
Book Description

Hello, wizard.

You know what I need to hear.

I’m listening.




Deep in a sunless dungeon, a father struggles to hold onto hope.

Then the glowing notes arrive. They offer freedom—for a very simple price.

But some things should never be for sale, even in the darkest places…‌
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Copyright

Hello, Wizard

by Danielle Williams

Published 2020

Copyright © 2020 Danielle Williams



This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously to convey a sense of realism. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, companies, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.


Cover design by Danielle Williams

Published by Pixelvania Publishing





Hello, Wizard

His jailers had stopped bringing food days ago. Or at least, it felt like days ago. No light came into the stone basement he was being kept in, except for when a slat was lifted and a tray of stale bread (or sometimes buggy rice) and water was slid under the door. So, really, he had no sense of how long he’d been down here or how long it was between the intermittent feedings. Some sort of holes must have been present in the heavy stone surrounding him, for ventilation, but they didn’t let in any light.

The man rubbed the only smooth spot on the floor absently.

This was it. He would die down here, and his wife and son would never know what happened to him.

He let out a sigh through his nose. He hoped she would remarry. He wished he could tell his son he died doing the right thing. But even if the man were promised the punishment would be the same, he would do it again. In a heartbeat.

Click.

Light‌—‌little more than bluish shade, but in the blind black where you couldn’t see your hand waving before your face, it was LIGHT‌—‌appeared, in the form of the rectangular gap in the bottom of the door. The tray rasped as it was slid over the stones into the room.

The slat dropped back down.

But the light was still there. Something on the tray was glowing, pale greenish. The man crept closer. He hadn’t stood upright in some time, for the cell had been built perhaps four feet high. And he was a tall man anyway. So he didn’t have far to go when he knelt at the tray.

He took the palm-sized loaf of bread, broke it in half to save in its leaf of wax paper, then broke the remaining half into four quarters. He kept his gaze locked on the glowing thing next to the paper cup of cold water while he ate a quarter, but felt sure he should prioritize the food. He allowed himself one more quarter of bread and a sip of water before he turned his attention to the glowing item.

It was a piece of paper, folded into a square.

He held his hand over it. Not hot. And though it seemed almost blaringly bright to him, it only illuminated his hand (filthy) faintly. He took a sip of water, then unwrapped the paper. He squinted into the bright belly of the paper. The words were written in black: thick, slabby, but tidy.

Hello, wizard. 

You don’t know me, but I would like to help you out of there. Is this something you would like? I can’t promise you’d make it home again, but you’d surely be closer than you are now.

Think about it. See you next meal.

Signed,

A friend


Home! The man sobbed once to see the word. Somehow, written on that glowing paper, it hit him with a heavier weight than merely imagining in the dark. The chicken coop, the soft grass, the warm words of his wife, his child’s face…‌

He clutched the glowing page to him and the page guttered like a dying candle.

Is this something you would like?

More than anything.

* * *

The man had long since finished the bread and the water and his stomach was cramping for hunger when the next note came.

Once again, he divided and saved the bread and took a tiny sip of water (he tried to make a game of sipping; his record had been stretching the number of sips to thirty-six before the cup was empty) before opening the paper.

Hello, wizard. 

Forgive my oversight. When I ask a question, you must speak the answer out loud. I’ve watched you long enough to know the thoughts of your heart, but speaking one’s decisions out loud brings about a feeling of commitment which might otherwise not be present. Just like how reading a word evokes something different than merely thinking it.

So if you would like my help in being released from there, say, “Yes.” Just so I can hear it. And your commitment.

Enjoy your meal.

Your friend


In the course of reading, the light had dimmed, but not extinguished completely. The man noted this in the back of his mind, but its possible usefulness was knocked aside by his urgent desire to reply. On all fours, he spoke to the dark:

“YES!”

It came out a feeble croak. He took not a sip, but a full glug of water.

“Yes!”

This time the answer resounded off the stone. In the fading light of the note, the man looked around his cell for the first time, trying to see the spot where someone might be able to spy on him, but before he could take in any of the details, the paper extinguished.

The man sat back on his heels, feeling foolish and a little ashamed at having wasted so much water. Somehow, he’d expected his voice to summon the feeling of another presence, but, of course, nothing had happened. He was blind in the dark again.

* * *

The bread was gone, but the paper cup not quite empty when the next note came.

This time, the man skipped dividing the bread and drinking the water.

Hello, wizard.

I’m pleased by how quickly you responded to my last missive. Tell me, what is your favorite part of your prison? Please do not be stingy with the details.

And of course, by your favorite part, I mean


The light went out.

All at once, the man was sweating. What had the rest of the message said? And what did describing his cell have to do with getting him out of here?

The dark felt like it was closing in. He felt for the bread with trembling hands, moving slowly. Once before, he’d knocked over the water cup. He remembered the feel of his swollen, parched tongue and did not wish to repeat the experience. He divided up the bread in the dark the way he’d always done before the notes came.

Crumbs hit the stone like pebbles. He ate the first of the quarters. Even for in here, this bread was bad. Extra stale, turning sour. He was grateful he couldn’t see it. He chewed quickly in case any of it were wriggling. He ate the second quarter, then considered the current state of the bread against its future state, felt it would not improve with age, then bolted the other two quarters down.

But he did not hesitate to save the other half. He wrapped it in the wax paper and set it aside. He took the water cup up gently to his lips and sipped slowly. What was his favorite part of his prison? Perhaps by “favorite” his friend meant “least awful.”

It wouldn’t be the smell. It seemed by the time his nose acclimated itself to his waste steaming in the corner, it was time to go again, and usually with enough digested bread to produce a new stench.

Perhaps it would be the temperature‌—‌but no, there were times damp seeped in (perhaps through the as-of-yet unlocated ventilation holes) and forced him to shiver relentlessly, a torment that eventually led to leg cramps, a torture he wouldn’t wish on his worst enemy.

The left only three more experiences to evaluate: the food, the silence, the dark.

The food. Today’s bread left a sickening aftertaste in his mouth despite the water. Even when it wasn’t putrid or stale, it was a mockery of real bread. But its arrival did mean a change in routine.

And of course by your favorite part, I mean…‌

He meant…‌the worst part? Suddenly, the man wanted to say nothing of the bread.

Leave it out of this. I want it to keep coming.

Right. Then there was the silence. Not even rats made it down here. All there was was the sound of his breathing and his heartbeat. His heartbeat had nearly driven him mad…‌oh, let’s say, the first few days. But he’d been taught a technique that helped him focus on his breathing, and that had become a respite from this awful reality.

Then there was the dark. It had been terrifying to feel his way around the cell at first, not knowing what he’d find. But the worst was the way the dark made him feel powerless. His power was given him in sunlight. But in here, even if he were permitted to use it, there was no way for him to access it.

He missed it. He missed it terribly.

He used to think of gloom as a grey thing, like a cloud covering the sun, or the overcast winter that drained him so.

But down here he’d discovered gloom had no color, but instead, gravity. Gloom was a heavy anchor, dragging him down…‌down…‌

He slumped against the wall. The rough stone grabbed at his shirt, ticking away little strings of fabric that caught and were snicked off with the movement, he was sure, but not tearing holes in his shirt. Yet.

He sat there breathing, but the technique didn’t work. The awful details of his predicament hauled his mind away from the hazy nothingness‌—‌peace, really‌—‌his breathing provided.

He stayed lost there, chest tight with silent weeping, for if he could remember the past, when his secret was secret and he was free to live as he desired, it only served to make this reality more painful.

There were times he couldn’t even remember the life he’d lived before being locked up. It was not yet one of those times. But he was sinking there, slowly, inevitably, when the slat clicked open, then shut.

He startled, scraped his head on the ceiling. His stomach told him many, many hours had passed, if not a night or two.

A glowing note had been pushed through the slat, alone. The man grabbed it.

Hello, wizard.

Why haven’t you answered me? Don’t you want to leave? Or are you just tired of your food?

Your friend


Fear made the man’s heart jump. Of course he wanted to leave! Yes, he wanted food. He struck out blindly for the water, bumped it, heard the hollow thock when it went over. He cursed, then got down on his hands and lapped the filthy stone like a dog. Gritty.

When his throat felt moistened enough, he lifted his chin. He spat when he spoke.

“The ceiling! It’s too damn low! I’m a man, not an animal, a man‌—‌” His eyes screwed shut and a wheezing laugh made him grimace‌—‌his body had made up its mind to weep again, but before it could really get started, the slat clicked again‌—‌and then there was the scrape of the tray.

There was no note.

The man tore the roll in half, twisted the one piece tight in the paper, then quickly ate his two quarters and allowed himself eight sips of clean water.

He licked his lips, holding the cup of water, then collapsed onto the tray, unconscious. The cup in his hands fell with him, soaking the unwrapped bread.

* * *

When he woke from his drugged sleep, he did not immediately move. The water the tray had caught was cold on his chin and beard and he could smell the stale yeasty odor of the soaked bread, but there was something else…‌

He took a breath. Was the air fresher than it had been? The stone felt the same. He pushed himself gingerly to his seat…‌and found there was air above his head.

Air? Above his head? But…‌

He raised a hand, found he could stretch it fully upwards. Nothing scraped his knuckles. He got his
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