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  A Gnome of One’s Own

  
  




The violet sky of Pendle-Stitch was vibrant, that particular Pendle-Stitch violet. I pulled my favorite linen tunic down over my hips, adjusted my glasses on their silver chain, and patted the left pocket of my heavy utility coat.

The coat had been customized specifically for my life in this town. The pockets were reinforced with double-stitched canvas because my primary companion weighed roughly the same as a discarded piece of masonry.

“If you do not cease this incessant bouncing, Marla, I shall be forced to cite you for reckless transportation of a magical artifact,” a muffled, gravelly voice rasped from my side.

“You’re not an artifact, Barnaby. You’re a ride-along,” I said, keeping a steady pace down the cobblestone lane. “And if you don’t like the bounce, you can always walk.”

“Walk? On legs made of solid granite? With wings that are purely ornamental until I am placed on a level surface?” Barnaby’s scowl was practically audible through the thick coat fabric. “Furthermore, your pocket is an environmental disaster zone. I have encountered three distinct varieties of coat lint, a rogue paperclip, and what I deeply suspect is a fossilized cough drop. It is unhygienic. It is an insult to my dignity as a Cursed Sentinel.”

“It’s a mint,” I corrected, turning onto the winding path that led toward the eastern edge of town. “And you love the lint. You told me last Thursday it was exfoliating.”

“That was off the record!” Barnaby huffed. “And I was referring specifically to high-grade alpaca fibers, not this synthetic nightmare you call outerwear.”

I smiled to myself, adjusting my coat against the crisp morning air. I had moved to Pendle-Stitch for a quiet recovery after a twenty-five-year marriage to a man whose greatest intellectual hurdle was understanding that a toilet paper roll did not automatically replace itself. I had pictured a midlife transition featuring watercolor painting, herb gardens, and perhaps buying a sensible convertible. Instead, I had acquired a psychic sensitivity to misplaced clutter, a gargoyle sidekick with a degree in underworld bureaucracy, and a town where gravity shifted three inches to the left every Tuesday at four o’clock.

Life was a journey, and mine was currently stuck in a roundabout.

As I approached the top of the hill, my molars began to throb.

It wasn’t a toothache. It was the hum.

My Clutter-Mancy was a strange, inconvenient gift. Whenever an object—or a person—was wildly out of place, my mouth buzzed like I had bitten into a tiny, vibrating battery. A lost set of keys gave off a faint tickle. A misplaced book felt like a mild thrum.

Right now, my entire jaw felt as though it were trapped inside an industrial blender.

“Ow,” I muttered, pressing a hand to my cheek. “Oh, goodness.”

“What is it?” Barnaby demanded, his stony head poking slightly out of the reinforced pocket flap. “Is someone flying an unauthorized broomstick in low-altitude airspace? Have the local specters failed to submit their monthly noise complaint logs?”

“No,” I grumbled, wincing as the vibration intensified, rattling all the way back to my wisdom teeth. “Something up ahead is severely, catastrophically misplaced. It’s like a siren going off in my mouth.”

We were approaching the residence of Alistair, Pendle-Stitch’s premier—and indisputably most unpleasant—resident wizard. Alistair was a man who viewed human interaction as a personal insult. He lived in a towering, pointed cottage surrounded by a manicured lawn that he guarded with the ferocity of a dragon sitting on a pile of tax exemptions. His yard was famous for being completely devoid of weeds, leaves, or joy.

As I rounded the high boxwood hedge that bordered his property, the humming in my teeth reached a fever pitch. I stopped dead in my tracks.

“What in the world…” I whispered.

Alistair’s lawn was as pristine as ever, the grass cut to a uniform height that suggested he used a ruler and a pair of nail scissors. But right in the center of the green expanse, perched beside a meticulously weeded flowerbed of glowing blue nightshade, sat a new addition to the landscaping.

It was a garden gnome.

It stood roughly eighteen inches tall, fashioned from what looked like glazed terra-cotta. It wore a tall, conical red hat tilted slightly to the side, a pair of tiny blue overalls, and miniature brown boots. Its hands were tucked stubbornly behind its back.

But it wasn’t the traditional, cheerful, pot-bellied garden gnome with rosy cheeks and a twinkling smile.

The gnome’s face was twisted into a scowl of pure, concentrated fury. Its tiny porcelain eyebrows were drawn together in a thunderous line, its small beard bristled with indignity, and its painted blue eyes were darting wildly back and forth in their sockets.

“Barnaby,” I said slowly, my eyes locked on the lawn ornament. “Look.”

“I am a statue trapped in a dark pocket, Marla. I cannot ‘look’ unless you deploy me properly on a flat, level plane.”

I walked carefully onto Alistair’s stone pathway, keeping my eyes fixed on the gnome. As I drew closer, the gnome’s painted eyes snapped toward me. Its ceramic lips twitched, attempting to open, but only a tiny, high-pitched squeak escaped its glazed throat.

“Is that…” I leaned in, squinting through my glasses. The robes were gone, replaced by the ridiculous overalls, but the sharp nose, the long white beard, and the unmistakable expression of supreme irritation were entirely recognizable.

“Alistair?” I asked.

The gnome’s eyes flashed with absolute rage. He squeaked again, a frantic, tiny sound like a furious rubber duck.

“Hold on,” I told him. “Don’t panic. Or, well, panic quietly.”

I needed Barnaby. I looked around Alistair’s yard for a suitable surface. The lawn was out—turf was notoriously unlevel. The stone pathway was promising, but the pavers were slightly uneven. Finally, I spotted a decorative slate birdbath near the edge of the porch. I marched over, pulled a spirit level out of my coat pocket—a habit from my professional organizing days that I refused to abandon—and checked the rim of the birdbath.

Perfectly flat.

I reached into my other pocket, hoisted the heavy, winged-toad form of Barnaby out, and set him securely on the rim of the birdbath.

Instantly, the stone shuddered. The small, heavy statue expanded with a loud, grinding sound like two boulders colliding at high speed. Within seconds, Barnaby had grown to his full two-foot height. His stone wings flexed with a rasping crackle, and his dark obsidian eyes blinked open, casting a critical, sweeping glance over the property.

“Ah,” Barnaby barked, stretching his stubby arms. “Finally. The air out here is marginally better, though the humidity is doing absolute horrors to my masonry joints.”

“Barnaby, look at the lawn,” I said, pointing toward the flowerbed.

Barnaby turned his heavy, gargoyle head. His scowl, usually fixed in a perpetual grimace of bureaucratic disgust, slowly morphed. His mouth drifted open. His stone eyes widened.

Then, a slow, terrifying smile spread across his craggy face. It was a look of pure, unadulterated, triumphant smugness.

“Is that…?” Barnaby began, his gravelly voice dropping an octave in sheer delight. “Can it be?”

“It’s Alistair,” I confirmed. “He’s been turned into a lawn gnome.”

Barnaby let out a sound that was half-giggle, half-landslide. “I knew it! By the Unforgiving Abacus of the Nether-Realms, I knew it! I predicted this! I put it in writing!”

The ceramic gnome on the lawn let out another furious squeak, its porcelain cheeks flushing a deep, fiery red under the glaze.

“Barnaby, don’t gloat,” I warned, though the sight of the town’s most terrifying grand wizard dressed in tiny blue dungarees was testing my own diplomatic reserves. “He’s in distress.”

“Gloat? I am not gloating, Marla. I am celebrating the absolute mathematical certainty of administrative foresight!” Barnaby puffed out his stone chest, leaning forward on his perch. “On October the fourteenth of last year, during the annual Pendle-Stitch Zoning and Transmutation Review, I explicitly warned Wizard Alistair! I cited Section 4, Paragraph B of the Arcane Property and Personal Form Ordinances!”

He puffed his chest out further, mimicking a pompous voice. “‘Alistair,’ I told him, ‘if you continue to store unstable transmutational potions in non-standardized containers on residential property without a Class-3 Containment Sigil, you run a 94.2 percent risk of localized magic feedback!’ And what did he say to me, Marla? Do you recall what he said?”

“I wasn’t there, Barnaby.”

“He called me a ‘glorified doorstop’ and threatened to turn me into a gravel driveway!” Barnaby threw his hands up in the air, his stone joints popping like firecrackers. “And look at him now! Who is the doorstop today? Who is the tiny, ceramic sentinel of the petunias? It is Alistair! Oh, the irony is so thick you could carve it with a chisel!”

Alistair the gnome vibrated with fury. He couldn’t move his porcelain limbs, but if looks could incinerate, Barnaby and I would both be piles of ash on the path.

I walked over to the gnome and carefully knelt on the grass, my linen tunic brushing the dirt. Up close, the detail was astonishing. The texture of the hat looked like real woven felt, but when I lightly tapped it with my fingernail, it made a sharp clink-clink.

“Alistair,” I said gently, speaking to him like one might speak to a particularly hostile toddler or an ill-tempered cat. “Can you hear me?”

His painted eyes rolled upward in an emphatic yes.

“Can you speak?”

A tiny, desperate squeak came from his fixed mouth.

“Right. No talking.” I sat back on my heels, my glasses slipping down my nose slightly. I pushed them back up with a thumb. “Do you know who did this to you?”

He couldn’t shake his head, but his eyes darted side to side frantically.

Behind me, Barnaby was still chortling from his perch on the birdbath. “Unbelievable. Truly poetic justice. I must draft a report immediately. Form 99-C: Unauthorized Self-Inflicted Lawn Ornamentation. I’ll need to submit it to the Municipal Arcane Safety Board before noon. They’ll probably award me a citation of merit.”

“Barnaby, stop it,” I said, standing up and brushing off my knees. “He’s a citizen of Pendle-Stitch, even if he did once try to curse my flowerboxes because my marigolds were ‘too loud.’”

“They were an eyesore, Marla, but that is beside the point,” Barnaby sniffed. “The man is a menace to proper zoning protocol. He has brought this upon himself through sheer, unadulterated arrogance and a total disregard for basic safety precautions.”

“We don’t know that he did it to himself,” I pointed out.

The tooth-hum in my molars flared up again—a sharp, throbbing buzz that made me clench my jaw. My Clutter-Mancy was reacting to the lawn itself now. It wasn’t just that Alistair was turned into a gnome; it was that the gnome didn’t belong on this lawn.

I looked around the yard. The pristine grass, the neatly edged borders, the glowing nightshade. Everything was in its place, meticulously arranged by a wizard who demanded absolute control over his environment. Except for Alistair.

And something else.

My jaw throbbed harder, drawing my gaze toward the edge of the flowerbed, just a few feet from where Alistair was rooted.

“Barnaby,” I said, my tone shifting from amused to serious. “Quiet for a second.”

“I will not be silenced when I am in the middle of an official triumph—”

“Barnaby, hush.”

I stepped closer to the blue nightshade. Buried partially in the dark, damp soil, almost invisible unless you were looking for out-of-place objects, was a small item. I reached down, pulling a pair of thin leather garden gloves from my coat pocket before touching it.

I brushed the dirt away and picked it up.

It was a small, ornate silver button, strung with a single thread of bright crimson yarn.

The moment my gloved fingers lifted it from the dirt, the humming in my teeth dropped by half. The button was displaced. It didn’t belong on Alistair’s lawn any more than a transfigured wizard did.

“What is that?” Barnaby asked, leaning over the edge of the birdbath as far as his stone torso would allow without losing his balance. “Is it contraband? An unregistered garment fastener?”

“It’s a button,” I said, holding it up to the light. The red thread dangled from it, glowing slightly with a faint, residual magic. “And it has red yarn attached to it.”

Gnome-Alistair’s eyes went wide. His squeaking picked up again, faster and more panicked this time. He tried with all his tiny, ceramic might to lean toward the button, but his porcelain base remained firmly stuck in the grass.

“He recognizes it,” I said, looking from the button to the gnome. “Alistair, did someone come onto your lawn and do this to you?”

A frantic, rapid blinking of his eyes. Yes.

“Someone who dropped a button?”

Yes. Yes. YES.

I turned to Barnaby. “You see? It wasn’t an accident. It wasn’t a failure to follow your precious zoning laws. Someone transmuted Alistair on purpose and left him here like a piece of cheap patio decor.”

Barnaby folded his stone arms across his chest, a look of profound annoyance crossing his face as his gloating moment was derailed by actual crime. “Well. That is… highly irregular. Transmuting a wizard on his own property without a valid eviction warrant or a permit for structural alteration is a Class 1 Felony under the 1389 Regional Arcane Concordat.”

“Exactly,” I said. “Which means we have a real problem.”

“A paperwork nightmare, more like,” Barnaby grumbled. “The Sheriff will have to be notified. Silas will come down here with that ridiculous cinnamon stick, sniffing around, tracking mud everywhere, completely ignoring proper evidence logging procedures…”

As if summoned by the mention of his name, a low, rumbling crunch of tires echoed down the lane. A battered, dusty patrol car with a slightly faded star on the door pulled up to the curb in front of Alistair’s house.

The driver’s side door swung open, and Sheriff Silas “Grim” Grimsby stepped out.

He was a tall man with tired eyes, wearing a worn leather jacket over his deputy uniform. A thin trail of pink smoke puffed from his mouth as he chewed thoughtfully on an Ever-Lasting Cinnamon Stick. His sharp, dark eyes swept over the pristine lawn, landing first on me, then on the two-foot gargoyle sitting on the birdbath, and finally on the tiny red-hatted gnome stuck in the grass.

Silas took a slow drag from his cinnamon stick, exhaling another puff of pink smoke that smelled faintly of spice and exasperation.

“Marla,” Silas said, his voice a low, raspy gravel that rivaled Barnaby’s. He walked up the stone path, his hands resting casually on his belt. “I was having a nice, quiet morning. The kind of morning where nobody breaks a hex, nobody summons an unregistered fog monster, and I get to finish my coffee.”

“Good morning, Silas,” I said smoothly, sliding the silver button into my reinforced coat pocket. “Lovely day, isn’t it?”

Silas stopped a few feet from me. His nose twitched slightly—a subtle, almost imperceptible movement that only someone who knew his Were-Bloodhound nature would catch. He leaned in a fraction of an inch, sniffing the air around me.

“You smell like fresh soil and an unlicensed investigation,” Silas grumbled, his eyes narrowing behind his weary brow. His left ear gave a tiny, involuntary twitch. “What are you doing on Alistair’s lawn?”

“I was taking a morning walk,” I replied, gesturing toward the garden bed. “When I stumbled upon… a localized clutter situation.”

Silas looked down at the gnome. He blinked once. Twice. Then he rubbed the bridge of his nose with two fingers, letting out a long, exhausted sigh.

“Tell me that’s not who I think it is,” Silas said.

“It depends,” Barnaby chimed in, puffing himself up. “If you think it is an arrogant, rule-breaking practitioner of the arcane who finally received a long-overdue dose of cosmic accountability, then yes! It is indeed Wizard Alistair!”

“Quiet, paperweight,” Silas snapped, though there was no real bite in it. He dropped to one knee in front of the gnome, squinting at the tiny ceramic face. “Alistair? Can you hear me?”

The gnome squeaked angrily, his painted eyes glaring at the Sheriff’s badge.

“Great. Just great,” Silas muttered, standing up and rubbing the back of his neck. “A turned wizard. Do you have any idea how much report-writing this involves, Marla? The County Arcane Board requires three separate affidavits for transmuted citizens, printed in tri-color ink.”

“I am well aware of the filing requirements, Sheriff!” Barnaby declared loudly. “Form 7-B-dash-Echo must be submitted within twenty-four hours, accompanied by a physical description of the victim’s original dimensions versus their current ceramic displacement!”

“Nobody asked you, gargoyle,” Silas chewed his cinnamon stick aggressively, a cloud of bright pink smoke wafting into the morning air. He turned his gaze back to me, his dark eyes suspicious. “Did you find anything, Marla? Your teeth were probably buzzing like a chainsaw when you walked up here.”

I kept my face perfectly neutral. “My Clutter-Mancy merely alerted me to the fact that Alistair was… severely out of place. A wizard belongs in his tower, not next to the petunias.”

Silas didn’t look convinced. His nose twitched again. “You’re holding out on me, Mason. I can smell it. Smells like… wet dog and secret-keeping.”

“That’s just your own coat, Silas,” I said, offering him a pleasant, innocent smile. “Now, what are you going to do about Alistair? We can’t just leave him out here. What if it rains? Or worse, what if someone comes along with a lawnmower?”

Gnome-Alistair let out a high-pitched, terrified squeak at the mention of power tools.

Silas grunted, bending down to carefully scoop the eighteen-inch porcelain wizard into his arms. Alistair weighed almost nothing, but he looked monumentally offended at being cradled like a prize-winning watermelon by the local law enforcement.

“I’m taking him down to the station,” Silas said, tucking the grumpy gnome under one arm. “I’ve got a cell enchanted to keep magical interference out. It’ll keep him safe until we figure out who did this or how to turn him back.”

“A wise precaution,” Barnaby approved, nodding his heavy head. “Though I strongly advise placing a felt pad under his base to prevent scratching the station linoleum.”

Silas ignored him, looking directly at me. “Marla. I’m warning you. Don’t go poking around into this. If someone in town has the juice to turn a high-tier wizard into garden decor, they aren’t going to hesitate to turn a former professional organizer into a tea cozy.”

“I have no intention of becoming a tea cozy, Silas,” I said primly, adjusting my glasses. “Linen is my fabric of choice, as you well know.”

“Just… stay out of it,” Silas growled, turning and marching down the path toward his cruiser. He opened the passenger door, set Gnome-Alistair carefully on the front seat, and slammed it shut. He paused at the driver’s side, looking back at me over the roof of the car. “And come down to the station later. For… questioning. I’ll make sure there’s decent coffee.”

“Decent, or the kind you brew from the duty room?” I called out.

Silas just grunted, climbed into the car, and pulled away, leaving a lingering scent of cinnamon and exhaust in the cool morning air.

I stood on the path for a moment, watching the patrol car disappear around the bend.

“Well,” Barnaby said from his birdbath perch, his tone dripping with self-satisfaction. “That went remarkably well. Order has been temporarily restored, the proper authorities have been notified, and Alistair has been humbled in a manner that will undoubtedly be discussed for generations.”

“We’re not done, Barnaby,” I said softly.

I reached into my pocket, pulling out the silver button with its dangling strand of bright red yarn. The faint magical hum vibrating through the metal was unmistakable. It wasn’t just a lost button. It was a clue.

And in a town like Pendle-Stitch, bright red yarn and intricate stitching pointed to exactly one place.

“We need to go to The Loose End,” I said, turning back toward the lane.

“Oh, marvelous,” Barnaby groaned, his wings drooping. “Button’s shop. It smells like old lavender and ancient secrets. And she always tries to polish my nose with silver wax.”

“Pick yourself up, paperweight,” I said, leaning down to scoop him up. As soon as I lifted his heavy form from the level birdbath, his body shrank back down with a sharp clack-clack, returning to his pocket-sized, dormant stone form.

I tucked him safely into my reinforced coat pocket, where he let out a tiny, muffled grumble about alpaca lint.

I adjusted my coat, checked my glasses on their chain, and set off down the hill toward the center of town. Alistair was currently sitting in a jail cell looking like a souvenir from a garden center, a culprit was on the loose, and my Clutter-Mancy was buzzing a steady, insistent rhythm in my back teeth.

It was only nine in the morning, but my midlife crisis was turning out to be a full-time job.
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By the time Silas had carted Gnome-Alistair off to the lockup, the morning had largely dissolved into a blur of bureaucratic statement-giving and sitting with the absurd shock of the situation. I had spent the next several hours running the ordinary, stubborn errands of a Tuesday—paying the water sigil bill, filing my weekly recycling roster, and trying to digest the fact that Pendle-Stitch’s premier wizard was currently occupying a jail cell like a piece of discounted patio decor.

It was mid-afternoon before I finally managed to break away, the silver button still heavy in my coat pocket and demanding answers.

The weight in my left coat pocket shifted with all the subtlety of a falling brick.

“If you don’t cease your relentless stride, Marla, I am going to lose what little dignity I have left amidst this criminal buildup of coat lint,” a gravelly, deeply aggrieved voice rasped from somewhere near my hip.

I kept walking down the cobbled sidewalk, adjusting my specs on their silver chain. The sky overhead was that signature Pendle-Stitch violet, rich and slightly impossible, looking for all the world like a piece of crushed velvet stretched tight across the heavens.

“It’s not lint, Barnaby, it’s pocket fluff,” I replied calmly, my linen tunic fluttering in the cool breeze. “And if you’d prefer, I can carry you in my handbag next to my emergency pack of mints and my reader glasses. But as I recall, last time I offered that, you claimed the purse strap violated your 14th-century rights as a cursed entity.”

“A handbag is an undignified tote for a Sentinel of the Abyss,” Barnaby huffed, his stone voice muffled by heavy wool. “I am an ancient guardian forged in the underworld, not a spare tube of lip balm. Furthermore, this coat pocket smells faintly of old peppermint and despair. I demand to be set upon a level surface at once.”

“We’re almost there,” I said, patting the pocket, which felt like carrying a rather angular cobble. “I have to drop off this batch of mended linen with Button anyway. I’ve survived a twenty-five-year marriage to a man who thought replacing a toilet roll was a task requiring a master’s degree in engineering; I can certainly handle a stone gargoyle with a flair for the dramatic.”

“I do not have a flair for the dramatic!” Barnaby growled softly, though I felt him settle deeper into the lining. “I am merely keeping a ledger of your structural deficiencies as a host. For instance, your gait has a slight tilt to the left today. It’s severely distressing my sense of equilibrium.”

“That’s just the Tuesday Twitch coming up in an hour,” I noted, checking my wrist watch. “We’ll all be leaning three inches to the right soon enough, so consider it preemptive balance.”

I paused outside The Loose End. The shop sat wedged between a bakery that smelled of whispering cinnamon rolls and a dark alleyway that seemed to stretch further than physical architecture should allow. The sign above the door—a carved wooden spool wrapped in silver thread—swung gently without a breath of wind. Through the diamond-paned window, I could see the comforting, warm glow of amber oil lamps and the towering shelves of yarn, ribbons, and mysterious wooden drawers.

I pushed the door open. A brass bell tinkled overhead, a crisp, merry sound that was immediately followed by a soft, collective murmuring from the wall of glass jars to my left. Thousands of mismatched buttons filled those jars—bone, mother-of-pearl, brass, polished river stone—and every single one of them was humming a tiny, whispered gossip session about the weather.

The shop smelled delightfully of old cedar wood, dried lavender, beeswax, and that distinct, crisp scent of raw magic that always reminded me of fresh possibility.

“Button?” I called out, stepping over the Threshold.

Instantly, a sharp, buzzing sensation vibrated straight through my back molars. My Clutter-Mancy was acting up. It wasn’t a warning of danger, exactly, but a deep, tooth-aching buzz that signaled something in the room was intensely, unforgivably out of place. I winced, pressing a finger against my jaw.

“Honestly,” I muttered to myself, scanning the room. “Who puts a silver thimble in the wool basket? It belongs in the sewing notions tray by the scissors.”

“Are you going to set me down, or must I endure your internal monologue about spatial organization for another eternity?” Barnaby’s stone face poked out from the lip of my reinforced pocket.

“Hold your horns,” I said.

I walked over to the heavy mahogany counter, which was waxed to a mirror shine and blessedly, perfectly level. I reached into my pocket, wrapped both hands around Barnaby’s solid, stone form, and lifted him out.

The moment his flat base touched the polished wood of the counter, the magic took hold. The tiny, pocket-sized stone toad-like figure shuddered, expanded with a sound like grinding millstones, and grew to his full two-foot stature. He stretched his heavy stone wings with a loud crack-crack, shook out his talons, and cast a deeply judgmental scowl around the haberdashery.

“Finally,” Barnaby grunted, using a stone claw to scrape a speck of grey fuzz off his chest. “My spine feels like an accordion that’s been stepped on by a mule. Do you know what’s down in the depths of that pocket, Marla? A copper penny from 1998. It was digging directly into my lumbar region.”

“It’s good luck,” I said, setting my basket of linen on the counter. “And you don’t have a lumbar region. You’re made of granite.”

“It is the principle of the granite,” Barnaby sniffed, drawing his gargoyle shoulders up tightly. He turned his dark stone eyes toward the shelves. “This establishment is a health code nightmare. Look at those buttons. Unlicensed chatter. Under the Netherworld Municipal Code of 1342, vocal accessories must be properly registered with the local magistrate, lest
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