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Chapter One  – There Once was a Girl
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Hazel was six, and she loved stories. As of late she was obsessed with "mad scientists", so her parents were telling her the best true and false tales they knew, or at least the ones they could make appropriate for such a young girl.

"I want to learn to crack safes," Hazel said. This was Richard Feynman's fault. He had played jokes on the military while working on the atom bomb by cracking their safes, and Hazel thought that was endlessly funny and enviable.

"There's really no safes like that to crack these days" her father said.

"Maybe so," said Hazel, though she promised herself to have a closer look at the wall safe in her parents' bedroom later, "But I want adventures like that."

"Then you'll have to work for it," said her mother, always the practical one, "The only way anyone gets anything is luck and hard work, and you can't count on luck. All of the stories we tell you have the work parts cut out. Even the true stories."

Hazel's mother could not have known what an effect those words would have on her daughter. Hazel's father was a writer and her mother was a librarian. Both her parents were what they called "genre savvy" and talked a lot about "meta”, meaning that they knew a lot about stories and how they worked, and that they would talk about the writer almost as much as the characters. They would ask Hazel if she thought a story could really happen and whether the the writer had wanted her to believe it or was just telling it as a tale.

"Do you think you'd be okay if you had to survive with no food or water or supplies and had to walk all day?" her mother might ask in response to a chapter.

"Did you know that you can die of constipation?" said her father. He told her that people who wandered around in the wilderness got so dried out that their poop wouldn't come out, and it was like having your insides full of clay, and you died.

That sounded awful to Hazel in a sort of cool way, like the sort of thing that would only be cool in stories made to frighten you. But her parents were always clear on which stories were real and which were as close as stories got to real. She had always been the special girl privileged to hold the sacred trust of knowing which stories were grown-up lies told to make things interesting.

"You don't have to lie to make the world interesting," said her father, "But don't tell your friends we told you about this, or their parents will hate us."

But this honesty left Hazel a little saddened. She really would have liked to believe for a bit longer that magical places existed, that she could find other realms or that she'd one day be proclaimed to be truly special.

"You are special," her father said.

"And if you want to be more special, you can," said her mother, "You can find something you're good at—no, no. You can find something and make yourself good at it. Something you like."

"I like adventures," said Hazel, a touch sadly, "I want one."

"Then figure out what kind of adventure you want and plan for it," said her mother. 

Since when was adventure something you could plan for? Besides, Hazel was not sure she wanted to hear a solution so much as she wanted a chance to complain that she would not be getting the chance to hex that annoying kid down the street.

But it was a good question. What kind of adventure did she want?

Hazel wasn't sure about the answer to that, but she tried. She wrote down every advantage she could use—how to defend herself, how to hack into computers, how to disguise herself, how to figure things out, how to survive. Then she rated them by importance and then again by how easy they would be to learn. Finally, she put them in an order to try. She started with a mix of the easiest and the most useful that required her to do a lot of romping around in the woods since she did a lot of already. 

Hazel's house was in a small suburb with wide sidewalks and too many roundabouts. Hazel's neighbors were mostly families aside from the house that was desperately trying to become a bird sanctuary all on its own and even had bat houses as well, carefully labeled “Mr. Dracula and Mrs. Dracula”. Hazel had never actually seen one of the bats, so she was generally for them based on the idea that they would eat the horrible little summer flies.

Just a short walk down the street from Hazel's house was a dead end, and for her that was where things began. Past the dead end was the government-owned forests that she had played in for as long as she remembered. Other people had parks full of squirrels but she had those and raccoons, so she felt she had come out far ahead in this. The drain water run-off from the laundry might not be much of a river or even a creek, but it was more than enough for a little girl at play to fish minnows and tadpoles.

She wanted to be able to survive in the wilderness. Many of her books skipped right over this part by simply saying the group had set up camp, but those that mentioned it in more detail were fascinating. The hardest thing for Hazel to overcome was the simple fact that the outdoors was so horribly full of bugs. If there were no insects somewhere either there soon would be, or it was because there were spiders there already. But though she couldn't imagine actually sleeping outside without a proper tent—not yet—she loved the idea of learning to make a fire and a lean-to and a trap just like in the stories. It put her one step closer to owning her own hawk.

The library books listed a number of ways to make fires, and she went through every one without success over and over, gritting her teeth and moving on to the next method every time she failed to the point of frustration. When she first got it, it was like magic. It took time to reproduce, but once she had the knack she beamed with pride that powered her through the tougher moments, like the day she had to have her father pry a tick off of her leg.

"Wear long pants in the forest. I don't care if it's hot out." said her father. She nodded, trying not to whimper or worry that the thing's head was still stuck under her skin, leaking poison.

The lean-to and the trap were easier if only because she had no idea if she had done them right. She poured a bucket of water over the lean-to to test it which collapsed the entire thing, but rain didn't fall in actual buckets anyway.

She took the trap down as soon as she made it, not wanting to actually catch anything. She was sure she could handle catching and cooking animals some day, just like she would be able to handle the bugs some day, but that was some day. She had lots of other things on her list that were less intimidating, and they said that you needed at least 10,000 hours of practice to be an expert at anything.

Hazel expected to be an expert at everything.

For her birthday she asked for martial arts lessons because everyone in movies knew martial arts. By the time she could easily build a fire she hadn't learned how to do much but punch and kick. Most of the time they just ran around exercising, quickly sending Hazel into panting fits.

"When do we learn to fight?" she finally asked her teacher after waiting as long as she could stand.

"What did I say the first day?" her teacher replied.

"I know," said Hazel, "I'm not looking for fights, I just want to protect myself."

"The best protection you can have is to run fast," said her teacher with that patient tone she always had, "Confrontations end badly for everyone, and the person on the defense has the advantage."

The teacher often reinforced the idea that the person who attacked left themselves open and vulnerable. She probably just didn't want her young students to go picking fights, though the principle did seem true when Hazel acted it out. The person on the defense watched and waited for her and knew an attack was coming, whereas Hazel had no idea how they would react or what direction they would go in.

Well, action heroes did need to do a lot of running, Hazel told herself, and she certainly wouldn't last five minutes in a city of explosions if she couldn't even outrun an extra. Besides, with two classes a week she was seeing progress already. It gave her the same feeling of accomplishment that being able to build a fire did.

Next on her list was first aid. It really should have been at the top, but Hazel was loathe to put herself in a position where the only thing she could do was watch and wait until someone needed bandaging. She had always thought it was stupid how many heroes walked into heavy fire with the people they loved and had no idea how to take care of them if they were hurt. But she was still thinking in terms of a story, and she had to admit that the storytellers were right, bandaging someone up just wasn't as glamorous as monster killing. Not to mention that Hazel wasn't sure how gruesome the injuries might be. She and the other kids proudly displayed their injuries and scars at school, but none of them had ever been seriously injured. People on quests were seriously injured all the time. Still, Hazel was far too resolved to consider stopping without even trying. 

To Hazel's amazement, it turned out that CPR had basically three steps: get someone to call 911, place your hands on the middle of their chest, and then push down hard and fast. They were telling people not to do mouth-to-mouth anymore, which was all right with Hazel because she didn't like the idea of forced kissing. All of the first aid seemed deceptively simple: apply pressure to the wound, get their feet on a level above their head, feed them this if they're dizzy.

I'm doing it, Hazel thought. I'm already a thousand times more ready for anything than anyone I know, maybe even my parents.

“Did you know you have a surprisingly high chance of surviving being shot?” said her father in response to her efforts, “And a nine in ten chance of surviving a lightning strike.”

“You're going to save someone's life some day, Hazel,” said her mother, “You should be proud.”

Hazel was. Of course, not all of her attempts worked out. She tried using a bow and arrows—borrowed from a friend—but quickly decided she hated it. She wasn't allowed a gun so she practiced with an old video game before deciding it probably wasn't accurate enough. She had access to the kitchen knives, of course, but she started to get uncomfortable.

"It doesn't have to be such a violent adventure," she told herself, though she was uncertain on this point. People in adventures didn't get to choose to do things peacefully. All the quests she had acted out when she was small had involved dragons and so on. That was the point. In books and movies people were constantly doing interesting things and having action-filled escapades where they bounced from one plot point to the next and met the most curious people. In fact, when she had first said she wanted to quest she was told she was too young to do anything dangerous, to which she replied that it wasn't an adventure without danger. The most exciting part of any epic clash always involved striking down the villain. Those moments stuck in her head for hours if not weeks afterward. Refusing to fight would make her the kidnapped princess instead of the hero. One of her favorite heroes was a knight who never retreated, no matter what. Hazel thought that was pretty stupid, but the knight was lauded for it as brave, and Hazel liked him for it as well whether it was stupid or not.

Still, she didn't like the idea of picking up a knife and trying to learn how to properly stab someone, especially since real life didn't have convenient zombies and robots and dragons that were okay to kill. This was probably what her parents meant when they said real life was different from her stories. Hazel  moved on to the much less exciting topics of map-reading and path-finding and strategy. 

Map-reading was easy enough, but path-finding was a nuisance because it required her to get herself lost and then find her way again. If she failed she was stuck out in the woods until she stopped failing. If she ever couldn't stop failing before sunset, she knew her parents would panic and then call the police. She wasn't at all afraid of the dark, having accidentally trained it out of herself with her knack for waking up in the middle of the night and deciding she needed to sneak a snack without her parents catching her. She couldn't judge how afraid she would be lost in the middle of the night in a forest, but she was much more worried about her parents finding out and grounding her than being lost in the dark. So she always practiced path-finding during the early morning on weekends to give herself plenty of time. It shouldn't be so hard, but one of the books she'd gotten out of the library said that people naturally veered off course when trying to walk in a line and would walk actual circles, so she had to be careful to keep correcting herself. That meant stopping often even once she had her bearings. She practiced as best she could, trying not to hit any trails and only having to explain herself to the rangers once or twice.

Strategy was a much harder thing to learn because she wasn't quite sure what she was looking for. The Art of War by Sun Tzu was supposed to be definitive, but she didn't get very far into it. The advice felt like it was both too obvious yet not getting through to her. She kept falling asleep during it. She also wound up with a book on rationality from her mother, who had asked her what she was up to after finding her asleep on Sun Tzu. The rationality and logic made her feel even more like she would be so much smarter if she could just understand it, but her mind tended to give up and float away during the explanations, already injured by the initial argument. To think that people thought like this!

Fortunately, even though her mind would wander as she read, days later it would sometimes return with something she could understand. First had been the Monty Hall problem, based on a game show of the same name. The show's host would give the player a choice between three doors and tell them that a prize was behind one of them. After the player's pick, the host would open one of the two doors that went unpicked and show that nothing had been behind them. The host would offer to let the player switch to the other door that they hadn't picked. Should they?

Yes, the book said. Most people thought the odds were fifty-fifty, but actually the door you didn't pick had a two-thirds chance of holding the prize. Then the book had a lot of math to prove its statistics.

Eventually Hazel realized that the key was to remember that there was a person involved making the decision about which door was opened. If you're the host, you have to open a door to show to the contestant. It has to be door with nothing behind it. That means that if the prize was behind one of the unpicked doors, you have no choice but to open the other unpicked door. The host only gets to actually choose a door if the first pick is right. So a contestant should ask themselves if the host opened that door randomly or because he had a reason to. The contestant's choice between the three doors is random, but the host's choice is purposeful and made knowing exactly where the prize is.

Hazel rambled at length explaining this to her befuddled parents and confusing herself several times in the process. Her mother smiled what Hazel thought of as her queenly smile, all soft benevolence.

"You're certainly reading well above your age," said her mother.

"I've never heard of this game show," said her father, confused.

"It's British," Hazel said. 

Once again, Hazel felt she had proven to herself that she could do whatever she set out to do. It was an important victory, and she held onto it like an ember she was trying to burn into her fist as she wrestled with the book. It promised on the jacket that it could teach you how to think, and she was going to be a thinking hero, especially since she didn't have a gun or a bow or a sword or anything.

All of Hazel's self-training went like that. She had no idea what was waiting for her or what she might find when she was old enough to go looking. She simply collected useful abilities, fueled by each success and the fact that she was becoming a person of many skills. By the time she hit twelve she had learned how to fish, which had gotten her used to handling grubs and cleaning game. Her traps worked, and she had her first taste of rabbit, something she felt she ought to feel worse about. She'd made peace with the forest, and the only thing that bothered her about it were the deer. They were beautiful, but they went mad in mating season, and one had wrecked a store in town by charging its own reflection in a window. Otherwise she was very thankful that she lived somewhere she could safely teach herself these things in the wild outdoors instead of living somewhere dangerous like, say, Australia.

Perhaps I will have my adventures in Australia, Hazel thought. I bet they have some man-sized spiders, just like in the movies.

Hazel had just turned twelve when it started to seem odd that she had spent every year of her life that she could remember training for an uncertain future.
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