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      This collection from the cozy fantasy shared world of Cozy Vales is certain to deliver hours of holiday-themed reading!

      There are many things you should know about the Cozy Vales queendom, but the two most important ones for this collection are the holidays known as Summer’s Tide and High Summer.

      Summer’s Tide. This holiday lasts two weeks and culminates with High Summer. During this short holiday season, activities generally focus on the celebration of growth, fertility, love, birth, and nature. Deities with purviews over these elements are venerated during Summer’s Tide and High Summer, and CVQ residents ask for blessings during the growing season. People often decorate their homes and hair with greenery and flowers (floral crowns are very common!).

      Feastings (private and public), games and competitions (everything from sports to board games), dances, performances (singing, music, theater, storytelling, book readings, juggling, etc.), baking competitions, circus-type traveling troupe shows, and art shows are just some of the typical activities organized in the run up to the solstice.

      Summer’s Tide and High Summer are also a popular time for engagements, weddings, and finding sweethearts at the numerous fairs and dances. Flowers are often exchanged, with different flowers conveying different meanings.

      High Summer. Held every June 21st, this holiday celebrates the summer solstice. An entire day and night of festivities mark the longest day of the year, with many of the same activities continuing throughout the solstice. However, the evening of High Summer is honored in a unique (and cozy!) way.

      As the sun begins to set, bonfires are lit and keep burning until the following morning. A fireworks show just after dusk officially marks the transition from day to night, when the evening entertainment shifts its focus towards performances.

      One performance in particular is unique to High Summer: the Sun Speaker. These talented orators spin incredibly epic tales (called sun stories) over an entire night, taking several breaks to save their voice. During the breaks, residents take turn entertaining each other with songs, short plays, music, and dancing.

      Many vales, cities, towns, and villages have adopted unique ways of celebrating Summer’s Tide and High Summer, with localized custom traditions springing up all over the queendom (usually due to weather and/or geography).

      Regardless of how the holidays are celebrated, the theme is always one of life, love, and nature.

      Please enjoy this collection of cozy tales, and learn more about the shared world of Cozy Vales at cozyvales.com.
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        To see the most current version of the Cozy Vales Queendom map, please visit:

        https://cozyvales.com/maps

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Trouble With Toppers

          

          L.A. SCOTT

        

      

    

    
      “Of course, this means war.”

      Petrovius made the statement to no one in particular while standing in his backyard. He gently prodded the pile of metallic scrap with the toe of his boot. Less than an hour earlier, the pile had been a functioning Automated Collector Of Random Nuts (or ACORN, though in this particular case, an ACORNv1).

      Petrovius was extremely pleased with the clever acronym. He was far less pleased with finding his mechanical automata invention in nonfunctioning mounds of metal.

      To be clear, when he said war, Petrovius didn’t mean the kind of conflict with swords and blood and screaming. He was, after all, a peace-loving gnome in a peace-loving queendom. He didn’t own a sword, the sight of blood made his head wobbly, and as for screaming? The gnome had never found the experience enjoyable.

      No, the war he meant to wage (declaring it felt somewhat superfluous at this point, so Petrovius had moved directly to the waging stage) would be both polite and peaceful, but it was war, nonetheless. And there would be no need to leave the comforts of his cottage, for his enemy was none other than his next-door neighbor: a gnome named Isabella Sprinkles.

      Curiously, she had been a quiet neighbor since taking possession of the cottage next to Petrovius, keeping to herself aside from the occasional smile and nod of acknowledgment from the safety of her own yard. Curiously because her recent actions were a significant departure from her previous ones.

      Up to that point, Petrovius had considered Isabella a positively unobjectionable addition to his corner of Appleton, a small village in Summerfrost Vale and his home for over thirty years.

      Appleton sat at the end of a road and tucked up against a stretch of steep mountains. As a result, it received almost no unintentional visitors. Petrovius had selected Appleton as his home precisely for this reason (the famed apple cider produced by the village may or may not have influenced his decision). Moreover, his cottage sat at the northwestern edge of the village, putting nothing between him and the mountains save for some apple trees and foothills.

      For those familiar with gnomes, learning of Petrovius’ preference for a more isolated life would be a head scratcher, as the entities were generally social and friendly. Petrovius was one of the reasons the social and friendly reference required the generally qualification. He could be social and friendly, though only in small quantities and with plenty of recovery time afterwards.

      And he had no issue with his fellow gnomes. Mostly. For example, there was Magus, who lived on the other side of the village, but he was old and as cranky as a cog missing half its teeth (a condition that literally applied to Magus). Petrovius avoided Magus at all costs.

      But this story isn’t about Magus or cider or even ACORN automata. It’s a story of how the seeds for a peaceful war were planted eleven days prior and the surprising fruit those seeds ultimately bore.
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        * * *

      

      Late one sunny morning in mid-June, Petrovius Wheeler carried a tray of morning victuals out to his stone patio, which was just large enough for a table and two chairs. He was, as they say, a night owl, and he was just getting around to breakfast when most Appleton residents found their thoughts already turning to lunch.

      The gnome walked across the stone path leading to the patio, something he had done for years. He might have done so blindfolded, for that was how familiar he was with the stones on the path.

      Might was the problematic word in that sentence, for Petrovius never made it to the table, nor did his tray.

      The enemy of his journey and the thwarter of his destination was nothing more than an ordinary oak acorn. Well, dozens. Hundreds, actually. In fact, the seeds seemed to cover his entire yard.

      One second, Petrovius was pondering how to improve the consistency of the tension release for a flywheel (said flywheel being one part of a recent invention that stubbornly refused to rise to the occasion, said occasion being a state Petrovius called “a failure to perform as designed”), and the next, he was flat on his back and staring at the now-airborne tray.

      The tray, it should be noted, eventually yielded to gravity and reversed its trajectory, which placed it disconcertingly and directly above the gnome’s head.

      Petrovius had the briefest of moments to consider the undesirable consequences of remaining in his location when the tray and its contents—(1) ceramic teapot (full), (1) ceramic teacup (empty), (1) sugar cup (containing (8) sugar cubes), (1) silver spoon, (1) plate (containing three cinnamon tea biscuits), and (1) napkin—inevitably crashed back to the ground.

      As the sky had suddenly filled with several tea-themed objects, Petrovius thought it prudent to roll out of the way to avoid being bludgeoned by the items raining down. This he did in as dignified yet expeditious manner as possible (there was little of the former and much of the latter). The napkin was the last object to land, and, due to a slight breeze, it did so on Petrovius’ face.

      It was at that precise moment that Petrovius Wheeler, tinker gnome and self-described Inventor of Innovations, realized he had no choice. Drastic measures were called for, and drastic measures he would take.

      Petrovius would be writing a strongly worded letter to his neighbor.
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        * * *

      

      Dear Miss Sprinkles,

      I write to you with sincere hopes that your time in Appleton has brought you much happiness. I myself have enjoyed years of solace while residing here, having arrived

      Petrovius frowned and reread his handwriting. With a sigh, he crumpled the paper and tossed it into the nearby wastebasket (nearly; he missed, and the paper ball joined a sizable collection around the near-empty wastebasket).

      He penned another attempt.

      Dear Miss Sprinkles,

      I wish the cause for this letter was less dire, but given the situation, I’ve been forced to confront the matter head on. As you are the source of my discomfort, I write

      Petrovius abandoned this attempt as well. It felt too confrontational and more than a little unneighborly. Petrovius considered himself to be many things, but unneighborly was not on that list. This incomplete letter joined its predecessor on the floor near the wastebasket.

      Dear Miss Sprinkles,

      I write today for two reasons.

      The first is to inquire as to your recent relocation to Appleton, which I trust has ultimately been one of happiness. Moving is always disruptive, and venturing to a new residence is rarely what one might call “pleasurable.” But there is much to love about Appleton, including the upcoming Summer’s Tide and High Summer holidays (which I understand are not to be missed).

      The second cause for my missive is a polite request and one I hope you will not find outside of your willingness or ability to grant. Please allow me to offer my reasoning before making my request:

      1) I know you are fond of plants and, if the local gossip is correct, you have not a little experience in botany.

      2) There are no trees close enough to my cottage to allow for the natural depositing of their acorns on my stone path or patio (you may have noticed my habit of enjoying a late morning meal on my back patio).

      3) Yet, this morning I discovered hundreds—hundreds—of these seeds in shocking proximity to my cottage. The surprising number of acorns and their presence on my stone path resulted in a most unfortunate event that will require the complete replacement of my tea set and, most likely, a sizable repair bill for my breakfast tray.

      Given the above, I can, therefore, only presume that the sudden appearance of these acorns in my backyard was the inadvertent result of some flora-based activity on your property. I do not think for a moment you intentionally delivered these devilish seeds, yet the fact remains that I spent a good bit of time collecting the errant acorns.

      I would prefer not to make this a habit, both for the sake of my tea sets and my time. In the interests of keeping things neighborly, I seek no recompense for my losses.

      Sincerely and Humbly Yours,

      With Sincere Summer’s Tide Wishes,

      Your Neighbor,

      Petrovius Wheeler

      Inventor of Innovations

      Petrovius reread the letter twice, enjoyed a pot of tea, and, after a third reading, concluded it was both suitable and suitably neighborly. He sealed the letter in an envelope and prepared to deliver it to Isabella. He could have sent the letter through the post, though this would delay its delivery and incur a small postage fee. The fee was inconsequential. The delay was not.

      The sooner the gnome’s concerns were presented to Isabella, the sooner she could address those concerns. Hence, Petrovius’ decision to hand-deliver the letter.

      However, if the writing of the letter had been a challenge, delivering it was, for Petrovius, a thousand times more daunting. For most individuals, this would have been a trivial matter. Many individuals would have asked their neighbor directly about the matter. Some would have eschewed the letter and delivered a tin of freshly baked cookies (as a friendly gesture) while politely making their request.

      But Petrovius was not most individuals, many individuals, or even some individuals. The idea of talking with anyone—regardless of the topic—was enough to make his palms sweat and the world go annoyingly wobbly. Discussing the issue of the acorns with Isabella would make his heart go wobbly as well, and an anxiety-induced fainting spell was most unappealing. Thus, the letter.

      Petrovius cautiously observed Isabella’s cottage from inside the safety of his own home. He saw only darkened windows and ones with the curtains drawn.

      “Here we go, Old Bean.”

      The gnome stepped outside into the bright sunlight. He had a simple, U-shaped walk to perform: straight towards the gate at the front of his picket-lined front yard, a hard right turn, another hard right turn through Isabella’s gate, and then straight to her front door. Slide the letter under the door and make a hasty retreat. Nothing to it.

      “You’ve got this.”

      Petrovius gripped the envelope and, before he lost his nerve, walked quickly until he was standing in front of Isabella’s door. He attempted to slip the envelope under the door. In his haste, he shoved too hard. The envelope caught on something and wrinkled.

      “Spanner, cog, and flywheel!” the gnome said quietly and smoothed out the paper. The sweat on his palms turned the gnome’s handwriting into an ungainly smear. There was nothing to be done about it, unless Petrovius wanted to slink home and reseal the letter—which he most certainly did not.

      His heart already raced at the idea of Isabella coming home just then or, worse, opening the door and finding him kneeling on her porch. He steadied his grip with both hands and successfully slid the envelope beneath the door. Petrovius stood and barely kept his pace to a walking speed. He was tempted to vault the low stone wall between the yards but resisted the urge.

      Only after he was again inside his cottage, his back leaning on the front door, did his heart slow.

      “That was most unpleasant,” he said to the empty room. “But the deed is done, and if Isabella is any kind of neighbor, there will be no more problems with these blasted acorns.”

      The next morning, Petrovius made a single cup of tea and a small plate of scones for his morning respite on the patio. He hadn’t the nerve to go shopping for a replacement tea set just yet, and the tray was in pitiful shape.

      He never reached the patio.

      Scattered about his lawn were all the acorns he had carefully picked up the previous day. The metal bin he’d collected them in held not a single seed. Moreover, the metallic container was dented and lay on its side.

      It was at that precise moment that Petrovius Wheeler, tinker gnome and self-described Inventor of Innovations, knew he had a problem.

      Two, actually.

      The first was Isabella’s most unneighborly behavior. The second was related to the first, insofar as Isabella’s flagrant display of civility might be a foreshadowing of more painstaking collections of acorns from the yard. Petrovius’ pride had some choice words regarding the first problem, and his calloused hands and sore back had plenty to say about the second one.
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        * * *

      

      Here’s the thing about problems: they’re always in search of a solution.

      And here’s the thing about tinker gnomes: they’re always in search of a problem.

      Now, if you remember your maths, you can probably see where this is going, and you’d be correct: tinker gnomes may appear to be seeking problems, but what most of them really loved were solutions to problems, most especially if the solutions involved lots of spanners and flywheels and whatnot (the unofficial joke of The Royal Order of Tinkers is “What’s the correct number of cogs for any mechanical solution?” Answer: “There are never enough cogs in any mechanical solution.”).

      Here’s a hypothetical to solve: A tinker gnome’s patio and path are covered with 491 acorns. If he decides to create automata to constantly keep his patio and path acorn-free, how many automata will he have to make before he successfully implements a solution?

      (Write down your answer now, please.)

      When Petrovius had a problem—and especially when he had two—he sought inspiration in his Thinking Room. His Thinking room should not be confused with his Tinkering Room, but if you did, you’d be readily forgiven, for many non-inventors do so all the time.

      Petrovius was a strict adherent of the Don’t Think Where You Tink postulate, first proposed by the human tinker Phaedrus Hinkleton in the year 329. Late one night, while pondering a particular perplexing problem, Phaedrus fell asleep next to a tank of compressed oil. Normally, this would have posed no problems whatsoever, except for the following two factors: (a) Phaedrus was smoking a pipe at the time of his sudden slumbery state, and (b) the tank’s tubing had a small leak. Happily, Phaedrus survived, though without the benefit of eyebrows or hair for a disconcertingly long time.

      Petrovius’ Thinking Room was a lovely space in his cottage you could easily mistake for a library, reading room, or perhaps a study. The room held hundreds of books, a single chair, and a large desk. It also sported an easel capable of holding very large pieces of paper.

      Three large windows looked out on his backyard, which featured the aforementioned patio, along with a lovely stretch of grass and a separate structure a short walk from the cottage. That structure was half the size of Petrovius’ cottage and served as his Tinkering Room.

      Gazing out one of the windows, Petrovius began with the most important part of an invention’s design: the name. Countless otherwise promising projects have failed at this crucial stage.

      (Have you ever heard of the Frog Flinger, a small device designed to help injured frogs hop? No? Well, that just proves my point.)

      The gnome considered several name candidates and eventually settled on ACORN (if you need a refresher, please reread the beginning of this story).

      His next step was to record the desired outcome for his automata (“Keep patio acorn-free.”) and list a variety of desired attributes (“Self-propelling; waterproof; capable of holding at least one pound of acorns at a time; self-emptying,” etc.). Then he began categorizing the must-have attributes (“capable of collecting acorns”) from the not-so-must-haves (“operate in complete silence”).

      Some of you more experienced tinker gnomes may have spotted Petrovius’ fatal mistake: he broke the first law of tinkering, which was to properly define the problem before attempting to define the solution (the rest of you will have to take my word for it, and since neither of us can warn poor Petrovius of his oversight, there’s really nothing we can do).

      And unlike Isabella, he was not a botanist in any sense of the word. If he had been, he might have realized he was overlooking a rather large and obvious observation that would have completely altered his approach.

      But he wasn’t, so he didn’t.

      Instead, Petrovius spent the morning sipping tea, nibbling on scones, thinking, and occasionally scribbling down his invention thoughts on paper. After a hefty lunch of ham, potatoes, turnip tartlets from Banneton Bakery, and a non-alcoholic apple cider (Petrovius would enjoy the alcoholic version later, as a reward for a hard day’s inventing), there was more sipping, nibbling, thinking, and scribbling. Some earlier scribbling was scribbled out, a few earlier notes expanded on, and the process repeated itself all day like a perpetual flywheel.
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        * * *

      

      The following day, Petrovius reviewed the papers strewn about his Thinking Room and concluded his design was not only feasible, it had a high probability of success. Enough to build a prototype, at any rate.

      He also made a discovery: a lavender envelope by his cottage’s front door.

      Petrovius’ heart did not skip a beat. It skipped three.

      He approached the envelope as if it might, without warning, lunge at him with large fangs and curved claws. It was upside down and remained reassuringly inert for the time being. Petrovius slowly picked it up and turned it over.

      The envelope was addressed simply to Mr. Petrovius Wheeler, confirming the sender had, like Petrovius, hand-delivered the missive. The script was impressively beautiful, though that particular fact was soon obscured by the contents of the lavender-colored letter.

      Dear Mr. Wheeler,

      I received your letter with much excitement, as I have been meaning to formally introduce myself as your neighbor. Our infrequent nods and smiles across our shared stone wall are hardly a sufficient basis for building a proper relationship for two next-door neighbors. I hope we can correct that in the near future.

      As you mentioned Summer’s Tide and High Summer (High Summer is my favorite holiday of the year!), may I kindly inquire as to your plans for this year’s festival? I understand Florio del Luca—yes, the very same Florio del Luca from Turtle Bay!—will be our Sun Speaker. Perhaps we can enjoy his oration together?

      It should be noted that Petrovius suddenly found his palms getting uncomfortably less dry at this point. The letter continued.

      In the meantime, I would like to thank you for bringing to my attention your recent and tragic event involving a sizable number of acorns that resulted in the apparent loss of your tea set. My tea set is a sixth-generation family heirloom, and I would be devastated were I to lose it under any circumstances.

      However, despite my great sympathies for your loss, I must gently protest having any hand whatsoever in the situation leading up to that loss. I assure you, Mr. Wheeler, that my yard is quite lacking in acorns⁠—

      Here, Petrovius snorted. “Well, of course it is! They’re all in mine!”

      —and even if it weren’t, the very last thing I would do is intentionally toss them into my neighbor’s yard. I can only speculate on the actual cause, but I can state with the utmost confidence that it has nothing to do with me.

      Since you raise this issue, I will, with your permission, share a request of my own. Kindly take whatever steps are required to keep your machines on your property. My lilacs are, thankfully, blooming again, and my rose bushes are showing signs they may yet survive the damage they suffered last week. Their salvation came at the cost of extraordinary measures on my part, though. Were I not a botanist (yes, the local gossip was, for once, correct), these poor plants might have expired.

      I trust you have the same neighborly inclinations you seem to expect from me, so I rest comfortably in the assurance I won’t have the need to mention my request a second time.

      With best regards,

      Your neighbor,

      Isabella Sprinkles

      The heart-stopping idea of having to meet Isabella in person was eclipsed by her unfounded accusation that Petrovius’ devices had ever damaged her plants, much less crossed her property line. At no point had either occurred.

      He filed away the envelope—and the accusation—and turned his attention towards more tangible activities, namely the ACORNv1 automata. A quick inventory fortuitously confirmed he had all the necessary parts in his Tinkering Room. With a fresh pot of hibiscus tea and a large plate of blueberry biscuits, the gnome set about working on his latest invention.
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        * * *

      

      Petrovius temporarily and mournfully gave up both his morning routine of breakfast on the patio and the manual collection of acorns. The latter made the former treacherous, and no matter how often Petrovius removed the offending nuts, they mysteriously reappeared later.

      The gnome spent nearly every waking hour in his Tinkering Room, in which he’d installed a cot years ago. He emerged from the workshop for only the bare necessities and to perform various prototype tests with the automata.

      After several pots of tea (seven), many biscuits (forty-two), a string of failed tests (fourteen), and a few days (five) later, Petrovius gently placed the ACORNv1 at the beginning of the stone path. He had his small notebook, quill, and inkwell ready to capture his thoughts on the first test.

      The automata’s design was functional but not terribly pleasing to the eye. The cosmetic improvements would come later, after Petrovius had ironed out the functional elements.

      ACORNv1 had a large, cake-shaped body with a wheel affixed at the center front and two more on either side at the back. A large metallic spring, when wound, provided a brief supply of energy to the axles, which set the wheels in motion. An old birdcage served as the collecting basket and was mounted atop the body. Petrovius had sacrificed a rake and affixed it underneath the ACORNv1’s carriage to collect the acorns as the automata rolled over them. Finally, a large rotating wooden paddle wheel sent the collected acorns shooting up into the collecting basket.

      On paper, the device seemed sound. In reality, the previous failures indicated otherwise.

      Petrovius cranked the internal spring using a removable handle that slotted into the device. With a mix of excitement and apprehension, Petrovius moved the switch on the back that unlocked the spring.

      The automata known as ACORNv1 shuddered to life and began trundling down the stone path.

      Petrovius wrote:

      Winding crank - PAD (PAD meant “Performed As Designed.”)

      Spring - PAD

      Motion - PAD

      Acorns disappeared from the ground and filled the collecting basket as the device rolled towards the patio. The automata cleared the path of most of the acorns, reached the patio, bounced off a chair leg, and continued on into the grass, where its progress slowed. The device stopped thirty feet from the patio, the internal spring having spent its energy.

      More notes were recorded:

      Collector - PAD

      Hazard Encounter - PAD

      TDT - 58 feet (TDT meant “Total Distance Traveled”)

      Petrovius finished his notes and gathered the automata, extremely happy with the first test. He emptied the basket into a metal bin he’d dragged outside and stored the automata in the Tinkering Room.

      Given how many acorns he was facing, the bin may not be large enough. But even if it was, Petrovius would soon have an awful lot of acorns to deal with. That was a problem, and he looked forward to finding a solution to it.

      The gnome was already celebrating the fact that his backbreaking days of sweeping acorns into a dustpan were now over. More encouragingly, the path and patio were just the start. Petrovius imagined a yard completely free of acorns, and he returned to his Tinkering Room.

      Indeed, he already imagined ACORNs dutifully cleaning yards and paths across the entire queendom. He imagined the collective amount of time his invention would save the good residents of Cozy Vales. He imagined his name being spoken in glowing terms for decades to come: “Petrovius Wheeler, Savior of Sore Backs and Reclaimer of Time.”

      He imagined being invited to join the Royal Order of Tinkers, which would involve Queen Liana herself inducting him into the order, followed by a very fancy party. More importantly (at least to Petrovius), he’d be able to append several letters to his name: “CCV, ROOT” (Champion of Cozy Vales, Royal Order of Tinkers). The cost of new stationery would be a small price to pay for the accolades that would soon follow his induction.

      Petrovius stepped into his cottage for a small snack and instantly regretted it, for someone had the impolite nerve to be knocking on his front door just then.

      Now, to Petrovius, knocking on someone’s door was only acceptable under the following conditions, listed in descending order of acceptability: (1) you were delivering turnip tartlets and alcoholic cider; (2) you were delivering food and drink other than turnip tartlets and alcoholic cider; (3) you were delivering mail; (4) you were an expected guest.

      The gnome waited in silence, even as a second round of knocking echoed inside his cottage. After a third round, which Petrovius was still very much disinclined to answer, he watched a lavender envelope slide under his door. He waited an additional ten minutes before risking the necessary trip to the door to retrieve the envelope.

      Dear Mr. Wheeler,

      I trust this letter finds you well, sir, and I hope you are enjoying the warm weather summer has brought to Appleton. For myself, I am thankful for the longer days and taking advantage of the extra light by tending to my garden.

      It is, in fact, the distressful state of my garden that prompts this note. My prized tulips have been, in a word, mutilated (please forgive my offensive word choice, but it is the most suitable for describing their condition).

      I know you are a tinker and have both created and utilized various machines in the past, and whilst recently enjoying a spot of tea in my kitchen, I happened to notice you testing one in your backyard.

      Ha! Petrovius thought. So she was spying on me after all!

      While I did not actually witness your machine attacking my tulips, I think you will agree—given the past incidents—that I am making the smallest jump (indeed, it’s barely a hop) to the conclusion that the two matters are connected.

      This is my second such request, and I am hopeful there will be no need for a third. I am most grateful for your cooperation in this matter.

      With regards,

      Your neighbor,

      Isabella Sprinkles

      P.S. Please rest assured the garden incidents have not affected my previous—and as yet unanswered—inquiry regarding your plans for High Summer. I understand Jens Urloch is hosting a luncheon feast at his Sweet Apple Press tavern. It would be lovely to see you there.

      Petrovius briefly noted the previous letter had closed With best regards. The second letter’s omission of “best” should have been worthy of further consideration, but Petrovius had already moved on to the issue of Isabella’s obvious confusion.

      Petrovius knew for a fact his ACORNv1 automata had not only stayed within the bounds of his property, it had remained in his sight whenever the device was outside the Tinkering Room. Moreover, it was incapable of escaping the stone wall lining his yard. Whatever floral fiasco his neighbor had suffered had nothing to do with him.

      Petrovius lamented the admittedly tragic event of mutilated tulips, but he would sleep soundly knowing he was not the cause.

      In keeping with what the gnome considered neighborly niceties, he felt compelled to write a timely reply of his own.

      Dear Miss Sprinkles,

      I received your second note, and let me begin by saying how truly sorry I am to hear about the mishap with your tulips. I know you are passionate about your gardening, and I can sympathize with waking to find such an unsettling discovery in your backyard!

      However, I’m afraid neither I nor any of my automata have anything to do with the damage you’ve suffered.

      Sincerely and humbly yours,

      Petrovius Wheeler

      Inventor of Innovations

      He struggled over the postscript. After several abandoned attempts, he settled on the following:

      P.S. I have heard the various ciders at Sweet Apple Press are among the very best Appleton has to offer. Mr. Urloch is a most gracious person, and I’m sure the luncheon will be delicious.

      Was he dodging her subtle invitation? Yes.

      Did he feel even the least bit guilty about it? No.

      Well, perhaps a little, but not enough to change the postscript.

      Emboldened by a sense of innocence, he successfully navigated his letter twixt Isabella’s door and the threshold, this time without mangling the envelope or smearing the ink. He nearly jogged home, as he was most anxious to continue designing the upgrades for the ACORNv2, of which there were many.

      Petrovius put his neighbor’s letters, accusations, and gardening woes out of his mind, since he could spare none of it at the moment. Tinkering was mentally taxing work if done properly, after all.

      The gnome worked on the next iteration of his automata even as he continued testing the limits of ACORNv1. His morning routine changed to the following: wake up; dress; wind the ACORNv1 automata; activate the automata; observe and record its performance; prepare breakfast; enjoy breakfast on the patio; clean up breakfast; retrieve the automata from its location in the yard; empty the basket into the acorn bin; spend the day thinking and tinkering on the ACORNv2.

      He was ecstatic to have added “breakfast on the patio” back into his morning routine. Life had stabilized in a way that left Petrovius feeling not just happy but optimistic. Things were looking up (true), and the gnome was certain they would only get better (less true but true on the whole).
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        * * *

      

      For three days, his schedule continued uninterrupted. On the fourth day, Petrovius made a puzzling discovery: the acorn bin was nearly empty, though not for a lack of effort on the gnome’s part. Multiple times a day, the gnome would let the ACORNv1 loose to collect the acorns and deposit them in the bin.

      Petrovius had not been counting the number of acorns collected by his automata, either by number or by weight, so he had no hard data to indicate how many acorns he had collected to date. He chided himself for the oversight and chalked it up to his exuberance over the success of ACORNv1, which had clouded his thinking.

      Despite the lack of data, Petrovius knew the acorn bin should be holding far more acorns than it presently did. He required neither sums nor tabulations to reach the logical—indeed, the only possible—conclusion that someone was secretly emptying the bin.

      The gall!

      The very idea!

      What nerve!

      Who would commit such an unneighborly atrocity and flagrantly violate so many laws? Petrovius counted off the offenses he could think of. There was the obvious one—trespassing—and though he was no barrister, the gnome felt confident he could make the case for disturbing the peace, petty theft, and several more grievances would surely surface on deeper reflection.

      This mischief would not go unanswered, Petrovius reassured himself. He would contact the Appleton constable, to be sure, and follow that up with a sternly worded opinion piece for publication in the Appleton Gazette. If neither of those avenues provided the desired relief, a meeting with the village maire would be in the gnome’s future.

      Petrovius marched inside to rectify the grievance (momentarily forgetting all about his automata sitting idle in the yard). He spent an hour meticulously drafting his opinion piece for the Gazette and muttering (there was a considerable amount of muttering, most of it about the general but undeniable decline of civility in the world).

      The gnome left the paper on his desk to dry. He would deliver the piece to the Gazette office in the center of the village and lodge his concern with the constable. The entire matter should take no more than an hour, and he would be back in time for lunch. Mindful of the Summer’s Tide holiday, Petrovius braced himself for an extra serving of well wishes and friendly exchanges. His hand was turning the handle on the front door when he realized his egregious oversight.

      My ACORNv1!

      Petrovius shook his head for abandoning his invention so carelessly. The discovery of the acorns’ disappearance had derailed his concentration.

      Dapples of sunlight moved slowly about the backyard, their motion dictated by a gentle breeze pulling at the tree limbs. Petrovius found no acorns on the stone path. The patio was equally acorn-free. And he noted with satisfaction the line of grass the automata had groomed to perfection was still unsoiled by a single nut.

      What he did find caused his satisfaction to evaporate and a strangled whimper to escape his lips.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Had the automata been tossed off a very high cliff and bouncing dozens of times off the rock wall during its descent before smashing against yet more rocks at the bottom, Petrovius would have had an easier time recognizing his invention. The body was dented and mangled. The collecting basket had been flattened. Two wheels were completely missing. The rest was a mound of metal.

      Petrovius’ mind worked furiously to assign a cause to this consequence, and for him, the equation was as elegantly simple as it was obvious. His eyes narrowed as he glanced at Isabella’s cottage.

      “Of course, this means war.”

      (There. Now you’re all caught up!)

      Petrovius divided what was left of the ACORNv1 into three piles. The first, Broken Beyond Repair, was distressingly large. The second, Broken But With Potential To Not Be, was much smaller. The third pile, Not Broken, consisted of exactly three springs, a spindle, and a handful of screws.

      Staring at the ACORNv1’s remains, Petrovius pondered the situation while sitting morosely in his Tinkering Room. His perfectly penned opinion piece for the Gazette would need a complete rewrite, and his chat with the constable would be of a very different nature.

      Meddling with someone else’s bin of acorns was disconcerting enough. But malicious destruction (for what other kind of destruction could it be?) of another’s personal property was the most disturbing aspect.

      Based on the condition of the former automata, this was no casual attack. The culprit had clearly taken pleasure in deconstructing the machine almost down to its raw materials.

      How long had Petrovius been inside his cottage? Twenty minutes? Thirty? More than enough for someone to complete this crime and slip away unseen.

      Had Petrovius heard anything unusual? Not that he could recall, though he had been rather preoccupied with the incident involving the acorn bin. His outrage at that infraction now seemed wildly outsized compared to this unfortunate event.

      Another unsettling thought crossed Petrovius’ mind. Had the culprit had been watching him the entire time? That would explain the perfectly timed attack. The number of suspects with easy access to a view of his backyard was very small. Less than three, actually, but more than one.

      And of those two, Petrovius was willing to jump to at least one conclusion.

      Furthermore, this escalation dramatically changed the dynamics of the situation. Petrovius found his resolve in the matter taking a newer, sharper direction.
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        * * *

      

      Petrovius’ parents had called him shy when he was young. For years, the gnome presumed the word meant “a condition in which one is happier when alone.” He was several decades old before he understood that wasn’t quite what his parents had meant.

      Yes, he was happier when alone. But that didn’t convey what he experienced when he was forced to interact with others.

      The gnome had secured impressive marks at primer school and gone on to obtain a degree from the prestigious Innovation College of Design (not to be confused with the much less prestigious College of Innovation Design). He had suffered mightily, even with the generous accommodations provided by both institutions. Petrovius had even sampled several medications, which numbed his social anxiety but also dulled his focus. In the end, he chose mental clarity over emotional numbness.

      Petrovius’ post-graduation plans involved finding an out-of-the-way cottage located in a small, out-of-the-way village where he could spend the majority of his time alone. Appleton had fit the bill nicely, and the gnome had eked out a living from his inventions and the occasional mechanical repairs (but only on small items, as Petrovius had a strict “No House Calls” policy).

      Strolling into the village proper, the gnome ever so briefly wondered if his years of isolation had been a blessing or a boon. Here he was, in desperate need of help from the local constable, and his stomach was already in knots before he’d reached the village square.

      There was nothing to be done about it, however, so Petrovius mustered on with a gnome’s perseverance, and he had relied on that more than once over the years. Petrovius felt the queendom of Cozy Vales was always celebrating something. Fairs, contests, festivals, and all manner of holidays filled the calendar. Being the rather secluded gnome that he was, Petrovius tended to ignore them all.

      Too much noise, too much commotion, and altogether too much, well, muchery for his taste.

      While the queendom’s residents celebrated the summer solstice during the holiday known as High Summer, Petrovius planned to be safely ensconced in his cottage on June 21st, as he always was. And if that twenty-four-hour holiday of competitions, performances, and festivities wasn’t enough to cause the gnome to self-seclude, the two weeks prior to High Summer were a non-stop whirlwind of feasts, celebrations, and parties. Together, the holidays were more than enough for Petrovius to stock up provisions and hunker down in a self-imposed exile until it was safe to emerge from his home.

      The gnome would not be placing flowers in his hair. He would not be gathering in the village square with other residents. And he would most certainly not be staying up all night listening to the Sun Speaker drone on nonstop with some ages-old tale (again, Petrovius was relying not on firsthand experiences but rather the reports from others, as he’d never experienced a Sun Speaker’s performance).

      Walking through Appleton, Petrovius tipped his hat and nodded his flowerless head at passersby and pretended he wasn’t about to faint on the spot.  The heat and forced social interaction were quickly taking their toll. By the time he crossed paths with Faun Featherforge, he was a bundle of jitters.

      That Faun was a dwarf with black, braided hair and carried a massive combat hammer at her hip was wholly irrelevant to the gnome’s anxiety. That she was Appleton’s constable was very relevant. Petrovius had never had the need or occasion to speak to a constable before, and even though he’d done nothing wrong, he was as tightly wound as the ACORNv1’s spring.

      Being painfully aware of his anxiety only made him more nervous, and that caused him to worry Constable Featherforge would misconstrue his behavior as some indication of guilt or implication he was lying. Of course, that only caused him to be even more on edge.

      Faun, perhaps sensing Petrovius’ distress, directed him under the covered porch of an abandoned bakery called the Crust and Crumb to escape the heat. By the time Petrovius had finished recounting the recent events for Faun, his throat was dry, his shirt was soaked, and he could feel every beat of his heart. His accounting had been, to his ears, jumbled and confusing.

      Thankfully, Faun took copious notes and seemed to be following the core of the narrative. But her natural expression had slowly soured as Petrovius related the issue with the acorns and the destruction of his automata.

      “Any idea who might have done this?” Faun asked.

      “Not a clue, I’m afraid,” Petrovius lied.

      Faun was known as a dwarf who took her job very seriously. The Appleton residents admired her reputation for efficiency and focus when performing her duties, though truth be told, crime was not a common occurrence in the village.

      Faun closed her small notebook. “A true mystery.”

      “Yes.” Petrovius nodded in agreement.

      “A conundrum of sorts, if I may say so.”

      “Please do. And I concur.” Petrovius swiped away a line of sweat from his forehead.

      Faun sighed and tapped her notebook. “Most disconcerting.”

      Petrovius was not trained in the ways of constable work, nor did he have any idea of the exact methods used to solve crimes aside from questioning witnesses. He was, however, wondering if repetitively stating the obvious was part of some esoteric process only understood by constables.

      “Is there anything else you require from me?” he asked.

      “No. But keep a keen eye out, Petrovius, and I should think locking your doors would be prudent until this matter’s resolved.”

      The gnome swallowed hard at that. “Do you seriously think things might necessitate such precautions?”

      Faun tapped the weapon at her hip. “In my experience, two hammers are better than one.”

      Petrovius could hardly argue with that logic. If you needed to defend yourself, two hammers would certainly be more effective than one.

      “Yes. A most sensible approach.” Petrovius made swinging gestures with his arms, pretending to stave off a vicious attacker.

      Faun shook her head. “No, no. It’s a dwarvish expression. It means you’re better off if you’re prepared. If you take precautions.”

      “Ah. I see. Thank you.” Petrovius silently noted that having two hammers for self-defense still sounded like a solid preparation and even a sensible precaution, but he did not argue with the constable. He desperately wanted to remove his jacket. Between the heat and his nervousness, he was feeling more than a little lightheaded.

      “I’ll let you know what I find,” Faun said in a grave tone that made it clear to Petrovius she was now officially On The Case.

      Petrovius turned in the direction of the Gazette’s office. The idea of having to interact with another person was simply too much for the gnome. He could return tomorrow and file his opinion piece. Petrovius nearly sprinted home, even passing the Banneton Bakery and its amazing turnip tartlets without a second look (and if you’d ever tried their turnip tartlets, you’d know just how difficult that was).
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        * * *

      

      The ACORNv2 proved to be a very promising upgrade. Petrovius knew the ACORNv2’s higher tensile spring would provide a much longer run time, while the extra power and larger wheels would aid the device in navigating the grassy yard. Additionally, Petrovius had upgraded the collecting basket, which was larger but lighter. Finally, he’d added a lever for locking the front wheel in any given direction. Combined with a stake and some rope, the ACORNv2 would, in practice, be able to clean an entire circle of yard in one go.

      Yes, Petrovius thought, a most promising upgrade.

      He stood and stretched, his back stiff from hours of work in the Tinkering Room. The sun had set while he’d worked, and darkness blanketed his yard. Petrovius was not afraid of the dark, though he was wise enough to know there were things in the dark worthy of his fear. A few sensible precautions were all it took, however, to dispel those fears.

      Never venture out at night without some form of illumination.

      Always know your route. If you don’t, only travel by day.

      Keep a turnip tartlet in your pocket at all times.

      (The last entry did nothing to increase his safety, but it provided great mental comfort if he ever found himself to be distraught.)

      Petrovius had illumination in the form of an oil lantern.

      Petrovius knew the route to his cottage.

      Nevertheless, Petrovius desperately wished he had a turnip tartlet in his pocket.

      The shadows took on a sinister look. The hoots, cries, and barks of animals Petrovius had barely noticed before now seemed close and ominous. He hurried his pace and fumbled with his keys. Only once he was safely inside his cottage—with the building once more secured—did his breathing slow.

      Until someone knocked on his front door.

      Petrovius nearly dropped the lantern in his hand. He also nearly shrieked. The gnome avoided doing either and forced his feet to the door. He reassured himself with the optimistic view that his visitor was none other than Constable Featherforge. Having cracked the case in record time, the dwarf had braved the darkness of night to visit Petrovius’ cottage and deliver the good news in person.

      There was neither a constable nor good news waiting for poor Petrovius; only an envelope of a now-familiar lavender color by the front door.

      “Miss Sprinkles’ confession, no doubt,” Petrovius muttered. “Come to her senses, I’ll bet, and now she wants to beg for forgiveness.”

      Petrovius was wildly mistaken. Again. The note was not an apology.

      It was an invitation.
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        * * *

      

      Petrovius did not sleep well. How could he, after all? His next-door neighbor, a pleasantly quiet enough gnome named Isabella Sprinkles, had invited him to tea at ten o’clock in the morning.

      The umbrage!

      The audacity!

      The brazen impertinence!

      Truly, under other circumstances, Petrovius would have dashed off a polite but firm decline. He had inventions to invent, innovations to innovate, and machinery to machine. Tea with others was, on the whole, an overrated exercise and generally a waste of otherwise well spent time. Say, in his Tinkering Room. Or perhaps his Thinking Room.

      But these were not other circumstances, and Petrovius felt compelled to accept. Not because he had a sudden and unexpected bout of neighborly urgings but because he worried how Isabella might retaliate.

      She had already trespassed on his property at least twice, and her last had involved an expression of violence. What might she do next if he declined?

      Oh, but what might she do if he accepted?

      Petrovius shook his head, as if to dismiss the ghastly thought. No, no, his neighbor wasn’t any kind of murderer.

      Still.

      Precautions were clearly called for. Perhaps Petrovius should find an excuse to bring a hammer. Two, if possible.
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        * * *

      

      Had the path between the two homes not already been paved with stones, Petrovius would have carved one out of the grass with his back-and-forth pacing. But his feet eventually delivered him to Isabella’s doorstep, and his hand gave three weak raps. Isabella promptly opened the door. So prompt, in fact, Petrovius considered it suspicious. Had she been spying on him during his approach?

      Isabella was slightly shorter than Petrovius and kept her dark brown hair in a loose ponytail. Her lavender eyes were a perfect match for the shade of the letter she’d sent him. Petrovius found her floral-patterned dress to be most flattering for her figure. The word fetching came to Petrovius’ mind, though he quickly remanded himself that her beauty was neither excuse nor quarter for her treachery.

      “Mr. Wheeler, so lovely to see you, and thank you so much for accepting my invitation!” Isabella smiled graciously and welcomed her neighbor inside her cottage. She delicately touched the handful of colorful flowers tucked into her hair, as if she were ensuring they were still in place. “Are you excited for High Summer?”

      “Very.” Petrovius even managed to force a smile to his face and added, “I seem to have forgotten my flowers, I’m afraid.” He thought it was a nice touch.

      “Oh, I can easily remedy that.”

      “I couldn’t possibly impose.”

      “It’s not an imposition at all. I’m a botanist, remember?”

      “But such a waste of flowers,” Petrovius objected.

      “The lovely thing about flowers is they grow back.”

      Petrovius ceded the field to his persistent neighbor. “I’m at your mercy, then.”

      “Please make yourself comfortable. I’ll be just a moment,” Isabella said and disappeared into the kitchen. Petrovius heard the back door open and close.

      Spanner, cog, and flywheel! he thought. She’s truly going to don my head with flowers from her garden!

      Petrovius anxiously looked around the room. Isabella’s decorating tastes were exquisite but not ostentatious. Elegant but simple. Refined but not gaudy. He decided the room was not the kind in which you would coldly murder your neighbor. Too difficult to clean up the mess.

      Still, Petrovius’ heart rate had increased noticeably after entering Isabella’s home, and tiny black spots were appearing at the edge of his vision. He deeply regretted his decision to accept Isabella’s invitation.

      Just leave before she comes back. You can apologize later, say, in a month or perhaps on the last Tuesday of never.

      “Here we are!” Isabella reappeared with a tray in her hands and a bunch of long-stemmed flowers tucked under an arm.

      Too late, Old Bean, too late.

      “You’re most kind to have me over,” Petrovius said.

      She placed the tray on the coffee table and began working the flowers into a crown. Her nimble fingers made short work of the matter, and she handed over the circular arrangement. “Not at all. And please, make yourself at home.”

      Petrovius accepted the crown of flowers and sat on the sofa across from Isabella, who settled into a luxurious armchair. He did not put the crown on his head, instead resting it next to him. “Thank you.”

      “How do you take your tea, Mr. Wheeler?”

      “Alive.”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “What?”

      “I thought you said ‘alive.’”

      “No,” Petrovius replied. “I’m sure I didn’t.”

      “I believe you did.”

      “I did?”

      “Didn’t you?” Isabella asked.

      Petrovius leaned forward and examined the tray’s contents. “Are those turnip tartlets?”

      Isabella smiled and nodded. “Banneton Bakery’s finest. Bought them first thing this morning.”

      “Oh, my. Was the line long?”

      “Terribly. But worth it.”

      Petrovius found he agreed with his neighbor on that point and without reservation. The popular chain of bakeries always seemed to be busy, perhaps because there were no other bakeries in Appleton or perhaps because Banneton’s baked goods were simply the best (the truth was a mix).

      He also found her choice in baked goods reassuring, though even he admitted a murderer might easily possess a similarly refined taste in food.

      Petrovius accepted a cup of tea from Isabella and gently took a tartlet from the plate she held out. He ate the treat. His nerves steadied ever so much, and a few of the dark spots faded from his view. “Delicious. You’re terribly kind to have gone to so much trouble.”

      “Truly my pleasure.”

      Well, this isn’t entirely awful, Petrovius mused. Tea and turnip tartlets, especially ones from Banneton, were a difficult combination to beat. If only she were a law-abiding resident who respected the rights of others, I might have enjoyed this a little bit.

      “After all,” Isabella continued, “I thought it best to clear the air, and this seemed an auspicious way to begin.”

      At last, we’re getting to it! She’ll confess, I’ll inform Constable Featherforge, and let justice determine her fate. I’m not unreasonable, after all. Fair compensation for the cost of repairs to the ACORNv1 would suffice, and I’ll even agree to turn the page on our neighborly relations. Give her a clean slate and all that. Then it’s back to my tinkering without fear of reprisal.

      Petrovius smiled. “I couldn’t agree more. What would you like to discuss?”

      “Oh, just the misunderstanding we seem to be having. A finely written note has its place, but when it contributes to—instead of eliminates—confusion, I find it best to resort to a more direct approach. Don’t you agree?”

      The gnome absently nodded, even as the first inkling that Something Was Not Right fluttered in his chest. Misunderstanding? Confusion? Whatever was she referring to? The matter was about as straightforward as could be.

      “I’m so relieved you share my view,” Isabella continued. “After all, we’re next-door neighbors, and if we can’t get along, well, wouldn’t both our lives be the worse off for it?”

      Petrovius’ head was spinning like a sprocket. His nervousness was replaced by something else entirely: shock; disappointment; and anger fueled by the frustrating behavior of his gnomish neighbor. Anger, that age old standby replacement for courage, gave Petrovius the courage to correct himself.

      “I’m sorry, but I believe there’s been a mistake⁠—”

      “Indeed.” Isabella cut him off. “And forgive me for interrupting, but I can’t tell you how relieved I am that we can put this behind us.” She sipped her tea and beamed at Petrovius.

      “As I was saying, I believe there’s been a mistake, and there’s no misunderstanding. You deliberately tampered with my acorn bin⁠—”

      “I did no such thing!”

      “—then destroyed my automata⁠—”

      “I would never!”

      “—and now you’ve invited me over for tea and tartlets only as a pretense to put me in a position where you can gloat about your reckless and most illegal actions.”

      If Petrovius were an observant gnome, he would have noticed Isabella’s grip tightening on her teacup. Or the increased coloring of her cheeks. Or even how she had gone suddenly silent.

      But he was not particularly observant at that moment, so he blundered on.

      “You should know I’ve reported the incident to the constable. I did not name you as a suspect, though I’m sure she’ll reach her own conclusions soon enough.” He stood. “Thank you for the tea and tartlets, Miss Sprinkles. I’ll see myself out.”

      “Sit. Down.”

      Isabella hadn’t moved a muscle. She hadn’t cast a spell. She’d done nothing other than infuse her voice with a tad more authority than Petrovius was accustomed to.

      Before he realized what was happening, Petrovius was sitting again, and this time it was his turn to be quiet.

      “Mr. Wheeler, I’ve no idea who’s responsible for whatever is going on with your acorns and automata. I assure you I’ve never set foot inside your yard, nor do I have any desire to do so. And if the constable chooses to question me, I’ll have some choice words to share with her about the destruction I’ve suffered.”

      “What destruction might that be?” Petrovius asked meekly.

      “As if you don’t know.”

      Gaining a drop of his former confidence back—because he truly didn’t know—Petrovius replied, “Miss Sprinkles, I believe you may be correct about a misunderstanding. Please, start from the beginning and tell me what happened.”

      She did, the tone in her voice losing its edge the more she talked and the more Petrovius listened. When she was done, Petrovius frowned.

      “Miss Sprinkles, your garden has been attacked in a similar way as my automata, and the timing indicates there is some connection between the two phenomena. I can say with confidence none of my inventions could have damaged your plants, and I can now say with equal conviction I believe that you did not touch my invention or acorn bin.”

      Isabella’s face still carried a certain amount of hurt, and with good reason, but her voice had regained its earlier warmth. “A true mystery.”

      “Yes.” Petrovius nodded in agreement. “A conundrum of sorts, if I may say so.”

      Isabella nodded. “Quite.”

      “I don’t suppose you have any suggestions for how we proceed?”
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        * * *

      

      Petrovius wished it was his amazing plan that had solved the puzzle. He wished he had come up with the solution on his own. He wished he could claim even a small responsibility for discovering the cause behind the mysterious events.

      But it wasn’t, he hadn’t, and he couldn’t.

      In all fairness, it was a fine plan and one he fully endorsed. He only wished it didn’t involve him sitting so close to Isabella. He wished it didn’t require his presence in her house. He wished many things that afternoon, and one of those wishes involved the fate of his beloved ACORNv2.

      The pair of gnomes sat by the kitchen window in Isabella’s cottage and stared into Petrovius’ backyard. Given the incline in the local topography, Isabella’s home sat three feet higher than her neighbor’s, which meant she had a perfect view of his property.

      It should be noted at this point that Petrovius was increasingly out of sorts. His day had not gone at all the way he’d planned, and instead of receiving an apology from Isabella, she was hosting him at her home. Petrovius could not remember the last time he’d spent more than fifteen minutes in another person’s house. Yet, for reasons he did not understand, he had not yet fumbled his way to the door while showering Isabella with several thanks and well wishes but also repeating that he must sadly take his leave.

      Isabella had brewed a fresh pot of tea (coriander) and laid out a plate of cookies (her own take on the classic sugar cookie) and shared her thoughts.

      “My initial theory was your automata was hopping the stone wall and mangling my plants.” The stone wall was barely two feet tall, and Petrovius was about to explain that his ACORN device was not capable of air travel. Isabella waved him into silence. “After I received your note, I considered the additional data and deemed my initial theory to be in need of a revision.”

      Theory? Data? Revision?

      She was describing the equivalent of a hypothesis, as well as the scientific process to problem solving. The thought that she, a gardener and botanist, had something in common with Petrovius, Inventor of Innovations, struck him as both surprising and pleasing.

      “And what was the revision?”

      “I haven’t completed that part yet, as I need more data.” Isabella nodded at the ACORNv2 tethered to the stake in Petrovius’ yard. “Or in this case, bait. My working premise is whatever destroyed your first automata will return for the second.”

      Petrovius looked at his helpless automata. Its internal spring wasn’t even wound, per Isabella’s instructions. It couldn’t move, it couldn’t fight, and it couldn’t flee. The gnome took a deep breath.

      “Now what?”

      “Now we watch and we wait.”
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon sun arced slowly across the sky, stretching the shadows in Petrovius’ yard. When he wasn’t nervously watching for signs of an intruder or speculating over the fate of the ACORNv2, he was equally (and just as nervously) aware of how close his chair sat to Isabella. The gnome had a difficult time deciding which required more of this attention.

      For her part, Isabella didn’t appear to be uncomfortable in the slightest.

      Talking with Isabella about the mysterious attacks had been oddly enjoyable, but then again, Petrovius was highly motivated to get to the bottom of whatever was going on. Once the sitting began and silence settled into the cottage, Petrovius’ thoughts kept (frustratingly) turning to Isabella.

      Her flower-filled hair. Her inspired plan to help them solve the mystery. Her talent with tea and cookies. Really, he seemed embarrassed at just how little attention he had paid to her before. It didn’t seem very neighborly, he admitted.

      The afternoon waned and twilight approached.

      Petrovius sighed and got to his feet. “I’d really rather not leave my automata outdoors in the dark, and unless you suggest illuminating the backyard, I think we should pause our efforts.”

      With a frown, Isabella stood as well. “I think you’re right, but I also think we’re missing something. I’ll give it some thought tonight, and we shall try again in the morning. If you’re still interested, that is.”

      “Oh, yes, most definitely! What time shall we reconvene?”

      Isabella seemed very pleased with Petrovius’ response. “How about sunrise? I like getting an early start on things, don’t you?”

      The tinker gnome considered early mornings to be two things: (1) a borderline unhealthy habit and (2) best experienced asleep in a comfortable bed. “Very much so. I shall return at sunrise.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Light had just begun to seep into Appleton when Petrovius knocked lightly on Isabella’s door and stifled a yawn. He could not remember the last time he’d encountered a sunrise after a night of sleep.

      “Good morning, Mr. Wheeler.” Isabella had dressed in an ankle-length skirt and short-sleeved shirt. Petrovius could not for the life of him figure out why his throat had suddenly gone dry.

      “Good morning, Miss Sprinkles.”

      “Do come in, please.”

      The house smelled amazing, which did wonders for the gnome’s sleepiness. As if she’d read his mind, Isabella said, “I was up early and baked some sugar cookies. They’re for later, of course. But I’ve laid out tea and breakfast. You haven’t eaten, have you?”

      He’d most definitely eaten, and a filling breakfast it was. One large bowl of porridge and a mug of creamy milk had, as it were, totally topped off his tank. He was not hungry in the slightest.

      Until he stepped into the kitchen.

      A tray of sugar cookies cooled on the counter. The Watterson cast-iron stove—an older but still popular model—was topped with toast, bacon, and turnip-topped scrambles.

      “As a matter of fact,” Petrovius replied, “I haven’t, and I’m famished. If it’s not too much bother.”

      Isabella’s expression turned extra cheery. “No bother at all.”

      The toast was delicious, the bacon divine, and the scrambles defied adequate description.

      The two ate, with Isabella doing most of the talking. Idle chit chat, nothing of import, for which Petrovius was most grateful. He had been full when he’d entered the cottage, and he now felt like a balloon fit to burst.

      But what else was he to do? Isabella had, after all, gone to all that trouble. Declining the offered meal would have been most unneighborly, and besides, the food tasted amazing. The only downside? If the ACORNv2 was threatened, Petrovius worried the best he could manage was little more than a weakly hollered objection.

      “Coffee?” Isabella asked.

      Petrovius did his best to look enthusiastic. “Please.”

      He nursed the drink long after it had gone cold and allowed himself to politely refuse Isabella’s offer to warm up the drink.

      “Well, the sun’s cleared the mountains, and I think we should get moving ourselves,” Isabella said. “And I think I know why our test failed yesterday. We were not adequately replicating the original conditions prior to the attack. I think you should run your automata and let it collect as many acorns as it can before it stops.”

      “Very well.”

      Petrovius slipped out the cottage’s backdoor. The additional ballast of a second breakfast meant he did not lightly, impressively, or easily hop the stone wall. Swallowing his pride, the gnome performed an unseemly and overly deliberate crossing. He followed the gnome’s instructions before returning to his neighbor’s kitchen.

      Isabella had repositioned two chairs in front of the kitchen window. Petrovius had not measured the distance between the two chairs the prior afternoon, so he couldn’t confidently state Isabella had decreased the gap. But he was willing to bet his last sprocket that she had.

      The pair sat. The pair watched. The pair waited.

      The proximity to Isabella and the fresh flowers she’d woven into her hair proved most distracting, even more so than before, if that was possible. At one point, Petrovius moved to scratch an itch on his back. His hand briefly brushed Isabella’s arm. He jerked it back as if he’d touched fire.

      “Please pardon me,” he said.

      “Not at all.” She watched him attempt to reach a clearly unreachable spot on his back. “May I?”

      “Oh. Yes. Thank you. Very kind.” The words came haltingly to Petrovius’ mouth, which only added to his nervousness. “A bit higher. Now to the left. Higher. Yes, right there.”

      “Better?”

      “Much, thank you.” And, oddly, it somehow was, it being both the aforementioned itch and Isabella’s proximity.

      The sitting and watching and waiting continued. Petrovius could no longer hide his yawns, though Isabella didn’t seem offended. Try as he might, the tinker gnome could not force his eyelids to remain open. The unusually early wake up and the button-popping double breakfast were enough to send him into an involuntary slumber, cold coffee notwithstanding.

      “Mr. Wheeler, look!”

      The gnome’s head snapped up, his eyes following Isabella’s hand. Petrovius blinked, disbelieving what he saw. It couldn’t be, could it? He must be imagining this. He was suffering from sleep deprivation and likely the side effects of overeating. Yes, that was clearly what was happening.

      Petrovius rubbed his eyes and looked into his yard again.

      No, the gnome wasn’t suffering from either sleep deprivation or overeating, and his eyes were just fine.

      “Constable Featherforge is never going to believe this.”
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        * * *

      

      The pair of gnomes stood over the mangled mess of metal previously known as ACORNv2. The collecting basket was bent out of shape, two of the wheels had been dislodged, and half the internals were scattered around the automata’s husk.

      Petrovius, even after witnessing the acorns commit the atrocity, could not bring himself to believe they were the culprits.

      “Not acorns,” Isabella said. “Toppers. Should have realized it right off the bat. It’s far too soon for the trees to begin dropping acorns, after all.”

      Now that Isabella mentioned it, Petrovius realized she was correct. “Don’t be too hard on yourself, Miss Sprinkles, I didn’t make the connection, either.”

      “You’re not a botanist, Mr. Wheeler.” She surveyed the yard. “Most strange. As far as I know, toppers have never been discovered in Summerfrost Vale before.”

      “Toppers?”

      “Sentient creatures, though they’re generally viewed as just clearing the bar for intelligence. They act almost entirely on instinct. As far as we know, at any rate, and we know very little about them.” She picked up an acorn and held it in front of Petrovius. The floral fragrance of Isabella’s hair caused the cogs in his brain to temporarily seize up. “And they’re indistinguishable from the common acorn.”

      The cogs in the gnome’s brain began spinning again. “Acorns, you say?”

      Isabella squinted at the seed in her hand. “My guess is they didn’t take kindly to your automata. But that doesn’t really solve the mystery.”

      Petrovius’ mental cogs were back at peak operating speed, or as close as they could get, given his current physical state. “Seems like a perfectly clear solution to me. Also explains why my acorn bin was being slowly emptied. They escaped and took revenge at the first opportunity.”

      “I’m not talking about that mystery. I’m talking about why they stopped here in the first place.” Isabella frowned and tapped her chin, and Petrovius recognized the look: Deep In Thought.

      “Perhaps the automata drew their attention?” he offered.

      “Didn’t you say you built the automata to collect the acorns?”

      “Oh. Yes. I see. Quite right.”

      “No, something else is afoot. Toppers are generally harmless unless threatened. It’s no real mystery why they attacked your automata. And they usually act as natural gardeners. Eliminating weeds, clearing out overgrowth, that sort of thing. No, the truly enigmatic aspect is why they came this close. For that matter, why they stuck around. Toppers prefer nature and avoid settlements of any kind.”

      Petrovius was turning her words around in his head, grasping for a reasonable hypothesis, when the reality of Isabella’s statements sunk in. Petrovius broke out in a sudden sweat. They were both literally surrounded by hundreds of angry acorns.

      When the toppers had attacked the ACORNv2, they had moved at such incredible speeds that the collection of entities appeared as a thick swarm of insects. The automata became a blurry object obscured by a bubble of darting dots. Did the toppers sprout arms and legs? How did they propel themselves? How could they sense their environment? And how could they destroy a metallic contraption so quickly and thoroughly? Petrovius had no clue, though he could not deny the speed or thoroughness of their violence.

      All that flooded back into Petrovius’ mind as he considered the objects currently under the soles of his boots.

      “Isabella,” he whispered. “I think I’m standing on them.”

      She flicked her fingers dismissively. “Not to worry. Their shells are surprisingly difficult to crack. Besides, if they felt threatened, they’d have attacked us already. No, there must be something else, and if it wasn’t your automata . . .” She turned and walked back to her yard, lightly hoppin gon top of the stone wall. The hem of her skirt fluttered briefly, and Petrovius was convinced the temperature of the summer air had risen several degrees. She looked back over her shoulder. “Aren’t you coming, Mr. Wheeler?”

      Moving as gingerly as possible so as to step on as few toppers as possible, Petrovius followed her to her garden. Isabella knelt down near the tulips, prodding the soil with a finger in various places. The gnome had not exaggerated when she described them as having been mutilated. Petals had been stripped, vines snapped in two, and furrows of dirt crisscrossed the ground.

      “Be a gentlegnome, would you, and fetch me a hand rake from the shed?” she asked. Petrovius retrieved the tool. “Thank you.”

      Isabella clawed gently at the ground, a few rakes here, another rake there. She worked methodically across the former tulip bed and had almost reached the other end.

      “A ha!” She wiped her arm across her brow. “Mystery solved!”

      Petrovius squatted next to Isabella and examined the spot she pointed at with the rake. “What am I looking at?”

      “That tuberous white stalk there.”

      “That little thing?”

      “That little thing is a very big thing.” Isabella glanced around the garden. “At least as big as the tulip bed, I’d wager.”

      Petrovius was now fully outside his area of expertise. As if the toppers of destruction weren’t enough, his neighbor was implying they were standing above something—plant? animal?—that was far larger than the tiny stalk at his feet.

      “I’m afraid I’m just a tinker and not much of a botanist.”

      “See how the soil here has turned a slightly lighter color? Note the grainier texture compared to the rest of the garden. There are four conditions under which soil would exhibit this kind of behavior. Two are restricted to areas experiencing droughts, which we are not. That left another possibility I also ruled out, as it only occurs in climates much drier and hotter than ours.”

      “And the final condition?”

      “Leech lichen.”

      “Leech lichen.”

      “Yes, leech lichen. I can see by your expression, Mr. Wheeler, you are not familiar with this particular kind of organism.”

      “Only slightly less knowledgeable than I am about toppers.”

      “Hmm. You’ve a surprising sense of humor, Mr. Wheeler. I like that.” He blushed and struggled for a reply, which made Isabella laugh, though not in a mean way. “Unlike the common lichen, leech lichen grows almost entirely underground. A small sliver punctures the soil’s surface for sunlight, and that sliver sustains the rest of the organism, which can grow up to a hundred feet in diameter if left unchecked.”

      “What precisely is the documented behavior of this lichen?”

      “It drains the surrounding ground until all nutrients have been consumed. The nearby flora wither and eventually die, and the lichen goes into stasis until life eventually returns. It’s a cycle that repeats itself. I’m surprised I overlooked it when I first moved here, but leech lichen can remain dormant for decades. Come along, Mr. Wheeler.”

      Isabella brushed off her hands and walked towards her cottage. Petrovius caught up with her, unsure of their next course of action. Did she know how to kill the lichen? Had it already spread under his yard? And what was to be done about the toppers?

      “What are we going to do?” he asked.

      “Well, it’s hot, and I’m thirsty, so I’m going to have a lemonade.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Isabella, it turned out, knew a great deal more about toppers and leech lichen than Petrovius did, though given he had just learned about both entities minutes earlier, that isn’t saying very much, now is it?

      Let’s try that again.

      Isabella, it turned out, knew a great deal about toppers and leech lichen and how to deal with them. She poured a lemonade for herself and a glass of milk for Petrovius (he was not a fan of lemonade) and placed a plate of sugar cookies on the table between them.

      “Leech lichen can be pernicious,” she said. “But they’re easily neutralized with a few treatments. I just need to whip up the proper mixture and soak the soil around the stalk for two or three days.”

      “And the toppers?” Petrovius asked hopefully. He tried a cookie. It tasted even better than it smelled, and it smelled incredible.

      “That is less straight-forward. There are a handful of reports indicating bushels of toppers exhibit a kind of migratory behavior, but there is also a common belief they will temporarily settle in an area and aggressively defend it. They obviously found the automata to be a threat. But I’ve been thinking about why they stopped here in the first place, and I believe it was the leech lichen. Even if they were simply passing through, something as nefarious as leech lichen could justify their attacks on my garden. They didn’t mean to destroy my plants, but⁠—”

      “—but plants grow back. Forgive my interruption.”

      Isabella smiled. “Quite. And you’re forgiven.”

      “Will they continue their migration?”

      Isabella shrugged. “Only time will tell.”

      “Is there nothing I can do?”

      Isabella’s expression turned sympathetic. “I should think a written recording of our encounter is in order, as I imagine certain scholars would be keen to add this to their existing knowledge of toppers. As for more immediate and direct actions, if you wish to rid yourself of them, you could gather every acorn in your yard and destroy them.”

      Petrovius leapt to his feet, a spray of sugar cookie crumbs erupting from the gnome’s mouth, followed by a frantic attempt to gather them off the table and a string of embarrassed apologies. He looked at Isabella, horrified.

      She smiled and absently flicked the crumbs off her blouse and skirt. “You are a funny one, Mr. Wheeler.” She gently pushed Petrovius back in his chair and cleaned up the mess.

      “Destroy hundreds of living creatures?” he asked. “I can’t do that.”

      “I’m not suggesting you do. But you asked, and I gave you the only answer I know of. Your other option is to do nothing. Leave them be. They’ll likely protect your yard, keep it well maintained, and give you the most immaculate property in Appleton in the process. They’re also just as likely to move along tomorrow.” She looked away and shrugged. “And should the path to your patio remain precarious, you might consider occasionally joining me for breakfast. Since you’re a morning person, that is.”

      It was at that precise moment that Petrovius Wheeler, tinker gnome and self-proclaimed Inventor of Innovations, realized he rather liked the idea of being a morning person.
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        * * *

      

      “Oh, do be a gentlegnome and stand still for two seconds,” Isabella Sprinkles said as she tried, for the third time, to affix a daisy in Petrovius Wheeler’s hair. The two gnomes stood in her living room. Had been standing for several minutes, actually.

      Having convinced the tinker gnome to attend the annual High Summer festival, Isabella had further persuaded Petrovius to wear a flower in his hair, as was the common custom for the holiday.

      “Is it absolutely necessary?” Petrovius asked. He tugged at his collar. “It’s not as if anyone will boot me from the festival if I’m petal-less.” He paused, suddenly unsure of his previous statement. He was unsure because he’d never attended a High Summer festival. “Will they?”

      Isabella gently tapped the gnome’s nose. “Of course not, silly, but you do want to make a good showing for your first High Summer, don’t you?”

      Petrovius rather thought that he did not want to make a showing of any kind, but his heart had recently concluded Isabella was A Gnome Petrovius Very Much Enjoyed Being Around, and his head concluded that Petrovius Should Be More Accommodating Than Usual.

      Petrovius did not hate people; he simply enjoyed their absence more than their presence. At least, this had been true until just a few days ago, when an incident involving acorns-which-were-not-acorns, a plant called leech lichen, and the unfortunate destruction of two automata had forced the gnome to spend more than two seconds with his neighbor, Isabella.

      To his complete and utter surprise, Petrovius found he rather enjoyed her presence. He did not, however, enjoy having flowers thrust precariously close to his eyes or the prospect of being surrounded by hundreds of people singing, dancing, laughing, and carrying on all day and all night.

      The inventor’s head and heart were having a rather fine row at the moment, and it was a stalemate for the time being.

      “Doesn’t High Summer last twenty-four hours?” he asked.

      Isabella frowned, sighed, and moved Petrovius’ head to the right for a better angle. Seven crumpled daisies surrounded her feet, evidence of the difficulty she was experiencing. “Do hold still, please. And yes, it does. There will be feats and competitions of the athletic type, in addition to performances of both the musical and theatrical kind. You’ll have plenty of food and drink⁠—”

      “Turnip tarts?”

      “—including turnip tarts. At sunset, there will be a beautiful fireworks show. Then Maire Sprockton will deliver a short speech before introducing this year’s Sun Speaker.” Isabella smiled. Petrovius had recently observed that he felt happier whenever his neighbor smiled at him. The experience defied all logic, which was particularly frustrating for an inventor who embraced logic as much as he did turnip tarts.

      “Yes, the fireworks.” Petrovius had never attended a High Summer festival, but he’d often watched the fireworks from his front porch, which offered a lovely view of Appleton. “Those are most impressive.”

      “Nothing compared to this year’s Sun Speaker,” Isabella replied with a wistful sigh. “Florio del Luca. He performed as Turtle Bay’s Sun Speaker last year. I’ve no idea how the maire convinced him to perform for our little village.”

      Neither did Petrovius, whose thoughts were less on Florio and more on his realization that Isabella was mere inches from his face. He also noted the following: she smelled very nice (even better than fresh turnip tartlets); her eyes became purple prisms in the sunlight; when she was concentrating, her lips thinned ever so slightly; her voice was a sound Petrovius would very much like to be the last thing he heard every night before falling asleep.

      (There were many more thoughts and revelations, but for the sake of brevity, Dear Reader, let us acknowledge Petrovius was very much smitten with Isabella. And for the record, she felt the same way about Petrovius. Back to our story.)

      “And he’s to give a talk all night?” Petrovius asked. “I don’t suppose the topic is anything of a mechanical nature?”

      “No. Sun Speakers are orators of the highest caliber. He’ll spend the entire night reciting a famous tale.”

      That sounded exhausting for del Luca and equally unappealing for Petrovius. “Without a break? The poor man will be hoarse for weeks.”

      “He takes several breaks, during which our fellow Appleton residents will take turns entertaining us.”

      That sounded somehow even more exhausting, but before Petrovius could convey his concern, the daisy ordeal was over.

      “There!” Isabella stepped back and viewed Petrovius from several angles. “It’s just the single daisy, but I believe we shouldn’t press our luck and try for more.”
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        * * *

      

      Isabella apparently knew not only the names of every resident of the tiny village of Appleton but an impressive bit about their personal lives. With her arm looped around Petrovius’, she greeted everyone they met, ensuring they knew who Petrovius was. Afterwards, in hushed tones, she would ensure Petrovius knew who they had just met.

      Not for the first time, Isabella impressed her neighbor with her mental faculties.

      “I’m not sure which is more incredulous: the ease with which you comport yourself around others or your incredible memory.”

      Isabella patted Petrovius’ arm and grinned at him. “Let’s call it a draw.”

      They approached the village square, and the noise was already at a level Petrovius considered Unnecessarily Excessive.

      Steady, Old Bean, he said to himself. You’ve got this.

      He squeezed Isabella’s arm as the pair reached the outskirts of the festival. Children of all entity types darted through the crowds, laughing and yelling. Vendors sold their wares. Artists displayed their works. Delicious scents filled the air. Everyone else seemed to be having a grand time.

      Poor Petrovius was giving it his all to do likewise, and he suspected he might have if the festival weren’t so, well, festivally.

      “Oh, look!” Isabella said. “The Banneton Bakery line isn’t terribly long. Let’s get some coffee and tartlets.”

      Petrovius smiled and nodded, grateful for the lifeline. Banneton turnip tartlets and coffee crafted from a Messelcoggin brewer could make even the most disastrous event tolerable.

      The line moved quickly, for which Petrovius was most thankful. Inside the bakery, a woman expertly worked the Messelcoggin, a machine that had always captured Petrovius’ imagination.

      To the untrained eye, the device was a jumble of tubes, pipes, dials, levers, buttons, and brass chambers. Petrovious knew better, as he’d spent considerable time watching the Banneton bakers operate it and had even researched how the machine worked.

      For those who did not consider themselves Morning People, the coffee brewer was borderline miraculous. A Messelcoggin could, in the hands of a talented operator, concurrently brew up to six different types of coffee. Petrovius had once witnessed a double mocha, a plain coffee, an espresso, and a latte prepared simultaneously. He’d ordered the double mocha, which had been excellent.

      Petrovius ordered the same that morning, along with two turnip tarts. Isabella ordered a hazelnut coffee. They collected their drinks and treats and resumed their foray into the festival.

      As predicted, the Banneton stop had provided a much-needed boost of mental stamina. Not that the High Summer holiday was a disastrous event, of course. Even Petrovius could admit there was a certain objective appeal to the somewhat controlled chaos (which was how he perceived it).

      Still.

      By lunch time, he was sorely missing his Thinking Room. And his Tinkering Room. And his library. And his kitchen. As the morning progressed, there had been an increasing amount of collar tugging, arm squeezing, and involuntary grimacing. Isabella either hadn’t noticed or had been silently ignoring the gnome’s distress.

      (In fact, she hadn’t noticed, being caught up with the excitement of the festival. When she had noticed, she’d taken an immediate interest in her neighbor’s discomfort.)

      “You look distressed, Mr. Wheeler. Would you like to sit down?” Isabella’s eyebrows inched together in concern.

      He thought to wave away the notion, but instead chose the more courageous path of honesty. “Truth be told, Miss Sprinkles, I’d like to walk home.”

      Petrovius expected Isabella to be hurt. He feared she would be disappointed. He fretted over whether his inability to enjoy the same activities as the rest of the Appleton residents would be the fatal fracture in his budding relationship. He was simply not a gnome cut out for this amount of people.

      “I see,” Isabella replied. She placed a hand over Petrovius’ arm, and her expression seemed filled with a mix of regret and disappointment.

      Petrovius gently extracted his arm from around hers. “I’m terribly sorry, Miss Sprinkles, truly. Do stay and enjoy the festivities. I couldn’t bear the thought of you missing them on my account. Besides, I’ve got so much work to do.”

      There, he thought, I’ve said it. She’ll see just how boring I truly am. She’ll pity me, but she’ll leave me. And she should. She can go have the fun she deserves and not have to coddle a shy gnome like me. She’ll probably never speak to me again, of course. On the upside, I suppose I’ll have more time for my inventions.

      But Isabella did not leave Petrovius.

      “I understand, Mr. Wheeler. You were most kind to accommodate my wishes, and I’m flattered beyond words that you would willingly suffer in silence on my behalf. I’m the one who should be apologizing.”

      Petrovius blinked. Perhaps it was the gathering heat of the day that had muddled his mind. Perhaps he was having a waking dream.

      Or perhaps his hearing was PAD (Performing As Designed).

      Before he could muster a reply, Isabella turned him around, slipped her arm through his, and began walking. “Come,” she said and led him away from the square.

      “But what about the festival? The fireworks? The Sun Speaker? You can’t possibly miss all that. It’ll be another year before you can enjoy them.”

      “Yes, that’s true,” Isabella replied.

      “You may never see Florio del Luca perform if you leave now.”

      “Most likely.” Isabella appeared utterly unconcerned, which only made Petrovius more baffled.

      “Then why in the world are you intentionally missing the best part of the festival?”

      “I’m not.”

      As the sun’s light gave way to the evening’s darkness, stars twinkled in a cloudless sky. The temperatures had dropped, and a cool breeze blew across Petrovius Wheeler’s front yard. In the front yard were two chairs and a table. On the table was a teapot filled with hibiscus tea. In the chairs were two gnomes, huddled under a large blanket.

      One gnome had lavender eyes and wore a magnificent crown of flowers atop her head. The other gnome was petal-less.

      The pair sipped their tea, held hands, and gazed down on their hometown of Appleton. The sounds of the festival were muffled and distant. Lamps, torches, and fires gave the village a cozy look.

      Without warning, an explosion of color and sound appeared in the sky. The two gnomes sipped their tea and held hands and watched the fireworks until the last one faded from view. Cheers and clapping rolled up the foothill.
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