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    Dear Reader:
I extend my heartfelt gratitude to you as you embark on this literary journey with me. As the words unfold, you'll discover that this story has taken on a life of its own.
If you haven't gleaned it by now, I find joy in infusing a touch of whimsy and intrigue into my writing. The creative process is a dynamic and unpredictable companion.
So, here we are, on the cusp of a tale that dances on the edge of the known and the unknown. May the words weave a spell around you, transporting you to realms where imagination reigns supreme.
Last but most importantly, BLAME ALEX and my other EDITORS. That means you, Melissa, ALLIE and D!!!!
E.L. Marr
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The days blur together in a rush of activity, and Chrissy throws herself into the work. Side by side with Jeena, Lotz’s wife, her hands move swiftly, cutting and stitching leather in a steady rhythm. The sharp scent of tanned hide lingers in the air, mingling with the soft scrape of blades and the tug of thread through sturdy fabric.

“This is going to need a bit more give around the shoulders,” Jenna mutters, glancing up at Lotz as she adjusts the straps on the custom harness for the Momma dog, Nenya’s steadfast companion. “Don’t want her to feel too restricted.”

Lotz nods, his fingers working skillfully to attach a buckle. “You’re right. A little slack here,” he suggests, measuring the space with his hands before threading the leather through the clasp.

Chrissy grins at the teamwork, yanking the strap snug. “Perfect.” She gives the finished harness a sharp tug, testing its hold. “This’ll keep her comfy and secure.”

Without missing a beat, they dive into the next task. Leather stretches and buckles snap into place under their hands, the puppies’ collars and leashes taking form with each skilled movement. Chrissy runs her fingers over the supple leather, admiring the careful craftsmanship. “These are going to be stylish and strong,” she says, tossing a leash to Lotz.

“Can’t have the pups looking shabby,” Lotz chuckles, looping a collar through its buckle with a deft flick of his wrist.

From his spot by the workbench, Hammer pounces on a stray tool, sending it clattering across the floor. The pup cocks his head, then lets out a sharp bark before waddling after it. Instead of struggling, he plants his little paws and yanks the tool toward him with his teeth, dragging it back like a prize. 

Lotz snaps his fingers and points. “Hammer, bring me that.”

The puppy’s ears perk up, and he scrambles toward the tool, his little paws skidding across the floor. He grips the handle with his tiny teeth, growling softly as he tugs. The tool drags inch by inch, clanking against the wood. Hammer braces his stubby legs and hauls harder, tail wagging furiously.

Lotz chuckles, shaking his head. “Smart little beast.” He reaches down, ruffling Hammer’s floppy ears before snatching up the tool.

Hammer barks triumphantly, then flops onto his back, paws curled, tail thumping against the floor. He wiggles expectantly, waiting for the belly rub he knows he’s earned.

Lotz crosses his arms, feigning indifference. “Not happening.”

Hammer lets out a dramatic huff, kicking his legs in protest.

With a gruff sigh, Lotz caves. “Fine, you little menace.” He kneels and scrubs his rough hands over the pup’s fuzzy belly, grumbling under his breath.

Chrissy smirks, watching the fierce blacksmith crumble under the charm of his new companion. That pup had definitely found the right home.

They press on, their hands moving with steady purpose, the work flowing effortlessly between them.

The old, small wagon shoved into the corner of the workshop snags Chrissy’s attention. Its wood is cracked, worn by time and neglect, but beneath the damage, she sees potential. Running a hand over the rough surface, she lets out a thoughtful hum.

From her spot nearby, Nenya shifts slightly, her fingers brushing over her dog’s new harness. The steady clang of Lotz’s hammer, the scrape of wood against the workbench, and the subtle shuffle of Chrissy’s movement paint a picture in her mind. She tilts her head, listening intently before speaking with quiet certainty. “That wagon... you should use it for the soldier.”

Chrissy stops mid-step and glances toward her. “What soldier?” Her voice is curious, and her mind is already piecing things together.

Nenya’s fingers tighten briefly on the harness, her voice calm but firm. “The old soldier across from Lotz’s smithy. He lost both his legs in battle. Before that, he never sat still. Now, he barely moves—just sits there, like the world doesn’t matter anymore.”

Chrissy studies the wagon, her lips pressing together. “A wheelchair.” The idea sparks in her eyes, the challenge already fueling her. “Yeah, we can make this work.”

Lotz steps closer, arms crossed, inspecting the wagon. “That thing’s been collecting dust for years, but if anyone can turn it into something useful, it’s you.”

Chrissy cracks her knuckles, sizing up the repairs needed. “It’ll need reinforcement. Wheels might need replacing. But yeah, we can do this.”

Lotz lets out a low chuckle. “You’ll need a carpenter. Metalwork’s one thing, but this? Gonna take more than a forge and a hammer.”

Chrissy smirks, already planning. “Then we find a carpenter. No way I’m leaving it like this.”

"Johns! Get your lazy ass over here, I’ve got a job for you!" Lotz bellows, his voice booming across the yard like a war horn.

Johns halts mid-step, squinting at the blacksmith. "What is it?" he shouts back, irritation lacing his words.

"Get your ass over here so I don’t have to yell," Lotz fires back, arms crossed.

Grumbling under his breath, Johns strides over, his boots scuffing against the dirt. "Alright, what do you want?" he demands, folding his arms.

Nenya steps forward, her expression unreadable. "We want to turn this wagon into a wheelchair for Ramsere," she states, voice even.

Johns blinks, then scowls at the worn wagon. "Huh?" He scratches the back of his head, stepping closer to inspect the damage.

Chrissy wastes no time, motioning to the broken wheels and battered wood. "It’s a device he can use to move himself around—or an animal can pull it," she explains, hands demonstrating the mechanics of a wheelchair. "Think you’re up for it?"

Johns runs his fingers along the frame, brows pinching as he inspects the structure. "Well... hmm..." He taps his chin, considering. "It’s big enough. You could add some small storage on the back, too."

Lotz smirks
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