Reader Information Guide
The Hedge Wizard’s Apprentice
Book One of The Unsettled Lands

Approximate Reading Grade Level
Grade Level: 8th Grade — 10th Grade

Rationale: The prose is direct and precise without being elevated. Sentences are mostly declarative;
vocabulary is chosen for accuracy rather than impressiveness, and unfamiliar terms are almost always
resolvable from context. The novel’s pleasures are dialogue-driven and character-based: readers must
attend to what characters do not say as much as what they say, and the humor is dry enough to require a
beat of attention to land. The thematic material — institutional power, the ethics of restraint, what a
mentor owes an apprentice — rewards some life experience but is accessible to capable younger readers
without it. The magic system has specific technical vocabulary (tradition names, spell components,
backlash physiology) that is introduced organically and explained through practice rather than exposition.

Recommended Age for Readers
Recommendation: Ages 13 and up

Rationale: The protagonist is fourteen at the novel’s start, and the central relationship is a mentorship
rather than a romance. The primary emotional stakes — being taken seriously, understanding how things
work, earning trust — will be familiar to younger teenage readers. The novel does not condescend to
young readers, but its deepest pleasures — the slow accumulation of the Ben-Cody relationship, the ironic
restraint of the humor, the political threat that only becomes legible in the final pages — deepen with age
and experience. There is no content that makes the novel inappropriate for readers 13 and up; some of the
thematic weight (the cost of self-limitation, the ethics of power) will land more fully with older readers.

Trigger Warnings and Sensitive Content

Magical Backlash and Physical Distress: The novel depicts the physical consequences of overreaching in
magic with clinical specificity. One significant backlash scene includes pallor, buckled knees, a nosebleed,
and an extended emotional aftermath described as a chemically produced flatness. The scene is handled
practically and without drama, and recovery is fully depicted. There is no permanent harm.

Wolf Encounter and Threat of Animal Violence: A scene involves three prairie wolves — two adults and a
yearling — approaching the protagonists on the road. The yearling is described as hungry and
unpredictable in a way that constitutes genuine threat. The encounter is resolved without injury to any
party. The scene is tense and deliberate but not graphic.

Coordinated Land Dispossession: A significant subplot involves a corporation from a distant kingdom
using legal instruments to quietly acquire water rights and land across frontier territories. The mechanism
— survey work, legal filings drawn from Elder Continent commercial law that the Frontier Code cannot
address — is described in enough detail to be understood. The harm is economic and communal rather
than physical. No violent dispossession is depicted in this novel, though the threat is made legible.

Orphaned Protagonist and Absence of Family History: Cody has no memory of his origins and no family.
He is not distressed by this absence — he simply does not have a past — but readers who have experienced
similar loss may find the theme present in the novel. It is handled without sentimentality and without
resolution in this volume.



Institutional Power and Surveillance: The novel’s closing pages establish that a distant authority has
identified the protagonists and is tracking them. This is rendered through a brief scene involving a desk, a
report, and a four-word marginal note whose content is withheld. The effect is atmospheric rather than
alarming, but readers sensitive to themes of surveillance and loss of safety may register it.

Racy, Adult, or Spicy Content

Synopsis: The novel contains no romantic or sexual content. The central relationship is a mentorship. A
secondary adult relationship — between Ben and a practitioner named Sera Voss, who appears only
through a letter at the novel’s close — is characterized as a professional correspondence of eleven years.
No romantic framing is applied to any relationship in the novel.

Adult Elements: None.

Language: Mild frontier vernacular consistent with the Western genre. No profanity beyond period-
appropriate equivalents.

Violence: Present but not graphic. Physical altercations are brief and rendered with restraint. The most
significant violent threat (the wolf encounter) is resolved without injury. No character death occurs in this
novel. Magical backlash produces physical symptoms (nosebleed, collapse) that are described clinically.

Themes for Parents of Under-18 Readers

The Ethics of Self-Limitation: The novel’s primary philosophical question is whether the choice to remain
small — to do limited good rather than pursue greater power — is wisdom, cowardice, or some honest
combination of the two. This is explored through Ben’s behavior rather than through argument, and the
novel does not resolve it. Young readers may encounter this theme as a genuine open question worth
sitting with.

Institutional Power Without a Villain: The distant threat in this novel is not a person so much as a system:
a kingdom’s commercial expansion using legal instruments the frontier’s existing governance was not
designed to counter. The novel’s antagonist — glimpsed only in the final paragraphs — is not evil in any
cartoonish sense but is engaged in something genuinely harmful. Young readers may find this more
challenging and more realistic than a simpler moral landscape.

Mentorship and What Adults Owe Young People: The novel takes seriously the question of what a mentor
owes an apprentice — including when to tell difficult truths, how to care without making the care
intrusive, and what constitutes genuine respect for a young person’s competence. Ben makes mistakes in
this area (particularly around the timing of certain information) and is aware that he does. The novel does
not excuse him; it observes the difficulty honestly.

Work and Competence as Moral Currency: The frontier world of the novel values competence above
almost everything else. Cody earns the trust of adults by doing his work reliably and well; Ben earns his
welcome in each town the same way. The novel’s implicit argument — that doing your job with care and
without drama is a form of ethical conduct — is one younger readers may find both accessible and worth
examining.

The Ordinary Worth of Small Places: The novel begins and ends in Harrow’s Ford, a prairie town of
roughly six hundred people that is imperfect, struggling, and genuinely good. The series as a whole argues
for the worth of specific ordinary places and the communities that make them. This is a quiet but
consistent theme in this volume and becomes more explicit as the series develops.
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