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[image: Meet the Fairies of Bleakwatch]



[image: Tinker Bell, a genius tinker-talent from Pixie Hollow, has already shaken things up among the Never Land fairies. Spirited and curious—and perhaps a bit reckless—Tink maintains a strong sense of fairness. She’s always willing to help those in need, especially if there’s something interesting to learn in the process.]



[image: A fast-talking fairy and natural leader, Quin is the heart of the Flutterpunks. Don’t be fooled by their sarcastic air—Quin cares deeply about their found family and will do anything to protect the crew. Their mechanical wing trusses provide bursts of speed and silent flying for sneaky heists.]



[image: Quin’s loyal lieutenant and right-hand fairy, Oz is a wiz with facts and figures. A deeply practical sparrow man, Oz can be slow to trust, but once you’ve earned his friendship it’s steel clad. Oz’s glasses may look unassuming, but they contain advanced machinery that allows him to quickly scan pages of text.]



[image: Identical fairy siblings Danvers and Darwin are the reconnaissance experts of the crew. While the sisters are generally friendly and excitable, when it comes to their heists, the pair are all business. Darwin’s special goggles allow her to see through walls, and Danvers’s headphones can listen in on furtive conversations.]



[image: A quiet sparrow man, Axel doesn’t say much—but when he does, the others know to listen. While the brawny fairy may look intimidating, he’s a gentle soul with a deep well of wisdom. With his mechanical sleeve, Axel keeps the Flutterpunks’ gear in good repair and doubles as the crew’s lockpick.]



[image: Also known as the Dustman, Maddox runs the day-to-day operations of the Gnome Market, including organizing scavenging teams like the Flutterpunks. As Bleakwatch’s very first dust-talent, Maddox was integral to getting the fledgling fairy city started, and he now greets every new fairy on their Arrival Day.]



[image: The brilliant and mysterious founder of Bleakwatch, King Bartleby is a tinker-talent who dreamed of more—and he found it beneath the bustling streets of the Mainland. Bartleby is well loved for his kindness and intelligence, but the reclusive monarch keeps mostly to himself, working diligently out of the spotlight.]
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It was a bad night for flying, even for a fairy.

Lightning crashed above the churning waves, whose white tips were as sharp as fangs. A moment later thunder bellowed, herding the dark rain clouds in their frantic stampede.

Amidst it all, a small bat-like shape tumbled through the storm, its mechanical wings flapping in a hectic rhythm. It was a clockwork contraption, and though it maneuvered nimbly in its efforts to stay airborne, every lash of rain and buffet of wind seemed ready to knock it from the sky into the abyss below.

Piloting the contraption was a lone fairy.

Elmira reached frantically around the cabin, yanking levers and pulling knobs. Her shaky hands grabbed the wing axles just as the vehicle began listing to the side, and she righted it with a violent judder.

This was bad. More than bad. Elmira was nearly out of pixie dust, which was crucial for keeping the cramped ornithopter in the air. She’d brought as much as she could carry for the journey. It should have been enough, but as the weather had turned, Elmira had been forced to use more and more. She was no tinker-talent. Perhaps a fairy with a better understanding of the machine’s workings could have easily navigated the storm, but Elmira was desperate. She needed to reach Never Land before anyone realized she was gone.

Now she wished she’d been more patient.

She scanned the horizon for some sign of her destination—or even just a safe place to touch down. But the darkness was all-consuming, the sea a roiling mass of shadows. It wouldn’t be long until the last of her dust was depleted and the ornithopter would putter to sleep, careening into the waves.

Then—a flash of lightning, bright as daylight.

Elmira gasped when she saw the peaks in the distance. High spires were ringed with clouds, and at the base of the mountain, a crescent-moon beach hugged a wide circular cove.

Never Land…

She’d made it. She’d actually made it! Beneath her relief, Elmira was struck by a powerful sense of awe. Despite being a fairy herself, she’d never visited or even seen the mysterious island that housed Pixie Hollow, home of the Never Fairies.

She pulled hard on the right axle, angling the ornithopter toward Never Land. Elmira lost sight of the island as the lightning’s flash was replaced by a grumbling twin of thunder. Still, she was certain she was headed in the right direction. All she needed was one more—

The lightning that flared nearby was utterly silent, too fast for even the sound of its strike to keep up. But the ornithopter made plenty of noise.

Beneath the sudden brilliance, Elmira’s hand slipped from the axle, and the ornithopter pitched to the side with the deafening shriek of tearing metal.

CRACK!

She heard the wing snap before she saw it. Elmira’s stomach lurched as the ornithopter dropped, its broken body twisting dizzily in the unforgiving wind. She tried to pull herself free from the machine’s cabin, her own wings fluttering and hands scrambling for the release latch.

She had to escape! She had to!

Thunder boomed through the sky, finally catching up. It drowned out the sound of the ornithopter’s impact with the ocean’s surface. Machine and fairy both disappeared below, into the churning waves.
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A beautiful morning had dawned in Pixie Hollow, and Tinker Bell was determined not to let it go to waste.

The air was crisp and bright; not a hint of the previous night’s storm lingered in the sky. Tink had risen early that day, before her work would begin in earnest. The fairies of Never Land were responsible for the change of the seasons, and even tinker-talents like herself had lots to do. This late in the springtime, everyone was busily preparing for the coming summer, but she couldn’t pass up an opportunity to comb the shore for whatever lost things had washed up with the waves.

To think that, not so long ago, the Never Fairies had looked upon such wonders as worthless junk! It had been Tinker Bell herself who showed Pixie Hollow that nothing was truly worthless. With the right bit of know-how and a little imagination, others’ lost things could be useful, instructive, and even just beautiful to look at! Nowadays there didn’t seem to be a single fairy left who didn’t use them in their everyday lives, in some fashion or another.

And with a storm as intense as last night’s had been, there were bound to be some amazing things washed up from the Mainland. Tink had brought along two humongous bags made of large leaves just to carry everything, along with a cart she’d constructed from twigs, grass, and four round stones for wheels.

She pulled mightily at the cart as she approached the beach, her wings whizzing with exertion and her imagination spinning at what might await her. The sun had just risen over the cove, dressing the sky in gorgeous pinks and gentle blues. Despite her excitement, Tink paused a moment, taking in the view.

“Just lovely…” she said with a sigh.

“Aw, thanks, Tink!” Clank said, lumbering past her. “You look nice today, too. Did you do something new to your hair?”

“She meant the view, Clanky,” Bobble chimed in. He alighted beside Tinker Bell with a buzz of his wings, blinking into the sunrise from behind his dewdrop goggles. “Though your hair does look extra pointy today,” he added.

“It’s called bed head,” Tink said dryly, adjusting her bun. She let go of the cart for a moment and stretched her arms as she yawned.

Like Tinker Bell, Bobble and Clank were tinker-talent fairies, and they’d been her first friends upon her arrival in Pixie Hollow. Both could be a little eccentric, but they were also loyal allies and brilliant inventors.

“Thank you for helping me search the cove this early,” Tink said. “I know it’s a lot to ask, with the season changing so soon. Though…maybe one of you wouldn’t mind taking a turn with the wagon?”

“Ah, I’m afraid I haven’t done my morning calisthenics just yet,” Bobble said, shaking his head sadly. “Sorry, Miss Bell. Wouldn’t want me straining a wing, you know?” Bobble began a series of weak stretches, pulling his arms over his head.

“Oh, uh, no…I guess not,” Tink said, though her own wings ached from pulling the wagon. “How about you, Clank?”

“What’s that, Tink?” the brawny fairy called back. “Can’t hear you over the ocean sounds! Whhhhoooosh! So-orry!” He hurried ahead.

This time when Tink sighed, it was in resignation. She hefted the cart’s handle over her shoulder. Not even exhaustion could dampen her excitement today.

The three arrived at the cove to find it brimming with lost things. Tink squealed with excitement, her wings fluttering with newfound energy. She grabbed one of the bags and flew into the air. Tinker Bell scanned the beach for particularly interesting bits and bobs.

“What do you suppose this is?” Bobble said, approaching a set of human spectacles. Tinker Bell recognized them from her trips to the Mainland. Humans wore them over their eyes to help with their eyesight, in the very same manner Bobble used his dewdrops. Peering through them, Bobble’s already-magnified eyes expanded to gigantic proportions. He blinked curiously.

“They’re like…petrified dewdrops,” Tink explained. “The clear parts are useful but very brittle. Put them in the cart—carefully!” She grimaced as she heard the spectacles clatter into the wagon. Hopefully, at least one of the fragile panes had survived.

She turned to another glittering object in the dunes, lifting a golden loop and brushing it clear of sand. It was shaped like a perfect circle except for the small hooked segment that opened and closed with a push.

Tink wasn’t totally sure, but she thought it might be some kind of human jewelry. It was much too small for their enormous wrists or necks, but she remembered she’d seen a few humans on the Mainland wearing similar pieces dangling from their ears. The ring was about the right size for a fairy’s wrist, however. And the way it caught the light made her think of Iridessa, her light-talent friend. Perhaps it’d make a nice gift! She dropped it into her sack.

She flew around the beach, collecting more interesting pieces as she went. There was a silvery human food trident, a springy whirligig—she could never have too many of those—and even a white ceramic pot with a frilly purple lid that she was certain Silvermist and Rosetta would both want to claim.

Then, jutting from the sand, she spotted a wing.

She buzzed closer.

It was the most curious design, shaped vaguely like a bat’s wing but constructed from artificial elements. Humans always impressed Tink with their own ingenious tinkering, and this appeared to be a fascinating combination of natural inspiration and mechanical materials.

As she wiped sand from the object, she saw it was bigger than she’d realized. The wing was just one part of a larger shape that resembled some kind of flying vehicle—small for human needs but almost perfectly sized for a fairy. In fact, if Tink hadn’t known better, she might have believed it had been built for a fairy.

But that didn’t make sense, did it? None of the tinkers in Pixie Hollow could fashion something this complicated from metal. They worked with natural materials. Where would a fairy even begin?

“Hey, you two?” Tink called. “Can you give me a hand here? I’m…I’m not sure what to make of this.”

Bobble and Clank flew over, the two tinkers scratching their heads in surprise.

“Aye, it’s a strange one for sure,” Bobble said. “But lost things are frequently confounding. What’s that big round bit under there?”

“Only one way to find out!” Clank said, cheerfully dusting off his palms. “Let’s dig it up.”

The three set to digging, Tink and Bobble using shells to shovel sand from the object while Clank pushed great piles aside with his bare hands. Together they had the thing uncovered in no time, which was when the fairies received their next big surprise.

Tink gasped. “There’s someone inside!”

Not just someone—a fairy had been buried along with the object, tucked into a compartment in the vehicle’s center. She looked so small and frail, with dark hair and pallid skin. At least she was breathing. Tink could see the fairy’s chest rising and falling in a weak rhythm.

“The poor thing,” Bobble said. “Was she caught in the storm?”

“But who is she?” Clank wondered. “And where did she come from?”

Tinker Bell fluttered to the compartment’s door, yanking it open with a grunt. Working together, she, Clank, and Bobble gently pulled the stranger from the vehicle and laid her down onto the sand.

“You two go get the healing-talents,” Tink said. “Tell them to bring a cot—say it’s an emergency! I’ll keep an eye on her until they get here.”

Both fairies nodded gravely and then turned and sped away as fast as their wings could fly.

Tinker Bell was no healer, but she did what she could for the strange fairy while she waited. She collected twigs from the nearby brush, then angled one of the lenses from the spectacles they’d found to catch the sun’s light just so. Magnifying the beam into the accumulated kindling, she was able to produce a small, bright dot. Soon a line of smoke ribboned into the air. Dessa would be proud, Tink thought. Before long she had a fire burning safely to warm the waylaid fairy’s wings.

Next, Tink ripped open one of the leafy bags she’d brought to collect lost things, laying it over the fairy like a blanket. If the poor stranger had indeed been tossed around the sea during last night’s storm, then she must be freezing.

The newcomer wore the strangest clothes—fairy-sized textiles sewn together, complete with little decorative bobs and buttons. She was almost dressed like…well, like a human. The only fairy Tink had known to dress so oddly was Zarina, a once-exile of Pixie Hollow who’d taken up with a group of pirates for a time. Had this stranger been forced to live among humans, too?

While she waited for help to arrive, Tinker Bell investigated the fairy’s flying machine. Two bat-like wings were attached to the round cabin where the rider sat. One of the wings was damaged—likely from the storm—and it was barely connected to the cabin anymore. Peering inside at the array of axles and pulleys, Tink was shocked by how complicated the machinery looked. She tugged at a pulley, then laughed in delight as a ridged tail appeared from the sand, flicking dirt away with every pull.

At the back of the interior cabin was some kind of container—a tank made of the same clear petrified material as the lenses Tink had found earlier. She squinted inside it. A fine layer of sparkling motes dusted the bottom of the tank. Was that…

Pixie dust?

But this machine definitely hadn’t come from Pixie Hollow.…

A groan pulled Tinker Bell from her exploration. The stranger was stirring! She hurried to the fairy’s side.

“Hello?” Tink said, as gently as she could manage in her excitement. “Are you all right? Don’t worry—help is coming!”

The fairy’s eyes fluttered open. When her gaze focused on Tinker Bell, they widened in shock.

“It’s okay!” Tink said, holding up her hands. “I’m a friend. You’ve had an accident. You’re in Pixie Hollow, and healers are on the way. I’m Tinker Bell.”

The fairy’s face changed now—was that relief Tink saw in her eyes? She supposed that made sense, considering all the stranger had just been through.

“Can you tell me your name?” Tink asked.

The fairy opened her mouth, but no sound came out. She pointed at her neck with a pained expression and shook her head.

“You can’t speak?” Tink said. She frowned, searching around. Tinker Bell grabbed one of the unburnt sticks near the fire, setting the tip ablaze until it was charred and black. Then she pulled a leaf from the makeshift blanket.

“Can you write it?” she asked, handing both items to the stranger.

The fairy’s hands shook as she maneuvered the burnt twig in one hand and the leaf in the other. But using the charred tip, she was able to scratch the word Elmira onto the leaf in sketchy black letters.

“Elmira!” Tink said, delighted. “Okay, good. Now where are you from, Elmira? Somewhere on Never Land?”

Elmira shook her head, screwing her face into a thoughtful expression. She lifted the stick and leaf again—her shaking was getting worse—and barely managed to draw a rough shape across the back of the leaf. It looked like a tower of some kind with a sharply steepled roof. Then Elmira added one last detail: a circle embedded in the top, with two pointed lines inside.

“A clock?” Tinker Bell guessed.

Elmira nodded excitedly, holding her hands out wide.

“A big clock,” Tink corrected. “Like the one from the Mainland?”

Now the stranger gasped in surprise. Clearly, she hadn’t expected Tinker Bell to know about Big Ben. But Tinker Bell had visited the Mainland several times and had even flown by the tower with her human friend Lizzy on one occasion. She was a very worldly fairy.

Yet she’d never heard of a fairy being from the Mainland. That just didn’t happen. Fairies visited the Mainland from time to time, but every one of them had begun their life in Pixie Hollow. Perhaps Elmira was confused by her crash. She’d been through a terrible ordeal, to be sure. Or maybe she was an exile, like Zarina, and had managed to cross the sea. Yet it seemed so unlikely—how could she have flown this vehicle, not to mention survived on the Mainland, without dust from the Pixie Dust Tree? And if the glittery substance Tink saw in the cabin was in fact pixie dust, how had this fairy obtained it?

Tink couldn’t deny the enormous flying machine itself, looming just beside them, a machine that appeared to have been built specifically for fairies.

This situation was getting more peculiar by the moment.

Elmira’s strength seemed to be dwindling. Her eyes drooped with exhaustion, and her hands trembled terribly. For the first time, Tink noticed the odd bracelet on the fairy’s wrist, a loop of brass that had no clear clasp that Tink could see. How did Elmira get it on and off?

Despite her fatigue, Elmira was scribbling frantically on another leaf, grimacing with the effort of holding both the leaf and the charred twig steady.

“Hey,” Tinker Bell said, “maybe you should take it easy until we can get you healed.”

The fairy ignored her. She drew a small oblong oval, inside of which was an eight-pronged shape. It looked almost like a gear or cog. Then she drew a larger loop attached to the top of the oval and extending away. It looked like she was drawing some kind of necklace or amulet.

Elmira tossed down the twig and held up her drawing, pushing it toward Tinker Bell.

“I don’t understand,” Tink said. “A necklace?”

Elmira’s eyes burned with urgency. She tapped her hand to her chest.

“Your necklace? So it’s not human jewelry? Not a lost thing?”

At this, Elmira nodded, tapping her chest even more insistently. Then she held up the image of Big Ben.

“It is a lost thing…” Tink said slowly, understanding dawning. “Your lost thing. But it’s somewhere on the Mainland.”

The relief that flooded Elmira’s expression was as pure and gentle as summer rain. She let out a sigh of gratitude, lowering the drawings.

Then she promptly fainted.
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When the healing-talents finally arrived, it was with a fracas of shouted orders and buzzing wings.

In the moments after Elmira had fainted, a panicked Tinker Bell had done all she could to ensure the fairy was still warm and breathing. Then Tink had gathered everything of importance that she could from the flying machine, plus the fairy’s drawings.

It wasn’t long before she spotted a half dozen fairies cresting the horizon. As they neared, Tink could see they carried acorns, which she knew would be filled with invigorating tonics and tinctures of honey and mint. They also carried bags that would be stuffed full of soft poultices and spider-silk bandages. A big leafy stretcher was gripped between two EMFs—emergency medical fairies. Clank and Bobble led the party, waving toward Tinker Bell and Elmira.

Once the healing-talents had alighted, it was all Tink could do to get a word in edgewise—even to the fairy who was specifically asking her questions.

“And what is the patient’s talent?” the brusque fairy asked after confirming Elmira’s name with Tinker Bell. Using a feather quill, he scribbled something against his rigid wooden writing board.

“Well, I’m not sure—”

“Season of Arrival Day?”

“I don’t know, but—”

“And who should I put down as the emergency contact pixie?”

“Me,” Tink said, happy to finally have a definitive answer for something. “Tinker Bell.”

The notetaker quirked a brow but then scribbled her name down.

“Thank you for your time,” he said. Then, more gently, he added, “And for your quick response.” Then he flew to join the other healing-talents, who were tending to Elmira.

Soon they’d carted her off toward Pixie Hollow, leaving Tink, Clank, and Bobble alone on the beach.

“She’ll be all right, Miss Bell,” Bobble said, placing a hand on her shoulder. “Pixies are tough—and the healing-talents know their stuff.”

“Yeah…” Tinker Bell said, gazing down at Elmira’s drawings. Big Ben loomed large against its leaf, a giant clockwork tower sprouting from the Mainland like a tree.

Elmira’s flying craft was itself a bit of clockwork, too, wasn’t it? Tinker Bell had never seen such complicated machinery outside the human world.

Who was this strange fairy? Had she really crossed the seas and beyond, all alone in that thing?

“Want to keep looking, Tinker Bell?” Clank asked.

Tink flipped to the leaf with the drawing of Elmira’s necklace. Her lost thing…

“No,” she said. “But thanks for everything today, you two. You go on ahead.” She gazed back at the flying machine with its broken wing resting on the sand. “I have one more thing to take care of.”
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The days that followed were some of the busiest in recent memory. Not only was Tink engrossed in her duties for the coming change of season—an event that had nearly all the fairies of Pixie Hollow working overtime—but she also spent her off-hours on a special, secret task all her own.

She was going to fix Elmira’s flying machine.

Unfortunately, the fairy’s recovery would take some time, according to the healers. Tinker Bell was rarely able to visit, and when she did, she was dismayed to discover that Elmira’s voice had yet to return. The poor fairy still looked so frail and weak.

When Tink brought her drawings from the beach, however, Elmira grew suddenly agitated, pointing insistently at the clock and necklace. Her fevered eyes were nearly wild with some unspoken plea. The healing-talents quickly rushed Tink out of the infirmary that day amidst a cloud of reprimands about disturbing the patient.

Luckily, Tink’s progress with the flying machine was proceeding much better. It didn’t take long for her to reconnect the wing to the machine’s main body, using the hardest tree sap she could find as a sealant for the tear. She had a small hoard of lost things at her disposal for general repairs, though in truth, the contraption had fared surprisingly well in the crash.

The craftsmanship was incredible—well beyond anything they’d ever made at Pixie Hollow. The metal framework was constructed from a sleek russet metal Tink supposed must be copper. She knew humans worked with such materials, but they certainly didn’t build things for fairies with them. How this machine had come to be was a mystery too enticing to ignore.

As she repaired the vehicle, Tink also came to understand a bit more of how it was operated. Pixie dust inserted into the canister at the rear of the cabin gave it fuel and propulsion. As long as there was adequate dust, it seemed the machine’s wings would flap with all the speed and power of an airborne animal. Two small axles could be maneuvered easily for steering—Tink was delighted at how light they were. A few of the controls still puzzled her, but she was sure she’d figure them out once she was in the air.

Once she was in the air?

It was as if she’d made the decision without consciously doing so. She would fly this thing, she realized. What’s more, she’d take it across the sea, just as Elmira seemed to have done, risking her life in the crossing.

Was it really possible that Elmira had come from the Mainland? If so, it’d be the biggest discovery to hit Pixie Hollow since dust alchemy!

Tink needed to know where the fairy hailed from and uncover the mysteries of the necklace and the clock.

And yet…

She knew her friends would tell her not to go. Trips to the Mainland were heavily restricted, and for good reason. For all their ingenuity, humans could be unbelievably selfish and cruel—especially the grown-up ones. Most wouldn’t think twice about hurting a fairy for their own ends. Tinker Bell had barely been saved from just such a fate by her friends. She knew firsthand what could happen when a human discovered the existence of fairies.

If Dessa or Rosetta—or Vidia, dust forbid—learned of her plan to cross to the Mainland alone, they’d tie Tink to her bed until winter. Tinker Bell loved her home and her friends, but for once she wanted to skip the part where everyone told her she couldn’t do something—and get right to showing that she could.

So she needed to work fast and smart. Luckily, Tinker Bell had saved enough of her daily allotments of pixie dust that she had a hefty stockpile for the journey. She wouldn’t need to beg Terence for extra and risk getting her dust-talent friend into trouble once her disappearance was discovered.

Only Bobble and Clank knew about the flying machine, but Tink had been careful not to alert them to her interest in it beyond their initial discovery. Thankfully, their work had kept them distracted. That would change, however, after the new season had arrived.

Her timing needed to be just right. If she positioned the journey carefully, leaving as the fairies’ work was wrapping up but before the nature- and season-talent fairies left for the Mainland, then Pixie Hollow might not even realize she was gone until the shift in seasons was already underway. It all depended on what she found on the Mainland, and how long it kept her away from home.

She hoped that her discoveries—whatever they were—would be enough to support the tremendous number of apologies she’d have to make.

Was her plan brash? Certainly. Reckless? Very likely. But Tinker Bell had long believed that Queen Clarion was a bit too zealous in her caution for the Mainland. In fact, tinker-talent fairies hadn’t even been allowed to visit until Tink herself proved how their talents could be useful.

Despite the dangers, there was still so much Pixie Hollow could learn from the Mainland. Elmira and her flying machine were proof of that!

Sometimes all it took to change the world was one brave fairy plunging into the unknown. Very soon Tinker Bell would be taking such a plunge.

She just hoped it wouldn’t land her at the bottom of the sea.
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The night of Tink’s departure was clear and cool—a perfect late-spring evening. The preparations for the season change were nearly finished. Pixie Hollow was humming with the vibration of so many wings. Fairies flitted about, putting the finishing touches on their work. Amidst the commotion, it was easy for a lone fairy to sneak away.

Tinker Bell had packed plenty of supplies for her trip: sunflower seeds and fresh water, tools and travel gear, and of course lots and lots of pixie dust. Having never flown Elmira’s mysterious machine, she couldn’t be certain how much she’d need—so she elected to bring her whole stockpile. She might very well be cleaned out by the time she was done, but hopefully, the journey would be worth it. She’d figured out the basics of how to maneuver the machine while repairing it. And the rest…? Well, she was at her best when learning in the field. She was a tinker, after all!

Tink arrived at the beach just after sundown, stuffing the last of her provisions into the machine’s cramped cabin with a grunt. Glancing back, she could just make out the lights of Pixie Hollow twinkling on the horizon.

For the briefest moment, she felt a pang of doubt. Was it truly wise to attempt to cross the Never Sea alone in this strange machine? Tink had a history of making…hasty decisions, especially when her curiosity got the better of her. In the past, her friends had always been around to help when things went awry. This time, though, she’d be truly on her own.

Still, Elmira needed her help. There was something important on the Mainland, a precious lost thing. If Tink couldn’t help Elmira heal, then perhaps she could help her in this way—and satisfy her own curiosity at the same time. What was so significant about this lost necklace? And how was it connected to the giant human clock? Each question was like a sticky thread of spider silk—the more Tink tried to unravel it, the more entangled she became. She just had to know more.

With a final apprehensive glance toward home, Tink fluttered into the cabin, sitting in the fairy-sized seat. Then she pulled the compartment latch closed.

“Okay,” she said to the vehicle, nerves and excitement jangling together in her voice. “Let’s see what you can do.”

Tink poured a portion of dust into the tank at the rear of the cabin. Then she slowly twisted the knob that fed it into the machine, just a little at first. To her delight, she felt the vehicle come immediately alive. The cabin hummed all around her—a pleasant, mechanical purr that sounded like music to her tinker ears. Outside the compartment, the vehicle’s wings began to beat gently.

Tink turned the knob again, letting more dust feed out. Suddenly the wing beats accelerated, and the whole machine rose vertically into the air with a surprising judder. Tink shrieked, half in fear and half in delight.

She leaned toward the window, taking the wing axles into her hands.

“All right,” she said. “Think you can find your way home?”

Tink pulled on the axles, and the machine shot forward, sloping into the sky with all the speed and power of a fast-flying-talent. Now she truly screamed, but this time with pure exhilaration.

This thing was incredible—agile and precise! It took only moments for her to settle into the controls. The steering axles responded fluidly to her movements.

Before long, Never Land was just a speck in the distance, the cove where she’d launched from no longer even visible!

Once, Tink had invented a balloon carrier that was now widely employed by the fairies of Pixie Hollow. It could travel long distances using much less pixie dust than a fairy would need to fly with. But this machine put her creation to shame! It covered twice the distance in half the time, its powerful wings blurring through the air.

She gazed out the cabin at the full moon sailing through a cloudless sky sprinkled with twinkling stars. Its pale twin reflected up from the ocean below. Wherever Elmira was from, if they could create machines like this, then it must be an amazing place. The things Tink could learn—and bring back home! With every passing moment her uncertainty melted away, replaced by a sense of anticipation unlike anything she’d felt before.

Tink angled the machine toward the second star to the right—the path into and out of Never Land. She couldn’t shake the feeling that she was on the verge of a monumental discovery! One that would change Pixie Hollow forever.
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Just a few hours into her journey, Tink began seeing signs of the Mainland in the distance. It began as a kind of burning haze, a glow that slowly blotted out the stars. Soon Tink could make out the shapes of human buildings on the horizon, like rows of jagged teeth trying to take a bite out of the sky.

She could hardly believe she’d made it so far, so quickly. With a machine like this, any fairy could travel like a fast-flier, though they wouldn’t be able to control the wind like one. Tinker Bell had been lucky. The sky was clear her entire trip, while poor Elmira had been forced to navigate through a harrowing storm. Tink supposed there were some things even machines couldn’t solve.

Now she just had to figure out where to land…and how.

“Don’t suppose you want to give me any hints on how to get you safely down?” Tink asked.

Going up had been as simple as opening the flow of dust and maneuvering the axles to steer. Perhaps closing the feed would accomplish the opposite, letting the dust’s flying magic slowly fade. Tink hoped she’d figure it out quickly, because the Mainland was getting closer fast. She saw Big Ben looming on the horizon, but the enormous clock was surrounded by human buildings and even a sprawling palace. It was hardly the place for a secret or safe landing.

Tink knew that there were several lovely parks nearby, however, including Kensington Gardens—a favorite of visiting Never Fairies just a short flight from the clock. The park offered stretches of secluded wilderness far enough from the lights of the humans’ city that Tink felt comfortable touching down there. With luck, she could bury the flying machine in leaves or brambles, away from curious human eyes.

She gently turned the knob at the top of the canister, closing the flow of dust. Slowly, the wing beats began to slacken.

“Well!” Tink said with a sigh of relief. “That was pretty eas—”

Then she and the machine dropped like a stone.

Tink screamed as the vehicle plummeted toward the waves. The lights and shapes of the Mainland spun out of control, the jagged horizon spiraling in dizzying, kaleidoscopic configurations. Tink reached frantically for the axles, pulling to try to stabilize the vehicle, but it was no use. Without pixie dust to power it, the clockwork contraption was little more than a fancy anchor.

She quickly twisted the canister’s knob, opening the flow fully again. Then she pulled hard on the axles. The vehicle lurched nauseatingly upward as its wings renewed their fluttering.

“Okay!” Tink cried, catching her breath and willing her own fluttering heart to still. “Okay, I get it! No sudden changes: Slow the flow—don’t stop it. Ease on the axles—don’t cut them fully back at once.” She pulled at the right axle and angled away from the city skyline. She’d need some distance to try again.

It took several more tries to get the trickle just right—a series of heart-racing plunges and hair-trigger loops—but finally Tinker Bell felt she’d mastered the process. Carefully, very carefully, she eased the flow…down, down, down. The flying machine followed suit, the wings batting with ebbing speed. Then, with a warble that sounded distinctly like a sigh of relief to Tink’s rattled ear, the cabin touched down against the soft grass.

“Remind me to have Elmira draw some directions for you once we’re back,” Tink said shakily to the vehicle. She pushed the cabin’s latch and opened the door to the night air.

“Mmm.” Tink sniffed. Though she’d never get used to how the air smelled on the congested city streets of the Mainland, the beautiful parks of London were lush sanctuaries—like pockets of Never Land hidden throughout the city.

And speaking of hidden…Tink collected branches and leafy fronds from the nearby foliage, covering the flying machine. Soon she had it nicely concealed. She wouldn’t be able to travel into the heart of the human city with all her food and gear, so this would serve as a hidden base of operations. Hopefully, hidden well enough. She made sure to bring her parcel of remaining pixie dust, though, just in case she needed it. Getting caught here without dust was a frightening prospect.

Finally, she was ready. The journey had been so fast that Tink still had a few hours left till dawn. Most humans were asleep at this hour, and the darkness would provide cover from those who were awake. It was the perfect time to investigate Big Ben. Still, Tink would need to be careful. This was where things really got dangerous. She couldn’t risk being caught by a human…again.

Here no one was coming to her rescue.
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The sky above London was clear and dark as an ocean grotto, while below, the Mainland shimmered with artificial sunlight. It was nature in reverse, that most human of arrangements. Tinker Bell couldn’t help looking on with awe.

Unlike Pixie Hollow, the largest human settlements never slept—not completely. There was always someone out and about, some lantern blazing against the shadows. It was a dangerous place, but a beautiful one, too. It called to her tinker heart, this city full of moving pieces. Each of them was part of a lovely contraption that was far too large to take apart and put together again, no matter how much she might want to.

In the distance, Tink saw the tower the humans referred to as Big Ben. She had no idea why they called it that. The clock wasn’t a person, as far as she knew. It was an enormous, looming machine, its wide face lit up as bright as the moon.

Somehow Elmira’s necklace was connected to the tower. Tink didn’t know where to begin looking, though. She flew to its peak, well out of reach of any human, but didn’t see anything particularly necklace-like. After circling around for several more flyby searches, she had to conclude it wouldn’t be just hanging from the edifice. She flew as low to the ground as she dared, careful of watchful humans, but didn’t see anything particularly noteworthy there, either.

Was it hidden inside somewhere? Perhaps there was an entrance she could squeeze through. Tinker Bell flew to a crenellation near the clock’s glowing face to rest her wings while she contemplated her next move.

“Oh, Elmira…” she muttered. “What were you trying to tell me? Where should I go?” Tink pulled the strange fairy’s drawing from a pouch at her side. There was no mistaking Big Ben. Tink was definitely in the right place. But beyond that? She didn’t have a clue. Perhaps the entire journey had been a bad idea. Certainly, it was an impulsive one. What had she been expecting? That some major hint would drop right into her lap, just when she arri—

“Well, well—what do we have here? A lost little sprocket, separated from the cog.”

Suddenly several shapes descended, casting Tinker Bell in shadow.

“Don’t try to get away, sprocket,” a menacing voice instructed. “We’ve got you surrounded. Just give us your dust, and we’ll be on our way.”

Tink could hardly believe what she was seeing. Fairies—five of them—had appeared out of nowhere and encircled her. These weren’t any fairies Tink recognized, though. None was from Pixie Hollow, she was certain.

They were all dressed in strange, humanlike garb—very much like the clothes Elmira had arrived in. And oddest of all, each carried a piece of mechanical gear, some fascinating scrap of clockwork that looked every bit as complicated as anything Tink had seen wash up from the Mainland.

Tinker Bell’s mouth fell open. The appearance of these fairies was so surprising—so bizarre—she half forgot that they had just threatened her.

“Are we sure about this?” one of the five asked in a meek voice.

“She looks so lost and alone!” a second, identical fairy piped in beside her.

Both of the twin fairies had dark umber skin and black curls, though one wore her hair down in loose waves, and the other up in two buns. They were both the smallest of the five by far. One of the twins sported a curious pair of mechanical earmuffs, and the other an intricate set of goggles.

They must be fairy siblings, Tink realized. Siblings were rare pixies born from the same child’s laugh. Tink herself had a sister, Periwinkle, who lived in the Winter Woods back in Pixie Hollow.

“We’re already behind on our quota,” another of the five answered gruffly. Tinker Bell recognized this as the voice that had first addressed her. “Maddox doesn’t pay scavengers who can’t make their numbers. You want to run out of dust and end up at the Factory?” The fairy turned toward her with narrowed eyes. “This is the only way.”

Tink got the distinct impression that this was the leader of the five. They had an air of authority that was hard to ignore; the rest of the group eyed them expectantly. The fairy had light brown skin and violet hair, swept back in a rakish style. And though they carried what looked like a fairy-sized human pocket watch looped around a chain, it was the trusses attached to their wings that drew Tink’s attention. Some kind of mechanical flying supports? Fascinating.

Tinker Bell, sweetie, she chided herself. Pay attention. You’re being robbed.

Tink cleared her throat, addressing the presumptive leader of the five. “Uh, hi,” she began awkwardly. “I can see this situation has gotten off to a…complicated start. But the truth is, I could really use your help.”

The fairy’s face softened, and Tink felt a flutter of hope.

“Help?” they said. “Sure thing. Hand over all the pixie dust you have, and we’ll help however we can.”

Ah. Tink glanced around, searching for an escape path. Besides the twins and the leader, there was a brawny fairy with russet-brown skin and a mechanical gauntlet pulled over his right arm—oh, she wished she could get a closer look at that—and a more bookish one with pale skin wearing intricate spectacles and a trim, tailored jacket. He even clutched a large tome, with paper pages bound between leather covers. The fairy reminded her a bit of Scribble, from Pixie Hollow.

Tink decided she’d take her chances with the bookworm.

She burst forward as fast as she could, right into the fairy’s face. To her relief, he seemed unprepared for the maneuver, his own wings wheeling backward in surprise. It was enough of a shock that the heavy book slipped out of the fairy’s hands. It plummeted toward the street below.

The bookish fairy screamed in horror, shooting after it. Seeing his panic, Tink felt a twinge of guilt—but hey, she wasn’t the one robbing a stranger in the middle of the night. Tink took advantage of the distraction to buzz away.

“After her!” the leader called.

Tink hurried as fast as her wings would carry her, but her pursuers weren’t far behind. She could hear their whizzing wings and shouting voices just yards away.

First to catch up were the twins. As they reached her, the two fairies screwed their faces into expressions of grim determination. Whatever misgivings they’d had about robbing Tink earlier, clearly, they weren’t just going to let her escape. One of the two, the twin with the goggles, flew behind Tink while the other harried her from the front.

This was bad. Tink couldn’t keep her eyes on both at the same time. Even now, as the fairy in front of her lunged and parried, testing Tink’s defenses, the one behind her was reaching for her parcel of pixie dust. Tink avoided her hand, but only just. It wouldn’t be long until they managed to snatch the bag away.

Tink studied the headset worn by the twin in front of her. Two mechanical earmuffs were connected by a metal band lined with intricate buttons and knobs. The goggles donned by the other twin looked to be of a similar design despite being worn over her eyes. Were they part of a set? Tink noticed that both the earmuffs and the goggles had identical bright red buttons.

In nature, the color red was often a warning of danger. Roses had thorns, after all, and many crimson plants and mushrooms were deadly poisonous. Red, generally, meant stop. That same cautionary principle held true for tinkers, though Tink had always adhered to a different philosophy where red buttons were concerned.

Red buttons were just begging to be pushed.

Quickly Tink reached out and pressed the red button on the headset of the twin in front of her. Then she turned suddenly and—facing the startled second sister—jabbed the red button on her goggles. Immediately a high-pitched whine filled the air as the two devices fell into some kind of feedback loop. It was almost too loud for Tinker Bell to endure, so it must have been unbearable for the fairies actually wearing the gear. Both sisters shrieked, ripping off the accessories and grabbing their ears. Tink used the opportunity to speed away.

Next came the brawny fairy, a tall and muscular sparrow man with a rust-colored mohawk. The fairy’s sheer size was enough to intimidate Tink into slowing down. He glowered at her, cracking his bare knuckles with his gauntleted hand. Well, she’d wished for a closer look at that gauntlet—and now she was getting it.

But despite its imposing presence, Tink began to realize the glove wasn’t really built for combat. Based on the design, the dexterity of the fingers, and the many compartments tucked into its length, Tink guessed it was likely a sort of wearable tool kit. How interesting.

And unfortunately for Tink’s opponent, easily sabotaged.

As Tinker Bell approached the fairy, he grabbed nimbly for her wrist. He was quicker than he looked! But thankfully, she managed to avoid his grasp and the fairy overshot, giving her clear access to the gauntlet for a moment. And a moment was all she needed.

Tink set to work twisting knobs, opening compartments, and generally causing chaos however she could. It was a shame, really. The sleeve was clearly an intricate piece of work, designed by a skilled hand. Even worn by a non-tinker-talent, it would provide invaluable assistance for repairing and dismantling mechanical devices. She wondered where these strange fairies had gotten it…and what they might use it for.…

Not much, once she was done with it. In seconds, Tink had the thing sparking, fizzing, and hissing alarmingly. The brawny fairy yelped, completely forgetting Tinker Bell as he grappled with his own malfunctioning arm.

Again she was off—flying away from her assailants with all the speed she could muster.

Which, it turned out, wasn’t nearly enough.

“Who are you?” the lead fairy growled, shooting into her path. Tink had been right—the trusses that reinforced their wings allowed the fairy to fly at incredible speeds. Despite Tink’s lead, they’d easily overtaken her. What else might those wing trusses be able to do?

“So now you’ve got questions?” Tink said, crossing her arms. “Well, let me put it this way. I’m one tinker you don’t want to mess with. Those pretty mechanical wings of yours? I bet I could disable them faster than you could say busy buzzing bumblebees.”

“Busy, bumble…what?”

Tink shook her head in exasperation. How did this bizarre fairy not know the most famous tongue twister in all of Pixie Hollow?

“Did she say…” One of the twins appeared, floating into view.

“…she’s a tinker?” the other finished upon joining her.

Now all the strange fairies were gathering, though Tink couldn’t help noticing the change in their temperaments. All of a sudden they seemed…impressed. Each was looking at her with wide, wary eyes.

“I’m Tinker Bell,” she began carefully. “Tink to my friends. Maybe we could introduce ourselves before resorting to any more unpleasantness?”

The leader scowled. “I’m Quin, and these are the Flutterpunks. We’re the most infamous band of trinket scavengers ever to fly the mean streets of Bleakwatch.”

“I’m Danvers!” the twin with the headset said cheerily, flying forward.

“And I’m Darwin!” The one with the goggles peered around her sister.

“Axel,” grunted the brawny fairy. Tink was actually relieved to see he’d gotten his gauntlet under control. At least she hadn’t ruined it in her escape.

“And I am Ozwald.” The last of the five, the bookish fairy, frowned at Tinker Bell from behind his spectacles. “Oz to my friends.” He had managed to retrieve his book. Good. Then nothing was permanently ruined in the encounter. Perhaps there was a diplomatic path forward with these fairies after all.

“You can call me Ozwald,” the fairy said with a sniff.

Then again, apparently there were still some inroads to make where diplomacy was concerned.

“Now that we’ve all made nice,” Quin said, pushing past the sisters, “tell us—what in the whirligig is some fancy tinker-talent doing up here? A Heliograph flying alone on the surface with a year’s worth of pixie dust on her hip? Just for the fun of it? You’re up to something. Spill it.”

Tinker Bell blinked at the strange fairy.

“Helio…graph?” she sounded out slowly. “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand half of what you’re saying.”

Quin indicated her wrist. “You don’t have a bracelet. You’re telling me you’re not from the Clockwork Capital?”

Tink could only stare blankly. For the first time, she noticed that every one of the five wore metallic bangles around their wrists. They were identical to the one Elmira wore.

Seeing her confusion, Quin made an exasperated noise. “Where. In Bleakwatch. Are you. From?”

“Bleakwatch? Clockwork Capital?” Tink shook her head. “I’ve never heard of those places. I’m here on behalf of a friend.”

Suddenly the five grew quiet. As the predawn noise of the city filled the silence between them, the Flutterpunks all gaped at Tink in horror.

“Oh no…” Danvers rasped, her voice barely louder than a whisper.

“She’s a Never Fairy!!” Darwin shrieked.

The two sisters began zipping through the air in a frenzy. They shot between Tink and the others, nearly colliding several times in their panic until Axel managed to grab hold of them, one with each arm, securing them in place.

“That’s not possible,” Quin said, arching a brow. “Everyone knows Pixie Hollow doesn’t allow tinker-talents to journey to the Mainland. Only the nature fairies ever make it here for the change of seasons.”

Who were these fairies? And how did they know so much about Pixie Hollow? Tinker Bell knew next to nothing about any of them. This mystery was growing deeper by the moment.

“Things have changed,” Tink said guardedly. “Queen Clarion allows tinkers to visit now. But how did you…?” She shook her head. “Listen, I’m not here to cause any trouble. I really am just trying to help a friend. Her name is Elmira. I think she’s from the Mainland, too. She lost something precious.”

Tink retrieved Elmira’s drawing of the necklace, handing it delicately to Quin. The fairy frowned down at the sketch.

“And you drew it on a leaf?” Quin snorted. “Never Fairies really are as rustic as they say. What, do you live in acorns and eat sunflower seeds all day?”

Tinker Bell grimaced but didn’t take the bait. Acorns were much too small to live in, of course, and as for sunflower seeds…Well, Tink was just glad she’d stashed her supplies back at the park.

When they realized she wasn’t going to respond to their insult, Quin held the drawing up with a sigh. “Anyone recognize it?”

The Flutterpunks all shook their heads.

“What’s so important about it anyway?” Quin asked, handing the leaf back.

“I’m not entirely sure yet,” Tink admitted. “That’s part of what I’m here to find out. But if you’re all…scavengers, as you say, maybe you have an idea where it’s likely to have ended up?”

“The Dustman might know,” Danvers said. The twins had finally calmed, but they still hung from Axel’s hands. Danvers looked to Quin expectantly.

“The Dustman?” Tinker Bell questioned.

Quin shook their head. “Even if Maddox does know, we can’t risk bringing a Never Fairy to Bleakwatch. It’s forbidden.”

“Why?” Tinker Bell asked.

The fairy ignored her, turning away. “Come on, Flutterpunks. It’s nearly dawn. We may not have gotten the dust, but…”

A look of worry touched Quin’s face, as potent as it was brief. Then the scornful mask slipped back on again, banishing the momentary lapse. Still, Tink had seen it. There was genuine desperation lurking beneath the fairy’s gruff exterior.

“We’ll figure something out,” they muttered. “We always do.”

“Wait!” Tink couldn’t just let these Flutterpunks go—not yet! They were her best shot at answers to this whole puzzle. Now she flew into Quin’s path, extending her arms as if she could block all five fairies from leaving. “Maybe we can help each other.”

Quin scowled. “Listen, Tinker Bell—go back to Pixie Hollow and forget you ever met us. Trust me when I say there’s nothing for you in Bleakwatch…and nothing we need from you, either.”

“Dust,” Tink said. “You need pixie dust, right?” She patted the parcel at her side. “I’ll give you all of what’s here, minus the portion I need to get home, if you agree to help me find the necklace.” Tink opened the bag, revealing the substantial cache of grains glowing within. She’d saved quite a nest egg from her daily allotments.

Well, that wiped the dour look from Quin’s face. The fairy’s mouth fell open in an almost comical expression of surprise. Beside them, the twins both gasped, and even stoic Axel grunted appraisingly.

Quin gathered their composure, frowning at Tink. She could practically see their mind turning as they considered the offer. “Didn’t you hear me?” they said. “It’s forbidden to bring Never Fairies to Bleakwatch.” Still, she noted the uncertainty in their voice.

“Who needs to know I’m a Never Fairy?” Tink said. “You can sneak me in!”

Quin scoffed, but their eyes were gleaming with possibilities. She had a feeling she was on the right path.

“Quin,” Ozwald whispered, buzzing close to the fairy. “That’s far more dust than we’d earn from a scavenge job. We could live off that for a year. Plus…Maddox will probably want to know about her.”

Something changed in the leader’s expression, a pyre finally igniting. Slowly Quin began to nod. “Fine,” they said. “Fine, you can come with us. But you do what I tell you, no questions asked.”

Tink nodded eagerly. “Yes, yes, yes!”

Quin’s excitement about the idea seemed to be fading quickly in the face of her own enthusiasm. They sighed.

“She knows too much, anyway,” they said, as if trying to convince themself. “Nothing for it but to keep going.”

“Yay!” the twins shrieked together. Both began immediately hovering around Tinker Bell, peppering her with questions.

“Is it true all you wear are leaves and flowers?”

“Isn’t that itchy?”

“Aren’t you afraid of getting eaten by bugs?”

“Where is Never Land?”

“Where do you bathe?”

“How come you’ve got so much pixie dust?”

“Have you ever seen a tiger in Never Land?”

“Have you ever seen a flamingo?”

“I love flamingos!”

While Tink fielded their questions, Axel smiled, the burly sparrow man crossing his arms. Ozwald adjusted his glasses and glanced at Quin, who rolled their eyes and frowned at the sky.

The moon had nearly departed, ready for its journey to whatever secret place it traveled beneath the horizon. Slowly, inch by inch, it sank into the earth.

Tink wondered where she’d be the next time it rose.
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Dawn’s light was breaking over the city, which meant humans would soon be roaming the streets. Quin needed to get the Flutterpunks and their new…client…out of sight before that happened. It took some cajoling, but with Axel’s help, they were able to hush Danvers and Darwin for the moment. Once they’d made it safely home, there would be time for more questions. And exuberant as the twins were, no one wanted to be caught by any particularly eagle-eyed humans.

Quin still couldn’t quite believe they were doing this, breaking the king’s law to bring a Never Fairy right into the midst of Bleakwatch. They cursed themselves for not realizing earlier who this Tinker Bell was. Her dress was made of leaves, for clink’s sake! Still, it was too early for the season-changing fairies to arrive from Pixie Hollow; Quin had thought they’d have more time before they needed to worry about running into any. They’d been foolhardy.

Foolhardy and desperate. Tinker Bell had been right. The Flutterpunks needed dust, and they needed it now.

Maddox’s trinket quotas had risen sharply in recent months. It was taking more and more to earn less and less. So far, the Flutterpunks had managed to scrape together a meager living by scavenging into the dangerous early hours of morning. At this rate, though, things were looking dire. They couldn’t keep up. Someday one of the team would make a mistake: fly too slow, buzz too loud, scavenge the wrong human’s pocket. Then everything would come crashing down. Quin couldn’t bear the idea of losing a crewmate. The others counted on them to keep everyone safe.

This strange Never Fairy was a chance to keep the team afloat for a while longer. Not only was she absolutely flush with pixie dust—Quin could see it glowing from within her ridiculous leaf-and-twine bag—she also represented something potentially even more valuable. Change.

Tinker-talent fairies were journeying to the Mainland. A centuries-old restriction was evolving. What else might be upended in the process? Quin would need to be smart about this. Change was a tumultuous force, after all. But if they were canny and careful, maybe there was a way to cash in on this surprising arrival.

Already Quin didn’t like Tinker Bell, though. Something about her just grinded their gears. Maybe it was her wide-eyed earnestness, or the ease with which she traded away more dust than any of the Flutterpunks had seen in years. But Oz had been right—Maddox was the obvious first step here.

The crime boss of Bleakwatch would be very curious about this Never Land visitor.
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Tink followed behind as Quin led the Flutterpunks down toward the base of Big Ben. The closer they drew to the street, the more nervous she became. Humans congregated at the ground level—even she knew that. Weren’t they flying right into danger?

Soon Quin had landed in front of a great slab of stone, just out of the way of the human walking path. Still, Tink felt incredibly conspicuous. Even the nearby grassy knoll was little more than a flat patch of green. There was no shrubbery or trees to hide within. Morning, the time when humans were most active, was beginning in earnest. Tink and the Flutterpunks would be right out in the open!

Tinker Bell took a moment to breathe and calm herself. Surely, these fairies knew what they were doing. They’d survived this long, living on the Mainland. Perhaps there was a perfectly good reason they’d led her here to…

“An empty wall.”

Tink couldn’t quite disguise the skepticism in her voice. All the Flutterpunks cast bemused glances in her direction.

“It’s a very nice empty wall,” she added politely.

Quin didn’t bother responding. Instead, they sighed and flew forward, raising their hand—the one that bore the strange brass bracelet all the Flutterpunks wore. That Elmira herself had worn.

As Tinker Bell watched, the bracelet began to glow faintly. Quin extended their fingers and tugged, as if pulling at some invisible curtain in the air. Then, to Tink’s astonishment, there was a ripple of something that was swept aside. The air itself folded into fabric-like pleats, which were easily parted to reveal a small, fairy-sized doorway set right in the stone. The door was crafted from a bright, brassy metal—just like the flying contraption Elmira had arrived in—and lined with decorative florets.

Tink couldn’t believe what she was seeing. This was magic unlike anything she’d ever encountered in Pixie Hollow.

“Wh-what?” she stammered. “How?”

“Don’t you have fairy doors back in Never Land?” Quin asked nonchalantly, a tinge of smugness touching their voice. “They’re hidden all over the Mainland so fairies can access them when they need a quick escape. All fairy doors are connected, and they all lead to Bleakwatch.”

Tinker Bell had never even heard of such a thing. The fairies of Pixie Hollow had no need for quick escapes. It was already hidden from prying eyes—and anyway, there weren’t enough humans in Never Land to bother.

“But how did you disguise it like that? It’s like the door was—”

“Invisible,” Ozwald confirmed. “Bleakwatch’s shadow-talents use illusions to keep the city concealed. They’re one of the reasons we Mainland fairies have survived so long among humans.”

Shadow-talents? Tinker Bell knew about light-talents like her friend Dessa, but she’d never heard of the opposite. Did the Mainland fairies have unique talents that didn’t even appear in Pixie Hollow? If so, this was an incredible discovery! It would completely change everything they knew about fairykind.

“Why haven’t the season-changing fairies ever stumbled across these?” Tink said, squinting curiously at the door.

Quin sighed again. Their exasperation made Tink blush with embarrassment. In Never Land, her cleverness had earned her the respect of Pixie Hollow. But something about this haughty fairy’s attitude left her feeling like the barest bud on the branch.

Tink resolved not to let them get to her. She knew her worth. She stretched her wings higher.

“Because fairy doors don’t hide us just from humans,” Quin said. “They also hide us from you Never Fairies.”

With that tidy pronouncement, they pushed the door open…revealing a hidden world unlike anything Tink had ever seen.

The doorway opened into a bustling alleyway that was every bit as lively as the human city above it. Fairies darted to and fro, deftly navigating the crowded airspace.

The avenue was ringed with ingenious structures built from the debris of the human world. There were windows carved around cookie cutters and walls lined with tiled playing cards. Tiny fairy-sized garments were hung out to dry on a tuning fork. It was a whole city made of lost things!

“Here,” Quin said as they ushered Tink inside. “Wear this cloak. A Never Fairy in Bleakwatch is bound to stick out like a…well, like a leafy stick.”

They passed her the worn gray cloak from their own shoulders. Tink was just about to thank Quin when they raised a finger.

“It’s not a gift!” they said quickly. “It’s a getup. And I’ll be getting it back just as soon as we’ve found you something acceptable to wear. Now come on.”

The Flutterpunks all headed down the alleyway, with Tink following closely behind.

She watched in delight as a pixie unfurled a banner sewn together from silk handkerchiefs, hung from a sturdy shoelace. FRILLS AND TWILLS FABRIC SHOP read the embroidered sign. A smaller fairy—some kind of assistant?—stacked a motley assortment of loose buttons into display piles, organizing them by color.

Meanwhile, a delicious earthy smell wafted from farther down the street. In the distance, Tink spied another fairy standing behind a matchbox booth. He was ladling some kind of hearty brew into thimbles for a crowded line. Each of the assembled fairies waited patiently—if a bit drowsily—for a capful of the steaming beverage. The sign above this box read COBBLEFLOW’S CONVIVIAL CONCOCTIONS.

Tink couldn’t help noticing that the fairies appeared to be trading items for the brew: smaller lost things mostly, like clips, screws, and jingle bells. The pixie serving the crowd—Cobbleflow, she assumed—inspected each item before tossing it into a bin at the back of his booth.

“This place is amazing,” Tinker Bell gushed. She couldn’t help it. The city was already a marvel, and she’d barely seen any of it yet!

Quin predictably rolled their eyes, but Tink was surprised to hear Axel chuckling gamely.

“The Gnome Market,” Axel rumbled, in what she was coming to recognize as his characteristic brevity.

“What an odd name…” she said. “Where does it come from?”

Here, Ozwald adjusted his glasses and fluttered back to join her. The bookish fairy seemed pleased to have an answer at the ready.

“It comes from the humans, actually,” he said. “The first fairies to settle here weren’t quite as adept at hiding their presence. In their trips to the surface for supplies, they’d sometimes be spotted fleeing back into subterranean tunnels. To differentiate them from the pixies who changed the seasons, humans began calling these early Bleakwatch denizens gnomes—diminutive spirits who live underground. The name stuck.”

Darwin and Danvers flew close to Tinker Bell, each whispering in a different ear.

“Poor Oz is stuck, too,” Danvers rasped in Tink’s left ear.

“He can’t pry his nose from his books!” Darwin hissed into her right.

They weren’t particularly quiet—especially once they began rolling through the air in fits of hysterical laughter. Ozwald grimaced at the twins, clearly deflated.

“Well, I think it’s fascinating,” Tink said encouragingly. “There’s a whole history here that’s completely different from Pixie Hollow’s. I can’t wait to learn more.”

The corner of Ozwald’s mouth quirked up at that. Perhaps there was a chance of winning him over yet.

But just as Tink was hurrying forward, two fairies in the strangest garb yet flew right into their path. They were dressed in what looked like armor made from assembled lost things. Each carried a bottle-cap shield and was equipped with a knitting-needle lance. One wore a large hardware nut tied to her head as a helm, while her companion had fashioned a human belt buckle into a breastplate.

The pair were intimidating to be sure, but there was also something about them that reminded Tink of Bobble and Clank. The fairy in the breastplate even wore thick spectacles constructed from transparent beads.

“Halt!” said the larger fairy in the lug-nut helm. She had white skin and her muscles bulged from beneath her armor. “Announce yourself, stranger!”

Tink’s mouth opened and closed without any such announcement emerging. What should she say? Hadn’t Quin mentioned it was forbidden for Never Fairies to enter the city?

Thankfully, the leader of the Flutterpunks was already stepping in front of her.

“Slash, Perry—it’s us!” they said breezily. “Just finished our scavenge a bit later than usual. Tough trawl tonight. I swear the humans are recycling. Horrible practice—so wasteful.”

The pair relaxed a bit upon seeing Quin, but they still eyed Tink warily.

“Who’s this one?” asked the brawny fairy Quin had greeted as Slash. “She looks strange. Almost like…”

Tink quickly pulled closed the cloak Quin had given her, but it was too late. Her leafy green dress had been in full view for a moment.

Quin nodded readily, however. “Like a Never Fairy?” they asked. “Good eye, as always. It’s the Dustman’s newest initiative. Dress a lookout like some Pixie Hollow bumpkin during the change in seasons. That way they can keep watch while the scavenging crews work, without alerting the Never Fairies to their presence. Between you and me, I find the whole thing a bit ridiculous. But I’m not about to criticize the boss’s ideas, you know?”

Quin pulled Tink forward and gave her a hearty pat on the back. She smiled in agreement, though she didn’t love the way Quin had leaned on the word bumpkin.

The other guard, Perry, arched an eyebrow. She had fawn-colored skin and inquisitive eyes. She blinked at Tink from behind her thick beaded spectacles. “It’s a very convincing costume,” she said. “She looks just like a Pixie Hollow fairy.”

Quin shrugged. “It’s not especially difficult. Wrap some leaves together and…voilà! You’re the height of Never Land fashion.”

“But this one’s got pom-poms!” Darwin chimed in from the back.

“The dandelion tufts on the shoes are so cute!” added Danvers.

“Sure,” Quin said noncommittally, the beatific smile never leaving their face.

The two guards glanced at each other, then hitched their shoulders at the same time.

“The Dustman’s been asking after you,” Slash said. “Says your trinket hauls have been coming up short.”

Now Quin finally grimaced. “Yeah, well…” they said, “not every trip can be a gold mine, can it?” They gently pushed Tink ahead, ushering her past the guards. “You two have a good patrol. And thanks for all you do keeping Bleakwatch safe.” Then, with a zealous salute, Quin hurried on.

“Who were those two?” Tink whispered, once she was sure they were out of earshot. “Scout-talents?”

Back home, scouts kept watch for outside predators only—never for other fairies. Things were already so different here. Fairies eyed her with open suspicion rather than the immediate welcome and warmth she received in Never Land.

Quin snorted. “They wish. Nah, Slash and Perry work for Maddox, same as everyone in the Gnome Market. We’re lucky they didn’t notice you weren’t wearing a bracelet.” Quin frowned down at Tink’s wrist. “It would have been harder to explain why a Heliograph was playing fairy godmother to a bunch of scavengers. But our first order of business is getting you a change of clothes. Right now, you stand out like an unhammered nail.”

Tink had to admit they were right. The fairies in the Gnome Market were all dressed like Quin and the Flutterpunks, in urbane outfits reminiscent of human clothing. Many wore lost things as part of their ensembles, too—jewelry and other human adornments. Tink glanced at the timepiece Quin carried with them. It was similar to a human pocket watch, but it didn’t appear to be working. The two clock hands stood perfectly still.

“But where will we find a new outfit?” Tink asked.

Quin turned to her with a smirk. “We’ll buy one, of course.”

“Buy one?” Tinker Bell blinked in confusion.

“Yeah, you know. Commerce? Exchange of goods and services?”

She looked at them blankly.

“What, you don’t shop where you come from?”

Tink shook her head. “I’m not sure I understand. In Pixie Hollow, when a fairy needs something, the community just gives it to them.”

Quin whistled in surprise. “Wow, you all really do things differently in the sticks. Shopping doesn’t work like that, sprocket. Shopping is…well, let’s just say that here in Bleakwatch, you have to pay for what you want, unless you can steal it. And there’s two kinds of currency. There are trinkets—”

“Like the lost things those fairies were exchanging for soup!”

“Uh, right. But the real mint is dust. As in pixie dust. That, I’m happy to say, you have plenty of. It won’t take much to scrounge up an appropriate look—but it’s coming out of your portion.”

The Flutterpunks led Tinker Bell through a series of crowded winding alleyways. It took only a few turns before she was completely disoriented. At this point, Tink wasn’t sure she could find her way out even if she wanted to. Not that she was in a hurry to leave…

The market was positively teeming with activity! Tink’s earlier assessment had been right. The whole city was constructed from lost things—trinkets, Quin had called them. There were storefronts operating from upturned kettles, and dollhouse tenements propped into the stone tunnels. Fairies lounged outdoors on pincushion seats, eating mouthwatering meals served on coins by chic waitstaff.

The fairies here were all so distinctive—not just from Pixie Hollow, but from one another, too. Some dressed in raucous and flamboyant styles, while others donned sturdy work clothes smeared with dirt and oil.

A few looked a little worse for wear. Tink couldn’t help noticing that the wings of these unfortunate fairies were withered and weak, as if from dust deprivation. Was there not enough pixie dust to go around in this place?

The element that united nearly every fairy, however, was the brass bracelets they wore. Though some were decorated with intricate charms, all the bangles were identical in design, and they hung from the wrists of almost everyone Tink saw. She remembered how Quin had used theirs to reveal a hidden fairy door. Perhaps they served some essential function for the city, then?

Tink even saw a few animals bustling through the market—though here, too, the Bleakwatch fairies had tamed different sorts of creatures than she was used to. Small bats swooped overhead from time to time, delivering parcels in a clamor of high-pitched squeaks. Moles and shrews dug under the crowds, excavating new tunnels. They were accompanied by burly fairies carrying pickaxes fashioned from human dental tools.

Fireflies—blessedly familiar fireflies—provided a bit of lighting, but Tinker Bell slowly began to realize that it wasn’t enough to account for the brightness that permeated the market. Glancing upward, she let out a little gasp.

The roof of the tunnels was covered in mushrooms! A canopy of orange toadstools hung over the alleys, their gills shimmering with gentle golden light. Tinker Bell was no stranger to glowing mushrooms, of course. The forest was full of them. But she’d never seen them utilized like this.

Just as the human city above never truly went dark, Bleakwatch must also be forever illuminated, day or night.

Axel tapped Tinker Bell lightly on the shoulder, pulling her from her reverie.

“This way,” he said, nodding to an elegant-looking storefront that had been fashioned from a sewing kit. A sign in looping script read: TRèS SQUEAK, CLOTHING BOUTIQUE. The other Flutterpunks had already congregated at the entrance.

“Right,” Tink said excitedly. “Let’s go!”

She flew to join the rest of the crew. Tink couldn’t wait to try out this “shopping.”
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“Well, this outfit certainly has a rustic charm. And it’s made of all-natural materials, I see!” The fairy looking Tinker Bell over did his absolute best to cover his horror, but Quin could see it glinting through the polite facade. It was nearly as noticeable as the sack of pixie dust shining at Tink’s side. That had been enough to gain them entrance into the shop, at least, despite her bizarre appearance once she’d removed Quin’s cloak.

“And where did you come about this…dress, again?” the clothier asked, peering at the jagged hem of Tink’s leaf skirt. His already pale face was practically ashen with horror. “Perhaps it’s a new trend among the Heliographs that I’m unaware of?”

“I wouldn’t start weaving palm fronds together just yet,” Quin quipped from the corner. “This is one craze that won’t be taking off.” Quin had heard the edge in the clothier’s voice when he’d mentioned the Heliographs. Even here in the Gnome Market, an outfitter must be up to date on all the fads and fashions of Bleakwatch’s upper crust, no matter how outlandish. Trends trickled down, after all.

“Our friend here needs a new look,” Quin continued. “Something more traditional.”

The clothier relaxed a bit at that. He nodded, rubbing a finger against his bottom lip thoughtfully. He was handsomely dressed in a bespoke suit, his brown hair spiked and colored with a shock of pink. He carried a loop of notched yarn for measurements, along with thread snips and a needle hanging from his belt. A wood mouse bustled about the shop in the background, hefting piles of bundled cloth. Even the mouse wore a stylish waistcoat.

“Oh, we can definitely manage that,” the clothier said. He eyed the glowing parcel hanging from Tink’s woven belt.

Get in line, buddy. Still, that was what Quin loved about the Gnome Market. Even if the clothier was suspicious of this strangely dressed fairy, the glitter of pixie dust far outsparkled any concerns.

“Francois?” the clothier called. “Some options for the lady, please.”

The wood mouse squeaked in affirmation, dropping his piles and scurrying away. In a moment, he’d returned with an assemblage of outfits, all hanging from coat hooks that had been mounted to a single rack, rolling on empty thread spools.

It was quite a collection—dresses, shirts, and pants in every color and shape. Tinker Bell looked overwhelmed already. Well, at this she was on her own, as far as Quin was concerned. Quin had promised to help her blend in—not be her personal shopper. Where fashion was involved, she could make her own choices.

But lucky for Tink, the others were all too happy to offer their input.

“Oh, this one!” Darwin squealed, pulling a periwinkle gown from the rack.

“No, this!” Danvers said. She’d plucked out a tuxedo sewn from vivid magenta cloth. The two fairies held their chosen outfits in front of Tink, grappling for space as she gazed in the shop’s open powder-case mirror.

“Oh!” Tinker Bell said. “They’re both very…colorful.” She seemed to search around pleadingly for help.

Axel, who was standing beside the three, firmly shook his head.

“But perhaps something a bit more practical,” Tink said politely.

While she perused the outfits, Quin nodded to Oz. The fairy sidled up beside them.

“We need to be careful how we approach this once we reach Maddox,” Quin whispered. “Let’s treat the Never Fairy as a scavenge—a big one. He’ll probably have loads of questions for us and even reward us for bringing him the news. All we have to do is hold on to Tinker Bell as tightly as we can, and she’ll fly us straight into two paydays of dust—hers and the Dustman’s.”

Oz nodded, but he looked concerned.

“What?” Quin said. “Just say it.”

“It’s only…” Oz said. “You know the boss. He can be unpredictable. And we promised Tinker Bell we’d help her find her friend’s necklace.”

Quin grinned and shook their head. “Don’t tell me you’re getting cold wings now. This was your idea!”

Oz bit his lip anxiously.

Quin patted the fairy on the back. “It’ll be fine,” they said. “The boss loves me, remember? I’m his favorite. Everyone wins this way. You’ll see.”

The twins spent the next several minutes suggesting looks from the cart, eagerly tossing them to Tinker Bell to try on. There was a canary-yellow evening dress drowning in decorative frills, and a purple tailcoat that had all the charisma of a nervous stage magician who’d just bungled a trick. Quin bit back their laughter, but only just.

Axel crossed his arms and shook his head at each, then finally began pulling items of his own from the hooks. There were crisp striped slacks in brown and green, and a pair of hardy work boots that felt right at home in the Gnome Market. Quin had to admit, the sparrow man had good taste. Who knew? Before long, the crew had put together a collection of serviceable ensembles.

Even Oz, Quin’s ever-loyal lieutenant, got into the act—the traitor. He helped the clothier with measurements, suggesting small alterations that made big impacts.

“It’s still not quite right…” Tink said as she gazed at the latest option, a crisp white blouse that was nicer than any garment Quin had ever touched, much less worn.

“Would it be impertinent to inquire as to the madam’s talent?” the clothier asked demurely. “It’s my understanding that you Heliographs often allude to them through your outfits.”

“Oh!” Tink said. “Well, I’m a tinker.”

The clothier’s eyes widened in shock, but Tink was still gazing at the mirror. Quin was grateful she’d missed the look of awe on the fairy’s face, which he quickly masked.

“You know,” the clothier said, “I think I have an idea. One moment.” He flitted off to the back of the shop, hurrying Francois the wood mouse along with him. The group was alone, at least for now.

“Heliograph…” Tink said slowly. “People keep calling me that.” Her eyes found Quin’s in the mirror’s reflection. “What does it mean?”

“Don’t worry about it,” they said casually.

“That only makes me worry more.” Tink frowned. “What are you hiding?”

Maybe the Never Fairy was more insightful than Quin had given her credit for. They sighed. Why were they being so secretive about it all? It’s not like Tinker Bell wouldn’t find out soon enough. Still, every time Quin thought about the truth—every time they inspected that odd, empty feeling at the center of their chest—the flood of shame that poured forth nearly threatened to overwhelm them. Quin was proud of the crew they’d built. The Flutterpunks were a family, and there was no room for shame in family.

Quin decided that sharing a little information wouldn’t hurt.

“The Heliographs are the aristocrats of Bleakwatch,” they said. “They dress in fancy clothes, and they live in a fancy district. They rarely slum it here in the Gnome Market. Does that answer your question?”

“And they don’t wear those bracelets…” Tink said slowly, her eyes falling to Quin’s wrist. “That’s why everyone keeps assuming I am one. What do the bracelets do?”

“Tell you what,” Quin said, instinctively pulling their wrist behind their back. “It’s not really my place to get into it, but once we find Maddox, he can explain. Okay?”

Something touched the Never Fairy’s expression that Quin didn’t like. She looked distrustful—skittish, even. If she backed out now, before they’d even made it to the boss, Quin could kiss both paydays goodbye.

“You want to find your friend’s bauble, right?” Quin said. “Well, Maddox runs the scavenging crews like ours. He’s called the Dustman. He’s a collector of sorts. Every trinket that makes its way to Bleakwatch goes through him first. And he’s a dust-talent. He’ll be able to tell you all about the city, if you want to know so badly.”

“It almost sounds like you’re pirates—and he’s the brigand captain.”

Here Quin was truly taken aback. Okay, yes, the Flutterpunks technically stole from humans—and occasionally other fairies. In some places, by certain definitions, one might accurately describe them as thieves. Still, what did a fairy who’d been given everything she ever wanted in life understand about their circumstances? As far as Quin was concerned, Tinker Bell had no right to judge them.

“Listen, sprocket,” they said. “Life in the Gnome Market isn’t all ribbons and dresses. Most of the fairies here are barely scraping by. We do what we have to do to survive under the noses of the humans. Maybe we’re not above shaking down some naïve Never Fairy who’s buzzed into someone else’s turf—but we’re not goons. Neither is Maddox. He looks out for us, that’s all.”

Now it was Tink’s turn to sigh. “I’m not here to cast judgments, Quin,” she said. “On any of you…Though if I were, I’d say the Flutterpunks are a brilliant and resourceful group of fairies, for what it’s worth.”

Quin could actually see Danvers and Darwin flush with pleasure at that. Even Axel perked up. For clink’s sake, this Never Fairy was good. Tink was winning over the others. Well, Quin wasn’t so easily flattered. They crossed their arms. This was a job and Tink was the client. That was it.

“And you’re correct,” Tink continued. “I don’t know what things are like here, but I’m learning. Just…” She paused, then stood a bit straighter. “I can trust you, right?”

“It sounds to me like you’ve been listening to too many storytelling-talents,” Quin said. They pulled the watch from their pocket. Its polished brass case gleamed in the shop’s warm light. “I swear on Little Ben here—everything will be fine.” Quin rubbed the watch’s face for good measure.

Tink’s worried expression finally softened. She gazed down at the watch. “Little Ben…” she said. “Like the clock above the city.”

“A reward from Maddox for my very first scavenge,” Quin said proudly. “See? He’s not so bad.”

“If you trust him, then so do I,” Tink said.

Quin rolled their eyes, but a smile had made it to their lips before they could stop themself.

Still, Tink’s worries had shaken something up. A question Quin wasn’t completely comfortable asking floated to the surface of their thoughts.

The Dustman was the only realistic path forward for everyone here. He ran the streets of the Gnome Market. Sure, he facilitated a few shady operations, but those were always in service to the city. He wouldn’t actually hurt anyone—least of all the first Never Land tinker to visit Bleakwatch in an age.

Right?
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“Wow! Just…wow!” Tink gazed at herself in the powder-case mirror, her mouth ajar.

“Madam approves?” the clothier inquired hopefully.

“More than approves! It’s flitterifique!” Tink buzzed into the air, turning around to inspect the rest of the outfit. Atop the stylish pants Axel had selected was a shirt that had been fashioned into a forest-green waistcoat. It even resembled the leafy patterns of her Pixie Hollow dress. “Did you make this in the short time you were gone?”

“I understand that green is a favorite color among the tinkers,” the clothier offered. “And if madam is more comfortable in natural patterns, well, it was a small thing to create a shape I hoped she’d find pleasing.”

“You’re a genius!” Tink said, hugging the tailor in delight. The fairy laughed in surprise and returned the hug with a brief squeeze.

“Wait!” Danvers said.

“The pom-poms!” Darwin cried.

The twins plucked the white dandelion puffs from Tink’s old shoes, then set them atop her new work boots. They looked up hopefully toward Axel.

The stoic fairy studied them for a moment—then gave an enthusiastic thumbs-up. He even smiled!

Ozwald approached, too, a gleaming trinket in hand. It was a silvery curlicue of metal wire. Tink had seen similar lost things wash up on the shore near Pixie Hollow. She didn’t know what humans used them for, but the sturdy-yet-flexible wire was extremely handy for any number of her inventions, once she’d unbent it from its looped shape.

“Here,” Ozwald said. “The humans call them paper clips. Very useful for binding pages together, but they also make for a popular hair tie.”

Tink pulled up her loose blond locks, fastening them into a ponytail with the clip. “It’s perfect,” she said, gazing at herself in the mirror. “Thank you so much, Ozwald.”

“Oz is fine…” the fairy said shyly. “For my friends.”

“All right, all right,” Quin said, finally fluttering from the corner they’d occupied this whole time. “That’s about enough of that. Pay the fairy and let’s go. It’s too early to meet Maddox—and besides, I’m exhausted. We’ll retire to the loft to rest for a bit.”

“Right!” Tink said. She opened her parcel of pixie dust and scooped out a small handful. “Will this be enough?” she asked the clothier.

By the gleeful look on the fairy’s face, Tink assumed it was. He retrieved a metal thimble, collecting the dust inside. To Tink’s surprise, the tailor then held up his wrist and opened a small chamber in the bracelet that encircled it. He poured the dust deftly into the chamber.

What had Quin called this? Shopping? Tink found she rather enjoyed the experience!

Still…a small amount of dust had meant such a great deal to the clothier. Did the fairies of Bleakwatch really survive on so little? For the first time, Tink found herself wondering where the Mainland dust even came from. Surely, they couldn’t grow pixie dust trees all the way down here. Perhaps there really wasn’t enough to go around.

It was a dismal thought. Tinker Bell’s mind was whirring as she and the Flutterpunks left Très Squeak.
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The Flutterpunks’ hideout was a sprawling loft at the outer edges of the Gnome Market. When Quin and Oz had first found the place, it was an abandoned cask barrel that had somehow made it into the sewer. Together the two were able to roll the barrel toward town, installing it far enough away from the Gnome Market shops that they were still afforded some privacy—but close enough that trips into town didn’t use up too much dust.

Over the years, as their little family of scavengers grew, the crew had decorated the space with scraps of cloth, trinkets collected from the surface, and whatever creature comforts they could barter for in the market.

Now it was home, their own cozy parlor, where the Flutterpunks all lived together. But as far as Quin was concerned, five was company…

“Oh, wow!” Tink exclaimed as she flew into the space.

…and six was a crowd.

The Never Fairy’s voice rattled off the barrel walls. “This is so exciting!” she said. “It must feel like a slumber party every day!”

“Emphasis on the slumber,” Quin said with a yawn. They were absolutely beat after the long night. They needed to get as much sleep as they could now before heading over to meet the Dustman.

Quin reclined in their personal bed, a crystal candy bowl that was filled with soft cotton cloth. Next to it was a tiny wooden table pulled from a human dollhouse. Quin took hold of the bottle cap that rested atop it and sipped the water within.

Ah. Nothing like a cool drink after a long night of scavenging.

Tink flew around the space, investigating everything. There were five beds total, each made of a different collected container, as well as the central sofa—a former cat bed that was big enough to hold everyone on cold winter nights. A matchstick ladder nearby led up to the top of the barrel.

“You can sleep here,” Oz said, indicating the sofa. He retrieved an extra blanket—a cloth handkerchief, really—from its cigar-case trunk, then laid it neatly over the bed.

“Did you collect all this stuff during your scavenges?” Tink asked. She peered into a pen cap that Darwin and Danvers used as a vase when they occasionally picked fresh flowers from the surface to pretty up the place. A heaping bouquet of daisies bulged from it now, which Tink gave a generous sniff.

“Most of it,” Quin said, hearing the pride in their own voice even through their exhaustion. “Though the Dustman has first pick of anything we find, he sometimes lets the scavenging teams hold on to a few select trinkets. Our crew’s been together for ages now. We’ve collected some real treasures.”

“I can see that!” said Tink. “This place is incredible.” She marveled at a set of dice that Danvers and Darwin sometimes used for games of chance. Quin had never joined them, but the blocky shapes made a nice footrest.

“How did you all meet?” Tink asked. She finally settled into the sofa, propping her head up with her arms and kicking her feet back and forth in the air.

“Quin and I founded the team,” Oz said, handing her a pillow. “Then we recruited Axel, who was…eager to leave his former employment. We’d put up ads in the Gnome Market hostelries, seeking fairies to join a brand-new scavenging venture. Axel was the most promising applicant.”

Quin chuckled. “And the only applicant.”

Tink glanced curiously at Axel, but the sparrow man only shrugged. Soon he was occupied exercising with dumbbells made of heavy ball bearings.

“Then we joined!” Darwin said. She fluttered onto the sofa beside Tink, followed closely by Danvers.

“Quin caught us swiping food from a stall,” Danvers said. “We’d just arrived and were so hungry. But instead of reporting us, they offered us a job!”

“They even paid for the food!” Darwin added.

Tink flashed Quin a look that spoke volumes. The Never Fairy seemed genuinely surprised, and maybe even a little impressed.

“What?” Quin said. “I can be nice.” They held up Little Ben. “Even a stopped watch is nice twice a day.”

“Is that how the saying goes?” Tinker Bell said with a smile.

“Can we share the sofa with Tink today?” Darwin asked.

Quin shrugged, settling into their own bed. “Ask her.”

Both twins looked at Tink expectantly.

“Of course!” she said.

“Just as long as you do sleep,” Oz chimed in. The fairy removed his glasses and rubbed at his tired eyes. “Last night’s scavenge was endless.”

“And we barely found anything,” Danvers grumbled. “Except for you, Tink!”

Except for you, Tink.

Quin wondered if any of the crew sensed exactly how close they’d come to disaster. Oz might know, but the others? Once, their combined hoard of pixie dust had been—well, if not plentiful, then enough to get by. But recently their stockpile had been dwindling.

As the Dustman’s payouts diminished and the crews’ quotas rose, Quin had been forced to pull from the Flutterpunks’ reserves just to keep everyone afloat. Soon—very soon—they might not have enough dust to complete a scavenge, and that would be the end of the crew.

Quin couldn’t let that happen. They needed a miracle, a hail fairy. Tinker Bell was just that.

There was no talent more precious in Bleakwatch than tinkering. Tinkers were the backbone of the city, the highest echelons of even Heliograph society. Tink didn’t yet realize how special she was, or what news of her arrival might mean.

A Never Land tinker on the Mainland! It changed everything. It might even open communication with Pixie Hollow. Quin imagined visiting the woodland village and shuddered. They were definitely a city fairy. Still…

Quin pictured bringing the Never Fairy to Maddox, and the look of wonder that would touch the boss’s face.

Quin, he’d say, this is the scavenge of a lifetime! And it’s all because of you.

He’d probably have the Flutterpunks presented with honors to King Bartleby himself!

Though Quin had never encountered the king in person, they’d seen his likeness carved into stone plinths and drawn in books of Bleakwatch history. They could easily imagine the man’s wide, grateful smile—and all the glittering, golden dust he’d reward the crew with.

And in the deepest recesses of their mind, the place where their most secret hopes dared to stir, Quin imagined themselves telling the king of the plight of the Aeronauts. Of the dust-starved fairies scraping lives together out of nothing.

Maybe, just maybe, the change that rode in with this Never Fairy could benefit everyone in the Gnome Market. If Quin could just get an audience with the king, they could make him see…

“Gosh, I’m beat,” Tink said with a yawn. “How do you all tell when it’s time to wake up and time to sleep?”

“We sleep when we’re tired, silly,” said Danvers—as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.

“When do you sleep?” asked Darwin.

“At night, typically,” Tink said. “And we rise with the sun each day in Pixie Hollow.”

Well, isn’t that something? thought Quin. Up with the dawn and down with the dark. Everyone sleeping at the same time. There was a symmetry to it that Quin liked. It was elegant. And hadn’t Tinker Bell herself arrived with the dawn?

Quin wondered what sort of new day the fairy might bring.



[image: CHAPTER NINE]


While Quin slept, they dreamed.

They dreamed of a warm summer night some time ago, when a child stirred in the Mainland city of London.

The baby’s parents were asleep in the next room, but the child was restless. It gazed through the gap in the nursery door, toward a clock ticking on the far wall of the hallway. The child waited.

Suddenly, as the hour struck midnight, a tiny mechanical bird sprang from a tiny mechanical door just above the clockface.

“Cuckoo!” the bird warbled brightly, its wooden wings opening and closing. “Cuckoo! Cuckoo!”

The baby laughed with delight.

And in that laugh, something incredible began to take shape.

The air outside swirled with excitement, budging the nursery windows open, and the laugh escaped through the opening. Bubbling peals of cheer floated on the summer breeze. The laugh searched for something—a flower, leaf, or dandelion seed to cling to for its journey.

It took hold of what was available. A small aluminum trinket had been discarded on the cobblestone street, a cog with eight metal prongs jutting outward. The laugh lifted the cog into the air, where it spun on the wind with all the grace of a snowflake.

Its anchor found, the laugh rolled merrily through the Mainland sky, looping from building to building. But once it had reached the horizon—and the stream of air that would carry it out to sea, past the second star to the right—the laugh hesitated. Something shifted in the wind.

With a burble of pleasure, the laugh turned instead toward the giant clockface hanging above the city like a second moon. It looped and danced around Big Ben, the cog turning in joyful fellowship. Then it shot downward, toward the city streets, and disappeared into a sewer vent.

Deeper and deeper the laughter burrowed, into the heart of the city. It rounded narrow tunnels and passed chittering creatures, each of them turning to take notice of the new arrival. Then, before long, the laugh emerged into an enormous chamber, at the center of which jutted a glittering spire.

Winged shapes began emerging from the Gnome Market—fairies awakened by the gleeful sounds echoing across the stones.

They flew together toward the tip of the spire, alighting against the walls of the Arrival Day Chamber.

And at the center of the space, a lone fairy waited—Maddox.

A large and imposing sparrow man, the Dustman bore an expression of hope tonight. Maddox watched as the cog spun gaily before finally coming to a stop at the center of the chamber.

He approached the object, his fingers slipping into a pouch at his side. From it, Maddox retrieved a pinch of pixie dust—the most precious resource in all of Bleakwatch. He sprinkled it over the cog…

“Born of laughter,” Maddox began.

…and Quin finally took their first breath.

“Forged with skill,” the Dustman continued. “Brilliance tempered tough by will. Welcome, clever one…to Bleakwatch.”

Quin blinked at the many faces peering down at them from across the gently lit chamber.

So many fairies had gathered. It was a bit overwhelming!

“All right, clever one,” Maddox said cheerfully. “Let’s get you sorted, eh?” He nodded to someone Quin couldn’t see.

Immediately, several fairies emerged from the throng. Each carried a small object that thrummed with peculiar power. All around Quin, toadstool pedestals grew quickly from the chamber floor, their gills glowing with the same welcoming light as the ones that hung above the alcove. The approaching fairies set their objects atop the pedestals, where they floated slowly upward, bobbling gently into place.

“What is this?” Quin asked. It was the first thing they’d said aloud. They smiled to hear the sound of their own voice. It was a nice voice.

“Bleakwatch, clever one, is a well-oiled machine,” Maddox said, placing a hand on Quin’s back. “Every fairy who arrives here has their proper place, their role to keep the machine functioning. These will help guide you to yours.”

Then, with a little push from Maddox, Quin stumbled toward one of the pedestals.

Atop it floated a mote of pure shadow. It was a pulsing speck of darkness in which Quin could just glimpse distant stars glittering mysteriously. They reached toward the mote—fingers shaking, holding their breath. But as they drew close, the shadows dispersed, fleeing into the chamber’s hidden corners. The toadstool’s glow dwindled and died out.

“Not a shadow-talent, then,” Maddox said. “But that’s just the first. Keep going.”

Next, Quin approached a small purple cloud that roiled in place. In its churning haze, they saw strange images of humans laughing, running, and going on fantastical adventures. What a bizarre display!

“Dream dross,” Maddox explained. “Careful with this one. Approach, but don’t touch. If you’re a dream-talent, the dross will respond.”

Quin nodded. They inched their fingers toward the dream dross, waiting for a sign.

Unfortunately, a sign came. The images within the cloud darkened and faded, and the soft purple light emanating from it dimmed to dull gray. This pedestal, too, flickered out.

Quin noticed the fairies that had congregated around the periphery were casting knowing glances at each other. An uncomfortable sense of doubt crept in.

Again and again, they approached the objects floating above the pedestals. Again and again, the objects dulled or retreated from their touch. Finally, they’d reached the last object—a tiny pick that Maddox explained represented the mining-talents. It clattered to the ground as Quin tried to take it in hand.

“What?” they said. Quin turned in a slow circle, searching for some object they must have missed. But no, all were there—and all had rejected them.

Then Quin felt a warm hand grasp their shoulder.

“There’s no shame in being talentless.” Maddox’s typically booming voice was quiet, somber. Quin glanced up at the fairy and saw him gesture away from the circle, toward a new pedestal that was sprouting from the chamber floor. This toadstool didn’t glow in the same way as the others had.

A lone fairy emerged from the crowd carrying a small metal bracelet toward the new pedestal. The fairy wore one exactly like it. As he set the bracelet atop its toadstool—Quin noticed the object didn’t float like the others had—the fairy briefly glanced up at Quin. He wore glasses and carried a small book bound to his hip. The fairy offered a melancholy smile.

In the years that would follow, Oz and Quin would become fast friends and the founding members of the Flutterpunks. But in their dream, Quin recoiled from that smile. In it, they saw their first, most pivotal failure reflected back at them.

And it broke their heart.

“Every fairy in Bleakwatch has their proper place,” Maddox repeated. “And every fairy must earn their keep.”

He led them toward the pedestal. With each step, Quin’s sense of dread deepened. Finally, they stood above it, their shadow falling over the small loop of brass.

“From this day forward, you are an Aeronaut,” Maddox said. “This bracelet will give you access to the city—and keep you safe from the danger that seeps from every crevice.” He took the loop in hand, slipped it over Quin’s wrist, and snapped it shut. Then Maddox retrieved a second pinch of dust from his pouch and gently ran it over the tips of Quin’s wings. Quin felt them buzz with warmth at the touch of the glittering specks.

“The first pinch is free,” Maddox continued. “But from now on, you must work for your dust. Welcome to Bleakwatch, clever one.”

But despite the thrill of dust on their fluttering wings, or the greetings now being shouted from the surrounding fairies, Quin felt crestfallen. Defeated. It was their first day in the world, and already…

Already…

A strange hollowness began to grow in their chest—an empty cavity at their very center.

One they were sure was meant to be filled.
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The Dustman, Tink discovered, lived at the center of the Gnome Market, in an enormous cavern like the hollow pit of a giant fruit. The homes and market stalls slowly thinned as they flew, before finally disappearing completely. Then the streets opened into the largest cave Tinker Bell had ever seen—bigger even than Skull Rock! As the Flutterpunks explained it, every twist and tunnel of the Gnome Market eventually led here.

“…to the Factory,” Axel rumbled. A strange look of disquiet touched his usually calm features.

Factory. Tink was only barely familiar with the word. It referred to those gargantuan human buildings where they produced goods or machines in large quantities. Tink had little idea what went on in such a place. Factories tended to generate noxious wards that kept the Never Land fairies away—huge columns of smoke or rivers of spume that smelled strongly of poison.

This Factory was the churning heart of the Gnome Market?

It was every bit as messily constructed as the rest of the district—a tangle of complex machinery, hammering pistons, and bubbling tubes with who knew what inside. Like the market itself, the Factory looked as if it had been rebuilt and added to over the years, each new extension expanding upon its bulk. But while the Gnome Market was a charming assemblage of lost things constructed into homes and storefronts, this was no place any fairy would want to live.

That Maddox apparently did call the place home filled Tink with unease.

“Why would you build such a thing here?” Tink asked. “What does it make?”

“Energy,” Quin said. “The dream engines power the whole city.”

“Dream…engines?”

“Can someone else please explain?” Quin said. “School’s out of session for this teacher.”

Ever since they’d woken the Flutterpunks from their groggy and all-too-short rest, Quin had seemed tense to Tink. They were like a spring pulled tight that was just waiting for release. Tink could practically feel the coiled nerves hidden beneath the fairy’s stillness.

At least Tink’s new outfit seemed to have allayed worries of her being discovered as a Never Fairy. No one had given her a second glance the entire way here. Now that she blended in, Tink found she rather enjoyed the experience of disappearing into the throngs of fairies bustling about the market. It was easier to observe when you didn’t stand out.

Oz buzzed forward, always happy to provide some lore. “The dream engines use a special material called dream dross to power the city,” he explained to Tink. “It’s collected by dream-talents from the magic of human dreams. It’s what keeps the lights on.” Oz waved behind them to the glowing mushrooms that illuminated the tunnels.

“Operating the dream engines is important but grueling work,” Oz said. “Ask Axel—he worked at the Factory before joining up with us.”

Tink turned to the taciturn fairy, who nodded gravely.

“The job wasn’t for me,” Axel said.

“The Factory’s a steady gig with steady pay in dust,” Quin interjected. “Still, we’re scavengers at heart. Flights to the surface might be more dangerous, and the pay less secure, but every day’s a little different.”

“Apparently school is back in session,” Tink teased. “Whatever that is.”

Quin smirked.

“Anyway, that makes sense,” she continued. “You might even stumble upon a Never Fairy on the surface, with a full sack of pixie dust.”

“Seems unlikely,” Quin replied with a wink. “But anything’s possible.” They nodded upward, toward the top of the Factory. “Come on. Maddox will be in the Arrival Day Chamber.”

Tinker Bell blinked. Arrival Day? In Never Land, Arrival Day referred to when a child’s first laugh—the essence of pure joy that breathed life into a pixie—was carried to Never Land and transformed into a fairy with a sprinkle of pixie dust. It hadn’t even occurred to her that the fairies of Bleakwatch would arrive here just as they did in Pixie Hollow. She’d thought every fairy started their life in Never Land.

Darwin pointed upward. “It’s up there, on top of the Factory.” She adjusted her goggles for a better look.

Tink squinted where Darwin had indicated, and then she saw it. Rising from the center of the Factory was an enormous, climbing structure. Up, up, up the tower went, so high that Tink wasn’t sure where the machine ended and the building began.

On top of the tower was something that looked a bit like the Fairy Tale Theater back in Pixie Hollow, though balanced atop a precarious jumble. It had been hollowed into some kind of alcove, separate from the rest of the Factory. A warm, inviting light shone gently from the space—the very same light that illuminated the market tunnels.

The entire Factory had been built around this towering structure, Tink realized. It gave her the impression of a hungry bear slowly clawing its way upward, straining toward a bird’s nest perched just out of reach.

“Not to worry,” Oz said, indicating the alcove. “We can fly directly there.”

Tink nodded, grateful they wouldn’t have to travel through the unsettling Factory.

She turned around and was surprised to see another shape in the far distance, well beyond the twists and tunnels of the Gnome Market. Now that the space had opened up, Tink found there was a whole horizon to explore, an underground chasm that felt impossibly vast. She couldn’t get a clear view of the structure, but there was definitely something big that loomed outside the city.

That was strange, wasn’t it? Everything she’d seen of the Gnome Market so far was very…contained. This city of urban fairies was as dense as anything she’d ever seen, everyone packed tightly together. So what was this enormous sentinel looming beyond the market’s boundary?

Tink couldn’t be sure, but she thought she saw something glimmering in the structure.

Before she could ask the Flutterpunks, Quin flew upward in the opposite direction, toward the Arrival Day Chamber. The rest of the crew all joined them, the hum of their wings echoing in the large, empty space.

Tinker Bell followed, her heart beating nearly as fast as her own wings. Her excitement was close to spilling over. Whatever she found atop that spire, she’d be the first Pixie Hollow fairy to ever see it.
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As Tinker Bell landed on the floor of the alcove, she was amazed to see it was practically covered in glowing mushrooms. Here the shimmering toadstools lined the walls and ceiling, illuminating the chamber in soft, reverent tones. It was a beautiful place, she thought, perfectly suited for a fairy’s Arrival Day.

Tink recalled her own arrival in Pixie Hollow. It had been a wondrous but bewildering experience. Fairies had surrounded her, all peering curiously, waiting to see which talent she’d manifest. Arrival was such a disorienting moment in a fairy’s life—a bit of gentleness was important as they found their flutter. Queen Clarion had been so kind to her that day. Tink still remembered the grace and dignity with which the queen taught her what it was to be a member of Pixie Hollow.

The fairy that greeted them now was no Queen Clarion.

“Quin! Punks!” the giant sparrow man boomed, greeting them with a brilliant smile that brought a bronze glow to his features. Maddox was a mountain of a fairy, with olive-brown skin, slicked-back blue hair, and large, well-muscled arms. Though he was dressed in the usual humanlike garb of Bleakwatch, Tink noticed all his clothes were colored in soft golds and browns. He wore a simple shirt and trousers, his only ornamentation gold earrings and a chain that hung from his neck and sparkled like pixie dust.

“How are my favorite Aeronauts?” Maddox continued. “I was getting worried you’d been caught by the humans.”

Aeronauts? Another word Tink didn’t recognize. She stored the question away for later.

“I hope you brought me something good to explain the delay?” the sparrow man added.

“Sorry, boss,” Quin said. “We had a bit of a complication. But it’s one we thought you’d want to see firsthand, sir.”

Sir? Tinker Bell was surprised by Quin’s deferential tone. Clearly the leader of the Flutterpunks held the fairy in high regard. Even when dealing with the two leery sentry-fairies, they hadn’t sounded this courteous.

She glanced around the chamber and noticed a handful of other fairies buzzing about. Some carried baskets filled to the brim with trinkets. Were those the spoils of other scavenging teams? Perhaps Elmira’s necklace really had passed through this place.

Maddox flew to the group, landing with a thud beside Quin. He placed a large hand on the smaller fairy’s shoulder. “Not to worry, clever one. I just can’t help fussing over my charges. Especially my favorites.” He gave a conspiratorial wink.

Then Maddox’s gaze landed on Tinker Bell, and his eyes widened with interest. She found herself straightening beneath the large sparrow man’s scrutiny.

“And who’s your new friend?” he asked. Maddox’s eyes fell immediately to Tinker Bell’s hands. Despite her new clothes, she knew her bare wrists would give her away as an outlier in this place. “A Heliograph?” he said slowly. “No, I would have remembered you.”

The fairy’s eyes narrowed.

“In fact, I don’t believe I’ve seen you before— ever.”

The speed with which Maddox’s voice had hardened was breathtaking. His expression grew cold and suspicious. All around the chamber, Tink saw others begin to take notice. Burly fairies approached from the periphery, dressed in mismatched armor similar to the guards from the morning. Were these other hirelings who worked for Maddox? They hovered in a wide arc, awaiting some signal.

Oh no. Perhaps Tink had been right to worry. This felt like Quin had flown her into a trap.

But the leader of the Flutterpunks flew between Tink and Maddox, their hands raised obsequiously. “That’s what we came to tell you, boss,” they said. “We have news—big news—and this fairy is the proof.”

“This better be good, Quin,” Maddox rumbled dangerously. “I don’t like surprises, even from my favorites.”

Tink noticed Danvers and Darwin shrinking behind Axel. And Oz was as stiff and straight-backed as she’d ever seen him. All the Flutterpunks were on edge.

Quin gulped but then continued. “Sometimes the surprises find us anyway,” they said, “but if we’re savvy, we can turn them into gifts. Trust me—this one’s a gift.” Quin turned their head, nodding toward Tink. “Why don’t you introduce yourself?”

Tinker Bell fluttered beside Quin. “Hello, uh, Maddox. Sir. I’m Tink, and I came here from…”

She glanced nervously toward Quin, but they nodded for her to continue.

“…from Pixie Hollow.”

If the hulking fairy’s expression had been suspicious before, now it was downright hostile.

“And what, may I ask, is a Never Fairy doing in my chamber?” Maddox ground out. “Against the express wishes of King Bartleby and flouting one of Bleakwatch’s most foundational rules?”

Tink blanched. “I’m…I’m here on behalf of a fairy who found her way to Never Land from your city. Her name is Elmira. She seemed to be in some kind of trouble.”

Maddox’s calculating expression gave little away. It was probably just as unheard of for a Bleakwatch fairy to travel to Pixie Hollow as it was for Tink to be here.

“But that’s not all,” Quin said quickly. “Tink is special!”

Maddox rolled his eyes and crossed his arms. Seeing his reaction, Tink thought she might have an idea where Quin had picked up some of their more acerbic habits.

“Sure she is,” Maddox said, frowning at her. “I suppose you’re one of the seasonal fairies, then? Here to usher in the summertime? What’s your talent, Never Lander? Daisy dancing? Butterfly kisses?”

“She’s a tinker!” Danvers blurted out behind Axel.

Maddox scoffed. “Tinkers don’t travel to the Mainland.”

Tink shook her head. “Things have changed in Pixie Hollow. My full name is Tinker Bell. I’ve been to the Mainland many times now.” She placed her hands on her hips and puffed out her chest. “And I am a tinker.”

Suddenly she had an idea.

“Hold on a moment. I’ll prove it!”

Tink fluttered closer to Quin, gently taking hold of the pocket watch hanging from their side.

“Trust me, okay?” she said as the fairy began to protest. “I’m a tinker—a good one.”

Quin relented, but Tink could see the worry in their eyes. Little Ben was precious to them. She’d have to treat it with care.

She set it face down on the cavern floor, then located the hinge to the watch’s backside cover. Pulling the paperclip Oz had given her from her hair, Tink gently pried the pane open with the clip’s narrow wire point. Inside she found several overlapping wheels, gears whose teeth interlocked at specific sites of convergence. It was a fascinating and complicated bit of machinery. Tink couldn’t completely understand how the thing worked—not without taking it apart first—but she immediately recognized the problem. One of the tiny wheels had come unaligned. The gear’s teeth no longer meshed with the others.

Gently, very gently, she pushed the wheel back into place using her paperclip as a wedge. Finally, the gears resettled with a delicate but satisfying click. Tink replaced the back cover, then lifted the watch face from the floor. With a few twists of its crown, a soft ticking sound filled the curiously quiet chamber.

Tinker Bell looked up and was surprised to find a sea of amazed faces gazing back at her. All the fairies in the Arrival Chamber had drawn close to watch her work. All were completely silent.

Blushing slightly, she handed Little Ben back to Quin, then returned the clip to her hair.

“There you go,” she said. “Just as good as his big brother.”

Quin gazed down at the watch in awe. When their eyes rose to meet Tink’s, she was surprised to see something like wonder in their expression.

“Thank you,” they rasped, their voice hoarse. Then the fairy coughed, turning quickly away.

“You really are a tinker…” Maddox said. “I’ll be jammed.”

The fairy shook his head, but a speculative smile was slowly playing across his lips. “Tinkers are the rarest and most precious talents we have in Bleakwatch,” he said. “King Bartleby—the founder of the city—is our High Tinker.”

Now it was Tink’s turn to be shocked. This city was led by a tinker-talent? She’d never imagined such a thing, much less heard of it.

“If tinkers are traveling to the Mainland, that changes everything,” Maddox said, turning and pacing the chamber. “It’s a wonder my scavengers haven’t seen you before. But that’s Aeronauts for you.”

“Aeronauts,” Tink said. “You said that word before, too. What does that mean? Is it another talent that only exists here in Bleakwatch?”

Maddox’s gaze flicked to Quin, and Tink registered something strange in the sparrow man’s expression.

It looked like pity.

She, too, glanced at the Flutterpunk leader in confusion. But Quin’s head was already lowered. They wouldn’t meet her eyes.

Maddox frowned. “So they haven’t told you. Quin…it’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Yeah,” Quin replied without conviction. “Sure.”

The larger fairy sighed, turning back to Tinker Bell. “It’s true that in Bleakwatch we have talents you’ve probably never heard of. Shadow-talents, dream-talents—fairies here have adapted to living near humans, and many of our abilities reflect that. Those are the Heliographs, like myself.”

Maddox lifted his wrist to show it was as bare as Tink’s.

“I’m a dust-talent—Bleakwatch’s first and oldest dust-talent, in fact. As such, I conduct the Arrival Ceremony, among my many other responsibilities to the city. But the most common kind of fairy you’ll meet here is the Aeronauts.”

Maddox shook his head.

“The Aeronauts are all talentless.”
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“Talentless?” Tinker Bell repeated dully. She glanced back toward Quin. “I don’t— You mean you haven’t discovered your talents yet?”

Maddox shook his head. “And they never will. Things are different here, Never Fairy. Talents are rarer. Much rarer. Maybe it’s our proximity to the humans.” He gave a great rolling shrug of his muscular shoulders.

“But how do you get by without them?”

“We just do,” Quin said hotly. The leader of the Flutterpunks stood rigid, their hands balled into fists and their wings pulled flat against their back. Tink had never seen them look so strained. “Because we have to. It doesn’t take a magical affinity to hammer a nail, or even to build a city. We might not ever be tinkers like you, but we’re smart and savvy. We’re survivors.”

As Tink watched Quin’s face, a knot of confusion was finally coming untangled. The whole Gnome Market had worn those bracelets. So none of them had talents?

Most of the fairies here are barely scraping by, Quin had said.

No wonder they’d taken one look at Tink and rolled their eyes. How easily she’d announced that she was a tinker, like it was nothing. Here was a whole fairy community where every talent was an extraordinary event. And hers was the rarest of all. She must have sounded like the haughtiest fairy alive.

“Exactly right,” Maddox said, approaching Quin and patting them on the back. “We make do here. This is how it’s always been in Bleakwatch. But everyone has a place in the grand design. The Aeronauts contribute how they can. Some work the Factory, some assist the dream-talents in collecting dream dross. Others, like your friends here, scavenge trinkets from the skies of the human city. That’s where the term Aeronaut comes from, in fact. It’s dangerous work, but it keeps the city functioning. Flourishing, even!”

Tinker Bell’s head was spinning. She’d known things would be different here, but this news shook the core of her beliefs about fairykind. She recalled her own initial ambivalence at discovering she was a tinker-talent. Tink had been devastated to learn that tinkers weren’t allowed to visit the Mainland. She’d tried every other talent she could think of in the hopes of changing what she was. But it was only in accepting herself that she realized how much joy tinkering truly brought her. It wasn’t Tink who’d needed to change. It was Pixie Hollow.

But this was entirely different. A whole segment of fairies had to scrape by, taking on dangerous tasks because they hadn’t presented a talent. Quin’s bitterness made so much more sense. Tink would have felt the same way!

Still, something about this situation felt…peculiar. It was a bit like the mechanical lost things she occasionally found washed up in the cove. Sometimes Tink could sense a piece was missing from the device—could even guess at what it did—but it wasn’t until she found the absent part that she discovered its full importance. There was a similar mystery at work here, she was sure. If only she had the missing piece.

“And do all the Aeronauts answer to you?” Tink asked Maddox. Her eyes roved suspiciously across the Arrival Chamber.

“I see you still have questions,” Maddox said, fluttering forward. “That makes sense. You’re a tinker, after all! You’re curious by nature, just like our great King Bartleby.”

The sparrow man’s friendly smile vanished, gone as quickly and fully as if he’d lifted a mask.

“And he will definitely be curious about you.” Maddox nodded to one of the armored fairies. “Grab her.”

Tink gasped. “What?”

“Hey!” Danvers called.

“No!” yelped Darwin.

Suddenly several burly fairies descended and grabbed Tink’s arms.

“Maddox, wait!” Quin said, buzzing forward. “She’s our—”

But Maddox shot the Flutterpunks a warning look, quieting the crew with a single glance. He lumbered toward Tink as she struggled against her captors. The sparrow man’s gaze traveled downward, to the gently glowing parcel at her side. With one forceful tug, he snapped the cord binding it to her belt.

“You won’t need this where you’re headed,” Maddox said, his cheerful demeanor returned. “So it’s fine if I take it, yes? Call it a processing fee.”

He turned to the nearest armored fairy and flicked his chin upward.

Tinker Bell fought as the burly fairies rose into the air, but it was no use. The henchfairies were too strong. She cast her eyes wildly about the receding chamber, finally finding Quin’s face.

“Quin!” Tink gasped. “Help me—please!”

Quin held her gaze, but they didn’t move. None of the Flutterpunks did.

They only watched with wide, frightened eyes as she was carried roughly away.
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The Arrival Chamber shrank from sight, its welcoming glow fading into the dark recesses of the cavern. Tinker Bell’s captors said nothing as they carried her away toward the strange structure she’d seen in the far distance.

This high, Tink could see bats encircling the upper reaches of the chasm, each of them ridden by fierce-looking fairies in glittering armor. None of the fairies wore bracelets. They reminded her of the scout-talents from Pixie Hollow, though the armor worn by these warriors was a far sight more intricate. Rather than being assembled from lost things, as the armor worn by the guards from the Gnome Market, the golden mail was beautifully and elaborately designed, and each suit matched the others perfectly. Even their bat mounts wore golden helms!

Though the riders eyed Tink suspiciously, they let her captors pass without interference.

The closer they drew to the structure, the more Tink could see. As with the Factory that surrounded the base of the arrival spire, an immense compound erupted from the stone cavern—though that was where their similarities ended.

Because unlike the foreboding Factory, the complex architecture Tinker Bell now gawped at was beautiful.

Less a building than a whole separate district, the glittering construction ahead was a marvel of clean lines and seamless engineering. Contrasted against the cozy jumble of the Gnome Market or the boiling menace of the Factory, it felt like a completely different city.

And apparently it was right where Tink was headed. Maddox’s goons flew downward, past a circular gateway that was thronged with more bat-mounted guards. They nodded respectfully to Tink’s captors—eyeing her with obvious distrust.

Once they were through the gate, however, Tink’s sense of dread was nearly overwhelmed by wonder.

All around her, fairies buzzed through picturesque paths, glittering streets that crisscrossed in ornate raised platforms. As with the Gnome Market, this place, too, was lit by glowing mushrooms, but the toadstools here had been arranged into artful gardens—and even sculptures that shimmered with honeyed light.

Flying machines similar to the one Elmira had ridden to Pixie Hollow whizzed through the air, some propelled by fluttering wings and others held aloft by bulbous balloons. Every vehicle was a bit different from the others, though they were all marvels. They seemed a bit like snowflakes that way—beautiful, complex, and completely unique. In all her time inventing machines for Pixie Hollow, Tinker Bell had never considered that her creations could be this…artistic, as well as practical.

This place was a revelation!

As with their surroundings, the fairies who glided up and down the immaculate paths were all beautiful. They donned fashionable outfits with glittering mechanical accessories. And none, Tink slowly realized, wore the bracelets she’d become so used to in the Gnome Market. Quin had said the Heliographs lived in a separate district. This must be it.

Some of the fairies caught sight of Tink being carried roughly through the air and cast curious looks her way, tapping the shoulders of their companions and pointing at her. Tink would have felt sheepish if she weren’t so busy being amazed.

Then they rounded a corner, and she actually gasped aloud. Towering over an exquisite central plaza was a fountain carved from smooth stone. Statues of elegant fairies ringed the fountain, each holding vessels from which poured slews and slews of…

“Pixie dust?” Tink rasped.

Waves of sparkling particles cascaded prettily from the stone decanters. Tink watched as a Heliograph approached the fountain and doused her face with dust—the way a fairy in Pixie Hollow might refresh themselves with a splash of water from the stream. But the fairy already carried a satchel full of dust at her side.

And the more she looked, the more Tink saw the puzzling signs of disparity. Pixie dust was everywhere here. The Heliographs used it freely, applying it to their wings, to their clothing, to animal companions and various mechanical appliances.

Tink didn’t understand. If there was this much dust to go around, then why were the Aeronauts—who did the most dangerous jobs in the city—scrounging for every pinch? She remembered the look of joy on the clothier’s face when she’d paid him with the smallest amount.

Maddox had said that all fairies in Bleakwatch had a place in the city’s grand design. In the moment, it had sounded like a statement of compassion—of fairness, even.

But seeing the abundance of the Heliograph district now on full display, Tink wasn’t so sure. Perhaps it wasn’t that the design welcomed the Aeronauts in.

What if it actively held them down?

Perhaps this was the grand design. Keep the Heliographs happy and swimming in dust, while the talentless Aeronauts toiled for the city. Suddenly the gilded beauty of the district no longer filled Tink with wonder. This was…it felt wrong.

But her indignation would have to wait. Because as her captors dragged her above the plaza, the biggest structure yet came into view. A huge clockwork palace loomed over the rest of the district, as intricate as it was dazzling.

The entire palace was a moving, ticking machine.

Gears turned and chains rotated across its edifice, sending decorative automatons of fairies and animals in looping paths around the palace’s perimeter. The palace’s many towers all twisted in the air like corkscrews, each capped with a spire that danced in its own helical circle. Half a dozen clockfaces decorated the building, the largest and most prominent of which was made of stained glass, set above the arched palace doors.

As Tink watched in awe, the palace never stopped moving. Something was always turning, always tracking—following sinuous circuits.

Her captors pushed her toward the barred front entrance, where more ornately dressed guards waited. But these fairies didn’t automatically let the arriving party through. They flew into Tink’s path, holding their large golden spears aloft. Not that Tink could have entered even if she wanted to. The door was sealed behind a thick metal gate.

One of Tink’s captors finally spoke. “We brought a gift for King Bartleby,” she said, “compliments of the Dustman.”

“Who is she?” one of the palace guards asked, eyeing Tink up and down. The guard took special note of Tink’s bare wrists.

“A tinker-talent,” answered the goon at Tink’s back. “From Never Land.”

Well, that seemed to get the guards’ attention. The gold-clad fairies exchanged surprised glances, then nodded.

“Open the gate!” shouted one as the guards moved from their path.

Above the gateway, another fairy pulled a lever. Suddenly the sounds of clockwork filled the air. The gate lurched upward and the doors opened, all timed in perfect synchronicity.

Tinker Bell hesitated there, just staring into the void. The way the palace edifice was constantly moving gave her the impression she was about to fly into the maw of a living creature.

Still, her captors weren’t about to let her dally on the precipice. With a rough shove, Tink was forced ahead, into the jaws of the mechanical monster.
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Quin blinked upward to where Tinker Bell had disappeared into the cavernous sky—gone as suddenly from their lives as she’d arrived.

Behind them, the other Flutterpunks were in shock. Darwin and Danvers both whimpered, sniffling their noses. Axel did his best to comfort the two, but even he seemed shaken.

I don’t know what things are like here, but I’m learning. Tink’s earnest voice rang in Quin’s ears, loud as a cave-in. I can trust you, right?

And then Quin’s reply: I swear on Little Ben here—everything will be fine.

Quin grimaced, glancing down at the watch. It ticked cheerfully at their side…all thanks to Tink.

They’d been a fool to swear such a thing, of course. Maddox operated by his own rules, rules that could change as erratically as a swooping bat. Tink’s safety wasn’t Quin’s to promise, much less a promise to honor. They were an Aeronaut, had always been an Aeronaut. And Aeronauts couldn’t afford to keep their promises.

“Why the long faces, Flutterpunks?” Maddox said, his tone bright. “This is the best haul you’ve ever brought me! World-changing news, a remarkable captive”—the boss hefted Tink’s glowing parcel from hand to hand—“and a tidy sum of dust, besides. This is a victory! Your victory.”

Victory? Then why did it feel so wrong? Quin recalled the bargain they’d struck with Tinker Bell. They knew better than to ask but couldn’t stop themselves.

“We”—Quin swallowed nervously—“we made a deal with the Never Fairy,” they said. “All her dust in exchange for bringing her to you.”

Not exactly true, but close enough. The Flutterpunks had said they’d help Tink locate her friend’s necklace. And they’d tried, hadn’t they? They’d gotten her as far as they could, anyway. For all the good it did her.

But the joyless smile on Maddox’s face told Quin that no such deal would be recognized today.

“Quin,” he said sympathetically, as if they were a brand-new arrival who’d just crashed to the ground on untested wings. “You know that’s not how this works. Everything the scavengers find goes through me, and I divvy it out to the Aeronauts properly.”

“Right,” Quin said, hanging their head. “Of course.”

Fool, Quin scolded themself. How had they been so naïve? How had they played this so poorly? Maddox would always take his due—and more besides. It was like the Never Fairy’s sunny optimism had infected Quin, scrambling their senses.

“But in light of your impressive find,” Maddox continued, “and your unflinching loyalty, I’d say you’ve definitely earned a bonus.” Maddox opened Tink’s satchel and dipped his hand inside, retrieving a heaping palmful of dust from within. “How does double your usual percentage sound?”

“But Tinker Bell!” Darwin protested.

“What will happen to her?” Danvers asked.

The boss’s face clouded. “Again,” he said darkly, “that’s not how this works. The Never Fairy is now the concern of King Bartleby and the Heliographs. Your concerns, my friends, should be on yourselves. Now—I’ve offered you a generous reward. Perhaps more than is merited.” Maddox tilted his hand, letting some of the dust stream back into the parcel. “But maybe you don’t want even that?”

“We want it!” Quin said, hurrying forward. They shot a hand out to quiet the others, who were already showing signs of revolt.

Maddox’s face softened. “And that’s why you’re my favorite, clever one,” he said. “I can always count on you to think practically.”

Clever one? Today Maddox’s little nickname sounded poisonous—like mockery. No, Quin didn’t feel clever. But they were a survivor.

Maddox took Quin’s extended hand, bringing their bracelet closer. With a deft click of the hidden latch, he opened the dust compartment and began pouring in sparkling grains.

Quin watched the dust fall, and as they did, a familiar feeling of emptiness expanded in their chest.

Stupid, they thought. Stupid to think they could protect Tinker Bell, or keep their promised prize. Stupid to think an Aeronaut might navigate the winds of change toward anything but more of the same. Bleakwatch wasn’t Never Land. That wasn’t how things happened here. Though the city was always moving, always ticking, it never went anywhere. It followed along the same tracks, clacking through the same grooves.

And every piece remained firmly in its place.
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The interior of the palace was just as spectacular as its outside, though Tink had no time to stop and marvel. She was led through the air of a wide foyer, its walls lined with incredible clockwork toys and inventions. Then, before she knew it, the hall opened up, and Tinker Bell found herself in what must be the king’s audience chamber.

At least, she assumed that the regal fairy wearing an intricate golden crown was King Bartleby. Still, the fairy had the air of an accomplished artisan to Tink, rather than that of a monarch. She could barely see his hunched form behind the piles of machinery, and a large, complicated telescope occluded much of his face. Tink squinted but was unable to make out more.

He sat at the center of the chamber, in a plush throne that was as much apparatus as armchair. The throne was equipped with several movable scopes, an array of tools, and a few gadgets Tink couldn’t begin to guess the purpose of.

And set before him was a worktable covered in mechanical parts. Whatever project the king was currently working on, it appeared to be in its early stages. Tinker Bell couldn’t even see a coherent shape amidst all the various pieces.

As Tink and her captors entered, the king flicked up the scope he was currently peering through, inspecting her with a single bulging eye.

“What’s this?” he asked curiously, his voice a smooth baritone.

Maddox’s goons pushed Tinker Bell to the ground, forcing her to her knees.

“Maddox has captured an intruder from Pixie Hollow, Your Majesty,” one of the goons announced. “He said we should bring her to you.”

“Pixie Hollow?” The king blinked, pushing away his scope. “Then it’s finally happened.…We’ve been discovered.”

Bartleby flew up from his throne, his expression growing stern and imperious. As he rose to his full height, Tink could finally see the king clearly. He was a tall, light-skinned sparrow man, with an imposing beard that was rare to find on fairies. His dignified tunic robes were pale white, decorated with a sash of vivid green—the color of tinker-talents, she noted.

Offsetting the elegant simplicity of his clothes, however, was a laboratory’s worth of gilded mechanical accessories. Bartleby’s wings were each bracketed by attachments like the ones Quin wore, though these were much more ornate. And his arms and legs both were covered in golden clockwork armor, similar in design to that worn by the district’s scout-talent guards.

The king frowned, his bright, shrewd eyes narrowing. But he wasn’t glaring at Tink, she slowly realized.

Instead, his anger was directed at the fairies behind her.

“If Maddox believes this is how Bleakwatch treats its guests,” Bartleby said, “then I think it’s time he and I had a long conversation. You may return to your employer—but please remind him that we are all fairies here, and every fairy is deserving of respect.”

Tinker Bell’s captors nodded, then turned and exited the chamber. When they’d gone, Bartleby landed before her. He extended a gauntleted hand.

Tink frowned, eyeing the hand with suspicion. Then, after a beat, she took it and let the king help her to her feet.

“I apologize for your treatment,” he said. “Please don’t think too harshly of Maddox. He’s been my loyal retainer for many, many years.”

“Maybe it’s time for a changing of the guard,” Tink muttered.

Bartleby chuckled. “We’ve isolated ourselves from Pixie Hollow out of necessity all these years. The seclusion has made some in my kingdom rather…prickly.” The king gave a wistful smile. “But I suppose that’s all changing now.”

“Allow me to welcome you to the Clockwork Capital,” King Bartleby continued, waving a hand around the chamber. “You are the second Never Fairy ever to visit this place.”

“The…second?” Tinker Bell echoed. “Who’s the first?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” the king said, his smile broadening. “I am.”
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Tinker Bell stared at the king, dumbfounded.

“I see I’ve caught you by surprise,” Bartleby said with a laugh. “Perhaps we should begin with some proper introductions. Then, I’m happy to answer any of your questions. And as it happens, I have a few of my own.”

The king again took her hand into his gauntleted palm, giving it a gentle shake. “My name is Bartleby, formerly of Tinker’s Nook—now the leader of Bleakwatch. And you are…?”

“Tinker Bell,” Tink said. “Currently of Tinker’s Nook.”

The king’s smile opened into a look of absolute delight. “Well, now you’ve surprised me right back, Miss Bell. I wasn’t aware that tinkers visited the Mainland.”

“Queen Clarion changed the rule,” Tink said. “I…I was able to prove how useful tinker-talents can be for the season changes.”

“Then you must be a brilliant tinker indeed,” Bartleby replied. “Because you accomplished what even I couldn’t.” The king turned, gazing back at a second looming doorway behind his throne. “Why don’t we fly while we talk, Miss Bell? I have something I’d like to show you.”

Tink nodded dazedly, rising into the air to join the king. This was all so strange and startling. After Maddox’s treatment and the shock of the disparity between the Heliographs and Aeronauts, Tink had been half ready to lay into the king upon meeting him. Tell him what she really thought of this unjust kingdom he’d created. But the fairy she spoke with now was nothing like how she’d imagined. He was kind and thoughtful. And more than just a tinker…he was a Never Land tinker! Clearly there was so much more going on here than she’d realized.

“I don’t understand,” Tink began. “How did a Pixie Hollow tinker become the ruler of a Mainland fairy kingdom?”

“Yes, I imagine it sounds quite improbable,” King Bartleby said. “Like you, Miss Bell, I was a tinker with a mission. I, too, wanted to visit the Mainland. I yearned for it, in fact. I’d found such wonderful human objects washed up on the shores near Pixie Hollow, and I vowed to someday see the place where they came from. But I don’t need to tell you about the…resistance I ran against.”

Tink shook her head, her wings drooping. As they passed the king’s worktable, she paused to look over the contraption that was being constructed there, lifting its pieces for a closer inspection.

The king smiled, indulging her curiosity. “Attitudes about the talents were quite strict back then,” he said. “Stiflingly so. I must have pleaded my case a hundred times, but to no avail. Can you believe I even tried to change my talent? What a ridiculous notion that was!”

Tink flushed, a small smile creeping across her face. She set down the brass gyro she’d been examining. “So what’d you do?”

“I took matters into my own hands. I built a machine in secret—a flying machine, powered by pixie dust. It was nowhere near as sophisticated as the ornithopters we have today, but it did the job. Barely. I made it across the sea, my dust running out just as I arrived.”

The king shook his head, marveling at some memory Tink couldn’t see—but could guess at. Her own first trip to the Mainland had been better than she’d ever imagined. She flew ahead, and Bartleby followed.

“When I arrived, I was flabbergasted by the ingenuity of the humans,” he said. “The wonders they’d built were incredible! But I also realized I’d made a very rash mistake. I was stranded here, desperate and alone on the Mainland. The change of seasons was months away. Without dust to fly with, I’d make easy prey for any stray cat or hungry canine who wandered by. So I hid in the only place I could think of—the only place I could reach. Below the city.”

They’d arrived at the far doorway. Here, King Bartleby retrieved a loop of golden keys hanging within his robes. He inserted one into the door’s mechanical lock and gave it a hefty turn. Within, Tink could hear ponderous machinery clicking into place.

“And do you know what I found?” Bartleby asked. He turned to Tinker Bell, his eyes shining with excitement.

Tink shook her head.

“I found a miracle, Miss Bell.”

The king opened the door. That miracle greeted them on the other side.
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“How could we do this to Tinker Bell?” Darwin moaned.

“Betrayal!” Danvers cried. “Foulest treachery!”

The Flutterpunks were back in their hideout, the sprawling but threadbare loft at the outer edges of the Gnome Market. Somehow the place felt emptier than it had with Tinker Bell around. Quin had initially found Tink’s presence cloying, her questions crowding out their peace and quiet. Now, however, a Never Fairy–sized gap seemed to hang in the room. The others avoided the sofa where she’d slept, each retreating to their own private corners.

Well, not Quin. They beelined immediately for the sofa, parking themselves atop it with a sigh. The job hadn’t gone exactly to plan, but that didn’t mean it was a total failure. They had dust! And pixie dust meant the Flutterpunks would fly another day. Sometimes that was all that marked a successful scavenge. When the line between failure and success was so razor-thin, you learned to accept the victories that were handed to you.

Even if they broke your heart a little.

The twins were both in their bunk beds, former sardine cans that had been thoroughly cleaned and filled with pillows and scrap blankets.

Darwin hung with her head upside down from the top bunk while Danvers pouted on the bottom.

“What do you think the king will do to her?” Danvers asked. “Pluck her wings off one by one? Starve her of dust until she’s a dried-out husk?”

“She was so nice!” Darwin wailed. “And we promised we’d keep her safe!”

“Quin promised,” Danvers said pointedly.

Lounging alone on the crew’s spacious sofa, Quin glanced at Axel, rolling their eyes. So dramatic, right?

Axel was posted at the hideout’s worktable, fiddling with his arm cuff. Though no tinker-talent, he’d picked up enough mechanical know-how during his time in the Factory to keep the crew’s gear in working shape.

The sparrow man simply crossed his burly arms at Quin and frowned.

Quin grimaced, turning their attention instead to Oz. Good ole reliable Oz. The fairy was reclined on his own bed, reading from one of his favorite fiction serials, Inspector Misty Steppe: Gnome Market Detective.

But as Quin met his eyes, Oz shrank behind the book, raising the cover to block his face from view.

Quin sighed, finally fluttering up from their seat.

“Listen,” they said. “You all saw what happened. It wasn’t up to me. The boss ordered her gone and she was gone. But we needed that dust.”

“We could have fought harder,” Axel said. “Pled her case.”

That the quiet fairy had spoken up said plenty in itself. The crew were upset. And if Quin was being honest, they couldn’t blame the Flutterpunks. They glanced to the spot where their gray cloak hung from the wall on a loose nail. Tink had returned it to Quin once she had a new outfit, as promised.

Now it just looked…empty.

They sighed again, their shoulders sagging. “Maybe,” they conceded. “Okay, definitely. But believe me when I say I did it for you all. We were only one bad week away from big trouble. You get that, right? You four are all I have in the world. I couldn’t bear to see the Flutterpunks split up and sent to the Factory. So I made a call.”

“She fixed Little Ben for you,” Oz said. The book cover lowered, and there was Oz’s serious gaze, boring into Quin from behind his glasses.

Oh, for clink’s sake.

Only Oz, of all the Flutterpunks, knew exactly how much that watch meant to Quin. He was their first and oldest friend. He’d found Quin after that disaster of an Arrival Ceremony, pestering them with all sorts of “helpful” advice about life in the Gnome Market. Facts about the city, and about the various ways an Aeronaut might earn some dust.

At first, Quin had scorned the fairy. They wanted to be alone in their misery, not prattled at by some know-it-all bookworm. They didn’t want pity. They wanted purpose, a talent.…

But then Quin had slowly realized that Oz wasn’t just there for them. This was about more than pity. They saw the loneliness bubbling beneath the fairy’s talkative nature. And the desperation.

Looking closer, they had seen that Oz’s wings were shaky from dust deprivation. And his clothes were little more than rags. Clearly, none of the jobs he was cataloging had worked out for him. Quin could hardly imagine the fairy thriving in this Factory he described.

That was when the first inkling of a purpose had touched Quin. Maybe they could help this dust-starved stranger get a payday or two. Just one fairy, just for a while. It wasn’t a talent, but it was a focus for their restless energy. And scavenging the surface didn’t sound so bad as a pair. Together maybe they could watch each other’s wings.

And so the Flutterpunks were born.

But their first visit topside had nearly ended in disaster—and the truth was, it had been Quin’s fault. They’d spotted a small wooden case with a velvet interior in a shop’s display window, in which rested the most beautiful object Quin had ever seen. It was a gleaming brass watch, attached to an elegant chain.

It had reminded Quin of something, called to an inner yearning. It was only when they saw the glowing face of Big Ben reflected in the shop window that they realized what. Quin knew then—they needed to scavenge that watch.

Against Oz’s whispered protests, they’d flown into the shop through an open window. Quin had snapped the watchcase shut, hefting it into the air. But as they attempted to squeeze it back out through the narrowly cracked window, Quin knocked a broom handle aside, sending it clattering to the floor.

The noise summoned a human from the shop’s interior.

Quin could see the human’s shadow, outlined in candlelight and hurrying toward the front of the shop. If not for Oz pushing the window farther open, they’d have been easily caught.

Quin had thought they’d be the one to save Oz that night, but the bookish fairy had kept them from a dire fate. Together they excitedly took their spoils to the Arrival Chamber, hopeful the Dustman might give them a big payday for their auspicious first haul.

But as they handed the watch and its case over to Maddox, Quin had felt a twinge of…regret. It was such a beautiful object, and something about it had spoken to them in a real way.

To Quin’s surprise, however, the Dustman rewarded them with more than just the usual payout of pixie dust. He deemed both the watch and its case valuable enough for a sizeable reward—enough to get their fledgling crew started. And Maddox was so impressed with their gumption, he gifted Quin a miniature, fairy-sized version of the pocket watch to commemorate their new business relationship.

Little Ben had been given to Maddox to help cover a former employee’s debts. It was broken—the Dustman had never been able to get it working—but Quin still treasured the object. It was a sign that, with a bit of daring and a lot of savvy, everything would work out okay.

Even today, they weren’t totally sure what had prompted them to go after the human watch. But sometimes, staring into Little Ben’s face, the empty feeling deep in Quin’s center shrank a bit. It eased. Whatever the reason, watch faces comforted them, felt special. And sometimes when Quin held Little Ben, they felt that specialness flowing into them, too.

And Tinker Bell had fixed it.

Ah, jam it all.

“All right,” they said. “You want to help Tink? Let’s help Tink. She said she was here searching for a trinket, yeah? Her friend’s necklace. But something’s been bothering me. What’s so important that a Bleakwatch fairy would leave the Mainland and risk flying all the way to Pixie Hollow for? She broke about a hundred rules and made a dangerous journey by herself, only to ask about a necklace that she’d left behind?”

Oz thoughtfully set his book down on the bed. “It is a curious tale…” he muttered. “Tinker Bell said her friend’s name was Elmira. I’ve never met an Aeronaut by that name.”

“Anyone else know the fairy?” Quin asked the room. All the Flutterpunks shook their heads.

“Me neither,” Quin muttered. “But something tells me there’s more to this story than it seems. And that necklace is the key to understanding what. It’s just a hunch, but…”

Quin took a deep breath. Were they really ready for this? Were any of the Flutterpunks? It was a big risk they’d be proposing. Quin had wanted to ride the tides of change toward a better life for the Punks—to plead with King Bartleby on behalf of the Gnome Market. But if today had taught them anything, it was that nothing would truly change in Bleakwatch unless someone was willing to throw a little sand into the gears. “I say we find it, return it to Tink, and break her out of the palace.”

A beat of silence filled the room.

“She’s all the way in the Clockwork Capital,” Danvers said. “They won’t even let us through the gate.”

“Let us?” Quin waved the protest away. “Since when have we asked permission? If we can steal from humans, we can certainly get past a few huffy Heliographs.”

“But how in the whirligig do we find the necklace?” Oz asked.

Quin threw their hands up, aghast. “Are we or are we not the most infamous band of trinket scavengers ever to fly the mean streets of Bleakwatch? We scavenge it!”

“Yeah!” Danvers cried.

“Flutterpunks forever!” shouted Darwin.

“I’m in,” Oz said—and Axel nodded in agreement.

Quin grinned at their friends, resting their hands gently against their hips. They had a plan—a bold, foolhardy, possibly traitorous plan. Now they just needed to find the necklace.

Unfortunately, where lost trinkets were concerned, there was only one place to start.

Before they could go over the Dustman’s head, the Flutterpunks would need to sneak under his nose.
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An enormous toadstool waited through the king’s open doorway, bigger than any Tinker Bell had ever seen, even in Pixie Hollow. It was as huge and resplendent as a Never Land maple—maybe even as large as the Pixie Dust Tree itself!

In fact…

Tink gasped. “Th-that’s not possible,” she said.

Warm, glittering motes rained from the toadstool’s great cap, each speck glowing with magic.

Pixie dust.

“We call it the Golden Dustcap,” King Bartleby said reverently. “And possible or not, here it is.”

Tinker Bell shot toward the toadstool, down a pristine cobblestone path. Bartleby followed unhurriedly behind.

Tink’s mind was whirring. The entire mushroom was vivid gold, shimmering with the same honeyed light that bathed the entire city. Was this the source of the glowing mushrooms all around Bleakwatch? Dust trickled from its gills toward a cavernous floor where industrious dust-talents were hard at work organizing the piles.

“Believe me, Miss Bell,” the king said, once he’d caught up. “When I first discovered the Dustcap, I was just as surprised as you are now. It appeared in my most desperate moment, or perhaps it had drawn me to it. A hidden source of pixie dust, right here on the Mainland.”

“But where did it come from?” Tink asked. She held her hand beneath a stream of dust, letting it part like a curtain over her fingers.

“I have no idea!” King Bartleby said cheerfully. Then he laughed, and Tink couldn’t help laughing with him. This was all so unreal!

“Perhaps it was created when excess dust from the visiting Never Fairies made its way underground,” the king said. “Or perhaps it’s always been here, secret and silent. Either way, the Golden Dustcap saved me. Not only did I have dust to fly with—I also had something even more precious. A place to build a home.”

The king held his arms out, waving toward the palace. “Pixie dust meant fairies could survive on the Mainland. Once I was sure it was viable, I could take this news to Pixie Hollow, bringing any fairies who wanted to join back with me. I gathered what materials I could from the human world and began planning. The settlement I built around the Golden Dustcap was modest at first, but I kept refining it, day after day. I became so engrossed in my work that I nearly missed the first arrival.”

“An Arrival Day?” Tink said, her head snapping toward the king.

King Bartleby nodded. “Maddox, the first Mainland fairy ever. A new fairy sent here, instead of Never Land. Maddox was also our first dust-talent. It was as if the Golden Dustcap itself had brought him to me, recognizing the important work that would be needed to make this place flourish.”

The king’s smile faltered, touched by a strange melancholy. “But it was also in that moment that I knew…” he said, “I could never return to Pixie Hollow.”

“Why not?” Tink asked.

The king sighed. “This place, this city—it wasn’t some Never Land colony. It was something else. Something new. For it to thrive, I decided it must remain a secret, even from my own people. I couldn’t trust that Pixie Hollow would let it grow undisturbed.”

Tinker Bell fluttered closer. “Queen Clarion would never have endangered this place!” she said. “She’s wise and good.”

“She is,” King Bartleby agreed. “But in my time, she was also young…and very new to her position.”

Tinker Bell gasped. “You knew the queen?”

Bartleby chuckled. “Oh, yes,” he said. “Tell me, does she still grow dewy-eyed for that winter-talent? Oh, what was his name?”

“Lord Milori!” Tink answered with delight. “They’ve recently reconnected. The borders to the Winter Woods are open again!”

“Well, I’ll be,” he said with a chuckle. “Yet more astonishing news. I’m glad to hear that story has a happy ending.”

Bartleby turned, flying toward the Golden Dustcap. Tink gazed around the chamber, then followed. The two fluttered beneath the toadstool’s great glowing cap, pixie dust showering down on them like a gentle rain.

“After Maddox,” the king continued, “more dust-talents began to arrive. Before long, a community had formed, and I was bewildered to find myself at the center of it. Leading it. The dust-talents immediately set to work studying the Golden Dustcap. They realized that, like the Pixie Dust Tree, the toadstool would need to be refreshed in order to support our burgeoning home. But we had no means of refreshing its magic this deep underground—without the revitalizing power of the moon. For a time it seemed as if Bleakwatch might fall apart before it even got ticking! But then the Dustcap provided again.”

The king led Tinker Bell to a ledge, a raised pavilion, where she could see all the way to the Gnome Market—and the churning Factory at its center.

“New and strange talents began arriving,” he said, “including the dream-talents. Working with the dust-talents and myself, they were able to devise a way to rejuvenate the Golden Dustcap using a substance called dream dross—a byproduct of human dreaming. I invented the dream engines to process this substance and feed the great toadstool. And those dream engines eventually formed the Factory, which Maddox oversees. At last, it seemed my grand design for a community of Mainland fairies had been realized.”

The king’s voice had grown somber. Tink turned to him with a curious frown.

Bartleby met her gaze and smiled sadly.

“Then the first Aeronauts began to arrive.”
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The key to a successful heist was reconnaissance. At least if you asked Danvers and Darwin.

The twins would have told you that you didn’t know what you didn’t know, and the only way to learn was by watching and listening. Thankfully, watching and listening were their specialties.

They were posted outside the Arrival Chamber. The Flutterpunks all congregated above the enclosure, out of sight of any wandering guards. Directly below them were Maddox’s personal chambers. The Dustman kept the room sealed behind a heavy human padlock, along with his private hoard of trinkets and dust.

It was also where he kept his trinket records.

Axel stood lookout while the twins got to work. Darwin pulled on her goggles, adjusting the scopes. As she did, Danvers closed her eyes, listening through her headset.

The sisters were the team’s surveillance experts. Darwin’s goggles could peer far into the distance and even had a limited ability to see through walls. Danvers’s headphones picked up the most minute of sounds. When they were linked to the goggles through pixie dust and the twins’ own uncanny connection as fairy siblings, she could hear as clearly into the room they perceived as if she were there.

“He’s inside,” Darwin said. “Maddox is looking through some kind of book.”

“Any audio?” Quin asked.

A furrow crinkled in Danvers’s brow as she listened. “He’s muttering something, but it’s too quiet to make out. Something about…metal?” Her eyes shot open with a gasp. “He just said the name Elmira.”

Oz frowned. “So he does know her?”

“I’m not sure,” Danvers said, shaking her head. “I’m sorry, he’s just mumbling under his breath.”

“We’ve got movement,” Darwin announced. “He’s putting the book away.” She tilted her head curiously. “Huh. There’s a secret compartment underneath the case in the center of the room. That’s where it’s going.”

“That book must be the trinket manifest from the scavenging teams,” Oz said. “If you can get it to me, I can search for the current location of the necklace.” Oz tapped his spectacles.

The key to a successful heist was really intelligence analysis. At least if you asked Ozwald. Though you wouldn’t know it by looking at him, the glasses he wore were a covert and sophisticated piece of machinery, capable of scanning pages of text extremely quickly. Paired with Oz’s excellent mind for facts and figures—Oz could read three human languages and had even deciphered some of the arcane system they called algebra—the fairy could pull useful information in moments, committing inventory lists and work schedules to memory.

Dozens of scavenges had been made possible only because he knew where the humans’ trinkets would be waiting while the humans themselves weren’t.

“He’s headed out!” Darwin said.

Quin nodded. “All right, here’s the play. Once Maddox leaves, Axel gets the lock. Then I’ll head in alone, nab the book, and sneak back out. Darwin keeps watch and Danvers alerts me to any trouble. Danvers, do you have the receiver?”

“Already on it,” Danvers said. The fairy was extending a long wire antenna from her headset, which she sprinkled with a bit of pixie dust. She then handed Quin a tiny metal knob with a smaller near-identical antenna pointed out of it, also freshly dusted.

Quin tucked the knob into their ear. With it, Danvers would be able to communicate to them through her headset—but only one way and from a very short distance. She’d need to stick close to the roof of the chamber to warn Quin of any incoming threats.

“Everyone clear on their parts?” Quin asked.

The Flutterpunks all nodded. They were ready.

A slam and a click alerted the team that Maddox had exited his personal quarters. The crew shrank back as the sparrow man rose into the air, flying back into the Arrival Chamber.

“Okay, let’s move,” Quin whispered. “In and out.”

Axel nodded, slipping over the edge of the roof.

In Axel’s opinion, the key to a successful heist was…well, a key.

Nothing worth taking was left out in the open. Not in the bustling overland city of the humans, nor in its subterranean mirror of Bleakwatch. Valuables were hidden away behind closed doors, and those doors tended to have locks. The more precious a resource was, the tighter that lock would be. Human padlocks provided unparalleled protection and were highly sought after by scavengers, though their heavy keys were difficult for most fairies to carry around day to day.

The Dustman was not most fairies. He was stout and strong, and he trusted no one but himself to handle the brass latchkey that swung from his side.

Still, just as more than one tool could turn a screw—sometimes more than one key would open even the most forbidding of locks.

Axel pulled several tools from hidden compartments in his arm cuff, inserting them deftly into the padlock’s keyhole. He hummed while he labored, a human song called a nocturne that he’d once heard while scavenging opera glasses from an aboveground concert house. He loved music. His fondest wish was to witness the singing- and storytelling-talents perform at the Bleakbox Theater in the Clockwork Capital. He’d heard rumors of a masked singer named Miracle who’d once brought an entire audience of Heliographs to tears, and he imagined himself witnessing such a show.

As his mind wandered, Axel’s hands worked. It was all part of the process. Though he was a fairy of few words, the sparrow man contained whole inner worlds. Just letting himself flow gently through them tended to produce the best results. Sure enough, it wasn’t long before the lock emitted a satisfying click, its shackle falling free of the pad. Axel shook away the daydreams, stowing his tools and immediately rising back up to the roof. Now it was Quin’s turn.
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The Flutterpunks’ leader nodded to the others. Checking Little Ben for the time, they activated their wing trusses with the flip of a toggle. Quin gave their wings a little test flit. Though the wings buzzed rapidly, no sound emerged.

Quin slipped over the lip of the roof. They landed as silently as a cat beside the door, and just as quietly removed the open padlock. Carefully, very carefully, they eased the door open and disappeared inside.

As the leader of the Flutterpunks, Quin understood that the key to a successful heist wasn’t any single element. Not reconnaissance, or intelligence, or lock-picking—or even stealth. A heist was a delicate and dangerous dance. If even one of those components failed, so, too, went the whole affair. Every member of the Flutterpunks knew their jobs, and they did them well. They were the separate parts of a single body, and they trusted one another with the same absolute certainty as the head trusts the heart trusts the hands. The true key to a successful heist was a crew working together, each bringing strengths and covering weaknesses to get the job done.

Still, when things went wrong—and they always went wrong—there was one role that bore the greatest amount of risk.

The thief.

A fairy caught red-handed was a terrifying prospect. Along with their personal safety, scavengers hazarded the exposure of all fairykind to the humans. This was why Quin insisted on taking the particularly perilous job themself. They just couldn’t bear the thought of one of the others getting seized by the wing.

They entered Maddox’s quarters and gently closed the door behind them.

It was a quiet, orderly room. Maddox had a few prized trinkets set in featureless displays, but otherwise his quarters were free of the usual clutter that crowded most of the Gnome Market. Despite being the sieve through which the entire trinket economy passed, the Dustman apparently preferred a clean space from which to conduct his business.

Glancing around, Quin was surprised to discover that Maddox had kept the very watchcase from the Flutterpunks’ first scavenge for himself, using it as a writing desk. Quin buzzed over, then checked beneath the desk. Just as Darwin had said, there was a hidden compartment that Quin was sure hadn’t been present before. Maddox must have had it installed after acquiring the piece from them. Quin pushed against the compartment, and it slid open, revealing the book Darwin mentioned. They hurriedly flipped through the pages and found something unexpected—a secret cavity in the back of the book.

Quin let out a silent gasp as they spotted a glittering object hidden inside.

Danvers’s voice hissed from the knob in their ear: “…trouble…Maddox is on his…trying to stall.”

Ah, fizzling fuses.

“Hide!”

Something always went wrong.

Quin hesitated. Should they leave the book? There was no time for second-guessing. They snapped it closed and stuffed it into a parcel hanging from their shoulder. Then they carefully shut the desk compartment. This was bad. Maddox’s empty quarters gave them few opportunities to hide.

“…Axel’s intercepting,” Danvers continued. “…buy you some time.” Then, after a pause, “He’s surprisingly good at small talk!”

Quin searched around. Should they try to squeeze inside the watchcase? What if Maddox needed something inside? Or should they cling to the roof and just hope the sparrow man didn’t look up?

“…Maddox…impatient…on the move! Hide now!”

Suddenly the door swung open.
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King Bartleby gazed toward the distant lights of the Gnome Market, his face a mask of sorrow.

“Fairies don’t have children,” the king said after a pause. “Despite being born of humans, we’ll never know what it is to care for offspring—to see them grow and to worry for their futures. To have our own hearts break upon witnessing their anguish.” Bartleby sighed. “Still, I think I understood a bit of the feeling the day Maddox first told me of his discovery. He’d taken on the Arrival Day duties in my stead so I could better devote myself to my work as High Tinker. Then, one day, Maddox came to me with dire news. A fairy had arrived with no discernible talent at all.”

“That’s what Maddox said…” Tink muttered. “But I still don’t understand. Every fairy has a talent. It’s part of what we are.”

The king turned back to the Golden Dustcap. He flew gently toward it. Tink followed, watching as he placed a hand beneath the sparkling dust. A small pile pooled in his cupped palm.

“I’d thought so, too,” the king said, “until that day. The first one appeared, then many. Soon more were arriving without talents than those who had them.”

“But why?” Tink asked.

“We didn’t know. We still don’t. Was it our proximity to humans? Our home beneath the earth? Whatever the cause, one thing was clear to me: I had failed my city, as its king and its High Tinker. Something in the grand design of Bleakwatch was malfunctioning, but I couldn’t see what. Worse still was the realization that with talentlessness came a dangerous new condition.”

Tink frowned. “Dangerous?” she echoed.

“It’s called dream dross poisoning,” said Bartleby. He turned his hand, contemplating the dust as it fell. “The very substance that made our city possible was toxic to this new brood of fairies. They became sick. Given enough time and exposure, it would snuff the life from them entirely.”

Tinker Bell gasped.

The king glanced back at her. “No doubt you’ve seen the bracelets the Aeronauts wear?”

“Yes.”

“They’re what keep the Aeronauts safe from the poison’s effects. In the face of the dream dross epidemic, I once again called upon my council of tinkers and dust-talents—and even the shadow- and dream-talents—to put their brilliance in service to our people. Those bracelets are the result of their work. Each serves multiple functions. They store pixie dust, interact with the illusions that keep our home hidden, and most importantly of all, protect against dream dross poisoning. But the Aeronauts must wear them at all times. Even a brief exposure without them would lead to serious suffering.”

Tink crossed her arms thoughtfully. That explained the bracelets but didn’t answer all her questions.

“Your Majesty…” Tink began. She took a deep breath.

“Speak freely,” the king said. “We’re both tinkers here.”

“The Aeronauts are still suffering.”

King Bartleby frowned. “What do you mean?”

Tink tried to recall everything Quin had told her, everything she’d seen up to this point. She wished the Flutterpunk leader was here instead of her. How many opportunities would there be to speak so candidly with the king? She needed to get this right.

“The fairies of the Gnome Market are barely scraping by,” she said. “Pixie dust is so scarce that there isn’t enough to go around. Here in the Clockwork Capital, though, I saw…It was flowing from the fountains!”

“Sad as it is,” the king replied, “the Aeronauts are talentless. Dust augments magic. Without talents to augment, it stands to reason they’d need less dust, wouldn’t you say?”

Tink shook her head. “With all due respect, Your Majesty—no, I wouldn’t. The Aeronauts keep the city functioning. Some even take on dangerous jobs, all for the sake of Bleakwatch. For you.”

“Ah, a reformer,” the king said with a wry smile. “I suppose I should have expected little else from the tinker who opened the way to the Mainland.”

Tink pressed forward. “My opinions aside, the truth is we’re not even talking about less dust, Your Majesty. Maddox is forcing them to get by on next to nothing!”

The king’s smile faltered. For a moment, Tinker Bell feared she’d fluttered too far. When she’d challenged Maddox, the sparrow man had grown angry with her. Would Bartleby now do the same?

But instead, the king’s face grew grave. “Maddox has always been in charge of the Gnome Market,” he said thoughtfully. “At first, I was grateful to him for shouldering so much responsibility. It left me time to work. To…tinker.”

Bartleby shook his head. “But perhaps I’ve been an absent watchmaker for too long. I thought if I built my city and set it ticking, it would run better without my interference.”

“Your Majesty,” Tink said, waving toward the vista of the Gnome Market below, “your city needs you again. Bleakwatch needs its watchmaker.”

The king nodded, his back straightening. His mechanized wings buzzed with purpose.

“Very well. Tell me everything.”
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The Dustman entered his quarters, gazing suspiciously around the empty room.

He hadn’t remembered leaving the padlock unlocked. Normally the sparrow man was meticulous about securing his quarters.

Still, the place was untouched. Just as he’d left it.

Maddox closed the door and crossed the room to an unoccupied stretch of stone wall. He pressed against one of the stones, and a portion of the surface slid away, revealing a private cache of pixie dust stored in a large crystal decanter. The decanter had a gleaming brass spigot at the bottom, which Maddox now turned, pouring dust into his hands.

As he did, the watchcase desk behind him slowly cracked open.

Quin emerged, their wing trusses silencing their movements. Carefully they slid the case lid shut.

As Maddox applied dust to his wings, Quin flew quietly toward the door. When the sparrow man suddenly turned, straining toward a spot that was just out of reach, Quin was forced to zip toward the chamber’s roof to keep from sight. Then Maddox realigned, and Quin continued their furtive exit, moving slowly so as not to make any possible noise.

After what felt like an age, they reached the door. Quin desperately hoped the hinges were well oiled. They slid it open—slow, slow, slowly—until a wide enough crack had opened that they could slip through.

Quin squeezed outside, suppressing the nearly overwhelming instinct to flee right then and there. Things would move fast now, but it was still important to delay Maddox’s suspicions. Of course, the moment he discovered his items were missing from the hidden compartment, the sparrow man would give chase. The Dustman would pry up every nail in his search for the culprits. But any head start the Flutterpunks could earn themselves now might be the difference between success and disaster.

So instead of bolting, Quin slid the door closed, just as slowly and painstakingly as they’d opened it.

Once the door was closed, they rose into the air, waving for the others, all congregated on the roof, to follow. One by one, the Punks slipped into the cavern sky, joining Quin as they moved.

“Did you find the book?” Oz asked when they were well enough away from the Arrival Chamber to speak.

Quin nodded, passing the ledger to the fairy. Oz opened it, his excitement written clear on his face—but a moment later his expression fell. He turned the page, then another and another.

“It’s written in some kind of code,” he finally said. “I can’t decipher it. Not without more time. I’m sorry, Quin.”

“No need to be sorry,” they said. Their eyes were pointed forward—toward the gate that led into the Clockwork Capital. “I found something else, too.”

“What is it?” asked Danvers.

Quin pulled the object from their pocket, and the Flutterpunks all gasped.

Hanging from their hand was a metal necklace, decorated with eight spokes.

The very one from Tinker Bell’s drawing.
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Farther and farther they flew, the crew racing as fast as their wings would carry them. As the gleaming Clockwork Capital came into sight, Quin realized they’d never seen the district this close before. It was a colossal, beautiful place—every bit as lovely as they’d heard.

And every bit as forbidding.

A moment later, scout-talents began appearing in the sky, speeding toward the Flutterpunks atop their bat mounts. Quin could just make out the circular gate beyond them, which led into the district.

“Get ready, everyone!” Quin called. “Seems like we don’t need to bother ringing the doorbell!”

In moments, the guards were upon them.

“Halt!” one of the fairies shouted, pointing a shiny golden spear toward Quin. Based on her ornate armor—it was covered in useless bits and decorative bobs—Quin had to assume this was the leader. “Aeronauts are not permitted beyond this point. Please leave immediately!”

Quin stopped and hovered in place, the rest of the Flutterpunks following suit.

“We…” They swallowed, their nerves jangling. Quin had said some audacious things in their time, but this next sentence would be one for the scribes. “We want to see the king!”

The scouts all looked at them like they’d grown a third set of wings.

“It’s urgent!” Quin continued. “It’s about the prisoner who was just taken to the capital!”

“If your message is significant, you may relay it to us,” the leader of the guards said. “We will determine its urgency, and you will be on your way.”

Grinding gears, these Heliographs are tedious, Quin thought. Still, it wasn’t as if they hadn’t expected this. If the Flutterpunks could count on anything, it was the stubborn snobbery of the upper crust. Quin turned around, nodding dejectedly to the others.

The crew all nodded back.

“Scatter!” Quin shouted.

In a sudden explosion of activity, the Flutterpunks broke apart, each flying in a different direction. The scout-talents were taken by surprise, unsure of whom to chase. They, too, split up, the guards all racing after different members of the crew.

Quin used the chaos to activate their wings’ mechanical speed boosts. They’d never had to outfly a bat before, but today was as good a day as ever to try. With a final appreciative glance at their courageous friends, they burst forward, headed straight for the capital’s gateway.

They were followed by none other than the scouts’ leader.

“Halt!” the fairy boomed after them. “I said stop, you arrogant Aeronaut!”

Behind them, Quin could hear the high, rapid clicks of the bat’s echolocation. From the corner of their eye they saw a shadow flutter to their left flank, before immediately swerving to their right. The bat’s flight path was erratic, unpredictable. Quin pushed harder, willing their own wings to hurry up. They just hoped the mechanical trusses would hold.

The gateway drew closer ahead of them, expanding like an opening eye. Quin was intent on giving that eye a good poke.

“Stop the intruder!” the guard behind them shouted.

All around, more winged shapes appeared: scout-talents emerging from beyond the gate. Quin tried to ignore them—they had to keep moving—but it was clear Quin was vastly outnumbered. Their wings ached with exertion, the mechanical trusses nearly scalding hot. They weren’t meant to be used for extended flights like this.

Quin spotted the gate’s landing platform—a wide path of stone and metal with a lush cloth runner—and aimed for it. If they could make it to the platform and rest their wings, even for a moment, perhaps it’d give them the energy they needed for one last push to the palace.

Behind them, the leader of the guards was gaining. Above them, a small army of bats and riders closed in. Quin thrust ahead, driving toward the landing.…

And they felt the claw of a bat as it grabbed their wing.

There was a sudden lurch of pain. Quin and their assailant plunged through the air, twisting out of control. They crashed onto the landing platform with such force, tumbling across the pillowy runner, that Quin saw stars.

They slid to a stop just in front of two pairs of feet.

Two of the feet were clad in golden greaves and intricate sabatons—mechanical wonders that were even more beautiful than anything the guards had worn. The next two wore simple leather work boots…adorned with white dandelion puffs.

Quin glanced up to where Tinker Bell and King Bartleby himself looked down in bewilderment.

“Quin?” Tink said, shock and concern mixing in her voice.

“Heya, sprocket,” Quin rasped. Their own voice was hoarse with fatigue. “Flutterpunks to the rescue.”

And then the world went dark.
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It had taken some time to sort things out with the irascible scout-talents, but at Tink’s pleading, King Bartleby finally insisted that the guards stand down. The rest of the Flutterpunks, long since rounded up by bat riders, were released to the king’s custody and escorted with Tinker Bell back to the palace.

The king called his healing-talents to tend to Quin. The Flutterpunk leader was, thankfully, uninjured, beyond a few minor scrapes and some light singeing of the wings.

“Quin, what were you thinking?” Tink asked once they’d finally awoken.

“I was thinking you were in terrible danger,” the fairy replied irritably. They sighed. “And that it was all my fault.” A note of shame touched their voice. “Tink, I…I’m sorry, okay? For everything I’ve put you through, but especially for Maddox. I should have fought for you. I should have known what he’d do.”

Tinker Bell shook her head. “It’s all right,” she said. “I’m just glad you’re safe.”

“Is your friend awake, Miss Bell?” someone asked behind her. “Perhaps introductions are finally in order?”

Quin’s mouth fell open, their wings pulling tight against their back.

King Bartleby stood just paces away, flanked on both sides by the rest of the Punks.

“Your Majesty!” Quin scrambled up, discovering that they’d been laid out on a luxurious four-poster bed. Their wing trusses and Little Ben were gently stacked on a nearby chair.

Tink laughed. “King Bartleby, this is Quin. They’re the leader of the Flutterpunks—the most infamous band of trinket scavengers ever to fly the mean streets of Bleakwatch.” She gave Quin a wink.

“A pleasure to meet you, Quin,” the king said with a smile. “To meet all of you. Miss Bell has spoken very highly of your crew. It seems you helped escort my fellow tinker-talent here through the city. You have my gratitude.”

“Oh, my word, the king is thanking us,” Oz muttered.

“Whistling…” Danvers started.

“…whirligigs,” finished Darwin.

Even Axel blushed.

“Thank you for coming to my rescue,” Tinker Bell said. “All of you. But King Bartleby and I have been having the most amazing conversations. He’s really very kind!”

Quin shook their head, pushing through their awe at finally meeting the Bleakwatch monarch face to face. “Tink, we didn’t come here just to rescue you,” they said. “We found something, too.” They pulled the necklace from their parcel, holding it out to the Never Fairy.

Tink gasped. She retrieved the drawing from a pocket in her workpants, holding it up to the necklace.

“This is it,” she said. “This is Elmira’s necklace. Her lost thing!”

“Elmira?” King Bartleby echoed thoughtfully.

“We found it in Maddox’s quarters,” Quin said. “He’d kept it himself, hidden under lock and key.”

Tinker Bell took the necklace in hand, turning it over in her palms. It was a plain-looking amulet, almost curiously unadorned. Just a brass oval attached to a chain. Compared to some of the pieces she’d seen in Bleakwatch, it was practically drab. Still, something about its shape felt strange. It was so bulbous and heavy. Almost like a…

Tink turned the pendant sideways, scanning the rim, which is when it struck her.

“This isn’t just a necklace,” she said slowly. She glanced up. “It’s a locket.”

The Flutterpunks all drew close, peering down with interest.

Tink pulled the paperclip from her hair, using it as a wedge to pry the locket open—just as she’d done with Little Ben. After a moment’s fiddling, it unfastened with a pop!

Everyone leaned in to get a look at what was inside—even King Bartleby.

“It’s a…key?” Tinker Bell said.

A tiny ornate shape rested in the locket’s heart, a key molded from shiny gray metal. Tink took hold of it with her bare hand—and gasped! She dropped it back into the locket’s hollow pendant.

“What’s wrong?” asked Quin.

“I’m not sure,” Tink said. “But when I touched the key it…it felt cold. Suddenly I was so weak and dizzy.” She put her hand to her forehead, willing the sensation to disperse.

“Maybe it’s dangerous,” Darwin said. “Like a warning that we shouldn’t use it.”

Perhaps she was right. Perhaps that was why Elmira had been so frantic when she drew the necklace for Tinker Bell. Had she been trying to warn her?

No, Tink didn’t think so. Elmira had shown her where to look for the necklace, guiding her to the Mainland and to Bleakwatch. That meant she wanted Tinker Bell to find this key, whatever it unlocked. Tink frowned down at the object. Unlike most of the trinkets she’d seen here, it hadn’t been fashioned for the hands of a human. It was small—fairy small. And the lock it would fit into would be just as tiny. Tink racked her brain, trying to remember if she’d seen anything that matched.

“I’m sure there’s more about it in Maddox’s notes,” Oz said, paging through the stolen ledger. “If only I could crack this cipher. It’s like it’s right there, staring right at me. But every time my eyes pass over the words…their meaning is hidden in plain sight. It’s exasperating.”

Tink frowned. She glanced at Oz, then Axel, Darwin, and Danvers. Finally, her eyes fell to Quin, the fairy pushing their hair back with a braceleted hand.

Suddenly Tink grabbed the key, ignoring the icy sensation that shot through her arm. With her other hand she snagged Quin’s wrist, thrusting the key toward it.…

She slid it into a tiny keyhole hidden in the bracelet’s seam.

There was an odd, eerie flash, and a click, and then the wristlet fell away like an emptied walnut shell.

A moment of silence passed through the room. The Flutterpunks and King Bartleby looked on in amazement.

Then everyone began to panic.

“Disaster!” screamed Darwin. “Catastrophe!”

“No, no, no, no!” Danvers repeated, rushing toward the bracelet.

“Dream dross poisoning!” shouted Oz. He buzzed to Quin’s side. “Hold on, Quin! We’ll save you! We just have to get it back on—OH, HURRY UP, DANVERS!”

But Quin just stared down at their empty wrist, a thoughtful expression on their face. They turned their hand this way and that, then placed their palm gently against their chest.

The empty feeling—the pit that had accompanied them every day since their Arrival Ceremony, clinging to them like a shadow…

“It’s gone.” Quin’s eyes rose to meet Tink’s. Before they realized it, tears were streaming down their face. “It’s finally gone.

“And it feels wonderful.”
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The poisoning never came. In fact, as the moments ticked on, Quin found they felt better than ever. They grew lively and energetic, even through the aches of their earlier crash landing.

Oz worried that perhaps their spirited state was itself an early symptom of dream dross poisoning, but none of the Punks could actually recall what the symptoms were.

“I thought your wings were supposed to melt away into little puddles of goo,” Darwin said.

Danvers rolled her eyes. “I heard you sneezed so hard that the baby’s laugh escaped from inside you, and you just faded away.”

Axel crossed his arms, shaking his head. “Warts,” he rumbled.

“Warts?” Oz asked.

Axel nodded. “Big warts.”

The fairies all looked to the king. As Aeronauts, they’d been fitted with bracelets since the moment they arrived in Bleakwatch. Only he was old enough to know the truth of the poisoning.

But even King Bartleby seemed perplexed. “It was Maddox who warned me of the sickness,” he said, shaking his head. “I never saw it for myself.” At the looks of surprise the fairies gave him, the king grimaced. “I—I suppose I was a bit distracted. And Maddox was my closest confidant. I trusted his word.”

Quin grinned, spreading their arms. “Well, the fact of the matter is I’m wart free, I still have a gorgeous set of wings, and only the usual things are coming out when I sneeze. I’m serious, Punks! It’s like…it’s like something missing has been returned to me. You should see what I mean!”

“I’ll try,” Darwin said, stepping forward.

Danvers rushed to her side. “Darwin, wait!” she said. “Are you sure? It could still be dangerous!”

Darwin smiled at her sister, but there was a tinge of sadness to it. “Haven’t you felt it, too?” she said. “That sense that something’s missing?” She looked down at her wrist. “What if this has been the reason the whole time?”

She looked up at Tinker Bell. “I want it off.”

Danvers straightened, pivoting so she stood side by side with her sister. “Then I want mine off, too!”

Tink nodded, flying to the two. This time she gripped the key in her gloved hand. She still felt the shock of cold through the fabric—and the odd sense of fatigue it engendered—but the sensation was much less intense.

She inserted the key into each of the sisters’ bracelets, and the bangles slid heavily away.

“Hey!” Danvers said. “Quin was right! I feel great!”

Darwin fluttered upward, buzzing her wings happily. “Me too! In fact, I feel…I feel…!”

Suddenly there was a burst of radiance that lit up the whole room. Oz yelped and Tink shielded her eyes, her mouth dropping open in shock. She’d seen this before, in Pixie Hollow.

“It’s the poisoning!” Oz cried. “It’s finally struck!”

“No!” Tink said. “That isn’t dream dross poison at all! It’s—”

“Light-talent…” King Bartleby rasped, his voice thick with awe.

Darwin slowly fluttered to the ground. In her hands was a mote of brilliant sunlight. Threads of gold now sparkled in the sister’s hair, shimmering like dawn’s first rays.

“But what’s happening to me?” Danvers said. Dark tendrils extended from the other sister’s fingers, the air rippling with an energy Tink didn’t recognize. Her hair began to glimmer with silvery strands like threads of moonlight.

“And shadow-talent,” King Bartleby said. “I’d recognize it anywhere. This—this is impossible! Aeronauts don’t have talents.”

And yet here they were, two powerful and spectacular talent manifestations, each emanating from one of the sisters. Darwin and Danvers clasped hands in excitement, and suddenly their wings began to blaze with sparkles. The two laughed in delight.

“That’s never happened before!” said Darwin.

Tinker Bell laughed with the sisters, gently inspecting their wings. “You two are sisters, and your wings have never sparkled when you’re together?” she asked. “Even when you clasp hands?”

“Never!” said Danvers.

So removing the bracelets seemed to have unlocked not just their talents, but the special magic that was inherent to all fairy siblings.

What exactly was going on here?

Tink rushed to Oz, and before the fairy could protest, she thrust the key into his bracelet. It, too, fell away with a heavy thunk. The sparrow man gazed down at his empty left hand—then his eyes fell on the book held in his right. Slowly, Oz began turning pages.

“I can see it now…” he said softly. “The cipher. Suddenly it’s all making sense.”

“A scribe-talent,” Tink said. “And a strong one, if you can pick through secret codes. We have a few in Pixie Hollow. They keep the Hollow’s knowledge and history.”

Tink turned to Axel, who held out his wrist with a nod. Another click, another thud—and the fairy was free. A wave of purple mist began pouring from his feet, rising into the air and nearly filling the room. Strange images moved within it, scenes of humans that Tinker Bell couldn’t quite understand.

“Dream dross!” King Bartleby said. “Aeronauts, stand back! He’s a dream-talent!”

But Quin moved forward instead, toward Axel. They passed their hand through the cloud, stirring up sounds of music and singing from within.

“It’s not poisonous at all,” they said. Slowly the clouds dispersed into the air.

“But why would dream dross pour out of him like that?” asked Darwin.

“I think the bracelets were suppressing you all for so long,” Tink mused, “that removing them caused the pent-up talents to release the magic they’d been holding in all at once.”

“But what about Quin’s talent?” Oz asked. Together, the crew looked toward their leader. That was strange. Though Quin had been freed from their bracelet first, a talent had yet to emerge in the fairy.

“Let’s focus on the question at hand,” Quin said uncomfortably, turning around. “How would the bracelets even suppress talents?”

It was King Bartleby who answered. The king had bent over and picked up one of the discarded bangles from the floor. He gazed down on it darkly.

“Iron,” he said, holding the bracelet out for everyone to see. In the center of the brass bangle was a thick cord of silvery metal, identical to the key they’d found. “The bracelets have been filled with cold iron.”

“I don’t understand,” said Tink. “What is that?”

“It’s a human metal,” King Bartleby explained. “In its pure form, iron has a weakening effect on fairies. Once, it was used in nearly all human metalworking. Now, thankfully, it’s usually diluted—alloyed with other materials. I discovered cold iron’s properties while exploring the Mainland. Trinkets made of it have long been barred from Bleakwatch.” The king frowned. “Another of Maddox’s duties was to make sure none slipped into the city.”

“Why would cold iron be a component of the bracelets made to protect fairies?” Tinker Bell asked.

King Bartleby shook his head. “It wasn’t!” he insisted. “At least, not in my original designs. But…” The king paused, horror alighting in his eyes.

“But what?” Quin asked. Anger smoldered in their voice, an impending fire that Tink suspected she could only begin to understand.

The king’s head fell. “But Maddox finalized their construction. He oversaw the Arrival Ceremonies, and he convinced me and the other Heliographs that dream dross poisoning was an imminent danger to the newly arriving fairies.” Bartleby shook his head. “I gave him so much unsupervised power, all because I wanted to be left to my work. What a fool…”

“Maddox has been engineering the talentlessness epidemic this whole time?” Tink asked. “But why?”

“Pixie dust,” Oz said with a sigh. He held the book up for everyone to see. “It’s all here. Maddox decided there wasn’t enough dust to go around. So rather than sharing it among the talents, he suppressed those talents he decided weren’t essential to the city and those he felt were overpopulated. Maddox is a special kind of dust-talent. He could actively suppress another fairy’s talents for a short while—long enough to fit an iron bracelet onto their wrists. Then, with their talents quashed, he could rule over the Aeronauts practically unchallenged. With the Heliographs living in a separate district, who would question him?”

“He’s been manipulating us for years.…” Quin’s voice wavered. Anger still burned in their eyes, but the hurt on their face was unmistakable.

“Well, no longer,” King Bartleby said. The king had been curled over the iron bracelet in his hand, as if attempting to shield the room from his mistake. Then he let the bangle slide to the floor with a heavy thump, and he fluttered into the air, rising to his full height. “This ends today. Guards!”

Two scout-talents instantly appeared, clad in their golden armor.

“Find Maddox and seize him immediately,” he said, “then bring him straight to the palace. The time has come for the first son of Bleakwatch to finally face the consequences of his actions.”
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The audience chamber was solemn as Maddox was led inside, flanked by half a dozen gold-clad scouts.

As the Dustman was shoved roughly to his knees, Tinker Bell couldn’t help noting the irony. He’d imposed the same harsh treatment on her not so long ago. Still, the sight brought her no joy or satisfaction. This was a sad moment.

So much pain, and all of it caused by one sparrow man. He’d reshaped an entire fairy society, creating an imaginary division based on false pretenses. Even with the truth revealed, how would Bleakwatch move forward? It would be a long, painful flight ahead for the Aeronauts.

Tink stood with her friends. She, Darwin, and Danvers looked on from one side of the king while Axel, Oz, and Quin watched from the other. Glancing across the Flutterpunks, she saw Quin was barely restraining their anger. Their hands were pulled into tight fists.

Maddox had treated Quin as a treasured favorite—but that had been a lie, too, hadn’t it? In reality, he’d suppressed their talent just like every other Aeronaut’s. Perhaps Quin was only his favorite so long as they were under his control, like a human might treat a favored pet.

Of all the Punks, only Quin had yet to manifest their talent. Tink wondered absently what it would be. Whatever it was, she hoped it brought them a measure of peace amidst all this betrayal, just as tinkering had done for her.

“Maddox,” King Bartleby boomed, once the chamber had settled. “Do you know why I’ve brought you here?”

The Dustman scowled across the room, taking in the Flutterpunks and their missing bracelets.

“Because some meddling Never Fairy decided to go digging up tunnels that were best left closed.”

Maddox’s eyes fell now on Tinker Bell—and they were filled with a rage she’d never seen before from a fairy. Tink nearly took a nervous flutter backward. Instead, she stood up straighter, frowning at the sparrow man.

The king shook his head. “You have only yourself to blame for this, my old friend.” Bartleby sighed. “Oh, Maddox…what am I to do with you?”

“Perhaps he should experience his handiwork for himself,” Quin snarled. “Give him a bracelet so he can see what it feels like.”

The king considered the idea. “It would be a fitting punishment.”

“Your Majesty,” Tinker Bell said, “Maddox’s crimes are grave, but shouldn’t Bleakwatch’s future be away from these bracelets? Suppressing talents is wrong. Look where it’s brought things.”

“Spare me your mercy, Never Fairy,” Maddox spat. “I neither need nor want it. You Pixie Hollow ninnies have no idea what it takes to survive in the harsh world of the humans. Mainland fairies must be tough. We must make sacrifices that you couldn’t begin to imagine.”

“We made those sacrifices!” Quin shouted. “Not you!”

Here Maddox remained silent, his expression hard as stone.

“Is that why you did all this?” Tink asked. “You thought the city needed it?”

“Bleakwatch had no use for certain talents,” Maddox said. “Gardening? Water-shaping? A waste of dust, and we had precious little to spare. For the city to become the well-oiled machine it is today, we needed to divert resources to where they were useful. I realized I could do that. It’s why I arrived with the talent I had. The Golden Dustcap knew what would be required for Bleakwatch to thrive.”

“Enough,” said King Bartleby. “Whatever your reasons, Maddox, you have let your city down. I’m afraid I have no choice but to imprison you here in the palace while we figure out how to fix the mess you’ve made.”

In the center of the chamber, Maddox’s head fell. The sparrow man appeared genuinely shamed by the king’s words. Whatever he’d done, Tink supposed he truly believed it was for the city. For King Bartleby.

But then Maddox’s eyes rose—and he glared right at her.

“This is all your fault!” he shouted.

Suddenly the sparrow man burst forward, faster than the scout-talents could intercept him. In moments he’d made it across the chamber—his eyes frenzied, his wings whirring straight for Tink. She felt waves of strange energy coming off the Dustman as he drew closer, and a muffling sensation washed over her. This must be the talent-suppressing power at work. Had he used it to get away from the usually eagle-eyed scouts?

Whatever the case, the strapping fairy was incredibly fast. Soon he was just wingbeats away from Tink, his powerful hands reaching for her.

They were intercepted by an equally imposing shape.

“I said enough!”

King Bartleby roared with fury, interposing himself between Maddox and Tinker Bell. He deflected Maddox’s assault with a simple wave of his gauntleted hand, then grabbed the sparrow man with the other and forced him bodily to the palace floor.

“Guards!” the king shouted. “If you would please do your jobs?”

The scout-talents descended immediately upon Maddox, lifting him up from the floor three to an arm.

“Take this traitor away,” King Bartleby ordered. “Lock him into one of the palace chambers until I can devise a more long-term solution.”

The scouts did as they were told. They dragged the Dustman of Bleakwatch out of the audience chamber. This time, Maddox didn’t put up a fight. He simply hung his head, apparently resigned to whatever punishment awaited him.

“Are you all right?” King Bartleby asked, all the fierceness now gone from his voice. He placed a hand gently on Tink’s arm. “I never thought Maddox would be capable of such violence. But there’s much I’m learning today.”

“I’m fine,” she said. “But thank you.”

“Please,” the king said. “You’ve done more for this city than I can ever repay. I’m not even sure where to begin.”

Tinker Bell glanced behind the king, to where the Flutterpunks were gathered together, watching her worriedly. Everyone had been shaken by Maddox’s attack. Seeing them together, Tink was reminded of her own friends back in Pixie Hollow. They’d been through plenty of dangerous situations, too, but those dangers had only forged their friendships stronger. Tink found she missed them dearly.

And she still had one more job to do, back home.

“You could start by taking care of my friends,” she suggested. “The Flutterpunks are a brilliant and resourceful group of fairies. They’re also brave, and kind, and unquestionably loyal. You couldn’t have a better crew behind you.”

This time, all of the Punks flushed with pride. Even Quin granted Tink a big, genuine smile.

“Consider it done,” said King Bartleby. “I’ll have chambers made up for them today, here in the palace. From this point forward, the Flutterpunks will be the king’s royal scavengers.”

The cheers that exploded from Quin and the others filled even the enormous chamber. Tink couldn’t help beaming herself.

“Thank you,” she said to the king.

Bartleby grinned back at her. “Think nothing of it, Miss Bell. A simple favor, one tinker to another.” He winked. “And I’ll do everything I can to train your friends in their burgeoning talents. They’ve much to learn, but I think perhaps we all do in the days to come. Big changes are on the way for Bleakwatch, just you wait.”
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The time had come for Tinker Bell to return home, and all of the Flutterpunks were there to see her off.

It was a cool night in the human city of London, not so different from the night before. And yet the moon had risen to a new world for fairykind. Tink and the Punks had ventured aboveground together, avoiding human eyes and flying to the stretch of park where she’d hidden Elmira’s ornithopter. Tink carried with her a parcel full of pixie dust—another gift from King Bartleby—but she wasn’t the only one. All the Flutterpunks now bore such pouches, each of them glowing with more dust than any of the crew had seen in their lives.

The Punks helped Tink clear away the branches and fronds that covered the flying machine and pushed piles of dirt from its body and wings.

Quin whistled at the craftsmanship when Tink opened the hatch to the vehicle’s interior cabin.

Then they caught sight of her food stores.

“Wait, Pixie Hollow fairies really do eat sunflower seeds?!” Quin burst into laughter, falling over.

“They’re actually delicious, you know.” Tink crossed her arms, feeling her face flush.

“Sure, sure,” Quin said. “And acorns are the height of fashion!”

Danvers buzzed forward, ignoring Quin’s teasing. “Are you sure you have to go right away?” she asked.

Darwin was just behind her. “You could stay a while longer! There’s plenty of room in the palace.”

Tinker Bell smiled at the sisters. “I wish I could,” she said, “but I came here to help Elmira. It’s only right that I return as soon as I can. I promise I’ll come back right away, though, okay?”

In fact, she had to. Elmira’s key would be needed to free the other Aeronauts from Maddox’s suppressive bracelets. At first, Tinker Bell had wondered if she should leave it with King Bartleby and the others, but the king had assured her that the Gnome Market could wait just a bit longer. Once she returned with the key, they would begin the orderly work of unraveling the Dustman’s schemes.

“Pixie Hollow and Bleakwatch have so much to learn from each other,” Tink said. “You’ll be seeing lots of me very soon.”

“I’ll miss you…” said Darwin.

“We all will,” Oz chimed in.

Tears filled Tink’s eyes as she hugged the Flutterpunks goodbye. Danvers and Darwin enveloped her in a three-way embrace, while stoic Axel wrapped her in a bear hug. Oz was shy in his goodbye, but even he accepted a warm clasp around the wings. Tink made each of them promise to keep working on their talents. She wanted them to be experts in their fields by the time she returned.

Quin approached Tink last, their mood now somber. All the humor had drained from the fairy’s face.

“I never did discover my talent,” the leader of the Flutterpunks said. “Despite being the first with my bracelet off. Do you think…” Their voice grew strained. “Is there something wrong with me, after all?”

Tink shook her head. “There is nothing wrong with you, Quin. Sometimes it just takes a while, especially if the talent is very rare or special.” She took the fairy’s hands in hers. “Keep searching for it,” she said. “I just know that whatever your talent is, it’s spectacular.”

Quin nodded, a grateful smile gracing their features.

“Stay safe out there, sprocket,” they said. Quin placed a hand on her shoulder. “And maybe someday we can visit you in Pixie Hollow. Wear leafy dresses and eat sunflower seeds and all that.”

“You know, I think it’d be good for you,” said Tink with a laugh. “You city fairies could use a little time in nature. Get outside and touch some gra—”

Suddenly Quin pulled Tink into a fierce hug. Despite her surprise, Tink happily returned the embrace. Though she’d been in Bleakwatch only a short time, she knew that she’d made lifelong friends on this journey.

And when the goodbyes were done and the tears were dried, Tink climbed into the ornithopter’s central chamber. She fed a bit of fairy dust into the machine. Its wings began beating immediately, propelling the vehicle upward. Tink waved one more goodbye to the Flutterpunks, the crew all grinning and waving back.

Then she pulled on the ornithopter’s axles and rose into the sky. Higher and higher she climbed, above the Mainland lights and towers and even the shawl of clouds drifting gently overhead. With the ornithopter’s wings fluttering, she aimed for the horizon—straight toward the second star to the right.
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Tink’s absence had not gone unnoticed, and neither did her return.

When she first spotted the long stretch of sand in the distance, the cove was wide and empty. That changed quickly. Fairies began arriving one after the other, pointing and waving in her direction. As Tink drew the ornithopter closer, she could make out her friends Dessa, Sil, Rosetta, Fawn, and Vidia among the crowd, along with Clank and Bobble. She supposed the two tinkers would have told everyone what they’d discovered on the beach, once they realized both she and the machine were gone.

The Pixie Hollow fairies watched with awe as Tink landed the vehicle—this time, thankfully, she was a bit more practiced, and only needed to abort once before touching down.

Then she opened the hatch to a barrage of questions. Where had she gone? What was this machine? And why was she wearing such strange-yet-stylish clothing? (This question was lobbed from Rosetta.)

Tinker Bell told them of her adventures and the secret fairy kingdom hidden beneath the human city. She told them of fairy doors and cities made of lost things—of strange, never-before-seen talents connected to dreams and shadows. And she told them of the Flutterpunks, the most infamous band of scavengers ever to fly the mean streets of Bleakwatch. She smiled at the looks of disbelief on her friends’ faces. Tink probably wouldn’t have believed it herself if she hadn’t seen everything firsthand.

She told Nyx and the other scout-talents to alert Queen Clarion of her arrival. There was so much to discuss—news that would change everything they knew of fairykind forever.

But first, Tinker Bell had one quick stop to make.

She found Elmira still resting in the healing huts, but the Bleakwatch fairy was awake when Tink arrived. Elmira sat up in her bed, her face brightening at the sight of Tink. Rays of dawn light peered through the hut windows, giving the space a pleasant, tranquil air.

“She’s still not talking, I’m afraid,” said the healing-talent posted nearby. “We can’t figure out the problem.”

“Could I have a moment alone with her?” Tinker Bell asked.

The fairy looked skeptical, but she nodded, fluttering out of the hut and closing the door behind her.

Tink approached Elmira’s bed, sitting on the adjacent toadstool. “I did it, Elmira,” she said softly. “I found Bleakwatch.”

Elmira’s mouth rounded into an O of surprise, her eyes widening.

“And I found something else, too.”

Tinker Bell pulled a leafy parcel from her side, carefully unwrapping it on her lap. There, plain and unassuming, was Elmira’s locket—and the tiny iron key that had once waited inside.

Tink watched Elmira’s face as the fairy took in the objects. Surprise quickly turned to urgency. Elmira held out her braceleted wrist, her eyes pleading.

“I made some friends while I was there,” Tink said. She took the cold iron carefully into her gloved hand, pushing down the shock of emptiness even this protected touch induced. “Together we discovered Maddox’s plan to suppress the Aeronauts’ talents. He’s been brought to justice, and King Bartleby has sworn to set things right.”

Tink inserted the key in the bracelet’s hidden seam. With a turn and a click, the bracelet fell inertly to the floor.

Suddenly the room was awash in sound. A lovely musical voice filled the healing hut before gently fading away.

“E-Elmira?” Tink asked, her own mouth now agape. “You’re a singing-talent! No wonder you couldn’t speak. The bracelet was suppressing your vo—”

But the fairy didn’t let her finish. Elmira grabbed Tinker Bell’s hand, a look of pure dread clouding her expression.

“No, Tinker Bell—you don’t understand!”

“What?” Tink gasped. This was not the reaction she’d been expecting.

“Maddox wasn’t the mastermind of the plot…” Elmira said. She pulled Tink closer, her eyes wide and wild. Elmira looked absolutely terrified.

“King Bartleby is!”
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Identical fairy siblings Danvers and

Darwin are the reconnaissance experts
of the crew. While the sisters are
generally friendly and excitable, when
it comes to their heists, the pair are
all business. Darwin’s special goggles
allow her to see through walls, and
Danvers’s headphones can listen in on

furtive conversations.





OEBPS/images/238-1.jpg
ABOUT THE

AUTHIOR





OEBPS/images/tp.jpg
RS
R\EAKWATCH CHRONICLES

TINKER BELL
and the LOST CITY

Written by
ZACK LORAN CLARK

2§
2~
21 =
Zw
i m
< Wn
S wn
x





OEBPS/images/xiii-1.jpg
Quin’s loyal lieutenant and right-hand

fairy, Oz is a wiz with facts and figures.
A deeply practical sparrow man, Oz
can be slow to trust, but once you've
earmned his friendship it’s steel clad.
Oz’s glasses may look unassuming, but
they contain advanced machinery that
allows him to quickly scan pages of text.
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Also known as the Dustman, Maddox
runs the day-to-day operations of the
Gnome Market, including organizing
scavenging teams like the Flutterpunks.
As Bleakwatch’s very first dust-talent,
Maddox was integral to getting the
fledgling fairy city started, and he

now greets every new fairy on their
Arrival Day.
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The brilliant and mysterious founder of
Bleakwatch, King Bartleby is a tinker-
talent who dreamed of more—and he
found it beneath the bustling streets
of the Mainland. Bartleby is well loved
for his kindness and intelligence, but

the reclusive monarch keeps mostly to
himself, working diligently out of the
spotlight.
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A quiet sparrow man, Axel doesn’t say
much—but when he does, the others
know to listen. While the brawny fairy
may look intimidating, he’s a gentle
soul with a deep well of wisdom. With

his mechanical sleeve, Axel keeps the

Flutterpunks’ gear in good repair and
doubles as the crew’s lockpick.
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