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Аннотация
Never bargain with goblin men.
Scarlette Rossetti thought her stay at Strawberry Hill Castle during the Christmas holiday would pass by uneventfully. She couldn’t have been more wrong. Enticed by the delights of the nearby village of Twickenham, Scarlette’s life would change in unimaginable ways.
She never expected to be drawn magnetically to
Scarlette didn’t guess that tinkering clockwork gnomes could have supernatural consequences.
And she didn’t know that one should never, ever, bargain with goblin men.
But during the Christmas season, magic is always brewing.
Charles Dickens meets Supernatural in this magical retelling of The Elves and The Shoemaker. Dive into New York Times bestselling author Melanie Karsak's award-winning fairy tale world set in gaslamp England.


Melanie Karsak
Goblins and Snowflakes


A Steampunk Christmas Fairy Tale
[image: ]
[image: ]






Never bargain with goblin men.
Scarlette Rossetti thought her stay at Strawberry Hill Castle during the Christmas holiday would pass by uneventfully. She couldn’t have been more wrong. Enticed by the delights of the nearby village of Twickenham, Scarlette’s life would change in unimaginable ways.
She never expected to be drawn magnetically to The Two Sisters Doll Shop and Toy Emporium.
Scarlette didn’t guess that tinkering clockwork gnomes could have supernatural consequences.
And she didn’t know that one should never, ever, bargain with goblin men.
But during the Christmas season, magic is always brewing.
Charles Dickens meets Supernatural in this magical retelling of The Elves and The Shoemaker. Dive into New York Times bestselling author Melanie Karsak's award-winning fairy tale world set in gaslamp England.

Chapter 1: Oh Little Town of Twickenham

“Plum pudding, get your Christmas plum pudding,” Thomas, the baker’s son, called. Standing just outside the shop, the boy was wearing a tattered top hat trimmed with holly sprigs and red and green ribbons. I cast a glance at the bakery window. The holiday puddings, drying in holly-bedecked cloth bags, hung from hooks. Below them, row after row of bread baked to golden brown filled baskets. Biscuits and other holiday sweets, including a gingerbread house constructed in a likeness of the village chapel, also decorated the window. The sweet scents of anise, cinnamon, and gingerbread effervesced from the bakery. My stomach growled hungrily.
“Miss Rossetti,” the boy called, removing his top hat and bowing with a dramatic flourish. “Has Earl Walpole ordered his plum pudding? There’s no better than ours to be had in all of Twickenham.”
At Uncle Horace’s stately home, Strawberry Hill, the cook had already started preparing the holiday sweets. My uncle had a fabulous holiday gathering planned. Artists, scholars, writers, and tinkers—some of the best minds in the land—were coming, including my father, a renowned artist. He would return from abroad any day now, and I couldn’t wait to see him.
While Strawberry Hill’s kitchen was a flurry of preparation for my uncle’s grand event, I was a bundle of nervous excitement. Uncle Horace had been a wonderful host, but I was ready to return to London and get back to my normal life. While I’d spent much of my time devouring every book in Earl Walpole’s library, I’d also managed to make the acquaintance of many of Twickenham’s residents, including Thomas, the baker’s son.
Thomas was a sweet lad who was a few years my junior, perhaps fourteen or fifteen years old. I could tell by the unsteady lilt in his voice and his red cheeks that he’d taken a shine to me. Given his age, he wasn’t a suitable match, but I liked the boy. He was kind, honest, and a hard-worker.
“I’m not sure,” I called back in reply. My answer was something of a lie. I hadn’t actually seen a plum pudding in the making, but I had no doubt one had been prepared. In fact, I didn’t think there was a holiday dish that hadn’t been prepared in anticipation of the upcoming gathering. I crossed the snow-covered street to meet Thomas. “But I am sure that I won’t survive the morning without some gingerbread,” I said, eyeing the loaves in the window. The white icing on top of the nut-brown loaves shimmered temptingly.
“Well, that’s something we must remedy. A single loaf or two?” he asked, grinning cheekily at me.
“One, but I’ll also take a loaf of pumpernickel and a bag of biscuits.”
“Oh! You are hungry.”
I chuckled. “It isn’t all for me! It’s the sharing season, of course.”
“Anything you say, Miss Rossetti,” Thomas said with a laugh then motioned for me to follow him inside.
I stepped into the bakery. At once, I was delighted by the scent of freshly baked sourdough bread. The air was so tangy with the sharp scent of the bread that I could practically taste the crunchy brown crust and soft, white center. Under the doughy perfume, I also caught the smells of holiday spices, sugar, orange, and lemon.
Thomas dashed quickly behind the counter and got to work bagging up my order.
“Good morrow, Miss Rossetti,” Thomas’s father called. “Send our well wishes to Earl Walpole.”
“Of course, sir,” I said with a smile.
The other patrons in the store gave me a sidelong glance. I suppose a proper girl who was a temporary ward to the earl should be sitting quietly by a fire at Strawberry Hill embroidering or some other nonsense. But what was the fun of that? Uncle Horace spent his days reading, writing letters, and doing research. I loved his studious, if not eccentric, ways. But unlike Uncle Horace, who seemed to crave quiet, I loved people. I missed London. I missed talking, the bustle, the noise. Why sit around in a castle all day long—despite its being filled with an unlimited number of curiosities—when the village of Twickenham was only a brisk walk away? So, while uncle Horace studied, I made the acquaintance of the villagers.
I handed Thomas my basket so he could pack my order inside then pulled some coins from my reticule. I set the coins on the counter.
Thomas handed the basket back to me. “Now, don’t eat it all at once.”
I chuckled.
“Oh, and…and something special for you,” he said shyly, handing me a shortbread biscuit made in the shape of a dove. It was wrapped in parchment paper. “Made them myself this morning.” His cheeks reddened as he passed the sweet to me.
I took the biscuit from him. The scents of vanilla and almond wafted from it.
“Thank you, Thomas,” I said then took a bite. The sweet tastes of butter, sugar, vanilla, and almond melted on my tongue. “Perfection.”
Thomas grinned. “I’m glad you like it. And you’re welcome to come again tomorrow if you’d like another. And the day after. And the day after that.”
I giggled, surprising even myself at the girlish sound I made.
“Thomas, back to work. I’m sure Miss Rossetti is busy,” the baker called to his son. Apparently, I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed the boy was sweet on me.
Thomas smiled at me. “See you tomorrow, Miss Rossetti.”
“See you tomorrow,” I said with a smile. I stuffed the rest of the biscuit into my mouth, pulled up the hood on my red cape, and headed out once more. The brisk winter air whirled around me, pulling away the heat and the sourdough, gingerbread, and anise perfume that had scented my wraps and hair. I exhaled, making a puff of steam, then headed across the village square. Light snow started to fall. It blanketed the streets of the little village of Twickenham. The crowd at the center of town was bustling. A small Christmas market had been erected. People were buying spiced wine, roasted almonds, baked goods, and small Christmas gifts. Everywhere I looked, people rushed past with packages. It was almost Christmas. Everyone was preparing for the big day.
Weighing the coins in my bag with my hand, I considered how much I’d accumulated. Uncle Horace’s perpetually distracted state did have some benefits. He was far too busy writing books and completing the final additions on his fabulous little castle, Strawberry Hill, to pay attention to every little thing his “red-cheeked, never idle, and far-too-clever” visitor brought to his attention. At some point, Uncle Horace found it convenient to let me wander into the village to spend money on whatever frivolities I found. He was always impressed with the dolls I purchased. The irony was, no matter how sharp Uncle Horace’s eyes were, he couldn’t differentiate one doll from another. So, for the last forty days, I’d shown him the same doll when he asked to see what I’d purchased. At this rate, my coin purse would be full by the time my father arrived to take me back to London.
Clutching my basket, I hurried down the street. Pristine white snowflakes fell onto my red cloak. I blew into my hands, the cold nipping at my fingertips through my gloves. Everywhere I looked, Twickenham was bedecked for the holidays. Garlands of evergreen branches tied with red ribbons decorated the lampposts. Inside the church, someone was playing Silent Night on the piano.
Pushing past the church, I turned down a narrow alley, making my way to a small door that led into an equally cramped flat. I knocked on the door.
Inside, I heard children's chatter and clanging dishes. A few moments later, a slim woman with pale blonde hair came to the door. Her day-old braid had nearly come undone, loose strands of her hair hanging everywhere. I’d noticed Annabeth Buckingham and her children at church one morning. It only took a little asking around to discover that she’d recently been widowed. Apparently, while she did some work as a seamstress, she’d fallen on hard times. After learning her sad tale, I’d made a point of making her acquaintance.
“Oh, Miss Rossetti,” she said in surprise, pausing to smooth down her apron. “I’m so sorry. I wasn’t expecting you today.”
“I only wanted to bring you this,” I said, handing her the basket.
“What’s this?”
“Just some things from the bakery.”
“Miss Rossetti,” Annabeth’s youngest daughter, Pansy, squealed when she saw me. Rushing to the door, she wrapped her arms around my legs.
“I’m so sorry, Miss Rossetti. Pansy, please let Miss Rossetti go.”
“Yes, let me go so I can hug you better,” I said then knelt, giving the girl a proper squeeze. “And how are you today?” I asked the girl. She was a pretty thing, just like her mother, with pale yellow hair.
“Angry.”
“Why?”
“Henry and Jacob have been teasing me all morning.”
“Have they? And what are they saying?”
“That Father Christmas isn’t real, and that he won’t come here.”
The child’s words touched my heart. Her brothers, far older than the little girl, no doubt understood the family’s financial situation better than their younger sister. No doubt, they were trying to save her from disappointment.
“Last year Father Christmas brought me an orange and a new sweater,” she said then frowned. “They’re liars.”
“Pansy,” Annabeth said with a soft laugh. “That’s enough. I am sure Miss Rossetti doesn’t want to hear about your arguments. Would you like to come in, Miss Rossetti? Some tea, perhaps?”
“No, thank you. I need to be off. But before I go, I need Pansy’s help. She must promise me something.”
“What is it?” the girl asked brightly.
“You must sample the gingerbread. The baker told me they have the best baked goods in Twickenham, but I’m not so sure. You try it and tell me what you thought when we next meet.”
“Gingerbread!” the girl exclaimed.
Upon hearing her sister’s proclamation, her brothers galloped toward the front of the house. Though they tried to hide discreetly, I saw the two boys peering at me.
“Yes, gingerbread. You must have a big piece to get a proper taste. Can you do that for me?”
“Of course, Miss Rossetti,” Pansy gushed.
I smiled at her mother.
“Here, take the basket to the kitchen,” Annabeth told her daughter.
“Thank you, Miss Rossetti,” the girl called as she disappeared into the back of the house. Two sets of heavy footsteps followed the little girl.
“Very kind of you, miss. You really didn’t have to,” Annabeth told me.
“I wanted to. I’ll be by again before the holidays. Is there anything in particular I can bring?”
She smiled meekly. “Just yourself. God bless you, miss.”
“And you and yours,” I said with a smile. Giving her a light wave, I turned and headed back toward the bustling village center.
As I walked, I weighed my coins once more. A plum pudding, some new coats for the children, and a cloak for Annabeth…I should have enough, though I wished I could do far more.
The wind whipped, stirring up the snowflakes, freezing the tip of my nose in an instant. I passed the church once more. This time, the organist was rehearsing The Twelve Days of Christmas. I found myself humming the song as I headed back across town. Soon, I was standing outside my favorite spot in the village, The Two Sisters Doll Shop and Toy Emporium.
I paused to gaze through the frost-covered window at the shop display. The window was alive with fanciful delights. Toy drums, dolls, wooden ducks, tops, and all manner of toys were on exhibition. The shop was full of people. The sisters had their hands full.
The bell above the door rang when I entered.
The owners, Lizzie and Laura—the twin sisters for whom the shop was named—were hard at work. Even at their advanced age, the sisters looked identical. They both had silver hair, which they kept pulled back in neat buns. The only difference between them was that Laura wore spectacles whereas Lizzie did not.
Lizzie was at the counter wrapping up a doll to place in a pretty box while her customer, a stout woman in a green cape trimmed with fur, waited almost patiently. Laura, who was the maker of the two, was at a workbench just behind the counter. She was focused on a doll with a mop of raven-colored tresses, trying to fasten a red bonnet covered in holy sprigs onto the reluctant toy.
“Good morning, Lizzie. Good morning, Laura,” I called as I brushed snowflakes off my cloak.
The shoppers, who were picking through tops, toy horses, chessboards, teddy bears, and row upon row of dolls, barely cast me a second glance. It seemed the pre-holiday fervor left them decidedly focused on their tasks.
“Scarlette, dear. Do you have a little time for us? Laura could use some help,” Lizzie said.
“Of course,” I said. I removed my cape and hung it on a peg. Slipping behind the counter, I went to see what Laura was working on.
“Good morning, Miss Laura,” I said, taking a seat at the bench across from her.
“Good morning, Scarlette,” she said, casting a quick glance at me over her spectacles. “This raven-haired lass is so fiddly. She’s stubborn from her stuffing to her porcelain face, and Lady Rochester’s maid will be here by noon to pick her up,” she said, sighing once more as she fussed with the little bonnet.
“It’s so busy in the shop,” I said.
Laura nodded. “I was awake almost all night working on orders. Will you attend to the buttons on those girls’ dresses?” she asked, pointing with her chin at the row of three pretty dolls whose clothes were in a state of disrepair. “I had to set them aside to get this done. And when you’re done with that, I have some other work for you, if you have the time.”
“Of course,” I replied.
Despite her chipper mood, I noticed that poor, sweet Laura was squinting hard, and her wrinkled face looked even more sallow than usual. This was a great time of year for the sisters to make money, or so they told me, but the toll it took on them—working night and day—was evident. At their age, it was too much. Pulling off my gloves, I got to work.
I’d discovered the doll-making sisters on my first visit into town. Enchanted by their creations, I’d purchased a doll. The second day, I returned just because they were so delightful to talk to. But I’d become a pseudo-apprentice quite by accident when, one morning while the shop was busy, I’d repaired the crank on a broken jack-in-the-box. As it turned out, my hands—born from a sculptor father and a painter mother—were quite good with all things small and mechanical. In fact, both sisters agreed that I could make a fine doll maker. I’d even fixed Lord Sutherland’s clockwork carousel, an expensive toy he’d bought for his children when he was abroad. It had taken me the entire afternoon to rework the cogs and gears then realign the pretty carousel animals, but I’d done it. In the process, I won the sisters’ eternal gratitude. With nothing better to do in Twickenham, and Uncle Horace busy with his writing, studies, or working on his little castle, I’d found life in town.
“Busy, busy, busy,” Laura said. “So many orders to finish. I fear we won’t be done by Christmas.”
“Don’t worry, Miss Laura. I’m sure we’ll manage.”
“Sweet Scarlette,” she said with a smile. “Does Earl Walpole know you’re here, my dear?”
“Of course,” I replied. He did believe I was in town at the doll shop, but I doubt he suspected I was a temporary apprentice there.
“I like that man,” Laura said absently as she touched up the paint on the doll’s cheeks. “He’s an odd bird, but writers are always a strange sort. And I like his little castle. It’s very…whimsical.”
Whimsical was an excellent word to use to describe Strawberry Hill, Uncle Horace’s home. The Gothic castle in miniature was a peculiar mixture of the fashionable, the melancholy, and the playful—a bit like Uncle Horace himself.
One by one, I lifted the dolls and sewed the small buttons on the back of their gowns, tightening up anything Laura had missed. The work was delicate, the tiny buttons only half the size of the nail on my pinkie, but with a bit of concentration, I had them done in no time. Once I fixed the buttons, I straightened the girls’ dresses and laid them back down. “Three pretty—and properly buttoned-up—maids in a row. All done with these.”
Laura looked up at me, her blue eyes wide with surprise. “Already? Well, that’s very good, very good. I have a job for you in the back. It’s a bit complicated. Lady Ashcroft has requested a special doll. We have the pieces, but we need your hands to finish the job.”
“Special? Special how?”
Laura set down the raven-headed beauty she’d been working on. “Come see,” she said then led me deeper into the workshop.
We passed the shelves lined with doll heads and body parts, scraps of clothes, and boxes of broken doll pieces. At the very back was a table on which sat a tiny piano and an exquisite doll.
“Lady Ashcroft saw an advertisement for a doll that can play the piano just by turning a windup key. We told her we couldn’t promise we could make such a thing, but we would try. We have all the pieces we need, now, we just need her to play,” she said, motioning to the doll and the piano. She then turned to a small box sitting on the table. She lifted the lid. “Mister Duke, the clockmaker, gave us the parts. And I have an old music box there. Do you think you could try it? Here is the advertisement Lady Ashcroft saw,” she said then handed a yellowed piece of paper to me. The ad was for a toy shop in New York City. It showed a doll sitting at the piano. According to the advertisement, the doll moved, playing the piano.
“You want me to try it?” I asked.
It was then that Lizzie came around the back. She adjusted the pins holding her mountain of silver hair on the top of her head then pulled her shawl tighter around her.
“Cold back here, Laura. You’ll need to add some coal to the stove if Miss Scarlette is going to work on the pianist. So, will she?”
“You interrupted before she could answer,” Laura chided her sister.
Lizzie looked at the box. “Master Duke said you could stop by the shop if you need anything else. We knew that if anyone could make such a doll, it would be you, Scarlette.”
I grinned. “I’ll try.”
“That’s our girl,” Lizzie said. She patted me on the shoulder then headed back to the front. “I told you she would say yes,” she added, giving her sister a knowing look.
Laura chuckled.
“This doll is so beautiful,” I said, lifting the lovely red-haired doll sitting by the piano. “I’ll need to cut her open, tear apart her stuffing and stitches. I don’t want to make a mistake and ruin her. I wish I had something to practice on first. Do you have an old doll, maybe something broken or unwanted?”
“Well,” Laura considered. “Yes. I do. I nearly forgot about them. There,” she said, pointing to a box at the bottom of the shelf. “We made those for a garden party. No one wanted them, so they sent them back when it was over.”
I knelt down and pulled out the closed box. There was an inch of dust on the lid.
“Laura?” Lizzie called from the front.
“Feel free to work on those, Scarlette, and help yourself to whatever else you want, my dear,” Lizzie said then left to join her sister.
I lifted the lid off the box. Pushing aside the soft cloth covering, inside I found a row of dolls. Well, they weren’t precisely dolls. They were funny looking little men dressed in patchwork suits, animal skins, overalls, and knickers. They were made of cloth and had long noses, wild hair, bushy eyebrows, buck teeth, and all manner of playful expressions on their faces. Gnomes. They were stuffed gnomes. They were a funny looking ensemble. Uncle Horace had an excellent book in his library on gnomes. The tome included illustrations of gnomes just like these. I loved them at once.
Eyeing them over, I picked up a creature who wore shaggy, Angus-hide trousers, a knitted green sweater, and a red cap that covered his long white hair. He also had a substantial white beard in which the sisters had sewn a ladybug.
“Hello,” I said, looking down into his beady glass eyes. “Are you in charge here? You certainly look like the elder of this group,” I said, eyeing over the others. “If you don’t mind, I believe I’ll do a little tinkering. Just a few snips, and you’ll be as good as new,” I said.
Taking the box of cogs and gears, I sat down at the workbench with a new goal in mind—to bring the gnome to life.

Chapter 2: Strawberry Hill

It was after noon when I finally looked up from my work. The design I needed to make wasn’t that difficult; it just required concentration. I needed to create a design that would allow the doll to have the semblance of life. The piano player would lift and lower her arms and hands up and down to make it appear as though she played. The actual music would come from a music box cylinder, which I would place inside the piano. The pianist would activate the music box with a tap of her hand, setting the device in motion, then make it seem as if she were the one playing the score. I quickly arranged the music box inside the piano. That part was simple. Now I just needed to tinker the inner workings of the doll. In theory, the design was easy. Execution, however, was a little trickier. I was very glad Laura had given me the gnome to work with before I tried to tinker with the delicate porcelain doll.
I’d created a rudimentary clockwork torso for the gnome. I sat back and eyed my prototype. It should work. Should. Turning the wind-up key, I watched as the gnome’s arms jerked up and down. The movement was uneven and lacked fluidity. It had taken me hours to get even this much right. I gently removed the clockwork mechanism from the body of the little gnome and loosened the joint on his right arm. As I worked, I reminded myself not to get frustrated.
What was it father always said? “Incremental improvements, Scarlette. Incremental improvements. Before you know it, you’ll be wherever you were headed.”
While the notion of incremental improvements was undoubtedly right—though father always seemed to remind me of this when I was feeling the least patient—at this moment, I wasn’t even sure if I was improving in the right direction. The truth of the matter was, I just didn’t know much about clockwork. I could see the design in my head as clear as day, but making the design work in metal was something else entirely.
I stared at the little gnome. “Sorry, little friend. You look like a drowning man waving for someone to save him. I’ll keep working. Incremental improvements. We shall see what we can do.”
“Scarlette, do you know what time it is?” Laura called from the other end of the workbench.
“No,” I replied absently.
“It’s almost afternoon tea.”
“Goodness,” I exclaimed, rising. While I loved roaming around the village, I never missed afternoon tea with Uncle Horace. And didn’t he say the first of his guests were going to arrive today around teatime? Now I was going to be late for tea and appear rude to Uncle Horace’s guests. “Can I take these with me?” I called to Laura, motioning to the gnomes. “And the parts?”
“Of course. Take whatever you want. You’ll find a basket on the shelf,” she replied.
Moving quickly, I laid the gnomes—there were eight in all—in the basket and then added the box of parts. I also grabbed a bin of buttons, lace, and other miscellaneous trim, things that Laura had discarded, and threw it into the basket. I headed toward the front of the workshop. There, I found Laura practically buried under a heap of doll dresses, teddy bears, and porcelain heads and arms.
“What’s all this?” I asked.
“Orders, orders,” Laura said, barely looking up.
“All for Christmas? This Christmas?”
She laughed then nodded.
“But this is impossible.” I glanced toward the front of the shop where Lizzie was boxing up a chess set. “Laura, why didn’t you tell me you needed help with these?” I asked, suddenly feeling sorry I’d wasted the whole day on the clockwork gnome.
“No, no,” Laura said absently. “We need that piano girl done, and you’re our only hope. So, tell me, any progress?”
“Yes. Well, yes and no. I need to work on it more tonight. I’m on to something. Maybe. I’ll have something for you tomorrow. I think. I hope.”
Laura chuckled. “Well, if you’re so certain.”
“I’ll be back first thing in the morning to finish the piano girl then help with these,” I said, eyeing the mountain of toys. The sisters were so sweet, they never said no. But completing this many orders on time just wasn’t possible.
“If the earl permits it, of course,” Laura said, pausing to look up at me over her glasses. “And if you are not too busy with your own affairs.”
“Oh. Yes. Of course. It won’t be a problem.”
Laura raised a tell-tale eyebrow.
I winked at her. “See you tomorrow.”
She grinned. “See you tomorrow.”
Clutching the basket, I headed to the front of the store.
“Goodbye, Lizzie. See you tomorrow.”
“See you tomorrow, Scarlette.” Lizzie waved.
I shrugged on my red cape then balanced the basket in the crook of my arm as I pulled on my gloves with my teeth. I headed back outside. A stiff wind blew, kicking up the snow. It was a lot colder than it had been earlier that day. I pulled up my hood then headed down the road away from the village toward Strawberry Hill.
The air was cold, dry, and crisp. The freezing wind froze the end of my nose. As I walked, the snow crunched under my boots. The tall blades of grass in the field along the road were covered in ice. The branches were topped with an inch of snow. I loved how the snow shimmered when the sun cast its glow on the surface. In an array of incandescent light, the powdery white snow gleamed under the sunlight.
I followed the road through the forest. As I walked, I considered the problem of the jerky movement of the clockwork mechanism inside the gnome’s arms. I needed to smooth out the motion. Surely, I would have that sorted out by tonight. Maybe if I increased the pressure on the cogs at the shoulder, it would help.
A stiff wind blew, blowing my hood off and pulling my long, brown hair away from the bun at the back of my head. The wind whipped around me, and inside it, I heard voices.
“Come buy, come buy.”
My skin rose in goosebumps.
I stopped.
Looking around, I tried to figure out where the voice had come from.
“Come buy. Come buy.”
Scanning the woods, I searched for the source of the sound. Deep in the forest, I spotted a row of small tents. They were oddly colored, orange and purple, silver and blue, green and gold. Colorful banners were strung between the tents. As well, something sparkly—shimmering like mirrors—bedecked the tent fabric. How very unexpected.
“Come buy, come buy,” a voice called again.
I stared into the glen. I couldn’t make out the tradesmen clearly—if they were men at all. Their stature was very small. They wore hooded robes made of patchwork designs. They danced in a circle around a campfire. One was carrying a basket, another a bowl, and the third a platter that sparkled like gold.
“Books, sweets, and delights. 
Apples and quinces, oranges and lemons. 
Everything a girl could want. 
Everything a girl could desire. 
Come to our market. 
Come buy. Come buy,” the men sang as they danced in a circle.
I stared at the strangers. Highwaymen? Roma?
“Come buy. Come buy. Come buy, Horace Walpole’s niece. Come buy.”
Gasping, I turned and rushed away as quickly as possible. While the sleepy little town of Twickenham was peaceful, robbers were said to roam the roads, preying on innocents. And if they knew I was connected to Earl Walpole, they’d expect me to have money.
Holding tight to my basket, I rushed away. Exiting the forest, I spotted the spires of Strawberry Hill in the distance. My heart beat hard in my chest. Any moment now, I expected someone to grab me from behind. Once I exited the shadows of the trees, I cast a look behind me.
There was no one.
I peered into the woods, looking for the merchants’ tents.
It must have been too far away. I couldn’t see the camp anymore.
I headed toward the castle, reaching the wrought-iron gate not long after.  It was so cold that when I pushed open the gate, I felt the cold of the metal through my glove. I made my way down the long drive. The picturesque little castle, built in the Gothic design, was genuinely whimsical. Even the gardens surrounding the place had their own charm. Uncle Horace had collected an odd assortment of statues, the most peculiar of which was the overgrown rooster, in addition to other unusual statuary. Even the topiaries were shaped like everything from mermaids to flamingos. The afternoon sunlight glimmered on the stained glass windows. The inside was no less eccentric than the outside. Every room was stuffed with paintings, statues, vases, figurines, artifacts, and lots and lots of books. Uncle Horace was not just a gentleman; he was a writer with his own press. His novel, The Castle of Otranto, had taken England by storm. The book, which told the tale of a cursed family, excited the wit and filled the reader with terror and horror. Uncle Horace might be odd, as Laura had put it, but he was also a genius. Of course, he wasn’t really my uncle. He and my father were dear friends. I’d always called him Uncle Horace, and he’d been a part of my life for as long as I could remember, but we weren’t truly related. Luckily for me, Uncle Horace and I got along very well, which is how I’d come to stay at Strawberry Hill while my father went to Italy to work on a commission.
Shaking off my encounter in the woods, I hurried into the house to find Mister Edwards, the butler, waiting for me in the foyer.
“Miss Rossetti, we were beginning to worry about you.”
“Am I late?”
“No. We were just about to ring for tea.”
“Very good,” I said, setting down my basket as I pulled off my gloves and cape.
“Shall I have that taken to your room?” he asked, eyeing the basket suspiciously.
“To the library, please.”
“The library?” he asked, raising an eyebrow.
“Yes, on the long table. I have a project.”
“Very well, Miss Rossetti,” he said with a soft smile then took my wrappings from my hands.
Smoothing down my hair and shaking the wrinkles out of my gown, I hurried to the parlor where I found Uncle Horace leafing through a portfolio. He was relaxing on the window ledge. The sunlight made the gold buttons on his stylish blue jacket glimmer. His brown hair was neatly combed, parted at the middle, curling around his ears. The bunch of lace at his neck was as white as the snow outside. He was a picture of gentlemens’ high fashion.
“Uncle,” I said, crossing the room. I gave him a peck on the cheek.
He chuckled lightly. “Your nose is as cold as ice.”
I grinned. “Ever so sorry.”
“Were you still out?”
“Yes. Everything in town is so festive this time of year. It was quite fun. Now, what are you studying?”
“Sketches. Master Boatswain arrived earlier today. He’ll be joining us in a few moments. Indoor pipes. Hot water inside the house. Can you imagine? Quite ingenious.”
“Master Archibald Boatswain is here? Here?” I asked. Archibald Boatswain was the realm’s most brilliant tinker. There wasn’t a single person in England who didn’t know Master Boatswain’s work. But he was so very old. I was surprised to hear he was traveling at all.
“Indeed. Wait until you see, dear Scarlette. Wait until you see how many great minds will soon join together at Strawberry Hill.”
“For any particular purpose?”
“To talk, laugh, think, and drink wine, I suppose.”
I chuckled, but part of me knew that Uncle Horace was being evasive. Surely, there was some reason why all these great scholars were gathering. What that reason was, however, had not been shared with me.
The door opened, and a tall, young, and very handsome gentleman entered.
“Archibald,” Uncle Horace said, crossing the room to meet him. “You’ve quite outdone yourself,” he said, motioning to the papers in his hands.
That was Master Boatswain?
That was not possible.
I stared at the man. He was a little older than me, maybe around twenty-five years of age. He was lean and had sandy brown hair and an angular face. His eyes, however, were what drew me. They were so light colored. Even from across the room I could see they were startlingly beautiful. Green or blue? I wasn’t sure.
He smiled at Uncle Horace then turned to me. “I was bored on the carriage ride and got to drawing and couldn’t stop,” the young man said. He glanced at the sketches for just a moment. But only for a moment. He turned his attention back to me. “And this is…?”
“Oh,” Uncle Horace said, realizing he’d forgotten me. “Yes. Sorry. Scarlette, meet Master Boatswain. Archibald, this is Miss Scarlette Rossetti.”
Master Boatswain crossed the room to meet me. He bowed lightly then looked up at me.
“Miss Rossetti.”
Green. Green as spring leaves.
“Master Boatswain. It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I’ve heard both Uncle Horace, and my father speak so highly of you. But…”
He smiled, his entire face lighting up when he did so. “I’m not what you were expecting. I am Archibald Boatswain III, Miss Rossetti. But my grandfather, the Archibald Boatswain, is here. He’s upstairs resting.”
“Oh. Yes. That makes sense,” I said, suddenly feeling awkward. “I can’t wait to meet him. Uncle Horace has told me all about his airship designs. Do they really work? Is it really possible to take flight?”
He laughed. “Indeed. I’ve piloted some of the prototypes myself.”
“Really? Weren’t you frightened?”
“Well, I trust my grandfather. It is quite a long way down,” he said with a good-natured laugh.
My cheeks reddened. Had I insulted him? What an awkward first impression. “Of course, I have no doubt in your grandfather’s invention. I was just…it’s such an amazing idea. My apologies, Master Boatswain.”
“No offense taken, Miss Rossetti. We’ll be finalizing the production plans for several commercial ships this weekend, I believe,” he said then turned to Uncle Horace. “When will Arthur and Violet Hawking arrive? I know Grandfather was keen on seeing the Hawkings’ balloon designs.”
“Soon. Very soon.”
Archibald laughed. “If they remember to leave their little workshop.”
Uncle Horace chuckled. “True, true.”
I had met the Hawkings just once. They were a delightful young couple, both of them amazing inventors. But like all great thinkers, they were prone to distraction. I was glad to hear I would see them again…assuming they remembered to come.
The footman, who was arranging the tea service, rang a small bell. “Tea is served, Earl Walpole.”
We removed to the next room, a small but beautifully decorated parlor, the walls adorned with so many oil paintings that they nearly covered the walls. Vases full of winter flowers, greens, and other holiday trimmings decorated the place. The footman pulled out my chair.
The table was set with a beautiful assortment of savory and sweet delights. From small finger sandwiches, to miniature fruit tarts, to cheese, pickles, meats, and delicious fresh-baked scones, there was a bounty of flavors to try. While Uncle Horace and Master Boatswain III turned the conversation once more to pipework, I filled my plate. It was only when I realized that I didn’t have any room left for a fourth kind of cheese, that I recognized my mistake. This wasn’t how ladies were supposed to eat. Especially not in front of eligible bachelors with startling green eyes and famous grandfathers.
I was trying to figure out how to discreetly put some of the food back when Master Boatswain chuckled and said, “I think Miss Rossetti and I are of the same mind.”
My cheeks reddened. I glanced at Master Boatswain.
He motioned to his plate, which was as full as mine. In fact, he’d added on a second layer.
“I missed luncheon,” I said by way of apology.
“As did I,” he replied.
Uncle Horace chuckled. “Well, that’s what it’s there for, and my cook makes excellent scones.”
“The baker in the village wanted to know if you need a plum pudding. I must admit—but never to Miss Ronald—that the village baker’s biscuits are a cut above hers. Should I buy a pudding from the village? I’m sure we don’t need it, but should I buy one anyway, just to support the local business?”
“As you wish, dear Scarlette,” Uncle Horace said then turned to Master Boatswain. “Miss Rossetti has fallen in love with Twickenham. Though I’m not sure what she does in town all day.”
“Oh, you know, gallivant about,” I said with a dismissive wave of the hand.
Master Boatswain smiled at me. “Gallivant about? Hmm. Interesting occupation, and also a very vague answer. Gallivant anywhere in particular?”
“The bakery. The church. The Christmas market. Oh, and I do enjoy talking with Laura and Lizzie Gabriel. They’re the doll makers at The Two Sisters Doll Shop and Toy Emporium. They’re older ladies, twins, and quite talented.”
“Talented at getting your money,” Uncle Horace said.
I chuckled. “Uncle Horace,” I said playfully. “They’re delightful women. I’ve also befriended a local family. Since you’re in the giving mood, Uncle Horace, I was wondering if you have need of a maid? There is a woman in the village whose husband has died, and she and her family have fallen on hard times. She’s very kind and hardworking. She has three children and is in need of a helping hand. Do you have an opening?”
“Sounds more like Miss Rossetti has taken up the work of alms-giving more than gallivanting about,” Master Boatswain said, passing me a knowing look.
Clever man. I grinned at him.
Uncle Horace sat back in his seat and straightened his waistcoat. “I’m not sure. Mister Edwards, are we in want of help?” he called to the butler who was waiting discreetly nearby.
“Yes, Earl Walpole. We are in need of a maid and a footman.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
Mister Edwards coughed uncomfortably.
“Ah, I see,” Uncle Horace said with a light chuckle. Apparently, the Hawkings weren’t the only ones who were distractible. “Put out an advertisement for the footman, Mister Edwards. And please have the housekeeper interview Miss Rossetti’s friend…”
“Missus Annabeth Buckingham,” I said.
Uncle Horace nodded. “Hire her if she is even remotely qualified.”
“Yes, sir,” Mister Edwards said.
I smiled at Mister Edwards.
He passed me a playful wink.
Feeling excited to tell Annabeth the good news, I celebrated by diving into my plate, relishing my victory one bite of fruit tart at a time.
When the tea service was done, Uncle Horace and Master Boatswain turned their attention to the sketch of the plumbing. And while my good opinion of Master Boatswain had only increased as tea had gone on, and although I’d very much like to linger more, I had my own work to do.
“Uncle, Master Boatswain, will you please excuse me?” I asked. “I have a small project that needs my attention.”
Both men rose.
“Never idle. Never idle,” Uncle Horace said. “When your father asked me if you could stay, I imagined you by the fire embroidering all autumn. He didn’t tell me you were as bored with idleness as I am.
“And haven’t we gotten along marvelously as a result?”
“That we have.”
“Master Boatswain,” I said, bobbing a little curtsey.
“Miss Rossetti,” he replied, inclining his head toward me. He gave me a soft smile.
My heart made a little leap at the twinkle in his eyes.
Grinning to myself, I exited the parlor and headed down the narrow hallways to the library. The library at Strawberry Hill was beyond divine. The walls were white and had set-in bookshelves. Each bookshelf was trimmed with ornate moulding that reminded me of lace and looked more like it belonged on a church window than in a stately home. The stained glass on the windows cast blobs of colorful light on the ceiling above which was dotted with elaborate mosaics. The staff had lit the fireplace. The room had a cheery glow. I went to the long table at the center of the room and began unpacking my gnomes, the clockwork pieces, and the sewing tools on loan from Laura and Lizzie.
As I looked at the little gnomes, I remembered my encounter in the woods. The strange merchants had worn clothes quite similar to my gnomes. Odd. I hoped they had moved on. My encounter with the traveling merchants had unnerved me. Part of me felt like I’d narrowly escaped harm. But maybe I was making too much of it. Slogging off the encounter, I settled in to work once more.


Chapter 3: Archibald Boatswain III

I don’t know how much time had passed, or how long he had been watching me, but I suddenly became aware of the presence of someone looking over my shoulder.
“Oh,” I exclaimed, turning to look.
Master Boatswain III chuckled. “I’m terribly sorry. I was trying to be quiet so I wouldn’t interrupt you.”
“Have you been here awhile?”
“Long enough,” he said then pointed to the left arm. “Two more turns on that screw should do it, I think.”
I followed Master Boatswain’s suggestion, making the adjustment, then slid the device carefully into the body of the gnome. Grabbing the windup key, I gave it a turn.
Finally. Finally. The arms moved with grace as if he were playing the piano.
“What a delicate movement. Is he conducting?” Archibald asked.
“He’s playing the piano. He’s a prototype for a doll I need to make.”
“A doll you need to make?”
I grinned. “Can you keep a secret?”
“Most enthusiastically.”
“I’ve been apprenticing with the doll makers in Twickenham. I’m helping them with a commission. Someone ordered a doll that can sit and play a piano. I have the piano worked out; it’s just a modified music box, but getting the doll’s arms to move in a delicate manner was giving me fits.”
“Well done, Miss Rossetti. It looks like you have it. How very kind of you to help the doll makers.”
“I enjoy the work. There’s something exciting about doing such fine, detailed craft.”
Master Boatswain laughed as he pulled up a seat beside me. “You don’t have to tell me that. It’s an ingenious invention.”
I realized then that he’d been holding a notebook. He set it down in front of me, turning it so I could see. At the top, he had written The Scarlette Automaton. Underneath, he had noted the date and my full name beside the word, Tinker. Underneath, he’d sketched the clockwork design I’d used for the gnome. “You are appropriately credited,” he said.
Tinker. Me? “Why my first name? The Scarlette Automaton.”
“I thought it sounded poetic.”
I chuckled. “Maybe a touch sinister.”
“Perhaps. But I don’t detect anything sinister about you, Miss Rossetti. Am I missing something?”
“Only time will reveal that.”
Archibald lifted one of the gnomes. “What a funny creature,” he said. The little gnome he was holding was wearing a fox pelt for a hat, red shorts with suspenders, and a patchwork shirt. “What do you intend to do with the rest of them?”
“I’m not sure. I’ve fussed with this gentleman so long, I didn’t think about what to do with the others.”
“Hmm,” Master Boatswain mused. “Well, clearly, your clockwork gnome is the leader. He’s the conductor. Let’s give him some accompaniment. We’ll assign music to these four,” he said, setting three of the gnomes beside the gnome I had already tinkered. “As for these brothers, let’s make them useful: one for sewing, one for cutting cloth, one for painting, and the last for hair and makeup. Sound about right?”
I chuckled. “Make mechanicals out of all of them? I’ll never have time to accomplish it by dinner.”
Archibald started digging in the basket of decorative bits and bobs I’d borrowed from the sisters. “I agree that there’s no time to tinker, but we have plenty of time to give the others a festive flair.” From the trimmings basket, he pulled out a tiny toy drum, a gold-painted wooden trumpet, a miniature harp, and a flute. I recognized the pieces. They were leftover bits from a wreath the sisters had made. He also removed red and green ribbons and silk holiday flowers and berries.
I slid the box toward myself and selected a button, needle, and spool of thread, a small paintbrush, scraps of cloth and leather, and some other bits I could modify into beautician’s tools. From the leftover clockwork bits, I found items to make a pair of tiny scissors and tools.
I glanced at the grandfather clock. “Dinner is in an hour.”
“Then you better get to work.”
I giggled. “Why are you helping me?”
“Because you, Miss Rossetti, have created the first automaton in miniature. The Scarlette Automaton. Who wouldn’t want to help with that?”
“It’s just a clockwork gnome.”
“Just a clockwork gnome. Why is it geniuses always discount their own work?”
“I don’t know. Maybe you have some insight into the matter. Didn’t you just doodle a new invention on the ride here?”
He chuckled. “Point made.”
I glanced up at the clock once more. “We’ll never get the others done on time.”
“That sounds like a challenge.”
“Does it? All right. It’s a challenge. And the winner gets?”
“And what would you wish for, Miss Rossetti?”
I laughed. “Bragging rights. I will proclaim to the world that I out-tinkered Archibald Boatswain.”
He laughed. “Very well. You may shout it from the rooftop if you like…but only if you win.”
“I will win. In fact, I’ve undone this seam while you were considering the matter, Master Boatswain.”
He smiled softly at me, his green eyes sparkling. “Please, call me Archie.”
“Archie?”
He nodded.
I grinned. “I’m Scarlette.”
“Well, Scarlette, what are you waiting for?”
I picked up a red-headed gnome. He had wild, curling locks and a bushy beard that nearly swallowed his face. The sisters had fashioned him with small ears like a squirrel and a bushy tail to match. He also had two porcelain buck teeth hanging over his bottom lip.
“Handsome lad,” I said, wiggling the tail at Archie.
He chuckled. “That one looks like a troublemaker. And a bit more like a brownie than a gnome.”
“Really? Are you an expert on fairy lore?”
He shrugged. “I’ve dabbled in the topic. Your uncle has an excellent collection of books on the subject,” he said, motioning to the bookshelf.
“I’ve made my way through the Roman, Greek, and Mesopotamian gods. Haven’t gotten to fairy tales yet,” I said with a grin.
“Well, there is always time after dinner.”
“Of course. As Uncle Horace says, I am never idle.”
“Aren’t you? That’s very good. Idleness breeds a dull mind.”
“Then you aren’t of the opinion women should be idle?”
Archibald laughed. “Goodness, no. What an absurd idea. As far as I know, women have minds too.”
Well done, Archie. 
Grinning, I turned my attention to the little gnomes, determined to get my work done well before Archie. The first gnome, the wild looking chap, I assigned the job of a tailor. I placed a needle in his hand then fashioned him a little pouch to carry his spool of thread and spare button. When I was done, I set him aside then eyed Archie. Even though he was working on decorating his gnome, he turned again and again to his sketch of my clockwork design. With his free hand, he made some additional drawings as he worked.
“Don’t get distracted,” I warned.
He chuckled. “My hands are working on different tasks.”
“How is that possible?”
“A mystery even to me, I’m afraid.”
I lifted the second gnome, a funny little chap with striped leggings and antennae like a bug. Pulling some jingle bells from the trimmings basket, I attached the bells to the end of his antennae. I then outfitted him with a paintbrush and added on some festive red and green ribbons. I set him aside just as Archibald lifted another gnome and began adjusting his arms so he appeared to be playing the trumpet.
Lifting the third gnome, determined to be done before Archie, I got to work. This little gnome was designed to look like an old man. Wearing a pair of spectacles, a green doublet, and tan trousers, he was a stoic creature.
“Scissors for you,” I said then lifted the tiny bits of metal I’d salvaged from the clock parts. Focusing hard, I fashioned a tiny pair of scissors. Using a file, I shaped the metal then screwed the arms together. Struck by new ideas as I worked, I also made him a tiny hammer, screwdriver, and another clockwork device that I envisioned punching holes into leather. I attached them all to the gnome’s tool belt.
When I paused for a moment to stretch my back, I heard other voices in the house. Apparently, Uncle Horace’s other guests were beginning to arrive.
Archibald set a gnome, whose hat covered his eyes, his floppy shoes far too large, in front of me. He was playing the flute.
“I’m gaining on you, Scarlette,” Archie said with a good-natured chuckle.
“Not at all. I’m so confident that I’ll win that I knew I could pause a moment to stretch. I think the house is filling. If you think your grandfather might need you, we can postpone our race.”
“Are you conceding?”
“Never.”
“Then you’d best get back to work. But thank you for your kind thought. Besides, we are nearly done.”
“That we are.”
“We make an excellent team, Miss Rossetti. What do you think?” he said then paused. “Automatons by Rossetti and Boatswain,” he said, motioning in the air as if gesturing to a sign.
“Our workshop name?”
“Of course.”
“Master Boatswain III, you must be careful, or a girl might think you’re proposing.”
“Maybe I am.”
I chuckled. “Tease.”
“Am I teasing? Are you sure?”
I paused and looked at him.
He grinned at me but said nothing more.
I lifted the little gnome pianist. “What do you think?” I asked the gnome. “Cheeky, isn’t he? What should I answer?”
Archibald grinned at me.
I tipped the little gnome toward my ear as if to listen.
“Ah, I see,” I said. “Thank you for your good counsel.”
Archibald laughed. “Now who is teasing?”
“Teasing? Why it’s always good to find wise counsel, and doesn’t he look wise?”
“The epitome of wisdom. So, what advice did he give?”
“Why, Master Boatswain, you know the counsel between an advocate and a client is private. And you only have fifteen minutes. Back to work.”
“Now how the Rossetti and Boatswain partnership might work,” he said with a grin.
“You know I can’t stand idleness.”
“Idleness? In a Boatswain household? Never.”
I laughed and got back to work, but my heart was beating hard, and I could feel the sting of red in my cheeks. If the conversation went on a moment longer, we might be announcing our impending nuptials by dinner. Hardly suitable since my father was still out of the country. And to think, I had just met Archibald Boatswain III that very day. Was it possible to become enamored with someone in an instant? Perhaps, if a little gnomish magic was at work.


Chapter 4: Hagstones

The clock chimed seven as I fixed the final button on the final gnome. Archie and I completed our little collection in unison. I set my gnome alongside the others. Then, pulling out my windup key, I rewound the clockwork gnome and stood him in front of the others. Though I knew the design was really intended to replicate the playing of a piano, on the gnome, it looked like he was conducting the others.
“A natural born leader,” Archie said with a grin.
I tapped my finger on my chin as I thought.
“What is it?” Archibald asked.
“Verisimilitude. They have the semblance of life but…”
“But no life. That, Miss Rossetti, is a problem I cannot solve.”
“Nor I. But they are adorable all the same,” I replied, grinning at the little gnomes.
“That they are. But now we have a problem.”
“Which is?”
“We are tied. We finished our wager in tandem.”
“Well, we shall have to think of a new wager.”
At the entrance to the library, a footman coughed politely. “Miss Rossetti, Master Boatswain, they’ve rung for dinner.”
“Heavens,” I said. “We’re late.”
“Then shall we?” Archibald said, offering me his arm.
I took it. Gladly.
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When Archie and I arrived in the parlor, I was surprised to find the room full of people. Everyone was milling about, drinks in their hands, and looking as though they were in no rush for dinner. Artisans, tinkers, and philosophers were an easily sidetracked bunch, much to Mister Edwards’ consternation. The butler was waiting at the door for everyone to go through. I could easily imagine him considering how quickly hot food would chill and cold food would warm. The furrowing of his brow suggested my guess wasn’t far from the truth.
“Come, meet my grandfather,” Archie said, leading me to an elderly gentleman sitting by the fire.
“Archibald, my boy. I was wondering where you went,” the old man said, smiling at his grandson.
Master Boatswain, Senior was a sweet looking man, his face deeply lined, his hair a mass of white, wispy strands. He moved to rise, but his grandson motioned for him to stay seated.
“Grandfather, may I present Miss Scarlette Rossetti?”
“Ah, Miss Rossetti. Pleased to meet you. I was just looking for your father.”
“He should arrive by Christmas Eve, sir. He’s just returning from the continent.”
“Very good, very good. Well, Archibald, where were you off to?”
“Miss Rossetti is quite the tinker, Grandfather. She’s constructed the torso of a working automaton.”
The old man gazed at me. “Has she?”
I chuckled. “Master Boatswain makes too much of it, sir. I’m simply helping the local doll maker with a project.”
“Is that so?” Master Boatswain said.
“She underestimates herself, Grandfather,” Archie said then handed his notebook to him.
Master Boatswain pulled his spectacles from his pocket and slipped them on. He studied the notebook pages carefully.
I felt my cheeks grow redder and redder. I felt like a toddler at the knee of a giant. “I’m sorry, sir. It’s really nothing. Just a simple design.”
“Miss Rossetti, where did you get the idea for this model?” Master Boatswain asked.
“Oh,” I said, feeling more than a little intimidated. Surely, I hadn’t done anything all that clever. “From this,” I said. I dug into my pocket and pulled out a copy of the advertisement of the piano playing doll. I handed the paper to the master tinker.
Master Boatswain, Senior nodded thoughtfully. “I’ve seen this design. Eckhart?” he asked his grandson.
“Adamson, I think. The American. His work is rudimentary; it’s all up and down,” the younger Boatswain said, imitating a simple movement. “Miss Rossetti has sophisticated his work. Joints, fluid moves, elevated clockwork. On another level,” Archie said, pointing to sections of the design where I’d formed the shoulders and wrists on the gnome’s clockwork skeleton.
Grinning happily, the old man handed the advertisement back to me. “Well done, Miss Rossetti. You’ve improved upon clockwork design thirty years in the making.”
“Surely you jest, Master Boatswain.”
“Not at all.”
Mister Edwards, who had disappeared into the dining room for a few moments, reappeared at the door once more. He rang his bell—again—calling us for dinner.
“Ladies and gentleman,” Uncle Horace called. “I hate to disrupt such lively conversation, but I’m afraid my butler will go into a full rebellion if we delay much longer.”
Archibald offered his arm to his grandfather, helping him up. The old man balanced himself with his cane and moved slowly toward the dining room. We adjourned within, the footmen guiding us to our seats. To my great disappointment, Archie and his grandfather were seated at the opposite end of the table from myself. Archie gave me a soft smile.
“See you later, partner,” he said.
I grinned at him then went to my seat beside Uncle Horace.
“And where have you been?” Uncle Horace asked as I settled in beside him.
“The library. Master Boatswain III and I were working on a project.”
“Is that right?” Uncle Horace asked, his eyes glancing over my face. I saw a mischievous twinkle in his gaze.
My cheeks flushed red. “I wanted to show him a bit of clockwork I’d been playing with.”
“Hmm,” Uncle Horace mused. “Well, that’s very good. Very good indeed. Fine family, the Boatswains. Can’t see your father having any objection to that.”
“Really, Uncle Horace, we were just talking,” I said, but my stomach was unsettled by nervous butterflies.
Uncle Horace laughed. “That’s how it always begins, my dear. With lots and lots of talking.”
I glanced toward Archie. He and his grandfather were looking at Archibald’s notes on my creation.
Had I really invented something…unique?
The dinner passed quickly. Conversations on art, music, philosophy, clockwork, airships, and tinkering swirled around me, a delight for the mind. Uncle Horace was deep in a conversation on Gothic architecture with the man seated on his other side when the dessert trifle was served. I ate quickly then looked for a reason to excuse myself. At ordinary homes, ladies and gentlemen would separate after dinner, but this was not such a house. Even after dinner was over, everyone lingered, the ladies and gentlemen mixing together to talk as they pleased.
Uncle Horace soon left me to join another pair further down the table.
Sensing my escape, I slipped out a side door and headed back to the library where my gnomes waited. I needed to return to the doll shop first thing in the morning to work on the porcelain piano-playing doll. It was far too busy at Strawberry Hill for me to be gallivanting about Twickenham. Not to mention, my father would arrive soon.
I repacked the box of clockwork parts, the basket of extra sewing bits and bobs, and was about to set the gnomes back in the basket when I heard voices coming down the hallway.
I turned to find Archie and his grandfather.
“I told you we would find her here,” Archie said.
His grandfather smiled. “I’ve come to see your automaton, Miss Rossetti.”
I motioned to the gnome. “Here he is.”
The elder Boatswain chuckled. “Gnomes indeed. I almost didn’t believe you, Archie.”
Taking the windup key, I wound the little gnome who began moving at once.
Master Boatswain, Senior nodded as he watched it move. “As you said. Very fluid. Still need movement in the legs, but she has the balance right. Remarkable.”
“Master Boatswain, are you jesting?” I asked the renowned tinker. “It’s just a doll. And sadly, quite lifeless.”
“Oh, well, that’s an easy problem to remedy. Your gnomes have no hearts, you see.”
“Hearts?”
Master Boatswain dipped into his pocket and produced…a stone.
His grandson watched him carefully.
Master Boatswain handed me the stone. It was triangular in shape and had a hole in the middle.
“A hagstone,” I said.
Master Boatswain nodded. “Do you know of them?”
I’d heard of hagstones before. Hagstones, or holed stones, were thought to have supernatural powers. If one looked through a hagstone, one could see the preternatural. Of course, such stories were just fairy tales, but the expression on Master Boatswain’s face was quite earnest.
“I do. Uncle Horace has a book on them. But Master Boatswain, I’m afraid I don’t make the connection.”
Master Boatswain tapped the stone. “Let in a little love, a little life force, a little magic. You’ll find it there,” he said, pointing to the hole. “This is where magic lives. You need to add a little magic to your design, Miss Rossetti. Alas, I’ve only one stone, but this will do for now,” he said, patting my little clockwork gnome on the head. “Now, Archie, I’m for bed,” he said. “Walk me upstairs. I don’t mind the steps, but Horace’s castle is a maze. It will take me a month to find my room.”
Archie chuckled. “Of course, Grandfather,” he said then turned to me. “Good night, Miss Rossetti. I’ll see you in the morning.”
“If you can catch her,” Master Boatswain said.
Archie chuckled.
“Good night, Archie. Goodnight, Master Boatswain. And thank you for the hagstone.”
Master Boatswain patted my gnome once more. “Just give it a try. You never know.” He winked at me then turned and left.
I slipped the hagstone into my pocket, packed up the gnomes, then headed to my room. Once I was safely inside, I changed into my dressing gown and slid into the window seat that sat looking out at the garden. I took out the hagstone. Lifting it, I glanced through the stone out the window. The lawn surrounding Strawberry Hill was covered in powdery white snow. It glistened in the moonlight, shimmering like diamonds.
Magic. 
Hardly a surprising proposal from one of Uncle Horace’s friends. But it seemed too fantastical an idea to come from Master Boatswain whom I’d always guessed to be a man of science.
Looking through the hagstone, I glanced down the lane. There, at the entrance to Strawberry Hill, I spotted robed figures just outside the gate. They stared at the castle, their eyes glimmering in the moonlight.
Hooligans? No. I recognized the robes. It was the traveling merchants.
I swallowed hard and lowered the hagstone.
Looking out the window with my naked eye, I espied the gate once more.
There was no one there. No one.
Had it just been shadows? A trick of the trees and the snow.
Willing my hand to be steady, I lifted the hagstone again.
I clenched my jaw when I saw the figures there once more…through the eye of the hagstone. And only through the eye of the hagstone.
Like a whisper on the wind, they called: Come buy. Come buy.
Jumping up, I flung the curtains closed then crossed the room to blow out my candle. I slipped into bed and pulled up the coverlet. Master Boatswain’s words had my imagination running away with itself. There was no such thing as magic. And it was nearly Christmas. Nothing bad could lurk at this time of year. I was just imagining things. I clenched the stone hard in my hand and willed myself to sleep, dreaming—not of imaginary monsters—but of twinkling, mistletoe-green eyes.


Chapter 5: Creatures a’Stirring

I woke at sunrise the next morning. The house was quiet, only the servants moving about. No doubt, Uncle Horace and his friends had been talking late into the night. If I was quick, I could stop by Lizzie and Laura’s shop, let Annabeth know the good news, then make it back before breakfast. No doubt Laura and Lizzie would be at it already, especially considering how busy they had been. Poor dears, I worried about them.
Heading to my wardrobe, I pulled out an old dress, but then I paused. Whatever I put on, I would wear the same thing to breakfast. I returned the old dress to the wardrobe and pulled out one of my favorite red gowns. It was a fine gown with long sleeves and a bundle of white, French lace at the neck. It brought out the bloom in my cheeks. I hadn’t worn it since I arrived, but I knew it was flattering…in case anyone was looking.
Taking a little time to fix my hair, I pinned it up at the back of my head and affixed it with a pretty red bow. I pulled on my boots, grabbed my red cape, and slipped down the stairs to the library where my basket sat waiting. Taking the gnomes and supplies, I headed out the front door. Just outside, Mister Edwards was extinguishing the gaslamps while a footman cleared the snow and ice from the front stoop.
“Miss Rossetti,” Mister Edwards said. “You’re awake early.”
“Yes. Just need to take a quick jaunt to town to return this,” I said, patting the basket. “I’ll be back in no time.”
“The breakfast bell rings at nine o’clock, Miss Rossetti. You have two hours,” he said with a chuckle.
“Then I better be on my way.”
At that, I gave Mister Edwards a wave then rushed down the drive. As I neared the gate at the end of the driveway, I remembered what I had seen from my window the night before. Pausing, I pulled out the hagstone and looked toward the gate.
There was nothing there.
I eyed the hagstone. As I did so, light snow began to fall, dusting my hands.
Magic.
Either that or I had a very active imagination. No doubt I had merely turned shadows into phantoms, Master Boatswain exciting my nerves with the idea that there was something to the hagstone folklore.
But if it were true? In that case, it was a pity I didn’t have hagstones for the rest of the gnomes.
Passing the gate, I headed down the road and toward the woods. As I neared the thick forest, I slowed a little. In my haste to get to town, I had nearly forgotten the merchants. I hadn’t gone far when I heard their call.
“Come buy. Come buy.”
I peered into the woods. Sure enough, I spotted the colorful tents deep within the forest. I could smell smoke, and see the merchants milling about their fire. They were singing a merry tune:
“Come buy our orchard fruits, 
Come buy, come buy: 
Apples and quinces, 
Lemons and oranges, 
Plump unpeck’d cherries, 
Melons and raspberries, 
Bloom-down-cheek’d peaches, 
Swart-headed mulberries, 
Wild, free-born cranberries, 
Crabapples, dewberries, 
Pineapples, blackberries, 
Apricots, strawberries; 
All ripe together 
In summer weather,
Morns that pass by, 
Fair eves that fly; 
Come buy, come buy: 
Taste them and try,
Sweet to tongue and sound to eye; 
Come buy, come buy.”
I stood watching them, a strange but merry troupe. They danced around their fire.
“Miss Rossetti,” a voice said from just behind me. “Don’t you want to buy?”
I slowly turned around.
There, a small man wearing a hood that hid his features was holding a basket filled with flowers. I spotted roses, daisies, irises, tulips, all manner of hothouse flowers. The basket also held sun-ripened strawberries, apples, cherries, and lemons. How had he come by such fruits? I looked from the basket to the merchant. He wore a colorful, patchwork cloak with bells on his hood and on his shoes.
“Don’t you want to buy?” he asked again.
“N-no. Thank you. I’m in a hurry.”
“But we have many things a quick, young lady like you might like to buy. Won’t you come see?”
“No, sir. I have no interest in your wares nor any coin for them.”
“Perhaps. What’s in your basket? We could make a trade. We’d like to trade with you, Miss Rossetti.”
I clutched my basket. “No. No trades. I’m not interested in buying anything. Good day to you,” I said, and steeling my nerve, I turned and headed down the road.
I would stop at the constable when I got to the village. It was time for these vagrants to be on their way.
“Don’t you want to come buy, Miss Rossetti? We have all the things a person desires,” the little man called from behind me.
“You have nothing I desire,” I called in return.
Behind me, the little man laughed. “We shall see. We shall see.”
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Quickening my step, I hurried to the village, going at once to see Laura and Lizzie. Lizzie was outside the shop sweeping away the snow. Laura was inside arranging the window display.
“Scarlette,” Lizzie said happily on seeing me approach. “It’s very early.”
“I come with good news. I’ve figured out a mechanism to make the piano girl work. I’ll have her done this morning.”
“Oh my! Well done. We knew you could do it.”
“I had a bit of help. Master Boatswain—the Master Boatswain—and his grandson are visiting Uncle Horace. The younger Boatswain gave me a tip.”
Lizzie stopped. “Is that right? My word. Let’s go tell Laura,” she said. Setting the broom aside, she reached for the door only to find it locked. “Oh, that’s right, we came in through the back. Mind you,” Lizzie said then pointed to a round placard on the wall that contained the shop name. Pushing it aside, she revealed a small divot in the wall from which she withdrew a key. She unlocked the door and slipped the key discreetly back into its hiding place. She winked at me then we went inside.
“Scarlette! Good morning,” Laura called happily to me when I entered.
“Laura, Scarlette has figured out our piano girl.”
“Oh, very good!”
“And she had a bit of help. You’ll never guess who.”
“No doubt that uncle of hers. Earl Walpole is such a clever man.”
“That he is, but… Scarlette, you tell her.”
“I chuckled. Master Archibald Boatswain and his grandson are at Strawberry Hill. The younger Boatswain gave me a bit of advice.”
“Boatswain,” Laura said with a gasp. “That’s remarkable. Can you believe it, Lizzie? On one of our toys.”
“How rare,” Lizzie exclaimed.
“You must see,” I told the sisters. Motioning to the workshop, I led them to the back. I removed the gnomes and set them on the table, lining up the tinkers and preparing the musicians. I then pulled out the windup key and set the leader into motion. In tandem, I activated the music box in the piano. This time, it really did look like the little gnome was conducting.
“Oh, Scarlette!” Laura exclaimed.
“Oh, joyful!” Lizzie added.
“Dear little gnome men, how sweet,” Laura said. “Oh Scarlette, you are such a clever one. These are so wonderful. Who would have thought these gnome men could be so festive,” Laura said with a laugh.
The grandfather clock at the front of the shop struck seven-thirty.
“Oh dear, time to get to work,” Lizzie said.
Laura nodded. “Teddy bears are the order of the day,” she told me. She then went to the workbench and began pulling out supplies.
Lizzie went back to the front of the shop to unlock the door.
The gnome wound down and became silent once more.
No life.
Master Boatswain was right. It was a pity they didn’t have a bit of magic. I pulled the hagstone from my pocket.
Taking the clockwork gnome with me, I went to the other end of the table and set out some supplies: scissors, needle and thread, and a swatch of red fabric.
“Sorry about this. It will only pinch a moment,” I told the little gnome then snipped a hole in his chest. Removing a bit of stuffing, I added in the hagstone where his heart should be. I then sewed up his chest once more. Cutting the red felt fabric into the shape of a small heart, I sewed it on, covering the cut I’d made in the fabric.
“Now, let’s see what magic you’ve got,” I whispered to the little gnome man, patting him on his head.
Setting him aside, I then grabbed the doll who would sit at the piano. Pulling clockwork pieces from the box, I set out everything I needed to make a new, clockwork torso for the piano player then sat down and got to work. Focusing, I measured the doll’s torso, made some sketches, then began putting the pieces together. I heard noise at the front of the shop as shoppers began to filter in. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve. The shop would be bustling today. Concentrating, I worked on the mechanics of my mini automaton. I was surprised how quickly the design came together. As I worked, I considered new ways to fashion the arms. Maybe Archie was right. Maybe there was something more to this. Could I create a life-sized man out of such parts? I knew Master Hawking, Master Boatswain, and other famous tinkers were considering ways to do so. But to give them sentience? Ethics boards were still so rudimentary. Maybe, one day, someone very clever would sort it all out.
I adjusted the stuffing inside the doll and working carefully, tinkered her back together. It took several tries to get it just so. Winding her again and again, finally, I got her movements fluid. With the first tap of her hand on the toy piano, she activated the music box inside. Afterward, her fingers only lightly touched the keys, creating the illusion she was playing. It was possible that I could align her in a way to make her play a simple tune if I had a real piano. But such delicate work would take months to work out. But it was possible, if the right mind set about the task.
Once the mechanics were ready, I sewed the pretty doll back together, straightened her buttons and bows, added a weight to her body so she would stay put on the piano bench, then stood back and had a look. Winding her one more time, I let her play.
She worked perfectly.
“Done,” I called to Laura.
Laura rose and came and had a look.
“Be still my heart,” she said as she watched the doll play. Laura wrapped her arm around me and gave me a hug. When she did so, I felt how frail she was under her soft skin. “Sweet Scarlette, thank you. Oh, Lizzie and I will miss you so when you go.”
“Miss Laura, you and your sister really should take on an apprentice. The work is so much for you.”
“We have one,” she said then pinched my cheek.
I chuckled. “A proper apprentice.”
“Yes, you’re right, you’re right. After the season,” she said then eyed the piano playing doll once more. “Thank you, Scarlette.”
“You’re welcome.”
Laura patted my arm then returned to her end of the workbench once more.
The grandfather clock rang once more. This time, the clock struck eight-thirty.
“Oh dear,” I said, turning to Laura. “I have to get back by nine, and I have another errand to take care of. I’ll return this afternoon to see what else I can help with.”
Laura smiled at me. “Only if the earl allows it. With all his guest there, shouldn’t you be at Strawberry Hill?”
“Once the conversation starts, they won’t even notice I’m gone. Do you need anything while I’m out?”
Laura chuckled then shook her head. “No, my dear.”
Grabbing my red cape, I slipped it back on then headed to the front.
“Goodbye, Lizzie,” I called. “I’ll be back this afternoon.”
Lizzie, who was helping a customer looking over the selection of baby dolls, waved farewell.
Rushing, I headed back outside.
I pulled on my gloves as I walked, making my way down the lane to Annabeth’s flat once more. I still needed to pick up the gifts for her and her children, but I had one more day. When I reached her door, I knocked.
A few moments later, Annabeth opened the door.
“Oh! Miss Rossetti. Come in.”
“Another time. I must head back to Strawberry Hill, but I have news! Whenever you have a moment, come to Uncle Horace’s house. Ask for Mister Edwards, the butler. We have a position for a maid at the house, and Uncle Horace asked Mister Edwards to meet you.”
“You… You got me a meeting? At Strawberry Hill?”
“Just let Mister Edwards know any experience you have, anything at all. And go at your earliest convenience.”
“Oh, Miss Rossetti,” she said then took my hand. “Bless you, miss. What an angel you are. Bless you!”
“Anyone would do the same,” I said. My heart brimmed with joy to see her so happy. The look of relief was plain on her face. “Now, I must be off. Tell your wee ones hello for me.”
“Of course, of course,” she said, letting me go. “Miss Rossetti, thank you.”
I turned and headed back across town. When I passed the village square, Thomas, the baker’s son, was outside the shop barking to the crowd.
“Plum pudding, gingerbread, fresh-baked biscuits,” he called. Spotting me, he waved. “What do you need today, Miss Rossetti?”
“A plum pudding,” I called back. “Two of them. Save them for me. I’ll be back after luncheon.”
He grinned happily. “As you wish! I’ll tell Papa to save the best for you!”
I waved to him then headed back down the road toward Strawberry Hill. If I hurried, I was going to make it just in time. I was nearly there when I remembered that I hadn’t stopped by the constable. As I passed through the woods, I spotted the merchants’ camp once more. This time, however, they were silent. No one met me by the road. And no one called. A trail of smoke rose from their fire, but there was no sign of the merchants. Hurrying along, I rushed from the woods hoping they wouldn’t spot me.
To my great relief, I didn’t hear the unsettling call of come buy, come buy.
I rushed down the lane at Strawberry Hill. The sound of the bells on the church in town rang nine o’clock just as I neared the front door. Moving quickly, and nearly slipping on the ice on the front stoop, I opened the front door to find one of the footmen, Simpson, just inside.
“Miss Rossetti. Just in time,” he whispered with a grin as he helped me take off my cape. “They just rang.”
I removed my outside wear, pausing to brush off some snow from my hem.
“Mister Edwards left your slippers here,” he said, guiding me to the coatroom. He handed a pair of indoor shoes to me. “No one will ever be the wiser.”
Grinning, I patted the man on the shoulder then slipped on my slippers as I headed toward the parlor. Everyone was still gathering before going in for morning meal. I scanned the room for Archie. The Boatswains had not come down yet.
I went to Uncle Horace who was surrounded by his guests.
“Good morning, Uncle,” I said, kissing him on the cheek.
“Why Scarlette, your nose is cold again,” he said with a laugh.
“Is it? How odd.”
Uncle Horace laughed. “I don’t know what your father is going to do with you. He won’t be able to get you to leave Twickenham.”
“I guess I’ll just have to stay here with you.”
“You are always welcome, my dear.”
A moment later, Archie and his grandfather arrived.
Archie spotted me from across the room. He inclined his head to me.
I gave him a little wave.
Mister Edwards, who was waiting on the other side of the room, gave the pair a moment to say their hellos before he rang for breakfast.
Taking my arm as we went to the dining room, Uncle Horace leaned into my ear and said, “The Boatswains inquired about you.”
“Inquired? About what?”
“If you were spoken for.”
“Oh,” I said, my heart fluttering.
“Seems young Archibald is quite taken,” Uncle Horace said. “I’ll discuss the matter more when you father arrives, but I don’t see any barriers. Do you really share a mutual admiration, as young Boatswain called it?”
I chuckled. “Admiration? Well,” I said, looking over my shoulder at Archie. “Yes.”
“Very good, very good. Maybe now I’ll be able to keep you at Strawberry Hill for more than an hour at a time,” he said with a laugh.
We entered the dining room where the footmen directed us to our seats. Rather than sitting me next to Uncle Horace per usual, a footman guided me to sit at the other end of the table beside Master Boatswain, Senior, across from Archie.
“Miss Rossetti,” Master Boatswain said. “Good morning.”
“And to you, Master Boatswain.”
“So, where were you off to so early?” Archie asked as we settled in.
“Off? Off where?” I asked innocently.
“I went to the library to see if you were awake and found your gnomes missing.”
“Oh. Well…” I said then grinned. No use in lying. “I took them to the village this morning and completed the work on the pianist.”
“We must make a stop by these fine sisters’ shop before we leave Twickenham,” Master Boatswain told his grandson who nodded.
“They are the kindest women I’ve ever met. But if you go into town, be cautious. There are merchants camped in the woods between here and there. An odd looking bunch.”
“Merchants?” Master Boatswain asked.
I nodded. “A traveling troupe. Not dangerous, I don’t think. Just a bit…insistent. And a little strange.”
“Strange how?” Archie asked.
“I don’t know. Their dress. Their manner. I’m not sure, really. They’re just…odd.”
Master Boatswain frowned. “Master Montgomery,” he called to a gentleman sitting not far away. “Are you aware of any traveling merchants in these parts?”
I looked at Master Montgomery. He was a well-dressed man who worked in London. What his profession was, I was unsure, but he often came to Strawberry Hill to consult Uncle Horace. I believed he and my uncle belonged to some sort of club. Master Montgomery and a number of others who visited Strawberry Hill—both at the current gathering and in the past—all wore the same pin on their lapels: the letters R.M. encapsulated in a circle. Even my father had such a pin stashed away amongst his trousseau at home. Now that I thought about it, both Archie and Master Boatswain wore similar pins.
Master Montgomery frowned. “Such merchants are seen in these parts from time to time. Has there been a sighting?”
Master Boatswain turned to me.
“I…I encountered them on the road the last two days. They’re camped in the forest not far from here.”
Master Montgomery turned to one of the women in their company, Mistress Quickly. “Did you hear?” he asked her.
Mistress Quickly nodded. I’d never had a chance to speak to her, but Mistress Quickly had come to Strawberry Hill once or twice before. I liked her manner. She always wore leather trousers under a modified gown, lace-up boots, and a dagger on her belt. She was a reserved woman, and like all of Uncle Horace’s friends, she was peculiar. “I’ll see to it, sir,” she told Master Montgomery.
Master Montgomery gave Master Boatswain a knowing look then turned to me. “We’ll see to it, young Scarlette,” he said, giving me a soft smile.
“And how are the doll-making sisters this morning,” Archie asked me.
It hadn’t escaped my notice that Archie had changed the subject.
“Busy. Very busy. They really are in need of an apprentice.”
“Aren’t we all,” Master Boatswain said with a laugh, patting his grandson on the hand.
“Grandfather is always on the hunt for bright minds,” Archie explained.
“Is that so? Well, who doesn’t love a bright mind?” I said with a grin, mindful of Uncle Horace’s words.
“Only a fool,” Archie replied, passing me a wink.
I felt my cheeks redden.
A moment later, the footmen appeared with the morning meal. Lost to our breakfast, the conversation faltered. I cast a glance up at Archie who was still grinning at me. A mutual admiration. Was that what Archie had said? Well, it was true. I did admire him, particularly those green eyes. I grinned at him then dove into my breakfast. All around me, lively conversation broke out. From airships to King George to DaVinci to Socrates, the topics ranged far and wide. I hardly knew which conversation to join. Everyone was busy eating, drinking, and chatting. The table was abuzz. But there was one notable change. Mistress Quickly’s chair was empty.

Chapter 6: Of Clockwork Gnomes, Wind-Up Ducks, and Red Capes

As breakfast came to an end, I debated what to do. I really wanted to stay and talk to Archie, but every time I thought about Laura and Lizzie, I felt guilty. They were drowning in work. Shouldn’t I help them? But if I stayed, I could fan the flames under that mutual admiration. Wasn’t that important too? In the end, my sense of obligation to the sisters won out. As the others moved out of the dining room to the parlor, Uncle Horace surrounded by his friends and Archie busy with his grandfather’s associates, I sought my escape. I’d just go to town for a couple of hours and be back by afternoon tea. Afterward, I’d stay at Strawberry Hill for the night.
Avoiding even the servants, I slipped into the coatroom and donned my cape. Going unseen, I rushed from the house. Moving through the deep snow, trying with little success to follow the tracks cut into the snow by a sleigh, I headed back toward Twickenham. I’d barely stepped foot in the forest when I spotted the same merchant who’d been selling fruits and flowers waiting by the side of the road.
I sighed heavily.
“Miss Rossetti, come buy. Come buy.”
Not pausing, I moved quickly past him. “I’ve told you, I don’t want anything you have to sell. Please, leave me alone.”
“Oh, but I have it this time. I have it. You see, everyone has something they want to buy.”
The man held out a small chest. I didn’t want to look, but now I was curious. I slowed my stride long enough to see what was inside the case.
Hagstones.
“Come buy,” the little man coaxed. “We have everything a person wants. Don’t you want to buy?”
“I…” I paused. “How much?”
“One bronze.”
“One bronze?”
“One bronze curl, that is,” he said, pointing to my chocolate-brown hair with his gloved hand.
My skin rose in gooseflesh. One didn’t have to linger around Strawberry Hill too long to become superstitious. While I hadn’t studied fairy lore, I had grown up on folktales. The little man’s proposal set my teeth on edge.
“No. I’m no fool, and I know what mischief one curl can cause. Try again.”
He laughed, a hissing sound that was vaguely inhuman.
“Smart little mechanical. Well then, I’ll take all the coins in your pouch.”
“No.”
“Then I guess my master was wrong. I guess these are not for you,” he said then clapped the lid on the chest shut.
Frowning, I pulled my money pouch from my belt. I removed some coins, taking out the money I needed for the things I had planned to purchase in town, then jangled the coin purse at the little man. “This or nothing. And this is an outstanding sum for a box of stones.”
“Indeed, indeed. Of course, they are not just any stones, are they?” the little man said then reached out for the bag.
I pulled my hand back.
“The box first.”
He laughed again, his voice a slick hiss. “Very well.” He handed the box to me.
I tossed the coin pouch to him. “Don’t bother me again.”
“We all like to buy. Maybe we’ll have something new for you tomorrow.”
“No, you will not. You will leave me in peace. I have nothing left with which to barter. Now, good day to you,” I said and hurried on my way.
“Thank you, Miss Rossetti. Thank you,” he called.
I glanced over my shoulder, but the merchant was gone.
I frowned then opened the box. Sure enough, there were seven hagstones inside. Just enough for my gnomes. But how had he known what I would want? Where had he even found these stones?
My skin rose in gooseflesh.
It couldn’t be a coincidence. Had he seen the hagstone Master Boatswain had given me? How?
But then I remembered what I had seen from my room that night. Had it really been them standing outside the gate at the end of the lane? Even if it was, surely they couldn’t have seen me from the road. Or had they? But how?
One answer presented itself.
Magic.
That wasn’t possible.
No, this was just a coincidence.
But I didn’t believe in coincidence.
Serendipity, then.
That had a better ring to it.
It was just a matter of good luck, that was all. Nothing to fear. It was just…good luck.
But something about the exchange didn’t feel lucky.
Scowling, I tried to set the conundrum aside. First, I stopped by the bakery. Thomas was out on deliveries, but his father took my order and arranged for plum pudding to be delivered to both Annabeth and to Strawberry Hill.
“Tell your deliveryman to expect an earful at the castle,” I told the baker. “Missus Ronald will not be pleased. Just tell them it was a request from Miss Rossetti.”
“Indeed, Miss Rossetti. Thank you.”
“And watch for merchants in the woods between here and Strawberry Hill. They’re such a nuisance.”
“Merchants?”
“A wandering band.”
“Oh. I hadn’t heard of any trouble on the road. Thank you, Miss Rossetti.”
“Of course,” I said then headed back outside. I crossed the square to the tailor’s shop. There, I placed an order for jackets for both of Annabeth’s boys. I didn’t know their exact sizes, but I made my best guess. When I was done, I stopped by the seamstress where I ordered cloaks for mother and daughter. As I had done at the bakery and the tailor’s shop, I arranged for all the goods to be delivered to Annabeth directly. I hoped that she would be able to smuggle them into the house on behalf of Father Christmas without the children noticing.
When I was done shopping, I returned to Laura and Lizzie’s shop. The place was so full that both sisters were busy at the counter. I wasn’t sure they’d even noticed me come in. I headed back to the workshop. Setting the box of hagstones aside, I eyed over Laura’s work. She had her orders set out but hadn’t started work on the next batch just yet. I eyed the table, making sense of what she had set aside, then read over her orders.
“Okay, one teddy bear at a time,” I whispered then got to work.
An hour had passed before Laura appeared beside me.
“Scarlette, when did you get here?”
“Oh, a while ago. These are done,” I told her, motioning to the bears. “I was just about to work on this boy,” I said, picking up a baby doll that still needed his face painted.
Laura chuckled. “I’ve got him. Busy, busy, busy. It’s a madhouse here.”
I slid out of Laura’s seat then went to the end of the workbench where my gnomes waited.
“The village is all astir,” I said. “I could barely push through at the bakery.”
“No doubt! Oh, I’ll have to send Lizzie to get some bread before we close. I say, I scarcely remembered to eat yesterday.”
“Laura! Do you need anything now? Can I bring you something?”
“Oh no, dear. I’m fine. Just fine. So, what do you have there?” she asked as I opened the lid on the box containing the stones.
“Hagstones.”
“Hagstones?” she replied, surprise in her voice.
“Master Boatswain said my gnomes needed a little magic, a little heart. Hagstones, he said, have magic at their very core.”
Laura laughed. “My old mum told me that you could look through a hagstone to read elvish.”
“Elvish?”
Laura laughed. “My mum had quite the imagination. Full of fairy stories, that one.”
“And are her daughters any less imaginative?”
“No,” Laura replied with a light chuckle. Settling in, she smiled at the baby doll. “Now, let’s give you a little sparkle.”
I headed to the other end of the workbench. I pulled out a spare square of red cloth and cut little hearts from the fabric. Lifting one gnome at a time, I cut a tiny slit in their chests. Removing a little stuffing, I slipped the hagstones into the gnomes. When I was done, I stitched their chests closed then sewed the red hearts over the top. The work took some time, but when I was done, I felt a great sense of relief. All this time, the gnomes had felt unfinished. Now…well, now they had hearts. I looked at their little glass eyes. Something about them seemed entirely different. They seemed more…alive. Maybe Master Boatswain was right. Magic.
“Come close to me,” I whispered, setting the gnomes on the table in front of me. “Are you really alive now? No answer? I didn’t know gnomish men were the peevish type. Very well. Don’t tell me. But if you are alive, I have a job for you. Tonight, finish all of Laura and Lizzie’s work and tidy up the shop.”
Taking out the windup key, I set the clockwork gnome in motion. How jolly the little band of gnomes looked in the Christmas finery with their little red hearts.
“She’s back here, Master Boatswain,” I heard Lizzie say, a gleeful lilt in her voice. “Just here.”
I froze for a moment then turned to look. Archie was standing at the entrance to the workshop, his top hat in his hand. He was so tall that he had to bend a little not to hit his head on the ceiling.
“Archie?”
“When I realized you’d gone, I knew where to look. And I wanted to meet the doll-making sisters. Miss Rossetti speaks very highly of you both,” Archie told Laura and Lizzie.
Lizzie was smiling happily at the tall man, a joyous expression on her face.
Laura stared at Archie over her spectacles. She looked dumbfounded.
“Laura, this is Master Archibald Boatswain III,” I said.
Laura swallowed hard then rose. “Pleased to meet you, sir.”
“My grandfather wanted to come, but it was too much of a walk. Is this the pianist?” Archibald asked, eyeing the doll at the end of the table. “May I see it?” he asked Laura and Lizzie.
“Of course. It’s all Scarlette’s work,” Laura said. “All born of her hands.”
I motioned for Archie to follow me. I set the doll on her seat, readied the music box, then turned the windup key. At once, the pianist began to perform. When she tapped her hand on the keyboard, she tripped the switch for the music box hidden inside the piano. Her hands moving, it appeared as if she were genuinely playing.
“I’ve been thinking of how her movements could be timed to press the keys in truth,” I said. “It would take precise movements, but I think it would be possible.”
Archie stared at the doll, nodding as he thought. “Very well done, Miss Rossetti. Marvelous.”
“Thank you,” I said, feeling a blush creep up on my cheeks.
“I…I was wondering. It’s very nearly time for afternoon tea. Are you planning to return to Strawberry Hill? I thought I could walk with you. That is unless you have more work to do here.”
“Is it?” I asked. “I’d swear there is a time disturbance in this shop. How the hours escape me here. I should go back now. Have the others missed me?”
Archie shook his head. “They’ve been in conference all morning.”
“Indeed? Laura, Lizzie, do you need anything else? Can I be of more help?”
“Oh no, dear. Oh no. Please go on ahead,” Lizzie said, still smiling wistfully at Archie.
“We shouldn’t have kept you this long. Miss Rossetti is such a helpful girl, Master Boatswain. And quite ingenious,” Laura added.
I cast a quick glance at her, not missing her chance to advertise me a bit.
“So I see. Well, there is a wonderland of material to work with here. I can hardly blame her,” Archie said, motioning around the workshop.
The sisters smiled widely.
“I’ll get my things,” I told Archie.
He nodded to me then turned to Lizzie. “Was that a carousel in the front window? May I see it?”
“Oh, yes. Of course. If you please,” she said then motioned for him to follow her back to the front of the shop.
After he left, Laura came and stood beside me. “What a gentleman. He came to admire your work. He looked like he was very impressed with the doll.”
“I hope so.”
Laura laughed. “Well done, Scarlette. A very bright prospect, my dear. Very bright. And handsome at that,” she added with a chuckle.
“Were you ever married, Miss Laura?” I asked her in a whisper, eyeing Archie who was touring around the shop with Lizzie.
“Lizzie and I were both married. We married twin brothers,” she said with a laugh.
“Did you?”
“And had many happy years. Sadly, they died within a year of one another. Influenza. I miss him still. Love of my life. Now it’s just Lizzie and me.”
“I’m so sorry.”
“Life is precious and fleeting,” she said with a sigh.
I patted her gently on the shoulder then picked up my outdoor wraps. I slipped on my cape, fastening it at the neck. As I pulled it on, I grinned at the little gnomes. “Now, remember my request,” I said, tapping the clockwork gnome playfully on the nose. “And I’ll see you all tomorrow.”
“My father will be here soon. I’ll try to come in the morning to wish you Happy Christmas Eve, at least,” I told Laura.
“Don’t worry about us, my dear. Just be with your family,” Laura said.
“Dear Laura, you are like family after all these months.”
Laura patted my cheek.
I joined Archie who was slipping a wrapped package into his pocket.
“Shopping?” I asked him.
He nodded, pointing to one of the wind-up ducks on the shelf. It was a simple toy. One merely wound up the mechanism inside and the duck would move about the room on the rollers underneath. “A Christmas gift for Grandfather. He’ll love it.”
I chuckled. Master Archibald Boatswain was the greatest mind, the greatest tinker, the world had ever seen. And his grandson had bought him a wind-up duck for Christmas.
“Goodbye, Lizzie. Goodbye, Laura,” I called, then Archie and I headed back outside. He offered his arm to me, and we made our way back to Strawberry Hill.
“Will you return to London when you father comes?” Archie asked.
I nodded. “At least for a time.”
“Grandfather and I will also be in London for the winter. There are some happenings with the London Tinkers Society, and Grandfather wants to take part. Are you a member?”
“Of the London Tinker’s Society? Goodness, no. My father travels with the Artisans Guild. I haven’t spent much time with the tinkers.”
“You should join. I… I could escort you to the meetings.”
“But I’m no tinker.”
Archie laughed. “Scarlette, your mind comes by it naturally. I don’t think you realize what you’ve done. Imagine what you could tinker with a little training.”
“No. Not me. I’m not really adept in any one thing. I like art, mechanics, history, philosophy, folklore. I’m eclectic.”
“Hmm,” Archie considered. “A diverse mind is an excellent thing.”
I realized then that Archie was concocting a way to meet with me in London, and I had very foolishly dissuaded him.
“But you’re right. I should join. I’ll ask father. As you said, who knows what I could invent. Automaton street sweepers, perhaps.”
Archie chuckled. “Now you have it!”
We entered the forest. At once, my eyes went toward the merchant camp. Much to my surprise, it was gone. And not only that, but Mistress Quickly was tromping through the woods from the direction where the tents had once been.
“Master Boatswain, Miss Rossetti,” she called.
I couldn’t help but notice her slip her dagger back into her belt.
“Mistress Quickly,” Archie said. He removed his top hat and tipped it toward her.
“I was tracking down your merchants, Miss Rossetti,” Mistress Quickly said.
“Their tents used to be just there,” I said, pointing. “They seem to be gone now.”
“Seem,” Mistress Quickly said, gazing as she looked toward the former site of the camp.
“Any sign of them?” Archie asked.
Mistress Quickly frowned. “Hard to say. I’m headed into town for a look around. Miss Rossetti, please let me know if you see them again.”
“I will.”
At that, Mistress Quickly nodded then headed off in the direction of town.
“I know what I want. I want her job,” I said. “Isn’t she some sort of constable?”
“Private security is the best way to put it. Your mind is curious about everything, Scarlette.”
“Isn’t yours?”
He laughed. “Perhaps, but my range is limited.”
“Limited to genius.”
He grinned. “I’m glad you think so.”
I smiled up at him, gazing into his light green eyes. “I do.”
To my surprise, a flash of red colored his cheeks. “Thank you.”
We crossed the lawn, returning to Strawberry Hill once more. When we entered the house, we found everything very still, very quiet.
“They are in the library,” Mister Edwards said. “Closed door. No servants,” he added, giving me a perplexed look.
Not understanding myself, I shook my head.
“Your grandfather inquired about you, Master Boatswain,” Mister Edwards told Archie.
“Ah, that means I’m late,” Archie said.
“Sorry,” I said, then motioned to him that we should go.
Hurrying down the hall, we quickly found ourselves at the library. Archibald opened the door, and the pair of us slipped inside.
“Master Montgomery is right. We must expand our council and form an active force to patrol the realm, London in particular. Building on the established tradition of this order, this force will marshal this land,” said Lady Wiloby, an elderly matriarch who had a business in the north of England that had something to do with rail carts.
“A separate order from ourselves. Controlled by us but not necessarily associated,” Master Montgomery said. “Mistress Quickly can begin the preliminary training and ordering of this division, and King George has already promised Archibald he would support the endeavor.”
“A named force,” Master Donne agreed, nodding stoically. “To give legitimacy. A public face for our private work.
“How about the Red Capes?” Uncle Horace said then motioned to the back of the room where Archibald and I were standing.
Everyone turned and looked at me.
I was, in fact, still wearing my red cloak. Mister Edwards, so befuddled by the servants’ exclusion to the meeting, had forgotten to take mine and Archie’s wraps. And I’d been in such a hurry to get Archie to his grandfather that I’d forgotten too.
The room fell silent.
“I…I should go,” I stammered, fully realizing this was no social gathering. This was some sort of meeting. They were talking about the king.
To my great relief, those gathered there—and there were several newcomers in the crowd—smiled warmly at me. Several people in attendance chuckled.
“Red Capes,” Master Montgomery said. “I rather like that. Thank you for the idea, Miss Rossetti, but I believe we’ll see you again at dinner,” he said with a wink.
I nodded, cast Uncle Horace a sheepish and apologetic glance, then backed toward the door.
“I’ll see you soon,” Archie whispered to me.
I nodded, and with a smile, closed the door behind me.
With the door shut, I was unable to hear the conversation. Uncle Horace spoke once more, followed by Master Boatswain, but I couldn’t make out their words.
All my life I knew that Uncle Horace and Father were involved in something, but what? Something that concerned the king? And the leading artists and tinkers in our land? What in the world?
Suddenly feeling like I’d been left out of something exciting, I headed back to my room feeling out of sorts. If this business in which my family was involved was of such a serious nature that the king was aware of it, then it was no wonder I was kept in the dark. After all, Uncle Horace thought I was off buying dolls and gallivanting about town all day long. No wonder he didn’t consider me high-minded enough to be let in on any secrets.
But Archie did.
Archie saw something in me.
I pulled off my outdoor wraps, grabbed my journal, and settled into the window seat. I hated feeling like something was happening just under my nose. But as I thought back, I realized it had always been like this. There had always been unusual people floating about, secret documents, and clandestine rendezvous. I just thought it was normal. Aren’t all artists, thinkers, and investors always a bit odd?
Maybe.
But maybe there was more to it than that.
Sighing, I leaned back into my seat. Light snow began to fall. Tomorrow was Christmas Eve. My father would come to Strawberry Hill. And then what? Back to London? Back to parties, teas, and social calls? No, thank you. The truth was, I loved working for Laura and Lizzie. I enjoyed puzzling out problems and keeping my hands busy. I loved reading the strange books in Uncle Horace’s library. Whatever was going on, I wanted to know more. I wanted to know.
[image: ]
I reluctantly kept myself busy until a maid came to help me change for dinner. Selecting an emerald green gown and brushing my hair up into a bun, I primped for the event. I returned to the parlor once more. To my surprise, the place was busier than ever. At least a dozen more people had arrived.
Archie met me at the door.
“Scarlette,” he said, offering his arm to me. “Come, I want you to meet someone.”
I hooked my arm with his, bidding my cheeks not to redden at his touch.
“Master Hawking,” he said, approaching a handsome young man with a mirthful laugh.
“Ah, Archie,” the man said, clapping Archibald on the shoulder. “There you are. And who is this?”
“This is Miss Scarlette Rossetti. Miss Rossetti, may I introduce Master Arthur Hawking and his wife, Violet,” Archie said, motioning to the dark-haired woman beside him.
Master Hawking, much like Master Boatswain, was a renowned inventor. In fact, if I remembered correctly, Master and Missus Hawking worked with airships.
“Pleased to meet you,” I said, dropping into a curtsey.
Missus Hawking smiled nicely. “Pleased to meet you, Miss Rossetti. I’m an admirer of your father’s work. Is he here?”
“No, Missus Hawking. He’ll arrive in the morning.”
“Good, good,” Master Hawking said. “Well, it looks like Old Horace will have a full house by Christmas.”
“So many minds,” Violet said, scanning around the room.
“And one new, brilliant mind to add to our company,” Archie added, motioning to me.
“Oh, indeed, indeed. Master Boatswain spoke of your invention at our gathering,” Master Hawking said. “However did you master such intricate devices, Miss Rossetti?”
“It was nothing, really. I studied an advertisement.”
At that, both Arthur and Violet Hawking laughed.
“She is most definitely one of us,” Violet said.
“One of you?” I asked.
“A thinker,” Violet answered, tapping her head.
“And a tinker,” Arthur added with a merry chuckle.
I smiled at Missus Hawking. She had such wide, beautiful brown eyes, and she exuded wisdom. It filled me with pride that someone like her could see something in a slip of a girl like me.
Mister Edwards rang the bell, calling us all for dinner.
We headed inside. Tonight, I was seated by Archie.
We settled in to eat a sumptuous feast of roasted pheasant, quail, beef, truffles, roasted root vegetables in rich sauce, and more. The table was heaped with food, and there were now more than three dozen in our party. I recognized many of the people from the meeting earlier today, including Mistress Quickly who sat beside Master Montgomery. The pair spoke in low tones.
“I’m sorry if you felt awkward earlier today,” Archie told me.
“I did, but only because I stumbled into something a bit above my head, I believe.”
“Yes and no. As Master Rossetti’s daughter and Earl Walpole’s niece, it only fits you have a place in the discussion and take part in our…group. It is for your uncle and father to decide of course, but my grandfather suggested it to the other members.”
I cast a glance down the table at Master Boatswain who was sitting beside my uncle. The pair were locked in deep conversation.
“And?”
“Well,” Archie said with a grin. “My grandfather’s word has considerable weight.”
“I suppose I would know better what to think if I knew what, exactly, this group concerned itself with.”
Archie pulled off the pin he wore on his lapel and handed it to me. “The care of this realm, and stewardship of her future.”
“Weighty, but less than specific,” I said with a grin.
“You’re right.”
“I’m guessing you can’t tell me more.”
“Sadly.”
“Then I suppose I will have to be settled for now. If all else fails, at least I know I have a position waiting for me in the village at the Two Sisters.”
Archie chuckled. “Miss Lizzie sang your praises. They both did.”
“That was kind of them.”
“And true. I’d love for you to come work with me on a project when we return to London.”
“What kind of project?”
“Well, a version of your mechanical device…but life-sized.”
“Life-sized? A true automaton?”
Archie nodded.
“I must ask my father, but I don’t see why he’d oppose.”
Archie nodded happily. “Then let’s have a toast, Miss Rossetti,” he said, lifting his cup.
“And what are we toasting?”
“Hmm,” Archie mused. “Gnomes. To clockwork gnomes. And to the future.”
I chuckled. “To clockwork gnomes and the future,” I said, clicking my cup against his.
Filled with merry conversation, the evening passed quickly. The group lingered at dinner. I was surprised when the grandfather clock chimed ten. I yawned tiredly. I had been awake since before dawn. It was starting to catch up with me.
“My grandfather…” Archie whispered. “I need to take him upstairs. It’s far too late for him, though the others look like they’ll be at it for hours. You look like you could use some sleep as well. I’ll see you in the morning?”
I nodded and rose. “Goodnight, Archie.”
“Goodnight, Scarlette.”
Archie discreetly took my hand, gave it a soft squeeze, then left me. I worked my way through the room until I found Uncle Horace.
“Uncle,” I said, catching him between conversation partners, “I’ll retire for the night.”
“Goodness, Scarlette. I’ve quite neglected you today, I’m afraid. But I see you found a conversation partner,” he added, looking back at Archie.
“So I have.”
“Well done,” Uncle Horace whispered. “Well done, my girl. Now, go and get your rest. We’ll see your father here tomorrow.”
“I can’t wait! Goodnight, Uncle,” I said, kissing him on the cheek then slipping back upstairs once more.
My heart beating merrily, I removed the lovely gown and slipped into a nightdress. I slid into bed, closing my eyes for the night, happy thoughts of Archie and my future dancing through my mind. But as I drifted off to sleep, the wind rattled my window. And I could swear, for just a moment, I heard a voice amongst the flurries calling, “Come buy. Come buy.”


Chapter 7: What to my Wondering Eyes Should Appear?

I woke the next morning just as the sun was rising. I dashed out of bed and quickly began to get ready for the day. This would be the last morning I could visit Lizzie and Laura at the shop. I wanted to get there the moment they opened. It was cold that morning. I went to the window to discover it had snowed overnight. The grounds surrounding Strawberry Hill were covered in a thick blanket of snow. The sunrise cast a pinkish glow on the powdery flakes making them shimmer with rosy, incandescent light.
Pulling on my boots, I rushed downstairs only to find Mister Edwards waiting in the foyer, my red cloak in his hand.
“Miss Rossetti,” he said softly as he held out my wrap. “The maid brought your cloak downstairs. I warmed it by the fire for you so it would be ready for you.”
“Have I become so predictable?”
He chuckled. “Yes. Do keep in mind your father will be here by tea time.”
I grinned at Mister Edwards. “No one will miss me before then.”
“Save young Master Boatswain,” he said with a wink.
“Well, I suppose it is good to be missed at times.”
“Yes, indeed. Be careful, Miss Rossetti. There is a heavy chill in the air this morning.”
“Thank you,” I said then pulled my cloak around me and headed out the door.
The icy winter air snatched my breath away when I stepped outside. I headed down the drive, surprised to find the snow was halfway up my shins. I was suddenly very glad Laura and Lizzie lived in town. It was too cold for them to be out in weather like this.
Rushing, I made my way down the lane and into the woods. But I slowed as I went, surprised to see the merchant tents had been erected in the woods once more. Everything was tranquil, but a trail of smoke rose up from their fire. I didn’t know where the merchants had gone, but clearly, they were back.
I remembered Mistress Quickly’s words, how she had said it seemed the merchants had left.
Indeed, seemed was the right word, for here they were once more.
Frowning, I rushed down the path and back into town. Thankfully, there was no sign of the merchants. Even Twickenham was quiet. It was still very early, the lamplighters just putting out the lights, the shop owners inside the small shops just beginning to move about as the day started.
When I arrived at Laura and Lizzie’s shop, I realized I’d beaten them there. Well, it wouldn’t hurt anything to go inside and get the stove fired up. Maybe I could even get a little work done. Moving aside the sign, I pulled out the key and unlocked the door.
The door opened with a merry jingle. I pulled off my cloak and hung it on the peg at the front. I went to the little fire at the side of the room and began to bank up the coals. I stirred them with the poker then laid logs inside the stove. Blowing on the embers, I had the flames crackling in no time. I rose and stood, my hands outstretched, warming them by the fire.
From the back of the shop, deep in the workshop, I heard a music box chime a strange, discordant note. But it wasn’t just any music box. It was the doll pianist. Now, why was she chiming?
Grabbing the teapot sitting on the stove, I headed to the back to fill it with water and to see what was the matter. Was my music box malfunctioning?
When I arrived in the workshop, a strange chill washed over me.
I stared at the workbench. The long bench, which stretched from one end of the room to the other, had been cleared of all the clutter that usually heaped it. Instead of a muddled mess, the workbench was lined with pretty boxes filled with beautiful dolls, bears, babies, and other toys. All the supplies that had laid haphazardly on the table had been neatly stowed in boxes, bins, and baskets on the shelf. Laura’s pile of orders was done. The boxes, lined with paper, sat neatly arranged. Everything was finished.
The piano chimed once more.
My eyes went to the end of the workbench where I usually worked. There, I spotted my gnomes. The clockwork gnome, the little conductor of my troupe, was positioned beside the piano girl, his hand resting near the level that operated the music box. The other little gnomes stood nearby, lined up as if they were surveying the pretty packages sitting on the table.
“Oh my goodness, did you forget to lock the door? Lizzie!” I heard Laura say followed by the ring of the bell over the front door.
“I most certainly did lock the door,” Lizzie protested.
“It’s me. Laura, Lizzie, it was me. I’m here,” I called then turned to go back to the front of the shop. I paused a moment, casting a glance at the gnomes once more.
My imagination was running away with me, but I could have sworn I saw a strange glimmer in the gnomes’ eyes, a kind of cheerful smile.
“Oh, Scarlette. You gave us a fright,” Lizzie said.
“I’m so sorry. I got here early, so I let myself in. I started the fire. I was about to put on some tea.”
Laura nodded then smiled. “Yes, yes. We best get the tea on. Oh, my old bones are so weary, and it will be a long day.”
“Yes…but…” I said, looking back at the workbench.
When Laura and Lizzie rounded the corner, they both came to a complete stop.
“However did you do it?” I asked them. “You must have worked all night.”
The sisters looked at one another and then at me. Laughing gleefully, they embraced me at the same time, squeezing me tight.
“Dear Scarlette,” Lizzie said.
“Oh, Scarlette. You’re such a blessing. Look at all this!” Laura exclaimed.
“What time did you get here? Oh, my, look at these packages,” Lizzie said going over to the workbench. “And you tidied the shelves too.”
“Me? No, I just—“ I began in protest.
“You’re just an angel. A Christmas angel. My dear Scarlette, thank you,” Laura said then patted me on the cheek. “Now, let me see,” she said, picking up the order sheet. “Wilkens, Rahms, Trelawney, Corson,” and on she went, reading off each order as she moved around the room checking the boxes. “All done. Scarlette! You must have come in the middle of the night. Sweet, wonderful girl.”
Stunned, I didn’t know what to say.
The sisters thought I had done the work. I hadn’t.
But if they hadn’t done the work, who had?
The toy piano chimed once more.
I glanced at the end of the table.
The little conductor was sitting on the bench next to the piano girl.
“How cute,” Laura said, motioning to the gnome. “Is he accompanying?”
“I…yes.”
I stared at the gnome.
Magic.
That’s what Master Boatswain had said.
Magic.
But magic wasn’t real. Magic didn’t exist. It didn’t make sense.
“Oh, how merry,” Lizzie exclaimed. “Laura, run to the baker’s shop and buy us some scones and gingerbread. Let’s celebrate. Poor, dear Scarlette must be so tired after working so. Let’s feed her properly.”
“Yes, you’re right. You’re right,” Laura agreed and moving quickly, she grabbed her coat and headed out of the store.
“What a gift you’ve given us, my dear,” Lizzie said, shaking her head as she looked over the workshop. “What a gift.” She moved off then to fill the teapot with water.
My hands shaking, my knees feeling weak, I went to the back of the workshop and looked at the little gnomes. I couldn’t help but notice the thread in the tailor gnome’s pouch was a different color, the tinker’s tools had been rearranged, and there was a smear of paint on the artist gnome’s face that hadn’t been there before.
Not possible.
I lifted the clockwork gnome and looked into his beady eyes.
“Have you done this?” I whispered.
The gnome stared blankly back at me. But there was a comical glimmer in his glass eyes that hadn’t been there before.
I sat holding the gnome in my hand. Master Boatswain invented so many miraculous things. Some of his creations defied imagination. Did the master tinker know something I didn’t? I looked at the other gnomes, eyeing the musicians whose faces looked far more jovial than they once had. Their smiles were wider. What, exactly, did Master Boatswain really know?
Lizzie hummed merrily as she made tea. It wasn’t long thereafter that Laura returned with the bakery items. The ladies took a seat near me, Lizzie pouring us all tea while Laura unpacked the scones and gingerbread. The workshop filled with the sweet scents of bread, sugar, flour, and spice.
“To Scarlette,” Lizzie said, lifting her teacup in a toast.
“To Scarlette,” Laura agreed.
I shook my head. “Would you ladies believe me if I told you it wasn’t me? I don’t deserve the credit at all. I didn’t lift a hand.”
The sisters laughed.
“Then who did?” Laura asked.
“The gnomes,” I answered.
They laughed once more.
“The gnomes? Really, Scarlette. I think you’ve spent far too much time at Strawberry Hill,” Laura said.
“I swear, it wasn’t me,” I protested.
Chuckling, the sisters gestured for me to lift my teacup.
I sighed. “Very well. Well then, let’s cheer to jobs well done—no matter whose hands do the work.”
“We can agree with that,” the sisters said, and we clinked our cups together.
I turned my cup toward the gnomes, toasting them.
At that single moment, the clockwork gnome moved his hand as if waving away the compliment.
I lowered my cup.
“Did you see that?” I asked, gesturing to the gnome. “It moved.”
“Earl Walpole has her imagination stirring. Of course it moved, Scarlette. You tinkered it to move,” Lizzie said with a laugh.
“No…but…no, you see, I didn’t wind him this morning.”
“Such devices always have an extra chime in them,” Lizzie said.
“So they do. They chime at the weirdest hours. It’s like a…burp,” Laura said then laughed, her sister howling along with her.
I chuckled, shook my head, then took a slice of the gingerbread.
“Well, it’s very rude of you to burp,” I told the gnome with a wink.
The sisters laughed.
I looked at Laura and Lizzie. Were they teasing me? Had they done the work and were just making a prank? I shook my head. No. They hadn’t done the work. And neither had I.
Magic.
Was it possible?


Chapter 8: Come Buy

I spent the next hour lingering over pastries and listening to Laura’s and Lizzie’s stories. Feeling confident that their workload was well in hand, I thought it best to head back home before my father arrived. I helped the sisters clear up our breakfast then stopped by the gnomes once more.
“So, Master Boatswain is a wizard, eh? He talked me into enchanting you. Hagstones for hearts. Now, don’t be coy with me. Show me something,” I whispered to the gnomes.
They didn’t move, but I felt their laughter hiding behind their eyes.
Either that or I was going mad.
“Almost time to open the shop,” Lizzie said.
I nodded. “I’ll go back to Strawberry Hill. Now, is there anything else you need? Can I do anything for you?” I asked.
The sisters shook their heads. “No, my dear, oh no. You’ve already done so much.”
“You know, it really wasn’t me,” I said once again, making both sisters chuckle.
“Yes, Scarlette, so you’ve told us,” Laura said then helped me on with my cape. “It was the gnomes.”
“Yes, the gnomes,” Lizzie added with a laugh.
“Just be sure to wind the clockwork gnome tonight.”
“Wind him up tonight?” Laura asked, and this time, she eyed me closely.
I nodded. “Can’t have his spirit running down. I know you don’t believe me, but promise me that you’ll wind him.”
“All right,” Laura consented.
I kissed the sisters on their cheeks. “Happy Christmas Eve.”
“And to you, Scarlette. Christmas greetings to Earl Walpole,” Lizzie said.
“And to young Master Boatswain,” Laura added with a wink.
Giggling, I headed back outside. I pulled up my hood then breathed in the crisp winter air. There was a merry feeling all around. A sleigh drove past, the horse’s tail and main trimmed with jingle bells. In the church at the village square, the choir practiced The First Noel. A street vendor was selling honey-roasted almonds. Two children rushed from his stand, clutching parchment paper filled with the roasted confections. I caught the toasty scent of the almonds on the wind. There was another stall near the nut vendor selling mulled wine. It was far too early to drink, but I picked up the hint of the spices used to herb the wine on the wind. I spotted other small stands selling Christmas cookies, hot cakes, and other sweets. Twickenham’s center square was a bustling Christmas market. Everyone was out. Part of me hated to miss the festivities, but the other part of me was dying to return to Strawberry Hill. I had questions, lots of them, for Master Boatswain, Senior.
I turned and headed down the road. As I walked, I considered the gnomes. My mind was at war. There was no such thing as magic. But if there was no such thing as magic, how had all that work been achieved? Who had done it? Certainly, the sisters had not. And neither had I. And who had moved the gnomes? The little conductor seemed to motion to me but wouldn’t offer any proof of life. But still. He had a heart. I knew it. I had placed the heart within him.
“Miss Rossetti?” a voice called, startling me from my thoughts.
I looked up to find Annabeth walking toward me.
“Missus Buckingham! How are you?”
“I’m wonderful. Oh, Miss Rossetti, I’ve just come from Strawberry Hill. They’ve given me a position. I start on Boxing Day. Isn’t that wonderful?”
“That’s such great news. Congratulations.”
“Thanks to you, Miss Rossetti. Thank you so, so much.”
I smiled happily. “It was nothing.”
“I need to go home and tell the children. What happy news.”
“Give them all a hug for me.”
“I will, and thank you again,” she said, taking my hand and giving it a squeeze.
We parted then. I looked ahead of me. The woods were not far away.
“Annabeth,” I called back to her. “Are the merchants still camped in the woods?”
“Merchants? No. I didn’t see anyone.”
“Oh. All right. Happy Christmas Eve.”
“And to you, miss,” she called then went on her way.
I smiled, my heart brimming with joy at Annabeth’s news. I hurried along the path. I was midway through the woods when I slowed. Despite Annabeth’s words, there, deep in the forest, were the merchants. Smoke rose from their fire, and I could hear odd instruments playing, the notes strange and discordant.
“Come buy, Miss Rossetti,” a voice called from behind me.
I froze.
My skin chilled to goosebumps.
“Leave me alone,” I said, looking over my shoulder. But when I did so, no one was there.
Frowning, I turned back only to find the little man who had sold me the hagstones standing in front of me.
“You don’t want to buy?”
“No. Now, move aside.”
“But Miss Rossetti, didn’t you like the stones? Didn’t they work the way you wanted? Merry little chaps. We espied them through the window. All night long, they worked and worked, singing and working gleefully. Such sweet little creatures. They worked the whole night through until their little leader wound down to sleep.”
I stared at the man. “W-what?”
“I told you, we sell the things a person wants, the things a person needs.”
“Enough. Move aside,” I said then moved to step around him.
Effortlessly, he blocked me. “Won’t you buy again?”
“Leave me in peace or next time, I’ll be back with the constable and a pistol.”
“But we thought you might like to buy this,” he said, his gloved hand outstretched.
His fingers were so long, too long, the hand looking deformed. There, in his palm, lay a windup key.
But not any windup key.
It was the key to my gnome. I recognized the engraving on the handle.
“Where did you get that?” I whispered.
“Oh, you see, we watched and watched. Funny little men. And when they slept, we took the key. Sadly, he will not be able to wake—or wake his friends—without it,” the merchant said, closing his hand around the windup.
“You stole it,” I said, my voice full of venom.
“Yes,” he answered with a dark hiss. “Yes, we did. And now you will buy it back.”
“No, you will give it back. Now,” I said, sticking out my hand. I moved closer to the man.
The wind blew, making the man’s hood flutter. In that single moment, I caught a glimpse of his face: yellow eyes, greenish, molted skin, and odd veins that were close to the surface. His face was…inhuman.
“No, Miss Rossetti. Now, you will buy,” he said, his voice dark.
My heart thumped hard in my chest.
“You will buy. Or we will watch, and watch, and watch you until you cannot help but buy. We will make you buy.”
“What do you want?” I asked, my voice a soft whisper.
“A book.”
“A book?”
He nodded. “My master wants a book from the library,” he said, pointing one of his long fingers toward Strawberry Hill. “You will bring us the book. Tonight. Then we will give you your key and be on our way.”
“What kind of book?”
“You don’t need to know what kind of book,” he spat, glaring at me, his eyes flashing.
He dipped into his pocket and pulled out a yellowed paper. He handed it to me.
I steeled my nerve and took the slip. On it was written words I couldn’t read in a language I didn’t recognize.
“You will find this book and bring it to my master tonight. And if you do not, we will make you buy. Perhaps Miss Annabeth will pass through the forest again. We watched her close, you know. We saw her, but she didn’t see us. We see many who pass. Young Boatswain. Mistress Quickly. We see them, but they do not see us. We will make you buy, Miss Rossetti. Do you understand?”
I did. The merchant—the creature—had lured me into a trap. I knew deep in my heart I shouldn’t have taken those stones. But I had. I had, and now I had to comply, or they would find someone to hurt.
The little man laughed again, a terrible hissing sound. “By midnight,” he said then turned and walked away. He passed a tall timber. I expected him to reappear on the other side, but he was gone. And along with him, the tents vanished from sight. Only a puff of smoke twisting upward through the leafless trees remained.
I remembered Mistress Quickly’s words. They seemed to be gone.
Seemed was right.
Because even though I couldn’t see them, I could feel their yellow eyes on me. Watching and waiting.


Chapter 9: It Doesn’t Look Like Anything to Me

I rushed back to Strawberry Hill.
This wasn’t possible. This couldn’t possibly be real.
But it was.
It was all real.
As I moved quickly through the snow, I considered everything I’d seen. The tents. The merchants. The hagstones. The gnomes.
But there was more.
The merchants weren’t human. They looked like monsters…like goblins.
That wasn’t possible.
Opening the latch on the front door slowly, I hoped to slip into the house unseen. I would go to the library, find the book, and undo all this mess. Immediately.
“Scarlette?” a voice called.
I turned to find Archie standing there, a footman helping him on with his coat.
“I was just about to come looking for you.”
“Oh. I just ran into town for a moment. I…” I paused. What should I do? Should I tell him? I looked down at the slip of paper in my hand then up at Archie who was smiling at me, his green eyes shimmering. But the more he studied me, the happy expression faded from his face.
His brow furrowed. “Is everything all right?”
I shook my head. Pulling off my coat, I crossed the room and took Archie by the arm. “I need your help,” I said in a low whisper.
“You look upset. What is it? Can I help?” he replied.
I nodded. “Come with me.” Leading Archie in the direction of the library, I handed him the paper. “Can you read that?” I asked.
He studied the paper. “What language is this?”
“That is an excellent question.”
“What is it?”
“Apparently, it’s the title of a book.”
“A book?”
I nodded. “One I need to find at once.”
Slipping down the narrow hallway, Archie and I arrived at the library.
“Scarlette, what’s going on?” Archie asked.
“It’s hard—no, impossible—to explain. I just need that book. You check foreign languages,” I said, pointing to a shelf. “I’ll check folklore.”
“Scarlette,” Archie said, giving me a pleading look.
“Please, Archie. I must hurry.”
“All right.”
Sliding the ladder to the folklore section of the stacks, I slipped up the steps and began scanning. My fingers danced across the spines of the books. I couldn’t find it. I looked at row upon row. As I did, my anxiety rose. It wasn’t here.
“Anything?” I called to Archie.
“Not yet.”
I checked the entire folklore and fairy tales sections. It wasn’t there. Climbing back down, I moved the ladder along its rails to the books on religion.
“Scarlette, do you want me to fetch Earl Walpole? Surely, he will know where the book is to be found. And maybe even the language.”
“No, not yet.”
I checked every book on religion. Nothing.
“Not here,” Archie said. “Do you know what the book is about?”
“Maybe…maybe, magic?”
“Magic?”
I nodded.
Archie looked at me, stroking his chin as he considered the issue. “Scarlette, you must tell me what you have seen.”
“I…well, I don’t know exactly,” I replied.
“Does this have something to do with those merchants you’ve seen in the woods?”
“Yes.”
“The ones that aren’t there anymore.”
“They are there. They just aren’t…”
“Aren’t what?”
“Aren’t what they seem.”
“You mean, they aren’t human,” Archie said. His tone was so matter-of-fact, I didn’t know what to say.
“Why don’t you look surprised? Or confused. Or alarmed. Or…”
Archie looked over his shoulder. He tapped the pin on his lapel, the R.M. encapsulated by a circle. “No one in this house would be surprised. It is an issue that concerns all of us.”
“What are you saying?”
“That we know. Now, tell me what you saw.”
“I’m not sure. If I had to pick a word, it would be goblins. A goblin market. I thought they were just merchants, traveling vendors. They were so insistent. I avoided them until…”
Archie inhaled and stiffened. “Please don’t tell me you bought something.”
“I…”
“Please don’t tell me you tasted any of their fruits, their sweets—“
“No, no. I didn’t. But I did buy.”
“What did you buy?”
“Hagstones.”
Archie’s brow furrowed. “Why?”
“My gnomes. I must be going mad. Archie, I sewed the hagstones into the gnomes, gave them heart, just as your grandfather said. And they…they came to life. I didn’t see it with my own eyes, but all the work at the Two Sisters was done overnight. The gnomes did the work. They came alive because of those stones. But the goblins have taken my windup key, and they’ve threatened to do more, do worse, unless I bring them the book.”
“Scarlette, you must never bargain with goblin men.”
“Who would believe such a thing exists?”
He nodded stoically then looked at the yellowed paper in his hand once more.
I glanced around the room then considered the problem once more. Why would goblins want a book? What rare piece of information could it hold?
I gasped. “Rare books,” I said then ran to the other side of the library. Fingering through the shelf, I finally discovered a very small book with brittle binding. Along its edge was written the name of the title in the unfamiliar language.
“Is that it?” Archie asked.
I nodded. Gently removing the book, which was so small it could fit in the palm of my hand, I set it on the table. The paper was thin, the binding so old, that flakes of the cover came off. Turning the pages gently, and keeping in mind that Uncle Horace always wore white gloves when handling his rare tomes, I looked inside.
Archie came and stood beside me, watching as I turned the pages.
“I don’t know this language,” he said.
I shook my head. “Nor do I. The…goblins—I still cannot believe I’m saying such a thing—do goblins have their own language? Is such a thing possible?”
“Yes,” Archie replied, certainty in his voice.
His answer chilled me.
“But what is this book? Why do they want it so badly that they entrapped you just to get it?” Archie said.
“I don’t know,” I eyed the writing, small loops and dots marked the letters which were otherwise unfamiliar. I exhaled heavily. “What if this book contains something very wicked. There is no way to know. How can I hand over such a book not knowing the content?”
I turned to the very last page. There, at the end, was a signature. The name was almost impossible to read, but the letters took on a familiar shape. “Chri—something. Marl—something. I can’t make out the rest.”
Archie nodded. “If only we knew what it said. There may be someone here who can read it. I don’t know. But we must tell Master Montgomery and Mistress Quickly.”
“I…Elvish,” I said then snapped my fingers.
“Elvish?”
“Just something Laura said. She told me her mother said that if you look through a hagstone, you can read elvish. If we had a hagstone, maybe we could try.”
“Grandfather didn’t have another. But your Uncle Horace has a fine collection of Native American artifacts,” Archie said then rushed to the door. “Wait here. I’ll be back in just a moment.”
I went to the window. There, in the distance beyond the gate, I saw a hooded figure, waiting and watching.
“Goblins.”
Not possible.
Not possible, but real.
“Goblins and clockwork gnomes. What is this world?”
I stared at the figure. A few moments later, Archie returned. “Here,” he said, lifting a rock which was a bit larger than the hagstones, but was still a stone with a hole at its center. He crossed the room to join me.
“What is that?” I asked.
“Your Uncle Horace’s Native American collection has a very nice assortment of tools used by the native people. I believe this was used for making weapons. No matter. It’s a stone with a hole. Let’s see if it works,” he said then handed the stone to me.
I took the stone then paused, gazing out the window once more. “There,” I said, pointing.
Archie followed my gaze.
“Do you see him?” I asked.
Archie nodded. “This realm is full of haunted places and things. It is a secret world that lives just under our own. You, Scarlette Rossetti, have opened the door to that world quite by accident. But, I think, it was inevitable.”
“Inevitable? Why?”
“Because all around you are doors.  Eventually, you were going to open one.”
I stared at Archie.
He took my hand, and we went back to the table where the book lay.
I turned the pages back to the beginning, took a deep breath, then lifted the stone. Centering it and focusing my vision, I looked at the book. My hands began to shake.
“Scarlette?” Archie whispered.
“A Guide to Controlling Goblins and other Magical Creatures,” I said, my voice trembling. “That is the title.”
Archie rushed across the room and grabbed some parchment lying in a tray. He pulled out a chair and sat down, pulling an inkpot toward himself.
“You read. I’ll record,” he said.
I turned the page and looked as the words slowly shifted from goblin to English. “It’s all about goblins and other fey creatures. There are enchantments, spells.” I shook my head. “No wonder they want the book.”
Outside, the wind blew, stirring up the snow.
“Come buy, come buy,” I heard a soft call on the breeze.
Archie turned toward the window. “Was that…”
I nodded.
He frowned. “If they want their book, then we shall give it back to them. But not without recording its contents first. Dammit, I wish there was a faster way.”
“We’ll invent one after this. I’ll be quick. Let’s begin. A Guide to Controlling Goblins and other Magical Creatures.”
I began reciting, the hagstone translating the words from goblin to English. With each successive page, the hair on the back of my neck rose, and my skin broke out in goosebumps. The tiny tome spoke of pooka, brownies, boggarts, fairies, goblins, and even the little people of the hollow hills. Whoever had written this book had trafficked with them, learned their ways, and had recorded it all. My hands trembled as the book described the goblin king, a fierce overlord who was centuries old. I remembered the merchant’s words about his master. Is that who he meant? The goblin king? Had the goblin king demanded the return of the book?
A footman came to call Archie and me for luncheon, but we sent our apologies. There was no time to stop. It had already grown dark outside when I finally came to the last page where the original author had left his mark.
“I still cannot make out the name,” I said, frowning as I set down the hagstone.
“We will inquire with the Rude Mechanicals.”
“The what?”
Archie tapped his pin once more. “The Rude Mechanicals.”
“Like the Shakespeare play?”
“Exactly. Master Shakespeare was a founding member.”
Astonished, I shook my head. I gently closed the book and glanced outside. “It’s nearly dark. I need to go,” I said, standing. My neck and back ached.
“The goblins will try to double-cross you. I’m coming with you.”
“Archie, you can’t risk yourself for me.”
“What if something happens to you?” he said then took my hand. “Scarlette… Please forgive me for being so presumptuous, but I’m afraid I’m quite taken with you. And, I think, you feel the same way. Thoughts have crossed my mind that I’ve never even entertained before. I can’t let you go alone. Do you understand? Letting you go alone puts that vision—and you—at risk.”
“All right,” I said softly. “But you must promise to stay back and follow my lead.”
“Anywhere.”
I chuckled. “Anywhere? Very well, Master Boatswain. Let’s head to the goblin market.”


Chapter 10: The Goblin Market

Archie was Right. The Goblins would try to double-cross me. The smartest thing to do was to get there first. I lifted a page from Archie’s notes and stuck it in my pocket. My mind reeled at the thought that I was about to go confront a goblin on Christmas Eve no less. How was this even possible? How could this be real? Small moments from my life replayed themselves. Between Uncle Horace and Father, there had been awkward conversations about Uncle Horace’s scholarly purists. Even Father’s paintings—and when she had been alive, Mother’s sculptures—often depicted the supernatural. I remembered half conversations, odd looks, and fleeting shadows. I recalled seeing things I could never quite explain, people who made my skin grow cold, and others whose eyes were deep and rich with wisdom…or was it magic? Archie was right, it had been there all this time, right under my nose. Only now had it found me.
We could hear the others in the parlor as we slipped outside. The sun had set. Moonbeams gleamed onto the powdery white canvas, making the snowflakes shimmer crystalline. The tall, leafless trees cast long shadows on the property. If I hadn’t been terrified, it would have been beautiful.
Wordlessly, we entered the forest. Deep in the woods, I spied the tents. No one met us on the road.
I looked up at Archie who nodded.
I inhaled deeply, turned from the path, and moved through the trees. As we neared the little semi-circle of tents, I caught the smell of a campfire. It was quiet tonight. No merry songs. No calls to come buy. Just the crackle and pop of the fire.
My skin rose in goosebumps as we neared.
The orange, purple, blue, and green tents glowed from the firelight within. Swirling gold and silver designs were woven into the fabric. Colorful banners hung between the tents. Small mirrors and chimes hung from the drapes. The small bells and chimes jangled in the breeze. I took a deep breath, feeling the chill of the winter air deep inside my body.
“I’m here,” I called.
There was movement inside one of the tents, and a moment later, a hand reached from between the drapes, pushing the fabric aside. He stepped out slowly. He was taller than the others, an imposing figure. He wore a hooded robe like the merchants, but when he turned his head, his cowl fell back slightly, and I spotted his gleaming yellow eyes.
The goblin king.
“Yes, here you are,” the goblin king said, his voice deep and dark. “As is young Boatswain…and his pistol.”
I glanced at Archie. He stood with his hand resting just inside his coat.
“So we are,” Archie said, his voice hard.
The goblin king shifted. I could feel his smirk even though I couldn’t see it. He dipped into his pocket and pulled out the windup key.
“Clever design, Miss Rossetti. Enchanted gnomes. Gnomes. Of course, there are such creatures in this world. Real gnomes. They are not cheery lads like your little creations, Miss Rossetti. They are darker, older. But still, a clever design. We sensed a Boatswain hand in the mix.”
“I’m not interested in your opinion. Give me the key,” I said, holding out my hand.
“And my book?”
I pulled the book from my pocket and showed it to the goblin king.
He chuckled. “Ah yes, finally, our tome returns to us. He thought he was so clever. But now the book is mine.”
“Who was so clever?”
“One who would bargain with me. One who would learn our spells. The one who stole the book. But he got his. And he learned his lesson well. He learns it still every time he sees the moon. But he should have known better. One should never bargain—”
“With goblin men,” I finished, casting a glance at Archie.
“The book,” the goblin king said, extending his hand. He reached across the fire, his arm seeming to elongate to clear the space between us. While his cloak fluttered in the flames, it did not catch fire. His fingers had long, black claws. His skin was deep green colors, the blue-black veins bulging from under his skin.
The windup key lay in his hand. I stepped closer, and moving carefully, I set the book in his palm, snatching the key at the same time.
The goblin king laughed then pulled his hand back. He slid his hand across the cover of the book. “The one who stole my book…he, too, thought he’d made an honest bargain with goblin men. But, as you already seem to know, we goblins are not often true to our word. As I already said, one must never bargain with goblin men.”
At that, he gestured.
Gasping, I turned to see goblins standing behind Archie and me, blocking our path.
Archie pulled his gun and leveled it on the goblin king.
“Keep your word, or there will be a reckoning. The Mechanicals will not forgive you,” Archie said.
The goblin king laughed. “Well, well, well, young Boatswain. What a fiery spirit. What are the Mechanicals to me? Nothing. You come and go, but I remain. It is an unfortunate matter, Miss Rossetti, that you have found your way into my web. But here we are. I have what I need. And now, I will have your silence.”
Archie cocked the hammer on his gun. “You will leave, or you will have nothing.”
The goblin king hissed at him then waved for the others behind us to attack.
“No,” I screamed, holding up my hand. “No.”
The goblin king laughed. “What could you possibly have to say that would change my mind, Miss Rossetti. Or perhaps you’d like to make another deal?”
“I…yes,” I said, stalling. I pulled the sheet of paper from my pocket. “Yes, indeed, another deal. For Archie’s life.” I scanned the words quickly, engraving them on my memory.
“And what will you bargain with now?” the goblin king asked.
I sneered. “Oh, you must be confused. It’s you who needs to do the bargaining,” I said then began to chant:
“Moonlight riddle, casting down.
Fix their feet upon the ground.
Tie their tongues and bind their hands.
To my spirit leashed, I now demand.
Goblins damned, I rule you all. 
And now you will begin to fall.”
“What? What is this?” the goblin king hissed.
A sharp wind swept through the forest. The chimes on the tents jangled.
“Moonlight riddle, casting down.
Fix their feet upon the ground.
Tie their tongues and bind their hands.
To my spirit leashed, I now demand.
Goblins damned, I rule you all. 
And now you will begin to fall.”
“Silence, girl. How? How did you learn?” the goblin king hissed, stepping closer to me.
I cleared my throat, met the goblin king’s eyes, then recited the last lines of the spell:
“One by one, ash and bone
Shall now be rendered into stone.”
Behind me, a goblin screamed.
And then another.
And another.
I cast a glance over my shoulder.
The goblin men were turning to stone. They had been caught mid-attack. Their eyes wide, mouths open, arms raised and talons ready.
The others paused and looked at one another.
I glared at them then repeated loudly:
“One by one, ash and bone
Shall now be rendered into stone.”
“Run, brothers,” the goblin who had made the pact with me hissed to his brethren. “Run while you can.”
“But the king,” another protested.
“Will leave us to die. Flee,” he yelled.
“Leifch, you traitor,” the goblin king growled at the merchant.
The merchant goblin cast a glance at me then snapped his fingers and disappeared.
Still, I spoke the spell.
“One by one, ash and bone
Shall now be rendered into stone.”
Another goblin shrieked then turned to stone.
The wind blew harder.
I raised my voice. My words echoed through the woods.
“One by one, ash and bone
Shall now be rendered into stone.”
The others snapped their fingers, and in whirlwinds of snowflakes, they disappeared one by one.
The goblin king growled. “You will pay for this.”
“I will not. We have read your book, goblin. We know all the spells. How about the Dominance Spell? Shall I recite that? I will make you my servant. Run, goblin king, while you still can. And never come near a Rossetti or Boatswain again, or you will surely pay,” I warned.
At that, the goblin huffed. He stepped toward me. The wind blew back his hood, revealing his monstrous face with green skin, bulging veins, yellow eyes, wispy hair, and cat-like ears. He wore a crown of tiny skulls on his head.
“Leave. Now,” I told him.
He sneered at me then with a snap of his fingers, disappeared. To my surprise, the tents and fire vanished along with him.
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The wind calmed, and the snow began to fall slowly in fat snowflakes. The moonlight shimmered on the forest floor. From the direction of the village of Twickenham, I caught the sound of Silent Night on the wind.
Shaking my head, I turned to Archie. Had that just happened? Had that really happened?
“I think it’s safe now,” Archie said.
I nodded.
“Scarlette, you were so brave. You faced the goblin king.” He shook his head. “I don’t think I will be able to live with myself if I don’t propose to you this instant.”
“Well then,” I whispered, feeling my heart beat wildly in my chest. “I guess we better return to Strawberry Hill.”
“Why?” Archie asked.
“Because if you want to be my husband, you need to ask for my hand.”
Archie chuckled. “What are we waiting for?” he asked, taking my hand.
We turned only to find ourselves faced to face with the stone goblins.
“What are we going to do about them?” Archie asked.
I grinned. “I have an idea.”


Chapter 11: Happy Christmas to All

“Scarlette!” My father crossed the foyer, his arms outstretched. Wrapping me into a hug, he squeezed me tight then pressed his lips against my cheek. “Where have you been?”
“Oh. I…Master Boatswain III was helping me with a project.”
My father stepped back. “Master Boatswain—oh, Archie. How are you?” my father said, casting a glance at Archie who was standing nervously behind me, his hat in his hands.
“Very well, sir. Very well. Pleased to meet you again,” he told my father as he reached out to shake his hand.
“What mischief has my daughter gotten you into?”
“The usual kind. Tinkering automatons and dueling goblins.”
My father laughed. “A jokester like your grandfather,” he said then turned to me. “Tell your father what project you were working on.”
“It’s a surprise for Uncle Horace.”
“A surprise for me?” Horace said as he joined us. He was festively attired in a green silk doublet with red flowers, mistletoe sprigs, and golden bells embroidered on the lapel.
I grinned. “Yes. A Christmas gift, of sorts. Come,” I said, then motioned for father and Uncle Horace to follow Archie and me outside.
Father and Uncle Horace gave one another skeptical looks then followed along. In the drive, a wagon was waiting. The contents were covered by a tarp. Two of the workers stood nearby.
“Uncle Horace, may I present your new garden statues,” I said, motioning to the men.
The men pulled off the tarp with a flourish to reveal four fearsome-looking goblin statues.
Uncle Horace clapped his hands with glee.
“Scarlette!” he exclaimed. “How wonderful. How fierce they are. They will adorn my drive and keep away all bad spirits.”
“Like a strawman,” Archie said.
“Apt, apt,” I agreed with a chuckle.
“They are so monstrously perfect. Wherever did you get them?”
“Father Christmas, of course,” I replied pertly which made both Uncle Horace and Father laugh.
My father put his arm around me and pulled me close. “Dear girl. What a perfect gift for your uncle. How true to legend they are,” he said, his eyes narrowing as he looked at the stone goblin men.
“Verisimilitude,” I said.
Father nodded. “Very true to life.” Father’s brow crinkled as he studied the statues. And for the first time, I understood why. Unlike me, Father had known all along that goblins were real. He may have even seen one before. He shook his head. “It’s bloody cold out here. Horace, send the statues around, and let’s go inside for a mulled wine.”
“Marvelous. Marvelous,” Uncle Horace said, patting one of the goblins on the head. He crossed the space to give me a kiss on the cheek. “Always full of surprises, aren’t you?”
“Well, you know me, never idle.”
He laughed. “Certainly not. I say, it is cold. Let’s head inside,” Uncle Horace said. I linked my arm in his, and we walked back in.
As soon as we entered the house, the sound of merry laughter, holiday music, and cheery conversation rolled from the parlor. Uncle Horace had a packed house, and a Christmas Eve celebration was in full swing. For once, I was excited to stay at Strawberry Hill and celebrate.
“I will miss you when you go,” Uncle Horace told me.
“I’ll miss you too,” I replied.
“Oh, but I think you have some new adventures waiting for you in London,” Uncle Horace said, looking over his shoulder at Archie and Father. At that very moment, Archie stepped alongside my father.
“Mister Rossetti, might I have a word for just a moment before we go in?” Archie asked, casting a glance at me. He smiled, cleared his throat, and then began speaking to my father in low tones.
“I certainly hope so,” I replied to Uncle Horace.
The footmen opened the door to the parlor. Inside, everyone was festively dressed for the holiday, wearing red and green waistcoats, red satin gowns, and other fine frocks trimmed with gold thread. Someone was playing the pianoforte, filling the room with the bright sound of Christmas carols. I caught the scents of mulled wine and wassail. The hearth burned off the cold—and the lingering anxiety that hung around the edges of my senses. It was over. The goblin king would never come again. And I had a new future ahead of me. What a merry, merry way to ring in the holiday.
“Happy Christmas, Uncle,” I said, setting my head on Uncle Horace’s shoulder.
He placed a quick kiss on my forehead. “Happy Christmas, Scarlette.”
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Two days after Christmas, I made one final stop in town before Father and I returned to London. The little bell above the door at The Two Sisters Doll Shop and Toy Emporium rang when I entered. The place was decidedly quiet.
“Scarlette,” Lizzie called cheerfully. “Laura, come here. It’s Scarlette.”
Laura appeared from the back, pushing her spectacles up her nose and leaving a streak of white paint on her cheek in the process. She wiped her hands off on her apron.
“You’ve got paint on your face,” Lizzie told her.
“Bah,” Laura said absently.
“I can’t stay,” I said. “In fact, I’m sorry to say that I’ve come to say farewell.”
“Alas,” Laura lamented. “So, your father has returned?”
I nodded. “We’re leaving for London tomorrow morning.”
“We’ll miss you,” Lizzie said.
Laura nodded in agreement. “But we’ve taken your advice and drafted an advertisement for an apprentice. We’re sorry it can’t be you.”
“As am I. But I fully intend to take everything I’ve learned with me,” I said, tapping my head. “Speaking of which,” I added, dipping into my pocket. I pulled out the windup key and handed it to Laura. “For the clockwork gnome.”
“Oh! We thought we’d lost it. We didn’t know how to break it to you.”
“No. It was my mistake. Just make sure you wind him up every day.”
“Oh, yes. Because he’s magical,” Laura said jokingly. “We will. If not just to remember you.”
“Thank you.”
“Lady Ashcroft was here for the piano girl. She was very, very pleased. Thank you so much, Scarlette. We can never repay you for all of your help,” Laura said.
“No payment is needed. I should thank you. You have no idea what you’ve given me.”
“And where is Master Boatswain today?” Lizzie asked.
“At Strawberry Hill with my father.”
“Oh, is that so?” Laura said, a knowing look in her eye.
I chuckled. “Twickenham has been very good to me. First, it brought me the two of you, then Annabeth, the townspeople, my gnomes…and a proposal.”
Both sisters gasped.
“A proposal?” Laura said.
I nodded. “And Father has agreed. Nothing is planned yet. We must get more acquainted with one another. But yes.”
Lizzie laughed. “Love strikes quickly sometimes. That’s how it was with us and Brian and Bryant.”
“Brian and Bryant? Now, there is serendipity.”
“So it was,” Laura said with a soft smile, the wispy look of remembrance in her eyes. “Well then, we won’t keep you from your father—”
“And your fiancé,” Lizzie added.
I smiled softly then kissed the sisters on their cheeks. “Be well. And be sure to write me every week. Do you promise?”
They both nodded.
“And come to the wedding. When the time arrives.”
Again, they nodded.
I hugged them once more. When I was done, I looked over Laura’s shoulder. There, at the very back of the workshop on the bench, were my gnomes. “Be good, my boys. And treat Laura and Lizzie well.”
The sisters laughed.
Their backs turned, they didn’t see when the little clockwork gnome waved goodbye to me.
Magic.
Christmas magic.
“Farewell for now,” I whispered to the sisters.
“Farewell,” they called then let me go.
Turning, I stepped outside once more. The bells on the village church rang, and flurries started to fall, covering the nativity in front of the church, the Christmas market stalls, and the little shops in Twickenham. I breathed in the scene, painting it across my heart. It had been the most magical Christmas ever. Well, at least so far. I dug into my pocket and pulled out the pin I had stashed there: the letters R.M. in a circle. I affixed my new pin to my red cape then turned and headed back to Strawberry Hill.
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Thank You

Thank you for reading Goblins and Snowflakes, my retelling of The Elves and the Shoemaker. I hope you enjoyed this retelling of one my favorite Christmas tales. I loved taking the seed of this classic fairy tale and planting it in my existing steampunk fairy tale world. Some of you may also notice the references to the poem “The Goblin Market” by Christina Rossetti. This story is a love letter to that piece as well. “The Goblin Market” is a wonderful poem. Reading it will definitely enhance your enjoyment of this work.
You can read The Elves and the Shoemaker for FREE HERE.
You can read “The Goblin Market” by Christina Rossetti for FREE HERE.
I hope readers familiar with my series enjoyed the glimpse of the birth of the Red Cape Society, some “behind the scenes” with the Rude Mechanicals, the tie-in with the Countess and Strawberry Hill, and the cameo of Arthur and Violet (Isabelle’s mother) Hawking before Beauty and Beastly. With each book I write, I hope to help you see the entire universe spinning around in my head. This is just one more cog in my lovely steampunk fairy tale machine.
Did you enjoy the story? Mind leaving me a review? Word of mouth and reader reviews help introduce new people to my work. Your opinion matters. If you have a moment, would you mind posting a review of this holiday novella?
Thank you!
Melanie

About the Author

Melanie Karsak is the author of The Airship Racing Chronicles, The Harvesting Series, Steampunk Red Riding Hood, The Celtic Blood Series, andthe Steampunk Fairy Tales Series. A steampunk connoisseur, zombie whisperer, and heir to the iron throne, the author currently lives in Florida with her husband and two children. She is an Instructor of English at Eastern Florida State College.
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