	way.

“That	was	a	hoverboard.	Stop	being	a	fussy	old	bodger.	You	have	an	operator’s
license.	All	you	have	to	do	is	sit	in	the	passenger’s	seat.	Please?”	She	cast	a	long
glance	at	her	beautiful,	rebuilt	automobile.
“And	if	someone	tells	your	mother?”	V	pulled	the	goggles	on.
“She’ll	 restrict	 me	 to	 my	 room.	 Again.	 She’ll	 hide	 my	 tools.	 Again.”	 Noli

loved	her	mother,	even	if	she	didn’t	always	obey	her.	But	after	Jeff	left,	Mama
had	gotten	difficult	to	live	with.
“What	if	she	sells	the	Pixy	for	scraps?”
“It	belonged	to	Papa,”	Noli	replied.	“She	might	put	it	in	the	shed	with	a	lock,



perhaps,	but	to	the	scrap	yard	it	will	never	go.”	Her	mother	treasured	everything
of	 her	 father’s.	 Jeff’s	 things—well,	 one	 day	 her	 mother	 threw	 her	 brother’s
things	away	without	a	word	of	explanation.	Noli	hid	what	she’d	rescued	in	the
back	of	the	shed.
“Do	 you	 have	 a	 spare	 leather	 cap?”	 V	 eyed	 the	 one	 covering	 the	 mop	 of

chestnut	 curls	 that	 threatened	 to	 escape	 from	 her	 braid.	 Her	 hair	 never
cooperated	in	this	sort	of	weather.
“V,	you’re	such	a	girl.”	Rolling	her	eyes,	Noli	took	off	her	cap	and	tossed	it	to

him.
V	 pulled	 the	 leather	 aviator’s	 cap	 over	 his	 wayward	 blond	 locks	 and

repositioned	his	brass	goggles,	which	looked	peculiar	over	his	spectacles.
“Don’t	I	look	handsome?”	he	teased.
“Wear	 that	and	your	card	will	be	 full	at	 the	next	ball,”	Noli	 joked	back.	His

being	odd,	bookish,	shy,	and	a	repository	for	useless	information	put	many	girls
off,	despite	his	looks,	skill	at	writing	poetry,	and	good	family.
Then	 again,	 she,	 as	 distressed	gentry,	would	be	 lucky	 to	 find	 a	 suitor	 at	 all,

even	 if	 she	 left	 Los	 Angeles.	 Not	 that	 she	 wanted	 one.	Why	 did	 she	 need	 to
marry	well	to	save	her	family?	Really,	she	was	perfectly	capable	of	saving	them
herself.	 It	 just	might	 take	a	while.	Besides,	 tinkering	was	always	preferable	 to
stuffy	dances.
Climbing	 into	 the	 driver’s	 seat,	Noli	 adjusted	 her	 own	goggles.	V	hesitated,

one	hand	on	the	passenger	door.
A	 huff	 of	 exasperation	 escaped	 from	 her	 lips.	 “If	 you	 don’t	 get	 into	 this

automobile	right	now,	Steven	Darrow,	I’ll	take	it	for	a	drive	all	by	myself.”
He	made	an	annoyed	noise.	“You	know	you	can’t.”
Women	 weren’t	 allowed	 to	 hold	 full	 operator’s	 licenses.	 If	 they	 wanted	 to

drive	an	auto	or	fly	an	airship,	they	needed	to	possess	a	provisional	permit	and
be	accompanied	by	a	male	over	eighteen	with	a	 full	 license.	Given	 that	hover-
boards	were	one-operator	conveyances,	women	couldn’t	operate	those	at	all.	The
women’s	rights	movement	had	yet	to	reach	Los	Angeles.	Not	that	she’d	ever	let
that	stop	her.
She	nodded	 to	 the	passenger’s	 seat.	“Then	get	 in.”	The	 fact	V	hadn’t	 turned

eighteen	yet	wouldn’t	stop	her	either—or	that	fact	 that	when	she’d	gone	to	get



her	provisional	permit,	she’d	been	denied	one.
With	a	sigh,	he	climbed	into	the	passenger’s	seat.
Noli	grinned.	“Thanks.”
V	shook	his	head	in	mock	despair.	“I	don’t	even	indulge	my	sister	the	way	I	do

you.”
“Elise	can	grow	up	properly.	I’m	a	lost	cause.”	She	adjusted	the	mirrors.	Her

chance	 to	grow	up	properly	had	ended	 the	day	her	gently	born	mother	went	 to
work,	which	had	enabled	them	to	keep	their	house;	the	upkeep	of	the	house	was
proving	another	matter	entirely.	Noli	had	no	problem	with	 the	 idea	of	going	 to
work	…	or	even	going	to	the	university	like	her	father	had.
Unfortunately,	people	like	her	mother	did.
“Ready?”	 She	 pulled	 the	 lever	 that	 ignited	 the	 boiler.	When	 puffs	 of	 steam

rose	from	the	smokestack	on	 the	hood,	she	 tugged	on	 the	 lever	 that	started	 the
engine.	 It	only	 sputtered.	She	caught	a	 jubilant	 smile	on	V’s	 face.	Gritting	her
teeth,	she	pumped	another	lever	furiously.	Resetting	the	first,	she	tried	again.
“Come	 on,	 come	 on.	 Please?”	 she	 pleaded.	 This	 time	 the	 sweet	 purr	 of	 an

engine	greeted	her.	The	rough	grumble	sounded	more	like	a	hungry	beast	than	a
kitten.	But	it	ran.	Such	a	blissful	sound.
“That’s	a	girl,”	she	cooed	at	the	Pixy	as	she	pressed	the	button	on	the	dash	to

start	 the	 wings.	 The	 gears	 creaked,	 making	 her	 wince.	 After	 a	 moment,	 a
pleasant	mechanized	hum	replaced	 the	 squeal	of	grinding	metal	 and	 the	wings
flapped.	Elation	and	excitement	bubbled	inside	her.	“Here	we	go.”
“I’ll	 drive.”	V’s	 hand	 covered	 hers.	A	 gentleman’s	 hand,	 large,	 smooth,	 and

pale	contrasted	with	one	small,	rough,	and	an	unladylike	shade	of	tan.
“Too	late.	It’ll	be	fine.”	She	flipped	switches	on	the	dash,	which	was	covered

in	an	assortment	of	lights,	buttons,	and	gauges.	Finally,	after	nearly	two	years	of
work,	her	beloved	automobile	could	set	off	on	its	maiden	voyage.
Cranking	 another	 lever	 and	 pushing	 on	 the	 thrust,	 she	 took	 off.	 The	 auto

zoomed	forward	with	an	awkward	lurch.	When	it	appeared	as	if	they	would	hit
the	fence,	they	angled	up,	taking	off	into	the	air.	Noli	pulled	up	on	the	steering
wheel	and	gave	the	engine	more	power.
The	flapping	of	the	wings	and	their	ascent	caused	her	hair	to	whip	in	her	face.

Maybe	she	shouldn’t	have	given	V	her	cap.



“Look.”	Leaning	over	the	side	of	the	auto,	she	gazed	down.	Her	house	was	a
stark	 contrast	 to	 V’s	 house	 and	 the	 others	 in	 their	 wealthy	 Los	 Angeles
neighborhood.
Despite	V	having	no	mother,	his	house	always	looked	impeccable.	In	contrast,

the	 shutters	 of	 her	 house	 sat	 askew,	 paint	 peeling,	 awning	 sagging.	 The
neighbors	 complained,	 though	 it	was	 hardly	Miss	Havisham’s.	 Loose	 shingles
dotted	 the	 roof;	 tomorrow	 after	 school	 she’d	 fix	 them.	Perhaps	V	would	 help.
They	could	only	make	repairs	on	the	house	while	her	mother	worked	at	the	shop
—and	only	do	things	requiring	no	money,	or	that	she	could	barter	for.	Maybe	she
could	fix	something	for	someone	in	exchange	for	paint.
“We’ll	just	go	once	around	the	block.”	Noli	switched	gears	and	pushed	on	the

thrust.	The	Pixy	was	flying!	Even	V	had	said	she	couldn’t	actually	make	it	fly.
“Okay,	now	that	we	know	we	can	get	airborne,	let’s	take	her	down.”	V’s	green

eyes	were	darting	around	like	a	fly	in	the	kitchen,	but	no	one	stood	on	the	streets
below.	No	hovercops	loomed	in	the	distance.	“Give	me	a	land	lesson	in	how	to
fly,	and	I’ll	take	you	for	a	ride	tomorrow.”
“What	did	you	say?”	With	a	grin,	Noli	pressed	the	thrust,	going	even	faster.	“I

can’t	hear	you.”	Laughing,	 she	zoomed	 through	 the	air.	A	single	auto	puttered
away	 on	 the	 street	 below	 and	Noli	 waved.	 Flying	 autos	 didn’t	 have	 quite	 the
popularity	 regular	 autos	 did;	well,	 not	 among	 old	 people	 like	 her	mother.	 She
couldn’t	imagine	why.	Flying	was	so	much	fun.
She	pressed	too	hard	on	the	thrust,	making	the	auto	jolt	into	a	higher	gear.
“Slow	down.	Please?	We	should	return	home	before	we	get	caught	by	the	air

patrol,”	V	told	her.
While	 she	 knew	 it	 was	 illegal,	 Noli	 hadn’t	 actually	 thought	 about	 getting

caught.	Her	driving	became	erratic	as	she	turned	toward	home.
“It’ll	be	fine—just	ease	up	and	steady	your	wheel.	We’re	nearly	there.”	V	laid

a	cautionary	hand	on	her	arm,	his	voice	even	and	soothing.
Yes,	 ease	 up	 on	 the	 thrust	 and	 steady	 the	wheel.	 That	was	 it.	Her	 backyard

came	into	view,	the	garden	next	to	her	favorite	climbing	tree	the	nicest	part.
At	that	moment,	a	small,	solar-powered	hoverboard	appeared	in	her	rearview

mirror.	 Noli’s	 hands	 trembled	 as	 she	 noticed	 the	 red	 and	 blue	 lights	 flashing
along	the	bottom.	Dread	made	her	palms	sweat.



“This	is	the	Los	Angeles	Air	Patrol,”	a	voice	boomed	through	his	megaphone.
“I	command	you	to	pause	your	vehicle	in	the	name	of	the	law.”



Two

Consequences

Panic	 coursed	 through	 Noli	 as	 she	 slammed	 her	 foot	 on	 the	 thrust,	 her	 mind
screaming	at	her	to	go	faster	and	
flee	the	officer.	The	engine	squealed	as	she	pushed	the	limits	of	the	Pixy’s	speed.
A	bug	flew	straight	into	her	goggles,	leaving	a	brown	smudge	in	the	center	of	the
left	lens.
A	siren	pierced	 the	air—the	hovercop	was	pursuing	them.	The	Pixy	couldn’t

outrun	a	hoverboard,	which	was	why	hovercops	were	the	ones	to	patrol	both	the
skies	and	the	streets	below.
“Pause	 your	 vehicle,”	 he	 ordered	 again,	 his	 voice	 booming	 through	 his

megaphone.
“Pause,	Noli,	pause!”	V	gripped	the	side	of	the	auto,	knuckles	white.
The	engine	thumped.	She	eased	up	on	the	thrust.	Nothing	happened.
Noli’s	heart	skipped	a	beat.	“V,	the	pedal’s	stuck.”
The	gears	shrieked	as	metal	ground	together,	and	Noli	lost	control.	The	Pixy

plummeted	 toward	 the	 ground.	 She	 pumped	 the	 lever	 and	 flipped	 switches.
Nothing.	 Paralyzed	 with	 fear,	 she	 could	 only	 stare	 at	 the	 rapidly	 approaching
ground.
“Cut	the	engine,	cut	the	engine,”	V	shouted.
V’s	instructions	brought	her	back	to	her	senses.	Cutting	the	engine,	she	locked

the	wings	and	pulled	up	on	the	wheel	to	keep	them	from	crashing	headfirst.	Her
backyard	loomed	ahead.
“The	fence,	Noli.	Watch	the	fence.”	He	pointed	at	the	wood	fence	separating

their	yards.



Gritting	her	teeth,	she	pulled	harder,	struggling	to	avoid	it.	It	wasn’t	enough.
She	shut	her	eyes	and	braced	herself	as	her	beloved	Pixy	smashed	 through	 the
barrier,	crashing	into	her	backyard.	The	sound	of	crunching	metal	roared	in	her
ears	 and	 she	 jerked	 forward,	 her	 chest	 hitting	 the	 steering	wheel	with	 a	 thud.
When	her	eyes	opened,	the	sight	of	crumpled	metal,	a	broken	wing,	and	smoke
greeted	her.	Her	heart	continued	to	race.
“Switch	places,	 now.”	Pulling	her	 into	 the	passenger’s	 side,	V	climbed	over

her,	 taking	 the	 driver’s	 seat.	 The	 hovercop	 descended.	 Noli	 sank	 into	 the
passenger’s	 seat.	 “Go	 along	 with	 whatever	 I	 say.”	 V	 squeezed	 her	 hand	 in
reassurance.	His	cap	sat	askew.
She	nodded,	her	heart	 in	her	 throat.	As	usual,	V	remained	 the	calm	voice	of

reason	while	 she	 became	 the	 impetuous	wreck.	Given	 her	 previous	 violations,
she	 could	 be	 in	 all	 sorts	 of	 trouble.	Hoverboarding	 in	 the	 hills	was	 one	 thing;
flying	 an	 unregistered	 automobile	 over	 a	 residential	 neighborhood	 without	 a
permit	was	another.
The	hovercop	 landed	his	 shiny	brass	 and	wood	hoverboard	 in	her	backyard.

He	wore	the	standard	Los	Angeles	Air	Patrol	uniform—a	black	leather	airsuit,	a
black	 aviator’s	 cap,	 and	matching	 goggles.	A	pistol	 hung	 from	his	 utility	 belt,
next	to	his	megaphone	and	other	interesting	gadgets.
Perhaps	Fortuna	would	smile	upon	her	and	they’d	get	off	with	a	scolding	and

an	order	to	rebuild	the	fence.	They	excelled	at	rebuilding	fences.
V	fiddled	with	 the	gold	and	green	medallion	he	wore	hidden	under	his	shirt.

He	only	took	it	out	when	nervous,	so	Noli	had	never	gotten	a	good	look	at	it,	but
she	knew	it	was	shaped	like	a	gold	sunburst	with	a	green	stone	in	the	middle.
“Halt	 in	 the	name	of	 the	 law.”	The	officer	pulled	up	 the	mask	of	his	helmet

and	Noli’s	heart	sank.	Officer	Davies	and	she	went	way	back.
Officer	Davies	approached	the	wreckage.	“Names?”	He	pulled	out	a	pen	and

pad	of	paper	from	a	pocket	on	his	airsuit.
“Steven	Darrow	 and	Magnolia	 Braddock,	 sir.”	Answering	 for	 them	 both,	V

gripped	the	wheel	so	tight	she	feared	he	might	break	it.	Noli	tugged	on	the	navy
ascot	at	the	neck	of	her	white	blouse,	trying	to	not	look	too	guilty.
At	the	mention	of	their	names,	the	officer	sighed.	“You’re	in	the	wrong	seats.”
“No,	sir.	I	drove	the	entire	time.”	Reaching	into	his	back	pocket,	V	brought	out



his	billfold	and	handed	the	officer	his	operator’s	license.
Officer	 Davies	 examined	 the	 paper,	 his	 eyes	 skeptical.	 “You	 don’t	 have	 a

flying	 auto	 addendum.”	 He	 returned	 the	 permit	 to	 V.	 “Do	 you	 even	 have	 a
permit,	Noli?”
Squirming	in	her	seat,	Noli	bit	her	lower	lip.	“No,	sir.”
“Registration.”
Her	 heart	 thumped	 like	 the	 Pixy’s	 engine.	 Opening	 the	 glove	 box,	 she

withdrew	 the	 long-expired	 registration	 papers	 and	 handed	 them	 to	 the	 officer
with	bated	breath.
“This	 expired	 years	 ago.”	 Exasperation	 filled	 the	 officer’s	 face.	 “Magnolia

Braddock,	 what	 were	 you	 thinking?	 Flying	 in	 a	 residential	 neighborhood,
without	 a	 permit,	 with	 an	 unregistered	 auto.	 After	 everything	 we’ve	 been
through,	everything	we’ve	talked	about.”
“What	seems	to	be	 the	problem,	Officer?”	Mr.	Darrow,	V’s	father,	appeared,

fresh	from	work	in	gentlemen’s	dress.
Noli	 groaned	 softly	 as	 terror	 swam	 in	 V’s	 green	 eyes.	 She	 noticed	 how	 he

smoothed	his	shirt	over	his	medallion.
“They	took	the	auto	for	a	ride,	sped,	and	crashed.”	Officer	Davies	shot	them	a

look.
Noli	made	a	face.	Obviously,	they’d	crashed,	considering	the	lack	of	fence	and

the	various	and	sundry	auto	parts	spread	about	her	already	cluttered	backyard.	It
would	take	a	long	time	to	repair	everything.	Her	mother’s	shrieks	already	echoed
in	her	ears.	Magnolia	Montgomery	Braddock	what	were	you	thinking?	Have	you
not	humiliated	this	family	enough?	When	will	you	grow	up?
“Magnolia	possesses	no	permit,	 the	 auto	 is	 unregistered,	 and	Steven	doesn’t

hold	a	flying	auto	addendum,”	 the	officer	added.	He	shook	his	head,	making	a
noise	of	dismay.
“I	see.”	Mr.	Darrow	stood	tall	and	imposing,	regal	even,	with	broad	shoulders

and	a	narrow	waist.	His	angular	jaw	clenched	as	his	muscular	arms	crossed	over
his	chest.	Maybe	when	V	finished	growing	he’d	look	like	that.	Yet	Noli	liked	V
as	he	was—not	that	she’d	ever	tell	him	she	found	him	attractive.
“Are	you	hurt?”	Mr.	Darrow	 looked	 them	up	and	down,	 scanning	both	with

unspectacled	green	eyes	that	always	seemed	to	read	their	very	souls.



She	stretched	a	little,	testing	for	injuries,	then	rubbed	the	center	of	her	chest.
That	would	bruise,	but	she’d	live.	“A	few	aches	and	scratches.	V?”
“The	same.”	Dirt	 streaked	V’s	 face	and	he	didn’t	meet	his	 father’s	gaze.	He

never	quite	lived	up	to	his	father’s	expectations,	and	it	weighed	on	him.
“Since	 it	 is	 our	 property,	 Officer,	 perhaps	 you	 could	 remit	 them	 into	 my

custody	with	a	warning?”	Mr.	Darrow	offered.
His	 proposal	 certainly	 outweighed	 going	 to	 the	 station.	 But	 Noli	 knew	 she

would	 still	 get	 in	 trouble;	Mr.	 Darrow	would	 ensure	 that.	 He	 didn’t	 like	Noli
much,	and	thought	her	a	bad	influence	on	V.
Perhaps	she	was.
Officer	 Davies	 pondered	 this	 and	 Noli	 held	 her	 breath.	 Then	 the	 officer

nodded.	“I	can	let	Steven	go	with	a	warning.	Truly,	he	should	know	better.”
“Excellent.”	V’s	father	crossed	his	arms.	“He’ll	be	punished,	I	assure	you.”
V’s	face	fell.	His	father’s	punishments	got	creative.
“And	Magnolia?”	Mr.	Darrow	added	belatedly.
Officer	 Davies	 frowned.	 “I’m	 sorry,	Mr.	 Darrow.	With	 her	 past	 history,	 I’ll

have	to	bring	her	into	the	station.”
Noli	exhaled	sharply,	the	blood	in	her	veins	turning	to	ice.	“The	station?”
“Should	I	send	for	her	mother,	Officer?”	Mr.	Darrow	shot	Noli	a	disapproving

look.	She	hung	her	head	as	her	cheeks	burned	in	shame.
Officer	Davies	 shook	his	head.	“No,	 I’ll	 send	someone	 to	 the	shop	 to	notify

her.”
“Come	along,	Steven.”	Mr.	Darrow	walked	toward	his	house.
V	turned	to	her	with	concern-filled	eyes.	He	squeezed	her	hand	in	reassurance,

his	cheer	forced.	“We’ll	fix	the	fence	and	the	Pixy,	don’t	worry.”
“Of	 course.”	Noli’s	 voice	went	 glum.	Maybe	Mama	would	sell	 the	 Pixy	 for

scraps.
With	one	last	squeeze	of	her	hand,	she	watched	as	V	gracefully	eased	his	way

out	 of	 the	 broken	 auto.	 Giving	 her	 half	 a	 wave,	 he	 made	 his	 way	 over	 the
wreckage	and	across	the	broken	fence	into	his	own	backyard,	leaving	her	alone
with	Officer	Davies.



Kevighn	 Silver	 walked	 the	 dark,	 foggy	 streets	 of	 San	 Francisco,	 his	 soul
weighed	 down	 in	 defeat,	 his	 long	 coat	 brushing	 his	 legs.	 His	 walking	 stick
tapped	on	the	cobblestones,	beating	the	tattoo	of	his	failure.	Another	candidate
lost.	Again.
Desperation	 rode	him,	 like	a	 rider	on	 the	hunt	 rode	a	horse.	The	 time	of	 the

sacrifice	quickly	approached.
If	he	didn’t	find	a	suitable	girl	…
Annabelle’s	suicide	had	weakened	the	magic	more	than	he’d	ever	let	on.	The

replacement	girl	 they’d	found	hadn’t	been	nearly	powerful	enough,	 leaving	the
magic	hungry.	Some	of	the	lesser	creatures	were	already	weakening,	and	parts	of
the	 Otherworld	 grew	 unstable.	 This	 cycle,	 the	 chosen	 girl	 must	 be
extraordinarily	special—not	only	to	satisfy	the	magic’s	hunger,	but	to	atone	for
the	shame	he	still	suffered	because	of	Annabelle.
It	was	all	his	fault.
As	the	high	queen’s	huntsman,	he	was	responsible	for	finding	one	special	girl

every	seven	years.	She	only	needed	to	possess	the	Spark—that	special	something
some	 mortals	 possessed.	 It	 was	 joy,	 creativity,	 life.	 It	 was	 that	 extra-rare
something	that	propelled	mortal	brilliance	to	sheer	genius.
Chosen	girls	lived	a	charmed	life	in	the	Otherworld,	spoiled	and	cosseted	by

all.	When	 the	appointed	 time	came,	her	blood	was	spilled,	nourishing	 the	very
magic	that	composed	their	world.	Without	the	magic,	the	Otherworld	would	fade
away—along	with	the	creatures	who	dwelled	there.
The	 loss	 of	 the	 Otherworld	 would	 affect	 this	 strange	 human	 world,	 too.

Unbeknownst	to	mortals,	it	was	magic	escaping	from	the	Otherworld	that	fueled
their	creativity.	If	the	magic	disappeared,	human	creativity	would	as	well.
Kevighn	entered	an	older	part	of	San	Francisco.	He	liked	this	area	better	than

the	rebuilt	ones,	with	their	technology,	gadgets,	and	shiny	bits	of	metal.	At	least
the	 dismal	weather	was	 keeping	 everyone	 indoors,	 leaving	 him	 alone	with	 his
troubled	thoughts.	Holding	his	desperation	at	bay	proved	difficult	but	necessary;
anxiety	made	him	stupid.	Finding	a	girl	used	to	be	simple.	If	he	didn’t	succeed,
they	would	all	die.	Him	included.
Tomorrow,	he’d	figure	out	where	to	travel	to	next.
He	 should	 probably	 leave	 San	 Francisco,	 a	 city	 known	 for	 its	 high



concentration	 of	 aether.	 Aether	 was	 actually	 magic,	 seeping	 into	 the	 mortal
realm	 from	 the	 Otherworld	 through	 rifts	 between	 the	 realms.	 It	 enhanced
creativity	in	mortals	but	too	much	of	it	could	be	dangerous,	especially	to	those
with	the	Spark;	so	finding	a	girl	with	the	Spark	here	could	prove	difficult.	He’d
caused	this	problem,	too.	Six	years	ago,	the	magic	had	mourned	the	lost	sacrifice
of	Annabelle	so	fiercely	she’d	caused	a	huge	rip	in	the	barrier	between	realms.
This	rip	not	only	triggered	the	San	Francisco	earthquake,	destroying	most	of	the
city,	but	enabled	large	amounts	of	aether—raw	magic—to	leak	into	the	area.
Tonight	he’d	drown	his	sorrows	in	opium.	His	step,	but	not	his	heart,	lightened

at	the	thought.	Mortals	did	have	vices	down	to,	as	they	would	say,	a	science.
Ah,	 opium	 and	 soft	women.	The	 very	 thought	made	 him	 toss	 and	 catch	 his

black	 and	 silver	 walking	 stick.	 Yes,	 just	 what	 he	 needed—and	 he	 knew	 the
perfect	place	to	go.

“Noli,	your	mother’s	here.”	Officer	Davies	entered	the	empty	room	at	the	local
Los	Angeles	Air	Patrol	station.	She	was	sitting	on	the	bench,	knees	drawn	to	her
chest,	arms	wrapped	around	them,	head	resting	on	her	arms.
“Noli.”	Officer	Davies	sat	down	next	to	her	on	the	bench.	“We’re	not	singling

you	out.	We’re	not	out	to	spoil	your	fun.”
“I	know.”	Not	raising	her	head,	she	sniffed.
“I	understand	how	losing	your	father—”
“He’s	 not	 dead.”	 Passion	 colored	Noli’s	 voice.	 “He’ll	 come	 home.	 It’s	 only

been	six	years.”	Six	years.	She’d	begun	to	lose	hope.	Not	that	she’d	ever	admit
it,	even	to	V.
“No	one	wants	you	to	follow	the	same	path	as	Jeffrey,	which	is	exactly	where

you	seem	headed	no	matter	how	many	warnings	I	give	you	or	how	many	chats
we	have.”
She	raised	her	head,	her	jaw	clenched	in	defiance.	“What	do	you	mean,	follow

the	same	path	as	Jeffrey?	What’s	wrong	with	being	an	aeronaut?	Someone	needs
to	fly	cargo	vessels.	Jeff	 travels	all	around	the	United	States	and	sees	so	many
wondrous	things.”
“That’s	what	 your	 brother	 says	 he	 does?	Fly	 cargo	vessels?”	Officer	Davies



was	still	wearing	his	airsuit,	but	not	his	helmet,	revealing	messy	brown	hair	the
same	color	as	his	eyes.	He	wasn’t	a	bad	sort—for	a	hovercop.
“Of	course.	My	brother	would	never	lie	to	me.”	She	crossed	her	arms	over	her

chest.
The	officer	 sighed,	his	kind	 face	weathered	with	age	and	elements.	 “Talk	 to

your	mother.	You’re	a	good	girl—a	smart	girl.	Not	a	girl	who	fails	 school	and
spends	her	time	hoverboarding	illegally	or	tinkering	on	that	deathtrap.”
She	glared	at	him	for	calling	the	Pixy	a	deathtrap.	“I’m	not	quite	failing.”
Not	quite	 failing	 everything.	She	 excelled	 in	botany.	Noli	 loved	botany,	 and

had	 secretly	 dreamed	of	 becoming	 a	 botanist.	Once.	Before	Papa	 disappeared.
When	her	parents	had	told	her	she	could	do	anything.
Lies.	To	do	anything	you	needed	money.
If	 she	 got	 a	 job	 after	 she	 graduated	 from	 school,	 she	 could	 not	 only	 help

support	 her	mother	 but	 save	 up	 for	 university	 and	 become	 a	 botanist	 anyway.
Maybe.
Officer	Davies’	expression	hardened.	“This	might	appear	silly;	you	were	just

two	young	people	out	 for	a	 joyride.	But	with	your	 record,	 the	 judge	will	see	a
troubled	 girl	 with	 no	 guidance	 on	 the	 path	 to	more	 trouble.	 Flying	 without	 a
permit	one	day,	stealing	autos	the	next,	perhaps	even	air	piracy	…	”
“Judge?”	A	lump	formed	in	her	throat	as	the	word	barely	squeaked	out.
“You	 were	 in	 a	 residential	 neighborhood.	 If	 we	 take	 this	 before	 the	 judge,

you’ll	probably	lose.”
Noli’s	 chest	 tightened.	 That	 would	 mean	 a	 detention	 center.	 Her	 mother’s

social	 status	 was	 balanced	 precariously	 on	 them	 being	 distressed	 gentry.	 Noli
getting	in	trouble	and	playing	the	hoyden	didn’t	help.	Their	biggest	hope	lay	in
her	 marrying	 well—not	 that	 anyone	 expected	 her	 to.	 She	 possessed	 no	 great
beauty	and	too	much	intelligence;	thus	her	idea	that	she	should	simply	get	a	job
and	save	her	family.	If	she	was	sent	to	a	detention	center—basically	a	prison	for
children—her	 mother’s	 reputation	 would	 plummet.	 It	 might	 even	 affect	 her
mother’s	shop	if	people	refused	to	buy	her	dresses.	Also,	who	would	take	care	of
her	mother?	Right	now,	Noli	didn’t	earn	much	in	the	way	of	money,	aside	from
doing	the	occasional	repair,	but	she	did	a	lot	to	keep	their	little	family	together.
“There	is	a	place	…	”	he	began.



Her	eyebrows	rose.	Already,	it	sounded	dreadful.
“A	boarding	school	with	an	excellent	reputation,”	he	finished,	as	if	sensing	her

hesitation.	“I’ll	 speak	 to	your	mother	and	 the	captain	about	 it.	Perhaps	we	can
get	you	back	on	track	before	you	become	an	air	pirate.”
“I’ll	never	 become	 an	 air	 pirate.”	 Even	 if	 they	 went	 to	 the	 poorhouse.	 Air

pirates	were	nothing	but	terrible,	horrible	criminals.
“Good.”	He	offered	her	a	hand	up.	“Your	mother	is	waiting.”
Noli	 brushed	 her	 skirt	 and	 apron	 with	 her	 hand,	 steeling	 herself.	 The	 true

yelling	would	wait.	Distressed	gentry	or	not,	the	Braddocks	still	possessed	their
pride.

Steven	kept	watch	on	Noli’s	empty	house	while	he	picked	up	the	pieces	of	wood
that	were	 strewn	 across	 his	 yard,	making	 it	 resemble	 a	 picture	 of	 a	 battle.	He
hoped	the	air	patrol	hadn’t	come	down	too	hard	on	her.	What	he	had	to	tell	her
would	be	difficult	enough.
His	father	had	lectured	him	severely:	Irresponsible,	reckless	action	such	as	this

disrespected	their	family	name	and	weren’t	expected	behaviors	from	someone	of
his	rank	and	station.
As	 punishment,	 he	was	 to	 clean	 up	 the	mess	 in	 both	 their	 yards.	He	would

rebuild	the	fence,	paying	for	it	out	of	his	pocket	money.	Every	day	after	school
he	would	work	until	 dark,	 before	 starting	his	 lessons	 and	 chores.	This	 seemed
reasonable,	and	he’d	perform	the	tasks	without	complaint.
The	 final	 part	 of	 his	 punishment	 seemed	 most	 unfair.	 No	 longer	 could	 he

associate	with	Noli—no	fixing	 the	Pixy	or	helping	make	 repairs	on	her	house.
He’d	even	been	forbidden	to	speak	with	her.	The	idea	alone	made	his	soul	hurt.
He’d	 do	 anything	 for	Noli,	 as	 he	would	 for	 his	 own	 brother	 and	 sister.	More,
even.
Picking	up	another	splinter	of	wood,	V	threw	it	into	the	wheelbarrow,	wiping

the	 sweat	 off	 his	 brow	 with	 his	 handkerchief,	 his	 stomach	 grumbling	 with
hunger.
His	father	reminded	him	constantly	that	he	and	Noli	weren’t	brother	and	sister

—or	children,	anymore.	It	pained	him,	but	he	would	obey	his	father	and	tell	Noli



they	could	no	longer	be	friends.	She’d	be	destroyed,	since	nearly	all	her	friends
had	abandoned	her	after	her	mother	opened	the	dress	shop.	But	he’d	pretend	his
father	was	right	and	that	he	was	better	off	ignoring	her.
Still,	he	vowed	to	keep	watch	over	her	in	secret.	After	all,	he	could	hardly	tell

his	father	why	Noli	meant	so	much	to	him,	why	he’d	continue	to	protect	her	as
much	as	he	could.
No,	no,	he	couldn’t	tell	his	father	that	at	all.



Three

Conversations

“Noli?”	Her	mother	 stood	 in	 the	 doorway	 of	Noli’s	 room,	 holding	 a	 small	 oil
lamp,	the	slightest	of	frowns	on	her	face.
“Yes,	 Mama?”	 Noli	 sat	 at	 her	 desk,	 doing	 her	 homework	 by	 candlelight.

Running	the	gas	lamps	got	expensive.
“We	need	to	chat,	you	and	I.	Could	you	please	join	me	in	the	parlor?”
“Of	course,	Mama.”	Time	for	a	scolding.	Standing,	Noli	blew	out	the	candle

and	followed	her	mother	down	the	staircase,	the	tiny	flame	of	her	mother’s	lamp
casting	eerie	shadows	on	the	walls.
Mama	 had	 been	 pale	 and	 mostly	 silent	 when	 she’d	 claimed	 Noli	 from	 the

station.	Actually,	tears	had	glinted	in	her	eyes.	Noli	figured	it	was	a	valiant	act
by	her	mother	to	maintain	her	dignity.	Everything	they	did	now	was	a	pretense	to
uphold	their	pride,	even	though	why	her	mother	clung	to	the	idea	of	being	high
society,	when	 high	 society	 shunned	 them,	Noli	 didn’t	 know.	The	middle	 class
seemed	to	have	much	more	fun	and	not	be	so	stuffy	and	constricting.
Supper,	 a	 simple	 affair	 since	 they	 no	 longer	 could	 afford	 a	 cook,	 had	 also

lacked	 the	expected	yelling.	Silence	unnerved	Noli	 far	more	 than	shouts.	After
supper,	she	had	done	her	chores	and	started	her	schoolwork	without	being	asked.
A	small	fire	crackled	in	the	seldom-used	parlor—the	nicest	room	in	the	house.

Noli	 tried	 to	 keep	 it	 dusted,	 fresh,	 and	 in	 good	 repair.	 Just	 in	 case.	 Not	 that
suitors	would	come	a-calling.	No	one	would	want	her	 for	a	wife—not	even	V,
who	 was	 the	 only	 interesting	 man	 she	 knew	 whom	 her	 mother	 would	 deem
suitable.
The	 floral	 settee	 she	 sat	 upon	 only	 smelled	mildly	 of	 disuse	 and	 dust.	 Her



insides	 twisted	 into	 anxious	 knots.	 Mama	 sat	 across	 from	 her	 in	 a	 matching
chair.	The	low	table	between	them	held	her	mother’s	silver	tea	service	and	fine
china	cups.	She’d	refused	to	sell	them,	saying	Noli	needed	them	for	her	dowry.
Mama	also	refused	to	use	the	money	Jeff	sent,	 tucking	it	away	in	a	place	even
Noli	couldn’t	find,	claiming	she	was	saving	it,	too,	for	Noli’s	dowry.
Did	anyone	even	have	a	dowry	anymore?
Noli	 eyed	 the	 table	 setting,	 especially	 the	 plate	 of	 rare	 bakery	 cookies.	Her

mother	 poured	 the	 tea	 like	 they	were	 at	 a	 tea	 party.	 Dress	 shop	 aside,	Mama
remained	 the	 same	 proud,	 wellborn	 woman	 Henry	 Winston	 Braddock	 had
married	twenty-two	years	earlier	back	east,	 then	spirited	away	to	the	wild	west
so	he	could	build	cities,	bridges,	and	other	urban	marvels.
Edwina	 Braddock’s	 chestnut	 curls	 were	 like	 Noli’s,	 only	 hers	 weren’t

unwieldy.	Her	eyes	glowed	a	startling	blue,	while	Noli’s	were	an	uninteresting
gray.	 Still	 slender,	 Mama	 possessed	 curves	 in	 the	 right	 places—curves	 Noli
lacked.
Her	mother	put	 the	 teapot	down	and	held	out	 the	fancy	plate	of	cookies,	 the

kind	 she	 kept	 at	 the	 shop	 for	 her	 clients.	 Her	 hands	 remained	 pale	 and	 fine.
“Would	you	like	a	cookie?”
“Thank	you,	Mama.”	Reaching	out,	 conscious	of	her	own	 rough	hands	with

nails	 bitten	 to	 the	 quick,	Noli	 took	 a	 cookie	 and	bit	 into	 it,	 allowing	 the	 crisp
shortbread	and	sweet	chocolate	to	spread	across	her	tongue.	Delicious.
Looking	around	 the	 room,	she	spied	 the	photograph	of	her	parents’	wedding

back	in	Boston.	No	photos	of	Jeff—not	even	family	ones—hung	on	the	striped,
blue-papered	walls.	She	missed	Jeff	and	wrote	to	him	often.
“These	have	been	trying	times	for	us,	with	your	father	disappearing	and	your

brother	 leaving	 us.”	Her	mother	 took	 a	 sip	 of	 steaming	 tea,	 looking	 tired	 and
worn,	shoulders	hunched	from	fatigue.	“You’ve	always	been	clever	and	willful.
Raising	you	alone	is	difficult.”
The	chocolate	cookie	soured	 in	Noli’s	mouth.	Certainly	she	hadn’t	made	her

mother’s	 life	 easier,	 rebelling	 and	 getting	 into	 mischief.	 Tinkering	 instead	 of
helping	in	the	shop.	Failing	at	school	because	she	often	fell	asleep	in	class.
“I	…	I’m	sorry,	Mama.”	She	took	a	sip	of	tea	to	wash	the	sour	taste	out	of	her

mouth.



“I	 know.	 You	 don’t	 mean	 to	 be	 naughty;	 you	 simply	 need	 more	 attention.
Attention	 I	 can’t	 give	 you	 because	 of	 all	 the	 time	 I	 spend	 at	 the	 shop.”	 Her
mother’s	 beautiful	 face,	with	 her	 high	 cheekbones	 and	 aristocratic	 nose,	 grew
forlorn,	her	eyes	downcast.
Noli	knew	guilt	was	consuming	her	mother,	who	believed	that	her	place	was	at

home	raising	children,	not	at	work.	If	anything	went	wrong,	ultimately	she	held
full	responsibility.
“I	should	have	sent	you	away	to	school	years	ago	as	planned,”	Mama	added.
Plans	which	 had	 gone	 astray	when	 Papa	 disappeared.	Most	 young	 ladies	 of

their	 social	class	went	 to	 fancy	day	or	boarding	schools;	Mama	had	wanted	 to
send	Noli	all	the	way	to	Boston	to	attend	the	same	posh	school	she	had.
“If	I	went	away,	who’d	help	you?”	Fear	seized	Noli’s	heart.	So	her	mother	was

sending	her	away	now.	Whether	 it	was	 to	a	detention	center	or	a	school,	she’d
still	 be	 far	 from	 home.	 Remorse,	 for	 taking	 pleasure	 in	 vexing	 her	 mother,
consumed	her.
Mama	 turned	 the	 china	 teacup	 in	 her	 dainty	 hands,	 looking	 into	 its	 depths

instead	of	at	Noli.	“They’re	going	to	drop	the	charges—”
“Truly?”	 Noli	 brightened,	 ready	 to	 bounce	 out	 of	 her	 seat	 in	 excitement.

“Wonderful.”
Mama	 held	 up	 a	 hand	 to	 silence	 her.	 “You	 see”—her	 lower	 lip	 quivered

—“they	don’t	consider	me	fit	to	care	for	you	anymore.”
Noli	 sucked	 in	 a	 sharp	breath.	 “What?”	Shock	gave	way	 to	outrage	 and	her

hands	balled	into	fists.	“It	isn’t	anything	you	did.	I	rebuilt	the	Pixy,	I	made	V	go
with	me,	I	panicked	…	”
Again,	her	mother	held	up	a	hand.	“They’ll	drop	the	charges	if	I	send	you	to

boarding	 school	where	 you	 can	 get	 the	 attention	 you	 need.	 It’s	 called	 Findlay
House.	Officer	Davies	spoke	highly	of	it.”
“You	mean	reform	school,”	Noli	pouted.	Officer	Davies	had	been	threatening

her	with	reform	schools	and	detention	centers	for	ages,	but	she	always	thought
they	were	empty	threats.
“Of	 course	 not.	 You’re	 not	 a	 criminal,	 you	 just	 need	 guidance.	 Guidance	 I

can’t	give	you	because	I’m	working.”	Mama	smiled	a	sad	smile.
Noli	knew	it	must	have	been	a	blow	to	her	mother’s	pride	for	them	to	blame



everything	on	her	lack	of	parenting.	Some	dutiful	daughter	she	turned	out	to	be.
She’d	 promised	 Jeff	 she’d	 take	 care	 of	 her	mother,	 and	 she’d	 done	 a	 dreadful
job.
“We	 still	 have	 your	 dowry;	 perhaps	 you’ll	make	 a	 good	match	 yet.	 Lots	 of

girls	 go	 to	 boarding	 school,	 and	 you’re	 only	 sixteen.	When	 you’re	 finished	 at
Findlay	House,	I’ll	send	you	to	Boston,	to	my	parents,	where	you	can	come	out
to	society	and	have	a	fresh	start.”	Mama’s	smile	brightened.
“But	I	don’t	want	to	leave,	Mama.	I’ll	try	harder,	I	promise.	We	can	use	Jeff’s

money	to	fix	up	the	house	and	pay	some	bills	so	you	can	take	on	less	work.	I’ll
spend	afternoons	with	you	at	the	dress	shop	instead	of	here	…	or	I	could	get	a
proper	 job	 fixing	 things,	 even	 if	 it’s	 just	 after	 school.	 We’ll	 make	 this	 work
together.	I	know	we	can.”	Tears	pricked	Noli’s	eyes.	She	turned	away,	catching
sight	of	a	photograph	of	her	father.	Her	mother	was	all	she	had	left.
“You	 are	 a	 lady	 and	 we	 don’t	 get	 jobs.”	 Mama’s	 voice	 reverberated	 with

sadness.	 “If	 you	 go	 to	 this	 school	 and	 do	 well,	 not	 only	 will	 they	 drop	 the
charges,	 but	 they’ll	wipe	 your	 record	 clean.	Think	 of	what	 this	means	 for	 our
future.”
“Who	will	take	care	of	you?”	Noli	asked.	Her	mother	couldn’t	do	everything

herself.	Who’d	do	 the	washing	 and	 cleaning?	The	 shopping	 and	 repairs?	Tend
the	yard	and	garden?
“It’s	not	open	for	negotiation.	You’ve	played	the	hoyden	long	enough.	Do	you

wish	to	bring	more	disgrace	upon	this	family	than	you	have	already?”
Noli	drooped	over	her	teacup.	“No,	Mama.”
What	would	Papa	say?	But	never	would	she	have	done	such	 things	with	her

father	 home.	 Her	 father	 also	 believed	 in	 upstart	 notions—like	 women	 getting
jobs	and	attending	the	university.
“The	 school,	 Findlay,	 is	 quite	 successful	 in	 educating	 proper	 young	 ladies.

Even	with	your,	ah,	adventures,	they	not	only	agreed	to	admit	you,	but	we	don’t
have	 to	worry	about	 the	 tuition.”	Her	mother	nodded,	as	 if	 in	agreement	 to	an
imaginary	conversation.	“We	leave	for	San	Francisco	in	the	morning.”
“San	Francisco?”	Noli’s	voice	shook	as	her	heart	skipped	a	beat.
“It’s	 far,	 but	 they	 say	 San	 Francisco	 is	 quite	 safe	 now.”	 Mama	 sounded

unconvinced.



Noli’s	 belly	 flipped.	 Six	 years	 ago,	 a	 terrible	 earthquake	 had	 struck	 San
Francisco.	 The	 quake	 and	 subsequent	 fires	 decimated	most	 of	 the	 city.	 Urban
engineers—including	her	 father—had	 come	 from	around	 the	globe	 to	 help	 the
city	rebuild.
San	Francisco	was	where	he’d	disappeared.
This	 wasn’t	 the	 first	 earthquake	 in	 recent	 times	 to	 rack	 the	 United	 States.

Several	decades	prior,	 a	 series	of	violent	quakes	 struck	dozens	of	 cities	 across
the	county	within	hours	of	each	other.	That	chain	of	quakes	ended	the	Civil	War
and	 started	 the	 Great	 Reconstruction.	 That,	 in	 turn,	 led	 to	 the	 American
Renaissance,	 which	 had	 given	 the	 world	 many	 incredible	 discoveries	 and
technologies—including	hoverboards,	flying	autos,	and	airships.
She	still	didn’t	like	the	idea	of	going	to	San	Francisco.	“But	…	”
Her	mother	 frowned	 in	 that	 special	way	 that	meant	Noli	was	being	difficult.

“No	one	has	died	or	disappeared	for	quake-related	reasons	in	five	years.”
Noli	 continued	 to	 fidget	 in	her	 seat.	Unlike	 the	Great	Quake	Chain,	 the	San

Fran	quake	had	no	official	cause.	Many	simply	blamed	it	on	the	aether	released
by	the	Great	Quake	Chain.	Some	thought	it	was	aether	that	had	caused	her	father
and	the	other	men	in	his	group	to	disappear.	Apparently	a	little	aether	was	good,
but	too	much	wasn’t.	Some	people	avoided	San	Francisco	for	that	very	reason.
Noli	wanted	 to	 avoid	 San	 Francisco	 because	 it	 stole	 her	 father	 from	 her	…

although	part	of	her	wanted	to	see	the	rebuilt	city,	in	all	its	gleaming	brass	and
steam-powered	splendor.
“Do	we	have	to	leave	tomorrow?”	she	asked.	Would	she	have	a	chance	to	say

goodbye	to	V?	He’d	stood	by	her	after	her	father’s	disappearance,	through	Jeff’s
departure	and	her	mother	going	 to	work.	How	would	she	get	 through	anything
without	him?	Sure,	she	called	him	a	fussy	old	bodger	when	he	acted	stuffy,	but
as	 her	 best	 friend,	 he’d	 always	 come	 with	 her	 on	 adventures,	 helped	 her	 fix
things,	 told	 her	 bits	 of	 useless	 knowledge	 and	 stories,	 and	 often	 taken	 the	 fall
when	they	got	into	too	much	trouble.
“We’ll	depart	on	the	morning	train.”	Her	mother	squared	her	shoulders,	a	look

of	finality	etched	on	her	tired	face.
Noli’s	nose	scrunched.	“That’s	so	last	century.	Can’t	we	take	an	airship?	It’s	so

much	faster.”



“You	 know	 I	 don’t	 like	 airships.	 Now	 go	 upstairs	 and	 pack	 your	 things.”
Mama’s	mouth	set	in	a	firm	line.	Not	everyone	embraced	the	rapid	technological
progress	the	American	Renaissance	had	brought	them.
Couldn’t	her	mother	have	told	her	this	before	she	started	her	schoolwork?
“I’m	going	outside	for	a	little	bit	first,	Mama.”
Her	mother	sighed	heavily,	shoulders	rising	and	falling	like	something	heavy

weighed	 them	down.	She	considered	 tree	climbing	 improper.	 “Only	 for	a	 little
while.”
“Thank	you.”	Putting	her	 teacup	on	 the	 table,	Noli	walked	out	of	 the	 sitting

room.	 As	 soon	 as	 she	 left	 her	 mother’s	 line	 of	 sight	 she	 took	 off	 running,
slamming	the	kitchen	door	in	the	process.	She	didn’t	stop	until	she	reached	her
tree.	When	confused,	angry,	or	scared,	she	liked	to	scale	it.	Everything	seemed
better	among	its	branches.
Up	 the	 trunk	 she	 went.	 The	 gnarled	 old	 oak	 had	 been	 knocked	 down	 in	 a

storm,	 but	 it	 continued	 to	 grow,	 curving	 like	 a	 J.	 The	 rough	 bark	 under	 her
fingers	felt	comforting	and	familiar.	Overgrown	branches	reached	nearly	 to	 the
ground,	like	a	weeping	willow.
V	called	it	a	faery	tree—“but	not	a	real	one,”	he’d	always	add.
As	 if	 faeries	were	 real.	 Science	 had	 disproven	 them	 a	 thousand	 times	 over.

That	was	V	for	you,	believing	in	the	fantastic	even	in	the	face	of	science.	She’d
miss	him	so	much.	Sometimes	Noli	liked	to	imagine	what	it	may	have	been	like,
had	 her	 father	 not	 disappeared	 and	 she’d	 actually	 been	 considered	 a	 possible
match	for	V.
Even	 though	 she	 teased	 V,	 she	 adored	 him,	 including	 his	 nonsense	 and

scholarly	rambles.	They’d	been	best	friends	for	so	long,	helped	each	other	out,
confided	in	each	other.	Also,	he	was	the	one	person	who	would	never	laugh	at
her	for	wanting	to	go	to	the	university.	It	would	be	so	easy	to	become	more	than
friends.
But	that	would	never	happen,	and	the	closer	V	got	to	being	of	a	marriageable

age,	 the	 less	 she	 let	 herself	 entertain	 such	 a	 silly	 thoughts.	 Faeries	 would	 be
proven	real	before	they	could	be	together.	And	V	didn’t	even	think	of	her	in	that
way,	anyway.
Higher	 and	higher	 she	 climbed,	 the	pleasant	April	 air	 kissing	her	 face,	 until



she	 reached	 her	 favorite	 place—the	 tree	 house	 she	 and	 V	 had	 built	 with	 her
father’s	help.	The	little	house	was	made	of	scrap	wood,	metal,	and	whatever	they
could	forage.	Once	inside,	she	leaned	against	a	wall	that	had	once	been	part	of
an	old	wagon,	drawing	her	knees	to	her	chest,	wrapping	her	arms	around	them.
Resting	her	head	on	her	knees,	she	began	to	sob.

Steven	 looked	 out	 his	 bedroom	 window	 as	 he	 sat	 at	 his	 desk	 doing	 his
schoolwork.	 The	 gas	 lamp	 on	 the	 wall	 flickered	 softly,	 scattering	 ghostly
shadows	across	his	books	and	papers.	Out	of	the	corner	of	his	eye,	he	watched	as
Noli	ran	out	the	back	door	of	her	house,	heading	straight	for	her	faery	tree.	Well,
no	faeries	actually	lived	it	in.	Not	anymore.
They	 needed	 to	 talk.	 This	 would	 be	 a	 good	 time—his	 father	 occupied	 by

business,	 his	 nosey	 little	 sister	 asleep.	 He	 crept	 down	 the	 stairs,	 through	 the
kitchen,	and	grabbed	the	knob	of	the	back	door.
“Where	are	you	going?	To	 talk	 to	her	 in	your	 tree	house?”	 James	 rolled	his

green	eyes.	“I	don’t	understand	what	you	two	talk	about.”
His	younger	brother	looked	like	a	man,	while	Steven	was	still	all	arms,	legs,

and	feet.	They	stood	nearly	 the	same	height;	 James	wasn’t	much	younger,	and
reminded	Steven	of	it	often.	His	curly	blond	hair	drove	the	girls	wild.
“Yes.	I	have	to	tell	her	about	Father’s	edict.”
“Oh.	Good	luck	with	that.	Flying	figs,	I’m	glad	it’s	you	and	not	me.”	James’

eyes	held	sympathy.	He,	too,	was	fond	of	Noli.
Steven	let	himself	out,	walked	across	the	backyard	that	still	resembled	a	war

zone,	 climbed	 through	 the	 broken	 fence,	went	 past	 the	 crashed	 remains	 of	 the
Pixy,	and	scaled	the	tree.
Her	cries	reached	his	ears,	stabbing	him	in	the	heart	like	a	knife.	Safe	within

the	 canopy	 of	 oak	 leaves,	 he	 made	 his	 way	 to	 the	 tree	 house.	 He	 had	 many
memories	of	this	place	and	how	they’d	scoured	the	neighborhood	for	months	to
find	 the	 wood,	 sheets	 of	 brass,	 cogs,	 gears,	 and	 such	 they’d	 built	 it	 out	 of.
Neither	of	them	could	stand	up	inside	it	now.
Letting	 himself	 in,	 Steven	drew	her	 into	 his	 arms,	 although	he	 shouldn’t	 do

such	things	anymore.	“Noli.”



Pressing	her	face	into	his	shirt,	she	sobbed	so	hard	her	whole	body	shook.
“Why	the	tears?	They’re	not	sending	you	to	a	detention	center,	are	they?”	he

asked.	She	hadn’t	cried	this	hard	since	Jeff	left.
“Worse.”	 Lifting	 her	 head,	 she	 looked	 at	 him	 with	 those	 amazing,	 steel-

colored	 eyes.	 Incredible	 eyes,	 currently	 watery	 and	 red-rimmed	 in	 her	 tear-
streaked	face.	He	took	a	handkerchief	from	his	pocket	and	handed	it	to	her.
“They’re	 sending	 me	 to	 boarding	 school,”	 she	 sniffed.	 “When	 I’m	 done,

they’ll	wipe	my	 record	 clean	 and	 drop	 the	 charges.	 It’s	 called	 Findlay	House.
They’re	going	to	make	me	into	a	lady.	They	even	waived	my	tuition	because	of
the	court	order.”	Her	tone	became	dry	and	her	eyes	dull	and	lifeless.	For	once,
she	looked	utterly	and	totally	defeated.
His	blood	ran	cold.	Boarding	school?	Not	likely.	After	all,	why	would	the	Air

Patrol	 send	 her	 to	 an	 ordinary	 school?	 No,	 the	 likely	 story	 was	 they	 were
actually	sending	Noli	 to	reform	school—where	 they’d	suck	out	everything	 that
made	her	 special	 and	beautiful.	While	part	 of	 him	 felt	 relief	 that	 he	no	 longer
needed	to	tell	her	his	own	bad	news,	the	other	part	didn’t	want	to	believe	they’d
send	her	to	such	a	place.
Even	if	it	was	truly	boarding	school,	a	place	for	young	ladies	was	not	the	right

place	 for	Noli.	They’d	 still	 try	 to	 break	 her,	 crush	 her	 spirit	 and	 individuality.
Couldn’t	they	understand	how	incredible	she	was?
But	they	didn’t.	Not	the	police.	Not	her	mother.	Not	his	father.	Her	tinkering,

her	gardening,	her	curiosity	were	gifts,	not	hindrances.	No	one	understood	this
but	him.
“Everything	will	be	fine.”	He	rocked	her	gently	in	his	arms	as	they	sat	on	the

floor	of	her	tree	house,	both	aware	of	the	lie.
“I	leave	tomorrow.	It’s	in	San	Francisco.”	Her	voice	was	a	whisper.
Steven	paused,	 his	 face	 scrunching	 in	 confusion.	 “She’s	 sending	you	 to	San

Francisco?”
It	 made	 no	 sense	 to	 send	 your	 child	 to	 the	 place	 where	 your	 husband

disappeared.
Noli’s	face	contorted	in	pain.	“She	says	it’s	safe.	They	gave	her	no	choice,	but

still	…	”
“You’re	afraid	because	your	father	disappeared	there.”



“They	say	the	aether	did	it.”	Her	words	held	the	feeling	of	rhetoric.
“Too	much	aether	can	be	unhealthy,”	he	replied.	The	release	of	aether	fostered

either	creation	or	destruction.	Los	Angeles	had	a	higher	concentration	than	many
cities,	a	reason	why	the	blossoming	moving	picture	industry	excelled.	But	ever
since	 the	 earthquake,	 San	Francisco	 had	 retained	 dangerous	 levels	 of	 aether—
high	enough	to	attract	unsavory	types.
“I’ll	write	you	often	and	send	books,”	Steven	added.	Even	if	he	must	defy	his

father.	 “Maybe	 I	 could	 even	 concoct	 a	 reason	 to	 visit.	 If	 you	 do	 well	 there,
perhaps	 you’ll	 get	 into	 a	 university	 and	 study	 botany,	 just	 like	 you’ve	 always
wanted.”	He	forced	a	smile.
Sometimes	he	wished	Noli’s	family	had	tried	to	meld	into	a	lower	class	after

her	father’s	disappearance.	It	would	have	meant	she	wouldn’t	have	continued	to
be	his	friend	and	neighbor,	but	at	least	she	might	have	had	a	chance	to	achieve
her	dreams.	In	this	new	century,	post	Civil	War	and	with	all	 that	 the	American
Renaissance	had	brought	them,	classism	and	elitism	still	ran	rampant,	even	out
west.
“I’d	like	you	to	send	me	letters	and	books.”	She	smiled	shyly,	her	face	lighting

up.	 Noli	 hadn’t	 inherited	 her	 mother’s	 classic	 beauty,	 but	 she	 was	 pretty,
especially	when	she	smiled.
“Here.”	On	an	impulse,	Steven	pulled	his	medallion	over	his	head	and	placed

the	golden	necklace	around	her	neck,	its	green	stone	gleaming.	“For	protection.
Never	remove	it.	No	matter	what.”
“To	protect	me	from	aether?”	Noli	laughed.	“You’re	such	a	fussy	old	bodger,

V.”
Her	words	made	him	smile	sadly.	He	loved	her	laugh,	which	reminded	him	of

bells.	Would	she	laugh	like	this	after	her	time	at	the	school,	or	would	she	twitter
mindlessly?	Would	she	still	 call	him	V?	 It	was	a	 silly	nickname,	given	 to	him
when	they	were	small	and	she	couldn’t	quite	say	his	name,	but	he	loved	it.
“Tell	 them	 that,	 if	 they	 try	 to	 take	 it	 from	you,”	he	 replied.	People	did	wear

amulets	to	protect	them	from	aether;	not	that	they	actually	worked.
“I	will.”	She	tucked	the	medallion	into	her	blouse.	“You	take	such	good	care

of	me.	Thank	you.	Did	you	get	into	a	heap	of	trouble?”
Absently,	he	 stroked	her	curls.	Her	 thanking	him	always	made	him	nervous.



“Just	the	usual.	Clean	up	the	mess,	fix	the	fence.”
She	sighed,	leaning	against	him,	the	gesture	relaxed	and	comfortable.	“I	made

such	a	dreadful	mess.	It	will	take	forever	to	repair	the	Pixymobile.	Do	you	think
we	get	vacations	in	boarding	school?”
“I	 have	 no	 idea.”	 If	 he	were	 older,	 they	 could	 run	 off	 together	 and	 go	 to	 a

university	far	away—despite	the	fact	he	had	dreams	of	his	own	to	attain.
Noli	looked	back	toward	her	dark	house.	“Mama	wants	to	send	me	to	Boston

afterwards,	for	a	fresh	start.	Perhaps	even	find	a	husband.”
He	watched	her	 toy	with	 the	medallion,	 fingering	 the	 intricately	woven	gold

wire,	stroking	the	crystal	the	color	of	oak	leaves	in	its	center.	It	wasn’t	supposed
to	leave	his	possession,	and	his	father	would	be	displeased.	But	she	was	worth	it.
“I	worry	about	Mama,”	she	confided.	“How	will	 she	get	on	without	me?	Or

will	she	be	better	off?”	Her	eyes	misted.
“Don’t	 think	 such	 things.”	Gently,	 he	 tilted	 her	 face,	wiping	 away	 her	 tears

with	his	 thumb.	“James	and	I	will	check	on	her	 for	you.”	He	knew	how	much
Noli	loved	her	mother.
“Would	 you?”	 Her	 whole	 being	 brightened.	 “Thank	 you.”	 Her	 forehead

wrinkled.	“Officer	Davies	said	he	didn’t	want	me	to	travel	down	the	same	path
as	Jeff.	Do	you	have	any	idea	what	he	meant?”
For	a	long	moment,	Steven	didn’t	speak.	Everyone	else	knew.	It	was	time	Noli

knew	as	well.	“Have	you	ever	wondered	why	your	mother	hides	the	money	Jeff
sends,	even	though	you	desperately	need	it?”
“She	 says	 it’s	 for	 my	 dowry.	 But	 who’d	 marry	 me?”	 She	 snorted	 in	 an

unladylike	way.
“Noli,	there’s	someone	out	there	for	you,	and	you’ll	need	that	dowry	one	day.”

It	pained	him	to	force	out	those	words.	Sure,	she	wouldn’t	be	the	perfect	society
wife.	But	she	grew	flowers	like	few	he’d	ever	met	and	created	life	from	hunks	of
junk.	For	the	millionth	time,	he	wished	things	had	happened	differently.
No	matter	what,	he’d	lose	Noli	in	one	way	or	another.	But	she	was	never	his	to

have	in	the	first	place.
He	pulled	her	close,	savoring	her	scent—the	soap	she	made	from	herbs	in	her

garden	coupled	with	auto	grease	and	earth.	“Jeff’s	money	comes	from	the	wrong
side	 of	 the	 law.	Your	mother	 doesn’t	want	 to	 use	 ill-gotten	 gains.	 Instead,	 she



saves	it	for	you—her	hope	for	a	better	life.”
“He	 flies	 cargo	 vessels.”	 The	 light	 in	 Noli’s	 eyes	 went	 out	 completely,	 her

shoulders	rounding	in	defeat.
“That	he	does—vessels	of	stolen	cargo.”
“I	can’t	believe	he’s	an	air	pirate,”	she	sobbed	into	his	arms.
Noli	was	 sheltered,	 naive.	 Steven	 often	wished	 he	 still	 lived	 in	 an	 innocent

world	as	well.	But	this	way,	he	could	protect	Noli	and	his	little	sister.	It	was	one
of	 the	 few	duties	 he	 didn’t	mind.	Even	 here,	 in	 the	wilds	 of	Los	Angeles,	 his
father	insisted	they	uphold	their	ways.
He,	too,	was	his	family’s	hope	for	a	better	life.
Finally,	 her	 sobs	 slowed.	 Putting	 his	 forehead	 to	 hers,	 he	 looked	 into	 her

amazing	 steel-colored	 eyes	 for	what	would	 probably	 be	 the	 last	 time.	 “Go	 on
inside,	it’s	growing	late.”
“I	still	have	to	pack.”	She	hiccupped.
“Be	 careful,	 please?	Watch	 for	 aether	 and	 don’t	 talk	 to	 strange	 faeries.”	He

smiled.
She	smiled	back.	“Faeries?	You’re	such	a	fussy	old	bodger.	I’m	going	to	miss

you.”
“I’ll	miss	you	too.	Good	night,	Noli.”
Would	she	ever	call	him	a	fussy	old	bodger	again?	Would	they	ever	sit	in	the

tree	house	discussing	philosophy,	history,	or	her	favorite—botany?	Probably	not.
The	idea	both	saddened	and	angered	him.
“Good	night,	V.”	With	a	wave,	she	climbed	down	the	tree.
“Goodbye,	 Noli,”	 he	 whispered	 as	 she	 went	 inside.	 “May	 the	 Bright	 Lady

keep	you	safe.”
With	all	that	lurked	in	San	Francisco,	she’d	need	it.
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