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      It’s Christmas Eve in Victorian London, and Ebony Scrooge is hard at work tinkering weapons of mass destruction and avoiding all things Christmas. When the spirit of her deceased partner, Jacqueline Marley, warns Ebony that she will be visited by three ghosts, Ebony writes the visitation off as a dream. But on this Christmas Eve, the spirits of Christmas Past, Present, and Future must try to pull off a miracle, restoring Ebony’s heart before it’s too late.

      

      Hauntings and Humbug is a retelling of Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol, set in New York Times bestselling author Melanie’s Karsak’s steampunk universe.
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      A chill wafted through the workshop, the frozen air making me quake to my very core. On the other side of our shared workbench, Bailey Cratchit, my apprentice, blew on her fingers. She sighed. Heavily. I knew it was cold. It was always cold. Hell, I couldn’t even feel my toes. But until the device was done, delivered, and payment received, I didn’t have a shilling to spare on extra coal. It was going to stay cold, or we would both end up on the street—whether she liked it or not.

      The bell over the front door in the outer office chimed.

      We both stilled.

      “Missus Scrooge,” Cratchit whispered, a look of panic on her face. No one ever came in through the front. Ever. Our customers knew well enough to come through the back. And if the authorities decided to poke around, we’d both end up in a correction house.

      I motioned to her to grab the drape lying nearby. Nodding, she turned and grabbed the fabric. With a hurried snap, she unfurled the cloth. I grabbed the end and helped her cover the machine on which we were working.

      “Good afternoon. Hello? Anyone here? Mister Scrooge? Mister Marley?”

      With an exasperated huff, I slid my goggles onto my head and pulled off my apron, tossing it onto the workbench.

      “Do you want me—” Cratchit began.

      “No. Keep the door closed. Stay quiet.”

      Bailey nodded.

      I headed to the front.

      “Allo, ho, ho. Mister Scrooge? Are you in, sir?” a voice called again.

      I opened the workshop door, entering the tiny office front. The place was covered in dust. I hadn’t used the space since Marley died. I stared at the two men standing there. They were festively dressed, both wearing red and green scarves with holly berries pinned to their lapels. The nip of cold had turned their noses red. A dusting of snowflakes decorated their clothes. I glanced outside. Snow was falling, and it was already dark. When had it gotten so late?

      “What do you want?” I asked. I was on a tight deadline and in no mood for festive frivolities.

      The two men looked at one another, each encouraging the other to speak with a wide array of annoying eye gesturing and head tilting.

      I had almost reached the end of my patience when the squatter of the two began. “I apologize for the intrusion, madame. This is Scrooge and Marley’s Wonder and Marvels Studio, is it not? Is Mister Scrooge here? Mister Marley?”

      “Mister Scrooge was last seen departing London by airship to India. If you have any luck locating him, then you’re far more fortunate than I have been. As for my partner, Missus Marley, you’ll locate her in Twickenham Cemetery. She’s not much a conversationalist these days, though.”

      Their mouths gaping open, the men stared at me.

      Idiots. “I am Missus Scrooge. This is my studio. What do you want?”

      The second man, the taller of the two, wiped his nose with his scarf, then said, “Oh, madame, please forgive us. We have no wish to bring ill-tidings. In fact, quite the opposite. As the proprietor of this business, we were hoping you’d be willing to make a small contribution to our charity.”

      “Charity?” I asked, raising an eyebrow. I eyed the men’s clothing, focusing on their boots around which the melted snow was now forming puddles on my floor. I frowned.

      The rounder man nodded. “It’s the Christmas season, of course. So many people are in need. Won’t you help? Such a lively business you have…” he said, motioning to the faded images of carousels, spinning carts, and other amusements—all ghosts of my past—on the walls. “Carnival entertainments, isn’t it? Such lovely carousel horses. Such a whimsical work, Missus. Scrooge. You really must love children. Won’t you share a few pence to better the world for your fellow—”

      I lifted my hand, silencing the man. “Do you see that behind you?”

      The men turned around.

      “See what, Missus Scrooge?” the first man asked.

      “Right behind you.”

      The second man turned. Apparently the brighter of the two, he eyed the door. Sighing, he motioned to his partner, who finally caught my meaning.

      “Oh, please. Can I not move your tender heart with the milk of human kindness this holiday season, Missus. Scrooge? There are so many in need—” the round man was saying when the bell over the door rang once more.

      Humbug! What was happening tonight? I still had work to finish.

      My niece, Fawn, entered. Looking at Fawn was like looking at a duplicate of my dead sister: bouncing golden curls, bright blue eyes, and red cheeks. She was dressed in a striking scarlet-colored coat, holly berries trimming her white fur cap. She smiled mischievously at me.

      “Happy Christmas Eve, Aunt,” she told me then turned to the solicitors. “Happy Christmas, gentlemen.”

      Fawn crossed the room, her arms outstretched. “Dearest Aunt Ebony.”

      Panic swept over me. I crossed my arms and stepped back, steeling myself to her.

      She giggled at the sight. “Now, don’t be like that,” she said, grabbing my elbows. She leaned in and kissed both of my cheeks.

      “Your nose is as cold as ice,” I complained.

      She laughed once more. “Oh, but it’s so beautiful out there. Charles and I were caroling with friends. He stopped at the bakery for some fresh gingerbread. I told him I wanted to pop by for a moment. Now, where is Bailey? Bailey, are you here?” Fawn called, moving toward the workshop. “Bailey?”

      “No. Get out of there,” I said. Taking Fawn by the arm, I pulled her back. “She’s working. We have a deadline.”

      “Oh, Aunt. For what? No one is waiting on a carnival horse tonight. It’s Christmas Eve. Bailey? Are you there?”

      The workshop door opened a crack, Bailey slipping out. “Is that you, Fawn?”

      I frowned. “You have work to do, Missus Cratchit.”

      “I—” Bailey began, stepping back toward the door.

      “Oh, Aunt Ebony. Let me at least say hello,” Fawn said merrily then kissed Bailey on both cheeks. “Oh my word, your cheeks are as cold as my own. Is there no fire in the workshop?”

      “Well…” Bailey began, but I gave her a hard look, and she let the sentence fall away.

      “How are you? Your husband? The children?” Fawn asked Bailey.

      Bailey smiled, but I saw a shadow behind her eyes.

      “All is well,” Bailey said simply.

      “Your husband, Robert, how is he recovering?” Fawn asked.

      Bailey’s husband, Robert, drove a butcher’s cart. Some weeks back, there had been an accident, and the cart had tipped. Robert had broken his leg in the misfortune. Bailey hadn’t said much about it, but I’d assumed he was well. Surely she would have said otherwise if not.

      “Well enough. We’re just trying to prevent the cold from setting in.”

      Fawn nodded. “Yes. That’s right. Be sure to keep him warm. And little Tim?”

      “As well as can be.”

      I frowned. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d seen Bailey’s youngest boy, Timothy. A sickly, small lad, he had his own share of health troubles. From time to time, Bailey would run late for work on the boy’s account. A damned inconvenience, really.

      Fawn turned to the solicitors once more. “Well, gentlemen, did my aunt give you even a half-pence?”

      The men chuckled uncomfortably, giving one another a sidelong glances.

      Fawn, knowing the answer, dipped into her fascinator. She took out a ridiculous amount of money and pressed it toward the men.

      “Fawn,” I scolded her.

      “Aunt, it’s the Christmas season,” she told me. “Look outside. Don’t you see all the merriment? Hear the carolers? It is a season of giving. Here you are, gentlemen.”

      “Bless you, miss,” the chubby man told her.

      “Bless you all,” the taller man said, nodding to Fawn, Bailey, and me.

      “Humbug,” I grumbled under my breath.

      Fawn giggled. “Oh, you. Always on with ‘humbug.’”

      I looked at the solicitors. “Well, you got what you want. Be on your way.”

      “Bless you, miss,” the first man told Fawn again.

      “Bless you,” the second one told Fawn as well then turned to me. “Merry Christmas, Missus Scrooge.”

      “Humbug,” I replied, gesturing toward the door, but not before I gave Fawn a wink.

      At that, Fawn rolled her eyes.

      When the men opened the door, a frigid breeze wafted in, carrying snowflakes along with it. Outside, I caught the dulcet tones of people singing “Silent Night.” Ugh. Miserable. If there was one holiday I’d be very happy to skip, it was Christmas. I was glad I hadn’t realized it was so late. At least Christmas Eve was almost over.

      “Now,” Fawn said, taking my hand. “Goodness. You’re freezing. Really, Aunt Ebony, you must put more coal on. As I was about to say, Charles and I are expecting you for Christmas tea tomorrow. Oh, and you should stop by tonight. We are having a small gathering of close friends to play games and for dancing. Won’t you join us?”

      I would rather die. “I’m afraid I can’t. As I mentioned, we are very busy.”

      The hurt look on Fawn’s face surprised me. She scrunched up her eyebrows the same way my sister used to do. “On Christmas Eve? With what?”

      “As I said, we have an order that will be collected in the morning. We need to complete it tonight.”

      “Well, you can still come for tea tomorrow, can’t you? Charles’ parents will be there, as well as some of his other relatives. It would mean a lot to me if I had someone there,” she said, and this time, I heard the strain of pain hidden in her voice. I knew what it felt like to be all alone in the world. In fact, I knew it better than anyone.

      “We’ll see.”

      “All right,” Fawn said gently.

      Bailey set a comforting hand on Fawn’s arm. “You know your aunt. I already tried to invite her to my home. She’ll have nothing to do with Christmas.”

      “Bloody waste of time and money. People would do well to remember that they will be hungry the day after Christmas too. Wasting all of their wealth on pudding and trimmings and a roasted goose for a few days of frivolity. It’s nonsense. Humbug.”

      “Oh, Aunt Ebony,” Fawn said with a light laugh that was the mirror of my dear sister’s. The resemblance was practically unbearable. “Now, you will come for Christmas tea. That is the last argument I’ll hear from you. I’m off to catch Charles and see if it’s not too late to get a mince pie,” Fawn said then turned to Bailey once more. “Happy Christmas, Bailey, to you and yours.”

      “And to you, Fawn.”

      With a wave, Fawn turned and headed back outside.

      “Humbug,” I grumbled in her wake.

      Once more, Bailey sighed.

      I pulled out my pocket watch. “I’m sick of listening to you sigh. They’ll be here to pick up the package first thing in the morning. Until we get it done, there’s no use huffing and puffing. Back to work.”

      “Yes, Missus Scrooge,” Bailey said then headed back into the workshop.

      After she’d gone, I crossed the room and stood beside the wide table at which two chairs—one on each side—were placed. I gently set my fingers on Jacqueline’s seat. It had been three years since my partner, Jacqueline Marley, had died. Three years. Nothing had been the same since then.

      Turning, I looked out the frost-trimmed window to the square outside. Carolers moved from business to business, the merry lot singing gladly. A crowd surrounded a vendor who was selling wassail. Shoppers rushed to and fro with bright packages, baskets, and boxes full of baked goods, or clutched papers filled with roasted nuts. Even from here, I could catch the scent of the roasted walnuts on the breeze.

      “Missus Scrooge,” Bailey called from the back.

      “Yes?”

      “I thought maybe you’d like to have a look at the automatic’s attachment. I think it’s right, but we’d better test it.”

      I set my fingertips on the glass, glancing once more at the holiday revelry outside, and then headed back into the workshop.

      Bailey was standing at the bench. She’d uncovered the automaton lying on the workbench and was working on the weapon’s package we had attached to the left hand of the metal monstrosity we’d named Dickens.

      “Very well,” I said. I removed a metal compartment from the machine’s head then activated the switch therein. Bailey and I stepped back as the automaton clicked and hummed as it sprang to life. A moment later, its eyes glowed blue.

      “Dickens,” I commanded the automaton who turned its head toward me. “Stand.”

      Shifting its legs, the machine slowly lifted itself to standing.

      Satisfied with the fluidity of the moments, I nodded then went to inspect the weapon Bailey had been working on. Pulling down my goggles and switching to the magnification lenses, I looked over the modified device. Bailey had become a meticulous tinkerer. She had originally worked with Marley and me on the complex mechanics of the clockwork carousels. But when the business dried up, Marley had kept us out of debtor’s prison by finding an alternative avenue for cash flow. Bailey came along for the ride. As it turned out, Bailey’s talented fingers did just as good a job building mechanized automatons as they had carnival delights.

      I nodded. “You’ve done well.”

      “Not well enough. The arms still need some adjusting. He’s lifting unevenly,” Bailey told me, setting her hands on her hips as she considered the automaton standing before us.

      “Lift your arms,” I told the machine.

      It complied.

      Bailey was right, but the error was practically imperceptible to the naked eye.

      “You work on that. I have some work to do with the arsenal feeder,” I told Bailey then turned back to the machine. “Dickens, remain standing but power down.”

      The clockwork mechanics inside the machine clicked, and then the blue lights went out.

      Bailey got to work on the arms, whereas I went to the back of the automaton to check the weapons cache. The alignment had to be perfect, or the automatic rifle would not fire properly. Grabbing my toolbelt, I tied it on once more then opened the back panel of the automaton and got to work.
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        * * *

      

      Bailey and I fussed with the machine for the next two hours. The clock had just struck seven when we finished in tandem.

      “Finally finished,” Bailey called with a relieved huff.

      I slid the panel back into place. “The same.”

      “Should we have him fire a few shots just to be sure?” Bailey suggested.

      “Dickens, power on,” I told the automaton. Once more, the machine activated. “Now, come,” I added, waving for it to follow me to the back of the room. The old building in which we worked had a workspace large enough to hold a full carousel.

      Its feet tromping heavily, the automaton followed along behind me.

      “Bring the nutcracker,” I told Bailey. At the back of the workshop was a life-sized wooden nutcracker Marley had once carved to serve as a decoration for a display that we had made for a show at the Lyceum. It had been sitting gathering dust until Bailey and I found a better use for it.

      Grabbing the dolly, Bailey hauled the heavy piece into place, setting it with its back against the stone wall on the far side of the room. Once it was set up, she returned once more, standing behind the automaton and me.

      “All right, you tin can, let’s see what you can do,” I told the machine. “Dickens, activate weapon.”

      The automaton clicked then raised its arm.

      “Acquire target. Nutcracker.”

      The machine’s blue eyes closed for a moment, reopening once more with blaring red light. Its gaze centered on the nutcracker, the two optics closing in on the nutcracker’s face.

      “Short burst. Fire,” I told the machine.

      Cogs and gears clicked as the automatic weapon readied itself. Bailey and I both covered our ears. A moment later, the machine shot a quick burst of bullets toward the wooden dummy. A cloud of dust surrounded the nutcracker for a moment.

      Bailey and I waited.

      “Good. Dickens, return to the workbench and power down,” I told the machine.

      The automaton lowered its arm. Its eyes flickered blue once more. Walking with a stiff clatter, it returned to the workbench and sat back down. Swinging its legs onto the bench once more, it lay down. I heard a click as the machine turned itself off, its eyes going dim once more.

      With the machine powered down, Bailey and I headed across the room to investigate the damage.

      The nutcracker had taken most of the hits to the head, but a few stray bullets had hit the wall behind the target, which had caused the cloud of powdered mortar. Bailey inspected the stray shots.

      “Looks like a variation of thirty centimeters or so,” she reported.

      I nodded. “Acceptable. I warned the buyer about the accuracy. All right, Missus Cratchit. That will do. I will meet with the customer in the morning. Tidy up your tools and be on your way.”

      “Thank you, Missus Scrooge.”

      “I expect you to be on time on Boxing Day. I don’t care if the banks are off. We are not bankers.”

      “Of course, Missus Scrooge. I do hope you’ll reconsider about tomorrow. Robert and I would love for you to join us for Christmas. I hate to think you’ll be alone. The children haven’t seen you for—”

      “Yes. All right. We’ll see. There is still work to be done after we get this metal beast off our hands.”

      “Very well,” Bailey said with a sigh then began putting her tools away.

      At least Bailey had better sense of when to tie her tongue than my niece. Working quickly and quietly, she finished her work then pulled on her coat and hat. As she slipped on her gloves, she smiled at me.

      “I won’t wish you a Merry Christmas,” she told me. “How about a simple goodnight?”

      I huffed a laugh. “Goodnight, Missus Cratchit.”

      “Goodnight, Missus Scrooge.”

      At that, she headed to the front.

      “Lock the door behind you.”

      “Of course.”

      A moment later, I heard the bell above the door ring then the sound of the key in the lock. And then, finally, there was silence.

      I sat down on the stool beside the workbench, turned up the light on the gaslamp, and then lifted the automaton’s hand. Slipping on my magnification goggles, I tightened the tiny clockwork devices one last time.

      Just as I was settling in, a noise at the back of the workshop startled me.

      Pulling off my goggles, I grabbed a pistol I had hidden under the workbench and headed into the back of the darkened workshop. My ears pricking for any sound, I listened. But there was nothing.

      I hoisted my lantern and scanned all around, finally discovering the matter.

      The ropes that had been holding a tarp had come loose. The massive throw that had covered the stock in the back of the room had slid to the floor. Bailey must have bumped it when she moved the nutcracker.

      For the first time in years, I stood staring at the clockwork carousel horses sitting there. Their colorful paint was faded, but their jewel-like eyes sparkled in the lamplight.

      A lifetime’s worth of work and dreams sat before me.

      Memories wanted to insist themselves upon me, but then, I remembered Marley’s words.

      “When we were young, we were dreamers. Now we are awake to the truth of the world. It is a cold, hard, and lonely place. Only those who are willing to do what it takes can survive. Dreams are for fools,” she’d told me the day we’d hauled all of the carnival materials to the back and covered them—keeping them only for spare parts.

      I stared at the emerald-green eyes of a pretty clockwork pony. I had loved making it, loved watching it work. On the carousel, its legs would gallop, the head tilting side to side. It had been one of my best creations.

      Sighing, I lowered the lamp and turned back.

      “Humbug,” I huffed, but I wasn’t sure at what. My absent partner. The pony. The dream. Or that old dreamer.
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      It was after eleven when I finally found my way home. My townhouse was silent, save the ticking of the clock on the mantel in my bedroom. I left the downstairs dark and went upstairs to my bedchamber. The temperature had dropped below freezing. I banked up the fire in my bedroom and slid a chair close to the fireplace. Too exhausted to fix a proper meal, I returned to the kitchen only to fix myself a pot of tea and grab a plate of biscuits, which I took back to my bedroom. In my room once more, I slipped onto the chair. My eyes drooped as I sipped the amber-colored tea. Munching the biscuits, I stared into the fire. Memories of Christmases past wanted to insist themselves upon me, but I steeled myself to them. I hated Christmas. It was too full of memories, too full of…well, it was simply too full. In every spark of the fire, I saw my parents, my sister, Marley, Tom, and her. On Christmas, I always remembered her. I closed my eyes, willing myself to stop thinking, stop remembering. Christmas was a joyful season for many, but for me, the joy had long been gone from my life. Now, there was only work. I had no one to rely on but myself, and if I didn’t work, I was destined for poverty. Setting aside my teacup, I pulled my legs up into the chair. No use bothering going to bed. I needed to head back to the shop by five to meet my customer. I just needed a few hours of sleep between now and then. I closed my eyes.

      As I did, a soft memory drifted through my mind.

      “Mama, listen,” Maisie chirped sweetly.

      Against my will, a buried memory replayed.

      My daughter laughed as she shook the little stuffed kitten in my face, the small bell hanging from its collar ringing merrily. “See what Father Christmas brought me? Why did he bring it early?”

      A tear streamed down my cheek.

      “Not tonight,” I whispered into the darkness. “Don’t make me remember tonight.”

      Shutting out the memory, I forced myself to sleep, praying I did not dream.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke with a start when the clock bonged out the chimes of midnight. My body aching from sleeping in such an odd position, I rose to find the fire had gone out. How had that happened? Hadn’t I banked it up enough? Perhaps I was more tired than I thought.

      Shivering, I wrapped the blanket around my shoulders and rose to go to the fireplace.

      An unearthly chill washed over me.

      The room smelled strange, the scent of death in the air.

      I exhaled deeply, a bank of fog forming in the chilly air.

      But then, I felt it.

      I was not alone.

      My heart pounding in my chest, I turned, scanning the room. A figure stood at the window, looking down at the street below.

      Moving quickly, I rushed to my bedside and pulled the pistol from the drawer of the nightstand.

      “Who are you? Get out of my house,” I said, taking aim.

      The figure, a woman, laughed. She was wearing a black gown with a long, black veil over her face. “Oh, Ebbie. Really?”

      I stilled. That voice…her voice…

      The figured stared at me. “Nice weapon. Did you make it?” she asked, gesturing to the gun.

      “I…” My hands shaking, I watched as the figure approached. “Get out of my house. Get out, or I’ll shoot.”

      The woman laughed again, then began walking toward me.

      “Last warning,” I said, surprised when my voice came out as little more than a whisper.

      The woman reached out for me.

      I pulled the trigger.

      The shot echoed around the bedroom. After a long moment, everything went silent once more. Only the sound of the ticking clock on the mantel was audible.

      The stranger stood where she had been, unmoved by the gunshot. She sighed heavily, then reached up and drew back her veil.

      My heart thundered in my chest. I stared in horror as the stranger pulled the covering away.

      It was Jacqueline. Well, it was what was left of Jacqueline. Standing before me was the corpse of my former partner, Jacqueline Marley. In place of her eyes were two glowing orbs. The milky-blue color of moonstones, she stared at me. Her red hair hung in patches from her head. Part of the flesh from her cheek was missing, revealing her jaw and teeth. What flesh remained on her bones had a terrible blue tone. She reached out for the weapon in my hand. When she did so, I saw the bones of her fingers hidden under the tatters of the black lace gloves in which she was buried. I stared at the dress. I recognized it now. It was her burial gown. I had been the one to select the high-necked black garment.

      Taking the pistol from my hand, she looked it over then handed it back to me. “Nice gun. Very well made.”

      “Jacqs,” I whispered.

      “I know I am a fearful sight, but don’t be afraid, Ebbie. I have come as a friend and with a warning. You see me as I am now, the rotting corpse of the woman I once was. You, too, will earn this fate if you do not amend your ways.”

      “What… What are you talking about?”

      “If you do not change your heart, you, like me, will be cast to purgatory. The hell in which you’ve locked yourself on Earth with be the same hell you know in death. Loveless. Friendless. Trapped in darkness. That is the hell that awaits you unless you amend your ways. My spirit is abandoned in the middle place. I am neither dead nor alive. There is no heaven nor hell. I am a ghostly thing, doomed because I closed my heart off to my fellow man. Once, I was a woman full of love and light. I let life destroy that person. I changed. I loved nothing. No one. I murdered the dreamer and replaced her with a criminal. You will share my fate if you do not correct your course.”

      I stared at the figure before me. It was then that I realized Jacqueline wasn’t actually standing, she was floating.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” I told Jacqueline. “You had to.”

      Jacqueline and I had initially entered out partnership due to a shared passion for the whimsical. But fate, it seemed, had an ironic sense of humor. Where we had come together as partners bent on creating mirth and joy, life had turned to darkness for both of us. Jacqueline’s husband, who’d once been a kind man, had taken to drink and treating his wife like a rag doll to beat or use as he saw fit. As if his abuse had not been enough, the scoundrel stole every pence Jacqueline had inherited from her parents. Leaving her broken-hearted and impoverished, Jacqueline’s husband had run off, never to be heard from again. As fate would have it, our business had also bottomed out at the same time as our lives—my own losses happening in tandem with Jacqueline’s. It was Jacqueline who’d started making deals in the alleyways of the dark districts of London and at The Mushroom, the watering hole for all of London’s scoundrels. Due to the Strawberry Hill Accords, it was getting more difficult for unsavory elements to get the kind of weapons they needed. That’s where Jaqueline and I had come in. We had skills, talent, and need. The distasteful types had money. It was a match made in hell. Two women, once tinkers and dreamers, had become weapons merchants. And two women, both nursing broken hearts, had sealed themselves off from the rest of the world, walling out life to escape their miseries.

      “I chose to. I did not have to. No more than you have to,” Jacqueline told me. “I chose badly…on many counts.”

      I stared at the apparition before me. It was her, but it couldn’t be. “This can’t be real,” I whispered.

      “Can’t it? Once, we had the imagination to envision such things. Once, our hearts and minds dwelled in the realm of the impossible. But in our griefs, we fell into the darkness together. I never returned to the light. But you can.”

      “You’re dead. Gone.”

      “Yes, I am. But on this night only, I have been permitted to enter the visible plane to warn you. To try to save you.”

      “Warn me? Of what?”

      “Tonight, you will be visited by three ghosts. Heed their cries. Listen to their words. I beg you. Once, we were like sisters. I would not see my sister suffer the same fate as myself. I know what hardened your heart. I know the pain you endured. But you must find joy again. You must move past the darkness. Listen well to the three spirits who will attend you. If you don’t change your ways, you will become my partner in damnation as much as you were in life.”

      “Jacqs,” I whispered.

      She pressed closer to me, her boney hand extended as if she was going to touch my face.

      “No,” I whispered. Closing my eyes, I looked away.

      “Ebbie,” she whispered in a tender voice. “Ebony, come back to the light. I beg you. Listen, before it’s too late.”

      A chill washed over me.

      My heart pounding in my chest, I opened my eyes to find myself alone in my bedroom once more.

      The fireplace was burning cheerfully, casting an orange glow around the room. It was only a few minutes after midnight.

      I gasped. Breathing hard, I scanned the room. I was alone.

      I set my pistol down on the table beside the chair, wedging it in between the cup of tea and plate of biscuits.

      “A dream,” I whispered. Christmas. The damned holiday had me thinking of the past. Between my old memories and seeing the carousel horse at the workshop, I’d fallen asleep thinking of things better left forgotten.

      Feeling annoyed, I sat back down. As I closed my eyes, I remembered the day Jacqueline and I had hung the sign over our front door: Scrooge and Marley’s Wonder and Marvels Studio. We’d been so proud, smiling and laughing, two young women, gifted tinkers, dreamers.

      No.

      We’d been two fools on a fool’s errand. There was no magic in this world. Life would teach us that. There was only darkness. And until we learned that lesson, life beat us in the face with it…until Jacqueline had lost everything except her life, which in the end, she took herself.

      “Humbug,” I whispered, then went back to sleep.
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      I woke to the chime of the clock. Through the narrow slits of my eyes, I could see it was one o’clock.

      One o’clock.

      But if it was so early, why was it so bright in the room?

      Then, I heard it.

      Somewhere in the room, I heard a soft giggle.

      My eyes flinging wide open, I leaped to my feet only to find myself face to face with…a fairy. Before me, in a ball of glowing golden light, was a fairy made entirely of metal. Her clockwork wings fluttered. Giggling, she put her bronze hands on her hips and looked me over.

      “Why, Ebony. You look positively mystified. Don’t you recognize me?”

      I did. I had made the tiny fairy woman for my daughter, Maisie. And while the creation I’d made did have wings that fluttered, it had had never flown nor spoken. But I would recognize that tiny face anywhere. With her tipped nose, pouty lips, and pointy ears, this was the fairy I’d created. My daughter had loved her.

      “Yes,” I whispered.

      The fairy giggled then spun in a circle. A cloud of glimmering golden dust followed her. “How delightful. Very well then. Let’s get going. Hop on,” she said, motioning to the corner of the room.

      When I turned to look, I spotted the clockwork carousel horse from the workshop standing in front of the fireplace. It pawed its foot and blinked its emerald-green eyes. Colorful streamers hung from its mane. The embezzlements on the saddle and bridle glimmered like the day I’d finished it.

      “This is a dream,” I whispered.

      “It is?” the fairy said. “I didn’t know that. I thought Marley told you. Three spirits will visit you tonight. I am the first of those three. I am the Ghost of Christmas Past. Now, come,” the fairy said, then flew to the carousel horse and settled in on its head.

      My hands shaking, I followed.

      It’s just a dream. This is all a dream.

      I said nothing more but approached the horse. The creation turned and looked at me, more alive than it had ever been in my workshop, but it was my creation all the same. I set my hand on the horse’s nose. It whinnied and threw back its head. Moving carefully, I slipped my foot into the stirrup then slid on.

      “All right!” the fairy called with a laugh. “Let’s go!”

      With a wave of her arms, the fairy sprinkled pixie dust on the horse and me. I gasped when the clockwork pony took off, galloping around the room. And then, turning, it headed toward the window.

      “Wait,” I called.

      Throwing my arms up, I winced as the horse raced toward the window. But there was no shattering of glass. We’d simply glided through the pain and out into the night’s sky. Prancing in the air above the rooftops of London as light snow fell, the horse moved as if by magic.

      “That way,” the fairy called, pointing. “Mayfair.”

      The horse turned in that direction.

      I was dreaming.

      This was all a dream.

      The horse galloped across the sky, finally slowing down as we reached Mayfair. I hadn’t been in the area in years, not since the fire that had burned my family’s home to the ground, taking my parents along with it.

      But as we approached my old neighborhood, my breath caught in my throat. The block in which my parents’ townhouse had sat was still intact. All the houses were fine. Not a hint of fire to be seen. And there, on the corner, with golden light pouring from the windows, was my old home.

      “What is this?” I whispered.

      The fairy fluttered, then alighted on my shoulder. “I told you. I am the Ghost of Christmas Past. And this, Ebony Kenworth Scrooge, is your past. Welcome home.”

      The carousel horse raced toward the parlor window.

      Once more, the pony slipped through the window as if there were nothing there. It came to a stop in the massive old parlor of my childhood home. The clockwork creation snorted, pawing its foot.

      “All right, off we go,” the fairy said, then zipped away, flying toward the Christmas tree. “Oh my, how delightful,” she called, flying in circles all around the evergreen. “What a great new fashion. But it’s not trimmed yet,” the fairy said, setting her hands on her hips as she studied the tree.

      “Ebbie, Blanche, come here, my darlings. It’s time,” a voice called from the foyer.

      I froze.

      I would recognize my mother’s voice anywhere.

      Before I had a moment to speak, to move, my mother turned the corner and entered the parlor. Her hands were loaded down with candles, bows, and other sparkly ornaments. She was wearing the red-and-green striped holiday dress she loved, her dark hair pulled up with a red ribbon.

      Mother walked toward me.

      “Mama,” I whispered.

      But then, Mother stepped through me. A feeling, like a cold draft, wafted over me. Mother shivered.

      “James, ask Master Fallon to add another log to the fire. There’s a chill in the parlor.”

      “I’ll see to it myself,” my father called, entering the room just behind Mother. As he crossed the room, he fussed with his pipe. Like Mother, he never looked at me. It was as if I weren’t there.

      I turned and looked at this Christmas tree. “I remember this day,” I told the fairy. “This was the year we had our first Christmas tree.”

      “It was a very special Christmas,” the fairy agreed.

      “Ebbie, Blanche? Are you coming?” Mother called once more.

      I heard the thunder of feet on the steps.

      “Careful on the stairs,” Father called, his voice muffled as he attempted to keep his pipe perched between his lips while adding another log to the fire.

      Mother chuckled at him.

      “Mama,” I said, stepping close to her once more.

      “She can’t see you,” the fairy said. “These are events taking place in your past, Ebony. You can see them, but they can’t see you.”

      Rowdy laughter and the sound of thundering feet reached the parlor when, a moment later, my sister and I turned the corner. Both of us breathless, we paused to breathe then squealed when we saw what mother was holding.

      “Oh, Ebbie,” Blanche gushed. “It’s time to decorate the tree,” she said, tugging on my arm.

      I stared at my sister. Her golden curls bounced, the mirth exuding from her in the same way it did with my niece, Fawn, who looked every bit like her mother.

      “Blanche,” I whispered, watching my sister rush past.

      But then my eyes went to the nine-year-old version of myself. Laughing, my lips and cheeks red, I was like Snow White, a merry, pretty thing, quite unlike the ashen face that stared back at me in the mirror these days.

      “Ebbie, since you are always so careful, you place the glass balls,” Mother said, handing me a box of red-and-gold ornaments. “And, Blanche, you can add the ribbons while your father and I place the candles in their holders.”

      “We can light them, though, can’t we?” Blanche asked.

      Mother chuckled lightly. “With help,” she said, then winked at the nine-year-old version of me.

      Blanche, who was notoriously clumsy, would have set the whole tree on fire had Mother let her do it on her own. But even as I thought it, a knot formed in my stomach. Fire would one day reach this house. Later, the marshals told me that they believed a fire had started in the attic during the night. It had filled the house with smoke. Before anyone realized what was happening, the entire block was aflame.

      Blanche and I, both newly married and living in our own homes, had not been there at the time. Father and Mother had never risen from their beds. The smoke, they told us, had taken them. Their charred bodies had been found in their bedchamber.

      I had just turned nineteen that Christmas. The Christmas fire had taken both of my parents from me.

      Shaking myself from the memory, I turned and looked at the scene before me once more.

      The four of us worked together, trimming the tree in unison. I watched as my father and mother smiled gently at one another. How in love they had been. Their loving gazes went to Blanche and me. In this house, everything had been good. Everything had been right, even on the worst of days, and at the hardest of times, this place had been filled with love. I had almost forgotten the feeling.

      “I remember this day,” I told the fairy. “I remember when…” My eyes went to the scene once more in time to see Blanche, who was reaching on her tiptoes to place a red bow, stumble into the tree.

      “Blanche,” Father called, reaching out for her. He managed to catch her before she fell, but not before one of the red-and-gold ornaments slipped from the branch and fell to the ground.

      The ornament broke into pieces. The inside of the ball had been silvery, reflective. It caught the firelight.

      Blanche burst into tears. “I’m sorry. Ebbie, Mama, I’m sorry,” Blanche cried, her tears coming quickly and easily.

      “It’s all right,” I told her. “It was an accident. And look how pretty it is on the inside. If you hadn’t broken it, we never would have seen how beautiful it is within,” I said, then bent to pick up the broken pieces.

      “Let me help,” Blanche said, turning to grab the broken glass.

      Before any of us could stop her, she reached down and touched a broken piece, cutting her finger.

      “Ah.” She let out a little yell, pulling her hand back. Blood slipped down the side of her finger.

      “Girls. Here. Let me,” Father said, motioning for us to get back.

      “Take Blanche to the kitchen. Ask Missus Marksen to wash and bind the cut,” Mother told me.

      “But the tree,” Blanche said. “We didn’t light the candles yet. Don’t light them without me, Mama.”

      “No. We won’t. Now, go with your big sister,” Mother said, then motioned for me to take Blanche from the room.

      My arm wrapped around Blanche’s, I led her away.

      In my spirit form, I trailed along behind my younger self, listening as I whispered to my sister. “It’s all right, Blanche. It was just an accident.”

      “You aren’t mad?”

      “At you? Never. We’re sisters.”

      “I love you, Ebbie.”

      “I love you too,” I said, kissing my sister on the top of her head.

      They headed out of the room and into the foyer. I tried to follow as they disappeared down the hall, but something blocked me, preventing me from leaving.

      “You really loved your sister,” the fairy said, floating close to me.

      I nodded, willing the tears in my eyes to stay where they were.

      “What happened to her?”

      “When Fawn was born… she died.”

      “Fawn is her only child?”

      I nodded mutely.

      “And your parents are gone too?”

      Again, I nodded. “There was a fire on Christmas. The house burned… They didn’t make it.”

      The fairy set her little metal hand on my shoulder. “I’m sorry. How like your sister your niece looks. Just like her.”

      She was right. Fawn really did look just like Blanche.

      “Well, we thought she’d burn the house down. A little cut is a relief,” Father told Mother as he deposited the broken glass into the waste bin. Returning the equipment to the broom cupboard, he crossed the room and wrapped his arms around Mother’s waist, kissing her on the neck.

      “Happy Christmas, Missus Kenworth,” he told her.

      “Happy Christmas,” she replied, turning to kiss my father.

      As I stood there watching, the image of my parents—and the room, the Christmas tree, the whole house—began to fade.

      “Wait,” I whispered. “Where are they going?”

      “Come on. It’s time to go,” the fairy said, motioning to the carousel horse.

      “But…”

      “Come on, Ebbie. Hop on,” the fairy said, flying over to sit on the horse’s head.

      I frowned at her. “Don’t call me Ebbie,” I said then slipped on the horse.

      She laughed. “All right, Ebony. Hold on!” the fairy called. And once more, she tossed her sparkling glitter over us. The horse turned and headed out into the night’s sky once more.
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      I closed my eyes. The cool, winter wind caressed my face. The pain of what I had lost felt like a stone in my stomach. My whole family was gone. They had all just disappeared on me. I was an orphan and alone.

      No. Not alone. There was Fawn.

      When I opened my eyes, I noticed we were headed across the river.

      “No,” I said, seizing the metal reins of the horse. “No. Not there. I don’t want to go there.”

      “Go where?” the fairy asked brightly.

      “You know where. I want to wake up. Don’t take me there. I want to wake up.”

      “How can you wake up? This isn’t a dream. Now, hold on,” the fairy said as we gently coasted down toward a small, crooked house situated on the edge of town. As the horse glided in, my old shepherd, who’d been running around in the snow in the back yard, looked up and barked.

      “Allister,” I called to the dog. Chasing the pony, he ran to the door and scratched to be let in.

      A moment later, Tom appeared. “Come along, mangy beast,” he called merrily.

      The carousel horse entered the house through the upstairs window.

      “I want to wake up,” I repeated once more. “Let me wake up.”

      “Don’t you want to see her?”

      “No. No, I don’t. Let me wake up.”

      But it was too late. Already, the horse had come to a stop in an old, familiar room. It was the smell more than anything that caught me off guard. Her smell. It permeated the place. And then, I heard the laughter.

      “And then the little kitty climbed higher and higher and higher until she was sitting on the Queen’s head!” a younger version of me called merrily.

      “What’s this? A kitten on my head?” I said in a regal voice.

      Switching my tone to the deep baritone of a porter, I said, “Why yes, Your Majesty, wearing a cat on your head is in fashion. Very French.”

      Elevating my voice one more, I replied. “Indeed? Then fetch me a tabby. It’s better for my coloring.”

      At that, Maisie laughed and laughed and laughed.

      I stared at myself and my daughter. We were sitting in the bed playing together. I looked like a different person. My cheeks were red, my skin glimmering with life. There was light behind my eyes, even if there were rings of worry underneath. While she was still with me, I still had some sparkle.

      “When was this?” the fairy asked.

      “Two days before Christmas,” I answered. “She was barely three.”

      “Oh, look. I’m there too!” the fairy said, pointing to the statue sitting beside Maisie’s bed. I’d created the small, clockwork fairy to sit on a mushroom. Her wings wagged without ceasing. I had yet to become the tinkerer I was now, adept in working with analytical engines, ethics boards, and hagstone enhancements. Back then, making the clockwork fairy’s wings flap had been enough to evoke magic.

      Maisie sighed with tiredness, then wiggled low under her covers. “It really was very kind of Father Christmas to bring me this kitten early,” she said, clutching the stuffed animal to her chest. She reached out and touched the fairy’s toes. “Goodnight, little fairy.”

      I stared at my child. She was just a wisp of a thing. Her eyes were sunken, her skin taut. The illness had eaten her alive from the inside. They had told me it was just a matter of days, which was why I had given her the kitten early. I had known in my heart that she wouldn’t make it to Christmas.

      Lying down beside her, I held my daughter tight. “Do you like the kitten?” I whispered, brushing the curls from her forehead.

      She nodded, then yawned.

      Staring at the younger version of myself holding my daughter, I approached the bed. My legs shaking, I went to the end of the bed and sat down, watching the scene. My stomach felt sick. “Hold her tight. Hold her so tight,” I whispered to myself.

      “Mummy,” Maisie whispered. “I made you a Christmas present. Would it be okay if I gave it to you now?”

      The moment she asked, I knew that she knew.

      “Of course.”

      Maisie turned in bed and reached under her mattress, pulling out a small package wrapped in a scrap of cloth, which she handed to me.

      Moving carefully, I unwrapped it.

      “Quickly. Don’t dawdle,” Maisie told me with a laugh.

      “All right,” I said then pulled out the present. Inside was a necklace made from buttons strung on a piece of twine.

      “Oh, my goodness!” I exclaimed. “The jewels of Egypt!”

      Maisie laughed. “No, Mummy, I made it.”

      “You made this?”

      “I did.”

      “Why, it’s so beautiful.”

      “Here, let me put it on you,” she said. We both sat up, and Maisie slipped the necklace over my head. “Perfect. I made it myself. Just like you, I make pretty things.”

      “Yes, you do, my dearest. I love it very much. I’ll never take it off.”

      “Never?”

      “I promise.”

      Sitting at the end of the bed, I touched my chest. Underneath the folds of my gown, I could feel the buttons. I had kept my promise to my daughter.

      Maisie yawned tiredly.

      “Why don’t you and kitten get some sleep? It’s been a very long day,” I told my daughter, settling her back into bed.

      “Yes,” she said, already half-asleep. As it was, she slept most of the day these days. Even the simplest of exertions fatigued her. “Mummy, be sure to get the kitten some milk if she cries for it tonight.”

      “Of course.” Rising, I tucked her in then placed a kiss on her head. “Goodnight, my love.”

      “Mummy?”

      “Yes?”

      “Does… Does Father Christmas visit the little children in heaven?”

      Beside me, the fairy gasped.

      I watched through unshed tears as the younger version of myself forced a smile. “Of course. He finds good children wherever they may be.”

      Maisie smiled. “I’m glad. Goodnight, Mummy. I love you.”

      “I love you too,” I said, kissing her once more. I turned then, and as I went, I saw that my hand was covering my mouth, holding back the sobs that wanted to escape my lips. But I never let her see me cry. Never. I wanted her to have nothing but love and light until her final days.

      The younger version of me fled the room.

      After the ghost of myself had left, I approached the bedside and looked down at my daughter. She had closed her eyes, her long lashes lying on her cheeks. I reached out to touch her, to push away a wild curl, but my hand passed through. When Maisie shivered, I pulled my hand away. My heart felt like it was being clenched in a vice.

      “She really was such a pretty thing,” the fairy said, hovering over Maisie.

      “She died overnight on Christmas Eve. She never saw Christmas morning.”

      “Why did she die?” the fairy asked.

      “Her father… He was supposed to be watching her. Maisie fell into a pond. She survived, but she took a fever. After the fever abated, she was so weak. It was like something was eating her up from the inside. She could barely get out of bed. She just slowly wasted away.”

      “And her father?”

      “It was his fault. He wasn’t watching her. The children were all ice-skating, but he was drinking and talking with the other men. He didn’t even know that she’d gone under the ice until the other children started screaming.”

      “Where were you?”

      “Working.”

      “Working,” the fairy repeated.

      I glared at her. “Don’t say it like that. My husband was a lazy creature. I had to work. He only had to watch her for two hours that day, keep her safe. There was a winter carnival. Marley and I were working. But I should have been there,” I whispered. “If I had been there, she never would have been on that thin ice.”

      “Hmm,” the fairy mused.

      “Sweet baby,” I whispered, looking at the tiny figure in her big bed. There was a wisp of a smile lingering on her lips. “My sweetest one. Mummy misses you so much,” I said, tears slipping down my cheeks.

      

      From downstairs, I heard shouting and the sound of breaking glass. My voice and Tom’s rose to a terrible crescendo.

      “Bloody hell, we’ll wake her.” I went to the door to listen. I didn’t remember Tom and I fighting that night. In the days before Maisie’s death, everything had been very, very silent.

      “I know you blame me,” Tom shouted.

      I stilled, feeling like someone had poured cold water over me.

      No.

      This wasn’t the Christmas Maisie died. It was Christmas the year following.

      Gasping, I turned and looked back at the little bed.

      The image behind me began to fade. The cheery glow of the candle, Maisie in her bed, everything a picture of softness and warmth began to dim as a greyish-blue pall began to take over the room.

      “No. Maisie,” I said, stepping toward the bed.

      Right before the darkness enveloped the entire scene, taking Maisie with it, my little girl sat up in her bed and looked right at me.

      “Mummy,” she said with a smile, then she blew me a kiss.

      “Maisie,” I whispered, reaching out for her. But then the image faded. A moment later, the scene was replaced by the dingy darkness of an empty bed. The whole world faded to hues of blueish grey.

      “I do blame you. Of course, I blame you. You were drunk. You weren’t watching her. If you had been watching her, she never would have fallen into that water. You were supposed to look after her,” I screeched from below.

      Tom.

      Anger pulsing through my veins, I turned and headed downstairs.

      “Ebbie,” the fairy called, fluttering along behind me.

      “Don’t call me Ebbie.”

      “It’s time to go now,” the fairy said,

      “That son of a bitch. I want to see the look on his face one more time,” I said through gritted teeth.

      I emerged into the kitchen in time to watch a haggard version of myself, my bun pulled out into wild strands, hurl a plate across the room at my husband. It was Christmas once more, but there was no sign of it anywhere in the house. No trimmings or treats to be found, just more of the terrible blue-grey pall that hung over the house.

      “Ebbie,” Tom pleaded. “Please. I lost her too.”

      “And who is to blame?”

      “I…”

      “You! It was your fault she died! You. You!”

      “I… Me and the lads were making a plan. It seemed rude not to drink. It was just me and the boys talking. Ebbie, we’ve been through this a million times. I know I should have been paying more attention. Don’t you know I regret it every day? I was stupid. Stupid.”

      I hurled another plate at him. “Our child is dead because you were stupid.”

      “I’m confused,” the fairy said. “Why did you marry such a bad man?”

      “He wasn’t bad when I married him. He was charming and fun. He did drink from time to time, but he was never lost in the bottle. Not at first. But after Maisie was born, he drank more and worked less.”

      “And after Maisie died?”

      “He drank every day. All day. And never worked. And then…”

      “And then?”

      I pointed back to the scene.

      “To hell with you. To hell with you, Ebbie. I loved her too. I won’t stay here and listen to you blame me every day of my life,” Tom said then picked up a case that was sitting by the door.

      “Where are you going?” I seethed.

      “Away. Away from you,” he said, then turned and left, slamming the door behind him.

      I grabbed a teapot off the table and hurled it toward the door. It shattered into a thousand pieces. “Don’t come back! Don’t you ever come back,” I screamed in his wake.

      I stared at myself. Wild-eyed, breathing hard, my hair a mess, I was standing in the center of the kitchen staring at the door. It wasn’t until you could hear the sound of the gate at the end of the lane banging shut that I collapsed, weeping, onto the floor.

      “Come back,” I whispered through sobs. “Come back.”

      “But he didn’t come back, did he?” the fairy whispered.

      “No,” I said flatly, staring at the miserable version of myself lying there, a broken thing.

      “What a terrible thing to happen on Christmas,” the fairy said with a soft sigh.

      I stared at myself, alone, crying in the middle of the room.

      “I want to go back now,” I whispered. “Please don’t show me anymore.”

      “All right,” the fairy replied.

      The fairy led me outside. There, the carousel pony was waiting. I slipped on.

      The fairy whispered into the horse’s ear. A moment later, the pony took off in a trot. Allister appeared once more, racing alongside the pony and me. Stupid, giddy dog. He was happy to chase anything, even spirits.

      “Look,” the fairy said. “He can see us. Animals are very smart.”

      Smiling weakly, I looked at my old companion—knowing that he too would die that year. I hadn’t had it in me to get another dog after that.

      The carousel horse leaped into the air and flew back toward the flat I lived in now, back across the river.

      But as we flew, I spotted Tom making his way down the road toward the airship towers.

      “What happened to him?” the fairy asked, both of us watching his hurried steps.

      “I don’t know. I had someone look for him. He took an airship to India. No one knows where he went after that.”

      “You suppose he’s still alive?”

      “You would know better than me, spirit.”

      But her question was one that plagued me to no end. Was Tom still alive? Would he ever come back? How could he just abandon me like that? I was angry. I blamed him. But I needed him too. I needed him. He was the only thing I had left of her.

      I turned away, closing my eyes. An icy wind blew on my face, cooling the hot tears slipping down my cheeks.

      “Ebbie,” the fairy whispered.

      “Yes,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “I’m sorry for everything you lost. But now, you need to wake up,” she said.

      “What?”

      I felt a strange jolt, like all my muscles spasmed at once, and I fell to the floor as the clock on the mantle chimed one o’clock. I was in my bedroom in my flat once more. I sat in a heap on the floor in front of the fireplace.

      A dream.

      A terrible dream.

      I lay my head down on the floor and stared into the fire.

      “Maisie,” I whispered. “Maisie, Mummy loves you,” I said then slowly slipped back to sleep.
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      When the clock on the mantel bonged out two o’clock, I rose from the wooden floor, feeling an ache in my back. Although I was not yet forty, my body felt twice its age. I slid toward the fireplace and gingerly set a log on the fire. The flames nipped at my fingers, but I snatched them back. I was about to place another log when I heard a strange noise coming from the downstairs of my townhouse. I paused to listen, thinking it was the neighbors. Then the sound came clearly: someone was playing the piano in my parlor.

      My heart skipped a beat.

      Marley had said I would be visited by three spirits.

      It was either that or someone had broken into my house to play “Oh Come, All Ye Faithful.”

      Frowning, I rose. Grabbing my pistol and slipping it into my pocket, I tiptoed downstairs. The chandelier had been lit in the parlor. Someone was singing in a deep tenor, the music resonating throughout the house. And then I smelled…cookies. Not just cookies. I smelled bread, cakes, and more.

      When I stepped into the parlor, I was startled to see the place was trimmed more elaborately than Buckingham. Everywhere I looked, garlands with red and gold ribbons, glass balls, and other ornaments were strung. On every flat surface were trays loaded with mountains of cookies and cakes. Candies and other sweets in glass jars were stuck into every nook and cranny of my small parlor. A massive Christmas tree stretched to the ceiling. Candles illuminated the tree, a brilliant silver star at the top. And hanging from the mantel were stockings with the names Ebony and Fawn sewn thereon.

      But the most alluring thing in the room was the man sitting at the piano. Wearing a green-and-red kilt, a rich emerald green doublet, and a Highlander’s cap, the man gave me a smile as he finished the last bars of the song. He had deep, chocolate-brown hair and a broad chest. With a dramatic flourish, he danced his hands across the keyboard of my pianoforte then rose.

      “Ebony Scrooge. Just look at you,” he said, opening his arms wide. He had a rich, Scottish accent and bright blue eyes. On his square jaw, he wore a neatly trimmed beard. I nearly panicked when I felt heat rise into my cheeks. While I hadn’t looked at a man since Tom had run off, I had always fancied a Highland lad. There was something about a Scot with a great barrel of a chest and fine legs that caught me off guard.

      “Look at me, why?” I said, pulling myself together.

      The man crossed the room then stepped close to me. Moving in a circle, he eyed me up and down.

      “Why, I’ve never seen a sourer, more drab-looking apple in my entire life!” he said with a laugh.

      Humiliated, I frowned at him.

      “Play!” he called to the piano.

      At once, the piano keys began dancing of their own volition. The man moved toward me, grabbed me by my waist and arm, and then pulled me into a spin, dancing me around the room.

      “Come on, Ebbie. Where’s your mirth? It’s Christmas Eve, and as I hear it, you were once a charming dance partner.”

      Feeling embarrassed, I pulled away. “Let go of me.”

      But his words struck my heart. Once, long ago, Ebony Kenworth had been a mirthful girl who’d loved to dance.

      “Ah. I see. Not the tune for you?” the man said, looking thoughtful. “Oh, no. That’s not it. I know the problem. You’re not dressed for the occasion. Look at you. You look like a pinched old maid. Let’s fix that,” he said, then snapped his fingers.

      A moment later, I found myself dressed in a pretty red gown with embroidered holly berries and green leaves on the trim, my hair pinned up at the back, long curls hanging from my ears. I set my hand on my chest, feeling my beating heart. The corset squeezing me, I was dressed like a young girl who’d come out for her first season. I clasped my hand around the button necklace hanging from my neck. “What is this madness?” I demanded.

      “The present, and I am the Ghost of Christmas Present. Now, I can put you back into that drab, ripped work dress, but why in the hell would we do that? Look at you, lass. You’re like bloody Snow White. You’re beautiful. Come on, let’s go get a drink,” he said, then took my arm and led me into the dining room.

      The moment we passed through the archway, however, everything changed. Rather than my own townhouse, I suddenly found myself standing in the parlor of Fawn and Charles’s home.

      “What’s this?” I asked, looking around.

      Fawn, Charles, and a number of other couples were gathered in my niece’s modest home. They were laughing merrily. A group was seated at one table playing a hand of whist. On the other side of the room, Charles was playing Christmas carols on the piano while some of the couples danced. A footman worked his way through the room, passing out wassail. Trays of sweets sat on the tables. The whole scene was causal to the point of improper but entirely merry.

      “Who is ready to play Snapdragon?” Fawn cheerfully called as she appeared in the doorway, a kitchen maid following along behind her. The maid was pushing a cart on which there was a bowl filled with brandy and raisins.

      The others in the room cheered, leaving behind their frivolities to join Fawn at the center of the room. A drum table had been cleared. Moving carefully, Fawn and the kitchen maid set the bowl of brandy onto the table.

      “Don’t let Fawn light the raisins, or she’ll set the whole place on fire,” one of their friends called.

      At that, the others laughed.

      I smiled at my niece then turned to the spirit beside me. “She is clumsy. Just like her mother.”

      “I love a game of Snapdragon,” the Scotsman said. “Don’t you, Ebbie? Oh, with your nimble hands, I bet you’re a quick one at this game.”

      I smiled wistfully. “Once, perhaps.”

      “But not now, right? There’s nothing good about Christmas, is there? Wasting time and money on frivolity. People would be wise to remember they’ll be hungry the next day. Won’t they?”

      “Will you use my own words against me?”

      He laughed. “Not at all, lass. Not at all. But once upon a time, you were a merry thing too. Just like your pretty niece. And I’m sure those harsh words of yours have nothing to do with all that rot and pain you feel deep inside you come every Christmas. Humbug indeed. Come, let’s watch,” he said, then pulled me toward the scene.

      The revelers gathered around as the footman doused the lights. Only the fireplace and the candles on the Christmas tree illuminated the dim room.

      “Everyone knows what to do?” Charles asked the others.

      I remembered when Fawn had brought Charles to meet me. I had liked the young banker from the start. He had a sweet, merry spirit much in league with Fawn’s, and they were very much in love. Perhaps, too much in love. Being around them often served as a painful reminder of my desperately lonely state. In fact, spending time with Fawn was a constant reminder of everything I had lost: my parents, my sister, my daughter, my husband. Fawn was only three years younger than Maisie had been. The two of them would have been like sisters. Now, I only felt ghosts beside my sister’s daughter.

      “Do we really need to put them in our mouths while they’re on fire?” one of the ladies asked.

      Fawn laughed. “If you want to be a dragon!”

      The others chuckled.

      “And where did you learn Snapdragon, Fawn?” another lady asked.

      “Ponders End,” Fawn replied, referring to the prestigious boarding school to which I had paid to send her after her father had died.

      “Oh, don’t let Aunt Ebony find out about that,” the same girl answered. “She’ll demand her money back.”

      I frowned at the girl.

      Fawn giggled merrily. “Not at all. Aunt Ebony is resourceful, not miserly. How else could she afford to send me to such a wonderful place?”

      “Wouldn’t she come tonight?” Charles asked Fawn.

      Fawn sighed. “You know how it goes with her. I made her promise to come for tea tomorrow, though.”

      “Well, it’s a pity she’s missing such fun,” Charles said. “And if not for her, we wouldn’t know this game. Everyone, let’s all go savage in Aunt Ebony’s name. Without her, Fawn never would have learned Snapdragon!”

      At that, Charles lit the bowl of brandy.

      Brilliant blue flames shot up from the dish.

      “Ladies, watch your sleeves,” Charles called as he removed his jacket and rolled up his cuffs.

      Fawn grinned at her husband. “For you, Aunt Ebony,” she said, then moving quickly, she jabbed her hand into the fiery concoction and pulled out a burning raisin. With the blue flame still flickering, she shoved the morsel into her mouth, giving her a temporary appearance of a dragon.

      Laughing merrily, one by one, the others tried their hands at it.

      Beside me, the spirit laughed. “How delightful. How delightful.”

      I watched my niece. How sweet she was, how lively. Would Maisie have been like her? Would she and her own husband be here with these other young couples? What would my daughter have been like?

      “All right, lassie. Shall we see about that drink now?” the spirit asked, turning to me once more. “I could use a brandy.” Entwining his arm in mine, the Scotsman led me away from the scene.

      I paused a moment.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s just…they are so merry.”

      “As were you, once.”

      “What do I have to be merry about now?”

      “That,” the spirit said, pointing to Fawn.

      I frowned. He was right, but I hated to be reminded of it. “Let’s go,” I said, then turned toward the dining room.

      “You know, Ebony, you’re still young yourself. And pretty to boot. Your life isn’t over. There is still time for you to—”

      “If you know what’s best for you, Highlander, you should measure your next words very carefully.”

      “Oh, aye, whatever you say,” the Scotsman said with a chuckle, then we stepped into the side parlor only to be immediately transported elsewhere.

      

      I swayed, disoriented by the sudden rush. We were standing in the breezeway of a house. The spirit pushed open the door to reveal a small, humble home. A gaggle of children was crowded around a kitchen table, setting out plates as they chatted loudly. I eyed the children over. They were familiar-looking, but I couldn’t quite place them. But then, I saw him. Sitting by the fire, his leg wrapped in a splint, was Bailey Cratchit’s husband, Robert.

      “Do you have the applesauce set out, Millie?” Robert called.

      “Yes, Father.”

      “Peter, get the bread. Your mother and Tim will be back any minute.”

      “Of course, Father.”

      “I’m sorry, children. I hate to see you do all this work yourself,” Robert said.

      “What happened to that chap?” the spirit asked me.

      “That’s Robert Cratchit, my assistant Bailey’s husband. He runs deliveries for the butcher, but the cart he drives turned over in the high snow, and he broke his leg.

      “Must be hard for them, being they are such a large family. My word, how many children?” he asked, then counted. “One, two, three, four. My, my,” the Scotsman said with a naughty laugh as he elbowed me in the side. “Must be a lot of romance in the Cratchit home, wouldn’t you say, Missus Scrooge?”

      “There are six children. And I wouldn’t know,” I said, forcing my cheeks not to redden at the innuendo.

      “Where are the other child—“ the spirit began, but then the door opened.

      Bailey entered, holding a platter on which there was a roasted chicken. She turned, stopping to help someone behind her. I gasped when I spotted Bailey’s son, Timothy. He was walking with a crutch and looked half the weight he had when I’d last seen him. There were dark rings under his eyes, and his skin was deathly pale.

      Echoes of Maisie’s appearance shook me to my very core.

      “Ah, here is another little one,” the Scotsman said. “My, he’s a wee lad. What’s ailing him?”

      “I don’t know. Bailey told me he is an unwell child. Sickly from birth. But I don’t remember the crutch. He had a limp before,” I studied the boy’s legs. They looked more twisted than they had been. I watched as he struggled to reach a small stoop in the corner. Lowering himself, and wincing with pain, he sat down then set his crutch against the wall.

      “Oh my goodness, it’s so late. I’m so very sorry. But here we have the chicken,” Bailey said. “But where is Martha?” Bailey asked, referring to her eldest daughter. With Fawn’s help, Bailey had found work for her eldest girl as a maid in the house of one of Fawn’s friends.

      “She couldn’t come,” Robert said sadly. “She sent word from the big house. They couldn’t do without her tonight.”

      “But…” Bailey began, the happy expression on her face deflating. “But it’s Christmas Eve.”

      “Surprise!” I heard a voice call from the back. Martha appeared holding a massive cake trimmed with icing and candied fruits.

      “Martha,” Bailey exclaimed, crossing the room to kiss her daughter. “I’m so glad you’re here. Now, what is this?” she asked, looking at the cake.

      “Missus Penny is teaching me how to bake. I hope to get a position in the kitchen. Missus Penny said I have a hand for it. I made this myself, and Lord and Lady Dearborne thought I did such a nice job, I should take it home for my family to enjoy. They are ever so thoughtful.”

      “Mama,” a small voice called. Rudy, Bailey’s middle son, rushed across the room to hug Bailey. “Did you see Father Christmas out there?”

      “Oh,” Bailey said, and I heard that odd catch in her voice. “No. But I’m certain he is making his rounds tonight.”

      Bailey looked at her husband. The two exchanged a sad look.

      They had gifts for the children, didn’t they?

      “That’s neither here nor there. Now that your mother’s here, let’s feast,” Robert called.

      Peter hurried to his father’s side and helped him to the table.

      Martha finished organizing the food as Bailey went to fetch Timothy, who was still seated on his stoop. “Are you hungry?” Bailey asked him.

      He shook his head.

      “Will you eat for me? I need you to grow big and strong.”

      He nodded then said, “Mummy. Did you see that man at the butcher’s shop? Did you see how he looked at me?”

      I could tell from the impression on Bailey’s face that she knew what her child was talking about but didn’t want to say so.

      “No, son. I didn’t.”

      “He saw I was…broken.”

      “Timothy—”

      “No, Mummy, it’s all right. I think it’s a good thing. Tonight, maybe he will think of all the broken people in the world. Maybe he will pray for us, pray for all the broken ones so that all the broken things inside us heal and make us right again.”

      “That’s a very kind thought, my dear. Very nice, indeed. Now, come. You must try Martha’s cake.”

      “It did look good.”

      “You must be sure to eat some, so she doesn’t feel offended.”

      “All right.”

      Bailey picked up the boy and set him on his stool by his father. The children worked quickly, filling their plates with the humble trimmings. Unlike the heaps of desserts and delights at Fawn’s house, the Cratchit’s barely had enough to feed the whole family. The one small chicken didn’t stretch far.

      “What shall we cheer?” Bailey asked, raising her cup. She looked at her husband, who looked decidedly less than cheerful, but I could see he was trying his best to be merry.

      “To Lord and Lady Dearborne for letting me bring home my cake,” Martha declared, raising her cup.

      “Very good,” Robert told his daughter with a nod.

      “And to Mister Phelps for holding Father’s job until he is ready to come back to work,” Peter added.

      “Yes,” Bailey said, setting her hand on Robert’s.

      “And to my teacher,” Millie joined.

      The others chuckled.

      “Yes, to your teacher,” Robert agreed.

      “And to Missus Scrooge,” Bailey said.

      Robert huffed.

      “Robert,” Bailey said softly.

      “Sour old apple. She knows we’re in such a state. But here you are, barely fifteen shillings in your pocket for the week, and it’s so late. It’s not right.”

      “I don’t know she’s all that aware of our plight, Robert. I try not to share my troubles with her.”

      “She could ask.”

      “That’s not her way. And thanks to her, we have at least this much,” Bailey said, motioning to the table.

      Robert huffed again.

      “I think Missus Scrooge is a broken person like me,” Timothy interjected.

      Everyone turned to look at the child, the Scotsman and me included.

      “What do you mean, darling?” Bailey asked.

      “Some people are broken on the outside. I think Missus Scrooge is broken on the inside. That can happen to people, right? When bad things happen to them, it can break them on in the inside.”

      The child’s words silenced the table.

      “I don’t think she’s trying to be mean, Father. She just…she’s just a bit lost. A bit broken,” Timothy told Robert.

      The Scotsman turned and looked at me.

      I stared at the small boy. How was it such a tiny babe could speak the truth so plainly, see the world so clearly? He was right. There was something broken inside of me. I had lost…everything. There was nothing left for me but to work, to make money to ensure Fawn had a future, and to keep a roof over my own head. But aside from that, I was hollow on the inside. My family, my child, my husband, even my partner were all gone. I had closed myself from the world to keep out the pain. I hated Christmas. Everything I ever loved had been taken from me at Christmas. Everyone else was so joyful and full of mirth. I knew that if I let it in just a little, even a little, that it would be like exposing a raw wound. I had not recovered from Maisie’s death. Nothing inside me had ever been the same. Maybe that would never heal. The wall around me was necessary. To feel anything was a risk, a risk I was unwilling to take.

      Robert set his hand on Timothy’s head. “Maybe you’re right. Let us cheer Missus Scrooge. To Ebony Scrooge’s health. And cheers to them all. Cheers,” Robert called, lifting his drink.

      “Cheers,” the family answered.

      “And may God bless us every one,” Timothy added, earning him a kiss on the head from his mother.

      I choked back the tears that wanted to come. We watched as the family ate, but I couldn’t help but notice how Timothy merely picked at the food on this plate.

      I was not the only one who noticed.

      “My goodness, I better get some cake on my plate before I run out of room,” Bailey said. She slid the cake toward her. The other children exchanged glances; apparently they knew what their mother was plotting. Bailey cut a large piece and set it on Tiny Tim’s plate.

      “Thank you, Mother,” the boy chirped sweetly.

      “Enjoy, my dear.”

      But still, the boy barely ate.

      “Why didn’t she tell me he’d become so ill? Why didn’t she let me know?”

      “Perhaps because you have a wall as high as old Hadrian’s around you, lass. Who wants to climb over that just to tell their sorrows. And she knows this time of year is hard on you.”

      “But…she should have told me,” I stared at the child, seeing the shadow of my own daughter in his sweet, sickly face. I turned back to the spirit. “Can you see the future? Will the child survive?”

      The Scotsman frowned. “If these shadows remain unaltered by the future, the child will die.”

      “Can I… What can I do?”

      “If only you had some power to influence the fortunes of this family,” the spirit said, motioning to the impoverished state in which the family lived. “Or, perhaps, have some connections to someone who could help the boy. But that would require you opening the door to the world. And risking…”

      “Risking?”

      “You would need to let yourself love a little, Ebony. You would need to let others back into your heart. You would need to risk the pain to enjoy the reward.”

      “Your words are like weapons.”

      “Look here,” the Scotsman said then, pointing to his jacket. For the first time, I noticed a pin there. The spirit pressed a button at the center of the pendant. A moment later, the whole thing began to turn clockwise, revealing two faces as it did so. “The faces… They are Grief and Hopelessness. Look closely at them.”

      I leaned in to see the images more clearly. I was surprised to discover that the terrorized faces on the pendant were my own.

      “It is easy to be swallowed by these two bedfellows and cut yourself off from your fellow man. Beware their ravenous natures. These two will swallow you whole.”

      And as I stared into the alternating images on his pendant, I knew he was right. I had allowed myself to fall into a pit of despair and had never recovered. I had thrown myself into my work to numb myself to the world around me. But when I blocked out the pain, I had also blocked out the joy. To my own doom.
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      The clock bonged once more. Opening my eyes groggily, I looked at the old timepiece on the mantel. It was three o’clock. I was still sitting in the chair in my chamber, but the bright fire had grown dim, casting long shadows across the room.

      There was a clatter in the corner of the room. Turning, I gripped the arm of my chair and stared wide-eyed into the darkened shadows.

      The third spirit. Marley said that I would be visited by three ghosts. The fairy had shown me the past, the Scotsman the present, so that meant…

      I heard the clatter of cogs and gears, and a moment later, two cyan-colored lights clicked on, casting a hazy blue glow over the bedroom. With heavy footsteps, the automaton appeared from the corner of my bedroom.

      I stood up. “Dickens,” I whispered.

      The machine turned and looked at me, its blue eyes flashing into my face.

      “Power down,” I commanded.

      Nothing happened.

      “Power down,” I repeated firmly.

      This time, the automaton turned away from me and crossed the room to the window. It paused a moment before motioning for me to join it. The steel and brass gears and outer plating of the machine gleamed in the dying firelight.

      I rose on shaky legs. “You do not need to speak. I know who you really are. You are the spirit of things yet to come.”

      Dickens turned and looked at me once more, those blue orbs glaring into the hollow of my soul. Again, it gestured to my window.

      Moving hesitantly, I joined the machine and looked outside.

      When I did so, I gasped. The city was on fire. The entire skyline was filled with smoke, and orange flames licked the buildings. From overhead, airships dropped devices, which exploded on contact, shaking London to the ground. But below…it was far worse. On the street below me, I saw movement. At first, I couldn’t understand what I was seeing. And then, I comprehended. A legion of machines, just like the one at my side, were making their way down the street. As they did so, the automatic guns on their arms blasted civilians, murdering people in an instant. I let out a small shriek and grabbed the arm of the automaton only to feel its cold, metal skeleton.

      The machine looked down at me, its glowing eyes narrowing.

      “This is me? I did this? By inventing…by making you?”

      My mouth grew dry as I watched the horror unfolding on the streets below. Marley was the one who’d made the connections with London’s criminal underbelly. We’d been selling tinkered devices, making bombs and weapons, creations of death. I never thought much about it. I somehow fancied myself still a tinker; I was just making sophisticated firearms. But that was a lie. Where once my creations sparked joy, now they brought death. And in the wrong hands—exactly the kind of hands I was currently making deals with—far worse.

      “No more,” I whispered, then pulled the drape closed. “No more. I see,” I said, closing my eyes. “I know what I need to do.”

      I had turned a blind eye to everything. Not only had I neglected those I loved, but I cared little for the world itself. I knew only my own pain and what I had to do to prevent myself from feeling it. “Take me away from this sight. Show me there is still some tenderness in this world.”

      I felt a metal hand on my shoulder.

      I looked up into the eyes of the automaton. This time, they did not glow bright blue. Instead, I could see a scene unfolding inside those eyes. I stared, trying to make out the figures. A moment later, I was transported into the scene I had witnessed in the machine’s eyes.

      I was, once more, in the home of Robert and Bailey Cratchit. The whole family was huddled together, hugging one another. How sweet they were. How loving. I had always dreamed of having a family like that. I had planned to have more children, many more. But then…everything had fallen into pieces. My heart lightened at the sight of them, but then I heard the crying. The family held onto one another as they wept.

      Bailey kissed her children, pulling them tenderly toward her as they cried. Martha was hysterical in her misery. Bailey’s husband, who was standing once more, held his wife from behind, his arms wrapped around her waist.

      Their misery was palpable.

      “What’s happened?” I whispered.

      The automaton pointed.

      There, in the corner, was an empty stool. And beside it, a cane leaned against the wall.

      “Timothy,” I whispered. The boy was gone. I turned back to my apprentice. “Oh, Bailey.”

      My heart broke at the sight. I knew her pain well. I lived with it every day, knowing it would never go away. There was nothing more horrible than losing a child.

      “I must do something. I must,” I said then looked up at the automaton once more. “I will do something. I swear it.”

      But the machine simply stared back at me. And once more, I saw an image playing in his eyes.

      “I don’t want to see,” I whispered, but even as I spoke the words, I felt that strange pull once more.

      A frozen wind chilled me to the bone. We’d been transported outside. A whirlwind of snow dancing around us. It was dusk, and we were in a graveyard.

      Standing down the row from us, I spotted Fawn and Charles, and Bailey and Robert, along with Bailey’s children, save little Tim. Bailey wept and lay down a wreath on a tomb. Leaving the automaton behind, I joined them.

      “Fawn?” I whispered, reaching out for her arm. But my hand only connected with air. “Fawn?”

      Fawn wept hard, then turned and put her head on Charles’s shoulder. His arm wrapped around my niece, he did his best to console her.

      “To die alone in the workshop like that,” Bailey said, shaking her head. “It is a great pity.”

      “Her heart gave out on her, as if it had gone dry from want,” Fawn whispered. “She was well-loved but never knew it. My father once told me she’d once been full of mirth. She created such wonders. But then her child died, her husband left, and my mother passed… Some people cannot withstand grief. It changes them. Forever. I had hoped I could reach her, bring her back from that dark place. But I couldn’t. No matter how much I tried. I failed her,” Fawn said then wept once more.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Charles whispered.

      I didn’t need to look to know where I was. I recognized the graveyard. I stared at the headstones. On the smaller of the two was a small lamb and the name Maisie Victoria Scrooge. Beside that tiny headstone was another grave. On this, I saw my own name: Ebony Kenworth Scrooge. Not far from these headstones were those of my mother, father, and sister.

      “At least they are together now,” Fawn whimpered.

      Bailey took her hand. “Why don’t we get you out of the cold?”

      Fawn nodded solemnly, and the group departed, leaving me alone with Dickens.

      I watched the others as they went. My sweet niece, how like my sister she looked.

      The automaton stood beside me, still and silent as the grave.

      “Can I change the future?” I whispered. “Can I…can I change all of this?”

      At that, the automaton turned.

      This time, I noticed an odd light inside its chest. Rosy light emanated from its breastplate in the very spot where it might have a heart—if it wasn’t made of metal. The automaton reached out and took my hand. I thought to resist, but then I relented.

      “What are you doing?” I whispered.

      The machine moved my hand, setting it on its chest. I was afraid I would be burned, but then I heard it: a low, beating sound emanated from the machine.

      When my fingers finally touched the metal, I felt a massive shock that rippled through my entire body. The blast was so strong that it knocked me from my feet, sending me flying backward to the ground. As I landed, I realized I was lying on my own grave. The realization of it was so abhorrent, I screamed.

      

      With a jerk, I woke. Once more, I was lying on the floor of my bedroom. The deafening sound of a beating heart rang in my ears. Quickly standing, I cast a glance around the room only to find myself alone once more.

      A dream?

      Had it all been a dream?

      But if so, why did my hand still feel warm.

      I set my hand on my own chest and closed my eyes, listening to the sound of my heart. It was beating quickly, a scared and nervous thing. I inhaled deeply and slowed my breathing, my heart calming. I dipped into my dress and pulled out the button necklace hanging there. I wrapped my hand around the beloved charm.

      “All right, you machine made of flesh. It’s time to see if I can tinker you back to life.”
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      By the time I reached the workshop, it was five o’clock. It was bitterly cold. For the first time in years, I lit the small stove in the front office. The orange fire cast a glow on the images hanging on the walls. Taking out a cloth, I dusted the frames, including the painting of Jacqueline Marley I had hung on the wall.

      “You got us into this. It’s time for me to get us out,” I told my old partner. “But I never would have seen it if it weren’t for you.” The terrible thought that Marley was trapped in purgatory for a road on which I’d traveled with her made something awful stick in my throat. Maybe if I turned things around, somehow I could save us both.

      I sat down at my desk. The spot felt foreign to me after so many years. Opening the drawer, I pulled out some paper and turned up the light on my gaslamp.

      If I could tinker a machine to walk of his own volition, couldn’t I tinker braces for a young boy’s twisted legs? If I removed several components from Dickens, I could fashion something that would work. I began sketching, considering the problem. I didn’t look up until the clock struck seven. The sun had just begun to rise. A rosy glow was cast on the snow-covered cobblestones outside. The shop across the street had an evergreen wreath with a large red bow on the door. The light from the baker’s shop glowed orange. Outside, a lamplighter hummed Christmas carols as he made his way down the street, extinguishing the gaslamps.

      At the back of the workshop, I heard a heavy knock on the door.

      I set down my pen and rose.

      I inhaled slowly and deeply, putting steel in my spine. What came next would not be easy. One didn’t say no to these people.

      Inside the workshop, Dickens lay on the workbench. I would never forget what I had seen through the automaton’s vision. Grabbing a tarp, I tossed it over the machine. Turning, I grabbed the pistol hidden on my workbench and shoved it into my pocket, then I went to the door.

      “Who is it?” I called in a stiff voice.

      “Fenton,” a gruff voice replied.

      I swallowed hard and opened the door.

      On the other side of the door was a massive beast of a man with a head of shaggy grey hair and a look so mean that I swore I’d seen fire in his eyes from time to time. Second-in-command for one of London’s most ruthless gangs, the brute’s boss had offered me more than a reasonable amount of money for the automaton lying inside. I had justified saying yes, justified the idea that I was making just one metal monster. But Dickens had told me the truth. One was more than enough in the wrong hands. I glanced behind Fenton. Two more brutes were waiting with a wagon. The horses hitched to the front danced around nervously.

      “Well, tinker?” he demanded.

      I shook my head. “Tell Cyril I’m sorry. I couldn’t get it to work.”

      “What are you talkin’ about?”

      “It’s rubbish. Won’t stand. Won’t walk. It just teeters back and forth then falls over. The design isn’t possible.”

      “That’s not what you told my boss. We gave you the designs for that other machine, the Scarlette Automaton.”

      “So you did, but everyone knows the Boatswain designs are brilliant. I’m a carnival tinker. I…overreached. My apologies.”

      “Your apologies?” the massive man said, taking a step toward me.

      I stood my ground and held his eye. “My apologies. Do you think I’m stupid enough to fail Cyril without trying my best? I’ve been working day and night. I could not get it to work.”

      Fenton held my gaze.

      “And no amount of smacking me across the face will make it work either.”

      The monster huffed. Apparently, my guess had been right.

      “I’ve done good work for you in the past. You know that, and so does Cyril. I couldn’t make it work. That’s all there is to it.”

      Clenching his teeth, the brute glared at me. “Don’t expect to get any work from us again. You’re blacklisted, Scrooge. Don’t come to the district beggin’ for a job. Stupid woman,” he said, then turned and stalked off.

      “Happy Christmas,” I called.

      The comment earned me a glare, and once more, I swore I could see fire in the man’s eyes. “Humbug,” Fenton replied icily.

      With a shudder, I closed and locked the door behind me.

      Only when I heard the snap of reins and the jingling of rigging did I breathe a sigh of relief. They were gone. Once more, I crossed the workshop. I paused, pulling the cover away from Dickens’s head.

      “You stay right here. I’ll be back for you later,” I told it then headed to the front. Grabbing my coat, I headed outside. Now, for all the rest.
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      The streets of London were filled with merrymakers. Everywhere I went, people stopped to wish one another Happy Christmas. And for the first time in many years, as I made my way through the crowd, I let myself see my fellow man, not as inconveniences to be tolerated or tests to my patience, but as people, no more, and no less.

      As I was making my way down the street to the butcher’s, I spotted the two solicitors. The squatter of the two spied me as well. Elbowing his partner, he motioned for him to cross the street to avoid me.

      “Gentlemen,” I called, moving to meet them.

      Both men froze.

      “Oh, Missus Scrooge, didn’t see you there,” the round man lied.

      “Right. Well, I apologize for my demeanor yesterday. I was very busy, and in such moments, I get rather fixated. Here,” I said, dipping into my purse. “For your charity.” I removed one of the men’s hats and dropped the money therein. “Happy Christmas.”

      “Happy…Happy Christmas to you, Missus Scrooge!”

      Hurrying on my way, I then stopped at the butcher’s shop. The man, whose business was no more than a block away from mine, looked twice when I entered.

      “Missus Scrooge?” he asked, a confused expression his face. “Why…I haven’t seen you in ages.”

      “Indeed. I’ve been far too busy for my health. Now, please, I would like you to send your fattest goose to this address,” I said, handing him the address to Robert and Bailey Cratchit’s home.

      “Are you sure, Missus Scrooge? Times are tight, I know, and the expense…perhaps a more modest—”

      “No. I’m certain,” I said, setting money on the counter. “Will that be enough?” I offered, giving twice what I guessed was needed.

      “Oh,” the man exclaimed. “It’s too generous, please—“

      “Keep it. Keep it all, and Happy Christmas,” I said then headed out once more.

      “And to you, Missus,” the butcher called as I exited the door.

      Once I was finished there, I made stops at the baker’s and grocer’s, asking for additional goods to be delivered to Bailey’s family. Tiny Tim would eat well today, and all the rest of his days, if I had anything to say about it.

      After I was finished with a few additional purchases, I headed across town to an address I had not visited in many years.

      

      As I stood outside Fawn’s townhouse, I breathed deeply, letting the cold air fill me. I loved the girl. In fact, she was more precious to me than anything else in my world. Why hadn’t I ever told her? Why had loving her from afar been enough? Fawn was all I had left. Wasn’t she worth a little risk?

      I went to the front door and gave it a knock.

      A few moments later, the butler appeared.

      “Missus Scrooge,” he said, quickly masking the surprise on his features.

      “Am I too late for Christmas tea?” I asked.

      The man shook his head. “No. No, of course not. They are gathering now. Please, come inside.”

      I hushed the nervous quake in my stomach. Of course, Charles’s family would be here, and perhaps some of Fawn’s close friends had come to call. I would have to talk to people, make conversation. Maybe, just maybe, it was okay to try.

      From the parlor, I heard Fawn’s raucously laughter followed by the sound of other voices. I smoothed down the skirts of my dress. It was an old red frock, which had been lying dormant in the back of my closet for years. The once-bright ruby color had faded, but it was still festive—or, at least as festive as I was going to get.

      The butler opened the door.

      “Missus Ebony Scrooge,” he announced.

      The room on the other side went silent.

      I swallowed hard, then entered.

      Fawn, who’d been sitting with some other ladies, rose. “Aunt,” she called, surprise in her voice.

      I pried my smile out of my heart. “Happy Christmas,” I told her.

      At that, the others broke out in cheers.

      Joining his wife, Charles and Fawn crossed the room to greet me.

      “Aunt Ebony,” Fawn said, taking my hand. “I’m so pleased to see you. My, how lovely you look. But I can see you were at work already today,” she said with a giggle, taking my hands. There was ink on my fingers.

      “There is always work to be done.”

      “Well, we are very glad you could break off to join us. My parents are here,” Charles said, motioning around the room. “And my sister and her husband. Some of my colleagues from the bank. Oh, and you must meet my uncle Duncan. What a jokester. You’ll love him,” Charles said, then took my arm and led me across the room toward a man wearing a green kilt.

      I slowed my steps when I spotted him. With his dark, curly hair and strong build, he looked every bit the part of the spirit of Christmas Present.

      “Uncle Duncan,” Charles called.

      Laughing at some joke he’d just shared with Charles’s father, the man turned to face me.

      It wasn’t him.

      This man had no beard, and his eyes were deep brown. The stranger stared at me, his dark eyes meeting mine. The wrinkles around his eyes softened, and he smiled gently at me.

      “Charles, who is this?” he asked, adjusted his posture to stand more formally.

      “Uncle Duncan has been away with Her Majesty’s Airship Fleet. He was gone when Fawn and I got married, so you will not have met,” Charles explained to me then turned to his uncle. “Uncle Duncan, this is Ebony Scrooge, Fawn’s aunt and benefactor.”

      The man reached out to take my hand.

      Waves of embarrassment washed over me as I realized Fawn was right. My hands were covered in ink.

      The man chuckled then put a polite kiss on my hand. “Are you a writer, Missus Scrooge?”

      I laughed lightly. “Goodness, no. I have no stomach for the stretch of emotion needed for that task. I am a tinker.”

      “A mechanically minded woman,” Duncan said with a nod. “I like that. And Mister Scrooge, is he…”

      “Mister Scrooge is…no longer in the picture.”

      “Oh! I see,” the man replied then smiled more brightly. “Well, Missus Scrooge—Ebony, wasn’t it?—why don’t you come warm yourself by the fire and tell me what had you scribbling so furiously on Christmas Day.”

      With smiles, Fawn and Charles left me. I followed the handsome Scotsman to the hearth.

      “It’s Ebbie, actually, and today my mind was set on helping the disabled have better mobility.”

      “Indeed? Oh, well, you better tell me all about that, lass,” he said, extending his arm, which I—to my surprise—readily took.
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        * * *

      

      It was approaching the dinner hour when I went to Fawn to take my leave.

      “You’re leaving before dinner? Is something wrong?” Fawn asked, that same disappointed look on her face that I’d seen there a million times in the past.

      “No. Not at all. I thought…I thought I would pay a visit to the Cratchits.”

      “Oh,” Fawn said in surprise. “Of course.”

      “Fawn, are you still friendly with your old ballet teacher, Missus Murray? The ballerina whose husband was a physician?”

      “Oh, yes. Such a lovely couple. I try to visit Missus Murray at least once a month.”

      “Will you do me a favor? I would very much like for Doctor Murray to call on the Cratchits. Little Timothy’s condition is quite serious.”

      “Has it grown so grave? Bailey never says anything.”

      “No, she does not.”

      “I will pay the Murrays a visit this week. The doctor is such a kindly gentleman. I’m sure he will help.”

      “If there is an expense, I will see to it.”

      “Oh, Aunt Ebony, you are such a soft-hearted lady under all of that humbug,” Fawn said with a laugh, pulling me into an embrace.

      I chuckled.

      When she let me go, I reached out and touched her cheek. “How like your mother you look. The very picture of her. Happy Christmas, sweet girl.”

      Tears welled in Fawn’s eyes. “Happy Christmas, Aunt Ebony.”

      “Your wraps,” the butler said then, helping me back into my coat.

      A moment later, Charles and Duncan appeared at our side.

      “Are you leaving us, Aunt Ebony?” Charles asked, concern in his voice.

      “She will dine with the Cratchits,” Fawn explained.

      “Oh, I see. Very well. But I do hope you will come to see us soon. We will have a very merry party on New Year’s Eve. Uncle Duncan, will you still be in London at that time?”

      The man nodded. “That I will. Perhaps we’ll see you again then, Missus Scrooge.”

      “Maybe so,” I said with a playful smile. A wave of embarrassment rolled over me as my cheeks burned red. I pretended not to notice the look Fawn and Charles exchanged.

      “You’ll take the carriage,” Charles said, then motioned to the butler. “I insist.”

      “I…thank you,” I told him then turned to Fawn. “I’ll see you soon,” I told her.

      She smiled happily, nodding.

      I cast one last look at those deep brown eyes.

      Duncan smiled kindly at me.

      With that, I turned and left the house, amazed at how lovely it felt to feel the thaw in my heart beginning to set in.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of laughter and merriment on the other side of the door at the Cratchit home filled my heart with a strange sensation: joy. The children were singing, as were Robert and Bailey. As I stood outside the door, guilt crept across my heart. I had closed myself off to the person who spent each and every day with me. I didn’t know her burdens, didn’t know how she suffered. I just worked, blindly, on the wrong thing. And I never concerned myself with whether or not she had enough. I knew Robert had been out of work due to his injuries, but I hadn’t thought of what more I could do to help. I had been so blocked. But now…

      I knocked on the door.

      “It’s a surprise visitor,” Peter called, the other children laughing.

      “I’ll go,” Bailey said.

      A moment later, the door opened. On the other side, I spotted all the faces of the smiling children. I was shocked when their smiles dimmed when they saw me.

      “Missus Scrooge,” Bailey said.

      “What did she say? Who is there?” Robert asked.

      “Missus Scrooge? What is it? Was there a problem with the delivery?” Bailey asked, the joy deflating from her face.

      “I…” When did I become such a person that the last person they expected to be kind was me? I smiled. “Did you get the goose?”

      “The goose?” Bailey asked, a confused look on her face. But then realization washed over her. “You?”

      I nodded.

      Grinning, Bailey turned back to her family. “Everyone, what a marvelous surprise! Missus Scrooge is the mysterious benefactor for all this cheer!”

      At that, the children applauded.

      “Ebony, please, come in. Won’t you stay for supper?” Bailey said, stepping aside.

      “If you will have me.”

      “Of course,” she said, ushering me inside.

      I pulled off my coat, relishing the warmth of the small home. I went to Robert, who was sitting by the fire, his leg propped up. “Robert. How are you feeling? How is the leg coming along?”

      “Could be better, Missus Scrooge, but I’ll be on my feet again in no time.”

      “I’ve asked Fawn to have a doctor come around to see little Timothy. Please ask him to have a look at your legs when he comes,” I said.

      “A doctor? You’re having a doctor come here?” Bailey asked.

      “Yes, and have a look at these. Let me know what you think,” I said, pulling the sketches I’d done from my pockets. “You’ll need to look over the supports. I’m not sure I’ve sketched the joint points quite right. I have an exciting, new venture planned for us for this new year, Bailey Cratchit. I hope you’re ready to stretch your skills.”

      “I…” Bailey began, looking over the schematics. “This is brilliant.”

      “Good. Let’s discuss it next week when you return from your holiday. Now, where is little Timothy?”

      “I’m here, Missus Scrooge,” the boy called. He was sitting at his small stool in the corner reading a book.

      Pulling a seat from the kitchen table, I joined the child. “And how are you on this lovely Christmas?” I asked the boy.

      “Very well, Missus Scrooge. I am very pleased to see you here.”

      “And I am pleased to see you as well. I have something for you. Two somethings, in fact,” I said, then dipped into my bag, pulling out an orange, which I handed to the child.

      He took the fruit, a wide smile on his face. “Why, it’s big enough for all of us.”

      I smiled at him. “There are more here for your brothers and sisters as well,” I said, patting my bag. “But this one is for you,” I said, then dipped into my bag once more. From inside, I pulled out a small, stuffed kitten with a bell on its collar, which I’d picked up that morning at the toymaker’s shop. I handed it to him.

      “Why, it’s a tabby,” Timothy said with a laugh.

      “Indeed, it is. Once, I had a little girl, Maisie. She had a kitten just like this one. Made at the very same shop. It was her favorite. I thought you might like one too.”

      “Oh, I do. Look at its little bell,” the boy said, ringing the small bell on the kitten’s collar. “I’m glad you came to see us, Missus Scrooge. It truly is a very Happy Christmas.”

      “That it is. Bless you, Timothy.”

      “Bless you, Missus Scrooge. And may God bless us each and every one.”

      “Even those of us who are broken?” I whispered to him.

      The boy raised his eyebrows in surprise, then wrapped his tiny arm around me and whispered in my ear. “Especially the broken ones,” he said then hugged me tight.

      

      And from that Christmas thereon, I never uttered another humbug.
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