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ABSTRACT 

Watchers of the Veil is a young-adult, parallel-world, urban-fantasy novel set in 

Oregon state. When seventeen-year-old Olivia Callivan’s father dies unexpectedly, she and 

her mother, Joana, are forced to move in with Olivia’s grandmother in the remote mountain 

town of Silver Lake. Olivia learns that there’s more to this boring little backwater than she 

expected as she uncovers a world of living spirits, malevolent Corruptions, and a group 

known as the Watchers who keep the town safe. She also learns that her family has a long 

history here, a history that has been kept from her for her entire life. As Olivia uncovers the 

reasons for this secrecy, she comes to find out that just because her father is dead, it doesn’t 

mean that he is necessarily gone.    

Writing Watchers involved reconciling craft issues that often overlapped, such as 

world building and characterization. Specifically, the novel attempts to address the 

challenges that arise when blending the real world and the fantastic. In attempting to create a 

diverse cast of characters, it is the goal of the novel to write individuals who respond 

appropriately given their racial and familial histories while simultaneously being depicting 

them in a manner that is both respectful and free of stereotypes.  
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 ARTIST STATEMENT 

Watchers of the Veil is a parallel-world, urban-fantasy novel set in Oregon state. The 

novel is for a young-adult readership and focuses on themes of death, family dysfunction, 

and interpersonal conflict. It is told through the perspective of Olivia Callivan, a seventeen-

year-old, gay, bi-racial girl who moves with her mother to the remote Oregon mountain town 

of Silver Lake after the unexpected death of her father. They move in with Olivia’s 

grandmother, Mary Carter, who goes by “Nana,” and while there, Olivia must come to terms 

with her father’s passing as she uncovers a world of living spirits, malevolent Corruptions, 

and the Watchers who fight them.  

The fantasy genre is not easily defined. It extends beyond the mere inclusion of stock 

fantastical elements such as dragons, orcs, and a vaguely European medieval setting. It can 

even blend with other genres types such as science fiction and horror. But as a whole, 

regardless of the fantastical elements that surround it, all entries in the genre offer the same 

thing: an alternative. Ursula K. Le Guin, the multi-award-winning fantasy writer, echoes this 

idea, describing the genre as a “different approach to reality, an alternative technique for 

apprehending and coping with existence . . . a heightening of reality” (5). This “heightening” 

can be seen in how the fantasy author constructs their alternative world, whether it is entirely 

distinctive from our own or a blend of our own and the fantastic. However, in providing this 

alternative worldview, the fantasy author faces a series of logistical challenges that risk 

negatively impacting their world. Personally, I faced two main craft challenges: how to write 

diverse characters without falling victim to racial, gender and LGBTQ stereotypes, and how 

to craft the fantastical worlds of Silver Lake and the Veil. Though characterization and 
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world-building may appear to be distinct issues, more often than not, the two are dependent 

on each other to create a believable fantasy world.   

Going into this project, one of my chief concerns was around inclusivity. I wanted to 

ensure that I had a diverse cast of characters. This desire stemmed, in part, from my work as 

a K-12 teacher. As an educator who has worked in some amazing, diverse communities, I 

have seen first-hand the significant impact that literature can have on young minds. However, 

I have also seen the frustration that many of my minority students experience when they have 

to read yet another story that doesn’t have a character who looks like them. I have seen 

children as young as six remark on this, asking questions like, “Where are the black kids?” or 

“Why is everyone in the story white?” The issue of inclusive representation, of course, goes 

beyond race, and encompasses other areas such as gender and sexuality, but it is still a salient 

point to address, especially in the context of fantasy literature and, more specifically, young 

adult literature. One literature survey done by the Cooperative Children’s Book Center at the 

University of Wisconsin found that, while fifty percent of children’s books published in 2018 

were about white children, only twenty-three percent of stories were about children of colour 

(“An Updated Look”). This statistic included children of African American, Asian Pacific 

Islander, Latinx and First Nations descent. In fact, there were more books about animals—

twenty seven percent—than all books about minority children combined (“An Updated 

Look”). This lack of representation in literature can have far-reaching negative impacts on 

children. Nigerian author Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie talks about this very issue in a 2004 

TED talk she gave titled, “The Danger of a Single Story.” In this talk she explains how, when 

she started to write at an early age, all of her characters were different from her: they were 

white skinned with blue eyes, they ate foods not commonly eaten in Nigeria, and they played 
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in the snow (Adichie). This stark contrast between what she wrote and her real life existed 

because this is what the characters in the books she read looked like, ate, and did in their free 

time. She did not think that her experiences as a girl living in Africa would work in the 

stories she wrote. Over time, Adichie was able to overcome this issue, but other children of 

colour are not as lucky. Ultimately, a lack of representation in literature can have far-

reaching consequences, especially in relation to young adults. I made sure to keep this issue 

in mind as I set out to create a diverse cast in my novel.  

Because Watchers of the Veil takes place in modern day Oregon, I knew that history 

and culture would have an impact on my characters, especially those from traditionally 

marginalized communities. This was not an easy task to undertake, so I looked to different 

established fantasy authors to see how they approached incorporating real world elements 

into their stories. What I found was that some authors are better at it than others. In 2016, 

J.K. Rowling, author of the beloved Harry Potter series (1997), found herself criticized by 

Indigenous communities (Flood). In the lead-up to a new series of films set in her fantasy 

universe, which take place in the United States, Rowling released a four-part series on her 

Wizarding World website detailing the history of magic and magic users in America. The 

first installment looked at magic use between the fourteenth and seventeenth centuries, with 

the focus placed on Indigenous communities. The piece detailed the relationships between 

First Nations and European magic users, which pre-dated the non-magical European 

discovery of the western world (Rowling). This detail, in and of itself, was not at issue for 

Indigenous communities. The issue, rather, was how aspects of specific Indigenous 

cultures—the Navajo concept of ‘skin walkers’ and ‘Animagi’ in this case—were being used 

as a wide sweeping cultural concept for all Indigenous peoples. Rowling responded to the 
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issue in a tweet, specifying that in her fantasy world, “skin walkers” did not actually exist, 

but rather the idea was created by non-magic users to demonize those that could use magic 

(Flood). In this tweet, Rowling had effectively erased a living, culturally celebrated idea from 

Navajo people, and attributed it to prejudice. This lack of understanding is what enraged 

Indigenous communities, as it looked like Rowling was writing off cultural heritage as 

nothing more than, ironically, racial bigotry. What Rowling’s example shows us is that there 

are consequences for approaching this process half-heartedly, or without doing enough 

research. Doing a poor job doesn’t just impact the story itself, but the people who read that 

story as well.   

Fortunately, scholarship on the lack of representation in the fantasy genre—and 

speculative fiction as a whole—can offer some insight on how to best proceed in this area. 

Specifically, these scholars are looking at reasons why people of colour often avoid engaging 

in fantastic spaces. In The Dark Fantastic: Race and Imagination from Harry Potter to the 

Hunger Games, Ebony Elizabeth Thomas attributes this issue to the fact readers of colour are 

often limited in terms of how they see themselves represented in stories, if at all (Thomas 2). 

This is ironic when one considers that, even though speculative fiction is a genre of infinite 

possibilities, not all people are equally represented (Thomas 3). However, this is not 

surprising when one considers that successful authors like Octavia Butler, an African 

American science fiction writer, once listened to her creative writing instructor tell another 

student to not include Black characters in his stories unless their blackness was somehow 

central to the plot (Butler). This was back in 1965, but as the data from the Cooperative 

Children’s Book Center has shown us, equal representation is still a ways off more than fifty 

years later (“An Updated Look”). Unfortunately, even when diverse characters are present on 
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the page, they are often lacking in terms of how they are depicted. In the case of Black 

characters, Andre Carrington points out that while they may be present in the story, their 

lived experiences are not, instead being pushed to the side and subordinated (Carrington 13). 

Thomas echoes this idea, focusing on how the concept of “darkness” is portrayed in fantasy 

stories. She states that in many of these stories, “the purpose of darkness…is to disturb, to 

unsettle, [and] to cause unrest” (19).  Unfortunately, this association is more than just in the 

sense of good versus evil; it is also used to associate fear with dark-skinned people (20). This 

“Dark Other” as she calls it, is often positioned to be an obstacle that heroes most overcome, 

and more often than not, that very obstacle can be characters of colour themselves (23). 

Fortunately, authors like Octavia Butler have shown how speculative fiction can provide a 

unique way to addresses issues of race (Lavender 23). And indeed, fantasy stories have been 

written by Black authors like N.K. Jemison, Tomi Adeyemi, and Awkaeke Emezi that 

address these very issues to great effect. While my novel is not about race specifically, it was 

important that I recognize the impact this issue would have on my characters as they interact 

with my fantasy world.  

The character I spent the most time developing was my main character, Olivia, who is 

bi-racial—her father is black, and her mother is white. She is also gay. As I have mentioned, 

these choices are consequential because they greatly impact how the character will view the 

world and how she interacts with it. Like all of the United States, the state of Oregon—where 

the novel takes place—has a long history of violence and oppression towards minority 

groups. Regarding African American history, though Oregon was not officially a slave state, 

it specifically prevented Black people from crossing state lines in the mid-to-late 1800s. In 

what became known as the “Black Exclusion Laws,” freed blacks were forbidden from 
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entering or living in the state under penalty of physical punishment (“Black Exclusion 

Laws”). These laws, combined with other historical events, had a lasting impact on the racial 

make-up of the state. The US Census Bureau estimated that in 2019 just over two percent of 

the Oregon population identified as African American compared to over 86% of the 

population that identified as white (“U.S. Census”). Consequently, by moving Olivia from 

her home in “diverse” Portland to a rural mountain town in a predominately white state with 

a history of racial discrimination towards black people, she is going to struggle with adapting 

to her new surroundings. Additionally, she is going to have opinions about this move 

regarding her sense of personal safety. It is important that I included these concerns and 

opinions into the narrative at some point. Otherwise, I would not be creating an authentic 

character of African American descent.  

Unfortunately, being mindful of the historical and cultural conflicts that my character 

might face is only part of the challenge. From a craft perspective, I also need to make sure I 

convey any differences my characters have, be they racial or otherwise, to my reader as soon 

as possible. This is because I am always working against what Shawl and Ward call “the 

unmarked state.” The unmarked state “denotes the state of possessing only those 

characteristics that are literally not remarkable” (11). More plainly, it is the combination of 

properties that the reader applies to a character that have not already been explained by the 

author. Given the nature of literature, this unmarked state for characters tends to be “white, 

male, heterosexual, single, young, and physically able” (12). As a result, whenever an author 

diverges from the assumed “norms” in constructing a character, they must state them clearly 

and as soon as possible. Otherwise, readers will form their own opinions, based on the 

unmarked state, of what a character is like both in personality and appearance. If the author 
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then adds details to the characters that are counter to the image the reader has created in their 

mind, then that risks upsetting the narrative. 

This divergence from the unmarked state also applies to the characters’ perspective in 

the story. In this case I am referring to Olivia as the story is told through her point of view. 

Shawl and Ward call this divergence parallax, which they define as “slight shifts in [the] 

viewpoint character’s positions vis-à-vis the unmarked state” (18). For Olivia, because she is 

bi-racial, moving to a secluded mountain town in Oregon is going to have a different impact 

on her than a white kid from the suburbs. Had I not acknowledged this in the story, I would 

have created a disingenuous rendering of a person of colour in my novel which is an error 

that I have committed myself to avoiding at all costs. Though I myself am a straight, white 

male, as someone who has been through several trainings on racial sensitivity and has studied 

and taught the racial history of my country, I strove to portray Olivia, and the other minority 

characters in my novel, with the respect they deserve. 

Once I had my main character in place, I began creating the basic framework for my 

fantasy world, carefully considering what the setting my character inhabited would look like 

and how she might interact with it. Now, this is no different than any author trying to write a 

story. Setting is typically one of the first choices a writer makes. However, the key difference 

is that settings of fantasy stories—and all other types of speculative fiction—occur in places 

that are “contrary to known reality” (Card 17). These are locations that “have never existed 

and are not yet known” and, as a result, a great deal of care is needed in their construction 

(Card 18). The reader is, therefore, dependent on the fantasy author for understanding what is 

unique about this world. Is there magic? Are there talking beasts? What makes the world of 

this fantasy story different from our own? This needs to be stated as soon as possible to avoid 
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confusing the reader. Additionally, even though these elements are fantastical in nature, there 

cannot simultaneously be a free-for-all of magic and impossibility. There must be rules, and 

the reader must be aware of those rules. Otherwise, if anything can happen, there are no 

stakes for the characters, no conflict, and the reader will ultimately lose interest. Ultimately, 

the reader takes a risk with fantasy. Any snag, any unclear world-building element, can derail 

the narrative entirely, and runs the risk of the reader closing the book forever. These readers 

are fully dependent on the author’s vision to come through clean and clear, and, as Le Guin 

points out, “every word counts” (27).  

There is, of course, a high degree of variability to what form the fantasy world will 

take. This depends on the type of fantasy being written. Fantasy does not have to take place 

in original locations such as Middle Earth from The Lord of the Rings (1954) or Westeros 

from A Game of Thrones (1996). It can take place in contemporary, real world spaces, such 

as London or New York, which is common in urban fantasy. Alternatively, the contemporary 

and the fantastic can exist in tandem, with both parallel worlds influencing the other. In the 

case of my novel, I combine both options using an urban-fantasy setting with a parallel-world 

frame.  

It is a common mistake to fixate on the word “urban” and assume that the story must 

take place in a large, sprawling city like Los Angeles. As a result, this error limits the scope 

of the sub-genre as a whole. Now, to be fair, many urban fantasies do take place in these 

urban locations: both Ben Aaronovitch’s Rivers of London (2011) and Neil Gaiman’s 

Neverwhere (1996) take place in London, while Cassandra Clare’s City of Bones (2018) and 

Jim Butcher’s Storm Front (2000) take place in New York and Chicago respectively. Authors 

of all genres often rely on major cities for their setting because, since readers are already 



xiv 
 

familiar with these locations, it frees up space for the author to focus on plot instead. As 

mentioned, however, this narrow definition is limiting. In fact, urban fantasy stories can take 

place in much smaller places. They “can be set in a town, in rural areas, or on a journey,” but 

regardless of the location, the defining feature of the sub-genre is that our contemporary 

world must always be present in some way (Ekman 457). Personally, I chose to take the 

broader definition that “urban fantasies are texts where fantasy and the mundane world 

intersect and interweave throughout the tale” (qtd. in Ekman 456). It is this push and pull 

between the real and fantastic that drew me to the urban fantasy sub-genre in the first place.   

Now, if urban fantasy involves the real world mixing with the fantastic, the author 

must explain why the real world doesn’t know about the fantastic world. Readers will 

ultimately want to know the reason, and it is imperative that the author explain this at some 

point in the narrative. Fortunately, like the sub-genre itself, the reasons can be just as varied. 

In the case of Sparrow Hill Road, the real world doesn’t know about the Ghost Roads, as 

humans only enter it when they die. The plot of the first season of Stranger Things, on the 

other hand, is focused on the protagonists uncovering information about the Upside Down, 

though they are regularly stalled by government agents. Arlo Finch takes a far more laissez-

faire approach: people, adults specifically, who live near the Long Woods are aware of it, but 

they just don’t care. To be more specific, adults don’t recognize the fantastical elements that 

they see as strange. Instead, they either ignore them or rationalize them away. This haze is 

what the children characters in the book call “The Wonder,” and they are quick to point out it 

only seems to affect adults. All together, these three examples each offer a different approach 

that an author might take to account for the presence of the fantastic in the real world.  
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Watchers of the Veil takes most of its cues from novels such as Arlo Finch to explain 

why people do, or do not, know about the Veil. The Veil is well known in the town of Silver 

Lake. People growing up there have lived with it their entire lives, and many have trained as 

Watchers—the organization the Olivia tries to join—in order to help tend it. But not 

everyone is actively involved in its upkeep. Most people are content just to live their lives 

and let the Veil be. However, Silver Lake is not the only town with access to the Veil. Towns 

like it exist all over the world, which means the Veil is theoretically accessible everywhere. 

Therefore, the question must again be asked: if the Veil is worldwide, why don’t more people 

know about it? I chose a simple answer: The Fog. Unless a person grows up around the Veil, 

once they leave Silver Lake for an extended period of time, they simply forget about it. 

That’s not to say that if someone new to the town, like Olivia, spends time in the Veil they 

won’t remember. But without that constant exposure, in the person’s mind their experience 

becomes nothing more than a vague and elusive memory. By infusing elements such as the 

Veil and the Fog into the real world of Silver Lake, I hope that both the fantastic and the real 

are more vibrant. 

Though my novel is considered parallel-world fantasy, I feel it is important to 

distinguish this term from portal fantasy, as both terms are often confused for the other. To 

be fair, there is a degree of overlap between the two. As Swinfen explains, both typically 

start in the real world and both have characters transition into the fantastic realm (44). The 

main difference is that in a portal fantasy the characters will ultimately stay there for the 

remainder of the story—think The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe (1950). A parallel 

world fantasy, on the other hand, will see characters go back and forth between both worlds 

(Swinfen 44). This is often to the point where a “precarious balance must be maintained 
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between the two distinct worlds. And where the awareness of one world is constantly 

coloured by awareness of the other” (Swinfen, 44). This back and forth between the real and 

the fantastic is the defining feature of parallel world fantasy. 

 A key question that arises, then, is how do authors provide opportunities for their 

characters to enter and exit these fantastical realms? A review of different parallel world 

fantasies can provide some guidance, though there is no single universal option. In this case, 

I will consider the novels Sparrow Hill Road (2018), Arlo Finch and the Valley of Fire 

(2018), and the Netflix television series, Stranger Things (2016). It’s important to note that 

while the first two titles more comfortably fit within the fantasy genre, Stranger Things is 

labeled as science fiction. However, I feel it should be mentioned that the show does contain 

other fantasy elements, such as supernatural abilities and monsters. All three have a parallel 

world in which the central character or characters transition between with the contemporary 

world. These parallel realities are known as the Ghost Roads, the Long Woods, and the 

Upside-Down, respectively, all three of which provide a different approach to entering the 

parallel world. Sparrow Hill Road’s is the most unique because the main character, Rose, is 

in fact dead, and therefore, as a ghost, the normal rules of traversing worlds do not apply to 

her. There is no gate to enter, no threshold to cross. She can come and go between either 

world as she pleases, switching between her human and ghost forms at will. As for the 

characters in the Arlo Finch series and Stranger Things, they do not have this luxury. As 

living humans, they must find physical ways into the parallel world, typically through 

crossing a threshold. For Arlo Finch, the main character of the series, entering the Long 

Woods is initially forced upon him by the Eldritch, the antagonists of the story. Eventually, 

he is able to find a way in with the assistance of a magic compass. Stranger Things, on the 
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other hand, has two methods—though one is unintentional. Initially, the only entrance to the 

Upside Down is created by a group of government scientists trying to research this parallel 

world. However, over time, more gateways accidentally open up in the nearby town as 

consequence of the antagonists’ machinations. For example, one can be found under the 

trunk of a tree. Altogether, though all three of these stories have different approaches to 

entering the parallel world, they ultimately end with the same result: a world that characters 

must interact with in addition to their own while navigating the perils of both the fantastic 

and the real.  

In my novel, the parallel world is known as “The Veil,” a world of spirits that looks 

nearly identical to our world but with a few key visual differences. The Veil serves as a place 

where the spirits of natural features—like trees, mountains, and rivers—can take physical 

form. For humans, though, this world serves as a way station for when we die, where our 

souls travel in the form of celestial orbs so we can move on to the next stage of the afterlife. 

There are two ways that humans can enter the Veil: by deliberative meditative practice, or by 

accident through tears that have opened in the area. Though both methods are, theoretically, 

simple ways to gain access to the Veil, I didn’t want it to be easy for Olivia. Instead, I wanted 

her to struggle to gain access to be a focus of the novel. In this way, parallel worlds do not 

merely need to be a setting. They can be part of the conflict and what drives the action of the 

main character.  

In conclusion, the fantasy genre can be frustrating for anyone hoping for a neat and 

tidy categorization. But when even the sub-genres are hard to define, that sense of order is 

just not possible. Yet, paradoxically, fantasy is also about rules. Without them, there are no 

stakes, no challenges for characters to rise above. If set in reality, even partially, this alternate 
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world must also acknowledge the historical and cultural views of the characters who live 

there. Doing otherwise is tantamount to erasure. It is with these considerations in mind that I 

wrote Watchers of the Veil.  It is my hope that by blending different fantasy elements—a 

parallel word, an “urban” fantasy setting—and featuring a protagonist with a specific 

worldview, that I have rendered a fantasy world that is both vibrant and authentic. 
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