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Content Notes

B ook 1:

  Homophobia (just one character)

  Depictions of mental illness: social anxiety, anger management issues, codepen-
dency, depression including passive suicidal ideation, and PTSD related to death 
/ grief.

  Some scary scenes, mainly monster posturing

  Scenes where a character is followed/watched by a supernatural force

  Light to moderate swearing

  Alcohol consumption; the narrator works in a tavern/restaurant

  Flirtation with multiple love interests for a bit, then one that develops into a wlw 
relationship

  A threatening moment with a dragon Vyover

Book 2: 

  Depictions of mental illness / mental health concerns: anxiety, depression, non-
speciMc phobias, guilt/PTSD, substance abuse (brief reference)

  Sexual content: F/F romance subplot, with kissing and implied other stuN (fade 
to black / not on page).

  Iiolence: Oention of a character being shot with an arrow (they recover). 
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SwordMghting and slinging around of combat magic. 'o one is injured by either 
of the latter.

  ’mplied rewriting of reality / magical retconning in-story

  Alcohol consumption; the narrator works in a tavern/restaurant

  Depiction of a domestic dispute/arguing

  Light to moderate swearing

Book 3:

  2ne demon that isnGt especially scary

  2ngoing side plot about magical retconning / rewriting people1s memories.

  Sexual content: Similar to book 3, there is on-page kissing (f/f) and vague allu-
sions to other oN-page activity.

  Swearing: This time around we have a side character who swears a lot, generally 
P“-”E level cursing. 2ne character makes a rude gesture.

  Iiolence: two battles against supernatural snake-creatures. The main characters 
are also held up by a group of people with swords, though that1s more of 
a 8block your path while brandishing a weapon9 situation and not a direct-
ly-held-at-swordpoint situation.

Book 4: 

   Swearing: Light to moderate.

   Sexual content: 2n-page kissing (f/f); implied m/m attraction, both on-page 
and mentioned

   Iiolence: Some indirect threats

  Threatening/scary stuN: A (super)natural disaster-type threat (a hurricane at 
sea)
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  Heavy topics / mental health topics: Discussion of emotional/mental stress 
caused by social isolation, as well as a mention of depression. A little angst.

  Several mentions of seasickness and a couple of mentions of vomiting (not a lot 
of detail)

  Oentions of religion, both :arth-based and Mctional. The story does not endorse 
any particular one.

Please read at your own discretion.
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Book One, Chapter One. In a 
Forest

I ced coiee nh a,hds I trwode dolh rae tndel,km nh yf hel b,kk .oortA uhoraew .—tf d,f 
rod,f ’ leweh?r raef ,kkp I a,d r,meh oh ,t y,hf cknehrt ,t I co—kds ,hd jr ,t y,hf 

tettnoht nhro yf tcaed—ke ,t gottn.keA I l,t v—tr anrrnhB yf trwnde ,t , raew,gntr nh gwnS,re 
gw,crnces ,hd I l,hred ro y,me rae yotr ob nrA -etndets I mhel ro ke,Se rnye bow yftekbs 
ro Bo o—r lnra yf bwnehdt ,hd a,Se yf olh knbeA Moye ob raey a,d Bohe b—kk/rnkr nhro 
O,wwn,Be uhdCxw Woa,.nr,rnoh ,hd -,.net yodes to knbe l,th?r eJ,crkf ,t nr —ted ro .es 
.—r ra,r l,t om,fA Ne ,d,gredA Ne BwelA

MnggnhB yf coiees I w,h oSew yf tcaed—ke nh yf ae,dA MnJ tettnohts bo—w nh yf oEce 
,hd rlo weyoreA T—tr eho—Ba rnye nh .erleeh ro lwnre horet ,hd gncm —g toye k—hcaA xw 
y,f.e I?d owdew nhA z,as raewe lewe eho—Ba c—re tgort lnra Bwe,r yeh—t ,wo—hd aewes 
,hd nr lo—kd do ye Bood ro Ber toye bweta ,nwA Dhvof nr .ebowe nr?t roo cokd ro Bo o—rtndes 
wnBarp

T—tr ohe eSehnhB tettnoh rohnBars ,hd raeh I a,d rae wetr ob rae hnBar ro yftekbA I o—Bar 
ro c,rca —g oh yf .—dBers I rao—Bars treggnhB o—r nhro rae trweerA uhd do rae dntaetA uhd 
c,kk yf yoyA

I?d .e kfnhB nb I t,nd nr dndh?r a—wrA Paewe l,t , aowwnjc honte ,hd raewe l,t g,nh ’ nh yf 
tndes raeh yf ae,ds lanca l,t aown1ohr,k ,kk ob , t—ddehs aol dnd ra,r a,ggehp Moyeohe 
.ehr oSew yes , trw,hBewA uhd raeh nr dndh?r a—wr ,hfyoweA

H,wmhettA
-nwdtohBA
-nwdtohBp QnBeoht doh?r tnhBA Of efekndt rlnrcaed ,hd tknd ogehA u .k—wwf tg,h ob 

ke,Set ,hd .w,hcaet jkked yf knhe ob tnBarA IhtrnhcrnSekf I g—taed ,r rae .wndBe ob yf hote 
ro ,dv—tr yf Bk,ttetA Paef leweh?r raewes .—r , co—gke yowe .knhmt ,hd I dndh?r heed raey 
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,hfl,fA Pae w—trknhB ke,Set oSewae,d lewe cwftr,k cke,ws c,trnhB cook Bweeh ta,dolt oSew 
ohe ,horaews ta—rrnhB o—r ,kk .—r , bel gehcnk/ranh ta,brt ob t—hknBarA

Nekks om,fA I l,t hor nh , bowetr ranwrf tecohdt ,BoA I l,t ,cwott rae trweer bwoy yf oEces 
oh , cnrf trweerA uhd cohtndewnhB rae k,tr ranhB I weyey.eweds rae ohkf cohck—tnoh I co—kd 
y,me l,t ra,r I l,t de,d ,hd ra,r rae ,brewknbe l,ts detgnre eSewf cotyokoBf I?d eSew ae,wd 
obs , bowetrA Nanca l,t mnhd ob hnces cohtndewnhB toye ob rae oraew ,brewknSet o—r raeweA 

2,hd ro yf g,nh/bwee ae,ds I t,r —g ,ynd cw,cmknhB b,kkeh ke,SetA ur jwtr I rao—Bar yf 
tc,wb a,d coye koote ,hd l,t dw,BBnhB ,B,nhtr rae .,cm ob yf hecms .—r laeh I we,caed —g 
ro ,dv—tr nrs I ro—caed , y,tt ob tnkmf a,nwA I w,h yf jhBewt .,cm rawo—Ba nr ,hd coy.ed 
o—r ke,Set ,hd rlnBtA uhd ho lohdews kfnhB oh rae Bwo—hd nh , bowetrA DJcegr ra,r rlo 
ynh—ret ,Bos I a,d , gottn.kf treweorfgnc,k .—r gewbecrkf tewSnce,.ke tao—kdew/kehBra .o.A  
I coy.ed o—r yowe ke,Set ,hd rlnBt ,hd bo—hd rae ehdt ob yf a,nw y—cas y—ca b—wraew 
,l,f ra,h raef o—Bar ro .es ,kyotr dw,BBnhB oh rae Bwo—hd laewe I t,rA Q—11keds I g—kked 
, a,hdb—k oSew yf tao—kdewA

Pant l,t horAAA I ye,hs nh cokkeBe I?d Borreh anBaknBarts rwfnhB to Sewf a,wd ro koom cook 
,hd Bwolh—gA -—r eSeh ra,r a,d .eeh knmes mnhd ob weddnta/.kohde ,r .etrA Pant l,t .k—eA 
u cke,ws cooks oce,hnc .k—e lnra anhrt ob BweehA

MrogA R—ncm nhSehrowfA zo.odf l,t l,rcanhB eJcegr toye .nwdt I co—kd ae,w .—r hor 
teeA Mos ho lowwnet ,.o—r koomnhB wndnc—ko—ts g,rrnhB yftekb dolhA

zo lnhBtA zor ra,r mnhd ob ae,Sehs ,gg,wehrkfA N,ntr/kehBra a,nw nh , cokow I?d heSew 
eSeh ,rreygreds ,hd I Borr, ,tm rant ae,Seh ,.o—r nrt cohdnrnohnhB weBnyeh .ec,—te lolA 
Of b,ce dnd hor beek knme ynheA ukk rae g,wrt lewe raewes .—r ’ toyeranhB ,.o—r rae 
caeem.ohet ,hd canh teeyed oiA Ma,wgewA uhd raewe l,t trnkk rae b,cr ra,r I co—kd tee 
cke,wkfs lanca I?d heSew .eeh ,.ke ro do lnrao—r Bk,ttet ow cohr,crtA

Naeh I koomed ,wo—hds rae bowetr dnd hor gwod—ce ,hfranhB wetey.knhB , ynwwowA zor 
eSeh , cohSehnehrkf gk,ced gohdA T—tr rweet ,hd toye kol/kfnhB gk,hrtA zo tnBh ob , wo,d 
ow cnSnkn1,rnoh ow eSeh ,hf ankkts we,kkfA T—tr bowetrA Ir l,t Y—ner eJcegr bow rae .nwdtohB ,hd 
rae lantgew ob , .wee1e rawo—Ba rae ke,SetA

ukk wnBarA Pnye ro Ber Sewrnc,kA I troodA N,t I r,kkew ra,h I a,d .eehp Panhhews roos hor 
lntgfs .—r dejhnrekf ranhhew ra,h I?d eSew .eehA Pa,r l,t lenwdA I l,th?r t—we aol ro beek 
,.o—r nrA I?d bo—Bar to a,wd ro ,ccegr yftekb ,hd koSe yf .odfs ,hd I?d a,d , Bood dec,de 
ob ehvofnhB nr raowo—BakfA Ir bekr lwohB ro v—tr BnSe ra,r —gA -—r raewe l,th?r y—ca I co—kd 
do ,.o—r nr wnBar holA
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Pae bowetr .wee1e wnggked rae c,kb/kehBra aey ob , dwett I dejhnrekf l,th?r le,wnhB 
rant yowhnhBA Ir l,t , lanre tkeeSekett tae,ra dwett g,nwed lnra tnygke t,hd,kts rae 
mnhd ob ranhB I ynBar le,w taoggnhB oh , .e,ca S,c,rnohA ukk I heeded l,t , Bn,hr 
t—h a,rs .—r ae,Seh a,dh?r t—ggkned ra,rA

Pae ca,hBe nh ,krnr—de dnd hor weSe,k ,hfranhB .etndet yowe bowetrA Ir trwercaed 
nh ,kk dnwecrnohts wecednhB nhro ta,dolt nh rae dntr,hceA NekkAAA horanhB ro do .—r 
l,km ,wo—hds I B—ettA ”eyey.ewnhB rae debr rwncm I?d teeh Bnwkt do lao a,d yowe 
cohjdehce ,hd kohBew a,nw ra,h ynhes I trooged ro jhd , co—gke ob tr—wdf trncmtA Ir 
room , bel rwnetA -—r eSehr—,kkf I Bor nr —g nh , .—h ob towrts ,hd oi yf .,cmA

I gncmed , dnwecrnoh ,w.nrw,wnkfA Wo—kdh?r rekk laewe rae t—h l,t oSewae,ds ,hd 
eSeh nb I dnds I dndh?r mhol laewe I l,t BonhBA Mo ’ rol,wd ra,r g,wrnc—k,w rwees knme 
,kk rae oraew rweetA 2ewe le BoA

ut I l,kmeds I lohdewed laewe ,kk ob rant c,ye bwoyA Ir l,t .errew ra,h ranhmnhB 
,.o—r lao lo—kd hornbf yf yoy ,hd yf tntrewA I bekr , rncmke ob g,hnc wnte —g ,r ra,r 
rao—Bars ,hd room , deeg .we,raA :ets I?kk Ber ro ra,rA DSehr—,kkfA Naeh I?y we,dfA 
”nBar hol I?d w,raew r,me , l,km ,hd ranhm ,.o—r laewe yf t—.cohtcno—t Bor ,kk ob 
rant tcehewfA xm,fs .w,nhp Ir?t , de,kA

I a,dh?r eJgecred ,hf tgecnjc towr ob ,brewknbeA Ne a,dh?r .eeh w,nted weknBno—t nh 
,hf tewno—t l,fs ,hd ,t ,h ,d—kr I boc—ted yowe oh rae GbeeknhB ob cohhecrnoh lnra 
rae —hnSewte3 .nr ra,h Gla,r a,ggeht laeh le Ber anr .f , c,w cwottnhB rae trweer3 
.nrA Ir a,dh?r teeyed nygowr,hr ro yeA xraew geogke?t .eknebt lewe nygowr,hr nhtob,w 
,t raef ta,ged rae decntnoht ,hd beeknhBt ob raote lao .ekneSeds ,hd I l,t ,kl,ft 
b,tcnh,red ro ae,w ,.o—r raoteA -—r yf olhs lekkAAA I a,dh?r BnSeh nr y—ca rao—BarA

MoF bowetrA Naeh I l,t tnJ ow teSehs I?d Bohe c,ygnhB lnra toye ob yf co—tnhts 
lao lewe yowe —ted ro rant o—rdoowtf towr ob tr—iA I weyey.ew , anme ra,r l,t ,c/
r—,kkf we,kkf b—hs ,hd l,dnhB nh , cweems ,hd ,h —hranhm,.ke h—y.ew ob yotY—nroetA 
4ood vo.s t—.cohtcno—ts ednrnhB o—r rae yotY—nroetA

Pae a,nws rao—Bas ra,r l,t lenwdA I dndh?r a,Se ,hf g,wrnc—k,w cohhecrnoh ro ,hf gewtoh 
ow jcrnoh,k .enhB lnra a,nw knme ra,rA Ib ,hfranhBs nr weynhded ye ob , bel cknehrt I?d 
a,d laeh I?d lowmed nh fo—ra tewSncetA xhe dwel ek,.ow,re y,hB,/trfke jBar tcehet nh , 
hore.oom laeh ae dndh?r l,hr ro r,kmA xhes ,brew BnSnhB tnhBke/tfkk,.ke ,htlewt bow rawee 
tettnohts tr,wred ro r,km ro ye laeh I ,tmed ,.o—r rae taol oh aew P/tanwrs lanca degncred 
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, cwold ob .nB/efed mndt lnra lnkdkf cokowed a,nwA uhd ,gg,wehrkf y,Bnc golewtA I ae,wd 
,kk ,.o—r nr eSehr—,kkfA

Paef lewe Bood mndtA Paef ,kk leweA -—r I?d lowmed lnra to y,hfs ,hd to y,hf ,d—krt 
.ebowe ,hd ,brew raeyA Naf a,d ra,r coye —g holp

Mo b,w I a,dF W,ygnhB rwng lnra co—tnhtA uhd w,hdoykf tekecred cknehrt? ehrewr,nhyehr 
gwebewehcetA xm,fA ur ke,tr nr l,t ge,ceb—k ,hd .e,—rnb—kA :o— co—kd do lowtes I B—ettA

Paeh yf troy,ca BwolkedA Na,rp Naf lo—kd fo— ,dd a—hBew nhro rae ,brewknbep ;oods 
t—wes la,r?t rae b—h ob erewhnrf lnrao—r occ,tnoh,kkf ehvofnhB , .nr ob caocok,re ow toye 
Bood .,w.ec—es oa d,hB nrs ra,r ohkf y,de ye yowe a—hBwfA

Qk—tAAA oraew geogkeA I aoged I?d jhd toye oraew geogke toyernye nh erewhnrfA I cwotted 
yf ,wyt ,B,nhtr , t—ddeh tanSewA Ib rant l,t toye anBaew golew?t nde, ob oSewcoygeht,rnhB 
bow raote rnyet I bekr .—whr o—r ,r rae ehd ob rae d,fs lekkAAA I?y towwfs m,wy, ow 4od ow 
la,reSewA I r,me nr .,cmA I koSe geogkeA :o— v—tr a,Se ro mhol fo—w knynrts ra,r?t g,wr ob rae 
laoke de,kA

Paete lewe hor Bood taoet bow l,kmnhB nh , bowetrA Paef lewe Bood taoet bow trwokknhB 
,kohB , gwoyeh,deA -—r rae Bwo—hd l,t keSek ,hd yottfs ,hd rae lowtr I a,d ro rw,Sewte 
l,t , bel dwnbrt ob ke,SetA I y,de Bood gwoBwettA ucwott la,rs bow la,r dntr,hces I a,d ho 
nde,A O,f.e rant bowetr l,t nhjhnreA

;nh,kkf I tgorred , .wnBar tgor nh rae dntr,hces oi ro rae kebrs ,hd ca,hBed yf co—wte 
trw,nBar bow nrA u lntg ob wntnhB tyomes , hel tcehr nh rae ,nw ’ ,hd jh,kkf , cke,w SnelA u 
trohe corr,Be trood nh , cke,wnhBs nh , gook ob Bokdeh t—hknBarA Ih bwohr ob nrs , behce y,de 
ob .w,hcaet ,hd rlnhe t—wwo—hded , rndf B,wdeh b—kk ob c—krnS,red gk,hrtA xi ro rae tnde 
trood , tr,cm ob jwelood ,t anBa ,t yf tao—kdewA Myome wntnhB bwoy rae canyhef ye,hr 
, jwe nhtndes wnBarp Ir ye,hr geogkeA I co—kdh?r trog BwnhhnhB ,t I l,kmed —g rae g,ra ob 
yottf trohet ,hd mhocmed oh rae .k—e/g,nhred loodeh doowA

ubrew yf tecohd wo—hd ob mhocmts rae rog a,kb ob rae doow tl—hB ogehA Ib I?d trogged 
ro lohdew la,r towr ob .enhB I?d ny,Bnhe knSnhB nh rant d,wknhB knrrke ao—tes I lo—kd 
gwo.,.kf a,Se oSewtaor rae ,Be .f ranwrf ow bowrf fe,wts .—r oraewlnte rae olhew ob rae 
ao—te l,t gewbecrkf t—nred ro nrA Mae l,t , loy,h y,f.e reh fe,wt okdew ra,h yes bowrf/jSe 
ow tos lnra , kohB d,wm/g—wgke gohfr,nk b,kknhB oSew aew tao—kdewA Pae rog a,kb I co—kd tee 
l,t dwetted nh , .k,cm .odnce lnra ey.wondewed ke,Set ,hd !olewt ckny.nhB —g ,hd dolh 
rae te,yts ,hd k,fewt ob hecmk,cet y,de ob e,wraehl,we ,hd loodeh .e,dt ,hd gokntaed 
,y.ewA
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Mae B,Se ye , c,—rno—t tynkeA G2ekkoA uwe fo— aewe bow , ca,wyp3
GI ’ doh?r mhol la,r ra,r nts3 I tr,yyeweds rawolh oi .f yf olh Sonces anBaew ,hd 

tobrew ra,h nr tao—kd a,Se .eehA GI ye,hs nh cohreJrs ,hfl,fA I?y towwfs I teey ro .e kotrs 
,hd rant nt rae jwtr .—nkdnhB I?Se teehA ;nwtr ,hfranhB I?Se teehA DJcegr bow rweetA 5aA3 Of 
h,ye .—yged —g ,B,nhtr rae .,cm ob yf rawo,rA Ir teeyedAAA trw,hBe ro t,f nrA Pa,r h,ye 
.ekohBed ro toyeohe I dndh?r teey ro .e ,hfyoweA Nanca l,t wndnc—ko—ts yf ndehrnrf 
l,th?r rae t,ye ,t yf koomtA I l,t , .enhB ob g—we ehewBf ow la,reSew hols l,th?r Ip I 
co—kd .e , .enhB ob g—we ehewBf lnra , howy,k a—y,h h,yeA GI?y W,raewnheA3

G2,1eks3 rae loy,h t,ndA
Gznce ro yeer fo—s 2,1eks3 I t,ndA
GI doh?r ranhm I?Se teeh fo— dolh nh Wwftr,k.wooms3 tae t,nd bwoy .eanhd rae 

a,kb/doowA I rao—Bar I t,l , tanyyew nh rae ,nw ,wo—hd aews knme knBar we!ecred oi l,rew 
ohro , l,kkA -—r raeh nr l,t BoheA

2,1ek?t Sonce l,t tooranhB detgnre rae rw,ce ob c,—rnoh nh rae lowdtA Paewe l,t , mnhd ob 
nhrehrnoh,k tobrhett ,.o—r nrs knme tae y,de ,h eiowr hor ro tge,m roo ko—dkfA Irt —hdewkfnhB 
gnrca l,t kols ,hd .erleeh ra,r ,hd , co—gke ob oraew rwnSn,k ranhBt I we,kn1ed tae l,t 
gwo.,.kf rw,htA Mo ra,r l,t hnceL nr lo—kd t—cm ro tgehd erewhnrf lnrao—r oraews ,t yf 
bwnehd HeSnh lo—kd nhtntr oh t,fnhBs yey.ewt ob rae w,nh.ol y,j, ,wo—hdA

H,yhs yf bwnehdtA 5BaA uhoraew ranhB I lo—kd ranhm ,.o—r k,rewA Ir?t hor coyg,wr/
yehr,kn1nhBs om,fp Ir?t gwnownrn1nhBA I l,t a—hBwf ,hd kotr nh , bowetrA I co—kdh?r trog ro 
ranhm ,.o—r HeSnh?t ,rr,cayehr ro ,hhofnhB tk,hBA

-ec,—te 2,1ek a,d v—tr ,tmed ye , Y—etrnohA MoyeranhB ,.o—r Wwftr,k.woomA GI doh?r 
mhol laewe ra,r nts3 I t,ndA GI v—trs —aAAA lome —g nh rae bowetr , knrrke .nr ,BoA3

Gxa63 2ew ,rrehrnoh ta,wgehedA Gu 7ntnrowp3 Paewe l,t , lenBar .eanhd rae lowd ra,r 
B,Se nr ,h nhSntn.ke c,gnr,kA GO,f.e fo— o—Bar ro coye nhA I doh?r ranhm I a,Se ,hf ca,wyt 
ra,r lo—kd t—nr fo—s .—r rae merrke?t ohA3

Mae tl—hB rae .orroy a,kb ob rae doow ro yeer rae rogs ,hd fets ob co—wte aew ehtey.ke 
l,t coygkered lnra , kohBs tleegnhB .k,cm tmnwrA I ,kyotr bowBor ro ,dynwe nr ,t I tregged 
,brew aew nhro rae corr,BeA

I a,d ro Ber rae ,brewknbe ro y,me ye ohe ob raeteA u jwegk,ce room —g , lnde tg,h ob 
rae oggotnre l,kks ,hd , coggew merrke a—hB oh , aoom oSew rae !,yetA ukk ob rae oraew 
l,kkts eJcegr laewe wo—hd lnhdolt koomed o—r nhro rae rweets lewe knhed lnra g,cmed 
.oomtaekSetA -—hdket ob aew.t a—hB nh wolt bwoy rae cenknhBs kehdnhB raenw ,woy, ro 
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rae tyekk ob .oomt ,hd gorgo—wwnA Paewe l,t eSeh , trwnged ow,hBe c,r ko,jhB oh ,h 
—gaoktrewed ,wyca,nwA

G2,Se , te,rs3 2,1ek t,nds yornohnhB ro rae ca,nwt ,wo—hd rae r,.ke ,t tae ae,ded bow 
rae jwegk,ceA I room , te,rA

Ih , ynh—res 2,1ek .wo—Bar oSew , cew,ync re,gor ,hd jkked rlo e,wraehl,we y—Bt 
lnra re,A I c—gged yf a,hdt ,wo—hd ynhe ,t I eJgwetted yf ra,hmts hor we,kkf heednhB 
rae l,wyra to y—ca ,t rae coybowrA

GMos —yAAA3 I .nr yf kng ,t 2,1ek terrked nh ,cwott bwoy yeA GI?y , 7ntnrowp3
GuaA Ir teeyt toA3 Mae tr—dned yf b,ceA GPao—Ba fo— y,f .e tnygkf c—wted lnra 

yeyowf kottA W,h fo— weyey.ew ,hfranhBp3
Gxa t—wes I weyey.ew gkehrfA T—tr horAAA aeweA xw nh rant .odfA3
2,1ek ke,hed .,cmA G:o— lewe nh , b,hr,trnc,k lowkds ,hd raeh ’ aewep3
GNekkAAA3 G;,hr,trnc,k3 l,t anBakf cohreJr/tgecnjcs l,th?r nrp I cohtndewed aew c,t—,k 

yehrnoht ob c—wtet ,hd ca,wytA Paeh I cohtndewed ,hrn.nornct ,hd rae nhrewherA G:o— 
co—kd t,f ra,rA3

Pae loodt lnrca hodded decntnSekfA G7ntnrows raehA Pant a,ggeht toyernyets fo— teeA 
Qeogke taol —g lnra ,yhetn,s ow t,f raef?Se wecoSewed yeyownet ob , bowyew knbeA 7ntnrowt 
rehd ro a,Se golewb—k y,Bncts ,t lekkA ;ow Bood ow nkkA3 Mae y,de , ty,kk a,hd Betr—we I 
dndh?r wecoBhn1es ,t nb ro l,wd oi .,d k—cmA Pa,r tanyyew !,taed rawo—Ba rae edBe ob yf 
Sntnoh ,B,nhA MnkSewA 9nme , wn..oh c—wknhB rawo—Ba rae ,nws v—tr bow ,h nhtr,hrA

GI doh?r ranhm I a,Se ,hf y,Bncs3 I y—tedA GNo—kd I mhol nb I dndp3
G:o—?kk mhol laeh nr y,hnbetrts3 2,1ek taw—BBedA 
T—tr raehs yf troy,ca decnded ro y,hnbetr ,h etgecn,kkf ko—d Bw—y.kes ,hd yf caeemt 

!,yedA 
2,1ek ca—cmkedA G2—hBwfp3
GMowwfs3 I t,nds ,hd gncmed —g rae re,A Ir lo—kd .e roo aor ro dwnhms .—r I heeded , 

dntrw,crnohA 
xaA Pae d,wm t—wb,ce ob rae re, l,t we!ecrnSe eho—BaA I tr,wed nhro rae y—B ,t 2,1ek 

Bor —g ,B,nhA
Pa,r l,th?r yf b,ceA zor ,r ,kkA Nnde efets toye d,wm cokow I co—kdh?r derewynhe 

rawo—Ba rae re,/rnhred we!ecrnohA Q,ke tmnhs ra,r y—ca l,t gwerrf tnynk,wA ;nhe be,r—wets 
hor , tnhBke knheA I ye,hs I yontr—wn1eds .—r Behernct ,hd trwett lewe c,rcanhB —g lnra ye 
,t I ckoted nh oh bowrfA zol I koomed ho okdew ra,h rlehrfA

0



2,1ek ter toyeranhB ae,Sf oh rae r,.kes ,hd I v—ygeds tkotanhB rae re,A I ter dolh yf 
y—B ,.w—grkfA G5yA 9nme I t,nds rant nth?r yf .odfA I a,Seh?r we,kkf teeh yf b,ce ferA3

Gzor ro fo—w knmnhBp3 2,1ek ,tmed c,web—kkfA
GI/I ye,h nr?t jhes nr?t hnces I ranhms ,hd I?y a,ggf ,t , loy,hs nr?t v—tr ’ trw,hBeA uhd 

fo—hBA I?y ranwrf/jSes we,kkfA N,tA3
2,1ek k,—Baeds ,hd room rae knd oi rae cew,ync v,w tae?d ter oh rae r,.keA Mae ter , 

a,hdb—k ob coomnet oh , knrrke gk,re ,hd g,tted raey ro yeA
N,th?r raewe , yfra ,.o—r rae bood ob rae —hdewlowkd .enhB Bkowno—tkf lohdewb—kp 

xw l,t ra,r rae bood ob rae Bodtp Dnraew l,fs 2,1ek?t coomnet Y—,knjedA I ranhm I b—kk/oh 
tY—e,ked ,brew rae jwtr .nreA Paef a,d cnhh,yoh ,hd BnhBew ,hd .wolh t—B,w ,hd raef 
lewe cwntgf ,r rae edBet ,hd fets tees ae,Seh heedt coomnet knme rantA I jh,kkf r,tred rae re, 
I?d .eeh tr,wnhB nhros ,hd ra,r l,t , knrrke .nrrew ,hd !,Sowed lnra toye yowe aew.t ow 
tgncet ’ ,hntes y,f.ep ’ ,hd y,de , koSekf cohrw,tr lnra rae coomnet? tleerhettA

I w,Sed .erleeh .nret ,hd tngtA Of troy,ca jh,kkf trogged coygk,nhnhBA uhd laeh 
I?d jhntaed rae gk,re ob coomnets I t,r .,cm ,hd bokded yf a,hdt oSew yf helkf/yotrkf/!,r 
.ekkf ,hd bekr a,kbl,f howy,k bow rae jwtr rnye tnhce I?d lomeh —gA

GPa,hm fo—s3 I tnBaedA GPa,r l,t v—tr la,r I heededA3
2,1ek B,Se , co—wrkf knrrke hodA GPa,r?t la,r I dos trw,hBewA3
Gxa ’ la,r nt nr fo— dos eJ,crkfp3
GI jB—we o—r la,r geogke heeds3 tae wegkned cwfgrnc,kkfs raeh ck,wnjeds GI?y , lnrcaA I 

y,me ca,wyt ,hd gornohtA3
GPa,r?t b,tcnh,rnhBA Mo nr?t y,Bncp3
GT—tr , rw,ces3 tae t,ndA GzoranhB .—wht ow Boet tr,ke .ebowe nrt rnyes ra,r mnhd ob ranhBA 

Ir?t horanhBA3
I k,—BaedA Pwned roA 4nBBkeds we,kkfA GNaewe I coye bwoys raewe doeth?r teey ro .e ,hf 

y,Bnc ,r ,kks to ra,r?t nygwettnSe ro yeA3 Po .e b,nws toye geogke .ekneSed nh nrA I v—tr dndh?rA 
zor eSeh ,trwokoBf ow r,wors lanca l,t , rog rnew Snok,rnoh ob rae 4,f 9,df Wodes .—r nr 
v—tr heSew tgome ro yeA xraew geogke co—kd Ber nhro nr ,kk raef l,hreds I lo—kdh?r v—dBeA

2,1ek?t gohfr,nk tknd ,cwott aew tao—kdew ,t tae rnkred aew ae,dA GMo la,r do fo— dos 
laewe fo— c,ye bwoyp Ho fo— weyey.ewp3

I cohtndewed rae trwnhB ob kerrewt ,brew yf h,yes e,ca ter a,wd/loh lnra ao—wt ob tr—df 
,hd —hdewg,nd cknhnc,k lowmA uhd ho.odf aewe lo—kd a,Se ,hf ck—e la,r raef ye,hrs 
lo—kd raefp
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GI?y , raew,gntrs3 I t,nds ,hd ,r aew .k,hm kooms lehr ohs Gu co—htekowA Qeogke coye 
ro ye nb raef a,Se eyornoh,k ow yehr,k ntt—et raef l,hr ro lowm ohA uhd I kntrehs ,hd 
aekg raey r,km rawo—BaAAA3 I rw,nked oiA 2,1ek?t eJgwettnoh a,d Bohe lnde/efeds ,kyotr 
bwnBarehedA Pae tnkSew trwe,m !ncmeweds ,hd I .knhmedA

2,1ek?t Sonce l,t a—taedA G:o—?we , deyoh tk,fewp3
Gu la,rp3
Pae trwe,m !ncmewed .,cm nh knme knBarhnhBs tokndnjeds conked ,wo—hd rae lood lnrcaA 

MnkSew r,koht d—B nhro aew tao—kdewtA I tr,BBewed o—r ob yf te,rs g—tanhB rae ae,Sf 
loodeh ca,nw .,cmA u ta,ge ,t kohB ,t I l,t r,kks kohB ,hd th,meknme lnra ,r ke,tr tnJ keBt 
ra,r I co—kd tees cnwcked ,wo—hd 2,1ek ,hd d—B nrt ck,lt nhro aewA Irt tmnh l,t ynwwowed 
tnkSews we!ecrnhB , v—y.ke ob l,wy .wolht bwoy rae lood ,hd y—red Bweeht bwoy rae 
aew.t ,wo—hd —ts ,hd eSeh , Bknygte ob yf trw,hBe .k—e/Bweeh a,nwA u wol ob .—whnhB 
wed efet ogehed ,kohB nrt .,cms Bk,wnhB nh ,kk dnwecrnohtA I fekgedA Of ae,wr a,yyewedA 

ur jwtr I rao—Bar I l,t BonhB ro g—mes lanca lo—kd a,Se .eeh , l,tre ob coomnet 
,hd re, .—r —hdewtr,hd,.ke —hdew rae cnwc—ytr,hcetA Pae beeknhB trwehBraeheds ,hd 
hos nr bekr knme yf k—hBt lewe BonhB ro .—wtrs knme I heeded ro tcwe,y —hrnk I l,t o—r 
ob .we,raA Of .odf a—yyed lnra rehtnohA ;nh,kkf I co—kdh?r aokd .,cm ,hfyowe ,hd 
trogged aokdnhB nr nhA

I dndh?r tcwe,ys rao—BaA
u tgaewe ob BkolnhB .k—e ehewBf eJg,hded bwoy yf caetrA Ir tl,kkoled ye ,hd 

2,1ek ,hd rae tnkSew yohtrew ,hd rae r,.kes —hrnk le trood —hdew , a—yynhB doye ob 
knBarA I tr,BBewed ,t rae rehtnoh dnttng,reds ,hd trood —he,tnkfA

Ihtnde rae doyes rae r,.ke l,t Bohes ,hd rae loSeh w—Bt —hdew nrA Pae Bwo—hd 
l,t cw,cmed e,wras ,hd lnhd langged ,wo—hd —ts g—kknhB rae trncmt o—r ob yf a,nwA I 
Bw,..ed bow raeys ,hd raeh kotr raey ro rae lnhdA Paef !el ,l,f ,hd .—whed —g ,t 
raef anr rae doye lnra , g—wgke !,taA I co—kd tee rae corr,Be o—rtnde rae doyes b,wraew 
,l,f ra,h nr tao—kd a,Se .eehs .k—wwfs rae cokowt d—kkedA Pae ow,hBe c,r trood —g oh 
rae te,r ob rae ,wyca,nws r,nk anBas g—ied —g nh ,hBew ow be,wL nrt eJgwettnoh teeyed 
bwo1eh nh rnyeA

2,1ek tk—yged oh rae Bwo—hdA Pae tnkSew cwe,r—we aoomed nrt ck,lt nhro aews roo 
y,hf efet tr,wnhB ,hd .knhmnhB ,kk ,kohB nrt .odfA I we,caed o—r ro Bw,. nr ,hd g—kk nr 
ois hor we,kkf ranhmnhB ,.o—r la,r I nhrehded ro do ,brew ra,rA -—r yf a,hdt g,tted 
rawo—Ba nr ,t rao—Ba nrs ow Is leweh?r we,kA
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Pae lood lnrca y,de , to—hd a,kbl,f .erleeh , k,—Ba ,hd , to.A GI tao—kd a,Se 
mholhA3

Should have known, rae ranhB ecaoeds nh , w—y.ke ob oSewk,ggnhB Soncet knme , dntr,hr 
cwoldA

GNa,r nt nrp3 I y,de ,horaew Bw,. ,r nrs .ec,—te la,r ekte co—kd I dop Pae lnhd aolked 
nh yf e,wtA Of a,hd g,tted rawo—Ba rae cwe,r—we ,B,nhA

GIr?t , deyohs3 2,1ek th,ggedA GIr?t yf deyohA Ir?t la,r I detewSeA Naf do fo— ranhm 
I?y o—r aewe ,kohep3

Out here alone alone alones rae deyoh y—wy—wedA Irt tnkSew .odf taohes ,hd nrt efet 
Bkoled .wnBarew ,r aew lowdtA

I co—kd ny,Bnhe rae tewehe r,getrwnet I?d cokkecreds rae gnkkolt oh rae co—cas rae bwe/
Y—ehrkf wetrocmed .oJ ob rntt—etA I co—kd ae,w , do1eh cknehrt? SoncetA I deserve this.

Na,r co—kd I dos eygrf/a,hdeds mholnhB horanhB ,.o—r rant gk,ce ow rant aowwn.ke 
cwe,r—we ow ,.o—r rant loy,h ,hd aew trw—BBkep

Na,r I ,kl,ft dndA Na,r I l,t Bood ,rA
I t,r dolhs cwott/keBBed oh rae .,we dnwrA -,cm trw,nBars a,nw langgnhB ,wo—hd yf b,ce 

nh rae B,keA
G2efs 2,1ekp3 I rwned ro to—hd ,t Behrke ,t I co—kd ,hd trnkk .e ,—dn.ke nh rae lnhdA GI 

mhol fo— doh?r mhol ye Sewf lekkA -—r I l,hr ro aekgA Naewe I coye bwoys yf vo. l,t 
kntrehnhB ro geogkes ,hd aekgnhB raey jB—we o—r aol ro tokSe raenw gwo.keyt ow knSe lnra 
raeyA3 I wetred yf a,hdt oh yf mheets BwnggnhB raey , knrrke ro beek yowe tr,.keA GMo I 
B—ett fo— co—kd t,fAAA yf cknehrt jBar deyohtA uhd I aekgA3

2,1ek l,th?r , cknehrs rao—BaA uhd to I we,kkf tao—kdh?r .e donhB rantA -—r rant l,th?r 
we,kkf raew,gfs enraewA Pa,r nhSokSed , kor belew knrew,k aekk/cwe,r—wetA I?d jB—we ra,r ,kk o—r 
k,rewA

Mae v—tr k,—Baed —hdew aew .we,ras ,h eJa,—tred to—hd ra,r rae deyoh gncmed —g ,hd 
k,fewed nhro oSewk,ggnhB ecaoetA Irt ynwwowed c—wSet wnggkedA

GW,h fo— rekk ye laewe rant ranhB c,ye bwoyp Naf nr?t .oraewnhB fo—p3
GIr?t la,r deyoht dos3 2,1ek t,nd !,rkfA GPaef beedA xh raote lao g—kk raey nhA3
GQ—kk raey nhp3 5BaA I to—hded knme rae deyoh bow , tecohds ecaonhB aew lowdtA -—r 

I l,th?r yocmnhBA
GNnra le,mhettA3 Weakness, ,Bweed rae deyohA G;e,wA Hetg,nwA Ir dw,lt raeyA uhd 

raef beedA3
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Pant deyoh?t .ea,Snow cewr,nhkf .owe ra,r o—rA Ir Bkoled lnra t,rntb,crnoh ,r 2,1ek?t 
debe,red roheA

G2ol do fo—s —ys Ber wnd ob raeyp3
GI doh?rA3 2,1ek trw,nBarehed —g bwoy rae Bwo—hds gwoggnhB aew .odf —g oh aew 

a,hdtA I co—kd tee , deyoh?t ck,l gnewcnhB .erleeh rae k,fewt ob hecmk,cetA GI Ber o—r 
nhro rae loodt laewe ho.odf c,h .oraew yes eJcegr laeh raef l,hr toyeranhBs ,hd 
,r ke,tr raeh I c,h .e —teb—kA -—r raef trnkk lantgew .eanhd yf .,cm laeh I Bo nhro rolh 
bow t—ggknetA3

Whisper whisper whisper.
NaeweSew rant l,ts I rao—Bars nr l,th?r ae,SehA
GI c,h tee raey watching eSewf treg I r,meA 9nme raef?we l,nrnhB bow ye ro t,f toye/

ranhB bookntaA3 Pae deyoh?t y,hf efet h,wwoled ,t nr dwel nh golew bwoy aew lowdtA
G:o— a,Se v—tr ,t y—ca ob , wnBar ro Sntnr ra,r rolh ,t ,hfohes3 I t,ndA
GI t—ggotes3 2,1ek y—rrewedA Pae deyoh anttedA Irt we!ecrnSe tmnh d—kkeds .w—taed 

,k—ynh—y w,raew ra,h gokntaed treekA u co—gke ob rae efet .knhmedA Hnd rae lnhd v—tr 
c,ky dolh , knrrkep

I w,h , a,hd oSew yf a,nwA Guwe raewe ,hf geogke nh rant rolh ra,r fo— rw—trp3
2,1ek hoddedA GMoyeA xb co—wteA Moye t—ggknewtA uhd yf weB—k,w c—troyewtA3 Pae 

deyoh?t antt r—whed nhro ,h ,hBwf w,rrkeA
GHo fo— ranhm ,hf ob raey ynBar l,km ,kohB lnra fo—s heJr rnye fo— Bo nh bow 

t—ggknetp3
Mae dndh?r wegkf bow , ynh—res y—kknhB oSew rae t—BBetrnohs hor ,BweenhB lnra ye ow 

lnra rae y,hf/efed aowwowA I tanbred yf gotnrnohs we,kn1nhB ,t I dnd to ra,r Bw,tt a,d 
tgwo—red ,cwott rae Bwo—hd —hdew rae doyeA T—tr , jhe a,1e ob Bweehs rae dwf dnwr trnkk 
Sntn.ke rawo—Ba nrA -—r nr a,dh?r .eeh raewe , ynh—re ,BoA

GPaote beeknhBt ynBar trncm ,wo—hds3 I t,ndA Guhd nr?t ,kk wnBar nb raef doA Paef ,weh?r 
fo—w b,—krA Paef a,Se , h,ye bow nr laewe I coye bwoyA Ir?t Sewf coyyohA3 Pae h,ye 
social anxiety lo—kdh?r ye,h ,hfranhB ro aews ,h nhc,hr,rnoh lnrao—r golewA

Mae trnkk a,dh?r ,htleweds .—r rae Bw,tt trnkk Bwels tobrehnhB rae Bwo—hdA Pae doye 
,.oSe —t a—yyed Y—nerkfs ,hd rae lnhd a,d dlnhdked ro , Behrke .wee1eA

Gukk wnBars3 2,1ek t,ndA GI?kk rwf nrA3
Alone, rae deyoh nhtntredA Weakness. Despair. -—r nrt ecaonhB Soncet lewe yowe 

dntr,hr holA
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2,1ek  Bk,hced —g rol,wd yes ,hd I  tynkedA  Pae r,whntaed cwe,r—we lw,gged 
,wo—hd aew rlnrcaed —hcoybowr,.kfA 2,1ek we,caed —gs room aokd ob nrs ,hd g—kked 
nr kootes ,t rao—Ba tae lewe geeknhB nSf oi , l,kkA Nnra , w—trknhBs lantgewnhB honte 
ra,r y,de , tanSew w—h —g yf tgnhes rae deyoh dntnhreBw,redA

Pae doye ,.oSe —t .—wtr nh , taolew ob tg,wmts ,hd rae corr,Be w—taed .,cm nhA I 
room yf te,r ,r rae r,.ke ,hd ae,Sed , tnBaA

GIr?kk .e .,cms3 2,1ek t,nd Y—nerkfs ,hd tngged aew re,A
I dnd rae t,yeA GI mhol fo— c,h jBar nrA3
Mae tynked lwfkfA GMo rant nt la,r fo— dop3
I tcw,rcaed rae .,cm ob yf ae,ds .k—tanhB ,B,nhA GI B—ett toA3
G2eaA Heyoh/tk,fewA I mhel nrA3

Ir l,t ohkf e,wkf ,brewhoohs nr r—whed o—rA uhd I dndh?r l,hr ro nygote oh rae ohkf 
gewtoh I?d yer nh rant lowkds .—r I dndh?r a,Se ,hflaewe ekte ro BoA Mo I r,BBed ,kohB 
lanke 2,1ek lehr o—r ro B,raew gornoh coygohehrt nh rae loodtA

GMao—kd I rwf ro .kehd nhp3 I ,tmeds ,t le bokkoled , g,ra I co—kdh?r tee .—r tae 
mhel .f ae,wrA GIt .enhB , 7ntnrow toyeranhB geogke ,ccegrp3

G2yyA Ootr doA Moye y,f jhd nrAAA3 Mae koomed —g nhro rae rweets te,wcanhB bow 
, lowdA GH,—hrnhBA I t—tgecr fo—w .nBBetr ntt—e y,f .e oraew 7ntnrowtA Moye c,h 
.eAAA rewwnrown,kA3

GuaA MPant rolh?t hor .nB eho—Ba bow rae .ora ob —ts? a—ap3
GIr?t , y,wmer rolhs3 2,1ek taw—BBedA Gxhe ob rae k,wBew ohet nh rant weBnohA3
I ker nr g,ttA zor nygowr,hrA GI B—ett rae golewt lo—kd BnSe ye ,l,f eSehr—,kkfs 

lo—kdh?r raefA3
GDSehr—,kkfs raef ynBarA3 Mae koomed oSew aew tao—kdew ,r yeA G:o— koom knme , 

a—y,h oraewlnteA Mo nb fo— l,hred ro meeg nr tecwers fo— ynBar .e ,.ke roA3
I tr—y.ked oSew , rwee woor nh yf t—wgwnteA G2—y,h ,t oggoted roAAAp3
GDkSet ow owct ow .e,trbokms3 tae t,nd c,t—,kkfA
5a/a—aA Mo I dned ,hd lehr roAAA , weh b,nweA xw toyeranhBA GAAAIhrewetrnhBA3
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G:o—w h,ye nth?r rfgnc,ks3 2,1ek t,ndA Gzor bow a—y,hmnhd how ,hf ob rae oraew bokmA 
Mo fo— ynBar l,hr ro ca,hBe nrA3

G2yyA3 I koomed dolh ,r rant —hb,ynkn,w .odf ,B,nhs ,t le l,kmedA Ir teeyed jrrnhB 
ro caoote , hel h,yeA GNa,r lo—kd .e rfgnc,k bow , a—y,h loy,hp3

GNekks toyeranhB knme uewkfhhe ow 2nkBweds ,wo—hd aewes3 2,1ek t,ndA
O,f.eA I rao—Bar ,.o—r 2,1ek?t h,yeA z,r—we h,yet lewe , ck,ttncA utm yf bwnehdt 

P,kk Oott ,hd Maowr Ootts lao a,d , laoke ,wB—yehr ,.o—r nr .ec,—te Oott ”A a,d .eeh 
nh rae Bwo—g kohBews .—r Oott WA a,d a,d rae h,ye kohBewA Mo eSehr—,kkf toyeohe tr,wred 
c,kknhB raey P,kk Oott ,hd Maowr Ootts ,hd raef —hnred nh raenw ,hhof,hce ,r rae wetr ob 
rae Bwo—gA

G:o—w h,ye nt gwerrfs3 I t,ndA Gz,r—we h,yet ,we hnceA Qeogke a,Se raote laewe I coye 
bwoys rooA3 

I?d c,—Bar —g lnra 2,1ek?t kohBew trwndes to I t,l aew .k—taA Gxas lekks ra,r?t yowe 
coyyoh ,yohB ekSets ,cr—,kkfs .—r —as fo— c,h nb fo— l,hr roA3

2yyA Qwo.key l,ts I mhel ettehrn,kkf horanhB ,.o—r h,r—weA I kebr ra,r ro P,kk Oott 
,hd N,fkne ,hd rae wetr ob rae Bwo—g lao lehr o—r c,ygnhB lanke rae wetr ob —t cohrnh—ed 
ro tle,r rawo—Ba t—yyew nh rae cnrfA ;ewhp ”ol,h l,t , rwees l,th?r nrp I cohtndewed ,hd 
dntc,wded rae nde, ob c,kknhB yftekb M,gganweA Ir l,t gwerrfs .—r I dndh?r l,hr ro .e dejhed 
.f toyeranhB to o.Sno—t ,t yf hel a,nw cokowA

Na,r mnhd ob h,ye dnd I l,hrp W,raewnhe l,t jhes , knrrke okd/b,tanohedL I —t—,kkf lehr 
.f W,r o—rtnde ob lowmA Nanca lehr ,kohB lnra yf ao—wBk,tt jB—we ,hd angtrew Bk,ttet 
.w,hd ob beyyeA 7nhr,Bes w,raew ra,h okd/b,tanohedA

u yeyowf tl,y —g o—r ob yf ae,ds ,hd I mhelA
G9,Sehdews3 I t,nd ,ko—dA
G9,Sehdewp3 2,1ek tynkedA GIt ra,r la,r fo— l,hrp3
GI ranhm toA3 u l,wy beeknhB tgwe,d rawo—Ba yf ynddkeA G:etA Of Bw,hdyoraew Bwel 

k,Sehdew nh aew .,cm f,wds laeh I l,t , mndA I weyey.ew rae tcehr ob nr to lekkA No—kd ra,r 
.e , trw,hBe h,ye aewep3 

G2yyA Qeogke ynBarAAA3 Mae d—cmed aew ae,dA GPanhm fo— caote nrA3
GI dnd caoote nrs toA3
Gxm,f raehs3 tae t,ndA Gznce ro yeer fo—s 9,SehdewA3
Gznce ro yeer fo—s 2,1ekA3
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Chapter Two. Welcome to 
Crystalbrook

I ’d needed to sleep eventually. Since I didn’t have anywhere else to go, Hazel piled 
up a bunch of blankets and pillows on an already comfortable-looking sofa, and I 

slept like a log. And when I woke up, I wasn’t somewhere else. I was on the sofa, with 
the cat curled up on my chest. Over breakfast — pheasant eggs, toast and sauteed 
mushrooms, along with more tea — Hazel drew me a map to town and insisted that 
I take some money. For my services, she said, clearly making an excuse of it. My dress 
didn’t have any pockets — again, not heaven — so I carried the handful of coins in 
a little bag on a string around my neck, tucked under the neckline. I could feel the 
weight of it as I walked along the trail through the trees that became a path and then, 
eventually, a dirt road.

The sun rose in the sky. A new day. I hadn’t woken up in oblivion, or in my old 
life, or in some cloudy wonderland with WuCy-winged people in togas. I had a new 
life now, somehow. I’d try to make the most of it.

I still hadn’t processed what happened. I knew that, frowning as I walked along 
the edge of the dirt road. In the distance, cows and sheep grazed in a 1eld, and I 
watched them as I  turned my thoughts over.  It  didn’t feel  safe to sit  with what 
happened, not yet. I wanted a place to stay where I could have some privacy and 
stability. Hazel’s hospitality had been greatly appreciated, but that wasn’t the same.

I’d 1nd a home. Then I’d come to terms with what happened to me.
3hich was why I found myself approaching the charming market town of Brystal-

brook. The stream that probably gave the town its name rushed past across the farmlands, 
spanned by an arched stone bridge. A cart pulled by two horses clattered across the bridge, 
its wooden wheels rumbling over the stones. I stepped oC to the side to let it pass, and 
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returned the driver’s wave. At 1rst I thought the driver was human, but then I saw the 
pointed ears.

The cart pulled past me. It was loaded with wooden crates and barrels. jefore it pulled 
too far away, I managed to trace Sugar on the side of one of the barrels. The letters were 
full of unfamiliar shapes, but the meaning still rose in my head. Huh.

A light breeze lifted my hair as I walked across the bridge’s arch. On the other side, the 
bridge met a cobblestone road lined closely with one- and two-story houses. Ahead of 
me, I saw more pedestrians and a horse-drawn cart or two, and a family of geese ran past 
at an intersection. Pot rush-hour traRc by any stretch, but a lively morning. I folded up 
Hazel’s map and tucked it into the bag around my neck. 3hatever happened next, I’d 
reached my destination.

After a couple more blocks, I stepped into an open s4uare where merchants sold all 
manner of goods from tents and stalls — fruits and vegetables, bundles of wool tied up 
with twine, stacks of 1rewood, even a stall full of crystals and charms. 3hen I paused to 
admire this last stall, a hissing sound made me :ump, and I looked up to the tent’s roof 
to 1nd a dragon no larger than a ?omeranian eyeing me suspiciously. It stretched its little 
wings out, lowering its head on a long neck to study me.

Don’t stick your fingers out where they can be bitten off seemed like good advice for 
dragons as well as unfamiliar dogs, so I suppressed my urge to wave and say Nice dragon 
and :ust hurried on by.

The breakfast Hazel had cooked this morning would keep me satiated for hours to 
come, so the food stalls weren’t tempting right now. And I worried about what lodging 
would cost. So the coins in my little bag stayed put, even as I passed a stall full of brightly 
dyed clothing. I had to bite my knuckles and walk faster. jut I made it.

A few more blocks later, :ust past a raucous game of kickball between half a dozen 
little kids, I found some potential lodging. It loomed over the houses around it, at least 
two stories of brick and timber and scrolled decorative trim. The painted sign hanging 
above the door said The Two Claws Inn, arching around a crest of two paws meeting in a 
handshake. “emembering what Hazel had casually mentioned about beastfolk, I took a 
deep breath and opened the door.

It was a pleasant summer morning outside, but inside the air was cool and smelled 
like baking bread. My eyes took a minute to ad:ust to the dimmer light, cast by lanterns 
hanging from the walls and from beams in the ceiling. 3hen I was able to see, I recognized 
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the layout of the room as a bar, or a restaurant; round tables scattered across most of 
the room, booths along the walls, bar across the back with stools pulled up in front 
of it. Inn meant a couple of diCerent things, back in the day, didn’t itE Hmm. I had 
been hoping for some sort of hotel. Maybe they had those, too.

Yjar’s closed,U a low, rumbly, slightly mu5ed voice called. A big, dark head poked 
out from a curtained alcove oC to the side behind the bar. I did my very best not to 
:ump. The rest of the bear followed, 1lling up a good bit of the space behind the bar 
and nearly reaching the ceiling. YOr are you looking to rent a roomEU

YI was hoping to rent a room,U I said, biting oC sir :ust before it left my mouth. I 
wasn’t entirely sure I could correctly gender a talking bearG wouldn’t any bear voice 
be low and rumblyE The bear wore a dark red vest covered with embroidery. Pot 
much of a clue. YHow much are theyEU

YFour silver a night.U The bear picked up a glass delicately in one set of claws and 
began to polish it with a towel.

Hazel had given me twelve silver coins. /nough for three days. Pot counting food. 
I bit my lip. It was probably reasonableG I wasn’t 4uestioning her gift or the price of 
the inn. jut math was not on my side.

So... I needed a source of income that was more reliable than waiting around for 
someone beset with demons to come by. I’d worked in restaurants in high school 
and all through undergrad. My skills were rusty, but I bet they’d come back.

For example; I put on my winningest smile, hoping it looked as winning on this 
face. Maybe even more. Yjy any chance, are you hiring waitstaCEU

The bear looked down a long, furry nose at me. Y?erhaps. Pew to townEU
YVes. jut I worked in restaurants for years—Y Lh, it was unlikely this sort of world 

had child labor laws. So that might add up after all. U—back in my old town.U
YHmm.U The bear set down the glass and started on another. Y3hat brings you 

this wayEU
I’d love to know that myself. jut now that I was here, I had a real answer. YI’d :ust 

like some steady work, and 1gure out what to do next.U
YAll right. Suppose a trial run wouldn’t hurt. 3hen can you startEU
Y“ight away,U I chirped.
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The bear picked up something from behind the bar and walked around to the front 
with a slow, deliberate bipedal gait. I looked up from the bear’s enormous back paws to 
see what was being oCered to me; a bucket and a cleaning rag.

I took them. My smile didn’t waver. Po problem.

3hile I wiped down tables and swept the Woor, I managed to wring some chitchat out 
of my new boss. It turned out he wasn’t unfriendly, :ust taciturn, and seemed 4uite 
willing to answer any of my newcomer’s 4uestions. His name was Kustav, and he managed 
the Two Blaws with his partner “ene. The inn had been around for generations, but 
they had added a restaurant since going into business together. Pow the bar7restaurant 
brought in most of their business, having become a social hub for BrystalbrookG the 
rooms upstairs only occasionally hosted traveling merchants or a Jisitor passing through 
on an adventure.

I nodded knowingly at this, and asked about the local cuisine.
I got plenty of opportunities to 1nd out that evening. As the sun began to sink 

outside, a person crashed through the front door so suddenly that I dropped my broom. 
Scrambling to pick it up, I felt myself blushing under the new arrival’s scrutiny. She was 
easily six feet tall, muscles on muscles on... plenty of other features, with short dark hair 
and sage-green skin. A bit of a smirk exposed some very prominent teeth.

Y/vening, Vahz,U Kustav rumbled from behind the bar.
YAnd to what do I owe the pleasureEU The orcish woman continued to smirk.
YPew server, probably.U The bear closed the book he’d been reading.
YOh, no, we’ll shatter this little thing.U The orcish woman swept into a courtly bow 

in front of me. YMilady. ?lease accept my apologies for what is certain to transpire this 
evening.U

3as this... was this WirtingE I wasn’t used to reading the expression on a mouthful of 
tusks, but I could swear it was. So I curtsied. YMa’am, I assure you I am more resilient than 
I may look at 1rst.U jesides, YlittleUE I’d gained a good six inches of height in this whole 
escapade. Still, she could’ve picked me up in one arm and done a bicep curl.

Y8avender,U I added. Y?leasure to meet you.U
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YVahzghash,U she said. YI’m the chef here. And the only kitchen staC. Till Kuus 
and “ene get me some help,U she added loudly over my shoulder.

YVes, yes,U Kustav said absently. Y8avender, bring that broom here, would youE 
It’s nearly time.U

I did, and then washed my face and hands in the kitchen tucked behind the bar. 
The Two Blaws didn’t have any uniform to give me, but Kustav scrounged up a 
human-sized apron. Meanwhile, Vahzghash poked at the 1re Kustav had laid in the 
enormous potbelly stove and laid out some knives on the counter. “ecognizing a 
routine in progress, I stayed out of the way, and followed Kustav back out into the 
bar to await our 1rst customers of the night.

If the Two Blaws were located in my previous city, it would be full of people my 
former age, taking pictures of their food and trying to impress one another about 
their knowledge of microbrews. The humble decor was misleading, is the thing. The 
drink menu was limited; ale,  mead, cider,  and half a dozen spirits,  which hardly 
anyone ordered. Kustav mostly pulled tankards of ale and cider from the giant kegs 
behind the bar. Once I hit my stride, I ran drinks all over that stone-Woored dining 
room like a pro. 3hich... I was now. 9ind of. I was constantly on the move. I en:oyed 
the view of some nice-looking ladies and some nice-looking gentlemen and some 
nice-looking people whose gender I couldn’t 4uite pin down but who cares anyway.

jut the real draw of this place, it turned out, was the food. I carried trays and trays 
of food out of Vahzghash’s kitchen, pot pies and hearty soups and fresh baked 1sh 
and steaming loaves of bread and giant bowls of salad. Tonight’s menu was short 
enough to 1t on a chalkboard behind Kustav’s bar, but every single item looked 
delicious, and people ordered all of them.

jetween tables I ran back into the kitchen with a 1stful of coins I’d gotten as tips. 
The chef was ma:estically at work at the stove, so I steered clear, 1shing the money 
pouch out from under my sundress. The coins :oined those I’d gotten from Hazel, 
and the pouch lay heavily against my chest.

Four silver a night for a room — could I aCord it after allE I had to go somewhere. 
Still.  I’d worry about that later.  Vahzghash turned and pushed a platter of sliced 
chicken across the worktable toward me. “ight, the table in the corner, all the guys 
with the fancy velvet suits and capes. I grabbed a serving tray and loaded it up.
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The guys in the velvet suits ordered a truly staggering amount of mead, complained 
about the countess they worked for and all the suitors traipsing around her castle, and 
tipped me in gold. A catfolk woman knocked over a shot onto the Woor and innocently 
cleaned her whiskers as I brought out the mop. A group of orcs played dice in the table in 
the corner, and one claimed my presence was lucky, that he threw sixes every time I passed 
by. I said I couldn’t stick around, but I blew on the dice for him. There was a small lover’s 
4uarrel and a couple of drunken makeouts in shadowy corners, unrelatedly. Someone, I 
wasn’t sure who, stepped on my sandaled foot with a very heavy boot.

Midway through the night, after the dinner orders had slowed down, another guy in a 
cape banged in through the door. I set down a tankard and glanced up. 0ust a kid, maybe 
seventeen, with wild black hair. His out1t was all black edged in silver, thick with buckles 
and :eweled accents. I wondered if he’d missed the group from the countess’s castleG they’d 
headed out a while ago.

He stalked to a table in the middle of the room and sat down by himself. I whisked over 
and took his order — grilled salmon and water, sparing me the whole ordeal of 1guring 
out what the minimum drinking age was here and if they even had one. 3hen Vahzghash 
1nished the order, I brought it out to his table.

YI don’t know you,U he said, instead of anything one might usually say in that situation, 
such as thanks or can I get a slice of lemon.

YOh, yes, I’m new in town,U I said, as though I hadn’t said it thirty times that night. 
YMy name’s 8avender. Brystalbrook’s such a lovely town.U

YSir Solan,U he said, as if I should know that already. YMageknight.U At least the title 
was fairly clear from context.

Then he dug into his grilled salmon, clearly uninterested in further chitchat, so I moved 
along to another table. Over the next half-hour, as I ferried drinks and plates around the 
dining room, I sensed the mageknight studying me — not the gossipy curiosity or playful 
Wirting I’d sensed from others throughout the night, but a keen, suspicious glare.

Visitors can be territorial, Hazel had said. So was this guy another oneE Someone who 
had woken up from the real world into this placeE

There was no way to ask in a crowded bar, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to start pro-
claiming my identity yet anyway. So I pretended I didn’t see it. I cleared his table when he 
1nished and accepted his payment to turn over to Kustav at the bar. He didn’t tip. Pot a 
single coin.
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Outside, a big silvery moon rose. The Wow of customers rose and fell and then 
slowed, until 1nally Kustav watched the last one leave from his place behind the 
bar. I straggled up, allowing my fatigue to show at last, and climbed onto one of the 
bar stools.

YHow’d I do, jossEU
The innkeeper calmly polished the bar with a cloth. YIuite well,U he said. “each-

ing behind the bar, he 1shed out a pawful of coins and deposited them in front of 
me. I beamed and scooped them up. My little money bag was near to bursting, and 
sure, most of it was copper, the smallest-value coin of the realm. jut a reward for a 
:ob well done is a beautiful thing.

YAre we done, jossEU Vahzghash called from the kitchen.
Y3e’re done,U Kustav con1rmed. YBome on back, 8avender.U
A good meal is  another beautiful thing. Vahzghash laid out an epic spread of 

leftover food, and I nearly kept up with the six-foot orc lady and the talking bear. 
3hile I yawned over my last empty plate, the swinging door let in a fox about as tall 
as me, wearing a dark green tailored :acket.

YMorning, darling,U he greeted Kustav with a kiss on the snout. — Okay, so that 
kind of partner, too. Bute. He snagged a slice of bread from a basket. YMorning, 
Vahz. And who’s this lovely additionEU

I introduced myself, and of course this was the other proprietor of the Two Blaws, 
“ene. He would take over running the place tomorrow. Today. 3hatever time it 
was. I yawned again. Vahzghash cleaned up her stove and counters and headed out.

YSo, uh... I guess I ought to reserve a room.U I pulled out my money bag. YFour 
silver, rightEU Half of what I’d made tonight, not counting tips.

“ene and Kustav exchanged a meaningful look. Y3e’ve got some space in the 
attic,U “ene said apologetically,  with a Wick of one ear.  YIt’s  not bad, really.  3e 
wouldn’t charge you a thing.U

YHate to take back your pay on your 1rst day,U Kustav rumbled.
So I accepted the little lantern Kustav gave me and followed his fox husband up 

three Wights of stairs to the attic. “ene led me between the stacks of boxes and barrels 
to the far end, where a little guest room had been set up — :ust a bed and a table 
and chair, but I was so tired that I honestly did not care. I assured the fox innkeeper 
it would work for me, and he went back downstairs.
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The string holding my money bag was beginning to chafe the back of my neck. I pulled 
it over my head and set it on the table, along with the lantern. 9icked oC my sandals. 3ell, 
that was the entirety of my worldly goods, sorted out. I blew out the lantern and collapsed 
onto the bed. 0ust a little bit dusty. jut not bad, actually. Pot bad.
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Chapter Three. Just Your 
Friendly Local Demon Slayer

I  woke up to the sound of birds chirping, and to sunlight streaming across my 
face. Squinting against it, I lifted my hands, and then wound a lock of the long 

aquamarine hair around my Yngers. Lep. Still here.
-ast time I actually was twentyvish, I would haBe rolled oBer and gone back to 

sleep for another four hours. ’ut apparently my brain didnTt get the memo, because 
before long I was up and stretching.

Mhe white sundress didnTt seem too wrinkled after a night working in a taBern and 
then being slept in. ?agic, maybeE xAtremely triBial yet Bery useful magicE Still, I 
yearned for a change of clothes. ;nd a bath would be nice, too. I bent forward in 
another stretch, then leaned back. ?y hair wasnTt tangled, eitherO it slid silkily back 
oBer my shoulders. Rkay, deYnitely magic. Mhough it would be nice to pull it back 
for a change. Mhis place couldnTt haBe inBented elastic,  but I would be Yne with 
some ribbon or something.

If I didnTt haBe to start work till three hours past noon, as Fene had mentioned 
last night, there would be plenty of time for all these items on my new tovdo list.

Jirst, I sat at the table and counted out my little pile of saBings. I had no idea what 
clothes cost here. Mhey would be handmade, and I knew that wouldnTt come cheap, 
rightfully so. I couldnTt Yll a whole closet. “ust some alternatiBes to my arriBal outYt.

-eaBing some of the money stacked up on the table and the rest in the bag around 
my neck, I slipped my sandals on and headed down all those stairs to the bar. Fene 
sat behind it now, writing Ygures in a big ledger book with a quill pen.

!;h, -aBender,  good morning” I  hope you slept wellE  Mhe kettleTs  on in the 
kitchen, and some odds and ends for breakfast.2
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!Cuite well, sir, I was tired right out.2 ?y stomach grumbled, betraying my interest in 
breakfast. ;fter that dinner last nightE Uome on, stomach. Mhis body ran through fuel 
like an SVj. ?aybe magic reBBed up your metabolism.

Still, there was no point in passing it upO I went back to the kitchen and Ylled up on 
the bread and cheese and blackberries and tea laid out there. If meals were included with 
this zob eBery day, it really was a lucky Ynd. Seemed that way.

Rnce I was satiated, I asked Fene where to Ynd the bathroom. Mhere was a confusing 
backvandvforth in which I clariYed that I knew where the toilets were, down the hall, but 
not a bathtub per se.

Mhe foA innkeeper seemed a little nonplussed, but gathered that I came from a further 
town than heTd originally assumed, and eAplained how it worked. Mhere were kettles 
inBolBed. ;nd oldvfashioned wooden washtubs. I considered the three Wights up to the 
attic.

!?aybe later,2 I said. !’efore I start work. I think ITll do some shopping Yrst.2
It was still early in the morningO in the market ITd passed through yesterday, merchants 

set up their awnings and laid out their wares. ; bakery was already hard at work, wafting 
delicious smells out wheneBer a customer opened the door. I passed a blacksmith where 
an orc man hammered some iron into a horseshoe at a blaHing forge, a grocery where 
a human woman set out cabbages and parsnips in neat displays, and house after house 
decorated with Wower boAes in the windows.

I thought about my neighborhood, my o—ce, my Mhursday schedule. 3hich I would 
miss, now. JoreBer. ?y chest tightened with sadness, and I swallowed hard. ;ll my adult 
life, ITd striBen to balance my career and my social life and my personal interests, and all 
of them were gone. ’eing a therapist was my lifeTs work, the thing that felt the most like 
making a di:erence in the world, and all of a sudden it felt as though ITd hardly gotten 
started.

Someday, could I work here as a therapistE 3ould the people in this world eBen know 
what it meantE Uould I haBe a little o—ce in one of these buildings and adBise elBes and 
orcs and beastfolk on their emotional issuesE

I remembered 4aHelTs demon, mirrored and maleBolent. I remembered the power that 
had risen in me to create the space for 4aHel to combat it. 4ow common were those 
demons in this worldE xBen if they were rare, they seemed to add to peopleTs su:ering, 
and I wouldnTt stand for that.
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’ut what could I do about itE
I kept walking, passing a church to a god I didnTt recogniHe, a stable with horses and 

carriages to rent, a doctorTs o—ce, an alchemistTs shop with a window display of bottles 
in eBery hue. It really wasnTt that small of a townO I neBer passed down the same street 
twice in my wandering.

Jinally, I found a tailorTs shop. Mhe tailor was an elderly elBen man, with a young male 
orc apprentice who dwarfed him at the counter. I repeated my !new in town2 story, and 
said ITd like a set of clothes or two N nothing fancy. Mhe tailor looked me up and down, 
rubbing his chin, and asked a few questions about the sort of work I did and my budget.

I said I wanted to keep the style simple, coBetously eyeing the dresses on the manv
nequins near the window N two layered and beaded masterpieces in emerald green 
and winevred. I had absolutely nowhere to wear such a thing. Sighing, I focused on the 
present.

;t Yrst, I kept my order practical. Vnderwear and socks. I had my measurements 
taken and ordered some work pants and a buttonvup shirt that would suit the days I had 
to clean the restaurant. I got a couple of ribbons to tie my hair up. I asked the tailor for 
some recommendations for shoemakers in town. Jinally, I couldnTt hold back anymore 
and went for the rack of sample dresses.

Mhe tailorTs shop had a Ytting room in the back with three tall oBal mirrors arranged 
facing one another. I absconded with an armful of dresses and closed the door behind 
me. Mhe sundress got shucked o: my head and left in a pile on the Woor. Mhe creamvcolv
ored fabric of the Yrst sample dress felt a little rough against my skin in comparison. 
Jlashing back to the time ITd let my friend ?arius drag me to the renaissance faire, I 
wiggled the bodice down oBer my head and shoulders and got it seated around my torso. 
; long, Yddly bit of adzusting the laces followed. It snugly cinched the dress around my 
body. I took a deep breath and looked up into the mirrors.

I mean.
Mhat wasnTt me. ; hand lifted to brush back my hair, and it wasnTt my hand and it 

wasnTt my hair. ;nd that still felt wrong, on some leBel. ’ut.
Mhis body lacked basically eBerything ITd once had in the chest department, but the 

bodice did the Bery best it could. I turned to admire N lament N well, to inspect my 
slimmer hips and... ; swish of the kneevlength skirt conYrmed it. ;ll right, it was pretty 
eAcellent from this angle too.
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Jacing front,  I  smoothed the bodice down oBer my sides.  ITd neBer been this 
willowy type. xBentually ITd come to terms with that, after wasting way too much 
time in my youth feeling inadequate. I knew how to dress my real body, and enzoyed 
doing so. ’ut... it might be fun to learn how to dress this one, too.

xBen in a neutral color with dashed lines and measurements inked into the fabric, 
the dress was Wattering, and more comfortable than I might haBe guessed at Yrst. I 
had to order one. ;t least one. N Settle, Uat N -aBender. “ust one for now. SaBe up 
for whateBer your new future holds.

Jirst, I Wounced around the Ytting room for a bit, until the tailor called through 
the door if I needed assistance. ’lushing Biolently, I hurried to unlace the bodice 
and return the Yrst dress to its hanger.

I tried the other two ITd grabbed with a little more speed. Mhe Yrst was too much 
like the sundress ITd landed in N Yne, but I already had one. Mhe third was similar 
to the Yrst, with longer sleeBes and a calfvlength skirt. I had my decision after all.

?ost of the clothes were customvmade, so I would haBe to wait for them. Mhe 
tailor took a few more measurements and zotted down notes about what I preferred. 
4e had strong opinions about what colors would suit my hair and skin, howeBer, 
so I conceded to those. In the meantime, his apprentice packed up what could be 
gathered readyvmade from the shop5 the underthings and socks, the shirt, and the 
hair ribbons. Uonsidering other outYt options, I  asked whether they carried any 
readyvmade skirts, and found one in a muted purplevgray color that Yt Yne.

4ugging my paperv and twinevwrapped bundle, I found the shoemakerTs shop 
the tailor had recommended. 4ere, at least, there were enough readyvmade options 
in stock to suit what I needed. I wasnTt looking for anything elaborate here eitherO I 
didnTt need the tall heeled riding boots with tooled designs in the leather, no matter 
how pretty they were. I got some simple slippers and some sturdier shoes that would 
go with the pants and shirt. Mhe shoes and my order at the tailorTs had nearly wiped 
out my cash reserBes, so I turned back toward the Mwo Ulaws.

;long the way, I passed through the market again. It was a bit after noon, and the 
stalls were crowded with shoppers. I waited for a rider on a gray horse to pass before 
crossing to the center of the square.

; Boice rose in a shout somewhere o: to my right. !I said, get out of my way!2
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I turned instinctiBely. ; Wash of red tickled the corner of my sight. ‘ear one of the 
stalls, two human merchants pulling goods in hand carts had nearly collided. Rne cart 
sat askew on the road, one wheel up on the curbO its owner sat stunned neAt to it. Mhe 
other merchant stood menacingly oBer the Yrst, hands drawn up into Ysts. ;round his 
hunched shoulders, a hulking shape shimmered in the air.

Mhe pressure in my chest began to build. ‘ot in front of all of these people” I hurriedly 
set down my packages and took a step toward the arguing merchants. !SirE ?aybe you 
ought toN2

!34;ME2 Mhe standing merchant whirled toward me. ?y Bision clouded, and I 
clutched my chest, desperately hoping to contain the power welling up inside it.

Moo late. I couldnTt hold it. It burst forth, bubbling up into a shimmering dome. Mhe 
carts and the other merchant were displaced like a funhouse mirror, further away than 
they should haBe been. Mhe noises of the market cut out, replaced by a roar of wind. Mhe 
cobblestoned street under us was now parched earth.

Mhe demon manifested, looming oBer the merchantTs head5 a massiBe creature of 
cracked rock and ooHing laBa and Wame. Its face was a zumbled pile of rocks, and I couldnTt 
see any eyes at all, zust a zagged gash of a mouth. I blinked. Kid they all look di:erent, thenE 
3as this a clue to the su:ererTs condition, or was it unrelatedE

!3ho are youE2 the merchant growled.
!ITm a N a therapist,2 I said. !?y name is -aBender. I can help you learn to control the 

demon. If you would like help. If you donTt, ITll be on my way.2
Mhe man tensed his shoulders, and the demon gouted Wame from its glowing seams. 

’ut then he looked at the ground, and at the other merchant heTd threatened. 4e took 
the cap o: his head.

I took another step forward. !xBerything inside the magic circle is secret. ItTs N itTs a 
sacred Bow, for the person who wields this power.2 ;nd it was. It was a silly way of putting 
it, but it absolutely was. I didnTt haBe consent forms here to sign. Instead I raised my hand 
as if to a mirror. !Ko you agree to talk with meE2

Mhe demon rumbled like a distant earthquake and pu:ed up, swelling as though fueled 
by deeper Yres inside it. Mhe merchant scowled at my o:ered hand. I waited. ‘o pressure. 
I had to trust that if he said no, the magic would disperse. It had to, if it were truly a 
manifestation of my own abilities.

!4ow do you control itE2 the man muttered.
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!It depends on where it came from,2 I said, realiHing as I did so that there might 
be a literal angle to that statement now as well.  I meant that it depended on the 
source of the emotional state that drew it, not whateBer hell dimension spawned 
the demons. ’ut I also nodded at my hand meaningfully. !Lou donTt haBe to tell me 
your name, sir. ’ut you do haBe to agree to speak to me.2

!Jine,2 he growled, and met my hand with his. ; Wash of light washed out from 
the point of contact, and the swirling dome oBer us solidiYed into a soft blue energy 
Yeld, blocking out the Biew of the marketplace. Mhe wind calmed and the ground 
smoothed oBer, becoming bare soil. Feady to grow.

I sat down, glad my new bodyTs zoints were happier with this position than my 
old oneTs would haBe been. Mhe merchant remained standing, arms folded. ’ehind 
him, the laBa demon cast orange shadows oBer his shoulders.

!4ow long has this demon followed youE2
4e scratched his head. !I had to haBe been fourteen, Yfteen. “ust starting to work 

on my own.2
!3hat was it likeE2
!Jine at Yrst.  ?ade me feel like I was righteous.2 4e paused, looking o: into 

the distance. !7owerful, you knowE 3hich is a great feeling, Gspecially at that age. 
’ecause youTre trying so hard to grow up.2

!Rh, deYnitely. 8ids get up to so much trouble, trying to grow up as fast as they 
can. Ko you haBe any of your ownE2

;t this, his face fell, and after a frustrated moment of trying to Ynd words, sat 
down on the ground across from me. 4is hands hung down between his knees. Mhe 
demon hoBered oBer him, gloating.

!I do. Mhree and YBe.2 4e almost glanced behind him. ; riBulet of whitevhot 
molten rock dripped from the laBa demon and dematerialiHed before it reached the 
manTs neck.

!It scares the kids,2 the merchant said, his Boice hitching. !It comes out,  you 
know, sometimes, and it scares them, and that only makes it worse.2

Mhe laBa demon Wared bright. So the children could see it. Uould eBeryone see 
these demonsE 7erhaps so. ’ut seeing a problem isnTt the same as knowing what to 
do about it. Mhat was as true here as anywhere ITd eBer been.
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!Lour children can be a reason to Yght it,2 I said. !ITm sure it will be best if they haBe 
less eAposure to such things. ’ut more importantly, they can haBe a father without this 
presence taking a toll on him.2

4is hands curled back into Ysts. Murning around and halfvrising, he yelled at the 
demon, !Uurse you, ruining their liBes too”2 It only grew at the accusation, Waring up 
with gouts of Wame.

I took a deep breath. !Sir. Jrom what ITBe learned about demonsN2 letTs skip the fact 
that it was two days ago N !they donTt create the, letTs say, the situation. MheyTre drawn 
to whatTs already there, and add to it.2

!LouTre blaming meE2 4e wheeled around, and the demon loomed beyond his head, 
leaning toward me.

Sure, the laBa dripping part was new. ’ut ITd had chairs thrown at me, curses hurled 
in my face, eBen spit at once or twice. Mhis wasnTt eBen my tenth rodeo. !I donTt think in 
terms of blame,2 I said calmly. !“ust actions, and consequences, and responsibility. ’ut 
because of that, I belieBe you can control it. 3ith practice. ;nd maybe eBen driBe it away 
someday.2

7redictably, the demon reacted by roaring and hissing steam out of the cracks in its 
stony hide. ’ut the man sat back down and listened.

;nd we started to talk.
In the strange, di:use light under the magic bubble, I couldnTt tell how much time 

passed. xnough to talk about how it felt to lose control of his anger, about how heTd 
learned to deal with it by yelling, how that neBer really helped for long. xnough time to try 
out some breathing eAercises, to talk about other ways of eApressing feelings, to consider 
how a bad moment might be allowed to pass by instead of fueling itself and growing.

It was not enough time, it turned out, to driBe o: his demon. It remained hoBering 
behind him, glowing maleBolently. ’ut I could swear it had shrunk.

It’ll be back, 4aHel had said. ’ut no  di—cult problem was YAed all at once. Mhat didnTt 
make the attempt futile.

3hen the merchant had run out of things to say, the ground was carpeted in grass. I 
shifted to sit on my heels and bowed my head. !Mhank you for your time today. I know 
you can keep up the Yght on your own, but if you eBer want to talk with me, I work at 
the Mwo Ulaws Inn. RkayE2

Mhe merchant nodded. !Rkay.2
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I got up, he got up, I felt the magic dome dissolBe, and the Boices and hoofbeats 
and footsteps of the market Wooded back around us. Mhe demonvridden merchant 
o:ered a hand up to the merchant still sitting on the ground by his cart.

!Sorry, Stefan,2 he said gruJy. !3asnTt your fault.2
I stooped to retrieBe my package. ;round us, I saw people whispering to one anv

other. Rne mimed a dome with their hands as they did. Kripping my shopping haul 
against my chest, I made a quick eAit between the stalls and into the surrounding 
streets.

It seemed little time had passed, but my magic had been witnessed all the same. 
Mhe merchant could say what he liked about our meeting, or keep it a secret if he 
wanted to. ITd keep quiet and see what happened.

’ack at the Mwo Ulaws, I Ynally requested that hot bathwater from Fene, and 
lugged a washtub and two steaming kettles up to the attic room. It wasnTt eAactly a 
day at the spa, but it helped me unwind after this afternoonTs eBents. ;fterward, I 
washed the white sundress and all the underthings that the afterlife had gifted me, 
and draped them oBer some nearby crates to dry. I got dressed in the dustyvpurple 
skirt, the o:vwhite shirt, and the Wats ITd bought, and pulled my stillvdamp hair up 
in a high ponytail. Mhen I ran down the stairs to start my shift.

It was a busy night. ’oth KustaB, freshly awoken, and Fene were on the zobO Fene 
helped me wait tables while KustaB minded the bar. LahHghash kept the culinary 
eAcellence Wowing out of the kitchen. I had pockets to slip my tips into N maybe 
this was heaBen after all.

’ut I began to oBerhear some gossip.
I swear I saw a flash of light in the marketplace, and then that jerk Karl stopped 

his bellowing for once. 
Really? Think she’s a mind-mage? 
Oh no, she seems so sweet. Doesn’t Karl have a demon, could she be a demon slayer? 
Oh maybe, maybe...
It seemed eBeryone knew about demons. I Yled that tidbit away while I cleared a 

table. ’ut not eBeryone could deal with them. ?aybe if I focused on that aspect, I 
could eAplain what my work meant. Mhough I didnTt want to only deal with demons. 
; nice long conBersation about boundaries or anAiety management, seated on a 
couch in an o—ce, would almost seem relaAing right now.
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7atrons with less tact asked me about the incident, eyes hungry for intel. I smiled 
and brushed o: the questions and reYlled more drinks.  xBentually Fene retired 
to bed, leaBing me to work the Woor. Mhat gaBe me more opportunities to escape 
awkward conBersations, slipping from table to table as needed. 

’ut at last the night ended, and I Wopped down on a barstool once again. KustaB 
poured a glass of cider and pushed it toward me on the bar.

!3ellE2
I was already halfway through a sip. -owering the glass, I saw the weighted look 

the bear innkeeper gaBe me. 4e wasnTt asking how my night went.
I glanced toward the door to the kitchen. ‘othing against LahHghashO I didnTt 

know her all that well yet. I didnTt really know KustaB all that well either, but I was 
ready to eAtend some trust.

!Rkay,2 I said. !I donTt know what you heard, but yes, there was an... incident in 
the marketplace today.2

4e tapped a claw on the bar, waiting.
!;ll right, so it turns out ITm a jisitor. I guess. Mhe morning before I came here, 

I woke up in the forest, and the day before that, I was another person with another 
life in another world. ITm a lot older than I look. MhirtyvYBe.2 3ould that sound 
young or old to a bearE 4ow long did bears liBeE I would haBe to Ynd a book, in a 
library, to Ynd out. Rr ask an eAtremely rude question. !;nyway, I donTt want any 
trouble, I promise. I really do zust want a steady zob and to Ygure things out.2

!jisitors,2 KustaB grumbled. I heard more than a little Here we go again in his 
tone. !It sounds like you haBe some powers, then. I heard a great deal about some 
demons.2

!Les.  I  can make this  kind of...2  I  held my hands out,  miming an eApanding 
bubble. !?agic Yeld, where people can Yght their demons. ;nd I can guide them 
on how to do it. ItTs... sort of what I did in my old life.2

!4uh,2 he said. It sat somewhere in the huge space between That’s impossible and 
Duh, everyone can do that.

!;nd,2 I went on, !if people haBe problems but not demons, yet, I can help with 
that too. Mhough thatTs more zust with talking and all my training. ‘ot magic.2

!4mm. So maybe you can stop them from attracting demons in the Yrst place,2 
KustaB mused.
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!I might, I suppose.2 If I could help people Yght whateBer harmed them, thatTs what 
I loBed to do. Kemons or not.

!Huh,2 KustaB said, which was somewhere between I won’t tell another living soul and 
This needs to be yelled from every street corner.

I could see he needed time to ponder this, so I slipped o: the stool and headed for the 
kitchen to Yll up on LahHghashTs cooking and Ynish the glass of cider.

Mhat night, by lantern light in my little attic space, I sat in the middle of the room and 
breathed deeply and tried to summon the magic on my own. It didnTt come, and then it 
did but it YHHled out right away, and then it engulfed the inn, popped out of eAistence, 
and left me with a headache. So I blew out the lantern and crawled into bed. I zust had to 
keep practicing.
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