
Evelyn woke up to the crowing of a rooster, dragging her from the foggy depths of a deep 

slumber. The only rooster she owned had a shrill call that made you want to find the infernal bird 

and cook it for breakfast. 

               At least the cursed creature was punctual, Evelyn thought. Six days a week, Evelyn 

would rise from bed in the morning and go about her regular chores, which included preparing 

for the weekly village market, where she would sell blueberries and chicken eggs, and, in the 

afternoon, checking her home-made snares for the small, scrawny rabbits that roamed around in 

the neighboring forest. Although more often than not, they would end up eating the rabbits 

before they could sell them to get some much-needed money. 

               Careful not to wake her sister in the bed they shared, Evelyn slowly sat up and stretched 

her arms over her head and extended them, joints popping and cracking. Heart shaped lips 

opened wide in a yawn, revealing perfect teeth. 

               Evelyn slid her legs off the bed and stretched them out, rubbing the sleep from her ice-

blue eyes and running a hand through her tangled midnight black hair. Evelyn’s little sister Faye 

often declared that she was ‘The most beautiful person in the whole wide world!’. Evelyn always 

laughed it off, shaking her head. She didn’t think she was pretty at all. 

               Having to grow up in a completely unfamiliar place since she was 10, and lacking the 

guidance of parents, Evelyn had to fend for herself and her little sister Faye in a world filled with 

greedy, power-hungry people, struggling to keep the small cottage and still be able to purchase 

necessities like food. And so, over time, the long, shining black hair Evelyn once had became 

considerably shorter and definitely less clean as other time-consuming responsibilities were piled 

onto her shoulders, resulting in the tomboyish look she carried today.  The small village, with its 
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prim residents, always brought an out-of-place feeling to Evelyn, who was living in a messy 

cabin in the woods. 

               Evelyn’s twelve-year-old sister Faye had a personality close to the opposite of 

Evelyn’s. Other than the shared ice-blue eyes, Faye had short brown curly hair, was below 

average height, and took extra care to stay clean, making the two sisters seem almost not even 

related. 

               Six years ago, the sisters had woken up in an unfamiliar, dusty cottage, weeds poking 

through cracks in the floorboards, with shocking blank spots in their memory. Faye was too 

young to remember much of her past, being only six when she woke up in that cabin in the 

woods, but Evelyn, who was ten at the time, could only drag out a few glimpses of memories. 

               The memories that should have played a huge role in her life—her mother and father’s 

face, her bedroom, if she even had either of those—were gone. Not gone as in forgotten, but 

when Evelyn delved into her memories, she found blank spots where memories should have 

dwelled. And the memories she did remember didn’t make any sense nor had any real connection 

to one another. At times, Evelyn felt like someone had gone around picking the most random 

memories, mixed them in a bucket, then dumped them in her head in a jumbled pile. 

               Evelyn had made a list of what she could remember when she was eleven, hoping to 

piece together her missing history. Memories such as her first name, but not last name, 

strangely.  What plants were edible and which ones were not.  How to care for different farm 

animals. Blurry lessons on how to ride a horse. Waking up to a sunrise in a field of sunflowers 

on a checkered quilt, the cold morning air making her shiver. Dancing and giggling with her 

sister, remembering the most mellifluous, rich orchestra music thrumming through her bones. 

How to garden and what plants needed what type of care. And the random list went on and on. 
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Although some of those memories were definitely useful, Evelyn had long since lost hope 

of learning anything that would be helpful in discovering her missing past. 

               Sighing, Evelyn rubbed the sleep from her eyes and ambled over to her small wooden 

dresser and opened the bottom one of two drawers. Pulling the clean, worn cotton from its 

resting spot, Evelyn slipped off her night clothes and pulled on the light grey shirt and black 

scratchy work pants. 

               The bedroom door creaked shut behind her as Evelyn stepped into the only other room 

that the small cottage had, which was both the living room and kitchen. Well, it was more of a 

kitchen with a lot of random empty space that they couldn’t afford to fill. The sisters ended up 

throwing a moth-eaten rug they found over the floor and called the space their “living room,” but 

the room was one they never ended up using. 

               Evelyn grabbed the only pair of leather boots she owned, and wriggled her feet into the 

boots, the pliable leather worn by constant use. Walking over to the timeworn, scratched wooden 

table, Evelyn snatched the stuffed leather satchel resting on the surface that was filled with 

carefully packed eggs that were gathered throughout the week. 

               Recognizing the familiar sounds of her sister’s creaking bed and the shuffling of bare 

feet against the floor, Evelyn shouted a hurried, “On my way out! Be back in a few hours,” to the 

sister she knew was beginning to wake up. 

               Evelyn strode across the empty living room and pushed the front door open, muscle 

memory directing her through the trees and dense undergrowth until she arrived at the game trail 

she had been using for months as a path to a clearing of stubby, prickly bushes that held the 

sweetest blueberries she had ever tried. 
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               One of the few regular sources of income for her and her sister, Evelyn protected the 

bushes with a wary, definitely paranoid, scrutiny. Over a painstaking month, Evelyn had 

chopped down the saplings around the patch with the small, rusty hatchet she found until her 

blistered hands were rubbed red and calluses had formed.           

Collecting the chopped saplings over that month, Evelyn then strapped them together into 

a fence around the patch of blueberry bushes by using small, annoying pieces of wire that Evelyn 

loathed having to handle. The stiff wire did an outstanding job of holding the saplings together, 

but the one downside was that the stubborn wire often cut her fingers as she twisted the wire into 

place. 

               So far, the fence has been very successful, fending off curious and hungry animals. 

               Lifting up the single sapling she had purposely left loose, Evenly slipped through the 

gap while deftly sliding the sapling back in its place. Evelyn lifted the leather flap of her satchel 

and pulled out a clean, white linen sack and set to work. 

               Occasionally snacking on blueberries for breakfast, Evelyn carefully picked blueberries 

one by one, lightly setting them in the sack. Once the sack was filled up with blueberries, Evelyn 

tied the bag close with a ragged piece of rope, and placed the bag in her satchel. 

               After exiting the fenced-off patch, Evelyn took a small detour to a spring that seeped 

out of the ground just a little past the edge of the clearing. 

               Crouching next to the spring, Evelyn dipped her hands in a small pool of the spring 

water, taking care to not slip on the soaked, muddy surface. The icy cold water was refreshing, 

and, after scrubbing the remnants of the blueberries off her hands, Evelyn cupped her numb 

hands and filled them with the clear water and splashed her face, flinching from the cold. 
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               Finally fully awake, Evelyn took a deep breath of air, and closed her eyes for several 

moments, enjoying the crisp morning air and the relaxing feeling of having this peaceful forest 

morning to herself. Mornings like this were her only respite from the otherwise treacherous 

world she lived in. Her mind drifted through shards of memories of the many good times she had 

exploring forests while picking wildflowers when she was young. Evelyn heard a peaceful 

melody drift through the forest, and she looked up to see a beautiful robin echo its call before 

silently flapping away. 

               With a hint of a smile on her lips and newfound joy from the serenity of the forest, 

Evelyn hopped to her feet, momentarily forgetting about the muddy ground. Evelyn’s foot 

slipped causing Evelyn to wave her arms around, frantically trying to regain her balance. 

               Unsuccessful, her knees came crashing down splashing mud all over her work pants. 

Her hands slammed into the ground, thankfully bracing herself from face planting, although now 

her hands stung as a result of the prickly moss digging into her palms. Thankfully the sack of 

blueberries was spared, swinging harmlessly forward and barely missing the unforgiving ground. 

               Glaring at the mud, Evelyn let out a groan, her hot breath rising in a cloud in front of 

her face. Examining the patches of mud on her pants, Evelyn scooped up a handful of water and 

poured it on both of her knees, feeling the icy bite of the water as she tried to scrub the mud 

away. While it didn’t really bother her, she didn’t want the mud to dry on her pants, because that 

would be much harder to remove later. 

               Standing up again, now much more cautiously, Evelyn trudged away from the 

blueberry patch with sack and satchel in tow and wove her way through the trees. 

               Glancing across the meadow, Evelyn saw the telltale wisps of smoke rising from 

behind the trees ahead of her. In the early dawn air, the smoke made it easy for Evelyn to 
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navigate her way to the village, called Bellza Ocul, or Hidden Beauty. People said it was named 

that due to the flourishing meadows and serene wilderness of the concealed valley, but as Evelyn 

crossed through the Meadow she couldn’t help but shake the feeling that there was another, 

deeper reason the founders had chosen that name. 

               Clearing the final stretch of pine trees, Bellza Ocul came into Evelyn’s sight. 

Subconsciously rubbing at a splotch of mud on her wrist, Evelyn squared her shoulders, standing 

straight, and marched into the village. 

               She entered the village’s version of a town square, where there was a trading session 

that went on once every week, from sunrise to sunset. Today was one of those select days, and as 

it was still early in the morning, the vendors were still arriving and setting up. Normally many 

people would be roaming the streets by now, meandering from vendor to vendor, looking to 

snatch the best produce before it sold out. 

               Although in recent months, more often than not, you wouldn’t find many people 

outside their houses, instead they have been choosing to remain indoors. 

               The few who dared to venture outdoors had gaunt faces that stared blankly at Evelyn as 

they went around completing their bare necessity of tasks. People were always afraid. Bellza 

Ocul was barely inside the west border of the Edelan territory and therefore was close to the 

front line of the war. Soldiers would often march through the main streets on their way to the 

bordering kingdom of {another kingdom}, taking what they pleased from the villagers along the 

way. 

               Evelyn passed by many boarded up houses, more often than not having been abandoned 

when the sons and fathers of the household had passed. 
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               Every four months for the past three years, King Mallory had sent out a list of men, 

some so young they could only barely be considered men, to every village, town, and city in 

Edelan and conscripted them to training camps. As the King sent out more and more men to 

conquer the Cirali and Liwyth territories that lay to the north and west of Edelan, his forces grew 

thin and constantly needed to be replenished. 

               That meant that now, as winter brightened into spring, the lists were due to be sent out 

and families therefore crowded together in their rooms, afraid that their time together would 

come to a soon end. 

               Passing a row of  houses, Evelyn paused to wave at Sandra Blythe, a particularly 

friendly woman who always greeted Evelyn with a wave and a warm smile. Out of all the people 

in their small village, Sandra had shown the most kindness to the two sisters and had frequently 

helped them out, even though Sandra had her own family and a bakery to worry about. 

               Although Sandra had lost her husband early in the war and had to care for three 

daughters on her own ever since, she still went around with a smile on her face, helping everyone 

whenever she could. 

               Two years ago, Sandra had taught Evelyn different methods for hunting and cooking 

rabbits and had even gifted them two of the eight chickens she owned, knowing the coming 

months would be hard for the girls.         And in return, although the elderly woman tried to 

refuse it, Evelyn would often give Sandra some of her collected blueberries, whenever they had 

extra she didn’t sell, as a thank you. 

               Evelyn headed to the market and the small stall she had managed to slip in between two 

of the wealthier merchants’ stalls. It was a humble wooden stall she had built with Sandra’s 

family. 
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               Sandra’s oldest daughter, a sweet blonde in her late twenties named Kendria, would 

often run the stall for the both families, collecting the money for Evelyn and Faye and delivering 

it to them, feeling compassion, like her mother, for the two hard-working young girls. 

               Stopping at the worn counter of the stall, Evelyn deposited the sack of blueberries and 

eggs on it. Announcing her arrival to Kendria with a quick “Good morning” Evelyn gently 

picked up the small, worn coin bag Kendria handed to her, the smallest hint of a smile appearing 

at the clinking of the few coins inside.               

With a smile, Evelyn thanked Kendria and, needing to visit some of the other stalls, 

Evelyn held up a hand in farewell, and turned, heading out of the small stall and over to the 

blacksmith’s stall where a wiry old man, Gael Holton, sold the results of his painstakingly long 

hours of work in the forge. Evelyn would routinely purchase some znowu razem, the 

blacksmith’s name for small bits of scrap metal that was beaten into a long, flexible  wire, his 

own creation that earned him a quick coin. 

               As a regular customer, once Evelyn walked into the shaded wooden stall, Gael 

immediately, upon noticing her, ducked down out of sight to pick up a bundle of znowu 

razem that was wrapped in a stained grey cloth. 

               As he laid it on the counter, Evelyn finally opened up the coin pouch and examined the 

currency inside. One silver, eleven coppers. Not too bad, but there had been better days. 

Selecting four of the coppers, she dropped them on the table and accepted the wrapped bundle of 

wire Gael handed over. Setting the wire in her satchel, she nodded to Gael as she headed out. 

  

 

  



               Deciding against the extra stop to buy more chicken feed, Evelyn began the long trek 

home burdened with her already heavy satchel, her feet dragging her along the familiar paths, but 

now with a grin spreading on her face. 

               Kendria’s little sister Jane had run out to Evelyn as she departed from the blacksmith, 

cradling a wrapped package, which she handed  to Evelyn. Carefully unwrapping the cloths, 

Evelyn was shocked to find a still-warm loaf of bread inside, a rare and expensive gift which she 

both wanted to devour and politely refuse. Jane insisted that the gift be accepted and taken back 

and shared with Faye. 

               And so, loaf of bread delicately resting on top of the znowu razem, Evelyn found 

herself treading the familiar well-worn path, past the main village road. As she reached the 

slightly hidden trail that led to their small cottage, she noticed a faint, acrid odor in the air. She 

paused, trying to determine what the scent was, but continued on after not recognizing it. 

               Once she had walked about three-quarters of the way home, Evelyn frowned, noticing 

the scent again, this time much stronger. Eyebrows furrowed, she finally could put a name to the 

scent. 

               Smoke. And in the distance, a barely audible boom, quiet enough to make Evelyn doubt 

whether it was just a figment of her overactive imagination or an actual sound that had echoed 

through the forest. 

               It wasn’t strange for her sister to have started a fire to boil the eggs or to just heat up 

their cold house. And for the sound, it could have been from the occasional tree falling over. 

               She decided it couldn’t be anything too bad, but Evelyn increased her pace 

anyways. I’m just making sure nothing happened, Evelyn told herself, Faye is too smart to get 

hurt. 
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               Nearing the end of the path to their cottage, Evelyn couldn’t restrain herself and 

sprinted the last hundred meters in a mad dash through the woods, bag bouncing against her 

back. As Evelyn rounded the corner, the sight made her stop dead in her tracks. 

  

Their house was on fire. 

  

The fire consumed the house, tearing through the wood supports and dry roofing in a 

blinding flash of light and heat, a ravaging beast destroying all it touched. And her sister—it 

would take her without a second thought, if she was still there, fighting to get out. 

Or if she was already dead, Evelyn thought as one terrifying image after another circled 

through her mind, as she was faced, feeling helpless in front of this nightmarish scene. 

Fire filled Evelyn’s wide eyes, illuminating her face and drying her exposed eyes while 

searing the image of the flames in her mind, her thoughts and body paradoxically frozen. Slowly 

fear and adrenaline began coursing through her veins, electrifying her, tensing her muscles, her 

shallow breaths sealing the smoke from her lungs. 

The bag with the wire and bread clattered on the ground, quickly forgotten. 

“HELP!” A strained voice shrieked in the distance, and it took a moment for Evelyn to 

process the words through the roar of noise. And another second to recognize where it came 

from. The high-pitched voice that Evelyn would recognize anywhere. 

Faye’s. 

And it came from the flaming house. 
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Things we like:  

• Her irritation towards this rooster that wakes her is a nice look at Evelyn’s character. I 

thought it was a voicey opening few sentences.  

• I like the fairytale with amnesia pairing. Usually I see that with sci-fi or a more modern 

genre. 

• The setting of more and more people getting called away to war adds nice tension. 

• The moment she runs out of the house rather than talk to her sister as her sister wakes 

up  was a nice hint at their relationship/underlying tension. 

• I think there’s a really clear sense of a bigger world starting to be sketched out here. It’s 

clear the writer has done a lot of work with backstory, setting, etc. to lay the groundwork. 

Things that might need a second look:  

• Because we get a lot of information in the first few pages and not a lot of action, the 

beginning feels a little slow to me. It might be worth seeing what information about 

Evelyn and her sister’s daily habits could be moved later in the story or shown 

simultaneously with a scene. The other problem with this is that once she starts moving 

out into the world, I was like, OH! This might be a fantasy world, because of the 

language and names of things. But I felt like there was a split between the mundane 

descriptions of waking up and then the larger world the writer started sketching in 

halfway through. I’d love for us to be in that world faster. 

• It feels like this story is starting in the wrong spot. yes. Several pages of the beginning are 

taken up with routine tasks that readers understand Evelyn must do, but it might be best 

to get that in the briefest of summaries. I’d really love to see a hook at the start of this 

story. Perhaps the book could start at the fire. PRESCRIPTIVE ALERT ALIAH :) But I 

agree: I’m going to say that all the information we’re given in this chapter is awesome 

and shows the thought that has gone into the world building big picture and small 

picture—I’m also going to say a lot of that information is a great jumping off point for 

the writer, it’s great to get all this stuff down. It is sort of reading like that though—like a 

lot of world building notes placed on top of a morning’s errands. I’d so love to know 

more about how this main character feels—that opening line was her one moment of 

emotion, of processing the world through her particular viewpoint—she didn’t want to 

get up! Through the rest of this, I’m not sure what she wants—there are some very big 

picture threats here, but it’s the personal ones that really bring something home. The big 

thing is that this doesn’t start at the beginning of the story--I agree. Start with action, imo. 

Launch the reader into this and clear up the backstory later. I have to do this all the time. 

Sometimes I need to write background chapters for myself--and then I lop them off and 

start where the story actually gets going. I’m also a big proponent of you have a 

paragraph or a page to sink us into the world and story--whatever you start with better be 

where you’re going. That opening image is important. 

• A lot of this is telling. It’s almost like a list. I’ve seen telling beginnings work--look at 

The Raven Boys--it doesn’t start with a scene with things happening, it’s 100% telling. It 

works because it is very intriguing, voicey telling. At the beginning of a book, you only 

have a few sentences to snag a reader’s attention with voice and I was really looking for 

that in this chapter--not the facts, but how Evelyn felt about the people around her and the 

reality of her life. Facts can be slipped in as she sees and does things, and her emotions 

and ways of describing things can tell us which things are important and which things 

aren’t. Which things make her angry or scared or happy or hopeful and what she wants to 



DO rather than what she sees. I want to see her doing things that mean something to her 

(or don’t mean something to her and that it’s frustrating!) that she feels even if that 

feeling is boredom. Agreed. I kept hoping that we’d find out what Evelyn was up to, but 

every line of action (waking up, or talking to someone in town) was accompanied by 

paragraphs and paragraphs of information that weren’t immediately necessary. We didn’t 

need to be told about Evelyn and her sister’s missing memories--that doesn’t seem like 

the first thing she thinks about in detail each morning. Perhaps it would make more sense 

for her to stumble into thinking about those topics--maybe she wakes up and goes about 

her day and when she accidentally hits a memory that feels wrong or thinks about a 

memory she doesn’t have, that’s when we find out, gradually, in pieces, as it’s needed. 

We don’t need to know the whole story at once. That hook is something to keep people 

reading. Agree--I think the hard thing to do when you’re just starting to draft or starting 

to try your hand at writing even is realizing that you need to think about your audience’s 

experience reading. YOU know what the story is, beginning-middle-end/pre and post, but 

you don’t want them to know. And their experience of receiving the story shouldn’t 

necessarily be linear. Withholding information, teasing with hints that there’s something 

more going on, and then choosing when to reveal that information when it’s goig to have 

the biggest emotional impact. I think this about their past--you can hint that something 

happened to them as kids, or you can hint that there are things she doesn’t remember. But 

dropping those hints and then leaving it for later can really draw a reader through the 

story. 

• I think this is really brought to a head when she comes back to her house to find it on fire. 

There are four paragraphs of her describing how bad it is that her house is on fire and that 

maybe her sister is inside, but she does nothing. I’m a big fan of leaving a reader hanging 

at the end of the chapter. So leave it with the house is on fire. Make us turn the page :)  

• On a technical level, there are a lot of adjectives here. Consider replacing some of your 

verbs and nouns with stronger words so you don’t need as many adjectives. I agree, but I 

want to shift this focus--I think the number of adjectives is because of the narration. I’m 

not sure who the narrator is. Usually with third person, you want either a super voicey 

over-narrator who becomes a character in some ways OR you want really CLOSE third 

person, so the narration is actually focalizing through the various character’s 

perspectives. The issue with so many adjectives is they don’t all strike me as things that 

our MC would notice. I’ll take the first description we get--her hair and eyes. Would 

Evelyn really describe herself in this way? Or all the other layered adjectives--what 

would SHE notice? The writer could tell us even more about the character by thinking 

about telling this through her eyes (even if it’s not first person) than with the backstory 

we get. So every time you put in a detail, why? What is it adding to our understanding of 

the character and the world? And it should be more than sketching a scene visually. 

• I know that we want to know what Evelyn looks like, but “heart-shaped lips opened in a 

yawn, revealing perfect teeth” felt out of voice (she can’t see her own lips or teeth, can 

she? Who are the teeth revealed to?)--especially since we’re later told that Evelyn doesn’t 

think she’s pretty. Doesn’t she? The narration certainly thinks so.  

 


