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				“A rollicking adventure about friendship and finding one’s place in the world…[a] fantastic series finale. Dawson and Hearne crown their trifecta of tempestuous hilarity with enough puns and fairy tale spoofs to tickle anyone’s funny bone.”

				—Booklist (starred review)

				“Challenge[s] gender roles in fantasy and skewer[s] social trends…This is a clever send-up of fantasy tropes and modern culture.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“As fun as the first two [books in The Tales of Pell]…a crazy story of questionable meat products, an unusual pirate captain (a parrot), and a motley crew of recruits including a muscle-bound centaur who can conjure delicious teatime treats, a dryad who wants to be a lawyer, and an elf who’s tired of working for his uncle. Naturally hilarity ensues.”

				—Elitist Book Reviews

			

		

	
		
		
			
			PRAISE FOR

			No Country for Old Gnomes

			
				“The book is a complete delight, as fluffy and fun as The Lego Movie and as heartfelt as Harry Potter and the Sorcerer’s Stone….The pleasures of No Country for Old Gnomes are many, and the humor ranges everywhere, including pop and internet culture (gnomes are a “smöl” race), absurd ideas with connections to traditional fantasy (the Toot Towers, shaped like flutes, are the quest’s destination), and excessive punnery and language play. Clearly Dawson and Hearne have read an enormous amount of fantasy, and they toy with the genre gleefully.”

				—Locus

				“Hilarious…Dawson and Hearne present another puntastic adventure set in the universe of their Tales of Pell series [with] laugh-out-loud trials, tribulations, and wanderings of a completely new band of endearing eccentrics….Fans and new readers will giggle and guffaw and be pleased to discover that a third book is coming for this thoroughly entertaining series.”

				—Booklist

				“No Country for Old Gnomes is good fun, full of laughs, clever details, and characters…in whom you may see a little of yourself.”

				—Elitist Book Reviews

				“[A] hilarious new fantasy comedy.”

				—Bustle

			

		

	
		
		
			
			PRAISE FOR

			Kill the Farm Boy

			
				“A rollicking fantasy adventure that upends numerous genre tropes in audacious style, the first installment of Dawson and Hearne’s Tales of Pell series is a laugh-out-loud-funny fusion of Monty Python–esque humor and whimsy à la Terry Pratchett’s Discworld.”

				—Kirkus Reviews

				“Dawson and Hearne’s reimagining of a traditional fairy tale is reminiscent of William Goldman’s The Princess Bride and William Steig’s Shrek! Irreverent, funny, and full of entertaining wordplay, this will keep readers guessing until the end.”

				—Library Journal

				“The hilarious parody novel by New York Times best-selling authors Delilah Dawson and Kevin Hearne is one of the brightest reading selections of the summer, and its deliriously fun tone and satirical embrace will have you laughing out loud until strangers begin to look at you oddly.”

				—SyFy

				“Kill the Farm Boy is a smart comedy, not only because it skewers modern tropes with a deft but direct hand, provides twists and turns to what should be a classic quest, or has representation in sorely needed ways, but because Dawson and Hearne know exactly when to dole out the humor amidst all this deconstruction of narrative….Nuanced, complicated, and human.”

				—Tor.com

				
				“[Delilah Dawson and Kevin Hearne] wanted to make fun of the typical ‘white male power fantasies,’ and in that, they succeed, with their heroes all characters of color and/or falling somewhere under the LGBTQ umbrella.”

				—Publishers Weekly

				“When you put two authors of this high caliber together, expect fireworks. Or at least laughs. What a hoot!”

				—Terry Brooks

				“Delilah S. Dawson and Kevin Hearne have rigged up an absurdly funny fantasy riff on the Chosen One story, and it had me laughing from literally the name of the first chapter. Kill the Farm Boy ranks among the best of Christopher Moore and Terry Pratchett and is not to be missed.”

				—Chuck Wendig

				“A fantasy saga with a sense of humor…The book is fun to read and clearly was fun to write.”

				—Asheville Citizen Times

				“Dawson and Hearne do a fantastic job of giving each character their own voice….These characters are imbued with respect and humanity….Modern sensibilities, engaging humor, fantastic characters, and a ripping yarn.”

				—SFFWorld

				
				“Take every fantasy trope, every dungeon crawl, every fairytale stereotype and put them in a bag, smash the bag with a hammer, then dump out the pieces and you get Kill the Farm Boy. It’s a romp of a book, with clever turns of phrase, goofy characters, a quest they don’t realize they’re on, all while poking fun at every fantasy book you’ve ever read. Terry Pratchett would be proud….Simply fun to read.”

				—Elitist Book Reviews

				“Kill the Farm Boy is a delight for any lover of puns and fairy tales….With a fabulous and unexpected ending, and magic enough to delight even the grumpiest of Dark Lords, Kill the Farm Boy brings together two authors and their creative vision in the pages of a simply delicious novel.”

				—The Skiffy and Fanty Show
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			Call me Itchmael.

			But do not call me late to brunch.

			For I am the mouthpiece of the god Pellanus, and it is a tiring job, and I am an old elf in possession of dodgy knees and a distaste for mimosas. I was once a carefree elfling sprig, enjoying the heady pleasures of the Morningwood, but then I received the Call. It was as if the double-headed god spoke directly to me with both mouths.

			“Itchie,” the god boomed, a male and female tone merging.

			“Yes, hello?” I said, because that is called conversation.

			“You are to be the next Sn’archivist,” the god continued.

			“Oh, really?”

			“Yes, really.”

			“Ah.”

			And then there was a long and awkward pause, and I suppose Pellanus felt as confused about the whole thing as I did, because every time I tried to speak, so did they.

			
			“You—”

			“I really think—”

			“Itchmael, shut up.”

			And thus I did shut up, because Pellanus is a capricious god, and spontaneous combustion is real.

			“Itchmael, you are to go to the Siren Sn’archipelago. There you will find a tower, and within, you will find a very dead skeleton.”

			“Aren’t all skeletons dead?”

			The god paused. “Sure. If you say so. You see, the last Sn’archivist is but a ghost, and you will replace her.”

			“As a ghost?”

			“No, Itchmael. As the next Sn’archivist.”

			I took a moment to consider it.

			“Forgive me, O Pellanus, but that does not sound like a good job offer,” said I.

			“It is not an offer!” the god boomed, both voices ripe with fury. “It is a holy order! This is the Call. Not like a regular call, but the Call, with a capital C!”

			“Ah,” I said again, because I was quite determined to become a door-to-door sales elf. “Are the benefits good?”

			“Er, yes?” the god said. “Super good.”

			And with that, I told King Glosstangle of my sacred duty, was roundly laughed out of the Morningwood, and found the fastest ship to the Siren Sn’archipelago. There, just as Pellanus promised, I found a tower. Within that tower, I found a corpse, which was very dead, as Pellanus had also promised. I also found a fleet of helpful monks dedicated to my care; the benefits were indeed good. The first thing I did was to ask the monks to remove the skeleton as well as the ruined rug beneath it. The next thing I did was to request a new rug, plus a citrus salad, a journal, and a quill.

			For Pellanus had just begun to speak to me, and I had much to record.

			Now I have a purpose.

			And that purpose is driven by schedule.

			
			Oh? Yes? What?

			Pellanus has just informed me that proper Fantasy books are always written in third person past tense, and so I will switch. Are you ready? Because, you see, I will no longer speak as I, Itchmael, but will begin telling a different story about other people, mostly. Still, when you see the Sn’archivist, that’s me. I mean him. I mean, I am him.

			Bother.

			Ahem.
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			The Sn’archivist, a most wise and clever fellow, lived according to the schedule given him by the even wiser and cleverer god, Pellanus.
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			The schedule was simple but sacrosanct. The schedule, at this point, was as much of a biological imperative for the Sn’archivist as eating, sleeping, or visiting the boom-boom room. And after waking, and blatting a sonorous blort on the tower boghorn, and quaffing three cups of kuffee and a rasher of boar bacon, it was time for him to write, without fail—and generally without variation.

			For uncounted years he had written tirelessly about the same subject. A vital subject, to be sure, for it was the secret source of joy throughout Pell, but he’d begun to wonder in recent months about whether he was accomplishing anything, since he’d filled floors of bookshelves with volumes on the subject but no one ever came to read them. What was the point of possessing such knowledge if it was never shared? He often read aloud to his shining gnomeric construct, Reginald the Affirmation Gecko, but that didn’t count. Reginald never retained anything he heard. He only spouted one of his many thousands of affirmations whenever the Sn’archivist required a response and, when lacking the proper affirmation, congratulated the Sn’archivist on continuing to exist. Your wit is a shining beacon of hope in a dark world! the gecko might say, or simply, Wow! Nice elbows, pal!

			The location of his tower might have had something to do with the poor distribution of his work, the Sn’archivist mused. Perched on the eastern precipice of an island in the Sn’archipelago, his home was hardly convenient to the populace of Pell, and he was not entirely sure they knew of his existence. He was supplied and fortified by the Sn’archdruid and a handful of monkish Sn’acolytes who looked after gardens of produce and herds of livestock, but they never asked to read his tomes. They sat around their campfire at night and listened to the Sn’archdruid tell them stories and sing them bawdy ballads about the early, earthier days, when Pellanus had been but a young and gawky god, but whenever the Sn’archivist tried to join them and sing songs of his knowledge, they fell silent and looked at their shoes and soon made excuses to go back to their holy hovels.

			
			Ah, well. No matter. He’d always known that following the Call would isolate him socially as well as geographically. He had his work and his gecko, and that would have to be enough. The Sn’archivist had just finished another volume yesterday and shelved it lovingly on the tenth-floor anteroom. This morning he would start a new book, putting quill to paper and letting the knowledge of years and the enlightenment of Pellanus pour out of him. But after his first cup of kuffee he didn’t feel like frying up the usual rasher of boar bacon. Instead, he wanted something different. He wanted…oatmeal! With fresh fruit! Fiber, by Pellanus! And vitamins! He rummaged in his pantry, searching for the oats, already feeling that something extraordinary was about to happen. He was about to deviate from the schedule. Indeed, he already had! Whether this would prove to be the beginning of something remarkably fine or remarkably tragic he did not know, but the prospect of variety was like a siren’s call, irresistible and alluring.

			Soon enough he sat before a bowl of oats topped with raspberries, blueberries, slivered almonds, and brown sugar. And when he sampled his first spoonful—oh, what splendid magnificence! An explosion of taste with a muted subtext of circulatory health benefits!

			“Reginald,” he declared, “this oatmeal is delicious.”

			
			The gold-and-silver affirmation gecko blinked and cocked his head, tiny gears turning audibly in his skull as he considered a reply. “Think of how happy you’re making your colon right now!” Reginald said. “You’re just a super dude!”

			The Sn’archivist grunted happily and continued eating. And then, halfway through his breakfast, after his second cup of kuffee but before his third, a voice spoke into either ear, except it was two voices: A woman’s in his left ear and a man’s on his right. Identical tones and inflections, but octaves apart.

			“Today, you will write a different book,” the voice intoned, and the Sn’archivist froze, not wanting to miss a single word. It was the voice of the great two-faced god Pellanus, gracing him with divine inspiration, as it once had so long ago, when he’d received the Call. He was to write a single book on a new subject, display it in a place of honor, and then point it out to whoever next came to call on him in the tower.

			And then the double voice told him the subject of the new book.

			The Sn’archivist dropped his spoon, oatmeal forgotten, and gulped down his last cup of kuffee. He rushed downstairs to the third floor, where his writing desk was, and ran his thin fingers over the stack of blank books waiting in a crate beside it. He pulled them all out and inspected them, wishing to choose the most flawless specimen for what was to be a truly special work. Several had small tears on the corners of the pages. Others had tiny scuffs on the cover. But eventually he picked one that seemed closest to perfection, with crisp ivory sheets and a rich ruby cover, and he placed it reverently on his desk.

			Today was different because today he would write something different. Something important! The oatmeal had been a herald of the divine! He was a conduit for powers far beyond those of most mortals! He dabbed his quill in the inkpot, paused briefly over the paper to savor the moment, and then he scratched out two words, pregnant with meaning, on the first page:

			Otter balls.

			
			Yes. That was it! That was it exactly. He didn’t know exactly what it was, only that those two words were most definitely, exactly, it. He could feel that he had written something vital. Something crucial. Words with the power to save lives.

			But he rather hoped no one asked him to explain how.
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			Elsewhere, a hirsute lady slept in a tower covered in thorns.

			And then, quite suddenly, she didn’t.

			The Lady Harkovrita blinked and coughed. It was fusty in this room. Or musty. Moldy? Rusty. Roadkilly? Something unpleasant to her nose, anyway, even if she couldn’t pin down the precise word for it. She was groggy, which she felt was intensely unfair since she did not remember consuming any grog. In fact, she did not remember going to sleep at all. The last thing she remembered was being given a rose by a sweet little slip of a girl shortly after her father, the Earl of Borix, had decreed that roses should be entirely eliminated from Tennebruss. Something about preventing a curse.

			A gift of contraband, she’d thought as she took the rose from the girl’s hand—what was her name? Argabella! That was it. The girl was going to bard school or something boring like that, but her willingness to defy the earl’s decree regarding roses forced Harkovrita to admit she might need to reevaluate whether or not Argabella herself was boring. “How thoughtful,” she’d said to the girl. “And exciting.” And then nothing after that, until now.

			
			The blinking did little to clear her vision. She was gummed up pretty well with a remarkable case of eye boogers, so she raised a hand to knuckle them away and discovered that someone had done something horrifying to her fingers. They were heavy and unwieldy and most of all nightmarish, because the fingernails were perhaps a foot long and curled in yellow loops and twined together.

			Harkovrita nearly screamed, especially when she realized it was the same with her other hand: Her fingertips had all decided to nail one another. But she choked it back because she realized someone must be pranking her. She would not give them the satisfaction of a reaction. She would just quietly get up, remove these horrors from her hands, and go about her business, which was the business of being a supremely bored and sheltered lady of Borix at the dubious mercy of her noble father. At least this prank was a change in routine, and she did appreciate that. A little shivering body horror was occasionally a good thing. She didn’t feel groggy anymore.

			Rising to a sitting position took greater effort than it should have. As with her hands, her head weighed far more than it was supposed to, especially at the base of her skull. Looking down to either side, she saw thick braids of hair coiled like massive yellow snakes with a lustrous coat of fur instead of scaly skin. The braids disappeared behind her, and as there was no one else in the room, she had to assume that this massive amount of hair was actually hers. Or, rather, not hers but surely fakes attached to her as part of the same prank as the fingernails. But then there was the fine downy hair that draped down her front and tickled the top of her chest: How had the prankster passed up the opportunity of braiding that? And why wasn’t it in her eyes?

			She started to raise a hand to brush it away but realized her fingernails would make pretty much everything but walking impossible until she got rid of them. Those had to go first. She should have some clippers in her bureau, if she could get it open. Or handle the clippers. This was such a strange prank to pull on her. Why would anyone go to such trouble?

			
			Punishment. It had to be. She’d refused to accept the marriage her father had arranged with some lord’s brat in Taynt, a kid named Vendel Vas Deference, and in response the earl had decreed that next month Harkovrita would go to the Lovely Ladies Ultimate Finisher School in Songlen and then marry Vendel anyway, by Pellanus.

			Well, by Pellanus, she would exit the stage before that particular play ever began.

			She took a deep breath and exhaled, examining her room. It was a bit different. No tapestry on the wall, which was strange. She’d loved that woven vision of unicorns disemboweling young squires while maids giggled into their hands. And no mirror on her bureau. None of her model ships were in evidence either. Was this even her room? Yes, the shape of it was the same, the light from the window behind her bed the same, and this was indeed her bed, and that was her wardrobe and bureau made from well-polished Morningwood. There were simply some things missing and some…extra things in their place. The hair brushing against her chest and neck was very strange, though, and had only become more so as she turned her head from side to side. It shouldn’t be down there without passing in front of her eyes first. Unless…

			Harkovrita’s nostrils flared and her breath came in quick gasps. She needed to check on something. Carefully, awkwardly, she brought her hands up to her face, but with her fingers pointing away at first, until she tilted them up and placed her palms flat on her cheeks and rubbed. There was hair there. And it was attached. To her jaw.

			“I have a sharting beard?” she said into the silence. Her voice sounded high and panicked and she didn’t like it.

			Harkovrita gave serious consideration to letting loose with a scream after all. But on the cusp of belting out a bloodcurdling holler o’ horror, she stopped: A scream would bring people running. And then they would see her like this, with too much hair everywhere and fingernails as twisted and yellow as an old goat’s horns.

			
			“No, no, no, no, no,” she said.

			She needed to be where other people were not. Probably forever. Because it was becoming clear that this was no prank but her actual condition. She had been asleep or unconscious for so long that she had grown out her hair and fingernails like this—and a beard!—and they had let her. Her parents, the castle denizens—they’d all neglected her completely. The curse that her father had been so worried about had obviously come to pass, foisted on her by an innocent bard with a verboten rose.

			She didn’t want to linger in a cursed tower any longer. Nor did she want to be kept, patronized, sheltered, the subject of mocking songs or the butt of jokes, or given away as a prize to Lord Vas Deference. She just wanted out, which was a feeling she’d had before but never intensely enough to leave comfort and privilege and pie behind—the pastry chef made such an amazing strawberry rhubarb pie! But now she felt as if she couldn’t get out of the castle fast enough. Practical matters would need to be handled first, however. She quietly spoke a list aloud:

			“Fingernails. Chamber pot. Different clothes.”

			How long had she been asleep? Her bladder felt ready to burst. But emptying it would require functioning hands just to deal with the massively poofy dress her parents always forced her to wear.

			She swung her legs over the side of the bed and tested them. No tingling, no problems. She stood and tested her weight. That was all fine. And then she took a step—or tried to.

			Harkovrita tripped on her twisted toenails and flailed a bit and clacked her long nails together. The sound was so gross that she felt the gorge rising in her throat. The nails were thick but seemed brittle.

			“Time to break a nail,” she said in a low voice barely above a whisper.

			Sitting down with her rear on the floor, she placed both hands in front of her, with the monstrosities curling up and away. She raised her right leg, cocked a knee, and slammed the heel of her foot down on the nails, just beyond the tips of her fingers. There was a sickening crunch and crackle and a large portion of the nails fell away, luckily with very little to no pain. A couple more strikes and her hands were freed from the bulk of their weight. The nails were jagged, ugly things and still too long, but they were at least manageable. She rose with a shudder of revulsion and hobbled over to her bureau, quietly cursing the weight of her braided hair and feeling it drag through the mess of twisted fingernails behind her. And then it brought her up short; while she had enough slack to reach the edges of the room, it was only just enough, since the rest trailed out the window and obviously snagged on something out there. She was on a leash and would need to free herself of that as well as everything else.

			
			Harkovrita yanked open the top drawer to find it rearranged since the last time she’d opened it, which was for her that morning but in reality had been who knew how long. She must have slept for years. She didn’t think she could grow this much excess keratin in a couple of months. Maybe the arranged marriage was off now, but no matter: She didn’t want to be given away to anyone, ever, and as long as she was under her father’s roof, he’d assume he could dispose of her as he wished.

			It took some searching, but she found her nail scissors and went to work, first on her crusty toenails and then on what remained of her fingernails. She might have clipped them too aggressively; on a couple of fingers she damaged the cuticles in her desire to be rid of them. No matter; she was relieved. And now needed to relieve herself.

			As she squatted over the chamber pot, she wondered over other practical matters. Had she had her menses while she slept? Had she wet the bed? Why wasn’t she wearing a diaper and a hospital gown covered in hideous ducklings? How had she kept hydrated and fed? Were her teeth entirely mossy, or had some servant diligently brushed the plaque away? And if all that had happened, who had tended to her? She was so mortally embarrassed by the mere thought of what it would take to keep her alive and well all that time that she resolved never to see anyone in Tennebruss again. Farewell, Mother and Father! Farewell, courtiers and guards! Farewell, itinerant gnomeric pudding merchant with the extra-chunky pistachio pudding! The thought of never tasting that treat again, or the pastry chef’s pies, nearly made her reconsider, but she shook her head.

			
			“No. I’ve been given a chance at a new life, so there’s no use living the old one,” she said into the quiet. “It is time for strange new puddings and fantastic adventures in pie.”

			Finished with her bodily needs and done speaking dramatically to no one, she untied the stays of her formal velvet dress and stepped out of it and the petticoats beneath it, striding to her wardrobe to find more appropriate clothing for the road: breeches, tunic, and belt, which she’d worn during her training sessions with the master-at-arms. These items were hidden in the back so her mother wouldn’t find them. She even had some brown leather boots that would serve well for hikes. As she buttoned up the tunic and belted it, she considered the tug of the long braids anchored to her scalp and running through a hole in her bed and out the window. She wanted to cut it all but had never actually cut her hair before and wasn’t quite ready to take that step.

			She pulled out her blue traveling cloak next and checked the secret pockets sewn into the lining: Yes, her funds were still there, hoarded coins from birthdays and other holidays. She would be well supplied with fickels for a short while. She noticed that two of her plainer cloaks were missing—ones she used for sneaking about—and that the closet smelled like a corpse.

			What else to take? She rummaged in her wardrobe and found the gift from her uncle, a hempen gunnysack emblazoned with the name of Chekkoff’s, a fabled market in Cape Gannet near the Seven Toe Islands. She’d always wanted to go there. Well, why not now? Might as well have a destination in mind.

			She shoved some extra clothes into the Chekkoff’s gunnysack, as well as a gnomeric firebird a pyromaniac cousin had given her for her sixteenth birthday. She added a rapier, a mace, some brass knuckles, a beret, a gryphon’s quill, a saltshaker, a flower press, a grimoire, and a porcelain unicorn. Surely something in there would come in handy at some later moment of great import.

			
			From her bureau, she pulled out a pair of shears and then moved to the window behind her bed, peering out and down to assess the ridiculous length of her hair dangling down past a discomfitingly overgrown thatch of roses. She might not have quite enough braid for what she hoped to accomplish, but it would be close. Taking the stairs, she knew, would be a mistake. There was no way she could exit without being seen, except out her tower window. And the longer she waited, the more likely it became that she would be discovered by someone tasked to look after her. No time to waste.

			The first thing she did felt utterly delicious: She used her shears to hack off both braids at the nape of her neck, leaving her hair just long enough to brush her shoulders and fit in a stubby nubbin of a ponytail. She stowed the shears in her bag and tied both braids together, using a double-fisherman knot she’d been practicing from her favorite knot book, then secured the braids to one of the heavy posts of her bed. As she tested the knot and found it strong, she felt a little frisson of excitement. Her mother had encouraged her to give up knots and take up tatting instead, and she was pleased to see evidence that she’d chosen wisely. Tatting wouldn’t save her now.

			Holding on to her braided-hair rope, gunnysack over her shoulder, she straddled her tower window. She had been warned all her life to stay far away from this window, lest she fall out or be attacked by a squirrel, but now she drank in the clear air and noted the dense perfume of roses riding the fair breeze. She hooked the rope around her thigh and began rappelling down, boots pressed against the brick. The braid held, and soon she stopped worriedly staring up at the window and quickened her descent—until she ran out of hair rope, perhaps ten feet above ground. Surrounded by a troubling number of what appeared to be halfling skeletons trapped among the thorns, she dangled from the end of the rope for a moment, let the sack fall first, then let go. Her feet sent prickles of pain up her spine as she landed, and it stung when she stood to walk, but she picked up her sack and headed straight for the nearest road. She’d decided to head south, out of Tennebruss and toward the busy port city of Sullenne. Finding passage on a ship would get her out of Borix quicker than anything else.

			
			No one stopped her. No shout went up from the tower. She pulled up the hood of her cloak and limped along the road, looking nothing like the Lady Harkovrita but more, she hoped, like a wild young man in need of a razor and a destiny. For the moment, the beard was exactly the disguise she needed, for all that it dangled past her belt and kept getting caught on the buttons of her tunic.

			Her boots, while very fine, proved to be a bit uncomfortable after a couple of miles. She could feel blisters forming on the backs of her heels. Her muscles ached and her back cracked, but not unpleasantly; she felt the exhaustion of that long sleep lift as her body woke up. She began to wonder where she would spend the night as the sun crept toward the horizon, shining in her eyes. She did not have a portable shelter, and for all her reading on maritime life, she had never slept a single day outside. She might be able to fend off a determined groundhog with her shears, but a pack of wolves or a wandering band of rogues would be much more problematic. “Highwaymen,” her father called them, right before damning them. That was, in fact, all she knew about them, because the sum total of what her father said in her hearing was an irritated snort, followed by “Highwaymen. Damn them!” Then again, he said the same thing about goats, children, and bunions, so perhaps her father’s reactions did not adequately reflect the real world.

			The sound of creaking wood, hooves on hard-packed ruts, and the low murmur of a man’s voice caused her to turn around. There was a wagon coming along, pulled by an old brown horse, a single man holding the reins.

			Harkovrita slid over to one side of the road and waited. He might be kind or cruel, but either way he was going to catch up to her. Might as well be prepared.

			
			He was not a nobleman or even a merchant, judging by his dress. He was most likely a farmer taking a load of vegetables to the coast, since he wore a muck-covered jerkin over mud-splattered pants tucked into boots begrimed with manure. His jaw was strong and clean-shaven, his thick dark eyebrows and hair framing a warm tan face bereft of guile. A stalk of hay, complete with fuzzy seed bundle at the end, bobbed up and down between his teeth. He nodded once at Harkovrita from far off, acknowledging that awkward moment when it was too far to shout greetings, and she nodded back, adding in a wave. He waited until he was closer and then politely asked his horse to halt.

			“Pleasant afternoon, sir,” he said, and Harkovrita almost took insult but then remembered that she was dressed as a man and currently had a beard. She really needed to shave that off. But in the meantime, best to play along. She pitched her voice low to sound like a man’s.

			“Afternoon,” she replied. “Don’t suppose you’d let me ride along?”

			He cocked his head at her. “Well, I sure wouldn’t mind the company, no, sir, but I’m not sure you’d like paying the price.”

			“Why? What is it?”

			“You’d have to listen to me talk the whole dang way.”

			Harkovrita blinked. “That’s it?”

			“That’s plenty. I’ve been informed on more than one occasion that I talk too much and the best thing I could possibly do is shut up. I’m a fearful affliction to ears, it seems, to hear other people tell it, not that the animals seem to mind a ding-dang bit. And I like to talk about boring stuff.”

			“Stuff like what?”

			“Jam and cows. Other barnyard animals too, but mostly them cows and their heckin’ moos.”

			“I like jam and cows.”

			
			He grinned. “Then I reckon you might survive the journey without me doin’ any damage to your sanity. Hop on up.” He scooted over on the seat and jerked his chin at the space he’d made for her. She climbed up and settled back with a sigh, grateful to give her feet a rest.

			“My name’s Morvin,” the man said. “What’s yours?”

			Harkovrita gaped. She hadn’t thought at all about what she would tell people. She couldn’t say she was the Lady Harkovrita, recently escaped from the tower at Tennebruss. If she gave him a man’s name now, it wouldn’t hold up well once she shaved her beard. She flailed for a moment, then decided to do something no courtier in the castle had ever done: express genuine vulnerability.

			“I’m not particularly fond of my current name and I’m thinking I’d like to choose a new one. Have you ever felt that way?”

			A small crease appeared between Morvin’s eyes. “Cor, I reckon I haven’t, although once I named a cow Mr. Mutton on accident and tried to get him to change it over to Robbie, and he wouldn’t have none of it. But I can understand well enough that sometimes a body needs a good ol’ redo. I just decided to choose a new life meself, so here I am.”

			Harkovrita grinned at him. “Me too!”

			“Hey, no kidding?”

			“I jest not!”

			“That’s fancy talk, jesting is. Bit like jousting but more bells and less havin’ holes put in you by lances ’n’ such. You should have a fancy name to go with it, eh?”

			“What sort of name do you think would suit me?”

			“Huh. Well.” Morvin examined her face closely. “That is a mighty unusual beard, if you don’t mind me saying, sir.”

			“No, I don’t mind. Unusual how?”

			“Well, it ain’t all scraggly and coarse like most beards you see. That’s like really fine baby hair, all silky, you know, and I ain’t never seen the like. And underneath that, well, you got some features that might almost be, uh…” He stopped talking and looked down.

			
			“Almost what? Be honest with me, Morvin. I promise not to take offense.”

			“Well, I surely don’t mean none, so I hope you’ll remember that promise. But you have some features that might look a bit like…a woman’s. But I figure you don’t really fit in either camp, and if someone gave me two boxes and told me to check one for you, I’d make a mark somewhere in the middle.”

			Harkovrita beamed at him. “I agree. That’s quite perceptive of you. So what sort of name should I choose?”

			Morvin shrugged. “One that’s neither here nor there. All sorts of folks in the world that don’t fit in one or two boxes, and they have all sorts of names to suit ’em.”

			“Hmm. What do you think of Morgan? It’s a bit close to your name.”

			Morvin squinted at her. “I reckon that would fit you mighty fine. It’s fancy enough and works for ladies and gents as well. Or sheep, probably.”

			Harkovrita held out her hand and the farmer took it, albeit awkwardly, as they sat side by side. She pumped it up and down. “My name’s Morgan, Morvin. Thanks for giving me a ride. Now let’s go, and you can tell me all about jam and cows and why you decided to choose yourself a new life.”

			Morvin clucked at the horse and shook the reins. The wagon lurched forward and he looked pleased.

			“Well, Morgan, you ever heard of invigorated ham jam? It’s the most amazin’ stuff. Got a load of it in the back of the wagon here. Most folks just put it on toast, but I’m tellin’ ya, there’s so much more you can do with it.”

			And so Morgan settled back against the wagon seat with a new name and a new life and dreamt of the many possibilities of ham jam, every single one of which was better than marrying some reeking lump of a bratling lord of Taynt.
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			“Ninety-seven, ninety-eight, ninety-nine, and…one hundred!” Vic let the barbell fall to the ground with an unnecessary and startling thunk. The gnomes he’d paid to sit on top of the barbell and cheer tumbled off, their hats landing in the dirt. Vic looked around. None of the other centaurs in Ye Olde Krossfitte Gymnasium so much as looked up.

			“You sullied my cardigan!” one of the gnomes shouted, which wasn’t a cheer at all.

			Vic looked down, his eyes roving over acres of his own muscles, both in his human flesh up top and in his horseflesh down below. He was a meaty-man torso stuck on a Clydesdale chassis and bedecked with a yellow crop top, and he’d put a lot of work into his guns, and the gnome should’ve been more appreciative, considering his wee little spaghetti arms.

			“I paid you already,” Vic growled. “Now begone before I stomp you to pudding!”

			
			The gnome grabbed his hat and scurried out the door with his friends, shaking his tiny fist and shouting, “He who sullies another’s sweater won’t have a day that gets any better!” in a way suggesting that, despite his false bravado, the gnome would spend the rest of his life hiding from anything with hooves.

			Good.

			At least someone recognized Vic’s latent lethality and obvious swoleness.

			He flexed his pecs, one-two, one-two, and considered the other swoleboys currently lifting and grunting around the room. It was like every other gym he’d encountered from the Centaur Pastures to the Bearded Plains to Pyckåbøg, and just like in all those other places, it was cram jam with elf biceps and dwarf glutes and centaur flanks and glistening troll chests peppered with the most masculine sheen of sweat. Vic looked at his hands in their fingerless lifting gloves. Flexing his fingers, he offered up his daily prayer: Dear Pellanus, Keep these fingers from revealing my secret and let them only be used for swole and manly purposes. Amen.

			A giant hand shoved him aside, almost causing him to trip over a dumbbell. “Oi, My Little Pony.” The troll grinned, revealing teeth that looked like stumps. “Quit hogging the mirror. This corner of the gym is for serious lifting only, not flexing your ladyfingers. Or are you a bard? You gonna play a dainty little lute?”

			Vic’s lips lifted in a snarl as his, yes, somewhat feminine fingers curled into fists.

			“You talking to me, Sissy MacTeaparty?”

			With the fondness for name-calling that all trolls shared, this one turned on Vic, his eyes alight with pleasure. “That’s Fergus MacMurdernuts to you, pony boy. You want to take this fight outside?”

			No, actually, Vic did not. He loved lifting, loved being swole, loved cutting a swath through any crowd that valued their toes and didn’t like a luxurious black tail flicking at their eyes. But he did not enjoy fighting, especially not with an audience. Fighting tended to bring out…well, his worst qualities. Qualities he wanted to keep hidden.

			
			“Love to fight you, bro, but I’ve got an appointment. To, er…” Vic trailed off, trying to think of the most masculine pursuit in the world. “To go fishing in a freezing mountain stream with my bare hands while drinking whiskey and eschewing my father’s funeral.”

			A nearby centaur, a dappled gray Percheron, turned around, scowling. “That’s cold, dude. Like, don’t you think your father deserved the bare minimum of respect? I hate my dad, but when he kicks it or breaks a leg or whatever, I’m totally heading home to the pastures, at least to support my mom.”

			Vic almost winced; he’d miscalculated.

			“Oh, yeah, well, my mom is dead. So it’s just him. Was just him. And he…he liked…he played with dolls and painted his hooves?”

			Another centaur turned around, this one a palomino with flames painted on his plate-sized hooves. He lifted one, pawing the air for emphasis. “You got a problem with painted hooves, bro?”

			The troll just sat back, arms crossed, grinning maniacally. As much as trolls loved fighting, they mostly just loved instigating pile-ons of trouble and then eating whoever lost.

			“Your hooves look fantastic,” Vic said, hoping the other centaur could hear his sincerity, as the dude’s sausage fingers were curled in fists, one airbrushed hoof stamping in annoyance.

			A third centaur rounded on him, this one a slender but still tough-looking Thoroughbred with a glossy black coat that suggested he supplemented with omega-3s. “I assume you’re going to put down braided beards next?” he asked, his chest-length beard wagging. “Or eyeliner? You got a problem with that? Because this is just how we do things in Qul, and I’m not here for your toxic and ignorant viewpoint. I’m here to lift—because it’s good for cardiovascular health and also counters later osteoporosis.”

			“Me too!” Vic said, fully aware that his voice was an octave higher than it had been before three centaurs and a troll had backed him into a corner. “I just want to be swole with my swole bros! No offense meant!”

			
			“Offense taken!” the centaur with the braided beard said, stepping closer.

			“Say, what’s your name?” the palomino asked.

			Vic puffed out his chest and gave an up-nod. “You can call me Vic.”

			The palomino rolled his eyes. “That’s not your name,” he growled. “If it is, you’re not a centaur, and I can see you are, even if you’re a poor excuse for one. What’s your full name? I’m Stampeding Triumphant.”

			Vic gulped. By Pellanus, that was a fantastic name. He had to choke back a compliment and remember that he was on the spot here. Mustering what dignity he could, he lifted his chin and said, “My name is Pissing Victorious.”

			“Ha!” Stampeding Triumphant barked.

			“I would’ve guessed Sniveling Pathetic,” the troll chortled.

			“Or maybe Insulting Boorish,” the stallion from Qul said with a sniff.

			“Or Waxing Insecure,” a gnome muttered from just outside the window. He popped out of sight with a squeak before Vic could flick him with his tail.

			The gray centaur crossed his arms. “You’re not from around here, are you, buddy?”

			“He’s not,” Stampeding confirmed. “He’s a rube, fresh from the pastures. Probably hasn’t ever been to a big city like Sullenne before or learned to live among and respect other cultures.” He stamped a hoof. “Pasture Boy, d’you remember what they do back home to trespassers?”

			Vic felt utterly called out. To have his name mocked hit closer to home than he liked. And if Stampeding Triumphant was from the Pastures, then Vic couldn’t put on his Tough Guy from the Country routine. Because the palomino could clearly invoke the Even Tougher Guy from the Country routine.

			“Well?” the palomino demanded.

			
			“S-s-s-stomp the trespassers to bits and leave them on the edge of the territory in decorative gift bags,” Vic whispered.

			At that, all three centaurs, the troll, and everyone else in the gym laughed. At him.

			“Why’s that funny? It’s true.”

			“It’s funny because it’s so pathetically xenophobic,” the Thoroughbred said.

			“But mostly ’cause you’re so scared you’re tap-dancing, mate,” the troll said, pointing down.

			And it was true. Vic’s carefully polished and, yes, ever so slightly tinted hooves were dancing with inelegant clomps, his flanks quivering, his tail twitching. He felt a blush start up his cheeks and spread into the hairline of his mullet.

			“I’m just flexing,” he muttered. “Uh, working my hocks. It’s leg day.”

			“It should be brain day!” the palomino bellowed. “You trod on my workout bag!”

			Vic danced backward, all control of his equine half lost. His hoof slipped on a barbell, and he pinwheeled his arms as he fell heavily on his rump and let out a squealing whinny.

			“Did somebody fall down go boom?” the Thoroughbred chortled.

			“Gonna live up to your name now, Mr. Pissing? Gonna make a mess?” This from the gray, who was laughing so hard he was partially whinnying, but not in the high-pitched way Vic was.

			“Looks like you need a beginner’s tap class more than leg day,” the gnome observed from the window, more boldly now.

			“I can hold my bladder! I’m not dancing! Dancing is for girls!” Vic squeaked as he struggled to muscle his bulk to standing.

			The palomino shook his head sadly. “Dancing is for everyone,” he said sagely, giving a graceful hop. “What you’re doing is a public disturbance. If you would just ask for help—”

			“Hey!”

			Every head turned toward the burly dwarf who’d just appeared in the door marked Ye Old Employees Onlye, and every swoleboy took a respectful step toward the wall.

			
			“Mr. Kross, sir,” the troll said with a slight bow. “What an honor!”

			“Shut your piehole, Mac, and back away from the ballerina with four left feet!”

			The dwarf had a rope in his hands, and everyone got out of his way as he stormed across the gym, directly toward Vic. Vic could feel his skin shuddering like he was beset by flies, and the fear sweat drying into his bay coat itched something terrible. When the dwarf stopped in front of him, he wanted nothing more than to gallop away and never enter a gym again, but instead, his rear hooves lashed out, putting a hole in the wall and upsetting the cozy home of a family of muscular mice.

			“You,” the dwarf said, pointing one finger at Vic. “Were you born in a barn?”

			“…Yes?”

			The dwarf rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I forget that only works with people who don’t have hooves. What I mean to say is, don’t you know they make rubberized hoof covers for this sort of nervous condition? You can’t just go putting holes in a person’s walls. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, but it’s right there in the rules.” He pointed to a hand-painted wooden sign on the wall. Rule 6 read: THOSE WHO LACK SELFE-CONTROL MUST WEAR RUBBERIZED PROPHYLACTIC GARMENTS FOR THE SAKE OF PUBLIC DECENCY AND OUR RATINGS ON YE OLDE YELPE.

			“Can we talk about this in private?” Vic squeaked.

			“No,” Mr. Kross barked. “You ignored the rules and made your problems public.”

			“This isn’t usually an issue for me.”

			“Usually only counts in things that don’t involve disrupting the lives of lifestyle coaches and well-behaved mice.” The mice squeaked their agreement and flexed in annoyance before scurrying back into the safety of the wooden wall.

			
			Vic realized his human upper half was now fidgeting too, almost wiggling his fingers, and he crossed his arms and tucked those rebellious digits into his manly, sweating, hairy armpits before they could do something even more embarrassing than his horsey half had done.

			“I’d be glad to patch it up, sir,” he said.

			The dwarf nodded thoughtfully. “Know how to do handiwork, eh?”

			“Er, well, no, Mr. Kross, sir, I just wanted to…”

			“Act like you’re traditionally masculine and know everything?”

			“Yes! Wait. No?”

			“You seem fairly confused about personal balance, young buck. Look down.”

			Vic looked down. He’d been so discombobulated by being yelled at, in public, by a knee-high dwarf, that he’d stumbled into the yoga corner of the gym and deflated several yoga balls. He turned suddenly, and his dancing hooves clattered into a stack of metal weights, sending them skittering and tripping the other gymgoers. That was not how the day was supposed to go. He’d just wanted to stop in at a gym, get his pump on, impress the local swoleboys, find some drinking buddies, and head to the nearest inn for foamy mugs of manly lager and the chance to ogle some fillies and feel like Gulping Glamorous, the famous centaur mascot of the Bushy Beer Company. That’s all he ever wanted, but somehow it never worked out. Usually it didn’t go this badly—usually he just slunk out of the gym alone, having been utterly unnoticed.

			But, as Mr. Kross said, usually was for things that didn’t involve dancing the can-can and putting muddy hoofprints on a collection of expensive yoga mats.

			“Sir, I’d really like a chance to fix this situation,” Vic said. “If you’ll just give me a…thingy, a trowel? I’ll, um, spackle the wall, or—”

			The dwarf’s eyes boggled. “Give a clumsy centaur a sharp object? In my place of business? Are you barmy?”

			“No, sir.”

			“Then simply pay the fracas fee and get out.”

			“Pay the…what?”

			
			The dwarf coolly pointed to another sign, this one reading: FRACAS FEE: FIVE FICKELS. “You start a fracas in my gymnasium, you pay for the trouble you cause me.”

			Vic dug around in the fanny pack slung around the point where his human torso met his equine lower half.

			“I don’t have five fickels,” he said, very quietly.

			The dwarf just shook his head. “Get out of here, kid. And you might as well stop talking. I’ve got a mess to clean up, and I don’t need you to add any more to my load.”

			With as much dignity and swoleness as he could manage, clenching his biceps and his buttocks, Vic walked out of the gym, his head held high and his magnificent tail flicking over the disastrous yoga-corner carnage. He was followed by the not-so-quiet mutterings of the Krossfitters.

			“Poor guy has the self-control of a yearling hopped up on Blue Bull,” the palomino complained.

			“Can’t even talk about his feelings or ask for help,” added the gray.

			“And he didn’t apologize to the mice!” said the scandalized Thoroughbred.

			“You’re not even worth getting my club out of my locker.” This from the troll, who was twirling a barbell on one finger as if it weighed nothing.

			Past that gauntlet of shame, Vic stepped out the door and into the near-omnipresent gray drizzle of Sullenne. The dwarf grumbled behind him, his spackling trowel scraping against the wall, as the other centaurs continued to loudly and self-righteously express their pity for Vic’s lack of balance and manners. As if they didn’t also dance around like prey animals when frightened! No matter what the head told the heart, the heart couldn’t always get that message to the equine’s hindquarters. Why, it was rumored that even the great Howling Thunderous, Fury of the Five Pastures, had danced a fierce jig during battle!

			No good telling the swoleboys that now. They’d just find some other reason to ridicule him.

			
			The problem, Vic assumed, was that he still wasn’t buff and manly enough. That he was too soft, too girly, just like his father had always claimed. Perhaps he would have flames painted on his hooves, like the palomino. Or grow his soul patch into a bushy beard, like the Thoroughbred. Or maybe even cut his tail into a club, like the gray had, which only served to make his rump look bigger and more muscular. But to do those things he’d need money, and he wasn’t willing to waste coinage on surface problems.

			Because he’d lied to the dwarf. He did have fickels—many a fickel, in fact. He’d been saving up to take a ship to the island of Mack Guphinne, where, legend said, a certain ancient temple sat. It was whispered that any supplicant entering the temple and performing the proper rituals would be subjected to a series of tests, their mind and heart probed intimately to measure their worth. And if they were found worthy, their greatest dream might come true.

			Vic’s greatest dream was to have the softness and sweetness purged from his body and soul, that he might become the stud his father swore was in there, somewhere. And that meant he would finally lose his secret weakness, his shame, that parasite that he couldn’t shake, no matter how far he roved from home or how very swole he became. For perhaps dancing hooves were bad, but wiggling fingers were worse.

			“He left a butt-shaped sweat blot when he fell!” one of the centaurs howled from inside the gym, and laughter shook the rafters.

			“Clydesdale? More like Clydesfail!”

			At that, Vic had had enough.

			He looked up and down the street, then crept as much as a seventeen-hand Clydesdale with a ripped dude’s torso could creep, easing along the alley behind the gym. Finding an open window, Vic slipped his hands inside the room beyond. As he waggled his fingers, feeling the magic build with his rage and shame, he smiled. And waited.

			It wasn’t long before the screaming started.

			“So hot!” someone screamed.

			
			“It burns!” shouted another one. “Like lava!”

			“My gym!” Mr. Kross screeched. “It’s ruined! Flooded! Oh, gods of Pell, why? Why’d it have to be tea?”

			“And is that a pistachio macaron?” someone else asked. “What the Pell?”

			Soon the centaurs were cantering out of the gym, their fetlocks red and bare, the hair singed off and smelling slightly of Shih Terrace green tea. The paint ran off the palomino’s hooves in ripples, revealing the telltale signs of past laminitis due to binge eating. Elves and dwarves ran out, their shoes fizzling away as if eaten by acid as they screamed. Jerky MacJerkface the troll barreled out, his green feet pink, the toenails boinging off like popcorn as he whimpered. Behind them all came the swirling tide of boiling hot tea, gallons and gallons of it, along with a light curl of cream and a few quickly dissolving sugar cubes.

			“My eye! My eye!” The Thoroughbred galloped into the street, both hands over his face. When he pulled them away, a single pistachio macaron fell down, covered in smeary black eyeliner.

			Vic withdrew his fingers from the open window and trotted away down the alley. All the swoleboys were too busy whining about second-degree burns to notice him.

			It wasn’t easy, being afflicted with tea magic. But sometimes, secretly, it had its uses.

			Still, he would’ve traded every drop of magic in his blood to be a normal centaur, who danced only when he danged well meant to.
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			Tempest was shopping, which was not a thing dryads generally did. She pointed to the garment labeled as a grey hooded cloak, which was significantly more attractive somehow than the one next to it described as gray hooded cloak but spelled with an a instead of an e.

			“I’ll take three of those, if you have them,” she said to the merchant, pointing to the grey cloaks. She saw only two at present.

			The clothing merchant puffed on his pipe, releasing a cloying odor of tobacco, cloves, and vanilla, and nodded once, chucking a young lad on the shoulder. “Fetch another from the back, boy. The grey with an e, now, not the gray with an a.”

			The boy nodded and disappeared behind a thin curtain, and the merchant puffed again before removing the slimed stem from his mouth and pointing it right at Tempest’s face. Smoke streamed out of his mouth as he spoke and filtered up through his white mustache, which was stained yellow underneath his nose from years of such exhalations.

			
			“It’s the hood ye want, isn’t it?” he asked. He wiggled the pipe’s stem around at the collection of vibrant vines and narrow-bladed leaves covering Tempest’s head, where a human woman’s hair would be. “To hide all that foine green foliage.”

			Tempest looked down, her jaw clenched. “Yes.”

			“Yer a dryad, is that roight?”

			She sighed. “Yes.”

			“Never thought I’d see a real one. Izzan honor. Why d’ye need three cloaks, then?”

			“To hide. People hereabouts have not been kind.”

			“Oh? Howzat? Noice girl loike you, seems as if the world’d be kinder.”

			Tempest had barely spoken to any humans—they all seemed more interested in her magic than in her mind. But this old man leaned forward, eyes crinkled up in a kindly way, and it all just came tumbling out.

			“We don’t want attention at all. Bruding was the first big city we’d ever seen, and everyone who noticed us gasped or whispered or begged to be healed or worse—made lewd suggestions about wood nymphs, based on some terrible Pickleangelo paintings. We even had to fend off a couple of persistent suitors with rather sharp refusals—as in, the sharpened tip of a dagger at their throats.”

			“Thas terrible, that is!” the old man cried, thumping the table with a gnarled fist.

			Tears rose to Tempest’s eyes as the quiet darkness of the stall and the old man’s heartfelt sympathy unspooled the feelings that had built up inside her.

			“So we hurried to Tennebruss, but it’s no better. We find the same ignorance everywhere we go. We thought autonomy among idiots would be better than our old life. We were indentured servants to a demigod, Tommy Bombastic. He treated us like something between a maid and a…well. The less said, the better. But a passing halfling noticed our hopeless plight and used his legal knowledge to negate Tommy’s agreement with our father. So we’re free now, but we’d hoped the world beyond Tommy’s enchanted forest would be dynamic, cultured, and welcoming.”

			
			“An’ it ain’t?”

			She shook her head. “No. We just want to find a place where we won’t be seen as creatures to be exploited—but as people. We need to get far from Tommy’s forest and away from the stares and the whispers. Stormy and Misty are hiding back at the inn, terrified of showing their faces outside.”

			When Tempest spoke her sisters’ names, true surprise bloomed on the merchant’s face, and the abrupt rearrangement of his facial features inspired a fit of coughing that sounded like a serious long-term condition. It was obvious he was doing his best to treat her normally, even if it was a challenge. When he finally subsided, he set down his pipe and peered at her through watery eyes. “Three dryads in Tennebruss? Remarkable, that is. D’ye mind me asking if ye hail from Borix?”

			“No, we’re from the Skyr. Daughters of the Willowmuck.”

			“The Willowmuck! I’ve heard o’ him. Been warned, actually, if ye don’t mind me saying, because he’s one of the most feared willowmaws around right now. Poor lasses!”

			Tempest smiled and sniffled. “Father can be frightful, for sure.”

			What the human didn’t know was that willowmaws do not begin life as stationary carnivorous trees. In his willowmaw state, Tempest’s father ate most anything that wandered underneath his canopy. But once he’d drunk enough blood to soften his hardened heartwood, he would someday walk the world again as a drynad—not that he was particularly kinder in that form. There were very few of his people left, since edible folks tended to chop them down or set them on fire in their willowmaw forms. Everyone loved dryads and drynads when they lived as slightly leafy humans, looking beautiful and healing folks of any ailment, but no one wanted to tolerate them when they were living the part of their life cycle that required them to be bloodthirsty trees.

			“But it seems like everyone is born with the potential to be frightful, doesn’t it?” she finished.

			
			The merchant nodded. “Roight you are, miss. That’s why we must all go out of our way to be kind.” The boy returned with another grey cloak and the merchant waved him on. “Give it to the noice lady; there’s a foine lad.”

			The boy shyly held out the soft grey cloak, and Tempest took it and beamed at him. His mouth dropped open and he looked away, blushing. Her smile tended to have that effect on many beings, and she wound up feeling embarrassed for causing their embarrassment; it was a vicious cycle of blushing. She looked back at the merchant, whose eyes were twinkling as he witnessed the lad’s harmless discomfort.

			“What do I owe you for these?” She hoped the cost wouldn’t drain the meager contents of her purse. They’d had little opportunity to earn money while in Tommy Bombastic’s service.

			“Bah.” The merchant waved his pipe at her, scoffing at the question. “Ye have given me a rare gift just by walking in me tent and talkin’ to a lonely old man, that’s fer sure. Take ’em, and may they keep ye safe and well and remind ye that there’s good in the world.”

			Tempest froze. “Surely you are jesting with me now.” Her eyes flicked to the tent flap, wondering if a watchman was waiting outside. “Is this a trick? If I walk out without paying, I’ll be seized for theft or something like that?”

			The merchant hastened to reassure her. “No, no, I’m serious. I’ve done very well for meself and shan’t suffer the loss o’ three cloaks. Look, I’ll write ye a bill of sale, saying they’re paid for, and then ye can rest easy.” He crammed the pipe in his mouth and puffed as he scrabbled for ink and paper at his table. His quill scratched over a scrap of paper, which he proffered to her. She took it, noted the date, and read:

			
				Three foine grey hooded cloaks sold to bearer, paid in fulle.

				Signed,

				Cappy Tallist, Esq.

			

			
			Tempest sighed in relief. “Thank you, Mr. Tallist.”

			“Ah, call me Cappy, and thank ye fer visitin’ me today. What’s yer name, if I may?”

			“Tempest.” She drew closer to him. “Are you sure there is nothing I can give you for these?”

			“Nah. I have a story that will last me to the end o’ me days. Nobody I know’s ever met a dryad before, although a few have been eaten by the odd tree. That’s mighty foine. The meeting, I mean, not the bein’ eaten.” His eyes flew wide, and he went into a fit of wet, hacking coughs that required a grubby handkerchief and ended with a pained wheeze.

			“But that cough of yours. Are you well?”

			Cappy sighed in patient resignation. “Well enough, aye. I’m old, is all.”

			“Please, give me your hand, Cappy?” She extended her own, and after a moment he took it and she clasped his thick fingers in her slim ones and shut her eyes. The illness dwelling in his lungs was immediately apparent. Steeling herself against what was to come, she whispered of health and grace and concentrated on the masses of the old man’s innards that were blackened or twisted from their natural pink moistness; soon they flourished again and broke up into so much bloody detritus that both she and Cappy began to cough. He tried to pull his hand away, but she held fast to him until he was clear. He finally took a deep, shuddering breath, and then a deeper clear one, tears streaming down his face.

			“I don’t know what you did, lass
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