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Chapter 1


Pada

"Not a good idea, Laine.” Tanlen didn't even
raise his head. He was too busy trying to fit the last piece.
Besides, this conversation took place so frequently the old man
could argue alone.

"Pada, you say the same thing every time."
Laine hoped now that she was older, her father would agree to the
idea.

"You're a Tinker, and this is Tinker Town,
you should be used—" The old Gnome didn't finish his sentence. A
gear flew off and ricocheted against the rear wall; then a spring
fired off and hit the ceiling. A cable came loose and flailed its
way directly at Laine. She managed to back away from the stinging
menace, tipping the chair backwards and landing on her rump.

"Pada, I think—" A second cable whipped at
her face.

The old Gnome dived under the table. "Down!
Girl"

A third cable came loose and made its try at
Laine. The machine gained a life of its own, hell-bent on causing
as much damage as possible before the pressure of the steam let
loose. The Gnome under-the-table tried to reign in the building
force; one knob came off in his hand, every try failed. Laine
reached under the table and bear hugged the old Gnome to the point
he lost his breath.

"This is going to hurt!" and out the small
window she went with the Gnome still clutched to her bosom.

Both Laine and her passenger got the wind
knocked out of them but they escaped the maniacal machine. While
they were still on the wet leafy ground, smoke began pouring from
every knothole of the workshop; thrashing and crashing noises came
from inside, a loud clang, a belch of steam, and then silence.

"Well," the old Gnome snickered, "That went
well."

"Pada, your specs are broken," pointing to
the goggles on the Gnome’s head.

"Ah, Ill fix'em later.” The Gnome stood
brushing the leaves off his pants. "Let's eat. Getting attacked by
a gadget makes me hungry."

That's Pada. Tanlen Greentinker, Son of
Salpos, Heir to the Greentinker Clan. That is the way you're
supposed to introduce him. Amborlaine's (referred to by most as
Laine) adopted father. To Laine he was Pada. In the common tongue
it means Father. Tanlen is the man that adopted and raised
Amborlaine over twenty years ago.

Amborlaine knew she'd been adopted. It would
be impossible to keep that a secret. Early on it grew clear that
she wasn't a Gnome. She didn't sport a bulbous nose or white hair
and she outgrew her father at about five years old, though in all
other senses Amborlaine was Gnomish. She ate the same food, played
the same games, went to the same school and most important of all
she learned the same skills—the skills of being a Tinker.

Over a lunch of salmon cakes and potato soup
Amborlaine pleaded her case again, most likely for the thousandth
time.

"Pada, I'll be careful. Grengrum will be
with me the whole time."

"Grengrum. Ha! He's as useful as a hammer
with no head."

"Pada," Laine shook her finger, "Not
nice."

"Well, it's true. Remember last summer when
he fell into the well? I mean how is that even possible?"

The laughter burst from Amborlaine so hard
she spit soup on the table. Choking, laughing and talking all at
the same time, "Yes, I remember."

She took to wiping up, "I understand your
fear. Everything would be fine. The convoy has guards. Nothing has
ever happened to those caravans for as long as anyone can
remember.” Amborlaine knew right when she finished the sentence she
was in for the duration. She desperately tried to suck the words
back into her mouth but it was too late.

"Oh I remember! You weren't even born yet. I
remember when…"

Pada continued for over an hour about the
time when the caravan got attacked and every person was slain.
Amborlaine had heard this story so many times she could repeat
every nuance, every voice inflection, word for word. She sat
quietly. Interrupting Pada would only mean the story would start
again, from the beginning.

Amborlaine used the time to finish her
creation. She had worked seven years and now she was ready for
testing. She had latched onto the idea at age nine or ten. She
watched her Pada make a gauntlet that fired two small darts.
Although commissioned by the Knights of the Rose, Pada never got it
to shoot reliably.

The first two darts would shoot well but the
reload would always jam the device. It caused Amborlaine to think,
even at such a young age, what else could be fired from a
gauntlet.

For several years she thought about the
possibilities until one day the idea sprang up in her. Why not
shoot magic from a gauntlet? Unfortunately for Amborlaine Gnomes
were not well-known for their magical skills. There were Gnome
wizards, but none that lived in Tinker Town.

So Amborlaine came up with the next best
solution. Shoot something that looks like magic. Her answer to
that? Lightning. Well, not real lightning but it would look like
lightning. So she designed a gauntlet, with capacitors, a generator
and everything needed. Her Pada helped on some harder ideas and now
she needed to test the device.

• • • •

"Just not a good idea."

"Pada, you notice that it's only a good idea
when I'm safe at home with you?"

The old Gnome laughed, "Now that is a
good idea."

Whether a good idea to test the machine or
not could be debated for a lifetime. Amborlaine was going to find
out if all her hard work was a success. So she planned to test the
contraption. Thinking back she should have tested it on her own,
without the help of her father. In truth Laine feared what she
built. No one she knew ever tried such an elaborate and dangerous
invention.

Her father pointed the device at a tree
stump; Pada spent years trying to remove the stump and thought if
Laine's device did fire it might do his work for him. They ducked
down begin a rock wall, "Are you ready, Pada?"

"No.” He gave Amborlaine that wonderful
smile of his. Given all his faults he was a kind and gentle man, a
wonderful father. Amborlaine could not ask for more. And she knew
in her heart, his objection to her leaving Tinker Town, if only for
a while, was for Laine's safety and not for his peace of mind. But
he worried too much. The world is such an exciting and wonderful
place. The Eastern Realms were docile and settled. Nothing would
happen.

"Pull the string, Girl, let's watch what
happens."

Amborlaine was nervous. Years in planning
and building all came down to this moment. She yanked on the cord
and peeked over the wall. For a heartbeat nothing happened. Then
the outer circle began to spin, and then the inner circle started
spinning in the opposite direction. A loud pop and a small spark,
no larger than a match flame, flew into the air.

Pada stood; the rock wall blocked all but
his head, "Is that it?"

"I guess I must have something wrong, I
thought—"

The device flashed and crackled, three huge
bolts of lightning flared out and streaked towards the target. When
they hit, the bolts exploded into more lightning and a boom like
thunder. The stump shattered into kindling.

Pada's eyes were as wide as saucers, "By the
holy moors! Girl, you can't put that on a bracer. It'll fry your
arm."

Amborlaine wouldn’t admit it but Pada was
right, if that had been on her arm she would be without that limb,
"Well, your stump’s gone."

She joked about the test, yet to some
degree, it succeeded. But Laine felt sad and disappointed that she
had spent so many years on this invention and no one will be able
to put it to use.

That night she fell into a restless
sleep—the kind of sleep that races dreams through your mind and
flops a body around in the bedcovers like a doll.

• • • •

"Wake up, girl."

"Ahmmm…"

"Wake up! Today's Wonder Fest!"

Laine's body bolted out of bed with a mind
of its own. She had forgotten Wonder Fest. "I'm coming!"

Laine threw on the first clothes she found
on the floor—faded gray leather trousers and a men's silk shirt.
Amborlaine wore a lot of men's clothes. She was too tall to wear
Gnomish clothes so her father would buy or trade travelers for
clothes that fit her. Most of those travelers were men, so
Amborlaine wore mostly men's clothing. The garments Pada bought
were always too large. Amborlaine thought her Pada preferred it
that way. He didn't much like the idea of his 'little girl' growing
up and turning into a woman.

Bounding down the stairs, half running, half
falling, Amborlaine raced out the door.

"Hurry up, girl, or we'll miss the fried
cakes." Pada already had the wagon packed and ready to leave for
Tinker Town.

Everyone called it 'Tinker Town' but it
wasn't like a traditional town. Tinker Town was more of an event
than a destination. The 'town' itself is built on both sides of the
road, instead of starting at the road and moving in a specific
direction like most towns. Tinker Town is built along the road, the
entire road, from once you enter the Great Forest until you almost
leave. Therefore, the town is only one hundred paces in breadth,
but it had to be thirty leagues long. Small folk living on the
north side of Tinker Town have possibly never seen the south side
of town.

Tinker Town always had a street fair vibe.
Buildings flew flags in the soft forest breezes. Colorful streamers
lined the road and everyone was in a mood of frivolity. Roaming
minstrels played day and night.

Most of the residents and merchants were
Gnomes, Tinker Gnomes to be specific. There were other races
scattered about. Dwarves, Halflings and Elves. To her knowledge,
Amborlaine was the only permanent human resident. She found it most
curious that no other humans lived in Tinker Town.

Tinker Town was famous throughout Xenkur for
two reasons. First, the town was home to the largest population of
Tinker Gnomes. Second and more important to travelers, anything was
available for purchase in Tinker Town. The Tinker Gnomes were
incredible craftspeople that excelled at making mechanical
inventions of all sorts. They made excellent armor and, if you had
the crowns to pay for them, finely crafted weapons.

Amborlaine's Pada was an arbalest, someone
who makes and repairs crossbows. His shop was at Marker 101.
Markers, that's how you find what you need in Tinker Town. Wooden
markers were placed at measurable locations so you know where to go
and how close you are to your destination. The Markers started at 1
on the north side of the Great Forest. There were 'mappers' who
walked the streets of the town. People wearing red vests could
direct travelers to the shops they wanted. All a person needed to
do is ask a mapper, "Where can I find a blacksmith?" and they would
tell you the nearest marker is 12.

"Girl, I need more fletching. Run over to
Jelmiphe's and fetch some."

"Yes, Pada." Amborlaine took off out the
door, headed north to marker 97, Jelmiphe's Clothes Shop. The sign
in the door read "Only Small Folk." Jelmiphe was an old friend of
Pada's, a Gnome that had lived in Tinker Town since the founding,
or at least, it seemed so. She sold clothing for small people,
Dwarves, Gnomes and Halflings, nothing that would fit Amborlaine.
She used a lot of feathers in her clothes designs and Pada would
often buy or trade feathers for his work.

"Madam J, Pada needs—"

Jelmiphe interrupted, shaking her head, "Oh,
dear. This just won't do. This just won't do.

Amborlaine glanced around the store, "What
won't do?"

Jelmiphe, still shaking her head, said, "You
need proper garments. Something for a lady of your beauty."

Amborlaine was dejected. "It's all my Pada
can find."

"I have just the answer." Jelmiphe went into
the back room. When she returned, she carried a crate filled to the
brim with clothing. Human clothing!

She handed Laine this and that, mumbling
things like, "perfect and wonderful." The garments piled so high in
her arms she could not see where she was going.

"Try those on and then come let me
look."

Laine did as told. Respecting elders is the
first lesson you learn as a Tinker. Besides, she was excited to be
trying on women's clothes.

She found the pile of clothes daunting. She
had never had so many options before. Some items were too big for
her frame. Laine was on the petite side as humans go.

She found a set of light brown leather
trousers that laced up the side. Laine thought that was odd. There
was a bustier made of bone and silk that was almost the same color
as the pants and a beautiful eggshell colored silk and lace blouse.
She walked out of the changing room.

"Hazah!" Jelmiphe clapped her hands and
jumped up and down. Until she saw Laine was bare foot, "Humph… that
won't do, no that won't do at all."

"I only have my work boots and they—"

Jelmiphe waived a hand to dismiss Laine's
thoughts, "Girl, this is Wonder Fest! Follow me. I know who to
see."

"No wait! Jelmiphe, thank you. These clothes
are wonderful, but I don't have the crowns and I don't want to ask
my Pada."

"Crowns, shmounds, I saved these clothes for
you. They’re a Wonder Fest gift."

"No I can't—"

"Now what did your Pada teach you about
minding your elders?"

Jelmiphe had her stern, 'you're in trouble'
look on her face, but Laine knew that she wasn't. It was the
Gnome’s way of saying, "Take the clothes, and make an old woman
happy."

Jelmiphe had a firm grip on Laine's wrist
and was pulling her along as fast as the old woman's Gnome legs
would go. She headed straight for a cart filled with leather
clothing of all kinds.

"This is Qinan, dear. He comes to Wonder
Fest every year. He deals in leather."

"Yes, I see that."

The Gold Elf made a deep bow, "Morning,
ladies. How may I be of assistance?"

Jelmiphe still had an iron grip on Laine's
wrist, "The girl needs a pair of boots. Something befitting a
queen."

Qinan looked down at the girl's dirty bare
feet, "Yes, well, of course. I have just what you need."

The Gold Elf pulled out a pair of dark
boots. The color of black on a moonless night, deep and rich, you
could almost drink the color. The boots were deer skin, soft and
velvet to the touch. Laine slid them on up to her knees.

"Are they supposed to be that tall?"

The Elf chuckled, "Yes Milady." He reached
down and pulled the strings in the back, "This will cinch them so
they do not sag."

Laine loved them. Glee escaped her. She
sounded like a small child eyeing a candy-cake.

"How much are they?"

"For you, young lady, eight crowns."

Laine went from glee to depression in an
instant, "I have three."

"Oh I'm sorry young lady, I—"

Jelmiphe snatched the coins from Laine's
hand and slapped them into Qinan's palm, "No quibble here, take
what she has and I'll buy you supper tonight."

The Elf didn't get any chance for rebuttal;
Jelmiphe strode off headed north, Laine, new boots and all, being
dragged behind the old Gnome.

"We must make one more stop." The old woman
said.

The sign on the post read, "Tailor - Large
and Small Folk."

"Lady Jelmiphe, this all fits very well, I
don't think—"

"The clothes do, like they were made for
you. But we are not here for a fitting, girl. Winter will come and
though weather is mild here in the forest, you would catch your
death in that silk blouse."

The little chime rang on the door, and a
Halfling, short even for a Halfling, peered up over a counter.

Laine had never been in this shop. It was
like seeing double. There was two of everything. One for small folk
and one for her size people. The Halfling climbed out from behind a
tall counter, one Laine could rest her elbows on. Right next to it
was a counter she could easily step over. A mannequin a little
larger than Laine stood beside a mannequin less than half her
height.

"Quinvias Meadrun, at your service, ladies."
He took a bow, "Oh, Lady Jelmiphe, it's you. How can I assist you
today?"

"A jacket," Jelmiphe looked at my current
wardrobe, "Green I should think."

"Oh yes, I have something perfect." Quinvias
ran into the backroom.

Jelmiphe turned to Laine, "Quinvias is an
old friend of mine. His daughter was my apprentice for many years.
He'll find you a coat."

"Jelmiphe, I can't pay for it. All my crowns
went for these boots." Amborlaine felt embarrassed; she didn't like
taking charity. Her Pada had always taught her to "Barter or
buy."

Jelmiphe raised her hand, a scoff left her
lips. Laine was appreciative of all the hard work the Gnome was
doing but in the back of her mind, that dark place where all the
negativity gathers in a woman's mind, a place Amborlaine didn't
like to go, she wondered "Why is she helping me?"

"Here, this is perfect." Quinvias held out
the jacket.

"It is beautiful." A deep green color with
silver buttons. It was heavy like a frock coat but only came down
to Amborlaine's waist.

Quinvias thrust his arms wide, "See a
perfect fit."

"I don't have any crowns to pay for the
coat. Maybe I could barter my skills?"

"Nonsense," Quinvias said, "The coat is a
gift."

"But I—"

Jelmiphe locked her wrist again and as she
pulled her out of the shop, she yelled, "Thank you, Quinvias."

"You look amazing, Laine. Simply amazing."
Amborlaine thought she glimpsed a tear in the old Gnome’s eye, "I
should get back to my shop." And without any fuss, Jelmiphe walked
away.

Amborlaine stood in front of the window,
eyeing her reflection. She never had clothes so pretty. She felt
like dancing, and in Tinker Town, especially during Wonder Fest,
people would have joined her if she did. However she was a lady
now, fine clothes and all, and ladies did not create such displays
in public. Laine wondered what her Pada would say. Not just about
the clothes but about everything costing next to nothing.
"Charity!" he would say, "And Tinkers don't take charity." Laine
worried her Pada would make her give back the beautiful
clothes.

Amborlaine decided she would enjoy the
clothes for the day and not see her Pada until dusk. That way if
she did have to give it all back, she got at least one day as a
proper woman.

If Amborlaine wasn't going back to see her
Pada, she needed something to do for the day. Fortunately it was
Wonder Fest. That meant she could spend the whole day just
traveling up and down Tinker Town, seeing all the new vendors and
watching all the strangers in town.

Amborlaine loved to people-watch, one of her
favorite pastimes, second only to tinkering. She was helping Old
Man Podri tally a bill. Podri was never good at math. Then Laine
noticed a woman riding by.

Laine grasped the horse’s mane. "Whoa! Wait,
Mistress. Your cinch has torn."

"My… what?"

"Madam, your cinch here on the reins is
torn. You could lose control."

The woman, an aristocrat, unaccustomed to
being hailed in such a way was surprised. "Oh dear, thank you,
young lady." The woman dismounted, "Would you know where I can get
it fixed?"

"I can rig it so you're safe to ride. To get
it fixed, you'd have to go back to the smithy at Marker 12."

The woman looked back over her shoulder, "Oh
dear, quite a ways."

Laine was busy with a makeshift repair. "You
can get a new one at Marker 109. A tack shop not far from my Pada's
place."

The woman looked surprised again, "Your
Pada!?"

"Yes, Madam."

The woman looked as if she was searching for
words. "You mean you're a Tink—"

Laine smiled, "Yes Madam, I'm a Tinker."

"But you're not a—"

"A Gnome? No, I am not," Laine said, "There.
That will hold you until you can get it fixed or buy a new
one."

The woman reached into her purse, "Let me
give you something."

"No thank you, it wasn't a problem."

"Oh, I must give you something." The woman
removed her hat. It was black with bronze silk band wrapped around
the crown. Amborlaine had never seen such a hat.

"You like this?"

Laine was a little embarrassed she was
caught staring at the hat, "I've never seen… a… yes."

"Take it, it's yours."

"No Madam, I cannot."

"Nonsense, I have plenty more. Take it as
payment for saving me." The woman rode off without another
word.

Amborlaine loved her new hat. She did think
that was an odd encounter. This woman wades through Wonder Fest,
gives her a hat for such a small favor and then rides off. Wonder
Fest brings some interesting people to Tinker Town.

Laine spent the rest of the day talking with
friends, helping where she could and avoiding going back to her
Pada. As the sun began to set, she knew her Pada would begin to
worry. After all she should have been back in five minutes with
feathers. Instead she would arrive ten hours later. She knew Pada
would be worried some, but Laine never understood why. These were
the eastern realms. Nothing bad ever happened in the eastern
realms.

Finally she mustered the courage to confront
Pada in her new "woman" clothes. The familiar whistle blew when she
walked in his shop. Pada had created a whistle that would blow when
you open the door instead of the standard bell.

Her Pada came out from the back room, "It’s
well beyond time you came back, I know Wonder Fest can be an
enticement, but girl, you have to let me know—" Pada dropped the
crossbow he was working on, his tools and his smoke pipe and stood,
dumbfounded.

"I'm sorry, Pada," Amborlaine stood in the
doorway afraid to step forward.

"Wha… Girl… I…" Pada was still frozen in his
spot.

"Do you like the clothes? Jelmiphe has been
saving them for me. Girl clothes!"

"Girl clothes… yes, I can see that."

"Is it ok, Pada?"

Her father took a step forward. Laine saw
tears in his eyes. "I wish only that my dear Marka, rest her soul,
could see you."

At her father's request, Amborlaine took the
wagon back to the house. Her father said he had more work to do and
would walk home later.

Laine changed out of her fancy 'girl'
clothes and into men's garb to take care of the horses and do her
chores. She carefully hung her new clothes on hooks in her room.
She lay in bed for some time looking at them and dreaming of the
day she could wear them to a big city full of people and
excitement. She was fast asleep when her Pada came home.

• • • •

"I've been thinking, maybe it's not such a
bad idea for you to go with the caravan." Though it pained him to
say it, Tanlen knew as a father he had to let go at some point.
Seeing Amborlaine dressed in real women's clothing last night
convinced him that he should let her spread her wings and explore
the world. He still had reservations, and that is why he had two
gifts for his daughter.

Amborlaine rocketed across the kitchen, slid
down to her knees and gave her Pada the biggest hug she could.
"Pada really?"

"Yes, I think you should experience more of
the realm."

Laine was in a dream, it had to be, she
pinched herself to check. The red bruise on her hand told her she
was awake.

"Now I have a few rules," said Tanlen.

Laine knew, of course, a few meant many. But
she was so overjoyed that she didn't mind. Her Pada spent the
better part of the next hour laying down rules and guidelines for
her adventure. He ended his monologue with, "I have two gifts for
you."

"Gifts?" Laine thought it might be her
embracing day, the day Pada adopted her. But that's the end of
winter. So why gifts?

"To take on your caravan trip. I had
invented this, oh, before I got you. I'd been saving it for… I
don't know what, but it may come in handy."

"What is it?"

"I call it a Sparklight. It doesn't have any
phosphorus in it now. Set it on a hard surface, the push this down.
In about three heartbeats it will burst out a strong white light.
Each time you use it you'll need to add more phosphorus. It might
prove useful if you have to blind or scare somebody."

Amborlaine couldn't imagine what or why
should would use it. She accepted the gift nonetheless.

"And here is the other gift."

"Pada, my…" Laine didn't have a name for her
invention. But it rested in her Pada’s hands. Her magical lightning
device.

"It is. I mounted it on a crossbow stock. No
need to worry about losing an arm."

"But you said it was too dangerous."

"I replaced the water exchange with honing
oil. And the capacitors are now silver instead of brass. That
should eliminate the delay in firing."

"Pada, I—"

"The design works. It just needed a few
adjustments."

Amborlaine gave her father another hug.

"Go ahead, try it."

Laine hefted the creation, "Pada, it’s
heavy."

"Yeah, I changed out the glass in the focus
ring. I used leaded glass instead. It should give the weapon a
tighter beam."

"I love it, Pada. Thank you."

"Maybe you can fashion a strap to help take
some of the weight."

• • • •

"I'm ready to go." Amborlaine had been
unable to sleep the night before. She had packed and repacked her
belongings a hundred fold.

Her Pada was quiet on the cart ride into
town. To break the tension of leaving, Laine thought a sarcastic
joke would be appropriate, "I hope I don't get slain on the trip."
She smiled.

Tanlen chuckled, "What slays me is the
helmet you wear."

"Pada, it's a hat. And I think it's
beautiful."

"If you say it’s so."

The Caravan always left from Marker 70 so
they had a few miles to talk. Tanlen could not think of a single
thing to say to his daughter. He thought about the day he found
Amborlaine in the woods. That cold cloudy miserable day. The same
day he buried his wife. And now he would be alone again, if only
for a month. She will be back soon, he told himself. I'll just work
harder, the time will fly.

As the caravan pulled away from Marker 70,
Amborlaine's Pada stood and waved goodbye to his treasured
daughter. After the crowd had disbanded, Tanlen said under his
breath, "I know Gnomes don't believe in gods, but if you do exist.
Watch over my baby."

• • • •

The caravan rolled along the road eastward.
Amborlaine sat on the buckboard staring into the Great Forest.
Outside the canopy of trees that was her home. The sun beat down.
Laine soaked in its rays. This would be the first time she had ever
been away from Tinker Town. She had never been able to look up into
the blue sky and not see tree limbs hovering overhead. This was her
opening foray into an ever-expanding world, and it would be
wonderful.

Laine was still musing. At first she didn’t
realize what happened, being too busy blissfully watching a few
deer run into the forest. The drover next to her muttered
something, and she turned to ask what. Then she saw the arrow in
the man's chest. Before she had a chance to scream, a second arrow
stuck into the man. He made a wheezing sound through his nose and
fell off the wagon.

The cart came to an abrupt stop. Amborlaine
didn't know what to do. She jumped into the back of the cart,
searching hysterically for some place to hide.



Chapter 2


The World as it is

There was nowhere to hide. Amborlaine heard
the clash of steel, the screams of the dying and she was frozen by
it. The sound of the battle was all around her. It made her eyes
tear and her heart race. She desperately wanted the noises to
stop.

She burrowed like a mouse in winter into a
crevice between a box of goods and her belongings.

Amborlaine felt the stock of a crossbow jab
her in her back. No, it wasn’t a crossbow, but her lightning
gadget. Laine yanked it out of her bag, wrestling with everything
that caught on its many edges.

She desperately tried to remember how to
work the device. She overheard the battle outside calm down. There
were unfamiliar voices, men, or monsters just outside the covered
cart. Amborlaine would be discovered.

"Think girl, what would Pada do?"

On cue, she heard her father's voice. "Pull
down the lever," Amborlaine did just that. "Flip the switch.”
Laine's hands moved as if her father used them. The machine’s outer
and inner circles began to whir, the charge building. "Point it,
girl," again her father's voice, "Steady, not yet.” A black
gauntlet reached into the cart, "Wait, girl, wait."

She met the creature's face, the face of a
lizard. "Fire!" Amborlaine pulled the trigger. The bolts of
electricity shot forth catching the creature in the head. One of
the bolts passed through the monster's skull and caught another
creature walking up from behind. Both of them were locked in the
brace of the lighting, unable to move. The bolts stopped, and both
creatures fell to the ground.

Amborlaine heard horses running away. In the
rear of the wagon she froze, afraid to move, until the face of
Grengrum peeked into the darkness.

"Are you all right?"

Laine had never been so happy to see the
Dwarf’s face, "Yes, I think so."

"It's ok, they're gone. You can come out,"
Grengrum said.

Amborlaine was in shock. The attack
devastated the caravan. Two of the carts were fully engulfed in
flames. Another, so severely damaged it would not be serviceable.
Three drovers and five guards lay dead. Two of the attackers, the
two she had killed, lay beside the wagon. Amborlaine looked around
at the carnage and threw up.

Laine's face was numb. Grengrum sat her in
the shade of a nearby tree, away from the bodies of the slain.

"Take this water, Laine. Sit here and
rest."

Amborlaine took the water offered without
knowing it. Her mind shut down. All she did is stare at the
horizon. She still desperately clutched her device.

• • • •

Dak-Vara folded the paper, "My sources say
it's going out on the next caravan."

Hijhin Blackscale did not look impressed,
"We've heard these reports before and yet I still do not have one
in my possession."

"Yes, your Lordship. It was in the town
during Wonder Fest.” Dak-Vara pulled his robes tighter around him.
The cave where Hijhin Blackscale lived, is always deathly cold. "If
it's not on the caravan, it would stand to reason it is still in
the town somewhere."

"We can't search thirty some leagues of
buildings and we simply can't rip the Tinkers apart. Doing so would
bring the entire Gnomish nations down on us." Hijhin began pacing
the room, "There must be some way to track these things. Some way
to sense where they are."

"If so… No one has spoken of it in a century
or more." Dak-Vara had an idea who would know, "Perhaps Nazerryn
would—"

Hijhin spun on his heel, his tail bashed
over a small table, "Insanity! You can't walk up to Nazerryn and
ask about the orbs."

"If there is a way, your Lordship, she would
be most likely to know."

"No!" Hijhin smashed a scaly hand down on
the stone table, "She cannot become aware we are searching for the
orbs. None of them can know."

"Go back to your tower. Study the orb they
have. Perhaps it can lead us to the others."

Dak-Vara worried the Highlord would come to
such a decision. The mage knew to study the orb in the Tower would
be risky.

The reigning Dewan of the Red Robes locked,
warded, and guarded the orb. Rumors swirled it is guarded by a
golem. How Dak-Vara would get in to study the orb was a problem for
which he had no current solution.

Dak-Vara made his way out of the Highlord's
cave and into the light of day. He never understood why the
Dragonchild lived under the earth. The Red Robe wizard soaked in
the light and the heat of the sun, shaking off the chill of the
caves and of Highlord Hijhin Blackscale.

• • • •

The remaining drover, Grengrum, and
Amborlaine sat in the shade of a Sockberry tree. Laine became
quickly annoyed that the tree continued to shed the purple-black
nuts on her.

"Now what?" Laine said as another nut
smacked her in the back.

As leader of the caravan, it became
Grengrum’s responsibility to make the decision. Turn back to Tinker
Town or continue ahead? The city of Sunbarrow, still three days
away.

"I suppose it would be best to turn back,"
Grengrum mused.

"The Halflings in Sunbarrow are expecting
these supplies." Amborlaine sounded confident in her words, yet she
was anything but that. She wanted nothing more right this moment
than to head back to Tinker Town screaming all the way. However,
her Pada always said, "If you take the job, you finish the
job."

Grengrum was not sure what to do. This was
his first time in charge of a caravan, and, so far, it amounted to
death and destruction.

"We have two drivers and three carts. What
do we do with that cart?" Grengrum pointed to the cart in which
Amborlaine rode.

"I'll drive it," Laine said the words before
her brain registered them. Her heart began pounding a resounding
'No!" through her veins. It sent a chill down her spine, or was
that another Sockberry nut.

Grengrum looked up into the sky, "Have you
ever driven in a caravan?"

"I can drive my Pada's wagon. It is no
difference."

Grengrum made a sound like clearing his
throat, "Yes, girl, it is a big difference. You have steered an
empty wagon a mile on cobblestone streets. This is thirty leagues
on wet, rutted roads."

The other drover stated flatly, "She can't
do it. We should turn back."

Amborlaine wanted to give in, to tuck her
tail between her legs like a poor beaten dog and go home. She would
tell her Pada he was right. She could not handle the outside
world.

Grengrum broke her thoughts, "What is that
you used? Lightning comes out of the damn thing."

Laine forgot she still clutched her
invention. She gripped it so tight her knuckles turned white.

"This? Oh, this… This is my…" Laine realized
she never thought to give the device a name. She rummaged through
her brain for something appropriate, something clever. Then it hit
her like a Sockberry nut, "Valiinore is what I call it!" In the
Gnomish language, it means 'Good Fortune.'

Grengrum nodded, "I have to agree."

Laine asked, "Those lizard-beast-things that
attacked us. What are they?"

Grengrum was gauging how much daylight the
day had left, "Dragonchildren."

"Dragons?"

"No, Laine, not exactly." Grengrum sat back
against the tree, "They are called Dragonchildren, but they aren't
dragons. At least not, like what you are thinking. I don't know
much about them. I do remember that wizard that came to Tinker Town
last summer. Oh, what was his name? Anyway, he talked about them.
Said they were from another world, or planet, or something like
that."

The caravan master stood and walked towards
what was remaining of his convoy. "I think we’ll go back. Yes, that
is my decision. We will go back to Tinker Town."

Amborlaine stood and stomped her foot, "No."
She wasn't sure from where such bravery stemmed. It had bubbled up
from somewhere, "The Halflings are counting on us. If we turn back,
they will be without these supplies for at least… What… Two more
moons." Her knees became weak, she wanted to shout "Never mind, I
agree let’s go back." Yet when she opened her mouth, out came "I'm
going on, with, or without you."

Grengrum did not know what to do. If he let
Amborlaine go on east without him, her father, a man who had never
harmed a sprite, would kill him on the spot. However, if he went
with her, there could be more attacks. But going east he might live
longer than if, he went back to Tinker Town without Amborlaine.

"Ok," Grengrum said, "We will keep going
east."

The three of them unloaded all
non-essentials from the wagons and left them on the side of the
road. It would make steering the wagons easier and they could
travel faster with less fatigue on the mules.

• • • •

"We… a… The caravan…" The Dragonchild was
afraid to give his report.

Dak-Vara took a step closer; reaching out
the mage gripped the servant tightly. The wizard stared deep into
the Dragonchild's eyes. "I will ask you again. Was the orb on the
caravan?" Dak-Vara tightened his iron grip, the magic giving him a
strength beyond his size. Blood began to seep from the
Dragonchild’s arm.

"I… Err… No… NO!"

The mage released his grip. "Then the
caravan is destroyed. Everyone dead, no trace you were ever
there."

The Dragonchild’s arm was bleeding and
broken. His only course of action was to lie to save his life.
"Yes, everyone is dead."

• • • •

The next three days, for Amborlaine, became
a dizzying, exhausting, bombardment of mud, smelly mules,
back-breaking rutted roads and the constant fear of being
attacked.

The day before their scheduled arrival in
Sunbarrow, Laine and the caravan had another encounter. This time
it was not an attack, but the aftermath of one. A small village,
possibly too small to even be on any map, had been destroyed. From
a distance, all she saw was what she believed to be a church,
burned out and leaning impossibly to one side. Structurally the
bell in the steeple would fall with any given breeze.

Then Laine's wagon traveled close enough to
the village to smell the devastation. The wretched smell of death,
blood and burned bodies. Her eyes watered at the smell, she pulled
her cloak over her nose in a futile attempt to block the odor. She
thought she would either vomit or faint. Her tear-stained eyes,
then glimpsed the remains of the inhabitants of the village. That
was something her stomach could not tolerate. Laine spewed vomit
all over the front of the wagon, the reins and on the back of the
mules.

Grengrum set a whip to his mules to get out
of the burned-out village faster. Laine wanted to do the same, but
could not find the small whip amidst the breakfast she had just
expelled.

The rest of the trip Laine did not eat and
drank little. In only four days, she had seen more death and
violence than she had ever imagined was possible. Back when she
begged and pleaded to her Pada to go on this journey, "These are
the Eastern Realms, nothing bad ever happens here." She wished now
that she had been right.

It took a whole extra day for Grengrum's
convoy to reach Sunbarrow. The Halflings were overjoyed to see the
caravans. Amborlaine was relieved to be in the Halfling village—in
a 'civilized' place.

Amborlaine thought civilized might not be
the right term for a Halfling village. The little people were very
civilized in manners and spirit to her and her friends. However,
the overall 'look' of the Halfling village was not.

As a matter of fact, the village wasn't
visible when they arrived. Grengrum yelled, "We're here!" Laine
looked around and saw a hay-barn type structure, probably for
horses and such. A crude small log cabin, some vegetable gardens,
and several fields of crops.
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Brilliant, one of a kind. Johnson’s

fantasy realms continue. - Timothy Paine






