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The Toymaker’s Mouse

By Marilyn Scott-Waters
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CHAPTER 1 On the Train… 
Riding on a train is not as nice as I thought it would be. It’s very bumpy and I’m sitting between a rather large hippo and a man eating tinned fish. I can’t even see out the window. 
A city girl sits across from me, fanning herself with a tiny pink fan.  Perfect clothes. Perfect hair. She says she is going to be a Toymaker’s apprentice. Her silver handbag reads “Enid” in fancy letters.  I wonder if being rich helps you be an apprentice in the Royal City. She has a whole seat to herself and the luggage rack is stacked with pink suitcases with her name on them. 
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She’s talking to the boy across the aisle about Mister Skye, the Royal Toymaker, how she can’t wait to meet him and that he’s sure to pick her. 

“I hope my quarters are big enough. I’ll need a lot of space for my supplies and my clothes of course,’ she says. “Father’s arranged to have a car made for me. Mister Skye will have to see to it that I have a garage as part of my workshop.” 
The boy looks bored. He smells like too much hair oil. His hair sticks straight up like somebody poured hot tar on grass. 
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“I don’t know why anyone would want to actually be assigned to the Royal Toymaker. He works his apprentices to the bone,” he says. “He never smiles. No fun at all. I’d rather go to Chessingshire or Transport.”

“I’ve heard Mister Skye has magical powers and can make anything out of nothing,” Enid says, “There are stories that he remembers everything.”

“I guess that’s true,” the oily haired kid says with a yawn. “He was given some fairy gift when he was a boy. It made him half mad. He never forgets a name or conversation. So, if you make a mistake, he’ll never forgive you.”

Enid falls asleep before I can get up the nerve to ask her if she knows anything more about the Workshop. I’m not much for conversations with people. I get nervous and the words don’t come out right. I don’t talk much at all, that’s why everyone calls me Mouse.
The bored kid looks through Enid’s sketchbook and copies down notes. What an idea thief. He slides it back across the aisle and thinks that no one is watching.  
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Let me tell you how I came to be sitting on this train. 

Back in my village of Mountain Fold, I was the servant girl for the local Toymaker, Mister Vellum. He took me in after my aunt died three years ago. In exchange for doing all the cleaning and toy repairs he let me design toys for my portfolio and read the books in his library. Pretty soon I was drawing most of the toys in the workshop. Every night, as soon as all my chores were finished I’d sit and draw, sometimes until after midnight. 

Mister Vellum told me that he was saving my drawings for when I was old enough to be apprenticed, but after a while he started erasing my name and putting his on instead.  It wasn’t like I could tell him to stop. Who would believe me?  

I tried to tell myself that things would change when I was older, that I would grow up to be the most famous Toymaker in seven lifetimes. I dreamed about inventing wonderful things, winning awards, even meeting Mister Skye, the Royal Toymaker himself, and him thanking me for my amazing ideas. 

But last winter the Toy Guild took the Card twins to be his apprentices and that dream disappeared like ice cream at a summer party. Mister Vellum had become kind of a local celebrity from my work so he was given two apprentices instead of one. The Card twins were older than me and bossed me around all the time. They told me that I wasn’t allowed to borrow books because I would get them dirty. Not that I had time to read any more, I was so busy cleaning up after them. Their favorite pastime was pinching me if I didn’t do what they wanted fast enough. It was bad enough that I had to do all their laundry and keep their boots polished. The worst part was that they took my drawing things away. Just because I invented a doll that cuts paper snowflakes and it destroyed the Ribbon Maker’s curtains, they said I wasn’t allowed to make any more toys.  I’d like to think that they were jealous, but I’m not sure, maybe I have no business even thinking I’m good enough to be a Toymaker. 

I was going to spend the rest of my life polishing boots, but two days ago a letter came for me that changed everything. Mister Vellum called me into his office. His forehead was all sweaty and he looked nervous and angry at the same time. He held a small tan envelope in his hand with spidery writing on it. 
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“It seems you have a benefactor,” he told me. “She’s found a job for you in the laundry of the Royal Toymaker’s workshop. She even sent a train ticket. Now, I doubt that you’ll ever meet Mister Skye, but it would be a shame if he found out that you were passing your work off as mine. You could even be sent to the sugar mines for such a crime. But don’t worry, it will be our little secret.” Mister Vellum smiled at me with his lips pressed tight together. “Just make sure that no one finds out I let you make toys. I’d hate to see you get in trouble.” 

So that’s my sad, sad story. I wish I could say I was going to the Royal City to be a Toymaker’s apprentice but I’m not. I’m going to go work for Mrs. Hogar, an old lady who I haven’t seen since I had baby teeth. All I own is a suitcase of worn clothes, a few of my toys that I managed to smuggle out, and my sketchbook. Oh well, at least I’m going somewhere.

The sun will be coming up soon. I’m actually starting to get a little bit excited about seeing the Royal City. It’s supposed to be the finest place in the known world. Do you think that it will be very far from the train station to the Royal Toymaker’s workshop? It will be nice to be able to walk around and get some fresh air after all night on the train.

Four more hours. 
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CHAPTER 5 - The Royal City… 
I’m here! The city is more beautiful then I have words for, grand buildings in every color of the paint box, towers of gleaming marble and gold. Here’s a picture of the train station that I drew while waiting for the baggage man to find my suitcase. There are so many people. They all must be very rich.  Everybody wears shoes here, even the poor folks begging for money and the street sellers. Everyone is in a hurry, rushing about with places to go.

Enid, the girl from the train, left in a private carriage drawn by a team of six pink ostriches. I think about asking her for a ride since we are going to the same place, but she’s gone before I could find my suitcase. A couple of clowns offer me a ride in their wagon but I say no.  They pretend to be nice, but seem not so much. 
The baggage man can’t find my suitcase and says that it probably got sent straight to the Workshop. Then he gives me directions, which seem easy enough. It doesn’t seem that far, so I start walking. I pass a brightly painted van with the words, “Orphan House” on the sides. A pickle-faced woman in a black dress is driving it. She leans out the window and stares at me. 

“You, little girl,” she says. “Come here. Are you alone? Where are your parents?” 

She starts to get out of the van but I keep walking. I hear her shoes clipping on the pavement behind me. I look over my shoulder and she’s following me, her long black skirts swirling around her feet. I turn down the first corner I come to, then run like crazy. I dash through a street market. It’s packed with people shopping from a jumble of vegetable carts and tables. I hide in a group of kids watching a circle of jugglers.  The Orphan House woman shoves her way through the crowds of people, searching left and right. She sees me and swoops down to grab me like a huge vulture.

“Come with me, you little horror,” she says. “All children without parents must report to the Orphan House.”

I push through the jugglers and balls go everywhere. As the crowd scrambles to retrieve them I duck under one of the fruit carts and hang on to the underside. I see the black skirts of the Orphan House woman stop and turn, ten inches from where I’m hiding. I’m only holding on with one hand because I’ve got my sketchbook in the other and my fingers start to slip. Just as I fall to the ground I see her black skirts swish off through the crowd. I grab my book and run the other way as fast as I can.
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CHAPTER 6 - I Meet Patrin Busby
I try to find my way back to the main street but after ten minutes I’m completely lost.  The streets get narrower and narrower. I’d still be lost except I see this blond kid run past me. Patrin Busby! He’s legendary! He’s famous from his peppermint-striped tie to his candy apple red suit. 

All Toymakers have a special color that they wear for work and Patrin Busby’s is red. He’s famous for winning the Saint Tortuga races three times and he’s a journeyman apprentice to the Royal Toymaker. Everyone talks about the toys that he makes, Floobers, Dog Pianos, and Flying Sheep. Even in my village Patrin Busby is known for some of the crazy things he comes up with. 

I’ve almost caught up with him when he stops, so suddenly, that I smash right into him and fall backwards on my bum. Before I can get out a word, this kid starts talking to me at five hundred miles an hour.

“Saint Minnie’s Marbles! Are you all right? Here, let me help you up. So sorry. My fault entirely. So late. Too big a hurry. Uncle always says that I should slow down and not rush so much.” He flashes me a huge smile and helps me up.  “Like that’s going to happen. How are you?”

“I’m fine, thanks,” I manage to squeeze in. “I’m trying to find the…” 

“Royal Workshop?” he finishes my sentence. “I’m going there, too. Are you in town for the tryouts? Should be a crowded mess. More people this year than last year. ” 
He sits down on a doorstep and pulls a small drawing pad from his pocket. 

“Late, late, late,” he mumbles as he scribbles furiously.  He scratches at corner of the page and pulls a tiny toy cart right off the page. I’ve heard that some Toymakers can do that, make real toys out of drawings, but I’ve never seen it done. He sketches a picture of a goose and pulls that off the page too, then hitches the goose up to the cart. “This should work,” he says, setting the toy on the ground. He jumps around, pulling on the corners, one side and then the other, until it grows as big as one of the pony carts back home. 
 “Come on, let’s get this party on the road.” Patrin grins as he helps me in the goose cart. He winds up a small key on the control panel and pushes a few buttons. Nothing happens for a minute, then with a jerk, the goose starts off in a sprint, like the Hounds of Holyrood were after us. We tear around a corner on one wheel, the goose honking for everyone to get out of the way. The cart bouncing wildly over the cobblestones doesn’t seem to bother Patrin one bit but was all I could do to hold on and not go flying out into the street. 

Just as I think I’m dead for sure, the cart stops and Patrin jumps out. He puts his hands around my waist and lifts me out, then sets me on the curb, easy as you please. My cheeks turn as red as his suit. I’m still trying to get my bearings as he pushes a button on the cart and it folds up into a tiny box that he puts in his pocket.

“A complete pleasure to meet you.” he says, shaking my hand, and showing me to the line of people waiting to get in. Before I can say thank you or even take a breath, he is gone, waving at people, a flash of red in the distance.
CHAPTER 6 - I Meet Clio and her Dragon… 
I’m standing in the longest line ever to get in to see the Royal Toymaker. I stopped counting at three hundred people waiting in front of me. So here I am, smelling like hippo drool with no suitcase and no idea what to do next.
“He’s just amazing, isn’t he?” A pink-haired girl standing in front of me says.

“Who?” I ask.

“Patrin Busby. How long have you been friends?” she asks. “Do you think you could introduce me to him?” Now everyone in line seems very interested in me. 

I shake my head. “We just met.”

“Oh, I guess some people really know how to push themselves forward, “ she says. Everyone turns around and ignores me. Which is fine. I like being left alone. But it doesn’t last.

“Only mountain people wear boots like that,” a boy behind me with big teeth tells to his friend. He points to my feet. 

“Yeah, I hear that they are so backwards that none of the roads are paved. They live their whole lives in mud.”

 The pink-haired girl in front of me turns around and says, “I’ve never heard of a Toymaker coming from Mountain Fold.” Voices erupt all around me.

“I don’t think that they even have Toymakers there.” 

“All they make there is paper,” says the boy with big teeth.

“The wrapping paper from there isn’t half bad but if you want really good paper you have to go to Loondale.”

“She doesn’t even have a portfolio.” Big Teeth points to me. “Why are you even here taking up space in line if you don’t have a portfolio?” I can’t get up the nerve to tell them that I’m not here for an apprenticeship.
“She must think her drawings are enough to show,” an older girl laughs. She reaches out to grab my sketchbook but I back up against the wall, clutching it to my chest. Everyone surrounds me, curious to see what’s in my book. A dark haired girl in a green suit pushes through the crowd. She’s followed by a plump, green velvet dragon that whizzes back and forth like a bumblebee. 
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“Straighten the line, please,” the girl says, and everyone moves back. I hear kids whispering down the line, 

“It’s Clio Halina, the apprentice from the Greylands.”

“That’s her dragon.”

“The Royal Toymaker is her guardian.”

“Lucky,” Big Teeth mutters behind me. 

“Excuse me, miss,” the pink-haired girl waves her hand. “This girl shouldn’t even be here.” To my horror she points to me. “Look, she doesn’t even have a portfolio or suitcase, or anything.”  All the other kids nod.

 “My suitcase is, is... lost,” I manage to say. The dark haired girl stares at me for a second and throws her arms around me. “Mouse!” she says, “Why are you here at the end of the line? Mister Skye’s been asking about you.”
She links my arm in hers and starts walking toward the Workshop door. When we get inside she says, “Hi, I’m Clio. Nice to meet you.” Her little green dragon snuffles my hand, his velvet tail wagging furiously.
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“Do I know you?” I ask. She’s so friendly that I didn’t even think about being shy.

“Um, no. I just hate that those kids were picking on you. Bunch of snobs. Maybe now they’ll be a bit nicer to you if they think the Royal Toymaker knows who you are. Mrs. Hogar’s in the tearoom and been asking about you all morning. She’ll be relieved to see you. All the housekeeping dolls have gone missing and she’s having to do everything by herself.”

“How did you know my name?”

“It’s written on your sketchbook. Listen, I got to get back to work but I’ll keep an eye out for your suitcase. I’m sure that it will turn up soon.” 

CHAPTER 7 - The Workshop Waiting Room.
A tiny, old lady comes through the waiting room door, carrying a giant tea tray, grumbling about the mess and how many people are here. She’s not any taller than me, which is saying something. 
[image: image10.jpg]



A teddy bear tells me the old lady is Mrs. Hogar, the Toymaker’s housekeeper. My aunt told me stories about her, how she used to be a fairy queen and got cursed or something, so now she has to work here. She does NOT look like a fairy queen to me. She looks more like a troll queen. I guess she’s about to meet her new assistant. 

“You’re late,” she says, before I can tell her who I am. She drags me back to the kitchen and tosses me an apron that is way too big for me. “Make yourself useful,” she says and hands me a platter of sandwiches to pass out. There’s a crowd of people, clamoring for food, so I take a deep breath and get to work.
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“Girl, say girl, get me more napkins.” I feel a hand tug on my skirt. It’s Enid from the train. She smiles one of those “snort down your nose” smiles and says, “Oh hello. Good to see you found work.”  
She’s working on a complicated merry-go-round design. She sees me looking at it and says, “I’ve been taking private lessons for years.” Then she tells me to get her another sandwich. 

As I’m clearing her plate, Enid says, “Wait. Take this.” I thought she was going to hand me a tip. Before I could say she didn’t have to do that, she blows her nose on her napkin and hands it to me. I wish I’d rubbed her sandwich on the floor before I gave it to her.

Halfway through washing my four millionth teacup, I hear people talking in the waiting room, something about an emergency, a taffy explosion in Doughton. Murmurs and mutterings roll back and forth through the crowded room. I’m trying to make out what the problem is but I can’t hear. Mrs. Hogar tells everyone to go away and hangs up a little wooden sign that says “Closed”. I start to take off my apron when she says, “Not you. You’re not done.” 

A freezing rain is pounding against the kitchen windows. I don’t have any money or a place to go so I guess washing dishes inside is better than sitting in a doorway. Considering how many piles of dirty dishes are stacked on the counters, I could be here all night. 
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I did get a glimpse of the Royal Toymaker, which is something. He looked as serious as the pictures I’ve seen of him, grim and gaunt.  He hurries through the kitchen, buttoning his traveling coat. Patrin follows him, carrying a bowl of stew and eating as he walked.
“You said everything for the Brownie castle was done,” Mister Skye tells Patrin.

“Well, almost all of it, sir,” Patrin says. “I do have the smallest little bits to finish up before they get here, honest. Clio’s helping me with the last odds and ends.”

“Remember,” Mister Skye says, “you asked for this project. It’s your responsibility to see everything gets done in time for the Badger inspection.”

I was hoping to say hello or catch Patrin’s eye but they are gone before I can dry my hands. Very depressing.

I figure after I finish washing all the teacups I might ask where I’m supposed to sleep.
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Chapter 8 - I meet Mrs. Skye… 
Mrs. Hogar stomps in carrying a huge bag filled with napkins. She starts ironing them and throwing them at me to fold. 

About nine-o-clock she makes a pot of hot milk and puts it with some warm oatmeal cookies on a silver tray. I haven’t had anything to eat since this morning when I grabbed a leftover cucumber sandwich off of a plate. The cookies smell wonderful, but I dare not eat one.

“Here,” Mrs. Hogar says, handing it to me. “Make yourself useful.” Like I’d been sitting on the couch reading all day. “Take this up to the Woman of the House. You’ll find her in her sitting room.” 
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The silver tray is heavy but I manage to get up the stairs without spilling anything. I have no idea where I’m going so I head down the hallway toward a light shining underneath one of the doors. I manage a knock with my elbow and a soft voice says, “Come in.” 

Sitting at a small writing desk is a dark haired lady in a blue velvet dressing gown. She’s working her way through neat stacks of papers. The lamp casts circles under her tired eyes.

“Hullo, what do we have here?” she asks. 

“I’m, um, looking for Mrs. Skye.” I manage to whisper, trying not to sound like a squeaky mouse. 

“Well, you’ve found her,” she says, and her laugh warms the room. “Come in. Did Mrs. Hogar send you? She tends to fuss, don’t you think?” She takes the tray out of my hands and sets it on a side table. “Are you in town for the apprenticeship? How is it going?” I shake my head no. 

“I’m helping Mrs. Hogar,” I tell her.

“You must be Mouse from Mountain Fold. Mrs. Hogar told me you were coming. Welcome. I’m glad for company on this cold night.” She clears a pile of drawings off of a chair and waves for me to sit. I notice for the first time that Mrs. Hogar put two cups on the tray. The Toymaker’s wife fills one up and hands it to me. It smells like warm vanilla and the steam curls up in the air. 

Normally, I’m not much for conversation with new people and can’t get the words out more than yes and no. But her questions come so fast and cheery-like that I can’t help but talk more than I ever have in, well, ever. It is wonderful, it’s like she actually wants to hear me talk. She asks about Mountain Fold, how the paper supplies are there, what the village Toymaker is like. We talk about things we like to draw and what kind of pencils are our favorites. I tell her about the train ride and losing my suitcase and well, everything. 

Before I know it the clock chimes ten. All that’s left of the cookies are a few crumbs on the plate. A whole hour has gone by like nothing. 

 “Thank you for the visit, Miss Mouse,” she says, like I’m somebody and I don’t ever want to leave. “And thank you for helping Mrs. Hogar. She’s been up to her ears with all these people at the workshop.” 

“I best get back to work,” she says, and the color runs out of the room. “These drawings won’t paint themselves.” When she squeezes my hand, her fingers feel bone thin and cold.

“Are you alright, ma’am?” I ask. “You look a little wore out.”

“I’ll be alright, little mother,” Mrs. Skye tells me. “Just a few more pages, I promise.” 

I carry the tray downstairs, wanting nothing more than a soft bed and blankets. But Mrs. Hogar is waiting for me with three more bags of napkins to fold. I hope I can finish them before...  Zzzzzz
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CHAPTER 9 - Someone is Crying
I guess I fell asleep at the table. I wake up with my face in a pile of napkins. Through my morning haze I hear someone crying. Not loud, but snuffly, like when you’re crying but don’t want anyone to hear. The sound is coming from behind a big door at one end of the hallway. I try to see where the sound is coming from through the keyhole but I can’t see anything. So I get my courage together and go in.

The Royal Toymaker’s very own Workshop glows, so full of glory that I forget about the crying. The morning sun shines through high windows, soft and warm, glittering colors through stained glass. The giant room is more beautiful than anything I’d imagined, and I can imagine a lot. One whole wall is mahogany cases filled with toys, thousands of them. At the far end of the room there is a big fireplace burning bright. Above the fireplace there is a stone shield with a griffin carved on it. A staircase at the end of the room leads to an upstairs landing with more books than I’ve ever seen in my life. I stand there for the longest time just breathing it all in, until I hear another sniffle. 
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I look under one of the worktables and see Clio. Her face is red and puffy from crying.  I crawl down next to her. 

“Hey,” I say.  She answers back the saddest “hey” you’ve ever heard and tells me that Mrs. Skye is really sick and might die. She came down with a case of the Ashes, something Toymakers get if they work too hard. Mister Skye took her away to get better and she doesn’t know when they’re coming back. We talk for a long time like we’d known each other since forever. She says that if Mister and Mrs. Skye don’t come back she’d probably have to go live at the Orphan House. 

If that isn’t enough to worry about, Mister Skye asked her to teach all the dollhouse classes until they got back. I tell her that she will be great; after all, if she’s good enough to be the Royal Toymaker’s apprentice then she must be very creative.  I don’t know if she believes me.
CHAPTER 10 - A New Challenge
“Mrs. Hogar, would it be alright if I ate something for breakfast?” I’m so hungry that I didn’t care if she thinks I’m begging.

“Didn’t you eat yesterday?” she replies, looking distracted. Then she looks at me and says, “Ach, mortals, with your eating and sleeping all the time.” 

“I’m sorry,” I reply, hanging my head. I don’t know why I feel bad about wanting to actually eat food or sleep. 
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“Oh, well,” she says, giving me a small bowl of mush. “Can’t have everyone getting sick around here.” The brown gruel in the tiny bowl doesn’t look too good, but I’ll eat warm sawdust at this point. Whatever the glop is turns out to be really tasty, chocolate and hazelnuts. Mrs. Hogar fusses around the kitchen, waiting for me finish.

“Mrs. Skye will be alright? Won’t she?” I ask between mouthfuls, trying to make it last. “I mean, all she has to do is rest and play to get better. She’s married to the Royal Toymaker and he can make anything. She’ll soon be right as kites, don’t you think?”

“Well, it’ll be a sad day if he can’t help the poor dear. Now hurry and get ready. I’ve got another job for you.”
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CHAPTER 11 - Mister Piggins
The Workshop is a huge place. We wind through a long series of dark paneled hallways until we reach a door with a glass window that says “I. R. Piggins, Certified Accountant by Royal Charter” in gold letters. Mrs. Hogar introduces me to an accountant named Mister Piggins. He’s a short, nervous, gentleman pig. His voice is high and he snorts when he laughs. 

Mrs. Hogar says to help him clean his office. Every table, chair and shelf is packed with documents and ledgers. Between the dirty dishes piled on filing cabinets and dusty books stacked on the floor, you’ve never seen such a mess! I guess I better get to work.

I’ve been filing all morning. After about ten minutes Mister Piggins wandered off to check on some shipments. I don’t think he likes tidying very much. 
Mister Piggins finally comes back around noon.

“This is different!” he says, looking at his desk like he’d never seen it clean before.

 “I’m almost done except for these piles on the table,” I say. I’m about to ask him where the last of the files go, when a lady pig shows up with five piglets all in matching outfits. 

“Father!” they cry and run to hug him. His wife gives him a snuffle on the cheek.

“This is a big improvement,” Mrs. Piggins says to me. “You should come work for us at the house. The girl we had was utterly lazy. I always had to remind her to clean up after the children. She just up and left a week ago.” 

“And you could come here during the day and keep my office clean,” Mister Piggins says. “I’ll pay five silver a week.”

“And you could live with us,” Mrs. Piggins adds, “We have a maid’s room in the basement.”

“Um, I don’t know,” I say. I don’t want to be a file clerk or a babysitter. I want to make toys. Still, I guess it would be better than nothing. I could save the money to find an apprenticeship somewhere. 

 “I’m famished, darling,” Mrs. Piggins says. “Let’s go get a bite to eat before I take the children back home.”

Mister Piggins turns to me and says, “You won’t mind watching the children while me and the wife have some lunch?” Before I can say anything they are out the door.

“I want to go shopping,” says the eldest piglet.

“I want to go home,” says another.

“I’m hungry. Why don’t we get to eat too?” says a skinny middle piglet.

“I’m not. I’m bored. There’s nothing to do here,” said another piglet as she rummages through the waste bin. She empties a pile of papers on the floor and starts sliding on them. The littlest one just burst into tears. 

“I gotta pee,” says the second oldest piglet. I take her down the hall and show her where the washroom is. When I get back, the baby is still crying on the floor and the three other piglets are gone. I grab the baby and run out to find the others. I discover the hungry piglet in the kitchen halfway through a tub of mashed potatoes. Gravy runs all down his front. I throw a towel over my shoulder and figure I can clean him up later. I drag him back to Mister Piggins’ office. 

The second oldest piglet isn’t in the washroom but the floor is flooded because someone stuffed towels down the toilet. If you look up doomed in the dictionary, my picture would be right there. 

Down the hall I hear a noise coming from the linen closet. 

“Don’t worry, I’m doing an experiment,” The piglet from the bathroom says. She grabs the white towel from the bottom and the rest of the stack falls on the floor. She walks over the clean laundry and runs back toward the washroom. I can’t worry about this mess now, I need to find the missing piglets. I’ve got three, I just need to find the piglet that was sliding on papers and the oldest one that wanted to go shopping. I lock three piglets in Mr. Piggins office, tell them to read a book or draw for a minute, then run to get help. I find the second oldest piglet pouring paint pots in one of the supply rooms. Paint is everywhere. I’m not just doomed. I’m dead. 

I finally get the paint soaked back to the office kicking and squealing. The three youngest piglets are crying and have thrown all the files on the floor. I try to get them to settle down but they start throwing paper at me. 

“Stop!” I say, but they just squeal louder.

“I want my mama,” the middle pig says, pushing me, trying to get out. Just as I’m wondering if I can get Mrs. Hogar to help me, Mister and Mrs. Piggins come running down the hall, dragging the oldest piglet by the ear. His snout is covered in chocolate.

“I didn’t steal anything,” the oldest piglet he tells them. “well, not really. The candy was just sitting there so I thought I’d eat it before it melted.” 

“I thought that you were going to watch them,” Mister Piggins says, pointing at me with his hoof.

“Oh my poor babies,” Mrs. Piggins says, clutching one gravy soaked piglet tight while she wiped paint off another. She glares at me. “I can’t believe what a horrible babysitter you are. I’m going to write a letter to Mister Skye himself and tell him exactly what an irresponsible, lazy girl he has working here. I hope he sends you back to whatever useless place you came from.” 

I start to pick up the mess on the floor and Mister Piggins grabs the papers out of my hands. 
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“Just go,” he says. “You’re done here.” 

It takes me a couple of hours to clean up the flooded washroom, the kitchen and the spilled paint. All I think about is Mister Skye getting that letter and reading it. He’ll probably yell at me, which I deserve. What if he tells me to go away? Where would I go? I hate my life.
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CHAPTER 12- Making Toys
I go to find Mrs. Hogar to tell her I’d finished. I bet she has more ironing for me. I just hope it’s something that I can do without screwing up to completely.

When I get back to the Workshop, the room is filled with kids all working, busy as beehives. Even that spiky haired kid from the train is there, drawing something fierce. The only sound is the skritch, scritch of pencils and the occasional creak of a bench. Clio runs around the room helping people with their designs and offering suggestions. Enid takes up the whole front table with her giant paint box. There must be three hundred colors in there. Crystal water glass. Silver pencil sharpener. I guess she doesn’t know how to mix colors to get the ones you want. 
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Before I could slip out, Clio piles a packet of instructions and a stack of drawing paper in my hands.  I try to tell her that I can’t, that I’m not an apprentice. She finds me a seat. Let me just say, there is nothing more frightening then a blank piece of paper. Being chased by wild rhinos, being caught in an ice tornado, giant fire worms, and blood sucking ghosts are all very scary things. But for me, as I stare at that white piece of paper, it’s like looking over a cliff into a pit of oblivion. 

Everyone else seems to know what to do. Some kids have already finished whole piles of drawings. Clio smiles one of those nodding, encouraging smiles, even though her eyes look worried. If Clio, a royal apprentice, needs my help, who am I to say no? So I open the packet of instructions and start reading… it’s a note from the Royal Toymaker himself. My stomach feels like I’ve swallowed a bag of marbles.

Junior Toymaker! Hello and hello! 

Thank you for your help in getting ready for the Badger and Brownie meeting. This is the first time in the history of our city that the King of the Badgers and the Council of Brownies have agreed to meet to discuss a truce to their border disputes. Your job is to help furnish their guesthouses. 

Badgers traditionally like good sturdy furniture, oak and plain. They like pinecones and greens and browns. Brownies like flowers and swirling delicate things made of gold and lavender. Please draw a chair, a table, a bed, and one more item of your choosing. 

Thank you again for your help in this task. Your best work is appreciated.

Sir W. Skye. RT

I push every thought out of my head except for drawing those tables and chairs. I know that if I stop for even a minute to worry, I won’t be able to move. So I start drawing. And this is what I come up with…
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As I finish up a seahorse side table, Enid looks over my shoulder. “Oh, aren’t these cute,” she says. “They’re supposed to be seahorses, right?” She snort laughs and says, “They’ll let anyone make toys these days.” 

I don’t care. I think my drawings are some of my best work.

CHAPTER 13 - Too Many Carrots

We draw until way after dark. I’m putting some finishing bits on my pieces when Mrs. Hogar comes in rolling a cart loaded with sandwiches and bowls of soup. 

“Where have you been? I need you in the kitchen at once,” she says. I’d give anything to stay, but I give Clio my drawings.

“Please, come back if you can” she whispers. “I can sure use your help.” 

I follow Mrs. Hogar back to the kitchen. She doesn’t say anything about Mister Piggins and his family so I guess they didn’t mention anything to her. They’ll probably complain directly to Mister Skye. He’s going to hate me.
It seems the Bunny Festival is this week. Over one thousand bunnies from all over the kingdom are coming to visit the Workshop. Bunnies are everywhere! They’re all very busy. My new assignment is helping Chef Lapin, the famous baker from Bunville, to make snacks for the guests. He’s making cookies and carrot cupcakes. I’m peeling a mountain of carrots. I have to finish twelve more boxes tonight. My hands are starting to turn orange. Do you think just staring at carrots for hours makes your eyes see better? [image: image23.jpg]



You know, I bet I could make a machine that can peel and cut all these carrots really fast. Hmmm.  
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It seemed like a good idea at the time... I did make a machine to cut carrots. I drew it all out and pulled the drawing off the page like Patrin had showed me. My machine has bunch of peelers that connect to a hand crank motor. After the carrots pass through the spinner, they slide down through a tube that chops and spews them on the plates. Clever, clever me! It’s one of my best inventions! Mouse’s Marvelous Carrot Cutter. And it works great!  It peels and slices carrots faster than a baker’s dozen of chefs. I finish all twelve boxes in the flick of a kitten’s ear, so I go to the storeroom to get some apples to try. When I get back to the kitchen my machine is gone.
In the big dining hall I hear a whirring pockety-pockety sound. I run in there as fast as I can. Remember I told you about the baker, Chef Lapin? He’s in the dining hall showing everyone how my Carrot Cutter works. That’s when my day goes from horrible, to horrible and messy. 

Chef Lapin cranks it up to top speed to show how fast it can go and it starts shooting carrot mush all over the crowd. Everyone starts screaming and yelling. Bunnies hop. Chairs, dishes and muffins go flying over in the crush to get away from the carrot goo squirting everywhere. I crawl under a table to keep from being trampled.

Chef manages to turn the machine off but not before everything in the dining hall is covered in a layer of orange goo and broken dishes. 

I hear footsteps squishing through the carrot mush. I look up to see Mrs. Hogar’s wrinkled old lady face scowling at me. 
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“Get to work, Mouse. This mess isn’t going to clean up by itself.” She hands me a bucket of soapy water.  “If it were up to me, you’d be on the next train to Mountain Fold, but it seems that someone finds your “invention” to be... amusing. So you may stay, for now.”

So now I’m mopping up a million buckets of orange goo and wondering who could have possibly thought my carrot-chopping machine was anything but a disaster.

It takes me the rest of the evening just to get all the broken dishes swept up and the carrot stained tablecloths and napkins into a big wet pile. Maybe I can invent some way to clean the walls, floors and ceiling in the morning. At this rate I’ll never get to make toys with Clio and Patrin.

I’m looking for a nice quiet place to sit down and cry when three well-dressed rabbits hop up. A lady rabbit wearing a huge hat with a fluffy feather says, “Are you the inventor of the this marvelous machine?” 

I manage to nod a yes.
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“We are interested in acquiring it,” she says in the soft, whispery way that rabbits talk. “We think that it will make a lovely addition to our Bunville fair. Your fresh carrot surprise has been all the buzz. How much would you like for it?”

“You can have it,” I tell her. “It‘ll be one less thing for me to clean.” The rabbits whisper to each other and then nod. The lady rabbit makes a stamping noise with her foot and a group of large rabbits packs up my “Not So Marvelous Carrot Cutter”. Then she stamps her foot again and an even larger group of rabbits comes through the door. Hundreds of them! They’re everywhere.
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Before I could turn around the room is filled with rabbits, all hard at work cleaning. They sweep, mop, dust, wash, iron, fold and stack. Then all at once, they head out the door, shaking my hand and whispering kind words about my carrot machine. I’m especially speechless.

One small bunny returns and sets a tea tray on the table just for me. He waves and hops out the door just as the clock strikes midnight. Mrs. Hogar returns to find me sipping peppermint tea and eating a piece of carrot cake.

“Humph,” she says, looking around the spotless banquet hall. “Not half bad. I suppose you’ll want to sleep now. I made a bed for you in the laundry room. Just remember, I have another task for you tomorrow and you’ll want to be up early.”
CHAPTER 14 – A Chance to Make Good

I’m so tired. Don’t the people who work here ever sleep? Mrs. Hogar doesn’t, at least not that I’ve ever noticed.  She woke me up before sunrise and told me to polish the ballroom floor. It’s the size of a cornfield. I will to resist all temptation to make an automatic floor polisher. I’m cleaning this the old fashioned way, by hand. Today is going to be much better than yesterday.
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I start mopping. It’s going pretty good but after about an hour a group of teddy bears wander through the room, eating crunchy snacks and tracking in mud from playing croquet outside. I start over, then the bears came back, about a dozen of them, with dripping ice cream cones, dropping candy wrappers everywhere. The bears ignore me when I tell them to go around, so I put a sign up saying “Do Not Enter”, but they ignore that too. I start over about fifteen times. Every time I think that I might get close to finishing, another group of bears tromps over my nice, clean floor.

When Mrs. Hogar comes back to check on me, the room was still a mess. She didn’t say much, just twitches an eyebrow and says, “Would it be possible to hurry this along?”
Okay, ballroom floor, YOU are going to be clean. I risk inventing a floor polisher that I can drive all around the room. I sketch it up, pull it off the paper and then stretch the corners until it’s big enough to sit in. I don’t care if a million bears march through here, this floor is going to be so clean and so shiny that Mrs. Hogar is going to tell the Royal Toymaker to frame my picture and put it on the wall.
CHAPTER 15 – Bears in the Ballroom
I think I may have over done the polish just a little bit. The floor is as smooth as pond ice. I take my boots off so they won’t leave a mark. My socks are slippery and it’s hard to keep my balance. A teddy bear sneaks in and starts sliding around. Then he leaves and comes back with fifty of his friends. They are all skating around the room, dancing and playing music. 
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I’m in trouble now.

Bears are everywhere, skating, sliding, swinging around in circles. I’m about to sneak out the back, when Patrin comes in, grabs my hand and says, 
“We have to try this.” He kicks off his shoes and twirls me across the floor. “This is super.” 

“Oh boy...” 
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You know, I’ve heard about Patrin Busby for a long time. He’s famous, not just because he’s part of the royal family, crazy rich, the Toymaker’s nephew, completely popular, but he also makes the most amazing toys. And I forget all about what I am supposed to be doing, about the floor and my job as we zoom around the room. I think I may have actually laughed out loud. We are so dizzy that we collapse flat on the floor, trying to catch our breath.

 “You’re the one who invented the Carrot Machine.” Patrin says, his blue eyes shining. “That was brilliant. The Bunny Council was most pleased to acquire it for Bunville. The mechanics were well thought out, just tops! You should do nothing but invent toys all day long.”

The thought of such a thing makes my cheeks turn the color of warm tomatoes. I want to write those words down and carry them around in my pocket, not that I will ever forget such a fine compliment. I’m about to say thank you when I see Mrs. Hogar pushing her way through the bustle of skating bears.

I hop up and grab my mop. I know I’m doomed but I can’t let Mrs. Hogar see me sitting around when I’m supposed to be working.

I slip and accidentally sweep into a bank of teddy bears and slide them across the floor. The bears giggle as they spin across the floor in a wave. I sweep another bank of them toward the door. Patrin grabs a broom and spins around, sliding teddy bears out of the room. A pile of them hits Mrs. Hogar and scoosh her out into the entrance hall.

By the time she climbs over the mountain of laughing teddy bears, the ballroom is empty and the floor shines like mirrored glass. Mrs. Hogar stares at me, her lips pressed together in a line. I can’t tell if she is trying not to yell at me or burst out laughing.

“Glad to see you finally finished,” she says, snatching the mop out of my hand. “Go get started on the lunch dishes.”
Patrin takes Mrs. Hogar’s arm and speeds her toward the door, whispering in her ear as they walk. I tidy up the last of the mess and head back to the kitchen. 

What have I done? Patrin Busby is one of the most powerful people in the Workshop.  He seems nice enough. Does he honestly think that I’m good enough to become an apprentice? Does he like me? I don’t know. Maybe he’s just being nice.  For a moment I imagine becoming an apprentice to the Royal Toymaker and making inventions like no one has ever seen before.

It’s a very pleasant, impossible thought.
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CHAPTER 16 - Miss Marbles Tea Party

I’m only halfway through another mountain of dishes when Mrs. Hogar comes in all flustered. The Badger Inspector General is arriving that afternoon early to check everything before the Peace Conference. There is supposed to be a welcoming tea party for him but no one remembered to make decorations for it. I’ve made paper party decorations lots of times, so I say I can do it. I’m not sure, but I think that Mrs. Hogar looks almost grateful.
The tearoom is light and airy with painted white woodwork and there’s a poppy field of different kinds of colored paper on the table. It’s hard to choose what colors go together the best, there are so many choices… orange and teal, lavender and rose pink, lime green and lemon yellow. 
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A large grey and white rabbit named Miss Marbles is in charge of the refreshments. She tells me how Mrs. Skye, the Toymaker’s wife usually helps with these things and what a lovely person she is and how beautiful her decorations are. I hope Mrs. Skye is okay. No one seems to know if she’s getting better. 

Miss Marbles is nice and fun to work with for. She’s quiet like me and for the first time since I can remember I feel like I’m good at something. She makes me taste all the refreshments we make, so before long I’m pleasantly full of iced lemonade, ginger cream cakes, finger sandwiches, fruits and cheeses, chocolate macaroons and peach tarts.
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I’m finishing the last paper flower and the Inspector Badger comes in. He barely looks at all the decorations. He plunks down at one of the tables and starts making marks in a ledger. He points a claw at Miss Marbles and says, 

“You! I’ll need more room. Clear this mess away!” With a sweep of his paw he pushes my flower centerpiece to the side.
 I pour him a cup of carrot juice and serve him some honey and almond butter sandwiches before he waves me off. Miss Marbles says that she will finish up and let me go. All that work for nothing! I head back to the Workshop with my battered ego in a thimble.
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CHAPTER 17 – Apprentice Toymakers

Clio is the only person in the Workshop when I get there. All the art is in two big stacks and she’s scraping a drawing of a chair with her fingernail. She pulls the chair right off the paper and holds a tiny wooden chair in her hand. 

“I’ve heard that Toymakers can pull toys right off the paper but I’ve never done it myself,” I tell her. 

Clio laughs and replies, “This is nothing. Mister Skye doesn’t even need to draw the toys. He just opens his hand and they appear.”  She hands me one of my drawings. “Here, try it. This Brownie bed is perfect.” 

I hold my breath as I scratch the line on the page. I can’t quite describe how it happens but the toy pulls right out of the page. The little bed looks just like my drawing, with pillows and an embroidered coverlet. It feels a little warm like it’s been out sitting in sunshine. 

“I knew you’d be great at this!” Clio beams at me and slides a pile of papers across the table. “Here, help me with these.” Before I know it we’ve covered the workbench with rows of Brownie and Badger furniture. One thing bothers me though.

“It’s going to take us a long time to stretch all this furniture to the right size,” I tell Clio.
Patrin bounds in. “Not if you have a Dinkleyzer Automatic!” he says, waving something that looks like a cross between a ray gun and a trumpet. He twists the knob and shoots a beam at a tiny fairy pillow. It enlarges to be the size of a table, knocking chairs over and pushing us against the wall. “Oops, too big.” He twists the knobs again and shrinks the pillow down to ordinary people size. 

“Sorry about that,” Patrin says, helping me up. “I think that we’ve got a good start on the day. How about a little late supper?”
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Dinner is almost perfect. I’m sitting around with two of the most famous apprentices in the world, talking about toymaking and eating delicious food. But halfway through dinner that stinky Enid shows up, gushing and not letting even Patrin get a word in more than once every five minutes. And Patrin’s a good talker. She doesn’t stop for breath until it was time to do the dishes. Then she runs for the door, grabbing Patrin’s arm, slobbering all over him. I don’t think he likes her very much, which is fine by me.
Tomorrow, they are setting up the houses for the Brownies. Mrs. Hogar says I can go help out if I get all my chores done. Yes, I think she’s starting to like me just a bit.  I can’t wait to see what the Brownie and Badger houses look like finished. 

CHAPTER 18 - The Badger House
I have never worked so hard in my life, but it is fun work and makes me happy to do it. We run all over the houses, placing the furniture where it should go. . Patrin uses the Dinkleyzer Automatic to grow everything to the right size. 

My seahorse table is right in the front entrance hall. And my fairy lamps are in the garden and on the patio. I made garlands of paper butterflies and filled cornucopias with flowers to decorate the doors. Everything is turning out beautiful, if I do say so.  

The Badger House is amazing fun too. It’s like a giant log fort with slides and swings. The food’s delivered to the dining room on boats floating in water chutes that circle the table. Some of my rugs are in the living room. The whole place reminds me of my home in Mountain Fold, trees, pinecones and the sound of water.

Clio invented a thing called flower phones so that we could talk to each other as we work. 
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The Badger Inspector General goes through the whole house, from the carpets to the lamps we made. Everything needs to be perfect for the Brownie delegation that will be staying there. 
In the end he approves everything. Nothing can go wrong now. 
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Chapter 19  - Badger Bad Day
The only thing left to do is put up the signs telling the delegations which way to go. Clio digs the hole for the signpost and I paint the lettering. Pretty snazzy, don’t you think? 

After we put up the signs there’s nothing to do but wait around, watching until the guests arrived. 
“I think I see something,” Patrin’s voice buzzes through the Floweraphone. We watch as a bark covered wagon winds its way up the path. Six young badgers pull the wagon, their sleek brown fur gleaming in the winter sun. They are wearing green vests emblazoned with the crest of King Yosem Dach, ruler of the Badgers. In the wagon the portly monarch sits next to his equally plump wife, Queen Eka, who shades herself with a large gingko leaf. Behind the wagon covered in dust and looking weary, trudges four more badgers, the King’s Counselor and three ladies-in-waiting.
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Clio replies into the Floweraphone, “We did it. They’ve arrived and nothing’s gone wrong. Wait! Hold on. Why are they coming up here?”  The Badger caravan circles toward the Brownie Castle. Clio drops the Floweraphone and we dash down three flights of stairs. By the time we got to the entrance hall the Badgers are walking in the door.

“Hi, I’m Clio Halina,” she says, out of breath, “and this my friend, Miss Mouse of Mountain Fold.”

“His Supreme Majesty King Yosem Dach and her Royal Majesty Queen Eka Thistledown of Bageria.” the Counselor says, with an elegant wave of his paw toward two pudgy gray badgers.
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“Uh, welcome,” Clio says. Before she could say anything else, Queen Eka says,

“This is bee-you-ti-ful. Really nice.” 
The Badger Queen runs a four-inch claw softly over the lavender velvet runner covering a side table. “Ladies, we’re in for a treat. We’re not used to such lux-oo-rious accommodations.” 

“Uh, glad you like them.” Clio says. “We made the furniture and Patrin did the house. But…”

“Lover-lee” says one of the dusty ladies-in-waiting. “I can’t wait to see baths and the balconies looked dee-vine!”

“Real fancy.” The badger King studies the delicate vines carved into the swirling staircase that sweep past gilded murals, then grunts, “I like it! Nothing is too good for my little buttercup.” He smiles fondly at his wife as she starts climbing the swirling staircase. 

“Oh look! Tulipia, Frittlewig!” She calls to her ladies-in-waiting. “Hydrangeas are my favorite! How did you know? And look, gold doorknobs and everything!” The badger ladies toddle giggling up the stairs as Patrin slides through the front door.


“Your Majesty, I can explain,” he says. His face is flushed from running and his hair sticks up in several cowlicks. 
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“No need. We’ll figure everything out. The missus is happy so I’m happy.” The Badger King dusts off his belly. “Come on Melas, let’s go check out the kitchen.” He shook our hands warmly and lumbered off down the hall.
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CHAPTER 20 - Brownie Troubles


“What are we going to do?” Patrin asks. We are sitting on the marble steps of the Brownie Castle. “When the Brownies get here and see their house being inhabited by Badgers they’ll be less than amused. Brownies, at least the ones from the northern regions, aren’t known for their great sense of humor.” Patrin runs his fingers through his hair, trying to get it back in place but without much success.  “I guess we’ll have to do the explaining ourselves,” Clio says. “Here they come!”

The Brownie delegation wind down the gravel path through the forest trees. They abruptly turned and walked quickly and confidently towards the Badger Mansion. If they looked surprised by the giant log structure they did not show it as they wait patiently for us to join them.


I’ve never seen Brownies before. They look almost identical in their drab gray brown clothing and blunt cut dark hair. The tallest one only comes up to Clio’s elbows. The Brownies are all very slender and wear grave serious expressions. I always thought that Brownies were supposed to be mischievous jumpy little creatures always smiling and giggling. These little people look as if their faces will crack into pieces if they attempt a smile. 


“King Alok, good to see you again.” Patrin extends his hand to one of the Brownies. I don’t know how he can stay so calm. “Queen Zahira, you’re looking well. I trust yours was a pleasant journey?”


“Yes, thank you,” the Brownie Queen replies. “You remember our children, Prince Dulal and Princess Sarla.” 


“Of course! Welcome, welcome to Saint Ives.” Patrin shakes the hands of two bored looking teenage Brownies. 


“And our advisors.” King Alok presents three identical looking older Brownies.


“Yes! Lord Hetal, Lord Gunin, Lady Tarlika, it is a pleasure to have you here.” The advisors all bow slightly. Their lips press so tightly together at the word “pleasure” that they might snap off. I can only imagine their response when they see the inside of the Badger Mansion.


“Well, shall we get you settled in?” Patrin bows with a sweep of his hand toward the front door. “It’s cool inside and I’m sure you will want rest a bit before tomorrow.” The Brownies follow us through the great oak doors. I hold my breath as King Alok finally speaks. 


“I must say, this is…,” he says, staring at the rustic bark covered railings on the grand staircase and the rope swing elevator. “…different.” The only sound is the gentle splashing of the water slide to the dining hall.


“Look at this rug.”  Queen Zahira points to the lush green carpet under their feet. “Are these pinecones?” 


“Uh, yeah, I mean yes, yes ma’am,” Clio answers.


“Ah,” The Queen replies. “And this lamp, who made it?” She nods at one of the rustic oak lanterns that I made. The butter colored glass casts a warm glow over the gray green linen tablecloth.


“Mouse did,” Clio tells her.


“It has an acorn,” the Queen says, pointing to a tiny bronze acorn on the end of the pull chain. I can’t tell if she thinks that this is a good thing or not. The silence is interrupted by a loud whoop as Prince Dulal swings up to the second floor in the rope swing elevator. The Brownies look at each other in amazement and start talking all at once in a strange high-pitched language. They stop when the young prince peeks over the edge.


“That is different,” he says, after a moment. The counselors wring their hands in unison and look perplexed.


“Mummy, I want to try it.”  Princess Sarla tugs on her mother’s sleeve. “Clio, show me how this chair works…” after a pause she adds, “please.”


“Sure, no problem.” Clio pulls on the lever that lowers the elevator. “You’ll need to adjust this for your weight.” They sit down and Clio turns a wood knob. “Hold on tight and away we go!” The two girls swing up and over the balcony. Soon we’re taking Brownies all over the house, showing them how the slides and swings work. The counselors sit frozen as they spin around on the chairs at the long dining table. The Queen seems especially interested in the chutes that deliver the food for teatime.


When we leave, Sarla and Dulal are racing from tree to tree in airplane swings carved from logs. They could possibly be smiling or maybe the happy expressions on their faces are from the centrifugal force caused by the airplanes arching around the trees.


“Well,” Patrin says as soon as we are out of earshot. “That went better than expected.” 


“Yeah,” Clio says. “Who’d have thought that would happen? I mean what are the chances of them both going to the wrong place? Didn’t anyone read the signs we put up?” 


We jog down the path to the crossroads and check the signs. Someone has switched the arrows giving directions to the Brownie House and Badger Lodge. Or maybe the wind blew the sign the wrong way. Well, at least everyone seems happy enough, but what will Mister Skye say when he finds out?
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CHAPTER 21 – Acorn Adventure
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I didn’t have time to worry about it because this afternoon my job is to help a large group of squirrels gather golden acorns for the coronation of their new king. It should be easy enough. I’m driving a tiger cart out into the woods. Sounds charming and magical doesn’t it? Well it’s not. It’s cold, it’s raining. I’m wet and it feels like someone filled my boots with ice cubes. Still it’s not bad to be out in the fresh air. And there’s plenty of it, fresh air I mean. The wind is blowing something fierce.
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Hopefully, all these squirrels will finish up soon before we freeze. The sky is black and the wind is blowing so hard I can hardly stay on my seat. The tiger wiggles out of his harness and hides underneath the cart. A sapling blows over and falls on his tail. He yowls even louder than the wind blowing. I use a branch as a lever and lift the tree up just enough so he can slip his tail out. I need to get us to a safe place. But where?

I manage to find a cave of sorts, more of an overhang really. We all tuck in. The squirrels are taking this whole tornado thing very lightly. They chatter and eat acorns without seeming too concerned. The tiger is having a worse time of it, big fuzzy thing. His eyes are covered with his paws, and he’s mewing softly. I put his big head in my lap, pat his head and say things like, “There, there. Everything is going to be okay.” I just wish I believed it myself. The wind is blowing like crazy and pulling oak trees up by the roots. It’s so dark. I have a giant crying tiger in my lap. Today is not a good day to be me.

There’s a short break in the rain. I figure we have about a half an hour to get home before it starts pouring again. The problem is that the tiger is still in tears and won’t pull the wagon. I really can’t see leaving him behind.

I’m not sure if it will work, but I take a couple of the tarps that the squirrels brought to rig some sails for the wagon. It’s hard to tie knots in the wet cord and my fingers are so cold I can’t feel them. The biggest challenge is talking the squirrels into helping me raise the sails. They all want to pull in different directions. Finally I get them to all pull together and the canvas is stretched tight. 

The wagon is rocking back and forth as I slowly let up on the brake and we take off with a jump.  The squirrels think it’s all great fun as we bump and blow down the road. Mister Tiger hides in the back, sniffling. The good news is we manage to make it back to the Workshop in record time.

By the time I get the acorns delivered and the tiger checked into the Menders it’s past dinnertime. I stand in the kitchen, covered with mud and soaking wet, wondering if I’m going to get into trouble for being late.

“That took longer than expected,” Mrs. Hogar tells me. “I was about to send the guard lions out to find you. The weather isn’t that bad is it?” I shake my head no, though I’m not sure what could have been worse then flooding, tornadoes and a crying tiger. 
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“You’re no use to me muddy,” she says. “Go get cleaned up. We‘ve lots to do before the coronation of Prince Nuttle.” After I bathe and change into dry uniform I help make peanut butter cups and acorn pancakes for the rest of the evening. I’m starting to think that working here is better than getting a job working in the paper mill back home in Mountain Fold, but not by much.
CHAPTER 22 – A Mysterious Kindness

It’s been raining since yesterday and quite cold. I’ve been sleeping in the laundry room, on the cot that Mrs. Hogar set up for me. It’s a little lumpy but better than nothing.

This morning I wake up to find that someone has covered me up with the softest white blanket and a velvet eiderdown quilt. And just for a moment I’m snuggly and warm. Someone cares about me. It’s a nice feeling, that.

Perhaps Mrs. Hogar just dumped more laundry on me to fold, but the covers are all spread out and there’s a silk pillow too. Who would be so thoughtful? It’s an act of kindness that makes me feel kind of weepy. On the pillowcase, I find a tiny embroidery of a griffin. It’s the mark of Mister Skye, the Royal Toymaker. 
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I fold the bedding up and poke around for someplace to put it. I don’t have a closet of my own. I figure I can hide it in one the big cabinets in a storage room. Gigantic mistake. The cabinet is crammed full of dolls as big as me, all dressed in work clothes. Their eyes all click open at once as they jerk to life.
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Dozens of mechanical dolls tumble out into the room and start opening all the doors looking for someone, or something. “Chatelaine? Chatelaine?” they ask over and over. Finally in a blanket chest they find what they are looking for, an ancient china doll, slightly smaller then the others. Then I remember hearing about Chatelaine, one of the oldest toys in the Workshop. She leads an army of hundred-year-old cleaning dolls that mechanically mop and dust tirelessly. I hadn’t seen them and thought that it was all a myth, until now. I guess I’m out of a job.
Her porcelain face, covered with tiny cracks, springs to life and she says in an antique voice,

“We must get to work! So much time lost. What will the Master say?” The other dolls nod and start cleaning at an alarming speed. One of them takes the bedding out of my hands, folds it and puts it away, before I can twitch. The doll named Chatelaine blinks at me and asks, “What kind of doll are you?” 

“I’m not a doll, I’m a girl.” 

“But you are dressed like a doll,” she says, pointing at my work apron.

“Well, I do work here. I’m supposed polish the tables in the Workshop this morning.” 

“Right. Yes. The Master must think very highly of you to honor you with such a prestigious task,” Chatelaine tells me. The other dolls’ heads bob up and down in agreement. 

I don’t know about prestigious, but polishing the tables in the Workshop is one of my favorite things. I love the smell of the orange oil and looking at all the toys as I work. Good thing I have an early start because there are nine tables and it’ll take me half the morning to finish them all. I need to hurry because Mrs. Hogar says that the Royal Toymaker will be coming back this afternoon. I still haven’t heard if Mrs. Skye is feeling any better. 
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CHAPTER 23 – The Sleeping Griffin

It’s still dark out and everything is early morning quiet as I start work. Up on top of the walkway that leads to the second story bookshelves, I hear a low growl, then a yawn.
I must hate the idea of living to see my next meal because I creep up the stairs to find what could make such a noise. Curled up on a rug is a huge lion, or at least the backside, from where I can see, is lion. But when it turns around, it’s the head of an eagle and the wings of a gigantic bat. I duck down behind a wooden chest and hope whatever the thing is won’t notice me. There’s a thumping noise like a giant dog scratching. Claw like knives appear on the railing as the creature stretches to wake up. I now realize who or what this thing must be, Spark, the Royal Toymaker’s friend.
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Every Toymaker has a toy friend that helps them in their work, sometimes a bear or bunny, a doll or even something monstrously new.  Clio has a small dragon and Patrin has a polar bear. I’ve heard that the Royal Toymaker’s griffin is big enough to pull a wagon or carry a grown man. I’ve also heard that she can breathe fire and spit lightning. But all the stories are nothing compared to actually seeing her unfurl her golden bat wings, leap over the railing, and glide down to the floor. Sharp claws click on the floor as she walks around, sniffing. I make myself as small as possible and try not to make a sound. 

As you might expect, I’m about to become a griffin’s breakfast when I hear the Workshop door open and a man humming a cheery song. I peek over the rail to see Mister Skye, the Royal Toymaker, himself. I can tell it’s him, not just because of his white suit and coat, but how he’s top of the doorway tall, and thin as spider’s legs. 

Now the smart thing to do would have been to excuse myself and go back to the kitchen.  But my heart is hammering in my chest so hard that I can’t move. So I crouch down and hope they leave so I can sneak out. 
As Mister Skye is hanging his overcoat on a wall hook, Spark flaps over and starts nosing in his pockets. 
“Who’s my good girl? Who’s my good girl, this morning?” Mister Skye ruffles the griffin behind the ears as if she was a giant golden retriever. Then he reaches in his pocket and tosses a handful of coal into the air. The griffin catches them in her beak and munches them to pieces. Coal dust, sparkles and diamonds fall all over the room.  

I hear the sound of tables being moved around and a music box being wound up. 
“Let’s get to work, shall we? We’ve got quite a bit of catching up to do.”

I scoot up to the railing to get a better view. Mister Skye is everywhere at once, setting up mirrored cubes all over the tables and lighting small lamps that shine beams of blue light. He doesn’t hurry but moves graceful like. I wonder what the mirrors and light streams are for until I see him take a toy penguin from his pocket and wind it up. Most Toymakers at least have to draw a new toy before peeling it off the paper to make it real. Clio said that Mister Skye makes things out of thin air, just thinks them up and there they are, beautiful and lovely. 

Can you imagine that? To be able to make anything that you can think of? I have to see if it is true. 
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As the windup toys march across the table they pass through the rays of light and multiply into hundreds of new toys. Horses, bears, toy soldiers, ducks, all march in straight lines until they get to the edge and jump into boxes. Before long the whole room is filled with rows upon rows of new toys all moving together in unison. Then Mister Skye pulls out a tennis racket and starts hitting balls up high into the air. They open into little dolls with parachutes that float down into the waiting boxes. Spark flaps about the room, guiding things into their proper places. It turns into a magical game of fetch as Mister Skye hits the parachute balls into different corners of the room as the big griffin swoops and dashes about, her tail wagging furiously.

It is all over too soon. The last windup horse jumps off the edge into a box that closes with a snap. Mister Skye pulls a bell cord on the wall and in swarms a crowd of teddy bears. They carry out the boxes as quick as kites. The only sign of their glad work is Mister Skye and Spark laughing like they have just run a very long race. 
[image: image52.jpg]



CHAPTER 24 – The Royal Toymaker 
I creep back to my hiding place behind the toy chest and wait for my chance to sneak out of here. I close my eyes and pray to Saint Portia and all that is holy to make me invisible. But when I open my eyes I see Mister Skye looking down right at me. 

“Well, hullo,” he says. I let out a small squeak and try not to panic. 

“Can I help you, miss?” he says. My mouth opens but no sound comes out. All I can do is hold up the bottle of orange oil and the polishing cloth, and point to the worktables. 

“Oh, I see. Well then, let me know if you need anything.” He takes a book off one of the shelves and goes back down to the pile of papers he is sorting through. It seems like five miles across the room but I manage to make my feet move. Today is yet another crashing disappointment. I wish I could disappear.

I start at the farthest corner of the room and drip orange oil on the table. Then I rub it in to the dark wood like it was the most interesting thing in the world, trying to ignore the burning of my cheeks. Mercifully, Mister Skye leaves me alone and doesn’t ask any questions. Then again, I’m guessing he has a million more things to worry about then the girl doing the dusting.

Mrs. Hogar comes in carrying a silver tea tray, followed by Chatelaine carrying a tray too, piled high with fruit and pastries. They jostle each other in a battle to get their trays down first. Mister Skye looks up from his writing and looks from one tray to the other. 
“Thank you, Mrs. Hogar, Chatelaine. You are both very kind, is this all for me?”

Mrs. Hogar glares at the porcelain doll. 

“I apologize for the untidy unpleasantness, sir,” Chatelaine replies. Her head swivels left and right. “Unfortunately, I with the rest of the dolls, have been locked in a cupboard for the last two weeks and we haven’t been able to complete our duties.  I hear that Mrs. Hogar has replaced us with a human child.”

 Mister Skye stands up. He’s taller than both Mrs. Hogar and the housekeeper doll combined. They look like little children about to be scolded. 

“Chatelaine, would you excuse us for a moment?”  

The windup doll squeaks out. As soon as the door clicks shut behind her, Mister Skye starts talking to Mrs. Hogar in a language I don’t understand. I wonder it is they are speaking the language of the Fair Folk or maybe Catlander. It is all very serious, questions and answers going back and forth like spinning tops. Mrs. Hogar glances over at me from time to time and pushes a small pile of letters and papers across the table. 

Then Mister Skye takes Mrs. Hogar by both hands and says something that made her look like she is about to cry. But he doesn’t sound mean, no, he sounds more kindly like, if you ask me. Mrs. Hogar’s shoulders are shaking as she picks up the extra tea tray and leaves the room.

I have to do something, Mrs. Hogar may be the grumpiest of old ladies, but I’ve grown almost fond of her. She gave me a job when no one else would. I’m trying to think of how to explain things when I hear Mister Skye say, “Miss Mouse, would you be so kind as to come here, please? I’d like to speak with you, if I may.”

Mister Skye pulls out the chair for me, like I’m a fine lady or something. He sits down across the table and hands me hot cocoa in a peppermint mug that he pulls out of his pocket,
“So, how do you like working here at the Workshop?” 

“It’s good,” I manage to whisper. 

“It is a rare day that Mrs. Hogar asks me for anything, but today she asked to do something about you.” 

I try to sip the cocoa, but my hands shake so much that I have to put the mug down.

“She’s taken quite a shining to you and asks that you be allowed to stay and live here at the Workshop. Mrs. Hogar, it seems, likes you, and that doesn’t happen very often.”

“Me, sir? I mean, Mrs. Hogar’s been very kind.”

“Really? I can’t imagine that she’s made your life easy at all. She didn’t say in so many words, but I got the impression that she was testing you, to see what you are made of. Your grandmother is of the opinion that you are the kind of person who would make a good Toymaker, hardworking, creative, honest and caring.”

I’m sure that my eyes are wide as windows. My grandmother? I try to draw a map in my head of what this means, until I notice Mister Skye watching me, all thoughtful and curious.

“Did you not know that Mrs. Hogar is your grandmother?” he asks. “By the box of Saint Jacks, I swear, sometimes fairies forget what it like to be new in this world and not be so old that a body knows everything twice over. You must forgive her for forgetting that we humans need ordinary things like sleep, food and the occasional conversation. I apologize that you’ve been sleeping in the laundry. I’ll see that Chatelaine moves your things into a proper bedroom right away.” Mister Skye shuffles through the papers on the table and says, 

“How about we find a more suitable position for you. It says here that you like to invent things, a floor polisher, a carrot peeling machine and a rudimentary wind boat. Miss Marbles writes that your decorations are tops and she would like your help in the tearoom.” 
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I’m feeling almost hopeful until Mister Skye opens an envelope with a flying pig crest on it. It’s the letter from Mrs. Piggins telling what a horrible babysitter I am. I hang my head, waiting to be told to go pack my things, but instead I hear a soft laugh. 

“Mrs. Piggins asked you to watch her children? All five of them?” he says. “I can’t believe she did that. They are the most ill mannered creatures imaginable. Last time they were here, they started a fire in the paint room. Well, you have my permission to never babysit them again.” A small slip of paper falls out of the envelope. Mister Skye reads it and half smiles. 

“After all that, Piggins still wants to hire you to be his assistant. Well, that wouldn’t do.  He can clean up his own mess.” 

He opens one last envelope with an acorn stamped in the wax seal.

“Prince Nuttle thanks you personally for your help in acorn picking. But I think we can find something better suited to your skills then nut collecting.  Do you have your portfolio here, miss? Samples of any new work you’d like me to see?” he asks. 

I like how Mister Skye talks to me like I’m not dim. Most people, when I can’t answer right away, either talk to me like I’m a baby or really loud like I can’t hear. I shake my head no.

“No worries,” Mister Skye says. He pulls a stack of blueprints out of a wide, flat drawer. “I have plenty examples of your work right here. Mister Vellum has been sending me your toy designs for years.” 
I remember what Mister Vellum said would happen if anyone found out that he was stealing my work that he would blame me for it, that I’d be sent to the sugar mines for sure. 

“How did you know?” I ask. 

“Mister Vellum, thinks that I cannot tell one person’s work from another. Mister Vellum is a fool. But more obviously, he’s erased your name but forgot your marks.” He points to the tiny mouse stamp that I put on all my drawings. 
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“I’ve been wondering for quite some time where he’s been getting all these clever ideas. Now, I know. I’m pleased to finally meet you, Miss Mouse. Now, take this Whirligig of yours, for example…” He pulls the toy right off the page and sets it down in front of me, glowing and warm. He points out a small problem in the slowing mechanism and suggests a solution. We discuss the centrifugal force needed to keep it moving. I lose myself, and my shyness. Everything falls away. He gives me a paper, compass and pencil and I set to redrawing the gears. I hardly notice when Mister Skye pulls a pair of hedgehogs out of his pocket that polish the tables, or when he pours me a second mug of cocoa with a plate of buttered oat cakes.

Then Mister Skye hands me a windup hummingbird that I disassemble, clean and put back together. I’m glad that Mister Vellum made me do all his repair work at home. Before I know it the sun has come up and I hear people on the street starting their day.

I take the repaired bird into Mister Skye’s office. He winds it up and lets it fly to its place on the shelf. 

“Have you thought about what job you might like here?” Mister Skye asks me. “You know I’m looking to take on a new apprentice. Patrin and Clio have their hands filled with too much to do. I wish I had someone who could assist the Woman of the House as well as keep things spinning along at the Workshop. You can take advanced classes at the Academy if there’re any skills that you feel need to brush up on.” 

Me? An apprentice in the Royal Toymaker’s Workshop? I hadn’t even really considered the possibility, maybe in some pretend world, in some secret dream, but I never actually expected it. I’m too small, too shy and my inventions always make a mess of everything. I’m nothing like Patrin and Clio, I’m not even educated like Enid. It’s everything that I ever wished. But faced with the life that I’ve dreamed of, the “yes” that I want to say turns to ashes in my mouth. I would only fail and be sent away in disgrace. 

“I couldn’t possibly, sir,” I let my hair cover my face so he won’t see me get all weepy. “But thank you.” I can’t believe I said those words. I see all my dreams of being an apprentice freeze into snowy dust and blow away. 
“Hmmm,” Mister Skye says, tapping his fingers against his mouth. “Are you sure? You wouldn’t have to learn everything at once, you know. You’d have help. How about you try it for a week? If after that you’d rather do something else, you certainly may, but what I’ve seen, you have the all makings of an exceptionally fine Toymaker.” He writes a few lines on a sheet of paper and seals it into a letter. 

“Miss Mouse, would you be so kind as to take this note to Mrs. Hogar, for me?” He hands me the envelope, “It would be a grand favor. Then after breakfast perhaps you would like to help Miss Clio sort through some of these toys that people have sent Mrs. Skye. I think you will find it interesting work, opening these get well gifts from friends and Toymakers all over the country.”  Mr. Skye says, pointing to a mountain of beautifully wrapped presents on a table in the corner. 

“And you’ll excuse me, I’d like to take some of these strawberries to the missus. They are her favorite.”

“Sir?”

“Yes, miss,” 

“I hope Mrs. Skye is feeling better,” I tell him, wishing that it were true.

“I do too, miss,” he says. 
I help pick the best berries for a bowl, and put the tray together as he pours the boiling water for tea. As I finish putting the jam and butter in little pots for the bread there’s a sharp knock on the door. 
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CHAPTER 25 – Enid Comes In.
“Could you get that please, miss?” Mister Skye asks. I open the door to find Enid half dragging a large portfolio. 

“Is he here?” She pushes by me before I can answer.  “Mister Skye, so happy to meet you at last. I wanted to talk to you about my application for the apprenticeship.”

“I’m sorry, but the Workshop is closed until this afternoon.”

“This will only take a minute.” She whips out a book of drawings. “I just want to show you some ideas that I have for a new line of dolls. I call them Eniddles. You can pull the heads off and change them so they look completely different. You can also poke the eyes out and change the color. See?” 

“I’ll be happy to see your work this afternoon but right now I need to take breakfast to my wife. She hasn’t been well.”

“But the apprenticeship? I’d really like to start moving my things in as soon as possible. And I’ll need a workshop with a garage for my car.”

Mister Skye looks at me for a moment and says, 

“Actually, I’ve offered someone that position and I hope that she’ll accept it. But your drawing skills are quite fine. I would be happy to write a letter to your town’s Toymaker for you to apprentice there. Ladies, please excuse me, I don’t want the tea to get cold.”

After Mister Skye leaves, Enid just stands there for a full five minutes staring at the door, her lips pressed into a thin line. Her eyes squish up like she’s trying not to cry or scream loud enough to break glass. I hear her whisper, “Father’s going to kill me. What am I going to do?” She turns and catches me looking at her before I can go back to polishing.

“Well, at least I get to be an apprentice,” she sniffs. “I don’t have to be a mop girl for the rest of my life.” She pushes past me and rushes out the room.
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CHAPTER 26 – The Orphan House
One of the housekeeping dolls tells me that Mrs. Hogar just left for the vegetable market, so I set off to find her and deliver her letter. My head is so full of my conversation with Mister Skye that I can’t even think. I’ve barely made it to the corner when Enid pulls up in her wind-up car. It’s pink and brand new. She rolls down the window and says,

“Mouse, I’m sorry I was so mean. Mister Skye picked you to be the new apprentice, didn’t he? That’s so wonderful. You are so talented, you really deserve it,” she says, gushing. “Where are you going? Let me give you a ride.”

I do, but I know it is a mistake as soon as I get in. Enid starts driving really fast, away from the market. I tell her that I need to go back to the Workshop. She says she needs to drop some toys off first. She drives through arched iron gates toward an old mansion. In faded letters over the door are the words, “Orphan House” It looks more like a haunted factory to me.

Enid says, “Wait here. I’ll only be a minute.” I think it wonderful that she’s going to deliver toys to this dismal place, but she returns with a pickle-faced woman and a huge fat man with a beard. It’s the same woman in black that chased me at the train station. I duck down in my seat and hope she doesn’t see me.

The woman grabs my arm and pulls me out of the car. I see my missing suitcase in Enid’s backseat. Stuck up, thieving, little goat! 
“And here’s a little donation for your trouble,” Enid says, giving the woman a few coins,  “She’s a bit stupid, but a hard worker.” 

“Come on, girl. No lazing about here,” the woman says. “This isn’t a luxury palace.” I can see Enid grinning as she drives off. Inside the house, the bearded man makes me open my mouth and checked my teeth with a dirty finger. He seems disappointed I don’ t have any gold teeth. The lemony face woman locks the door and says,

“I’m Mrs. Twizzle, the matron here. As long as you work hard and do as you’re told, we won’t have any trouble.” She rings a bell on the table and two pale girls in a brown smock appear. 

“G37, G12, about time. New girl for processing. Get her a uniform and a number. Oh and bring her clothes back here.” The matron runs her fingers over the fabric of my jacket. “They should be worth something.” She looks at my feet and says, “The boots you can throw in the trash.”

 The next hour is a blur. They make me take a smelly chemical shower to supposedly get rid of fleas. Number G37 gives me brown smock identical to the one that she is wearing. I am number G58. When I try to tell her I’m not supposed to be here, she just shakes her head and whispers, “No talking.” I follow her to a huge room with hundreds of children sitting on benches shelling nuts. They don’t even look up when we come. The fat man and two older boys walk up and down the rows with belts. They smack them from time to time to keep anyone from falling asleep or slowing down.

She points wordlessly to an empty spot and I sit down. My bare feet don’t reach the ground and go numb after a while. I don’t dare wiggle them because the guards are watching. We shell nuts for three hours until a bell rings. All the kids stand up and we march to a room with long tables and no chairs. 

Dinner is a bowl of lukewarm red liquid that I think is supposed to be tomato soup. I don’t feel like eating so I push my bowl over to the boy sitting next to me. He looks around to see if anyone is looking and drinks it as fast as he can. He looks half starved. All the children do. Then I feel a bony hand grab me by the back of the neck and yank me off the bench. 

“No sharing,” Mrs. Twizzle growls at me. She’s going to hit me the boy next to me so I say, 

“No, stop. I gave it to him. Please, I didn’t know.” 

Mrs. Twizzle pinches the boy hard and drags me out of the room.

CHAPTER 27 – The Garbage Pit
“You know what happens to naughty little children who break the rules? They get punished. No sharing. No stealing.” Mrs. Twizzle pushes me outside to the edge of a deep trash pit in the middle of the yard. Down in the darkness I hear something rustling for food. I hope it is just rats. 

“You see this? This is where bad children spend the night. I suppose I should forgive you for not knowing how to behave because you are new.” She thinks for a moment. “But no, how will you learn to be good if you aren’t punished?” she says, and gives me a shove.

I fall on a pile of old cans and nutshells, scraping my elbows and cutting my foot on a broken bottle. Mrs. Twizzle pulls a piece of paper from her pocket and tosses it down to me. 

“And you’ll stay down there until you memorize the rules, you stupid girl. I’ll be back in the morning to see if you’ve learned this valuable lesson.” I hear her cackling to herself and then the slam of the door as she goes back inside. The paper is covered on both sides with hundreds of rules. I can barely make out the words. 

I look up into the cloudy night sky. Am I frightened? Yes. Lonely? That too. But also, I feel something else that I can’t quite put my finger on, as big raindrops start hitting the ground around me.

In the dim moonlight I can see hundreds of empty tomato soup cans. Some are new and some are rusty. They’re the big kind. I bet that the matron is so cheap that she uses one can per meal to feed all hundred kids and just waters it down.

 I pick up a rusty can and throw it as hard as I can. It bounces against the edge of the pit and back down in the pile.  I throw another one and pretend it is Enid for taking me to this horrible place and stealing my suitcase. Then I tear the page of rules into bits and toss them in the air, for Mrs. Twizzle and her bony hands that pinch children. I don’t why exactly, but it makes me feel a bit better. I hurl one for having to sit on a bench and crack nuts for the rest of my life. And another for having to wear a brown dress with a number on it, that smelled like flea soap. Buried under one of the nutshell piles I find my old pair of boots. I carefully pull them on my bleeding feet. The old leather feels good. Now I can at least climb around without cutting myself on the rusty cans. 

Then I throw a handful of nutshells at the wall for not thinking I was good enough to take the apprenticeship. Even if I try and fail it would be better than just giving up. I can be a Toymaker just like those other kids, even if I don’t have fancy lessons like Enid, tons of money like Patrin or a friendly personality like Clio. 

An idea comes to me as I stare at the piles of garbage. I start filling cans with nutshells to weight them down and stack them as fast as I can. 

[image: image56.jpg]SR\




[image: image57.jpg]



CHAPTER 28 – A Dangerous Idea
It takes me a couple of hours and a more than a few tries, but I finally build a tin can staircase to the top. I squeeze through the railings in iron gate and start running like the Hounds of Holyrood are after me. My only thought is to make it back to the Workshop and hide there until morning. 

I’m about a block away when I see a brightly painted van with the words, “Orphan House” on the sides. It drives slowly up and down the street. And in front of the Workshop door, Mrs. Twizzle stands waiting, the rain dripping off of her black umbrella.

I climb over a stone fence and limp through a park, looking for a place to hide until morning. In the dark sky, a flying shadow covers the moon, moving fast. I think it might be a night dragon at first, or perhaps one of the Queen’s guard lions. I duck down by a big rock and make myself as small as possible. I hope that you won’t think less of me when I tell you that I sat in the mud and cried tears, hot and furious. 

By the time I finally get all the weepiness out, the rain has stopped, or at least it’s stopped where I’m sitting. In the grey moonlight I can see an umbrella shadow on the ground around me. For one horrible second I think Mrs. Twizzle has found me. But there’s no hitting or pinching, only the warm breath of some large thing sitting on the rock. I make myself look to see what it could be.  The Toymaker’s griffin, Spark, studies me intently with her head cocked to one side. Her wings spread open to form a shelter over my head. I throw my arms around her neck, burying my face in her soft feathers. She smells wonderfully of warm candle wax and sugar cookies.  With the whoosh of flapping batwings she lifts me into the air and carries me straight back to the Workshop. We glide in through a high open window and she sets me down by the fireplace. Before I can say thank you she bounds back out the window and into the night.
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CHAPTER 29 – The Toymaker’s Workshop
“Mouse! Where have you been?” Mrs. Hogar runs in from outside, soaking wet from the rain. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.” Her dark hair has come undone and falls around her shoulders like seaweed. She has lost her cap and for the first time I see her ears, curved and pointed.

“I… I…,” I look down at my feet and see I’ve tracked in mud on the floor. Blood drips from a cut on my hand. I feel unsteady on my feet. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I’ll clean this up right away.” 

“Ah, shusha, shusha,” Mrs. Hogar says, picking me and hugging me, “You poor wee thing. Not to worry. You’re home now.” 

Chatelaine leads a long line of dolls in and Mrs. Hogar starts flinging orders at them. 

“You, draw a tub in the guest bath.” Mrs. Hogar says, pointing to the nearest doll. “Chatelaine, I’ll need bandages and medicine from my box in the kitchen. And get my granddaughter some clean nightclothes. I want a hot supper waiting for her in ten minutes.” The dolls curtsey one after another and scurry off.  

I almost fall asleep in the tub, what with all the bubbles and all, but my stomach is emptier than a beggar’s pocket. I put on the clean nightgown and robe that Mrs. Hogar laid out to me and go looking for something to eat. 

Mrs. Skye sits waiting, propped up on the sofa by the fire. Her face is very pale, almost grey from being sick. But she fusses over me, I’m embarrassed to say, like I’m her own kin.  She bandages my feet and helps me dry my hair. She even kisses me on the top of the head before Mrs. Hogar helps her upstairs.

Chatelaine brings a huge tray of food, laid out just for me. A second doll brings a smaller pudding tray that is piled with small cakes and tarts. I’m halfway through a bowl of hot pumpkin soup when I see a face peering in the window. Before I can make who it is the dark silhouette vanishes.

A few long moments later the handle of the main workshop door jiggles but doesn’t open. Chatelaine goes to answer it. I jump up and try to tell her to stop. Before I can get the words out she lifts the latch and a blast of cold air blows the door open. Mrs. Twizzle stands dripping in the doorway.  She shoves Chatelaine out of the way, knocking her to the ground. Mrs. Twizzle rushes toward me, grabbing at me with a bony hand but I scramble under a workbench and out of her reach. 

“You horrible little girl!” she says, poking at me with her umbrella. The sharp tip misses me and gouges a deep gash in the floorboards. “We have special punishments for nasty children who run away. You’ll be begging to be put back in the pit.” Bits of spit fleck out of her mouth as she speaks and her breath smells like dead things. 

“I’m not going anywhere.” I say, amazed at my newfound bravery. “I’m staying here. I… I… have a job and people like me.”

“Who here could possibly want you? Don’t tell lies.” 

The possibility that her words are true make my brave words dry up. Far, far off I hear footsteps on the stairs, and from a hundred years away I hear Mrs. Hogar say, “Excuse me. The Workshop is closed.”

“I only came to collect this lost orphan,” Mrs. Twizzle says, her voice soaked in honey. “I’m so sorry if she’s bothered you. I can pay for any trouble she’s caused,” She reaches in her pocketbook and pulls out a handful of coins. “I’m sure this will more than make things good.” 

Mrs. Hogar glares up at her. “I think not. Take my granddaughter? The very idea.”

“You miserable troll, how dare you talk back to me?” Mrs. Twizzle rushes toward Mrs. Hogar with her umbrella raised to strike. “Hand over that girl.” 

I kick a chair under Mrs. Twizzle’s feet and scramble to stop her. I grab the first thing I could get my hands on, a paintbrush. 

“Leave her alone!” I squeak with rage. I don’t know what comes over me. Waving the paintbrush like a sword, I dash down between the tables. All I can think about is protecting Mrs. Hogar. 

Mrs. Hogar flashes by me, blocking Mrs. Twizzle’s way. With a sweep of her arm she blocks Mrs. Twizzle’s skinny wrist and twists it. The umbrella falls to the floor and Mrs. Hogar drags Mrs. Twizzle across the room like a rag doll. Before I can blink, Mrs. Hogar tosses her into a large toy chest and locks it tight. With a wave of her hand, she whispers, “You will sleep now.” Instantly the angry pounding stops, replaced by a wheezy snore. “And have the dreams that you deserve,” Mrs. Hogar adds, tapping the toy chest with her thumb. Inside the box there is a quiet whimper, then silence.
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“Miss Mouse, put that paint brush down. It’s one of the Mister Skye’s best and hardly a suitable weapon,” Mrs. Hogar tells me. “Now I best go check on the Woman of the House and make sure that all this unseemly racket hasn’t disturbed her.”  She pauses on her way out to ladle more hot soup into my bowl. “And one more thing, next time feel the need to defend me, go for scissors.” 

Chapter 30 - Warm By The Fire

Spark flaps in through the window, carrying Patrin and Clio on her back. Clio has my suitcase and sketchbook. 
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“What happened?” Clio asks. “We heard yelling.”

“Mrs. Twizzle, the matron from the Orphan House broke in here,” I explain. “You’ll never believe this but Mrs. Hogar just stuffed her in a box and told her to go to sleep,” 

“I surely can believe it,” Patrin says. “Mrs. Hogar’s over seven hundred years old. Stories of her feats in battle are told to scare small children into obeying their parents.” 

“Where did you find my things?” I ask.
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“Enid tried to pass your drawings and toys off as hers,” Clio tells me. “Pretty stupid if you ask me, the way you draw is completely different then the way she does. She said that you’d found your suitcase and gone back to Mountain Fold but we didn’t believe it.  I mean, because we’re friends. You wouldn’t just leave without saying goodbye, would you? We started looking around and Patrin found the letter for Mrs. Hogar inside Enid’s car. That made us really suspicious. 

Mrs. Hogar told Enid that she would place a fairy curse on her if she didn’t tell the truth. You should have seen Enid’s face, white as paste. She confessed everything. When Mister Skye got to the Orphan House he saw what a horrible place it was. He was furious! We couldn’t find you anywhere. Finally a kid said that you’d been pushed in a trash pit. We figured out that you’d escaped after we saw the stacked cans. 

 Mister Skye called the Queen’s guard lions and they took Mr. Twizzle away; they’ll come for Mrs. Twizzle too now that Mrs. Hogar caught her. All the kids are coming back here to spend the night. Tomorrow we can start building them a new house.”

“What about the Brownie Castle and Badger Lodge?” I ask. “The Peace Conference ended yesterday and everyone has gone home. Maybe the kids could stay there.”
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“Brilliant idea!” Patrin says, “Oh, I’m supposed to give you this as soon as I see you. Mister Skye says it’s your wages for the week.” He tosses a velvet bag into my lap. Inside is a large brass coin.  It feels heavy in my hand. I flip it in my fingers to see a crest of a butterfly on one side and a wreath of spring flowers on the other. I didn’t know it at the time but it was a fairy wishing coin, worth a King’s fortune, or misfortune, but that’s another story. 

Then Patrin grins and pulls a metal box off one of the shelves. 

“I hope you don’t mind, but here’s the money for the sale of your ballroom floor polishing car.  I sold five copies of it to the teddy bears. Ballroom floor skating is all the rage now up in Beargarden.” He sets the box in front of me. Inside are more gold coins then my whole village sees in five lifetimes. 
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I’m trying to stay up until Mister Skye gets back, to tell him that I’ve changed my mind. I want to learn to be a Toymaker’s apprentice, as long as I can keep helping out for Mrs. Hogar. I kind of figure she needs a granddaughter to make her life better. And it’s a comfort to think about having a Fairy Grandmother. But that’ll have to wait until morning. I fall asleep on the couch by the fire, wrapped in five blankets and three pillows, with a large griffin sleeping at my feet to keep them warm. 
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