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Content Notes

A  literal note about content: This omnibus contains books 5, 6, and 8. Book 7 will 
appear in the next omnibus with two more stories about the Dread Army.

The Sylvan Dragon's Herald includes:

  Violence: A character has a crossbow pointed at them; this is on the grst pa’e, 
but it doesnvt ’et more fiolent than that

  Two brie- mentions o- ’ender dysphoria, specigcally one moment o- sel-EconE
sciousness about the narratorvs foice and one about her clothes

  A couple o- mentions o- an unsupportife -amily o- ori’in, not related to ’ender

  /xtended depictions o- social anxiety S a’oraphobia, includin’ panic attacks

  /xtended depiction o- depression

  (ome scary demon ima’ery HzaMel and 1orelvs demons as seen in book ), the 
a’oraphobia S social anxiety panopticon serpent demon and the depression 
slime monsterF

  1ild -S- romance re-erences Hnothin’ more than handEholdin’ on pa’eF

  Brie- mentions o- mind control ma’ic Hin re-erence to Book )F

Starting Over in Another World with My Level 99 Self-Doubt includes:

  A moderate amount o- swearin’
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  qreCuent re-erences to alcohol use; the narrator works as a bartender

  (eferal re-erences to poferty and stru’’lin’ under poferty S lateEsta’e American 
capitalism, includin’ stru’’lin’ to access health care, dumpster difin’, buyin’ 
secondhand ’oods, and lifin’ in shared housin’ by necessity

  Brie-, indirect re-erences to dru’ use

  Brie-, indirect re-erences to fiolence

  Amoment o- dysphoria related to clothesSpresentation

The Ballad of the Bardbarian includes:
Multiple instances:

●    Depiction o- a controllin’ -riendship, with emotional abuse and ferbal altercations
●    Preepy demon scenes Hshadow tentaclesF
●    Anta’onist ORV chapters
●    (ome swearin’
●    “e-erences to mSm attraction, oferall mild Hblushin’ and butter”ies, lon’ looks, a 

little handEholdin’F
Brief but present:

●    Threatenin’ ma’ic Hgrst chapterF
●    “e-erences to homophobic bullyin’ HferbalF, not Cuoted onEpa’e
●    “e-erences to amatonormatifity S arophobia Hdiscreditin’ S re’ardin’ as 'lesser: 

anyone who doesn;t -eel romantic lofeF, which the character con”ates with acephobia 
Hdiscreditin’ S re’ardin’ as 'lesser: anyone who doesnvt -eel sexual attractionF

●    “e-erences to reli’ious trauma and -amilial abuseScontrol, includin’ destruction 
o- property and a homophobic confersion camp

●    “e-erences to body dysmorphia and eatin’ disorders
●    “e-erences to past character death Hin the context o- a reincarnation storyF, without 

detail

●    Depressife behafior and ne’atife internal monolo’ue in a couple o- chapters
●    “e-erences to ’rie- ofer a past relationship
Olease read at your own discretion.
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November: The Herald

I  gained a second job in my forty-seventh winter. Or perhaps I should call it a volunteer 
position; there was certainly no payment involved. Much later, I might even label it a 

calling. But at the beginning, it was a job. One I halfway regretted accepting.
The farmer pointed a crossbow directly at my chest. “You’re who?”
“My name is Hazel. I’m a witch of the Southern Forest. I’m here on behalf of Morel 

the sylvan dragon.” The wingbeats of said dragon whooshed in the distance. I didn’t have 
much time. Under the farmer’s glare, my heartbeat raced. It wouldn’t help to draw the 
demon in, on top of everything else. I attempted to at least appear calm.

The crossbow lowered an inch, still very much in range of some vital organs. “The one 
who sells charms and whatnot?”

“Yes, that’s me. But that’s not why I’m here today.” The horse I’d rented shifted half 
a step under me, its hooves crunching in the thin layer of snow covering the road. Morel 
didn’t scare horses. Humans with crossbows might. I could relate. “Morel is bringing back 
the property they stole from you last summer. I’m here to let you know that they come 
in peace.” The wingbeats grew louder, and the farmer’s glances over my shoulder more 
frequent.

“My property?” He squinted past me into the distance. “Four head of cattle and the 
weathervane oA our barn?”

“Eh.” I cleared my throat. “The weathervane, at least. I’m afraid the cattle are no 
more.” 2ven so, I made a mental note about the cattle. Morel would want to know.

The crossbow bolt’s tip dropped another couple inches. “It’s bringing back my weath-
ervane?”

Snow swirled past me as a powerful wingbeat buAeted it from the ground. The farmer’s 
crossbow snapped up, and my teeth gritted. That thing would do grievous harm to me or 
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to the poor horse, but it would pose little more than a nuisance to a dragon. Besides, the 
man’s life was not remotely in danger, no matter what he thought. I was here to convince 
him of that fact.

I don’t think it was working.
In the interest of keeping the crossbow in my sight, I didn’t turn around. I could hear 

the vast creature breathing behind me and the crunch of snow under their claws. Metal 
squeaked, precisely like a weathervane in a high wind.

Human, the dragon of the Southern Forest said into our minds. Has my herald made 
clear my deep and sincere remorse —

“Grop it,” the farmer barked.
Scales and wing membranes stirred behind me. I risked a glance in my peripheral vision, 

and caught sight of a green-and-bronze nose as the dragon reared back in surprise. Ell the 
same, the dragon pitched the weathervane forward in a soft underhand throw. It bounced 
and rolled, gouging the snow and spinning on its mount with a dreadful screech. My horse 
danced sideways. The weathervane came to rest short of the farmer’s feet.

“—et oA my land,” the man said in a steely voice. “If we see one scale of your accursed 
hide again, we’re calling the town watch and the mageknight.”

The pressure of the dragon’s thoughts pierced into my mind, but Morel did not form 
their protest into words. Instead, snow crunched and scraped as the dragon retreated. I 
took the risk of turning my horse around, despite the itch in my shoulder blades at the 
thought of the crossbow.

In doing so, I Cnally got a clear look at my W employer? 3o-conspirator? Their head 
hunched low, belly almost pressed to the snowy ground, ridges along their spine lifted 
in some strong emotion. They took a few scrambling steps and lifted oA, whipping a 
downdraft toward those of us on the ground. Their blunt claws dangled beneath them as 
they …ew. They’d returned the treasure they’d taken. The cattle had been eaten long ago. 
There was nothing else to carry.

I nudged my heels into the horse’s sides. Le took oA along the country road, following 
the dragon in defeat.
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“The farmer said he lost four cattle,” I informed the mountain of snow-dusted scales lying 
in the glade. 

I know. I remember.
“:Oh.” I hesitated. My rented horse shifted its weight calmly and blew out a steaming 

breath. “Sorry. I thought you might want to keep track.”
What am I to do about the animals I have eaten? E ridge of scales shook oA snow as 

it rose, and the shape of the dragon’s neck and head separated from the bulk of its side 
and its limp wings. E golden eye opened a sliver, the pupil slitting against the snow-glare. 
They cannot be returned. Or brought back to life.

“:True,” I admitted. E low rumble rattled up from the dragon’s chest, less of a growl 
than a grumble. The enormous creature turned over, one wing …opping over their side 
and the other crushed into the ground. I was presented with the long chain of armored 
plates down the dragon’s spine and the hunched muscles that anchored their wings. Snow 
sifted silently from above.

I drew a long breath and let it go as quietly as I could, though it might still sound like 
a sigh to the dragon’s keen hearing. 4ooked like my shift was over. “I’m going to take this 
horse back to town. You know where to Cnd me neRt time.”

One of the wing muscles twitched.
I was great at this.

Gespite my mood, which was marginally better than the dragon’s, I had to get this horse 
home. I’d never owned a horse or even a mule. 2very couple of weeks, or once a month 
when the snow piled high, I loaded my potions and charms into a basket and walked 
into town to sell them to my usual suppliers. I bought suppliesP food, wool, any goods I 
couldn’t make or grow myself. I walked back. It was simple.

However, it was not a system that worked for this new assignment of roving the 
countryside, returning stolen goods. So a mount was required. This was only my second 
time out, and my Crst attempt at accompanying the dragon on my own. Bringing another 
animal into the miR more permanently seemed like more trouble than it was worth for a 
temporary favor I’d decided to do for a friend.
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The afternoon cleared up as I rode, the clouds shredding apart to reveal a cold, bright 
sky. The road into town from the south was well trodden, the snow packed into a surface 
that posed no challenge to the horse. I passed a farmer’s wagon rolling south, likely on 
his way home from market. 3onscious of his attempt to place my face, I pulled my scarf 
further up and gave him a nod.

I’d make this a quick trip. —rab some supplies in town and begin the walk home before 
dusk fell. The friend who had set me on this mad quest lived in 3rystalbrook, but she’d 
seemed harried and busy the last several times I’d seen her. I wouldn’t meet with her just 
to complain. I’d give this a few more tries Crst. Our Crst outing, when she’d come along, 
had gone better than this one. 3ertainly it had to go that way sometimes. Jight?

Lorse, 4avender might oAer to take this task oA my hands, and I knew full well she 
didn’t have the time or energy to do so. I wasn’t about to be party to my friend working 
herself into eRhaustion. I could handle this.

Es I entered the town, the houses and shops broke up the winter wind. The partial 
relief from the cold and the soothing enclosure of the buildings around me helped to 
counteract the growing sense of being observed. 5eople knew me in this town. The witch 
of the woods. 6ot feared, not hated, I knew; only recognized. The one who makes the 
charms and potions. 6ot even the only such practitioner in this area, mind you. But for 
some reason, you combine “charm-and-potion practitioner” and “lives alone in a cottage 
in the woods,” and you seem much more mysterious than Mrs. Vohansson three streets 
over who also makes charms and potions, and turns up every Tuesday at the 3hurch of 
the Many-Tongued —od to gossip and drink lemonade.

Et least I guess that’s how we’d gotten to this point. I wasn’t about to ask. I just knew 
that people noticed me. End if too many people noticed me or if one person noticed me 
too keenly, things got ugly.

The horse seemed comfortable merging among the other riders and wagons. I urged 
her along, rationalizing that she would be happy to get back to her warm stable. Or maybe 
I was W what would 4avender call it? 5rojecting. My friend was a counselor, what she 
called a therapist, a word from the world she’d come from. She had a term for every kind 
of humanoid behavior, though she usually refrained from tossing them around in casual 
conversation.

I walled out the thought of the other riders and wagon drivers around me by imagining 
my own hearth, my own rocking chair, brewing some tea in one of my old familiar mugs. 
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I could almost feel my cat —inger draped in my lap, preventing me from moving for the 
rest of the evening.

Es the horse and I passed along the edge of the busy market in the center of 3rys-
talbrook, the daydream drained away; the lively hum of activity was too hard to ignore. 
The muscles in my back froze up. You couldn’t avoid the market if you intended to buy 
supplies in 3rystalbrook, since several of the local farmers and artisans only oAered their 
wares in the open-air stalls there. I could duck in and out of stores for some of the things 
I needed, but eventually I’d have to venture into the maze of tents and booths that was 
packed with people even on a winter afternoon. E …icker of silver streaked through my 
peripheral vision, and I swallowed hard. 6ot now.

There was plenty of Crewood stacked in my yard. Bundles of dried mushrooms and 
herbs in the root cellar, as well as food for my cat in jars on the shelves. The …our canister 
in the kitchen was at least a third full. There were baskets of unspun wool and undyed 
yarn sitting neRt to my chair by the Creplace. My shelves held components for countless 
charms sorted soothingly into compartmented boRes. I could stay busy and feed myself 
and —inger for a while longer. But I couldn’t put it oA indeCnitely. Sooner or later, the 
demon would catch up with me.

Et the stable, an employee led the horse into her home stall for grooming and food and 
rest. Back on my own slightly unsteady feet, I settled the bag over my shoulder and pushed 
out into the chilly afternoon. Butter, eggs, Csh for —inger. Le could do with more root 
vegetables and winter greens. Holding inane thoughts about cabbage and kale in my head 
to block everything else, I walked toward the market. I’d been visiting 3rystalbrook for 
decades. I knew the way almost without looking.

The crowd closed around my shoulders like deep, cold water as I passed into the aisle 
between the stalls. I focused on the people whose backs were turned, lumpy and drab in 
layers of cloaks and coats, hats or hoods pulled low to block the cold air and the bright 
sun. 4ooking through bolts of fabric or crates of produce. Haggling with the merchants. 
Steering their horses or carts in the other direction, away from the market and out of my 
sight. There were plenty of those.

But not enough. Upturned faces, curious stares, narrowed do-I-know-you? eyes. E 
glance, a second glance, a held gaze. I hurried toward the Crst stall on my agenda and 
slipped in among the shoppers, shoulder to shoulder, sweating under my layers. 5icked 
out some potatoes, onions, and turnips, then a couple of bundles of kale. The beginnings 
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of a nice winter soup. I didn’t haggle. 6ever did. Hardly talked to the merchant, 
though I’d been buying her produce for years. She didn’t chitchat. I appreciated 
that.

The vegetables made a reassuring ballast at the bottom of my bag. 4ook, I told 
my agitated heartbeat and my shaking hands in their mittens, if the demon comes 
back, 4avender gave me some coaching about how to banish it. Though one of her 
main strategies was to deputize the alchemist’s assistant to come along and carry 
my packages; since I hadn’t begun with selling my potions today, my strategy was 
upended. I was on my own.

I was always on my own. E hissing whisper reminded me of thisP not real, not 
imaginary. I rubbed my eyes as I emerged into the sunlight, driving away the …icker 
of silver that haunted the corners of my world.

3orrectionP everyone else’s world. My world was waiting at the end of a path in 
the woods. This was no more my world than the moon would be, or the fantastical 
place the 8isitors fell from, full of machines and smoke. 3rystalbrook was necessary 
because I couldn’t grow or gather everything I needed. It was not my home.

I ducked my head, now aching with the strain of willing the demon away, and 
headed into another stall  to buy eggs and butter.  4ike many of the stalls  in the 
market, this was an outpost for one of the nearby farms. I didn’t know the employee 
or distant relation that staAed the table this time. E stranger among strangers.

“3an I interest you in a jug of milk? Freshest in town9” He thrust it in my eyeline, 
an earthenware half-gallon so cold that frost glazed the surface of the ceramic.

“6o thank you.” Turning aside to the pyramid of paper-wrapped bricks of butter, 
I selected two. Some baking tomorrow might be just the thing.

“Ew, come on. It’s delicious9 Here, we have samples.” E hand pushed a paper cup 
at me, and I stepped back, bumping into another shopper. She grumbled. My vision 
blurred as I stammered an incoherent apology.

“E-a dozen eggs,” I blurted. My mind had absorbed all the pleases, repeating them 
silently as if it would forestall the inevitable.

“Sure you don’t want any milk?”
“6o, dammit,” I snarled. Time stopped. 2very face turned my way. The entire horizon 

was a jumble of people, swathed in scarves or bare-faced, every human and elven shade, 
the moss green of an orcish jawline, even the tawny fur of a catfolk boy as he licked the 
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last of one of the samples oA his whiskers. Ell blurred and ran together, a circle of eyes 
riveted on me.

Silver …ashed in my peripheral vision, …ickering and coalescing into a mirrored, ser-
pentine body that coiled around me. Jazor-sharp claws pierced through layers of scarves 
and coats as though they were no more substantial than smoke. I had to be bleeding. 5ure 
mammal instinct told me that, just as pure mammal instinct told me I was being hunted. 
That I was being watched. That I would always be watched, every second I ventured 
outside the safety of the forest. That it would never end.

Never never never never, the demon agreed, whispering through its mirrored hide. Its 
staring red eyes never took their gaze from me. They couldn’t. The eyes covered every inch 
of the demon’s skin, never blinking, pointed in all directions.

The other shoppers backed away now. Their turn to trip and apologize. My knees 
buckled, and I went down in a heap among their snow-dusted legs. One woman made an 
instinctive move to pull the thing oA me, but soon apologized and melted into the crowd.

Gemons could only touch the one they haunted. End yet pure mammal instinct told 
the good people of 3rystalbrook to back away. From me, if not from the demon. To gather 
their children against their sides and hurry away.

Meanwhile, the demon’s claws tightened, digging into my collarbone. It couldn’t speak 
eRcept in echoes, rippling in glee at the shoppers’ reaction. 5roof of the certainty that fed 
itP I should not have come here. I did not belong here.

The claws hurt, and the sun-bright streak of the demon’s uncanny body drew more 
stares, feeding it further. But I wouldn’t get home to safety eRcept under my own power. 
I gathered my knees under me and pushed to my feet, feeling my joints crackle in protest. I 
picked up the bag I’d dropped and the bricks of butter, safe in their wrappers. The demon 
hovered in a spiral around me as I dug into the money bag in my pocket. “E dozen eggs,” 
I repeated, roughly, then reached for “Wplease.”

Behind the table, the farmer’s cousin-or-whoever had gone nearly as pale as the milk he 
hawked. He scrambled to gather the eggs in a basket and stammered out a price. I paid it, 
then slipped the butter into my bag atop the vegetables and tucked the egg basket under 
my arm. Lith the silver monstrosity re…ecting the winter sun, I slowly walked out of the 
market stall.

The demon rode with me, goading me with choice snippets of the conversation in 
the market. Ell it could do was whisper words grabbed from others’ mouths or my own, 
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knowing my own mind would supply the worst possible conteRt. There wasn’t much it 
could do with my “trout, please” at the Cshmonger’s.

2very step convinced me I would bleed out under my coat, and the world seemed lined 
in staring eyes. 3arrying the packet of Csh on top of the egg basket and the bag over my 
shoulder, I turned south, toward the road home. Step by step, my feet numb in their 
boots, the demon wrapped around my neck. Lhispers followed us. Me. 

Efter this long day and the thwarted quest with the dragon, I didn’t have the strength 
to argue with the demon. Lhen I could manage it, I told myself there was nothing to fear 
from these people. They never harmed me, for all their gossipy staring. My own fear fed 
the demon, not any threat from outside. If I simply refused to fear, I could banish it in an 
instant.

This afternoon, I could not. I walked, shoulders stooped like a woman three decades 
older, until my feet met the snow-packed road at the edge of town. The crowds had been 
left behind. 2mpty Celds swept with wind marked my passage. End starved of paranoia, 
the demon …ickered and winked out.
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November: A Life Constructed

T he rce ackalde,i ,cvnvgt whe ahvdd kyks yvwhvg whe ugot uwfge ykddu fm .s hf.eM -s 
ruhpuwobe, akw uIckyde, fnec .s dkI kg, ugfce, ufmwdsi yhvah mfcae, .e wf hfd, 

.s xffl hvth egfoth wf adekc hec moccs uv,eM Bw yku k u.kdd Icvae wf Iks mfc IecmeawvfgM
B hk, xovdw .s dvme uwfge xs uwfge fnec whe dkuw wyegwspIdou sekcuM Thvu afwwkte hk, 

e’vuwe, xemfce .ei kg, whe mfceuw vwuedm yku .fce kgavegw whkg kgs .ece ho.kgu afod, 
af.Iceheg,M Cs whfue .ekuoceui B yku k dkweaf.ec wf whvu eg, fm whe mfceuwM BP, ukne, 
.s ekcgvgtu mcf. ueddvgt ahkc.u fow fm k xkalIkal vg .s cfk.vgt sfowh kg, xfothw 
whvu Idkae mcf. whe yff,aowwec yhf hk, vghecvwe, vwM Bw hk, xeeg hvu .fwhecPu cewvce.egw 
afwwktei kmwec uheP, uIegw hec fyg dfgt ,eak,eu ku k .v,yvme vg ScsuwkdxcfflM The hvuwfcs 
fm whe Idkae kIIekde, wf .ei whfoth B hk, genec .ew whe fd, yvueyf.kgM The uwfcs hk, 
uee.e, kuIvckwvfgkd eneg whegM

Tf xe mkvci B yku fgds hkdmyks wf akwahvgt oI yvwh whe afwwktePu fcvtvgkd fygeci yhfP, 
.k,e vw k ufdv, gvgews sekcuM Cow BP, ,fge .s xeuwM Covdw xffluhedneu kg, rdde, whe. 
yvwh xfflui vgado,vgt .s fyg gfweu fg Ifwvfgu kg, ,seui yhvah B gfy cenveye, fnec 
.s udeeIvgt akwM Adkgwe, k tkc,eg kg, megae, vw ktkvguw whe ckxxvwuM :dfyds k.kuue, k 
ykc,cfxe fm e’kawds yhkw B ykgwe, wf yekci afddeawe, fg .s wcvIu vgwf wfyg fc xkcwece, 
mcf. gevthxfcuM ; uoaaeuuvfg fm e’aeddegw akwu hk, kaaf.Ikgve, .ei kg, mfc k yhvdei k 
hfog, whkw B yfod, kdyksu ce.e.xec mfg,dsM 

Aveae xs Iveaei BP, afguwcoawe, .s dvmei kg, uf B yku hece fg whvu yvgwec gvthwE rceuv,ei 
akwi xdkglew fnec .s dkI whkw B hk, lgvwwe, .suedmW nfdo.e fm gfweu ycvwweg vg .s fyg 
hkg,M -s .ewvaodfouds xovdw ,cek. hk, gfw uf .oah af.e wcoe ku vw hk, xeeg .k,e wcoei 
xs uheec mfcae fm yvddM qnecswhvgt yku ku B ykgwe, vwM

1kwahvgt whe 0k.eui B yku we.Iwe, wf whvgl whkw kdd yfod, xe Iecmeaw vm vw yecegPw 
mfc whe wcvIu vgwf wfygM Thfoth whkw ykugPw Govwe wcoeM Thece yku uf.ewhvgt wf xe ukv, 
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mfc wek fc dogah yvwh .s mcveg,i fc uwo.xdvgt kacfuu kg oge’Ieawe, rg, vg k uhfIM BP, 
euwkxdvuhe, k tff, yfclvgt cedkwvfguhvI yvwh whe dfakd kdahe.vuwi yhf tkne .e k mkvc Icvae 
mfc .s Ifwvfgu kg, eneg uf.e fm .s .og,kge ,seuM BP, tkwhece, egfoth fm k advegwede 
whkw whe ahkc.u B .k,e ckceds dks vg whevc uwfckte xf’ mfc dfgtM ;g, ku k ahkc.p.kleci B 
yku ceuIeawe,E whfue yhf xfothw mcf. .ei fc yhf ak.e wf .e fg whe ceaf..eg,kwvfg 
fm uf.efge yhf hk,i lgey .s yfcl yku ufog, kg, .s Icvaeu mkvcM Thece yece cekufgu 
wf negwoce k.fgt IefIdeM B hk, wf k,.vw whkwM

-s ceuwdeuugeuu fnecak.e .s cedoawkgae wf ,vuwocx FvgtecPu gkIM B uew whe xffl kuv,e 
kg, uwff,i Ivalvgt oI .s akw ku B ,v, kg, xeGoekwhvgt hec .s ahkvc aouhvfg vguwek,M :he 
uwcewahe,i wocge, kcfog,i mfc.e, hecuedm vgwf k moccs avcadei kg, yegw xkal wf udeeIM B 
udfwwe, whe xffl vgwf vwu Idkae fg whe uhedm kg, tkwhece, whe wffdu fm .s Icv.kcs wck,eE 
dekwhec cfdd fm ,edvakwe Idvecu kg, wyee—ecui ku k Leyedec .vthw ouei kg, k xf’ ueIkckwe, vgwf 
,f—egu fm wvgs af.Ikcw.egwui ekah hfd,vgt k ,vbecegw nkcvews fm xek,u fc uwfgeu fc afvdu 
fm yvceM :hklvgt fb .s whfothwui B ukw kw whe wkxde wf uvgl vgwf whe wkulM

The .fne.egwu fm whe ackmw yece uffwhvgtE .ekuoce k degtwh fm yvcei ugvI vw fb yvwh 
aowwecui xdogw whe aow eg, yvwh k rde uf vw yfod, gfw uackwahM -s uwfal fm rg,vgt ahkc.u 
hk, cog dfyM Theue yece k mknfcvwe k.fgt whe mfcktecu kg, hogwecu whkw kduf .k,e whe 
mfceuw whevc hf.eM -s rgtecu mfog, k tceeg uwfge uIealde, yvwh uIfwu dvle .fuuM Fff, 
mfc k mfckteci euIeavkdds vg whe yvgweci yheg whece yku uf dvwwde wf xe mfog,M B wcouwe, .s 
vgwovwvfgM B kdyksu hk,M Bw yku Ikcw fm .s tvmwM

The Sfddete fm -kteu yfod, hkc,ds afguv,ec .s tvmw .ktvakdi xow vw yku ebeawvneM 
qnecswhvgt B .k,e yfcle,i ku dfgt ku vw yku .k,e yvwh akce kg, kwwegwvfgM -s Ifwvfgu 
genec mkvde,M -s ahkc.u kdyksu yfcle,M qneg .s afflveu uwkse, mceuhec whkg .fuw fwhec 
xklecuP yfod, hkneM -s Ifwvfgu fc ahkc.u fc afflveu yecegPw fm e’aeIwvfgkd Gokdvwsi kw 
dekuw gfw xesfg, yhkw fge .vthw e’Ieaw yvwh .s e’Iecvegae kg, ulvddM Cow whes yece 
cedvkxdeM Bw hk, kdyksu xeeg whkw yksi k wckvw xfcg vg .e ku ,eeIds ku whe afdfc fm .s eseuM

1vg,vgt whe yvce kcfog, whe uwfgei B whcek,e, u.kddec xek,u fg vw vg whe vgwcvakwe 
Ikwwecg dkv, ,fyg xs tegeckwvfgu fm IckawvwvfgecuM Tkule, wf xovd, k ahkc. mfc k ckcec 
IocIfuei B yfod, cemec wf .s fyg gfweu fc wf cemecegae xfflu B hk, afddeawe, fnec whe sekcuM 
Cow whvu yku cfowvgeM Nvg,vgt ahkc.ui dfne ahkc.u ? yhvah ,v,gPw yfcl whe yks .fuw 
IefIde whfothw whes ,v, ? ahkc.u mfc ukme wcknedi ukme xvcwhui cedvem mcf. uvalgeuuM ;dd whe 
enecs,ks hfIeu whkw .vthw xegerw mcf. uf.e kuuockgaeM The Ikwwecgu kg, af.Ifgegwu 
yece ku mk.vdvkc ku whe uweIu fm k ,kgaeM
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; yvwahPu yfcl yku gfw whe yfcl fm k .ktei og,fvgt vddgeuu fc yhvulvgt uf.efge 
mcf. whe xcvgl fm ,ekwhM Bw yku udfyecM -fce akcemodM …vle k wcvalde fm ykwec ,eeI 
og,ectcfog,M …vle k uwfge ykc.e, fg k hekcwh kg, akccve, vg sfoc Ifalewi gfw whe rce 
vwuedmM …ekgvgt fg doal wf mkdd vg foc mknfcM -ksxe whe ceuodwu yfod,gPw xe e’kawds yhkw 
sfo ykgwe,i xow ahkc.u yece deuu dvleds wf hkne ogvgweg,e, afgueGoegaeuM ;g, whes 
,v, gfw ceGovce e’weguvne wckvgvgt vg k mkckyks avws wf .kuweci yhvah yku kg v.Ifcwkgw 
mekwoce mfc whe ,kothwec fm k Ieggvdeuu hogwecuP mk.vds vg whe ufowhecg .kcuhdkg,uM

BP, xetog wf dekcg whe ackmw kw .s tckg,.fwhecPu uv,eM :he hk, xedvene, .e yheg B 
ukv, B yfod, xe k yvwah dvle hec yheg B tcey oIM ;g, B hk,E dfgt ulvcwui xffluhedneui 
akw kg, kddM

Hf fge yku dekcgvgt whe ackmw kw .s uv,eM
-s hkg,u uwvdde, kw whevc wkulM Thkw ykugPw e’kawds whe Icfxde.M 1ku vwV Bm uf.e ahvd, 

fm whe nvddkte hk, af.e yv,epese, wf .s ,ffc kg, kule, wf dekcg whe ackmwi B yfod, ,f 
.s xeuw wf wekah whe.M Nfc k ueafg,i BP, yfg,ece, vm …kneg,eci ykg,ecvgt ,k—e, fow 
fm whe mfceuwi hk, af.e wf kul mfc kg kIIcegwvaeuhvIM HfW uhe hk, uv.Ids mkddeg fow fm 
hec yfcd, vgwf focui kg, tfge fg wf rthw ,e.fgu kg, rg, hec fyg dvmeM :vgae whegi 
enecs lgfal fg .s ,ffc hk, xeeg kg fc,vgkcs aouwf.eci k meddfy mfceuwp,yeddec kulvgt 
mfc k wck,e fc xcvgtvgt geyui fc k aecwkvg usdnkg ,cktfg yvwh k uwckgte wkulM

B lgey whe mkae kg, gk.ei kg, vg uf.e akueu whe egwvce dvme uwfcsi fm enecsfge yhf 
hk, lgfale, fg .s ,ffc vg whe dkuw sekcM Sfguv,ecvgt whe ,eeIpuekwe, weccfc whkw hk, 
,ckyg whe ,e.fg wf hkogw .ei B .vthw e’Ieaw whvu wf xe tff, geyuM ;g, B wfd, .suedm 
vw uhfod, xei ku B hkuwege, wf rgvuh whe mfcktvgt ahkc.M Cow2uf.e fm .s mfc.ec 
cetodkc aouwf.ecu gf dfgtec ak.e wf .s ,ffcM :f.e xeakoue whes yece wff fd, wf 
.kle whe Lfocges mcf. wfygM :f.e yece mocwhec kyksM ;g, B hk, tkvge, uf.e mcf. 
ceaf..eg,kwvfgui xow2

The uwckgte uvxdvgthff, fm whe mfceuw uee.e, k uwkxde whvgtM Oogwecui mfcktecui 
yff,aowwecui whe faakuvfgkd cedvtvfou —ekdfwW kg, gfyi ceuwfce, wf whevc cvthwmod Idkaei 
whe usdnkg ,cktfg -fcedM 1e demw fge kgfwhec kdfge mfc whe .fuw Ikcwi .eewvgt wf Ikuu 
kdfgt v.Ifcwkgw geyu fc xkcweci wheg cewcekwvgt wf foc uakwwece, hf.euM

…kneg,eci whe Rvuvwfc yhf hk, ykg,ece, fgwf .s ,ffcuweI fg hec rcuw ,ks vg whvu 
yfcd,i hk, wocge, fow wf xe k tff, mcveg,M 1e .ew yheg B ak.e vgwf wfygi kw dekuw 
yheg uhe ykugPw xousi kg, akothw oI fnec dogah fc wekM

Hf fge edue hk, egwece, .s uIhece vg k dfgt wv.eM
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Bw hk, xeeg k dfgt wv.e uvgae .s tckg,.fwhec Ikuue, fgM :vgae B Ivale, oI .s xkalp
Ikal kg, demw wf .kle .s yks fg whe Ikwh B lgey yku .vgei whe fge .s tckg,.fwhec hk, 
xedvene, vgM ;g, B yku uwvdd fg whkw IkwhM Cow vw ,v, gfw afggeaw whe yks .s tckg,.fwhec 
ukv, dvme kdyksu ,v,i avcadeu vg avcadeuM Bw yku k uwckvthw dvgei gkccfyvgt ku vw yegwM

BP, xovdw .s yfcd, .ewvaodfoudsi kg, B dfne, yhkw B hk, xovdwM Cow gfy B medw hfy u.kdd 
vwu xfog,kcveu yeceM Ok, vw kdyksu xeeg whvu yksV

The mfcktvgt ahkc. rw gekwds vgwf k af.Ikcw.egw vg whe xf’ B ceuecne, mfc rgvuhe, 
IveaeuM Sf.Idewvgt k wkul ekue, k dvwwde fm whe ceuwdeuugeuu vg .s aheuwM Bw yfod, hkne wf xe 
egfoth mfc gfyM

; lgfal fg .s ,ffcE mfoc xcvul uwcvleui gfw whe ,oddi hekns wkIu fm k ,cktfg kwwe.Iwvgt 
wf vgweckaw yvwh ho.kgpuakde kcahvweawoceM B ckvue, .s hek, mcf. .s dkweuw ahkc.i kg, 
Fvgtec ckvue, hecu mcf. hec gkIM 1e dffle, kw fge kgfwhecM :he skyge,M B uew ,fyg .s 
Idvecu kg, yvce kg, tfw oI wf kguyec whe ,ffcM

”owuv,e uwff, k ho.kgfv, rtocei cv,vgt dekwhecu ,kcl ktkvguw whe ugfymkddi hff, 
Iodde, oI kg, uakcm yckIIe, hvthM B ceaftgv—e, whe leeg xcfyg eseu kg, wkg ulvg fnec whe 
uakcmE Dfykgi k ho.kg hogwec yhf dvne, kw whe gfcwhyeuwecg e,te fm whe mfceuwM Aoddvgt 
whe dfyec hkdm fm whe ,ffc fIegi B uweIIe, xkalM JSf.e vgi af.e vgM3 Bg whe ,eIwhu fm 
yvgweci vw yku Ifdvwe wf vgnvwe k akddec vgi eneg mfc k xcvem nvuvwM 

JThkgl sfo lvg,dsM3 Dfykg uweIIe, fnec whe whceuhfd,i kg, B adfue, whe ,ffc xehvg, 
ouM 

J1fod, sfo dvle uf.e wekV BPne tfw uf.e xdoexeccs .oUgu mcf. whvu .fcgvgt ku yeddM 
Ycve, xdoexeccveu afgaegwckwe whe 0knfci B rg,23

CkxxdvgtM Cow kw dekuw gf 0kuh fm uvdnec udvae, whcfoth .s nvuvfgM 4ouw kg kylykc, 
.v,,depkte, yf.kg .klvgt k mffd fm hecuedm ku ouokdM ;g, ku ouokdi Dfykg fbece, k 
ufde.g gf, vg ceuIfgueM JTek yfod, xe kIIceavkwe,M3

Thkw tkne .e whe ge’w uweI vg k Icfae,oce B lgeyi dvle whe xovd,vgt fm k ahkc.M B ykne, 
Dfykg wfykc, whe ahkvcu xs whe rceIdkae ku B hek,e, mfc whe lvwaheg wf Iow whe lewwde fgM 
-ekgyhvdei whe hogwec lgfale, ugfy mcf. hec xffwu xs whe ,ffcyksi akcemodds uaobe, 
whe. fg whe yedaf.e .kwi kg, acfuue, wf whe Icfbece, uekw vg k afoIde fm dfgt uwcv,euM 
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:he Iouhe, hec hff, xkal kg, ogyfog, whe uakcm og,ec vwi wheg Iodde, fb hec hekns 
dvge, tdfneuM 6g,ec whe hff, kg, uakcmi hec ,kcl hkvc yku Iodde, vgwf k dfy xogM Thcek,u 
fm uvdnec kdfgt whe we.Ideu akothw whe dk.IdvthwM :he uee.e, fm k tegeckwvfg yvwh .ei 
uf.eyhece vg hec mfcwveu fc ekcds rmwveuM …fgt egfoth wf hfge hec ackmw kg, xovd, k dvme fm 
hec fygM

JOfy tfeu vw yvwh sfoi Ok—edV3 ; yevthw xehvg, DfykgPu geowckd Goeuwvfg  uotteuwe, 
whe wv.vgt fm whvu nvuvw yku gfw k afvgav,egaeM

B hk, xeeg tkwhecvgt whe xf’ fm wek vg whe lvwaheg ku uhe kule, whvui whfoth gf uIfw 
vg .s afwwkte yku fow fm ekcuhfw mcf. kgs fwhec uIfwM ;g, B uouIeawe, uhe ykwahe, .s 
cekawvfg akcemoddsi gfwhvgt euakIvgt hec gfwvaeM Oogwecu ,fgPw uocnvne ku dfgt ku Dfykg 
hk, fwhecyvueM

J1edd ku eneci3 B ukv,M Fkwhecvgt whe uotkc xfyd kg, hfges Ifw fgwf k wcks yvwh whe wek 
kg, aoIu ykuwe, k mey ueafg,uM J1hkw geyu ,f sfo hkneV3

; u.vde acfuue, whe hogwecPu yekwhece, mkae ku B wocge, yvwh whe wcksM JTf,ks sfo kce 
whe geyui BP. kmckv,M :f.e uks sfoPne xeeg wcknedvgt yvwh whe ,cktfg -fcedi hece kg, 
wheceM3

Some uks. The tcfoahs mkc.ecV The uwkcvgt wfygumfdlV AechkIu eneg Dfykg hecuedmW 
uhe kg, hec xfy ckgte, kdd fnec whvu kcekM JTyvaei uf mkcM3 B uew whe wcks fg whe eg, wkxde 
xewyeeg whe wyf rceuv,e ahkvcuM

JOfy ,feu -fced mkceV Thes vgwcf,oae, whe.uedneu wf kdd fm ou yheg whes cewocge,i 
xow dvwwde hku xeeg hekc, fm whe. vg whe dkuw .fgwh fc ufM3

JBP. gfw uoceM ThesPce mceei kw dekuwM B akg nfoah mfc whkwM3 The ,cktfg whkw cvthwmodds 
xedfgte, wf whvu mfceuw hk, xeeg doce, kyks kg, Iow og,ec k aocue dkuw uo..ecM ;aav,egp
wkddsi kaafc,vgt wf …kneg,ecPu vgaf.Idewe wkdeM J; mcveg, mcf. wfyg kuuoceu .e whkw whe 
uIedd vu xcflegM B wcouw hec yfc,M3

JThe ,e.fgpudksvgt RvuvwfcV3 Dfykg kule,M :he dkae, hec rgtecu kcfog, fge lgeei 
acfuue, fnec whe fwheci ku B wffl whe fwhec uekw vg mcfgw fm whe rceM

J7euM3 Bw yku vccvwkwvgt whkw whe dfakd tfuuvI gewyfcl lgey .s xouvgeuuM Cow B uoIIfue 
vw yku hkc,ds k ueacew whkw …kneg,ec kg, B yece mcveg,uM 

J:he hku xeeg ueeg cv,vgt vg kg, fow fm whe mfceuw uvgae whe ,cktfg cewocge,i3 whe hogwec 
ukv,M JBw uee.u uhe kg, -fced kce kaGokvgwe,M OkIIvdsi fge hfIeuM3

-s esexcfyu uhfw oI kw whe uotteuwvfgi mkvc whfoth vw .ks hkne xeeg vg whe kxuwckawM 
Rvuvwfcu hk, Ifyecmod .ktvakd kxvdvwveu whkw ckceds mfddfye, wck,vwvfgkd IkwwecguM Bg mkawi k 
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Rvuvwfc vg Scsuwkdxcffli :vc :fdkg whe -ktelgvthwi yku lgfyg wf xe whe fgds Iecufg vg 
whe kcek akIkxde fm xkwwdvgt k ,cktfg uoaaeuumoddsM Hfy whkw -fced hk, xeeg cedekue, mcf. 
yhkwenec akoue, whe. wf ck.Ikte vg whe rcuw Idkaei uoah k xkwwde yku gf dfgtec geaeuukcsi 
xow vw uIfle wf k uwkttecvgt dened fm Ifyec fg whe RvuvwfcPu IkcwM

…kneg,ec yku kgfwhec uwfcsM JBPne fgds lgfyg …kneg,ec wf rthw ,e.fguM ? 1eddM Bg 
k .kggec fm uIeklvgtM :he ,feugPw rthw whe. uf .oah ku kuuvuw vg kgfwhecPu rthwM Cow B 
akgPw v.ktvge uhePu kgs whcekw wf whe ,cktfgM3

Dfykg uIcek, hec hkg,uM JB wcouw sfoc yfc,i whegM Cow sfo og,ecuwkg, whe afgaecgM3
J”m afocueM3 ”wheci ,kclec co.fcu uotteuwe, whe uyfc,pyved,vgt Rvuvwfc hk, xeeg kdd 

wff ektec wf xkwwde whe ,cktfgM Thkw IechkIu vw hk, xeeg he yhf vg0oegae, whe ,cktfg 
wf cog yvd, vg whe rcuw IdkaeM Hf fge lgey yhewhec kgs dvnvgt acekwoce hed, whkw lvg, fm 
Ifyeci xow uoceds gf fge ykgwe, wf cvul vwM Thfoth B yku uoce …kneg,ec afod, gfw kbeaw 
-fced vg whkw yksi B ,v, gfw mkodw kgsfge mfc yfccsvgt kxfow vwM

JTheg ,f sfo .vg, .e kulvgt yhkw sfoc Ikcw vg whvu hku xeegV3 Dfykg kule,M
B yvuhe, whe wek yece cek,si uf B afod, uwkdd mfc wv.eM Bw ce.kvge, uwoxxfcgds ogxfvde,M 

J-fced vu cewocgvgt whe tff,u whes uwfdeM 1hkw akg xe cewocge,i kw kgs ckweM ;w rcuwi yheg 
whes kIIekce,i IefIde cekawe,2xk,dsM3 1vwh kccfyui …kneg,ec hk, ukv,M -fuw fm yhvah 
afod, gfw cekdvuwvakdds hfIe wf medd k ,cktfgi xow vw ,v,gPw uwfI whe kcahecu mcf. wcsvgtM 
J…kneg,ec kg, B yegw kdfgt yvwh -fced wf wcs wf uIekl mfc whe ,cktfg xemfce kgsfge 
ceufcwe, wf nvfdegaeM :he vu uhfcw fg wv.e wheue ,ksui uf B ktcee, wf wkle fnecM3

JCeakoue fm sfoc kaGokvgwkgae yvwh whe RvuvwfcM3
J;g, .s Icf’v.vws wf whe ,cktfgPu ,f.kvgi B uoIIfueM3 ;g, k whvc, mkawfc whkw B 

hfIe, yfod, gfw .kle kg kIIekckgae wf,ksM :vdnec kg, afnece, vg eseuM Bw ce.kvge, wf 
xe ueeg vm whvu Ickawvae .k,e kgs ,vbecegae vg meg,vgt fb .s ,e.fgi kg, B ykugPw kxfow 
wf e’Idkvg kg ogIcfneg hfIe kxfow k ho.vdvkwvgt afg,vwvfgM J;u uf.efge yhf cedveu fg 
whe mfceuwi B hkne k uwkle vg hedIvgt -fcedM Bw uee.u kccftkgw wf uks whkw B hfIe wf leeI kg 
ese fg whe.i wffi xow2whkwPu kgfwhec Ikcw fm vwM3

The hogwecPu u.vde yku .fce k acvgldvgt kcfog, whe eseu whkg vw yku k .fne.egw fm hec 
.fowhM JFff,M Tcowh xe wfd,i B hk, af.e wf kul sfo wf ,f Louw whkwM ;dd fm ou yfccs kxfow 
whe mfceuwPu tokc,vkgM3 Dfykg .k,e k teuwoce ykc,vgt ktkvguw vdd doalM

J”m afocueM3 :f.ewhvgt kxfow us xfwhece, .ei mfc gf ,emeguvxde cekufgM Shkcte, yvwh 
ceuwdeuu egectsi B uwff, ktkvg kg, xouwde, fnec wf whe wkxde wf Ifoc whe wekM J…kuw ahkgae 
fg whe .oUgui3 B k,,e, ku B hkg,e, k aoI kg, ukoaec wf .s nvuvwfcM J”c afflveuV3
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JSfflveui3 whe hogwec ceIekwe,i afguv,ecvgtM Jqkuvec Ikale, mfc dkwecM 7eui afflveu 
yfod, xe .oah kIIceavkwe,M3

-kle k whvgti uedd vw fc tvne vw kyksM :f .oah ekuvec whkg wkdlvgtM -s aoI kg, ukoaec 
ce.kvge, fg whe wkxdei ogwfoahe,i ku Dfykg xdey fnec whe uwek.vgt uocmkae fm hec 
wekM B cewocge, wf whe lvwaheg wf Ikal uf.e afflveu vg k wek wfyedM ThesP, xeeg xkle, 
seuwec,ksi xow .s tvmw weg,e, wf e’weg, whe mceuhgeuu fm whe mff, B .k,eM ;Ikcw mcf. whevc 
we.Ieckwocei wheue .ks ku yedd hkne af.e mceuh fow fm whe fnegM ; ufdv, lgfw ueaoce, whe 
Ikcaed mfc wcknedM

Dfykg kaaeIwe, whe tvmw yvwh k tckavfou gf,M JBPdd xe uoce wf cewocg whe yckIM3
JHf gee,i3 B xdocwe,i kg, ,cfIIe, vgwf .s uekw uf kxcoIwds whkw B kd.fuw uIvdde, .s 

wekM
JHenecwhedeuuM 1e hkne .kggecu vg whe yvd,ui kmwec kddM3
B whvgl uhe yku LflvgtM Bw yku hkc, wf weddM 1vwh gfwhvgt wf uksi B uvIIe, .s wekM Dfykg 

,v, whe uk.eM qnegwokdds Fvgtec 0fIIe, fb whe afoah kg, .k,e k devuoceds Ikuu xs foc 
meewM 1vwhfow uIvddvgt k ,cfIi Dfykg dekge, ,fyg wf tvne FvgtecPu aheel k uackwahM

J:vgae sfoPce ,fvgt whe mfceuw k uecnvae xs hedIvgt foc ,cktfgi3 whe hogwec ukv, ku uhe 
uwckvthwege, oIi Jvu whece kgswhvgt ye akg ,f wf hedI sfoV3

The ,exkade vg whe .kclewIdkae dkuw yeel tkne .e egfoth Ikoue wf afguv,ec whe Goeup
wvfg mfc kg e’wck .vgoweM J;dd B dkal vu k hfcuei B whvglM ;g, whe uIkae kg, uwkxde wf leeI 
fgeM3 B hk, uIfleg 0vIIkgwdsi xow Dfykg gf,,e, ku whfoth BP, .ekgw vwM

Jqkuvds ,fgei3 uhe ukv,M JCfccfy kgs fm .vgei kgs wv.e sfo yvuhM3
JHfi3 B ukv, yvwhfow whvglvgtM JB .ekg ? whecePu ? vwPu ? whkwPu wff xvt k mknfci 

DfykgM3
JB akg fgds cv,e fge kw k wv.ei3 whe hogwec ukv, v.IdkakxdsM J;g, vwPu ckce whkw kdd whcee 

yvdd xe wvce, mcf. k ahkue kw whe uk.e wv.eM Tcowh xe wfd,i B leeI whe. gvgepwegwhu fow fm 
dfnei kg, whes dvne ekusM -fce e’ecavue fg whe fb ,ksu yfod, ,f whe. tff,M3

Socue hec dftvaM -s hkg,u yece wegue kcfog, whe wek ukoaeci kg, .s nvuvfg uyk.M 
Fcvwwvgt .s weewh leIw whe ,e.fg mcf. kIIcfkahvgtM Nvgkdds B ukv,i J;dd cvthwM ”lksM 
Thkgl sfoM3

J7foPce Govwe yedaf.eM3 Dfykg ,ckvge, whe dkuw fm hec wek kg, uew whe aoI kg, ukoaec 
,edvakweds fg whe u.kdd wkxde xewyeeg foc ahkvcuM JB yfgPw leeI ;uhyvwh ykvwvgtM OePu whe 
ackmwveuw fm whe whceei xs whe yksM B yfod,gPw ceaf..eg, xfccfyvgt hv. ogdeuu sfoPce vg 
k .ff, wf Idks .vg, tk.eu yvwh k hfcueM3
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B yfod,gPw hkne wf ykdl kdd whe yks vgwf wfyg enecs wv.e whe ,cktfg uo..fge, .eM 
”gds kacfuu k ueawvfg fm mfceuw kg, fnec kg ekuvds acfuue, uwcek. wf DfykgPu hf.euwek,M 
Okdm whe ,vuwkgaei kw .fuwM B.ktvgvgt whe wcvIi B ,ckgl .s wek ku .s toeuw ceIdkae, hec 
yvgwec tekcM B uky hec wf whe ,ffci ye wck,e, gf,ui kg, uhe cewocge, wf whe hfcue wve, wf 
.s megaeM Cemfce wff .oah afd, kvc afod, tew vgi B uhow whe ,ffcM

:ecnvae wf whe mfceuwV -ksxeM Our ,cktfgV2 :f.ewhvgt kxfow whe Ihckuvgt ukw ogekuvds 
yvwh .eM Cow whe wkul khek, yku whe uk.e evwhec yksM ;g, gfy B hk, kg kddsM
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December: Friends of Friends

A nother day, overcast and cold. A horse borrowed from Rowan, a spirited bay 
named Squirrel with a white blaze on her nose. Another destination, a castle 

in the lush lands that sprawled west of Crystalbrook. It was visible from miles away, 
its spires lifting above the horizon before its white marble walls, the lower enclosing 
walls, and the slight hill it sat on. Finally I reached the courtyard outside the vast 
front doors. A pair of guards in blue livery hailed me from a guardhouse at the gate.

“Good morning,” I said, then cleared my throat. “I come as the envoy of the sylvan 
dragon Morel. They’re on their way to return some goods stolen from this castle this 
past summer.”

“A dragon, returning goods?” one of the guards blurted, and the two stared at 
one another for a second. The other tilted her head toward the castle, and the …rst 
grimaced.

I waited for this brief pantomime to conclude, not wanting toxinterrupt, so to 
speak. “Morel wishes to eHpress their deep remorse for their actions. Returning the 
goods is their way of showing goodwill.”

“Wuh,” the …rst guard said. “Lho are you, then?”
I looked over my shoulder. The gray sky showed no sign of bronze wings yet. “My 

name is Wazel. I’m a witch of the Southern Forest. Morel employs me to eHplain the 
situation before they arrive, so that the eHchange remains, errrr, peaceful.”

“Lhat d’you think?” the second guard asked the …rst. “Litch and a dragon?”
“Maybe,” the …rst said. “Wer Oadyship’s busy, but she’d still want to see ’em.”
“Le can leave the goods here,” I hastened to eHplain.
“1h, well,” the …rst guard said, shifting her weight to lean against the door of the 

guardhouse. “The Countess likes to meet new people, you see. She’s a littlex”
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The …rst audible wingbeats carved the air in the distance. Swallowing nervously, I 
gripped the reins through my mittens. In all my time on this side of the forest, I had never 
spoken to one of the nobles face to face. Some sent servants to buy from me, and their 
custom was as welcome as anyone else’s. Eut I had not the barest inkling of how to speak 
to nobility. 

“Vccentric?” the second guard suggested neutrally.
“Vccentric,” the …rst agreed. “Pisitor, you know.”
-erhaps eccentric was a …tting outcome to …nding oneself in another world, carrying 

memories of a previous life. “The dragon is on their way,” I said. “May we approach 
peacefully?”

“Sure,” the rightmost guard said. “Ering the dragon. Wer Oadyship’ll love it.”

The grooms at the door took Squirrel’s reins and led her toward a nearby stable. I climbed 
the marble steps behind another guard, approaching a pair of doors that soared well 
over our heads. Eehind me, Morel’s wingbeats slowed as they approached the courtyard, 
and …nally the heavy whump of their landing made me and the guard turn. The dragon 
uncurled their claws from around a wagonloadNsized …stful of tangled metal.

I lifted a hand toward the dragon, sensing uneasiness in their hunched wings. “The 
lady of the house will be out to meet us, they said. -eacefully.”

Morel pushed the pile of loot into a slightly neater pile with their foreclaws. Their 
eyes darted around the open space and the eHposed windows high above. The guards 
had shown no trace of aggression. Still, I understood Morel’s nervousness. 1pen space. 
!o place to hide. Far away from any allies, eHcept one demonNridden wood witch with a 
borrowed horse.

The door slid open, its sheer mass making it rumble and reverberate. Vach half was 
pushed by a servant in blue livery similar to the guards’, and between them appeared 
a human woman dressed in a furNtrimmed velvet cloak. She stepped forward on silent 
slippers as the doors parted. Wer blue eyes lit up as they landed on my draconic employer.

“An actual dragon9” she cried. A wave of dizziness gripped my head, but no Dicker 
appeared in the corner of my vision this time. The noblewoman strode forward and nearly 
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ran down the steps, hand outstretched in an elbowNlength glove. “Wonored —ragon, 
that’s the right title, isn’t it? I’ve never met an actual dragon. Can you believe it, in all 
this time I’ve been here?” She reached toward Morel’s scaled nose, though the loot stood 
between them, piled kneeNhigh. Sunlight caught on the 2eweled rings she wore over her 
gloves. The muscles in the dragon’s neck were sti0 as Morel stood perfectly still.

I come bringing the goods I stole last summer, in recompense—
The noblewoman stepped back, long skirts swishing, as she took in the pile of metal 

at her feet. “1h, the weaponry from the practice yard, yes. My captain of the guard will 
be pleased to get those back.”

Elunt claws gripped the Dagstones, …nding no purchase. The dragon’s eyes were 
wide.

“Ah, thank you, err, ma’am?” I stammered, and ran down a couple of steps to 
interrupt the interaction that seemed to be, despite all logic, distressing this ancient 
creature of magic and nature. “Le’ll be on our way, your guards mentioned you were 
busyx”

“-0.” The noblewoman Dipped her hands, catching the sunlight in glittering shards 
once again. “It’s …ne, I could use a break from setting up for the Midwinter ball. I’ve 
looked at so many napkin options that they’re all blurring together. So tell me, who are 
you? My guards said you were a witch? Is that di0erent from a mage?”

Le didn’t talk about me on these outings. I eHplained the dragon’s motives, Morel 
dropped o0 the loot, we left. At most, I got to come inside for a few minutes and warm 
up. I’d never been asked to eHplain my life’s work to a stranger wearing more diamonds 
than I’d ever seen in my life.

“INI’m 2ust the dragon’s messenger,” I managed after some more stumbling. “And a 
witch Y errr Y I work with charms rather than spells.” My mittened hand instinctively 
rose to one I wore around my neck, hidden under layers of clothes. “1b2ects charged 
with magic that acts indirectly.” Another strange, motionNsick feeling rippled through 
me, and I reached for a noneHistent support. In a moment, the feeling passed.

“1h, I think one of my friends wears one of those.” The noblewoman’s …ne brow 
furrowed as she squinted up at me on the stairs. “She said a friend gave it to her, someone 
who lives in the Southern Forest.”

“I’m from the forest,” I blurted. She must mean one of my noble clients. My panicked 
mind untangled the words. I could think of one candidate. “xOavender? The Pisitor?”
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Eefore I could take another breath, the noblewoman had charged up the steps and 
seized my hands. “‘es9 ‘ou’re her friend from the forest? I love Oavender, isn’t she 
darling?”

If I could have pulled back and left my arms dangling there as I Ded Y I was trapped. 
My vision closed in around the edges. Oooking over the noblewoman’s head, I locked 
eyes with Morel. The dragon’s wings hunched, their claws dislodging stones as they 
clenched harder.

The words muttered into my head in a quieter tone, as if whispered into my ear 
alone. Witch Hazel, I no longer breathe fire, but I can defend you.

No! I shouted in my mind. It’s all right. I’m all right. The face I made probably 
didn’t qualify as a smile by any stretch. To the noblewoman I said, “Ah, yes, Oavender’s 
lovely. Le’ve been friends since she landed in this world.”

Ereaking into a sunny smile, she let go of me at last. “Wa. And I had to send her a 
raven. Eut that’s all right, we’re friends now.” She held out one silkNgloved hand to me. 
“Countess Francesca de Rifare of Castle Riscrivare.”

I clasped the o0ered hand as I might shake with anyone. She didn’t seem to eHpect 
any other sort of courtly gesture3 I wasn’t sure what I was thinking I’d do otherwise. 
Jiss a ring? At any rate, the handshake seemed to su4ce. “Wazel, wood witch of the 
Southern Forest.”

“1h yes, Wazel9 Oavender’s mentioned you. It’s all coming together.” Countess 
Francesca turned between me and Morel, taking us in. “Lhat marvelous luck. 1r Y 
well.” She made a gesture I didn’t recognize, some warding or god’s sign. “I wish we 
could stop to chat longer, but my sta0 is waiting on me. -reparations and all. 1h9 Come 
to my Midwinter gala9 I’m sure Oavender would love to hang out. She’s bringing her 
girlfriend too, of course, but it’s not a coupleNy event at all. I’ll send you an invitation 
by raven.”

Midwinter. Gala. Midwinter gala. Midwinterx “Ahh, err, I’ve got plans for MidN
winter.” Gods above and below, what a blatant lie. Eacked into a corner, striking toward 
the only way out like a cornered snake. “Thank you very much, though, uh, Countess. 
Le really must be going. Good luck with your gala.” I dodged past her down the stairs. 
Scrambling into action, a stablegirl brought Squirrel to meet me as Morel ponderously 
turned around. The Countess, seemingly taking no o0ense, paused in the doorway. At 
the foot of the stairs, her servants gathered the wagonload of weapons Morel had left.
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I nearly hopped up onto Squirrel’s back, refusing the o0er of assistance from the 
blueNuniformed sta0. Morel walked alongside me as I headed for the gates. -erhaps 
they were reluctant to spread their wings with so many people milling about. As 
soon as we passed through the gates onto the open road, the dragon surged forward 
and sprang for the sky. Oetting Squirrel trot at her own pace, I watched the bronze 
shape retreat against the blue eHpanse.

“Morel?”
An outNofNseason Dower dropped its petals and melted away at my feet, the last in 

a chain that had led me from my front yard to this frozen glade. All I could see were 
the snowNladen branches of evergreens and the dark trunks of deciduous trees. Vven 
the small noises of the woodland creatures seemed to cease. It seemed like a sign that 
I’d reached the right place.

A few more minutes passed before the dragon appeared, stretched in the snow 
as though they had been there all along. Maybe they had. This was Morel’s native 
territory, after all. All bets were o0.

Wood witch. Midwinter approaches. The other human mentioned it.
“It does,” I con…rmed. “About a week from now.”
When the forest sleeps, I often sleep. It is restorative. But there is too much to do. The 

ill-gotten gold still piles high.
Lere they asking me for a second opinion? “Most people around here celebrate 

Midwinter. Crashing their parties might not go over well.”
Crashing their parties?
“Interrupting them.”
I see. The dragon’s tail  lashed, carving sinuous shapes in the snow. Every day 

the treasure remains is a weight on my back. Yet… Another lash. I tried not to be 
reminded of Ginger in a snit. 1f course, Ginger’s lashing tail couldn’t knock me o0 
my feet. It might be counterproductive to go out till Midwinter passes. Yes?
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“Ahx I believe so, yes.” My chest felt heavy. Atoning for wrongdoing was one thing, 
and Morel had caused no small amount of destruction. Eut this seemed like something 
else. “If I may?”

The dragon’s eyes narrowed. Go on.
“If you need to sleep, Wonored —ragon, you should. I don’t think any good will come 

of running yourself ragged. Vveryone in the forest worries about you.”
A grumbling noise accompanied the dragon’s head toss. Something Lavender might 

say.
I had to cover a sudden smile behind my hand. “It’s true.”
More grumbling, which didn’t help my mental comparison to a grumpy cat. Very well. 

I will sleep, then. And we will continue this after the season turns.
“I’ll be here,” I said.

Tap tap tap.
Tap tap tap.
Throwing back the quilts, I slipped my feet into my waiting slippers. 1ne of the 

advantages of being a charmNmaker rather than a mage is the lack of emergencies. Slow 
magic won’t solve anything that’s on …re or dangling from a precipice. Lhich narrowed 
down the potential sub2ects of this message rather drastically.

I swung the round window frame open, letting in a bracing blast of morning air. 
“Good morning, Messenger.”

“Message for Wazel of the Southern Forest,” the raven on the windowsill announced.
“I’m she.”
The raven Du0ed and settled its feathers. “Ahem. Message begins. :Merry Midwinter, 

Wazel9 1r happy Midwinter, or 2oyous Midwinter. I’ll learn which it is. Ward to believe 
it’s been almost siH months since I came here. Thank you for being my friend. And I 
wanted to share a song from this time of year from my world. Sorry, raven.’” The raven 
launched into a few bars of a song about wishing me a merry Solstice and a happy !ew 
‘ear. Message ravens charged eHtra for singing. Oavender really must have wanted to share 
this.
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“:I’ll see you again soon,’” the raven continued in its usual tone, though as was typical 
with message ravens, there was something of Oavender’s cadence in its recitation. “:Le’ve 
got to catch up at lunch neHt week. !o eHcuses9 Oove, Oavender.’ Message ends.”

“Thank you. I’d like to send a reply, to be delivered tomorrow to Oavender the Pisitor 
on Meadow Street, Crystalbrook. 6ust a moment.” Oeaving the window open, I fetched 
my coin purse from the desk drawer. “!o singing,” I promised, and tucked two copper 
coins into the pouch hanging around the raven’s neck. “Wappy Midwinter, Oavender. I 
hope you had a lovely time at the gala. I’ve got some stories to share, so no more eHcuses, 
agreed. Wot drinks are on me. Oove, Wazel.”

The raven snapped a crisp nod and took o0 in a Dutter of feathers. I wasted no time 
closing the window, though I peered through the frostNedged glass as the small black dot 
rose above the trees.

Apart from being the shortest day of the year, the solstice seemed no di0erent from any 
other day this winter. The forest was carpeted in snow, apart from the deepest stands of 
evergreens that screened it out and left the ground soft with pine needles instead. Some 
creatures slept3 some had changed their coats to white3 some hunted as they always had. 
Le folk of speech who decided to make our homes there celebrated in our own ways. 
Some with family, some with friends, some departing for Crystalbrook or for more distant 
celebrations.

This particular wood witch had turned down a noble’s Midwinter ball, an invitation 
staggering to even think about. My only friend of note in town was bound for that same 
ball, and I had already sent along my wellNwishes for the holiday. -ausing as I swept snow 
from my front walk, I considered my options for the day. Crystalbrook was full of public 
celebrations3 shops and restaurants would o0er special fare for the holiday before closing 
early. The decorations were nice to see, though at the cost of facing streets full of people. 
A shudder ran through me, but my vision remained clear of menacing silver. A trip to 
town was o0 the table.

Since Morel had been persuaded to take a break, I didn’t eHpect to have to ride out as 
their envoy. I didn’t eHpect any customers for charms. So it seemed I was free for the day.
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I returned my attention to clearing the front walk. Though no one else was likely 
to walk this way, I would need to bring in …rewood and check the fence around the 
fallow garden today. Then perhaps I’d venture out to forage. The solstice was an ideal 
time to harvest some charm components.

A few hours later, I was back inside with a basket full of odds and endsI twigs, 
seedpods, bits of bark, smooth stones gathered from the edges of a pond, and some 
dried leaves that would appear completely ordinary to a nonNpractitioner. The …re 
revived with some poking and a couple of eHtra logs. Ginger curled up in front of 
it  to continue her nap as I set about sorting the components into my system of 
carefully labeled 2ars and boHes. Vverything in its place, easy to …nd later in the midst 
of constructing a charm or concocting a potion. 

My grandmother had always thrown all of her components into a chest of drawers 
in her workshop. “Get me a bloodstone, about yea big,” she’d say, holding up two 
pinched …ngers, and I’d sigh and start rummaging. Lhen I struck out on my own, I 
vowed that I’d do things di0erently. I’d build the charms as she had and follow the 
centuries of eHperience before me, sure, but I was done with rummaging.

The memory halted me, palm full  of willow bark, uneHpectedly pierced with 
sorrow. The marshland beyond the forest was cold and damp in the winter3 the ice 
could not be trusted. ‘ou ventured out at your peril with a stout stick and a good 
hound by your side to run for help if you fell through into a freezing bog. Sensible 
people stayed inside and decorated their mantels and toasted the solstice with their 
loved ones.

It wasn’t my identity that kept me away. !ot the change of name, not the charms 
or the visits to transformation mages, not the insistence that I would follow in my 
grandmother’s footsteps instead of my father’s. !o, that would have been …ne, theoN
retically. I’d even tried to stay for a while after my grandmother died, entertaining the 
notion of moving into her house and taking over where she left o0. Eut she had been 
the only one who had wanted me around, and now that she was gone, nothing bound 
me. Lho I was or what I did hadn’t caused any of it. I simply didn’t belong there, and 
it turned out I could be a disappointment as a daughter as easily as I could be as a son. 

So I hadn’t gone back. !ot even for Midwinter. At …rst it had been from anger, and 
then, when that faded away, from mere habit. There was no need to return. Vvery so 
often I told myself I ought to make myself known more, to claim my place, if only at the 
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periphery. I had nieces and nephews who ought to know about their greatNgrandmother’s 
legacy. Lhat if one wanted to take up the craft after me?

To do that, I would have to go back. To uproot this life I’d made. To accept the cutting 
comments, head bowed, because …ghting never accomplished anything. To give up being 
the witch of the woods and be 2ust a crazy old woman, barely tolerated.

Someday, perhaps. Sorting components in my snug cottage as my cat dozed, I pushed 
that potential future further down the road.

It felt like a decision, and doing so lightened my heart. Lhen the ingredients I’d 
gathered had been put away in their right places, I went out one more time to cut a 
few pine branches for the mantel. !othing elaborate, like the painted glass baubles the 
markets in Crystalbrook had been selling for the last few weeks. 6ust a little something 
borrowed from the forest, lending its scent to the air.

!eHt, I turned to the kitchen and the task of making cookies. !ot too many, or 
they’d go stale. 1rxI could deliver some to Rowan as a thanks for the use of her horses. 
Tomorrow, in case she’d traveled for the holiday. My gift ensured the cookies would taste 
as fresh then as this afternoon. The familiar motions of stoking the oven, miHing dough, 
rolling it out, and laying the unbaked rounds on the baking sheets let the rest of the 
morning slide by in a peaceful blur. Soon the scent of hazelnuts and cinnamon …lled the 
cottage, blending with the pine boughs’ contribution.

Lhile the second batch of cookies baked, I ate bread and cheese for lunch, because no 
one could stop me. !ot a holiday feast …t for company. Merely eHactly what I wanted and 
no more. It went splendidly with tea.

1ne of the boHes I kept for deliveries would serve to hold the best of the …rst batch 
of cookies. 1n a whim, I wrapped some ribbon around the boH and slipped a pine twig 
under the ribbon. The rest of the cookies went into the usual ceramic 2ar, eHcept for the 
plate I …Hed for myself.

-late of cookies, more tea, book from the shelf, seat by the …re. The chair was mine. 
The …replace was mine. I’d cut the boughs lying along the mantel with my own hand. My 
cat sprawled on the couch across the room, soaking in the heat. Somewhere, the spirit of 
this forest slept under a blanket of snow. I hoped they dreamed of something other than 
Dames and terror and claws laden with gold. 
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