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One

Jeffrey	Returns

Moving	the	basket	to	her	elbow,	Magnolia	Braddock	climbed	up	the	trunk	of	the
crooked	oak	tree	in	her	backyard,	the	familiar	bark	rough	under	her	hands.	In	a
flurry	of	blue	skirts,	 she	hoisted	herself,	basket	and	all,	 into	 the	 tree	house	her
father	helped	her	and	V	build	so	long	ago.	It	was	no	longer	even	big	enough	for
her	 to	 stand	 in;	 her	mother	 didn’t	 like	 it	 that	Noli,	 a	 nearly	 grown	woman	 of
seventeen,	spent	so	much	time	there.
Most	of	the	mishmash	that	composed	the	little	house—cogs	and	gears,	bits	of

discarded	 wood,	 pieces	 of	 brass,	 and	 other	 assorted	 things—she	 and	 her
childhood	 playmates,	 Steven	 “V”	 Darrow	 and	 his	 brother	 James,	 had	 carted
home.	Each	piece	held	a	story.	Noli’s	hand	caressed	a	piece	of	brass	that	she	and
V	had	taken	from	an	abandoned	building	in	town.
But	 it	 was	 memories,	 especially	 of	 her	 father,	 that	 composed	 this	 place	 as

much	as	 all	 the	 random	bits	of	 things;	nearly	 seven	years	 ago,	Henry	Winston
Braddock	had	disappeared	in	San	Francisco.	Noli	still	clung	to	the	fragile	hope
that	 one	 day	 her	 father	 would	 return	 to	 Los	 Angeles,	 and	 they’d	 be	 a	 family
again.
Charlotte’s	red	braid,	which	Noli	had	carefully	sectioned,	wrapped	in	thread,

and	boiled,	hung	from	a	makeshift	 line	inside	the	tree	house.	Here	it	could	dry
safely,	 away	 from	 her	mother’s	 eyes,	 and	 she	wouldn’t	 have	 to	 explain	 about
Charlotte.	Mama	had	no	idea	that	the	Otherworld	and	faeries	existed,	or	that	due
to	an	ill-worded	bargain	Noli	wasn’t	mortal	anymore.	She	also	had	no	idea	that	if
Charlotte	hadn’t	died,	Noli	would	have.	Nor	did	she	know	how	much	James	was
mourning.
Right	now,	her	mother	was	toiling	in	the	dress	shop,	dealing	with	the	holiday

rush.	Edwina	Braddock	earned	their	keep	by	making	gowns	for	the	very	people



with	whom	she	and	Noli	had	once	been	social	equals.	They	kept	up	appearances
the	best	they	could.
Ever	 since	 Noli	 had	 returned	 from	 her	 stay	 in	 the	 Otherworld,	 or,	 as	 her

mother	 assumed,	 merely	 from	 Findlay	 House,	 the	 horrible	 “school”	 the
authorities	 had	 sent	 her	 to	 after	 an	 incident	 with	 a	 flying	 auto,	 things	 had
changed.	Mama	 had	 decided	 that	 since	Noli	 now	 looked	 the	 lady,	 her	 hoyden
ways	supposedly	“cured”	by	Findlay	House,	she	could	actually	become	a	 lady.
That	meant	a	 return	 to	 the	parties,	 teas,	 and	social	 events	Noli	had	hated	even
when	her	family	was	moneyed	and	respected.
Fixing	cars	or	working	in	the	garden	was	always	preferable	to	balls.
The	now-dry	skeins	of	Charlotte’s	hair	went	in	the	basket.	She’d	weave	them

into	 a	 watch	 chain	 for	 James.	 This	 way	 he	 could	 carry	 a	 piece	 of	 Charlotte
wherever	he	went.
Let’s	prune	the	roses,	the	sprite	suggested.
It	was	difficult	not	to	sigh,	even	though	she	was	used	such	comments	by	now.

The	faery	queen,	when	she’d	taken	away	Noli’s	mortality	before	allowing	her	to
leave	the	Otherworld,	had	turned	Noli	 into	a	sprite.	Well,	sort	of.	V	and	James
had	 done	 something	 to	 prevent	 Noli	 from	 losing	 all	 of	 herself	 during	 the
transformation;	she’d	gained	the	beauty	and	abilities	of	a	sprite,	and	also	had	a
sprite	 sharing	 the	 space	 in	 her	 head.	 Calling	 it	 “awkward”	 was	 an
understatement.
The	roses	did	need	pruning,	and	 the	beautiful	Los	Angeles	 fall	day	called	 to

her.	But	she	couldn’t.
Later,	she	told	her	sprite	side.	We	have	other	things	to	do	before	Mama	returns

from	 the	 shop.	Like	washing	dishes,	 fixing	 the	 upstairs	 shutters,	 and	 adjusting
the	steam-powered	sewing	machine	she’d	made	for	her	mother.
The	sprite	mentally	pouted.	Really,	Noli	would	 rather	prune	 roses	 than	wash

dishes.	Every	day	it	became	increasingly	difficult	to	keep	the	sprite	from	taking
her	over	completely.	Some	days,	resisting	the	sprite	grew	physically	painful.	Not
to	mention	that	being	a	sprite	made	some	things	harder—like	thinking.
You	think	too	much,	the	sprite	piped	up.
Ugh.	Noli	 pushed	 the	 sprite	 back	 into	 her	mental	 closet.	 The	 last	 thing	 she

wanted	was	for	the	sprite	to	take	over—then	she’d	never	get	her	chores	done.



Across	 the	 yard,	 V’s	 window	 in	 the	 Darrow	 residence	 next	 door	 remained
dark.	 An	 entire	 day,	 and	 V	 still	 hadn’t	 returned	 from	 the	 Otherworld.	 In	 the
months	 since	 she’d	 returned	 from	 her	 misadventures,	 she	 and	 V	 had	 traveled
back	and	forth	to	see	James	and	Charlotte,	but	they’d	usually	gone	together.
Also,	his	visit	to	the	high	palace	to	see	Queen	Tiana	was	hardly	a	social	call.

He	owed	the	queen	a	favor—this	was	the	price	of	the	bargain	that	had	freed	Noli
from	the	Otherworld,	even	after	she’d	eaten	faery	food.	Hopefully	V	would	fare
well.
As	Noli	 climbed	 down	 the	 bent	 oak,	 basket	 on	 her	 arm,	 the	 soft	 whir	 of	 a

solar-powered	hoverboard	echoed	behind	her.	“Very	funny,	James,”	she	said	over
her	shoulder.
As	 much	 as	 Noli	 loved	 to	 hoverboard,	 the	 crafts	 were	 one-person

conveyances.	 Women	 couldn’t	 legally	 fly	 them,	 since	 women	 needed	 a	 male
companion	when	operating	anything	from	airships	to	autos.	Noli	couldn’t	afford
any	 more	 brushes	 with	 the	 law,	 so	 when	 V	 went	 off	 on	 his	 hoverboard,	 she
stayed	behind.	Well,	most	of	the	time.
“Is	James	a	suitor	I	need	to	rough	up?”	joked	a	very	different,	but	still	familiar,

voice.
Noli	hopped	 to	 the	ground	and	 turned	 just	as	her	older	brother’s	hoverboard

touched	 down	 on	 the	 grass	 next	 to	 her	 tree.	 He	 pulled	 off	 his	 brass	 goggles,
which	were	in	need	of	a	shine.
“Jeff!”	Noli	dropped	the	basket	onto	the	grass	and	wrapped	her	arms	around

him.
A	couple	of	years	ago,	her	brother,	 Jeffrey,	had	 left	Los	Angeles	 to	seek	his

fortune	as	an	aeronaut,	flying	cargo	vessels.	Although	he’d	never	come	to	visit,
he	always	wrote	 letters	and	sent	money	home.	Despite	 the	 fact	 that	 they	could
barely	pay	 the	bills,	her	mother	wouldn’t	 touch	 these	 funds.	 It	made	no	sense.
Finally,	V	had	 told	Noli	 the	 truth.	 Jeff	wasn’t	 an	 aeronaut,	 but	 an	 air	 pirate—
which	explained	why	her	mother	refused	to	use	his	money.
If	there	was	such	a	thing	as	a	good	air	pirate,	Noli	would	like	to	think	Jeff	was

one.
She	 looked	 up	 at	 him	 and	 grinned.	 Her	 brother	 seemed	 in	 good	 health	 and

clean.	“James	isn’t	my	suitor,”	she	said.



“Look	at	you,	all	grown	up.”	Jeff’s	goggles	still	dangled	from	his	fingers;	his
tan	trousers	were	covered	with	all	sorts	of	loops	and	pockets,	as	was	his	leather
vest.	“Why	does	that	dress	look	familiar?”
“Mama	remade	one	of	her	old	walking	dresses.	She’s	been	trying	out	ideas	on

me.”	Noli	smoothed	the	blue	fabric	of	the	bustled	skirt;	her	mother	loved	bustles.
Noli	 liked	 bustles	 well	 enough,	 but	 didn’t	 love	 the	 color.	 She	 preferred	 the
greens	and	browns	V	liked,	but	her	mother	often	dressed	her	in	blue	because	she
said	it	brought	out	Noli’s	steel-colored	eyes.
Jeff	looked	around	the	yard,	concern	etched	on	his	face.	“Is	she	here?”
“No,	she’s	at	the	shop.”	Noli	picked	up	her	basket.	“Would	you	like	to	come

inside?	I’ll	make	some	tea.	I’m	so	excited	to	see	you.	What	brings	you	back?”
Jeff	tugged	on	her	chestnut	braid.	“You,	actually.”	He	gave	her	a	boyish	smile

that	reminded	her	of	their	father.	“I	also	have	some	business	here.”
Translation:	He	was	stealing	or	buying	stolen	goods.	It	was	probably	best	not

to	ask.
A	frown	tugged	at	 the	corners	of	Jeff’s	 lips	as	he	glanced	back	at	 the	house.

“As	much	as	I	miss	our	mother,	I	doubt	she’ll	want	to	see	me.	And	I	have	some
free	time	right	now—may	I	take	you	someplace?	Will	anyone	miss	you?”
Noli	 shook	 her	 head.	 “I	 should	 be	 fixing	 the	 sewing	machine,	 but	 that	 can

wait.”
“What’s	wrong	with	the	sewing	machine?	I	could	take	a	look.”	Jeff	rubbed	his

strong	chin,	which	needed	a	shave.
“I	built	Mama	a	steam-powered	sewing	machine	and	she	says	it	doesn’t	sew

quite	right.	What’s	really	the	problem	is	that	she	doesn’t	like	it	nearly	as	much	as
her	treadle	one.”	Noli	swung	her	basket	back	and	forth.
“She’s	 hopelessly	 stuck	 in	 the	 last	 century.”	 Jeff	 tilted	 his	 head	 back	 and

laughed.	“She	always	has	 looked	backward	 instead	of	 forward.”	He	glanced	at
the	 tree	house	and	grinned.	“You	still	use	 that?	 I	 should	 think	a	grown-up	girl
like	you	has	better	things	to	do.”
“It	reminds	me	of	Papa,”	Noli	replied.	It	was	also	a	good	place	for	talking	with

V	where	 her	mother	 couldn’t	 overhear—and	 for	 kissing.	Kissing	V,	 and	 other
such	things,	was	definitely	frowned	upon	in	polite	society.	Even	the	idea	of	her
and	V	alone	 in	 the	 tree	house	could	cause	a	scandal.	Noli	might	not	care	what
society	thought,	but	her	mother	did.



“Let	me	retrieve	my	hat	and	leave	her	a	note.”	Noli	entered	the	house	and	ran
up	 the	 back	 stairs	 to	 her	 room.	 She	 set	 the	 basket	 on	 her	 dresser,	 next	 to	 the
magazine	 containing	 the	 pattern	 for	 the	 watch	 chain	 she	 was	 braiding,	 and
frowned	at	her	 looking	glass	as	she	caught	sight	of	her	ears.	They	had	a	slight
point—one	of	the	physical	side	effects	of	becoming	a	sprite.	Carefully,	she	fixed
her	chestnut	waves	 to	hide	 them.	Part	of	her	missed	her	curls,	but	waves	were
much	less	unwieldy.	As	long	as	they	hid	her	ears.	She	really	tried	to	keep	them
hidden,	especially	after	Missy	Sassafras	had	taken	her	aside	at	a	tea	and	offered
to	give	her	the	name	of	a	doctor	in	Europe	who	could	“fix	that”	for	her.
Fix	that	indeed.
Hmm.	Would	this	dress	be	suitable	for	walking	out?	She	turned	from	side	to

side	and	smoothed	the	blue	fabric.
Wear	something	else,	something	pretty,	the	sprite	urged.
I	don’t	want	Jeff	to	wait.	Besides,	even	Mama	would	agree	this	is	a	perfectly

acceptable	afternoon	dress,	Noli	argued	back.	She	took	a	dark	blue	bonnet	and
matching	cape	out	of	her	wardrobe,	the	nice	wool	one	with	bows	and	ruffles,	and
put	 them	 on.	 Out	 came	 a	 pair	 of	 kidskin	 gloves	 from	 her	 dresser.	 As	 an
afterthought,	she	grabbed	her	old	lace	parasol,	then	penned	a	note	and	galloped
down	the	back	stairs	to	leave	the	note	on	the	kitchen	table.	Now	that	it	was	only
herself	 and	 her	 mother,	 without	 even	 the	 lowliest	 servant,	 the	 kitchen	 had
become	the	hub	of	the	house.
“Noli,	you	have	no	 food.”	Jeff	 stood	 in	 the	kitchen,	opening	and	closing	 the

worn	 wooden	 cupboards,	 frowning	 deeply.	 His	 hoverboard	 stood	 propped
against	the	kitchen	door.	“Where’s	Mrs.	Diller?	The	house	is	a	mess.”
“Mama	dismissed	Mrs.	Diller	about	a	year	after	you	left,	and	I	can	only	do	so

much,”	Noli	huffed.	“She	still	makes	me	go	to	school,	and	I	can’t	clean	up	or	fix
things	 when	 she’s	 around.	 And	 we	 do	 so	 have	 food.”	 It	 just	 wasn’t	 fancy,
interesting,	or	tasty.
Jeff	 looked	 around	 the	 kitchen—at	 the	 breakfast	 dishes	 in	 the	 sink,	 clean

laundry	piled	on	one	of	the	chairs,	candle	wax	marring	the	surface	of	the	table—
and	his	forehead	creased.	“Why	don’t	you	have	a	staff?	I	send	you	money	from
every	single	job.”
Noli	sighed.	“Mama	won’t	use	it.	She	hides	it.	Well.	Believe	me,	I’ve	looked

everywhere.	 She	 says	 it’s	 for	 my	 dowry.	 Between	 you	 and	 me,	 I	 think	 she’s



dipped	into	it	to	buy	me	things	for	when	she	attempts	to	force	me	upon	society.
Apparently,	 since	 I’m	seventeen,	 I’m	old	enough	 to	stop	 this	hoyden	nonsense
and	get	married.”	Noli	grimaced,	not	 ready	 for	marriage	or	willing	 to	give	up
her	 dream	 of	 going	 to	 the	 university.	 “Mama’s	 been	 talking	 about	 a	 trip	 to
Boston	 to	 see	 everyone,	which	we	 can’t	 afford	 unless	 she	 uses	 that	money	 or
asks	Grandfather.”
Jeff	opened	the	empty	breadbox	and	rubbed	his	chin.	“What	does	he	think	of

this	situation?”
“He	has	no	idea.	You	know	how	stubborn	she	is.”	Noli	shrugged.	“Mama	tells

him	you	support	us.	She’s	afraid	that	if	he	knew,	he’d	bring	us	back	to	Boston.	If
he	does	 that,	we	won’t	be	here	when	Papa	 returns.”	Grandfather	Montgomery,
their	mother’s	father,	was	a	very	 influential	man	in	Boston,	and	as	stubborn	as
their	mother.
“Father’s	 never	…	 ”	 Then	 Jeff	 shook	 his	 head	 and	 forced	 a	 smile.	 “Where

would	you	like	to	go?”
Noli	thought	for	a	moment.	“Could	we	go	to	the	pier?	Please?	Like	Papa	used

to	take	us?	I	haven’t	been	there	in	ages.”
Who	knew	if	she	would	ever	get	the	chance	again?	Noli	knew	that	eventually,

her	life	would	take	her	away	from	Los	Angeles.	If	she	stayed	with	V,	which	she
fully	intended	to	do	…	well,	he	still	held	fast	to	his	dream	of	eventually	taking
back	his	family’s	kingdom	in	the	Otherworld.
“The	pier?	Don’t	you	 think	 that’s	a	 little	 far?”	 Jeff’s	eyebrows	 rose.	He	had

dark	 brown	 hair,	 like	 their	 father.	Actually,	 he	 looked	 a	 great	 deal	 like	Henry
Braddock,	right	down	to	the	cleft	in	his	chin.	But	he	had	their	mother’s	startling
blue	eyes.
Noli	raised	her	chin.	“Not	for	a	hoverboard.”
Jeff	 laughed.	“Hoverboards	are	one-person	conveyances.”	His	 look	grew	sly.

“Unless	you	happen	to	have	one	of	your	own?”
Noli’s	 mouth	 spread	 into	 a	 smile.	 Of	 course	 she	 did,	 in	 the	 shed	 in	 the

backyard.	It	was	actually	Jeff’s	old	board,	which	she’d	fixed	up.	But	since	flying
it	could	land	her	in	trouble,	she	had	another—vaguely	legal—solution.
“I	know	how	to	balance	properly	 to	 ride	 tandem	on	one	board,”	she	assured

him.	 “I	 ride	 with	 V	 sometimes.”	 Although	 that	 had	 been	 an	 afternoon	 of
laughing,	bruises,	and	torn	stockings.



“Is	that	even	possible?	Or	legal?”	Jeff	asked.
“Of	course	it	is,	as	long	as	a	male	is	at	the	helm,”	Noli	retorted.	It	was	just	that

no	one	ever	thought	to	try	it,	because	of	the	small	size	of	hoverboards—and	the
balance	factor.
Jeff	shook	his	head.	“Flying	tandem	on	a	hoverboard?	Only	you.”
“Is	that	a	dare?”	She	laughed.	If	so,	that	would	make	it	all	the	better.
“Yes.	If	you	can	fly	tandem	on	my	hoverboard	all	the	way	to	the	pier,	then	I’ll

buy	you	a	sundae	at	the	ice	cream	parlor.”	Jeff’s	eyes	danced	with	delight.	That
look	had	gotten	them	into	heaps	of	trouble	as	children.
Noli	held	out	her	gloved	hand.	“It’s	a	deal.”
They	shook.	Jeff	cocked	his	head,	a	partially	amused	smile	on	his	lips.	“Since

when	do	you	wear	gloves	willingly?”
“It’s	 proper	 to	 wear	 gloves.”	 Noli’s	 cheeks	 burned,	 both	 at	 the	 words	 that

tumbled	out	of	her	mouth	and	at	 the	fact	 that	she’d	unconsciously	grabbed	her
gloves	in	the	first	place.	This	wasn’t	the	first	time;	the	sprite	liked	frippery	and
finery.	Most	 of	 her	 newfound	 ladylike	 behavior,	 the	 very	 behavior	 her	mother
praised,	was	the	sprite,	not	Noli	herself.
And	she	hated	herself	for	it,	because	she	didn’t	want	to	be	a	proper	lady—she

wanted	 to	be	 a	botanist.	Noli	wanted	 to	 fix	 things,	 to	 save	her	 family	 through
hard	work	and	a	university	education,	not	through	marriage	to	a	boring	society
lump.
But	fighting	her	mother,	society,	and	the	sprite	 in	order	 to	hold	on	to	herself

and	her	beliefs	tired	her	out,	even	more	than	homework	and	housework	did.	The
sprite	liked	the	idea	of	marriage,	as	long	as	it	included	parties	and	fancy	gowns
—which	was	precisely	the	type	of	marriage	her	mother	sought	for	her.
“Noli?”	 Jeff	 touched	 her	 arm,	 bringing	 her	 out	 of	 her	 thoughts.	 His	 eyes

brimmed	with	concern.	“Are	you	feeling	well?”
She	shook	it	off.	“I’m	fine.	Let’s	go	before	it	gets	too	late.”

The	vast,	unyielding	blue-gray	of	the	Pacific	Ocean	came	into	view	as	Noli	and
Jeff	 approached	 the	 pleasure	 pier	 on	 his	 hoverboard,	 the	 colorful	 cars	 of	 the
Ferris	wheel	on	the	horizon.	They	touched	down	on	the	sand.



Jeff	 picked	 up	 his	 board	 and	 walked	 over	 to	 the	 wooden	 hoverboard	 rack
alongside	the	pier.	“I	can’t	believe	you	stayed	balanced	the	entire	time.”
Noli	grinned	as	he	put	away	the	hoverboard.	“You	owe	me	a	sundae.”
“That	 I	 do.”	 Jeff	 held	 out	 his	 arm.	 Noli	 opened	 her	 parasol	 against	 the

afternoon	sun	and	 took	 it.	 Jeff	eyed	 the	parasol	on	her	 shoulder	but	didn’t	 say
anything	 as	 they	 walked	 up	 the	 wooden	 steps	 leading	 to	 the	 pier.	 It	 had	 two
parts:	a	fishing	pier	and	a	pleasure	pier	filled	with	rides,	games,	shops,	and—her
favorite—the	carousel.
They	strolled	past	 those	 fishing	off	 the	sides	of	 the	pier	and	made	 their	way

through	 the	 throng	of	 carnival	 games.	The	 air	 smelled	 of	 salt,	 fish,	 sugar,	 and
funnel	cakes.	Carnies	called	out,	asking	Jeff	if	he	wanted	to	test	his	strength	or
win	her	a	bauble.
As	 they	passed	 the	candy	 floss	vendor,	Noli	 inhaled	 the	 sugary	 sweet	 scent,

her	mouth	watering	 at	 the	 thought	 of	 the	 pink	 confection.	 “Do	 you	 remember
how	Papa	always	let	us	each	have	one	game,	one	ride,	and	one	treat?”
Jeff	 smiled.	 “Those	were	 fun	 times.	 I’ll	 tell	 you	what,	why	don’t	we	do	 the

same?	Your	treat	is	your	sundae.”
“Really?”	The	thought	of	riding	something	made	giddiness	rise	inside	her.	The

sprite	 flitted	around	her	head,	bouncing	off	 the	sides	 like	a	pinball	as	she	 took
the	pier	in.	I	want	to	ride	everything.	Oh,	that’s	shiny.	Can	we	eat	that?
“Are	you	certain	you’re	not	too	much	of	a	lady	to	go	on	rides?	You	might	get

dirty	…	”	Jeff	flicked	her	parasol	with	his	fingers.
“Would	you	like	to	be	smacked	with	my	parasol,	sir?”	Noli	teased	back,	trying

to	damper	the	sprite’s	excitement	before	she	grew	out	of	control.	“Besides,	 it’s
not	improper	to	enjoy	rides.”	A	group	of	giggling	girls	in	dresses	finer	than	hers
climbed	into	the	Ferris	wheel.	“I’m	going	to	ride	the	carousel.”
Jeff	cocked	his	head,	looking	the	tiniest	bit	out	of	place	in	his	flying	gear	and

no	hat.	“The	carousel?	We’re	a	little	old	for	that,	don’t	you	think?”
Noli	 let	go	of	his	arm	and	strode	toward	the	 large	wooden	structure	near	 the

back	of	the	pier	that	housed	the	carousel.	“You	might	be,	but	I’m	not.”
Jeff	held	up	his	hands	in	surrender.	“As	you	wish.”
He	opened	the	wooden	door	of	the	carousel	house	for	her,	and	the	sounds	of

organ	music	greeted	them.	Large,	colorful	wooden	animals	rose	up	and	down	to
the	music	as	 the	red-topped	carousel	whirled	around	and	around.	Nannies	with



prams	and	mothers	speaking	softly	lined	the	walls.	A	young	couple	stood	hand	in
hand,	 watching	 each	 other	 more	 than	 the	 carousel.	 Noli	 closed	 her	 parasol,
remembering
how	their	father	had	brought	them	here	as	a	special	treat	before	he’d	left	for	San
Francisco	and	disappeared	forever.
Jeff	bought	two	tickets.	They	leaned	against	the	wooden	barrier	and	watched

as	children	and	a	few	girls	a	little	younger	than	herself	streamed	off	the	carousel.
Noli	shot	him	a	look	that	said	see,	told	you.
The	 operator	 let	 them	 in.	Hiking	 up	 her	 skirt	with	 the	 hand	 not	 holding	 the

parasol,	 Noli	 headed	 straight	 for	 her	 favorite—the	 white-and-pink	 horse.	 She
climbed	on,	bustle	and	all.
Oh,	pretty,	the	sprite	whispered.
Isn’t	it?	I	always	ride	this	one.	For	a	split	second,	Noli	could	hear	her	father

coming	behind	her,	saying	up	you	go	as	he	boosted	her	onto	the	wooden	horse.
Jeff	climbed	onto	 the	blue	horse	next	 to	her.	He	used	 to	 ride	 the	 red	one	up

ahead,	but	a	little	boy	had	claimed	it.	Noli	watched	as	the	young	couple	took	a
seat	on	the	sleigh,	holding	hands.	Pangs	of	sadness	pierced	her	heart.	Hopefully
V	would	return	from	the	Otherworld	soon.
The	carousel	 lurched	 forward,	music	 filling	 the	air.	She	held	on	 to	 the	brass

pole	as	the	horse	went	up	and	down.	Closing	her	eyes,	Noli	thought	of	happier
times.
Of	her	father.
Too	soon,	the	carousel	slowed	to	a	stop.	Jeff	jumped	down	from	his	horse	and

held	out	his	hand	 to	help	her	off.	As	 they	made	 their	way	outside,	Noli	 turned
and	gave	the	carousel	one	last	look,	biting	her	lower	lip.	Goodbye,	carousel.
“What	should	I	win	you?”	Jeff	asked	as	they	strolled	down	the	aisle	of	games,

making	their	way	through	everyone	out	enjoying	the	pleasant	fall	day.	“Unless
you	want	 to	 play?”	As	 a	 child,	Noli	 had	 usually	 let	 Jeff	 play	 for	 her,	 if	 she’d
really	wanted	the	prize.
They	stopped	 in	 front	of	a	Test	of	Strength.	A	doll	with	 red	curls	and	green

eyes	sat	on	a	shelf	watching	her—she	appeared	to	be	laughing.
“Could	you	win	 this	one?”	Noli	 asked.	She	watched	as	a	young	man	 took	a

wooden	mallet	and	struck	a	metal	plate,	trying	to	send	a	counterweight	up	to	hit



a	bell.	It	didn’t	ring,	and	the	carnie	asked	if	he	wished	to	try	again.	The	young
man	shook	his	head	and	walked	away.
Jeff	studied	the	game,	rubbing	his	chin.	“I	think	so.”	He	paid	the	carnie,	took

the	mallet,	and	swung,	ringing	the	bell	on	the	first	try.	“What	would	you	like?”
She	pointed	to	the	doll.	“Her.”	The	carnie	handed	her	the	doll.	Getting	up	on

her	tiptoes,	Noli	gave	Jeff	a	peck	on	the	cheek.	“On	to	the	ice	cream	parlor?”
He	linked	his	arm	through	hers.	“On	to	the	ice	cream	parlor.”
At	 the	 ice	cream	parlor,	which	smelled	of	vanilla	and	sugar,	 they	got	a	 large

sundae	with	extra	whipped	cream	and	two	cherries	and	two	spoons.	They	sat	at	a
small	table	near	the	window,	where	they	could	watch	people	stroll	by	as	they	ate.
The	parlor	itself	was	noisy,	packed	with	sticky	children	enjoying	a	treat.
“Now,	what’s	this	about	being	thrust	upon	society?”	Jeff	asked	between	bites.
Noli	poked	at	the	ice	cream	with	her	spoon.	“Mama	has	it	in	her	head	that	the

only	way	 to	 save	us	 financially	 is	 for	me	 to	marry	well.	 She	 thinks	 that	 since
we’re	still	a	family	of	fine	breeding,	I	can	attract	a	suitor	even	though	we	have
no	money.	So,	ever	since	I’ve	returned	from	boarding	school,	she	dresses	me	up
and	foists	me	off	on	all	the	right	people	so	I	can	meet	a	rich	husband.”
Jeff	made	a	face	of	disgust.	“How’s	that	working	for	you?”
“It’s	 not.”	 Noli	 helped	 herself	 to	 the	 cherry	 on	 top.	 “Not	 that	 I	 thought	 it

would.	I	don’t	think	she	did,	either,	hence	the	whole	conversation	about	Boston.
This	is	why	I	don’t	want	go—they’ll	try	to	marry	me	off.”	Noli	rolled	her	eyes.
“Society	boys	are	so	boring.”
“What	do	you	want?”	Jeff	took	another	bite	of	ice	cream.
“I	want	 to	go	 to	 the	university	and	become	a	botanist.”	While	being	a	sprite

sometimes	made	it	difficult	to	think,	Noli	felt	lucky	that	at	least	she	was	an	earth
court	 sprite.	 Inventing	 things	 could	 be	 difficult,	 but	 understanding	 plants	 had
grown	easier.
Jeff	nodded,	waving	his	spoon	in	the	air.	“You	always	did	love	growing	things.

I	believe	in	women	being	educated.”
“There	are	universities	only	for	women,	good	ones,”	Noli	said.	“I	don’t	know

why	Mama	 thinks	 it’s	 improper.”	 She	 shook	 her	 head,	 absently	 spooning	 ice
cream	into	her	mouth.
“So,	do	you	have	any	other	suitors?”	Jeff’s	eyebrows	rose	in	a	way	that	made

her	recall	his	earlier	comment	about	roughing	someone	up.



“Well,	 there	 is	 one,	 and	 only	 one—V.	Steven	Darrow,	 you	 know,	 from	next
door.”	 She	 suppressed	 a	 smile	 at	 the	 thought.	 “I’m	 quite	 happy	with	 him.	He
believes	 in	 women	 being	 educated.	 We’ve	 even	 talked	 about	 attending	 the
university	together.”
Jeff	cocked	his	head.	“Is	he	still	 scrawny,	with	his	nose	 in	a	book?	He’s	 too

young	for	marriage.”
Why	was	she	considered	nearly	too	old,	while	V,	who	was	older,	was	thought

far	too	young?
“He’s	 filling	out,	 though	he	 still	 often	has	his	nose	 in	 a	book.”	Noli’s	 smile

grew.	 “He’s	 my	 best	 friend,	 Jeff.	 He’s	 stood	 by	 me	 through	 everything.	 V
understands	 me	 like	 no	 one	 else	 does.”	 Sometimes	 even	 better	 than	 she
understood	herself.	He	kept	her	 secrets,	 helped	her	 fix	 things,	 and	 through	 the
whole	ordeal	in	the	Otherworld	and	losing	her	humanity,	V	never	lost	hope.
Jeff’s	rough,	tanned	hand	covered	hers.	“I	wish	I’d	known	earlier	 that	 things

were	so	difficult	for	you.	I	never	sought	to	abandon	you	and	Mama	or	cause	your
social	status	 to	plummet.	 I	simply	needed	 to	find	my	own	way—and	I	knew	it
wasn’t	here	in	Los	Angeles	or	among	high	society.”
Noli	 nodded,	 focusing	 on	 her	 dessert	 and	 getting	 the	 perfect	 blend	 of	 ice

cream,	nuts,	and	chocolate	onto	her	spoon.	“I	know.	Do	you	like	what	you	do?”
“You’d	love	my	ship.	She’s	a	beauty.	Raven-class.”	Jeff’s	eyes	lit	up	like	the

sun.	“I	wish	I	was	here	longer—I’d	show	her	to	you.”
“Are	you	ever	going	 to	get	married?”	Noli	 clamped	her	mouth	 shut	and	 felt

her	cheeks	warming.	It	was	difficult,	not	being	in	full	control	of	her	own	being.
“I	…	I’m	sorry.”	Her	shoulders	drooped.	Technically,	Jeff	was	rather	young	for
marriage	as	well.	Well,	for	a	boy.
“Actually,	 I’ve	 met	 someone,”	 Jeff	 told	 her.	 “But	 I’m	 having	 trouble

convincing	her	 to	marry	me.	Not	because	 she	doesn’t	wish	 to	be	with	me,	but
because	she’s	like	you,	wanting	to	be	her	own	person.”	He	grinned.	“Eventually,
I’ll	convince	Vix	that	she	can	be	my	wife	and	still	be	herself.”
“I’d	 like	 to	meet	her.”	Noli	 took	another	bite,	 then	dabbed	her	mouth	with	a

napkin.	 Any	 woman	 who	 could	 capture	 Jeff’s	 attention	 would	 have	 to	 be
extraordinary.	Vix.	What	a	name.
“Noli,	 I’m	worried	about	you.”	Jeff	 lowered	his	voice	and	 leaned	 in,	putting

his	elbows	on	the	table.	“Are	you	all	right?	James	told	me	about	the	awful	school



they	 sent	 you	 to,	 and	 your	 letters	 have	 gotten	 odd.	 Sometimes	 it’s	 as	 if	 they
aren’t	even	written	by	you.”
Of	course	 she	wasn’t	 all	 right.	But	 it	 had	nothing	 to	do	with	Findlay	House

and	its	dreadful	treatments.	Not	that	she	could	tell	Jeff	about	the	Otherworld.
“I’m	fine,	Jeff.”	She	plastered	on	a	large,	fake	smile.
“Tell	me	what	 they	 did	 to	 you	 at	 that	 school.	 Please?”	He	 took	 one	 of	 her

hands	in	his.
Memories	 of	 the	 isolation	 box,	 water	 room,	 and	 private	 “lessons”	 cascaded

down	on	Noli	as	fast	and	cold	as	the	water	that	the	horrible	headmistress,	Miss
Gregory,	had	poured	on	her	face	as	punishment.	Noli	wrapped	her	arms	around
herself,	trying	to	push	it	all	away.
She	couldn’t	meet	Jeff’s	eyes.	“I	…	I’m	fine.”
He	straightened	in	his	seat,	shaking	his	head	ever	so	slightly.	Reaching	across

the	table,	he	laid	a	hand	on	her	arm.	“Come	away	with	me.	I’ll	pick	you	up	after
my	meeting	tonight.”
Noli	nearly	dropped	her	spoon	on	the	table.	“What?”
“This	could	work.”	Jeff’s	 face	grew	animated	 in	a	way	 that	 reminded	her	of

their	father.	“We	need	an	engineer	on	the	airship.	You’d	get	a	cut	of	everything,
like	everyone	else.	You	could	save	some	money	and	then	go	to	the	university.”
He	smiled	their	father’s	smile.	“No	balls,	no	gloves,	no	one	trying	to	marry	you
off.	 You	 could	 be	 your	 own	 woman,	 make	 your	 own	 choices.	 Fulfill	 your
dreams.”
The	offer	made	Noli	fidget	in	her	chair.	The	sprite	grumbled	at	the	words	“no

balls.”	Noli	shook	her	head,	as	if	shaking	off	the	idea.	“But	Mama—”
Jeff	 held	 up	 a	 hand.	 “Let	 her	 go	 to	 Grandfather	 Montgomery.	 She	 loves

Boston.	I’m	sure	if—I	mean	when—Father	comes	back,	he’ll	look	there.	It’s	his
home	too.”	Jeff	scraped	the	last	of	the	ice	cream	out	of	the	bowl.	“Think	about	it,
please?”
But	that	would	mean	leaving	V.	Noli	grabbed	her	doll	and	parasol.	“We	should

probably	go	back.”
They	hoverboarded	to	the	house,	and	Jeff	walked	her	to	the	back	door.
“I	had	a	wonderful	time,	Jeff.	I’m	so	glad	you	took	the	time	to	come	see	me.”

Noli	stretched	up	and	kissed	her	brother	on	the	cheek.	“Keep	writing,	please?	I
love	your	letters.”



“I	 will—and	 please	 do	 consider	 coming	 with	 me.”	 He	 wrapped	 his	 arms
around	her.
“I	…	I	don’t	think	I’m	suited	to	your	airship.	But	I	appreciate	the	offer.”	Noli

looked	up	at	him.	“Have	a	safe	trip.	I	worry	about	you.”
“I	really	wish	you’d	come.	I	worry	too.”	He	waved	as	his	hoverboard	rose	into

the	sky.
Jeff	wanted	her	to	be	an	air	pirate.	What	a	notion.	Noli	opened	the	back	door

and	went	inside.	As	tempting	as	saving	for	the	university	was,	she	wasn’t	about
to	leave	V.



Two

Ultimatums

Steven	Darrow	took	a	deep	breath	and	crossed	the	threshold	into	his	mother’s	tea
room,	wishing	 that	Noli	was	 at	 his	 side.	Nerves	 coursed	 through	him,	 and	his
green-and-brown	velvet	outfit,	suitable	for	visiting	the	high	palace,	itched.	Even
though	 the	high	queen	gave	him	no	 reason	 for	her	 summons,	he	knew	exactly
what	this	meeting	was	about.	After	all,	he	had	to	uphold	his	end	of	the	bargain
that	had	released	Noli	from	the	Otherworld.
A	bargain	he	regretted	every	single	day,	because	of	the	pain	it	caused	Noli.
“Stiofán,	 you’re	 late.”	 Queen	 Tiana	 sat	 at	 a	 small	 table	 near	 the	 window,

taking	a	 sip	 from	a	 teacup	 shaped	 like	 a	 flower,	 her	pinky	up.	LuLu,	her	 silly
mechanical	 lapdog,	 lounged	 on	 a	 purple	 pillow	 that	 was	 near	 the	 purple	 fire
burning	 in	 the	 ostentatious	 gilt	 fireplace.	 Today,	 the	 queen’s	 ridiculous	 dress
looked	as	if	it	were	made	entirely	of	pink	silk	spheres,	ribbons,	and	pieces	of	old
clocks.	A	 tiara	 of	 golden	 spires	 sat	 atop	 her	 blond	 coif,	 gleaming	 in	 the	 light
streaming	 in	 from	 the	 window.	 Little	 mechanical	 roses	 decorated	 her	 hair,
opening	and	closing,	as	if	blooming	over	and	over	in	an	unending	summer.
Steven	sunk	into	the	uncomfortable	chair,	belly	full	of	lead,	sword	bumping	at

his	side.	“I’m	sorry,	Your	Majesty.”
“Never	mind.”	His	mother	waved	him	off	with	her	hand.	“Please,	have	some

tea.”
A	nameless	 servant	 in	purple	and	gold	poured	him	a	cup	of	 tea	and	brought

him	a	plate	of	pink	and	green	cakes.	No	mechanical	walking	teapot	today?	Then
again,	 the	 queen	 saved	 her	 toys	 to	 impress	 people,	 and	 she	 hardly	 needed	 to
impress	him.
She	 took	 a	 sip	 of	 her	 tea	 and	 shot	 him	 an	 expectant	 look,	 the	 cup	 poised

between	her	hands.	“Stiofán,	I	have	something	I	need	you	to	do	for	me.”



The	words	made	 him	 jolt	 back	 in	 his	 chair	 as	 if	 he’d	 been	 punched	 in	 the
stomach,	even	 though	he	knew	this	was	coming.	“You’re	calling	 in	 the	favor	 I
owe	 you?”	 Part	 of	 him	 twitched	 as	 he	 prayed	 to	 the	 Bright	 Lady	 that	 it	was
indeed	 that,	and	not	some	royal	order.	A	direct	order	 from	the	high	queen	was
not	to	be	disobeyed.
“Indeed.”	 She	 sighed	 and	 leaned	 back	 in	 her	 chair,	 one	 head	 going	 to	 her

forehead	dramatically.	“I’m	bored,	Stiofán.	Bored,	bored,	bored.”	Her	hand	flung
out.	“Your	quest	is	to	find	me	an	amusement.	Something	I’ve	never	seen	before
—something	diverting,	that	I	will	adore.”
This	was	 the	 quest	 his	mother	wanted	 him	 to	 go	 on?	Steven	 had	 to	 bite	 his

tongue	to	keep	from	laughing.	It	seemed	almost	…	anticlimactic,	and	a	waste	of
a	 good	 favor.	Perhaps	 she’d	used	 some	 spell	 to	 keep	herself	 young	 and	 it	 had
addled	 her	 brain—or	 caused	 her	 bouts	 of	 childishness.	 After	 all,	 she	 hardly
looked	older	than	he.
Or	perhaps	Noli	was	right	and	his	mother	truly	was	insane.
“Of	course,	Your	Majesty,	if	that	is	what	you	wish.”	He	waited	for	her	to	add

limitations,	but	he	wasn’t	about	to	ask	outright.	The	last	thing	he	wanted	was	for
her	 to	 set	 him	 up	 for	 failure,	 like	 requiring	 him	 to	 only	 walk	 backwards	 or
perform	the	task	blindfolded.
“Yes,	it	is	what	I	wish.	But	Magnolia	may	not	come	with	you	on	this	quest—

and	 you	 have	 one	 mortal	 month.”	 Her	 blue	 eyes	 shone	 with	 joy	 as	 she	 took
another	sip	of	tea.
“As	 you	 wish.”	 His	 stomach	 didn’t	 unknot.	 There	 were	 both	 benefits	 and

detriments	to	Noli	not	coming	with	him.	Still,	he	worried	about	her	being	on	her
own,	and	what	her	mother—or	his	 father—might	do	 in	his	absence.	His	 father
had	 made	 it	 clear	 on	 multiple	 occasions	 that,	 in	 his	 opinion,	 sprites	 were	 as
unacceptable	as	mortals	were	as	consorts	or	wives	for	princes.
Steven	 took	 a	 bite	 of	 green	 cake.	These	were	Noli’s	 favorites.	 Perhaps	 he’d

bring	one	back	for	her.
“Speaking	of	Magnolia,	a	sprite	would	make	a	dreadful	queen.”	His	mother’s

lips	curved	into	a	cruel	smile	as	she	cradled	her	teacup	in	her	hands.	“I’d	hate	for
blind	love	to	distract	you	from	your	goals.”	She	set	the	cup	on	table.	“Therefore,
I’m	going	to	do	you	a	favor,	since	I’m	your	mother	and	I	love	you.”



The	cake	stuck	in	his	throat,	foreboding	coating	him	like	oil.	“Truly,	there’s	no
need.	Noli	won’t	distract	me	from	my	goals,	and	besides,	I’m	not	quite—”
“Oh,	stuff	 it,	Stiofán.”	She	held	up	her	hands	and	 looked	at	 the	ceiling	as	 if

calling	on	the	Bright	Lady	for	help.	“You’re	nearly	a	man,	so	act	like	it.	I	can’t
believe	 your	 father	 has	 permitted	 such	 dreadful	 habits.	 I	 never	 should	 have
allowed	you	to	go	into	the	mortal	realm	with	him	in	the	first	place.	Before	you
begin	your	quest,	you’re	to	end	this	nonsense	with	Magnolia—and	that	includes
breaking	the	stone	in	her	sigil.	Again,	what	was	your	father	thinking?”
Terror	rooted	Steven	to	his	chair.	“Is	that	really	necessary?”
Breaking	the	stone	in	Noli’s	sigil	would	break	the	magic	that	offered	Noli	the

protection	 of	 his	 family—the	House	 of	Oak.	 Severing	 this	magic	would	 leave
Noli	unprotected,	and	physically	hurt	her	as	well.	Not	to	mention	that	Steven	had
no	interest	in	ending	their	relationship,	which	went	far	beyond	the	promise	he’d
made	to	her.
“Yes,	and	this	is	a	direct	and	immediate	order.	Understood?”	The	high	queen

eyed	him,	probably	hoping	he	would	disobey	so	she	could	punish	him.
“Of	course,	Your	Majesty.”	Every	fiber	of	Steven’s	being	screamed	in	protest,

and	 the	words	 tasted	 foul	 in	 his	mouth.	 It	would	 be	 his	 death	 to	 disobey	 this
order.	“If	that	is	all,	I	should	be	off.”	He	stood,	wanting	to	put	as	much	distance
between	himself	and	this	woman	as	possible.
She	nodded.	“Of	course.	Also,	you	are	to	say	nothing	about	my	order,	or	your

quest,	to	Magnolia.	Your	brother	isn’t	to	speak	to	her	about	it	either.	Truly,	son,
it’s	better	 this	way.	She’s	a	 sprite,	 and	a	 rather	pretty	one.	 I’m	sure	 she’ll	 find
someone	else	to	take	care	of	her.”
Bile	rose	in	Steven’s	throat	at	the	thought.	“Yes,	Your	Majesty.”	With	a	small

bow	he	 left	 the	 room	and	made	his	way	down	 the	hall	of	 the	high	palace,	not
watching	where	he	was	headed.
“Stiofán!	My,	have	you	grown,”	a	male	voice	boomed	behind	him.
Steven’s	 entire	 body	 went	 on	 alert	 as	 he	 turned	 around	 to	 face	 his	 uncle,

resisting	 the	 urge	 to	 put	 his	 hand	 on	 the	 hilt	 of	 his	 sword	 in	 defense.	 “Uncle
Brogan.”
“Will	you	and	James	be	staying	here	in	the	Otherworld	with	your	mother,	or

are	you	returning	to	the	mortal	realm?”	Uncle	Brogan	stood	before	him	in	green-



and-brown	finery,	a	crown	of	green-and-gold-enameled	oak	leaves	on	his	head.
A	crown	that	should	still	grace	Steven’s	father’s	head.
“I	have	obligations	in	the	mortal	realm.	I	haven’t	yet	asked	my	brother	about

his	plans.”	Steven	 tried	 to	keep	his	voice	neutral.	One	day,	he’d	 take	back	his
father’s	kingdom.
Uncle	 Brogan’s	 eyebrows	 rose.	 “You	 and	 James	 are	 quite	 welcome	 to	 stay

with	me	at	the	palace.	Your	father	was	exiled,	not	you	two.”
Brogan	 looked	 very	 much	 like	 Steven’s	 father—the	 same	 broad-shouldered

frame,	 regal	 nose,	 and	 strong	 chin.	 But	 he	 shared	 James’	mop	 of	 curly,	 dark-
blond	hair.
“I	appreciate	the	offer,”	Steven	said.	But	he	wouldn’t	take	it.	The	offer	didn’t

extend	 to	 his	 uncle’s	 green	 eyes.	Brogan	was	 far	 too	much	 like	Queen	Tiana:
self-serving,	 calculating.	While	Steven	and	 James	 lived,	 they	posed	a	 threat	 to
their	uncle’s	throne.	He	gave	his	uncle	a	little	bow.	“If	you’ll	excuse	me.”
Steven	exited	the	high	palace	as	quickly	as	he	could	without	drawing	notice.

As	soon	as	he	reached	the	bridge	that	separated	the	palace	from	the	wildwood,
he	took	off	in	a	run.

Steven	 kicked	 the	 ground	 with	 his	 shoe	 as	 he	 walked	 down	 the	 Los	 Angeles
street	toward	his	house,	darkness	falling	around	him.	The	order	from	his	mother
weighed	down	on	him	like	an	anvil.	Of	all	the	cruel	things.
Queen	Tiana	thoroughly	enjoyed	being	cruel.
“What	do	I	do?”	He	kicked	the	ground	again.	Then	there	was	the	matter	of	his

quest,	which,	as	he	considered	it,	wasn’t	going	to	be	as	easy	as	he	first	thought.
Raking	a	hand	through	his	hair,	trying	to	comb	it	into	neatness	from	its	usual

mess,	Steven	 trudged	up	 the	steps	 to	Noli’s	house,	next	door	 to	his	own.	Even
with	a	fresh	coat	of	paint	and	the	repairs	they’d	tried	to	do,	it	still	looked	tired,
and	not	as	immaculate	as	the	others	on	the	block.
As	 he	 knocked	 on	 the	 door,	 his	 chest	 went	 so	 tight	 with	 anxiety	 he	 could

hardly	breathe.	How	would	he	tell	her?	Even	if	he	couldn’t	say	that	his	mother
had	 ordered	 him	 to	 break	 off	 the	 relationship,	 Noli	 would	 understand	 this,
wouldn’t	she?	She	had	to.	After	the	quest,	he’d	figure	out	a	way	for	them	to	be
together	again.



No	one	answered	the	door.	Steven	tried	again.	Nothing.	He	went	through	the
gate	at	the	side	of	the	house	into	Noli’s	backyard;	she	was	probably	pruning	the
roses	or	fixing	something.	Empty.
He	let	himself	into	the	back	door	of	the	house.	“Noli!	Noli,	are	you	here?”
Something	that	didn’t	smell	appetizing	bubbled	on	the	stove.	She	wasn’t	in	the

kitchen,	but	he	could	hear	someone	moving	around	in	another	room.	He	found
Noli	 in	her	mother’s	 sewing	 room,	 sitting	on	 the	 floor	 in	 a	 rather	 fancy	dress.
With	 an	 engine	 on	 her	 lap	 and	 magnifying	 goggles	 over	 her	 eyes,	 she	 was
attacking	the	hunk	of	metal	with	a	screwdriver.	Around	her	waist	was	that	silly
corset	tool	belt	Charlotte	had	made	her,	with	loops	and	pockets	for	her	tools.
“Now	 what’s	 wrong	 with	 it?”	 Steven	 couldn’t	 help	 but	 smile	 as	 he	 leaned

against	 the	 doorway.	 That	 steam-powered	 behemoth	 of	 a	 sewing	machine	 had
yet	to	work	right.	The	small	room	held	two	sewing	machines,	several	half-made
dresses,	heaps	of	fabric,	baskets	of	buttons,	and	other	such	things.
“V!”	Not	mindful	of	the	engine,	goggles	still	over	her	eyes,	Noli	leapt	up	and

wrapped	her	arms	around	him.
“Noli.”	 His	 heart	 crashed	 as	 he	 remembered	 the	 reason	 behind	 his	 visit.

Separating	 himself	 from	 her	 arms,	 Steven	 stroked	 her	 bound	 hair,	 his	 fingers
lingering	on	her	face.
“You’re	still	in	your	court	clothes,	handsome.”	Noli	kissed	him	on	the	lips,	her

sweet	mouth	probing	his,	her	hands	resting	on	his	backside.	He	kissed	her	one
more	time,	savoring	her	taste,	the	feel	of	her	hair,	the	weight	of	her	body	against
his.
She	broke	off	the	kiss,	finally	pulling	up	her	goggles.	“How	did	it	go?”
“Could	we	 talk	 in	 the	 tree	house?	 Is	 your	mother	 home	yet?”	Steven’s	very

soul	felt	heavy	at	his	impending	announcement.
“Not	yet,	and	of	course.”	Noli	 took	his	hand	and	 led	him	out	 the	back	door.

“Race	you.”	Laughing,	her	 tanned	hand	released	his	as	she	 took	off	across	 the
yard,	hiking	up	her	skirts.
“I’ll	win.”	Steven	ran	off	across	the	yard	after	her,	making	sure	she	got	there

first.
“Beat	you.”	Beaming,	she	scrambled	up	the	tree.
“Well,	you’re	too	fast	for	me.”	Steven	took	a	seat	in	the	tree	house,	which	had

always	been	their	special	place,	and	pulled	her	into	his	lap.	He	buried	his	face	in



her	wavy	chestnut	hair,	which,	as	usual,	tried	to	escape	from	its	long	braid.
“That	bad?”	she	whispered.
“Worse.”	His	skin	crawled	with	dread	as	he	struggled	to	find	the	right	words.

“She’s	sending	me	on	a	quest,	as	expected.	However,	I	can’t	tell	you	what	it	is	or
take	you	with	me.”
“Oh.”	Disappointment	 rang	 through	Noli’s	 voice	 as	 she	 leaned	 into	 him.	 “I

didn’t	 think	 I’d	 be	 able	 to	 go	 with	 you	 anyway.	 How	 would	 we	 explain	 me
leaving	 for	 weeks?	 Mother	 gave	 me	 another	 lecture	 last	 night	 about	 the
importance	of	maintaining	propriety	and	not	tarnishing	my	reputation	by	running
off	 like	 we	 did	 when	 we	 were	 children.	 Because”—she	 pitched	 her	 voice	 to
match	her	mother’s—“we’re	not	children	anymore.”
Steven	put	his	arms	around	her	as	they	sat	on	the	wood	and	metal	floor	of	the

tree	house.	“Noli,	darling,	I—”	His	voice	broke,	so	full	of	dread	it	threatened	to
burst	right	out	of	him.	“I	don’t	know	how	to	say	this	so	I’ll	…	I’ll	just	do	it.”
Turning	her	to	face	him,	he	pulled	her	necklace	over	her	head.	It	bore	the	sigil

he	had	given	her:	a	medallion	with	the	symbol	of	the	House	of	Oak,	a	tree	made
of	gold	wire	with	roots	and	branches	intertwined	to	form	a	never-ending	circle.
The	green	stone	set	in	the	tree’s	trunk	symbolized	its	heart.
Noli’s	steel-colored	eyes	widened	in	horror.	“V	…	V,	what	are	you	doing?”
“I’m	 so	 sorry.	 I	 love	 you	 so	much.”	 His	 gut	 wrenched	 as	 he	 reached	 for	 a

hammer	lying	discarded	on	the	tree	house	floor.	Placing	the	sigil	on	the	ground,
he	raised	the	hammer.
“Please,	 please,	 don’t.”	 Noli	 trembled,	 but	 she	 didn’t	 physically	 attempt	 to

stop	him.
“I’m	sorry.	I’m	so	sorry.”	His	voice	broke	as	he	brought	the	hammer	down	on

the	sigil,	smashing	the	green	stone	in	the	center	into	tiny	pieces.
A	wail	escaped	Noli’s	lips,	a	sad,	pained	cry	that	broke	his	heart	into	as	many

pieces	as	the	stone,	now	scattered	across	the	uneven	floor	of	the	tree	house.
They	 said	 that	when	 the	 stone	 in	 a	 sigil	was	broken,	 the	one	who’d	bonded

with	it	felt	physical	pain.	As	Noli	sobbed,	Steven	wrapped	his	arms	around	her.
Judging	from	her	cries,	it	had	hurt	her.	He	cursed	his	mother	for	it.
“I’m	 so	 sorry,	 darling.	 I	 still	 love	 you,”	 he	 whispered	 over	 and	 over,

hopelessness	soaking	into	every	pore.
“Why?”	she	sobbed,	her	body	shaking	in	his	arms.	“Why?”



He	stayed	silent,	wishing	with	all	his	might	that	he	could	explain.
Finally,	 her	 sobs	 slowed	 and	 she	 looked	 up	 at	 him	 with	 red-rimmed	 eyes.

“Who	made	you	do	it—your	mother	or	your	father?”
A	 little	 relief	 flowed	 through	 him.	 At	 least	 she	 realized	 that	 it	 wasn’t

something	he	wanted	to	do.
“I’ll	wait	for	you,”	Noli	said.	“When	you’re	an	adult	we	can	fix	this.”
Him	being	an	adult	wouldn’t	negate	his	mother’s	order,	but	hopefully	he	could

find	a	loophole	or	something	to	bargain	with.
“Don’t	let	your	mum	marry	you	off.”	Steven	gazed	into	her	extraordinary	steel

eyes,	 which	 glistened	 with	 tears	 and	 pain,	 and	 cupped	 her	 face	 in	 his	 hands.
“Unless	…	 unless	 that’s	what	 you	want.”	A	wealthy	mortal	man	wouldn’t	 be
able	to	take	care	of	Noli	the	way	she	needed	to	be	cared	for—but	his	mother	had
had	a	point	about	her	easily	being	able	to	find	another	faery	who	would	willingly
do	so.
Kevighn	Silver	would	take	her	 in	a	moment,	of	course.	The	mere	thought	of

that	one	made	Steven’s	blood	boil.
“No.	I	want	only	you,”	Noli	said.	“Besides,	we	still	have	to	find	a	way	to	make

me	myself	again.”	She	hiccupped.
“Exactly.”	Steven	wasn’t	nearly	as	concerned	about	Noli	getting	her	humanity

back	as	he	was	about	her	fully	returning	to	her	former	personality.
He	held	her,	and	they	sat	in	silence	in	the	tree	house	until	pink	tinged	the	sky.
“I	…	I	need	to	go.	I	need	to	get	James	and	pack	for	my	quest,”	he	told	her.
“You’re	taking	James?	Good.”	Noli’s	voice	was	muffled	by	his	shirt,	her	face

buried	in	his	neck.	“I	worry	about	him	with	Charlotte	gone.”
Steven’s	fingers	traced	her	cheekbone.	“I	worry	about	you.”	How	badly	would

this	damage	her?	The	sprite	might	take	over	completely	by	the	time	he’d	figured
this	 mess	 out.	 Sprites	 didn’t	 like	 being	 unhappy,	 preferring	 to	 live	 in	 the
moment.	He	moved	Noli	off	his	lap,	gazing	at	her	one	last	time,	memorizing	her
face.	“I	love	you,	Noli.	Never	doubt	that.”
“I	love	you	too.”	Her	voice	broke	and	she	didn’t	 look	at	him.	That	made	his

soul	ache.
He	picked	up	the	shards	of	the	green	stone	and	the	sigil	itself	and	shoved	them

into	his	pocket.	Perhaps	Quinn	could	repair	it,	so	he’d	have	it	when	he	and	Noli
were	together	again.	If	anyone	could	fix	it,	it	would	be	his	tutor.



Noli	sat	on	the	floor	of	the	tree	house,	curled	into	a	ball	and	sobbing	into	her
knees.	With	one	last	look	at	her,	Steven	climbed	down,	his	heart	breaking	with
each	of	her	pitiful	cries.	He	crossed	Noli’s	backyard	and	pushed	past	 the	 loose
board	in	the	fence	to	enter	his	own	yard.	When	he	opened	the	back	door	of	his
house,	he	saw	his	father	in	the	kitchen	making	a	pot	of	tea.	Great.	Just	what	he
needed.
“Finally.”	His	 father	 turned,	 blond	 eyebrows	 rising.	 The	 former	 king	 of	 the

earth	court,	known	in	the	mortal	realm	only	as	Donald	Darrow,	might	be	king	no
longer,	 but	 he	 still	 looked	 the	 part	 even	 in	 his	 mortal	 clothes—with	 regal
features,	 neat	 blond	 hair,	 and	 green	 eyes	 that	 always	 seemed	 to	 see	 right	 into
one’s	soul.	Steven	wasn’t	sure	how	long	it	had	been	since	his	father	had	held	a
sword,	but	he’d	remained	broad-shouldered	and	muscular.
“Her	Majesty	wished	to	speak	with	me,”	Steven	mumbled.	Really,	he’d	hoped

to	leave	on	the	quest	without	seeing	his	father.
“Are	 you	 all	 right?”	 His	 father	 took	 two	 cups	 down	 and	 set	 them	 on	 the

counter.
“I	didn’t	realize	you	cared.”	Bitterness	flowed	through	Steven’s	voice.
His	father	poured	tea	into	one	of	the	cups	and	handed	it	 to	him,	then	poured

himself	another,	leaned	against	the	counter,	and	drank.
“I	may	not	be	the	best	father,	in	any	of	the	realms,	but	I	do	care	…	even	if	I

have	trouble	showing	it.	She’s	calling	in	her	favor	isn’t	she?”	Notes	of	I	told	you
so	rang	through	his	voice,	but	Steven	had	to	give	him	credit	for	not	saying	it.
Never	bargain	with	the	high	queen.	You’ll	lose.
Staring	 into	 the	depths	of	his	 tea,	Steven	found	himself	unable	 to	 take	a	sip.

“She’s	sending	me	on	a	quest,”	he	said	finally.	“She	also	…	”	He	may	as	well
tell,	since	he	wasn’t	forbidden	to	tell	his	father	things.	“She	ordered	me	to	break
the	stone	in	Noli’s	sigil.”	He	blurted	it	out,	as	if	doing	so	would	lessen	the	pain.
A	glance	out	the	kitchen	window	told	him	Noli	still	wept	in	the	tree	house.	“But
…	 ”	 Emotion	 crushed	 Steven’s	 throat,	 making	 it	 difficult	 to	 form	 the	 words.
“She	wouldn’t	permit	me	to	tell	Noli	it	was	on	her	orders.”
“I	 see.”	His	 father	 took	 another	 sip	 of	 tea,	 his	 green	 eyes	 unreadable.	 “Will

you	be	gone	long?	Should	I	manufacture	a	suitable	tale	to	cover	your	absence?”
“Please?	The	quest	can	 take	no	 longer	 than	a	mortal	month,	but	…	”	Steven

took	 a	 deep	 breath;	 the	 quest	 seemed	 too	 easy.	 Also,	 who	 knew	 what	 orders



might	await	him	afterward?
His	father	made	an	empty	gesture	with	his	free	hand.	“You	did	bring	this	upon

yourself,	you	know.	You	never	should	have	gone	after	Noli	in	the	first	place.”
Steven	slammed	his	cup	on	 the	counter,	 tea	 sloshing	over	 the	sides.	“You’re

going	to	be	like	that?	Fine.	I’m	going	to	pack	my	things	and	leave.”
“Wait.”	The	single	word	rang	out,	with	all	the	command	of	a	king.
Steven	stopped,	eyes	narrowing.	“What?”
“If	you’re	permitted,	please	take	your	brother	with	you.	He	won’t	come	out	of

his	room,	and	a	bottle	of	good	cognac	is	missing.	I	detest	wallowing.”
“I	plan	on	it.”	Steven	bit	back	a	pert	comment—his	father	detested	wallowing?

All	 the	 former	 king	 had	 done	 since	 they’d	 arrived	 in	 the	 mortal	 realm	 was
wallow.	“If	that	is	all,	I	need	to	pack.”
“Take	whatever	 you	 require.”	His	 father	 remained	 there,	 leaning	 against	 the

counter	and	holding	his	infernal	teacup.	But	the	offer	was	kind.
“I	appreciate	it,	Father.”	Steven	turned	to	walk	up	the	back	stairs.
“And	Stiofán	…	”
“Yes?”	Steven	huffed,	glaring.
For	 a	 moment,	 his	 father	 looked	 at	 him	 with	 one	 of	 his	 unreadable

expressions.	“Don’t	die.	Please?”
“I	don’t	intend	to.”	But	the	fact	that	his	father	cared	enough	to	say	it	warmed

him.
“You	may	not	intend	it—but	she	might.”	Mr.	Darrow’s	voice	remained	mild.

“I’m	 sure	 Her	 Majesty	 has	 realized	 by	 now	 that	 you’re	 not	 going	 to	 be	 a
malleable,	perfect	 son.	She’s	capable	of	a	 lot,	 and	sending	you	on	a	quest	 that
ends	in	your	death	is	not	beyond	her.”
“True.”
For	 a	 moment,	 his	 father’s	 gaze	 seemed	 far	 away.	 “Don’t	 trust	 your	 uncle.

While	alive,	you	and	your	brother	are	threats	to	the	one	thing	he	values	most	in
life:	the	throne.”
A	throne	he	stole	from	his	own	brother.
“I’ll	 keep	 that	 in	mind,	Father.”	Steven	went	 upstairs	 and	 straight	 to	 James’

room.
James	lay	on	the	bed,	fully	dressed,	his	eyes	closed.	He	reeked	of	liquor,	and

an	empty	bottle	lay	by	the	bed.	Steven	took	the	water	pitcher	from	the	bedside



table	and	unceremoniously	threw	the	contents	on	his	brother.
Sputtering,	James	sat	up	and	wiped	his	mouth	with	his	hand,	his	curls	sticking

out	every	which	way.	“What	was	that	for?”
“If	 I	 can’t	 wallow,	 neither	 can	 you,”	 Steven	 declared.	 “Get	 packing.	We’re

leaving	on	a	quest.”	Before	Noli’s	mother	could	come	pounding	on	his	door.
James	rubbed	his	green	eyes.	“We’re	going	questing?”
“Yes.”	Steven	looked	out	the	window,	in	time	to	see	Mrs.	Braddock	walking

up	the	front	steps	of	her	house,	a	basket	on	her	arm.	“We’re	leaving	right	now.”
“Why?”	James	followed	his	brother’s	gaze	to	the	window.	“What	happened?”
Steven’s	 chest	 tightened,	 the	 memory	 still	 fresh	 and	 raw.	 “The	 high	 queen

forced	me	to	break	the	stone	in	Noli’s	sigil.”
“Flying	 figs.”	 James	 stood,	 grabbed	 the	 towel	 off	 the	washstand,	 and	wiped

his	face.
“Um,	language,	James.	But,	yes—and	I	wasn’t	permitted	to	explain	it	to	Noli.

And	you	can’t	explain	it	to	her	either.”	Steven	sighed	and	raked	a	hand	through
his	own	messy	blond	hair.
“She’ll	understand.	After	all,	this	is	Noli.”	As	James	padded	to	his	wardrobe,

Steven	noticed	that	his	younger	brother	had	shot	up	in	height	yet	again;	at	 this
moment,	James	was	a	scrap	taller	than	he	was.	He	also	looked	more	like	a	man,
having	inherited	their	father’s	broad	shoulders.	But	Steven	had	started	to	fill	out
a	little	lately,	and	he	didn’t	feel	nearly	as	gangly	in	comparison	as	he	once	did.
He	 stared	 out	 the	 window	 and	 fingered	 the	 remains	 of	 Noli’s	 sigil	 in	 his

pocket.	“She	might	understand,	but	 that	doesn’t	make	 it	hurt	 less.	And	it’s	one
more	thing	I	must	undo.”
James	turned,	empathy	gleaming	in	his	eyes.	“At	least	she’s	still	living.”
Steven	clapped	his	brother	on	 the	arm,	 remembering	Charlotte	 and	what	 the

petite	redhead	had	meant	to	James.	“Indeed.”
“So,	where	are	we	going?”	James	shook	out	a	pair	of	trousers.
Steven	gave	the	window	one	last	look.	Mrs.	Braddock	was	now	storming	out

the	back	door,	a	scowl	on	her	face.	She	was	probably	looking	for	Noli,	who	was
still	hiding	in	the	tree	house.
“I	don’t	know.”	Steven	sighed	again.	“I	need	to	speak	with	Quinn.	Just	pack.

We	don’t	have	much	time.”



Kevighn	 looked	out	 the	door	of	 the	 sparrow-class	 schooner,	 his	 rucksack	over
his	 shoulder.	He	 turned	 to	 the	 grizzled	 airship	 captain,	 grateful	 to	 have	 gotten
this	far.	“Where	are	we?”
“Saint	Louis.	I	wish	I	could	take	you	farther,	or	hire	you	on	permanently,	but	I

can’t	afford	it	right	now.”	The	air	pirate	gave	him	a	smile,	teeth	missing.	“There
are	slim	pickings	here,	but	if	you	head	toward	Chicago	or	New	York,	you	might
have	better	luck.”
“I	appreciate	 it.”	After	getting	kicked	out	of	 that	bar	yesterday,	Kevighn	had

had	to	go	somewhere.	Anywhere.	Permanent	employment	wasn’t	his	goal,	but	he
needed	 to	 find	 jobs	 of	 some	 sort;	 the	 air	 community	was	 small,	 and	 he	 could
only	win	so	much	by	cheating	at	cards	before	someone	caught	on.
Without	another	word,	he	disembarked	the	ship	and	headed	off	into	the	Saint

Louis	Air	Terminal,	hoping	the	gambling	was	good,	 the	opium	was	cheap,	and
the	women	were	plentiful.
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