
        
            
                
            
        


	

“THE AWAKENING OF LORA ABERNATHY is a cozy, party quest fantasy that brings readers on a magical journey of soul searching and path finding, filled with restless dreams, witty banter, exploring the wonders of companionship and transformation.”

Ai Jiang, author of A Palace Near the Wind



“This is a story told as much by heart as it is by gut. With raw emotion, Anthony tears apart concepts of identity, belonging, and family to create an experience that will linger with its readers.”

Nathaniel Luscombe, author of Moon Soul and co-author of Human Scars on Planet Skin



“The Awakening of Lora Abernathy is a nuanced journey through the deep dark woods of the heart. Featuring a party of lovable, messy characters, it explores both the toothy and celebratory parts of queerness, transness, and disability. If you've ever come out of a DnD campaign with a whole new gender, this is your book.”

 Avi Silver, author of Pluralities



“i love how rich and full of life [the characters] all are. a party getting to know eachother. the woods messing with the cores of their characters, dream sequences rich with backstory, loss, trauma, guilt. FOUND FAMILY!! and so much trans rep…it's been a hot minute since i've been so enamored with a cast of characters and this book has it! my heart <33”

Kienn Nguyen, author of Dove’s Eyes





“The Awakening of Lora Abernathy is an exhilarating read from start to finish. MJ Anthony's debut novel introduces a wonderful cast of characters that 
weave into each other's lives in fascinating ways. If you like fantasy with heart, this is a book you won't 
want to miss.”

Sage Evergreen, author of Best Cat in Show



“I got so immersed in this story I forgot I was reading. Micah's storytelling voice has a personality of its own, and each character in this book felt like a long lost friend I didn't know I had, until now.”

Beatrice Lebrun, author of Glowrot



“Intricate and powerful, this book is for anyone who loves their quests and autumnal horror tempered by the coziness of found family and witty banter.”

Molly Haniszewski, author of Beyond the Border Forest: Into the Prawdziwy Las



“A heartwarming story brimming with vivid details and richly imagined characters, layered with just the right touch of horror.”

Lauren O’Brien, author of Tide Bound
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for Bobby, Sage, and Ziel

the best DMs I’ve ever had



and for every trans adult who grew up alone

under an unspeakable weight










Author’s Note & Content Warnings:


Reader,

The idea that you may be holding this book in your hands—that it may live on your shelf, in your phone, tucked underneath your arm—does not yet feel real 
to me.

Many early readers have remarked that The Awakening of Lora Abernathy reads like part of a larger D&D campaign, which makes sense considering that that’s where each of the main characters (Lora, Tobias, Nic, and Art) began. Most of their campaigns have fallen by the wayside for one reason or another, and so I took it upon myself to write their stories down. I hope that by closing each of their chapters, I can write new ones. First and foremost, I wrote this story for me. 

As player characters, each of the protagonists lived in my body long before they lived on these pages. I carved these characters out of my bones and rooted their traumas in mine. Because of that, this book might have some rough shit in store for certain readers.

Throughout The Awakening of Lora Abernathy, you will find depictions of:

Chronic illness (specifically tick-borne illnesses)
Panic Attacks
Chronic Nightmares

As well as backstory elements of:

Transphobia
Homophobia
High-control religion

There are several nightmare sequences throughout the book which incorporate elements of horror. These elements include blood, injuries, drowning, and animal death.

Does (the) Dog die?? 
It’s complicated—but I am pressing my forehead to yours and promising that we are going to be okay.

Take care while reading, and proceed at a pace that is safe for you.

Eternally howling,

Micah J Anthony












the

Awakening

of

Lora

Abernathy



By mj AnthonY










Playlist

good girls — Josie Edwards
Not Forever After — Olive Klug
Magician — Jules of the Tide
annual birthday cry (interlude) — Lizzy Hilliard
empty vessels — Lilli Furfaro
Run Boy Run — Woodkid
Preybirds (Watcher Song) — Rabbitology
Time Machine — Daisy the Great
Gullible’s Travels — Soul Asylum
Something Greater —Anna Bates
Heroes and Monsters — Penny and Sparrow
adulting — emlyn
Eavesdrop — The Civil Wars
The Deal — Mitski
New Constellations — Ryn Weaver
Get Home — Bastille
Burn it Down — Daughter
Malaprops — Clem Turner
Gone By Morning — Madilyn Mei
Gods and Teenage Girls (voice memo) — Ky Hollis
Eaten Alive by Wolves — The Narcissist Cookbook
DUST/DIVINITY — Joy Oladokun
Stay My Fangs — Karma and the Killjoys
I Met The Devil — Lila Blue
Dam, Damn — Pater
Nunemaker’s Parable — Everybody’s Worried About Owen







[image: Image]

Lora Abernathy has always been an optimist.

To be fair, for the last several days she’s also been a dog. That tends to help—both with optimism and with other, more practical things, like eating and sleeping.

It’s also useful for safety. Girls, especially ones living on their own on the streets of a city as crowded and disorganized as Glenhurst, have to worry about men (ranging from creepy to dangerous) and unspoken social rules (ranging from annoying to dangerous—especially when men are also involved).

Dogs can eat scraps from the trash, and the only man they need to worry about is the dog-catcher.

Tonight, Lora’s fur is warm and her dog-belly sits pleasantly full of fish scraps tossed to her by friendly dock workers. The evening air has only just begun to turn from winter’s chill to spring’s balm and has not yet reached the sweltering damp of summer.

She has plenty of time, she reminds herself, curled up in the back of her mind, as the dog pads down side streets and alleys, sniffing this and rubbing on that and requiring minimal input from her.

Lora does not like the dog, but she can’t begrudge its usefulness.

A door nearby slams open, and the dog’s ears perk up, followed shortly by its nose. Raised voices carry over on a gust of air, heavy with the scents of soup and bread and pie, the kind of human food it knows that Lora craves, somewhere deeper than the need for sated hunger.

They don’t have more than a couple scavenged coins between them, but even a drink and a chair and the promise of human company is enough to drive them forward as one.

The dog reaches the door, winding through the legs of departing patrons, and disappears around the corner. A moment later, Lora emerges from the darkened gap between buildings, gaining confidence with every step, one hand braced against the wall as she remembers how to hold herself up in a body this size and shape again.

Like sea-legs, Lora thinks, then amends it to dog-legs.

Lora smiles, then frowns, then scrunches up her nose in an attempt to clear the expression all together. It doesn’t work, and Lora scrubs at her face with one hand. 

All her life she’s felt like an open book, emotions dancing across her expression as fast as she feels them. Spending the last four days in a form that communicates primarily with its ears, teeth, and tongue has made it even harder not to let every passing thought show in the quirk of her mouth or wrinkle of her brow.

The door to the tavern opens again, warm light spilling out across the gravel walking path, and Lora pushes herself forward, her balance restored for the moment.

Lora can feel the dog already pacing restlessly in the corner of her mind located just above their (human) right ear, and she throws an imaginary blanket to cover it. 

My turn.

Inside, the tavern hums with dusk-time cheer, and Lora slides onto the wooden bench of a corner booth, settling her back against the wall. Silent as a shadow, she lets her eyes skate over her fellow patrons from behind the brush of her bangs.

At the bar, a gaggle of girls dressed for a celebration pester the person behind it to let them order something “off the menu.” When the bartender gives in, raising their hands in good-natured surrender, the group kicks up a raucous cheer. One of the girls, decked out in a flower crown and glittering shawl, leans across the counter to kiss them on the mouth and whoops and hollers erupt again.

The corner booth diagonally across from Lora’s is occupied by a tiefling dressed for travel, with dark curls and skin a few shades darker than the embers of a fire. He chews on the inside of his lip, sketching in a small book. Lora wonders what he’s drawing, but quickly relegates it to mystery and moves on.

In the center of the space, an older man leans across a table for two. Even from here, Lora can smell the bite of tree under his skin and recognize the coppery rings of a dryad on the back of his clasped hands. He opens them to his companion, an equally time-weathered character dressed in a mixed style of masculine and feminine elements, their hair long and laced with beads, and reveals a ring in his palm.

Lora thinks of her parents and tears her eyes away.

On her second, vigilant skate across the room, Lora and the tiefling make eye contact.

She feels her forehead furrow again before she can stop it and immediately floods calm across her features. Her brows spring back into place a little too quickly, and she feels that too, a frustrated flush rising along her cheekbones. Dammit, Dog.

The tiefling quirks a brow of their own. Lora rolls her eyes and looks away.

When she glances back, they’re still watching her over the rim of their mug.

Lora lets her eyes narrow as she gives them a slow, thorough once-over. The tiefling sips from their drink, unconcerned by the scrutiny.

They are, Lora’s impartial assessment concludes, hot as fuck.

Also, she’s staring. 

She watches them brush a few stray curls out of their eyes, thumb lingering a bit too long at the base of one mahogany horn, circling one spot in a casual gesture that could be mistaken for merely scratching an itch. Are they modeling for her?

The dog wriggles out from where she buried it, gnawing on the single thought (FRIEND?) like a particularly captivating stick. Lora squashes it back down, flips open the menu, and busies herself with it until the waitress comes around.

“I’m Asha,” the waitress introduces herself. “And you’ve got an admirer.”

Lora’s eyes dart to the tiefling, and Asha nods.

“He’s a regular, when he’s in town,” she goes on. “Tips respectfully. Always polite. Never too drunk. Chatty, but none of us know a thing about his personal life, which seems by design. Want me to tell him to fuck off?”

Lora blinks, tips her head, and remembers how to form human speech. “No. I think we’re good.”

Asha nods again. “If that changes, you can let any of us know. Can I get you anything to drink?”

The few coins in Lora’s pocket press against her leg, and she hesitates.

“Don’t worry.” Asha brushes her reluctance away. “The first one’s on him, and whatever he does for work pays really well.”

“Are you sure?” Lora asks, and she feels the girl’s eyes run over her.

We must look a mess, Lora worries. She hasn’t looked at her human self in a mirror for days, and the last puddle she saw Dog reflected in revealed half as much mud as fur. From the back of their head, Dog lets out a low-pitched whine. She’d have every right to kick us out, or tell someone to have us arrested for vagrancy.

The waitress’s tone is softer with her next words. “Treat yourself, love. He’s good for the coin, and you look like you could use it.”

Lora finds herself nodding, swallowing down an unexpected lump in her throat. If I were a wolf—

But she isn’t a wolf. Right now, she’s not even a dog, and her human vocal cords aren’t made for howling.

Instead, she orders a warm milk beverage that promises notes of bergamot, strawberry, violet, and honey.

“And a muffin,” Lora adds on a whim, while the waitress nods and writes it all down. “And maybe bring it to his table? If I’m over there.”

She waits for Asha to question her, to slide across the bench and grill her like one of Lora’s cousins would, but the waitress only nods, repeats the order back, and disappears into the kitchen, leaving Lora alone at her table again.

She spends a moment collecting her thoughts and suppressing the instinct to run, then hauls herself up and across the room.

The tiefling pretends not to watch her approach and only looks up from his notebook as Lora stops at the table.

“Drinking alone?” she asks.

He quirks an eyebrow. “Not if you’re planning to join me.”

Lora gives him a moment of side-eye before sliding into the vacant seat. “I appreciate the drink.”

“I appreciate the company,” the tiefling replies with an easy smile. “Tobias Macauley. He and him pronouns.”

“Lora,” she responds. “She. What are you drinking?”

“Coffee.” Tobias shrugs. (Black)—the dog informs her.  “Long night ahead.”

“Work or fun?”

Lora hadn’t meant it like that, but the boy’s startled laugh is genuine.

“I… suppose I’m flexible,” he replies, and Lora’s ears heat.

Mercifully, Tobias goes on, “I leave town tomorrow, so any fun has to be short lived. As for the long night, I haven’t been sleeping well lately, so I thought I’d commit to being awake. Get some reading done, the like.”

“Well,” Lora ventures, the knot in her chest loosening slightly, “If you’re drinking that every day as the sun goes down, I might have an idea as to why you haven’t been sleeping.”

Tobias’s grin spreads. “Do you hand out sleeping advice to everyone who buys you a drink?”

“No.” Lora shrugs, opting for honesty. “But then, no one’s ever bought me a drink before.”

“Well, I’m glad I could set that right,” Tobias declares. “And I’d be glad to buy you another.”

Lora laughs, leaning back in the seat. “Don’t go buying drinks before I’ve drunk them. You don’t even know about the muffin.”

“A muffin? No! Gods!” Tobias gasps, clutching his chest. “My finances are in tatters. You’ve destroyed me in one blow.”

“I—” could destroy you with another one.

Lora cuts the joke off so fast she bites her tongue in the process, and the dog whines and wiggles on the floor of her mind, restless energy rolling off of it in waves. “Ow, fuck!”

“Are you alright?” Tobias asks, but Lora is spared from answering by the server’s perfectly timed return.

“One coffee refill,” Asha announces as Lora brushes off Tobias’s concern. “One Lady Firefly, and one apple maple muffin.”

“If the muffin is too much—” Lora begins, but Tobias dismisses the rest with a wave.

“Lora, right? I promise you, I do not give a single fuck about the muffin. Are you well?”

Tobias fixes her in his gaze, the intensity startling, and Lora’s flush blooms into a forest fire.

“Bit my tongue,” she mumbles, searching for anything else to settle her attention on. “That’s all.”

Her drink has come in a ceramic mug, glazed in the tavern’s signature dark blue, with speckles of purples, blues, oranges, golds, and greens. It does resemble a night field full of lightning bugs, and the stoneware warms her hands as Lora distracts herself with several long sips.

Tobias must have picked up on her unease because he’s returned to lightly sketching by the time she looks back up. Without thinking, Lora cranes her neck to see, and Tobias quickly turns the page, beginning to write in a scrawl so unreadable it may as well be code.

Lora decides to take a different approach. “Who does your tattoos?”

She couldn’t see the details from across the room, but up close, they’re striking. Tobias’s throat, in particular, is covered by a sleeve of small, intricate markings done in a variety of shimmering inks that give the same effect as pigeon feathers. If the marks are writing, the language is foreign to Lora, but they start at Tobias’s clavicle and climb
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