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  Endorsement


"Beautifully written with an underlying message of helpfulness, hope, staying true to yourself, and accepting that change can be a good, brave thing, Lightning Hunter is an entertaining read that is suitable for all ages."
K. M. Allan, author of the hit YA series Blackbirch.
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For Aleria, my own little Tana, who is not so little anymore.








  
  Lightning Hunter
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There’d been a storm last night. 
Tana popped her head out of the tree bole, eager hands grasping the still-moist branches. She grinned. There’d be lightning caps for sure. 
Inhaling like her life depended on it, Tana drank in her surroundings—the glorious forest of the South Hearkening Woods. Droplets still glistened on the leaves, the early morning sunlight turning them into millions of tiny diamonds throwing rainbows. Crisp and clean, the air tickled her cheeks, carrying bird calls on its refreshing currents, and all around her, the rich smell of humus ignited memories of sunshine. Living underground had its advantages, but she’d never tire of sights and sounds and smells like these, nor of the night sky, or dragonflies, or wildflowers …
A small argument broke out below, and the ladder shook a bit.
All at once, Tana’s face dropped, and a dull ache weighed her heart. She lived between two worlds now, not quite part of either. It had been seven moons since she’d returned from the quest, but home still didn’t feel like home. That experience had changed her in ways she could never have anticipated when she had insisted on coming along with Astariel, and now she didn’t fit in anymore. Gnomes just weren’t supposed to long for the surface like she did. 
No, gnomes were supposed to adore their underground world and all its quirkiness, and feel smug about their self-reliance and ability to elude the notice of even elves. They were supposed to whirl from one thing to the next with carefree abandon, and never think further ahead than the next festival.
And, most of all, they weren’t supposed to have feelings that a good joke couldn’t fix.
Tana’s restlessness had been at its worst over the winter, after the stories of what she’d done and been through were no longer new, and the initial glow of her celebrity status had faded—when life went on as it always had, and she was truly stuck down in the burrow. All the familiar festivities had gone on around her, but she had felt … alien. And … disappointed.
Tana ‘Trouble Bubble’ Fenstone had never been disappointed. Frightened, yes, angry, sometimes—especially with her brother Alton—but Tana ‘True Friend’ Fenstone often felt this now. And very, very alone.
“Hurry up, Tana!” called Dimbal from behind. “We don’t have all day. You staying here or going out?”
Tana threw a scowl at her brother. “I’m going out. Hand me up my staff,” she said.
Dimbal did, and she grasped its smooth shaft, lifting it level with her face. As always, the moonstone orb at its head hovered in its twisted wooden cradle, defying gravity. 
It, too, lived between worlds. 
Tana traced a sigil and spoke over the stone, coaxing it into a soft glow. She listened. 
Droplets falling. Deer grazing. Lizards in the undergrowth. Every sound within a bowshot was amplified and catalogued in the blink of an eye. 
“Safe,” Tana called, and jumped down from the tree. One of the hundreds the gnomes used to exit their burrow, it was situated in a copse far from any forest trail, for their aim today was not a visit to the elven citadel, much as Tana would have loved to wander its treed heights, but to hunt for mushrooms—in particular, lightning caps.
With a couple of dull thuds, her brother Dimbal and sister Zahna landed beside her, her other sister Orpla and eldest brother Alton not far behind. 
“Let’s split up,” he and Tana said simultaneously, but for vastly different reasons.
Alton grimaced, and Tana frowned slightly. This relationship in particular would never be the same, for even though she was the youngest of her siblings, she was the more powerful mage now, and Alton resented that fact. And although his days of being the bane of her existence were well and truly over, so was the freedom of having nothing much expected of her. She’d been instrumental in saving Êravis, and couldn’t just muck about the burrow anymore—not that she wanted to. That was another thing that had changed about her. It was not something any of the other gnomes truly understood—even those in positions of authority—but it was why she had been put in charge of this expedition.
From inside her messy mop of sandy hair, Mist, her fey gecko, sensed her disquiet and chirruped an encouragement. “Okay,” said Tana, “Alton, you go north. Zahna and Orpla, you take the east. Dimbal, west. The south’s mine. We’ll meet back here at noon. Now, let’s hunt!”
She turned towards the south and took a deep breath. This was supposed to be fun. 
Without a backward glance, Tana stepped off, making barely a sound on the wet leaf litter, her lurid cloak somehow helping her to blend in with her surroundings. Over the years, she had embroidered it with every pattern known to gnome- and elvenkind, and then some. Even feathers from the remains of a magic boat trimmed the hood. As she skirted a mound of boulders, putting her out of sight of the secret entrance tree, Mist nuzzled Tana’s cheek. Tana scratched her tiny head in return. They’d been through a lot together, and would get through this uncomfortable time too.
“I do hope we win,” Tana said to Mist. “Maybe then, with this slightly silly success under my belt, I’ll be able to relax and really enjoy myself again—and have something normal to talk about.” 
Being crowned ‘Lightning Hunter’ of the year was quite an accolade, and Tana had actually won a few times. She seemed to have a bit of a knack for finding the mushrooms, and enjoyed their flavour immensely. They were fabulous in savoury pastries. Though not quite as spicy as those fermented into skilin, the beverage all gnomes viewed as their greatest contribution to Êravisian cuisine, lightning caps were a rare treat, as they could only be found after a spring storm. Half the burrow would be out looking for them today, hoping to be the ‘Lightning Hunter’.  
It was a very gnomish achievement. And that’s what Tana wanted—to feel absolutely gnomish again. Not half … something.
Tana scanned the terrain, even levitating occasionally to get a bit of height, but all around was green and brown, with the occasional pop of red or yellow berries. She grabbed a few to munch. What was it about the surface that called to her so? The burrow was just as beautiful, with its glittering rock formations, bioluminescent plants and animals, and gems aplenty. Gnomish stonework, too, was quite renowned, and the playful way bridges and staircases were arranged made every excursion entertaining.
And then, of course, there were the other gnomes—with their laughter, curiosity, and fabulous inventions. Really, being part of burrow life should have satisfied her, like it seemed to satisfy everyone else.
So why didn’t it?
She sighed. The old Tana had been more than satisfied, but the new Tana lived a deeper life. One that she couldn’t share with anyone. Oh, she’d tried—but even those who admired her didn’t change in response, and how could they? She was the one who’d left the burrow, she was the one who’d faced her nightmare, and she was the one who’d caught a glimpse of things far more important than the next feast—the fundamental stuff of life and the Beyond.
Mist chirruped, interrupting her thoughts, and Tana heard excitement in the tone. Burning wood! She’d smelt burning wood, and that almost certainly meant a lightning strike! Tana’s more melancholy thoughts were brushed aside for the moment, and she sucked in an excited breath. The mushrooms would be all over the place at the strike site. Her basket would be full to overflowing! She might even have to improvise another one to hold them all! She quickened her pace. This was it. The title would almost certainly be hers! Maybe someone else would find a strike site too, but they probably wouldn’t be from her burrow. The others from around here would find only much smaller patches. 
Hurrying round some giant trees, Tana clambered over a pile of boulders and up a slight rise—then stopped.
She’d been right. The mushrooms were everywhere, their small glowing caps—reminiscent of a water droplet or tiny flame—held atop long, thin stems. They covered the ground for a good two bodylengths around the base of a tree virtually split in two, its smouldering trunk still wafting little wisps of smoke into the damp forest air. But Tana paid hardly any attention to either the tree or the mushrooms. Instead, she sucked in a sharp breath and bit her lip, frozen.
No. No.  
Weaver’s mercy.
In amongst the glowing caps, a hargryph foal nuzzled its dead mother, trying to wake her. 
No. Why?
Tana leaned heavily on her staff, caught between approaching and fleeing, unable to look away as the baby let out a questioning cry.
Crest raised in alarm, the little creature butted its beak against a head slack and unresponsive, then scratched at the prone equine body with a tiny talon. Letting out a pitiful shriek, the small hargryph cantered hither and thither in distress, immature wings flapping uselessly, then tugged at the charred feathers of its mother’s wing in yet another attempt to rouse her.
A tear slid down Tana’s cheek. The pair must have sought shelter from the storm and … the lightning had found them.
For a moment the little hargryph just stood there, wings extended—watching, waiting, hoping. Then slowly, like a dream dissolving, its wings and crest began to droop. Somehow, it realised its mother was not going to wake up.
With one last keening shriek, the baby hargryph tunnelled under its mother’s wing and lay down beside her, its dark head resting against her rose-grey withers. It now knew the truth, but didn’t know what to do. It would die without her to hunt for it, but it would not leave her. It was too young.
The wood of the great tree continued to smoulder, and a branch fell away, crushing the lightning caps on the far side. Oh no! That was a quarter of the harvest gone! Tana took a step towards the
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