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Auric: OR-ick

Rajeh: RAWJ-uh

Eyla: AY-luh

Amalakai: Ah-MAL-ah-KYE

Ottone: AW-tone

Firveh: FEER-vuh

Hekli: HECK-lee

Ceros: SAIR-oh-s

Penbroke: PEN-broke

Cildjon: SIHL-dyon

Zendrixilon: Zen-DRICKS-ih-LON

Mavix: Ma-VICKS

Carlisle: Car-LYE-l

Bethea: BETH-ee-UH

Shana: SHA-nuh

Hralldea: Hrahll-DAY-uh
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​Chapter 1 - Age Before Beauty
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Probationary Junior Herald Clarence vibrated with anticipation. He had only just graduated from Pre-Probationary Junior Herald, and already the king was entrusting him with such an illustrious message. His trumpet, thoroughly polished, glinted in the Carlinian sun as it rested on his back. The brick road from the castle faded to cobble and then to dirt as he walked through the capital city of Golding. He hardly noticed the moss-roofed cottages or red-shingled townhouses as he strutted on by. A blue and gold pinion over his tunic, people stared when he passed—in a good way—in an “I want to be a herald when I grow up” way. 

His cheeks blossomed a bright, apple red as his dimples dug into them. He marched. Forthwith! he thought. Or is it Onwards? It didn’t matter. He was off to deliver a message to a wizard, and it wasn’t even a droll summons or solemn request for aid. He had the honour of maybe even seeing a wizard smile. Not that he heard that they did it often, but he accounted that it must be because of their beards.

He passed stout houses, tall houses, bakeries and blacksmiths, all populated by the average Golding city folk. The women were hardy and pale, and the men were hardier and often paler. The mines nearby were to blame, but they also helped the city flourish with trade. Snow white skin was an unfortunate side effect, as was black lung. There was a theory somewhere about mines and shades of grey, but Probationary Junior Herald Clarence thought it was all rubbish. After all, no one got grey lung or grey skin. This was what he thought as he stepped into the countryside, aglow with soft morning sunlight. The obligatory bray of a donkey-drawn cart sealed the pastoral charm with a big bow. It was certainly a good day to wish a wizard “Happy Birthday.”

The road around the city wound and wavered through a hilly plain. Most of the journey went through the valley, where the farmland which fed the capital struggled to grow, all withered and brown. There had been droughts for as long as Probationary Junior Herald Clarence could remember, but the city got by. He trudged for hours beside countless ranches, orchards, and other peasant-worked land. Finally, he saw the tip of the wizard’s tower up one last steep hill. He climbed the incline quite valiantly, considering his tunic was hardly sweaty and his hair managed not to feel too stringy afterward.

Waiting at the top, a huge tower, well, towered over the hills. A few farms neighboured it, but they were well away from the stone walls surrounding the wizard’s land, probably out of respect. Something red was painted on the side of the massive structure, but Probationary Junior Herald Clarence found his vision too blurry to focus on it as he shook violently before the wizard’s yard. He took a deep breath and walked up the step. He thought he saw a curtain shift from behind one of the muntoned windows but dismissed it. 

Grabbing the trumpet from his back, he did a mental checklist. Helmet donned? Check. Pinion properly displayed? Check. Trumpet unmuted? Check. Message at the ready? Check. He knocked.

There was a groan from behind the door. Then it slowly creaked open. Standing over him was the wizard, just as he had imagined: pointy blue hat and matching robes; long, white beard; gaunt wrists; and many wrinkles. His eyes almost appeared angry, shadowed by white bushy eyebrows, but Probationary Junior Herald Clarence would fix that. He raised the trumpet to his lips and—

“Right. Enough of that. What’s your bleeding message?”

He lowered it, managing just barely to suppress a frown, his knees shaking. He instead unfurled the scroll with the appropriate flourish. “Ahem,” he started, as was regulation. “His Majesty the King of Carlisle would like to formally wish you, Auric, the Wizard of Water, mighty and—”

“Get on with it.”

“Right. Er.” He lost his place for a moment, eyes skimming as fast as they would go. “Ahem,” he said again, hoping it would alleviate the tension. He felt his throat go dry. “An unprecedented, joyous, kingdom-rocking—”

“Birthday?” the wizard finished, his gruff, elderly voice simultaneously fulfilling and disappointing. “There. Now you’re through. Message delivered. Get out of here before I stuff you into your trumpet.” Probationary Junior Herald Clarence looked into the bell of his instrument, noting its diameter. “The other end,” Auric added. The herald gulped. “What are you waiting for?”

“S-S-S-Sir, it’s, um, it’s customary to...”

“Shove off.” 

Probationary Junior Herald Clarence did just that.

***
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That was how Auric had started his 156th year of life. He was getting old, even for a wizard, and something simmered inside of him as he remembered that he was still not retired. He grumbled away from the door, which he had just finished slamming nearly off its hinges, and began to rummage through his pantry for that bag of dried prunes he had been saving. That was how he had really wanted to start this birthday. Perhaps others would have thought that something like a cup of tea would be more fitting, but not for Auric. That was far too wet for his tastes.

Auric was a water wizard, against his best wishes. He could flood valleys, bring devastating waves crashing down on enemy castles, and supply enough rain to the kingdom to water every inch of its land. He did none of these things. In fact, he would so much rather not be a water wizard at all that it was laughable. He took pains to turn his back to the bonny little stream by his tower whenever he went out to beat his rugs. He painted arid landscapes from what he could remember of the Samasia Desert. When he was in a particularly bad mood, he would divert rain clouds so no water fell on his land. Tea was simply out of the question. 

He chewed on a piece of dehydrated fruit, forgetting, for a moment, his misery and noting the prune’s spectacular sweetness, all without wetting his tongue. Then his ears pricked to a noise outside that sounded something akin to: 

“We shouldn’t be here!” 

“Why not? What? Are you scared?” 

“A wizard lives here, you know?” 

“An’ so what? I bet I could beat him in a fight.”

Auric sighed, set his dried fruit on a nearby table, which was cluttered with books and dirty plates, and retrieved his walking stick. By the time he stood ready to open his door, the hooligans were bickering about which of them would “rap, tap, retreat,” whatever that was supposed to mean. He flung the door open—to their evident shock, as they nearly fell onto their backs—and shook his staff at them.

“If you’re going to retreat, you’d better do it quick!”

“Ahhh!” they cried, scrambling on the arid dirt patch at the bottom of the steps and barrelling away. As they got farther down the hill, Auric watched one drag the other down. Now gathered into a human tumbleweed, they both went rolling and crashing into one of his neighbour’s fences. 

That was the handy part about being a wizard. People left you alone. Or they learned to rather quickly, in any case.

***
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He went lazily about the rest of his day and supposed that, having already dealt with two nuisances, he would finally be free to celebrate his birthday in the proper manner. He sucked on his prunes and squeezed paint from a pig’s liver. The sun was high, the air was stuffy, and he had the yard to himself to finish this week’s painting. It was his most tremendous yet, with glittering, red sand, a three-humped camel looking particularly docile, and a white-clad man laughing about a solitary game of cards spread out on the sand. Auric dipped his brush onto his pallet.

“Squintiferous ’noon, you wisened salamander, you goblet of prunes, you pinnacle of age!” Auric jolted with the interruption, splattering paint on his velvet robe.

“Like you’re one to talk, Raj, you moss-laden sundial! I haven’t heard ‘squintiferous’ since King Frendipoon’s day, and spoken by his grandmother! Oh, look what you’ve made me do, you rusted stick, you intruding—”

“Not my fault. Oil and water don’t mix, you know.” 

“You may be the Wizard of Age, but you’re going to wish you could really turn back time just after I fix this mess. You hear? Vacate, scramble, disembark, shove off, or stay, and you’ll be doubly paid back for this trouble.”

“I’d like to see you try, my saggy friend. As you insist on pointing out, I am the more ancient and the better wizard.”

“You can lay claim to both for all I care. Now flee! You’re ruining my party.”

“No, I don’t think I will.” Rajeh the Great, the Terrible, the Ancient, the Handsome, etc. turned and rested on the stone wall enclosing a small patch of carrots. He was covered head to foot in ancient wizard finery: gilded sashes, jade bangles, crimson robe, and all, but from what you’ve gathered from the conversation thus far, Rajeh himself appeared far different than you’d suppose. 

He had a clear, shining face the colour of yellowed pearl, short curly chestnut locks framing knowledgeable yet youthful eyes, and a princely, upturned nose. While he was awfully skinny, the robe covered it nicely, and, had it not been for his attire, any person would assume him a knight or lord and bow as he passed. Anyone who did know him bowed all the same.

“Happy one hundred and fifty-sixth, Auric. I must say, you’re ageing rather nicely.” He said “nicely” with no lack of sarcasm and no pretence at it being anything else.

“Well, I may look past my prime, but at least my years have made me wise. Some good age has done you in that regard, I hear.”

“I’ll let you get away with that one, since it’s your birthday and I can’t help but feel sad for how you’re spending it. In fact, shall I offer to age you another year to see if your next birthday party is merrier?”

“If it would make you leave, I would welcome it.” Auric had just finished rubbing the paint off his sleeve and twirled his wrist in a full crescent. Rajeh found his clothes instantly soaked through as if he had submerged himself in the river. His wizard hat flopped embarrassingly in front of his face.

“I warned you.”

“And now that you’ve executed your threat, there’s no reason I shouldn’t stay.” Rajeh’s teeth clenched as he exposed his reddened cheeks and downturned eyebrows from behind his hat. Auric only smiled at him, his many wrinkles curving around his cheeks, but his eyes remained hooded by his grey, bushy brows.

“State your business, then. My paint is drying,” Auric said.

“Oh, dear Auric! You assume I have any!” Rajeh was obviously struggling to keep his pride and temper, although anyone who saw him would remark about how closely he resembled a damp kitten.

“Oh, go bark up someone else’s tree. Hekli should be an easy enough target for you. You’ve dealt your blows. ‘Oh, poor old Auric, look at his wrinkles and his solitude.’ You should know I’m a tougher mark than that.”

“In that case, business.”

“My hours are listed on the wall. Stagsdays from noon to tea.”

Rajeh glanced quickly at the red paint but returned his eyes to Auric with a flat look. “It is Stagsday.”

“Yes, well, this Stagsday is a holiday. Oh! You! Stop that!” Auric had started shouting because he felt Rajeh’s magic at work in him. It always felt like a tickling inside of the ribs, and it always resulted in him having to change his birthday.

“There. Now it’s Stagsday just before tea, and you’re one day older, so no cause for holiday since your birthday was yesterday.” Rajeh smirked in a way that almost showed his own age. His cruelty often reflected the harshness of the First Days.

“You absolute—” and what followed was a string of curses never to be written down. “You ruined my birthday! And with what good reason?!”

“I admit that was short-tempered of me, but you did ruin my favourite hat. However, my business is this: I sense something old on Hralldea—something around my age, maybe a bit older or younger. I want you to help me find it.” When Auric said nothing right away, he hastily added, “An Old Thing, you see.”

Now, this was interesting, as all the Old Things had died or left long, long before Auric’s time, never to return, as other wizards had reasoned. Old Things were those people and creatures mentioned at the very beginning of the texts of the modern church, which were the best sources of intelligence regarding history and faith, although fragmented across the whole of Hralldea. Rajeh was one such Old Thing, being the first wizard, coming sometime after the first humans. That anything remotely close to his age existed at this time—and obviously had been absent for a while—was enough to make Auric pause. 

Still, even if Rajeh was the so-called “First Wizard” and all other markers of that past had since vanished, Auric wasn’t about to bow to another wizard’s requests. What was being a wizard good for if not to keep trouble—which was mostly other wizards—away?

“And why would I waste my time helping you look for some Old Thing?” Auric leaned on his wooden staff. He hardly had use for it these days, but it made a good cane.

“I know how you hate your job, Auric. I mean, one hundred and fifty-six! And not retired!”

“And I suppose you can fix that, eh? Can just de-age my money? Make it worth twice its value? I know you’re broke as two sticks, Raj. You can’t fool me.” Auric folded his arms over his chest, a powerful stance for a wizard, not because of magic or anything but because their robes laid flatteringly when their arms bent.

“Broke! Auric, you make me laugh!” And he did laugh. “I’ve just put fifteen drops in the bank the other day. Should be worth a thousand in a good century. You forget who I am.” His young face looked unnaturally devious as he said this.

“Since when do you come begging? Losing some of your pride in your advanced years? ’Sides, I’m saying no. Retirement will come in a decade or so. You know I’m not making it another century, either way.”

“Oh, excuse me. You took my former remark to mean I was offering a thousand drops? Like that’s all I’ve got? Ha! No, I only meant to show how easily I come by money. I can offer one hundred drops immediately.”

“You slithering imp! I know you, and if you’re asking me, my help’s worth three hundred at least. I’ll be a blind old snail before I accept a hundred! And without even hearing the job. Hmph.”

“The job is simple enough.”

“I want to hear it.” Despite what he said, Auric changed his tune, since the real possibility of retirement had been brought to the table. Maybe then he could scrub that red paint off the side of his tower.

“This thing or person or other sort of being is in Shana, across the Zendrixilon Sea. Your abilities would—”

“No, no, no! Not for ten thousand drops! Not for a hundred years’ solitude! Now leave!”

“You’re trying my patience, Auric. I don’t have quite enough money for a proper expedition. Don’t make me go to Ottone; he’s the worst of us.”

“Quite,” Auric agreed. “Well, if you must interfere with the Old Things, do it yourself. Just find an age when the sea wasn’t there, and then get rid of it. I’ll gladly take five drops for the tip, by the way.” Auric held out his hand only half-jokingly.

“You, of all wizards, should know the sea is older than I am and will go on existing long after my death.” Rajeh started wringing out his wet hat after failing to keep it from falling over in front of his face. All wizards had limitations, but they held them close to their chests. Auric was never quite sure of Rajeh’s limitations, but he figured this remark about the span of his existence was one of them—not that it would ever apply to much of anything. 

“Oh, yes! I, the wizard of water, should know the age of every water drop and the time of its demise. I dare say! Isn’t that puddle you’re making just now exactly ten and a half seconds old? And oh, yes, I see...it will exist until five minutes from now when I’ll dump it over you again if you don’t go away.”

“To get rid of me, you’ll have to oblige me. It degrades me to let you throw your spells at me unreturned, but I’m happy to wait out the matter until one of us, I wonder which, expires. Or until you graciously accept the one hundred and fifty drops I’m now offering.”

“You absolute limp toadstool! Stinking hound! Piggish beast! You insult me! I don’t care how old you are; you’re not the boss of me. I’ll have the king’s men drag you away if I must. I’ll drown you in the stream. And why not? I’m surprised you’ve stayed alive this long!”

“You do hear yourself? I can always keep myself out of harm’s way so long as I see it coming. I can bring you to your dying breath in an instant.” Although Rajeh still looked like a scrawny young man, Auric trembled at the seriousness in his voice.

“Darned wizards,” he muttered before returning to blows. “Then stay here till I die, you stubborn boot! I can paint just as well indoors!”

And he did just that. He scooped up his easel, shoved his paints in a small satchel, and carried his canvas by the lip. In less than two minutes, he had bolted the door and resumed painting in his foyer. As promised, he also dumped the puddle at Rajeh’s feet over his head once more. 

It took him a while to forget about Rajeh and his foolish scheme. A hundred drops? To sail the Zendrixilon, the bane of sailors? To find some thing that might be approximately as old as Rajeh, which for all Auric knew, even if it was an Old Thing, was one of the Apocalyptic Kings, sent to bring the end of the world? It was preposterous! So preposterous that by supper, Auric had completely put it out of his mind.

But there were still those times on Stagsdays when the king’s herald or some superstitious young person would come seeking his help, and Auric would be forced to open his door and gaze upon Rajeh, still haunting his garden, looking more and more fraught with some unplaceable emotion each time. Or the times when he could hear feminine giggles delighting in the youthful façade of the ancient wizard. Or even occasionally, he could smell roast mutton being delivered to the slimy pest. At these times, he would remember for a moment the criminal endeavour the wizard had suggested and grow red with rage.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

​Chapter 2 - The Mountain of Water
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Eventually, Auric had no choice but to wander out of the house and into the shed for his looking glass, a water wizarding tool. It looked like it was going to rain hard, probably because Auric had kept the clouds away for so long, and the looking glass was just the thing to deal with rain. However, as he dreaded, Rajeh dared to open his lips once more:

“One of these days, you’re going to have to give up, old friend. Emphasis on old.”

“You’ll run out of money soon enough, you absolute toad. Can’t be cheap delivering those meals all the way out here. Won’t be much good not ageing if you starve to death!” That was something Auric did know about age magic—for some reason, Rajeh could remain young forever, but he still needed to eat.

“Like I’ve said, I’m on vacation. Money is no concern, only time. But I will extend my vacation if I must. And what a vacation, too! I must say it’s been squintiferous watching you hobble about avoiding me. The only thing better would be travelling over the Zendrixilon, I say! And by the way, the going rate for your aid has gone up to two hundred and thirty drops.”

“Let me know when it reaches twenty-three hundred.” Auric slammed the shed door behind him, stepped up onto a box to grab the looking glass, and took an awful long time to curse under his breath. “What a troll, a goblin, a harpy, even! Two hundred and thirty! In this economy! And with the money he flaunts? I have faith I could...could force him to grind every last splint” —which was a fifth of a drop— “into his victuals, but what fun is that? I’ll force him out, that’s what.” And with this resolution, Auric opened his shed to stare right back into the youthful face of his adversary.

“Having a bit of a spar with your inner coot, Auric? Not very becoming, I must say.”

“And your pride suits you even less.”

“Hey! Hold on,” Rajeh said as Auric brushed past him. 

Auric didn’t stop, but Rajeh caught up quickly on legs that were much younger, physically speaking.

“Twenty-three hundred?” Rajeh said. Auric eyed Rajeh suspiciously, as his pompous face was just slightly less confident, his smirk failing to cover up an evident moment of weakness. “I can do two thousand,” Rajeh said, extending a hand. “You drive a hard bargain.”

Auric scoffed. “It’s less than I’m asking and more than you can afford.”

“Who’s to say?” Rajeh stretched his hand closer to Auric’s.

Two thousand drops could buy a lot of dried fruit—not to mention a whole new wizard tower—and Auric would still have enough to retire. But Auric eyed Rajeh scrupulously, as one ought to when being offered a small fortune so seriously for such a frivolous—not to mention dangerous—task. “Why not just go around the Zendrixilon, then?” Auric asked. “At this point, you certainly aren’t saving much time or money by going through.”

“The Old Thing might be gone by the time we get there if we go around,” Rajeh said, his eyes flashing to his still-outstretched hand. “You know how bad the bureaucracy is in Dain. They hold people there for months before letting them pass through, and we’ll be coming from Carlisle. You know how they feel about Carlisle.” He bobbed his hand once, prompting Auric to shake it.

“Why do you care so much about this Old Thing, anyway?” Auric snapped, turning his nose up at Rajeh’s hand. “Besides, you should be used to waiting out the holding period in Dain, as much as you travel. And there is no ‘we’.”

Rajeh’s face grew stormy, and he glared up at Auric with a thinly veiled attempt at keeping matters light. “I’m not going without you. One way or another, you’re coming.”

Auric juggled the looking glass as he straightened out, sticking his nose higher in the air. “Well, I had already made up my mind that I wasn’t, but now that you’ve resorted to threats, you conniving skunk, I certainly never will. Good day.” Auric scowled and shook his cane as he walked away, his frown reflected in the looking glass.

“Two thousand drops!” Rajeh yelled after him. “From there, my price goes down by one hundred a day!”

“And the cost of your stay will rise faster than that,” Auric called back just before closing his tower door.

Now shut in with his looking glass and thoroughly annoyed, Auric began to consult the magic he hated more than life itself: water-summoning magic. He stared into the mirror and made what may have looked like funny faces but were actually the steps of a powerful spell. When, at last, he was finished, a torrential downpour came out of the sky like someone turning on a great faucet. Large water droplets collided into the side of his tower with a heavy patter. 

Auric snickered and pulled his stool up to a tower window so he could just barely peek out at Rajeh. The undignified wizard was grumbling and stamping his feet into growing puddles, and his young face made him almost look like a toddler throwing a fit. Auric cackled at first in sheer delight, but Rajeh’s rage at last settled, and he only grumpily flopped down on one of Auric’s lawn chairs, which he had shamelessly stolen some time ago. 

While Rajeh’s determination made the water wizard quite miserable at first, he reasoned that Rajeh would have to leave eventually, either before he caught a cold or when the countryside flooded. While he knew that Rajeh, the Wizard of Age, could de-age a storm to the point where there might be a little dry spot over his head, Auric also knew that Rajeh would probably rather not, as he couldn’t use his magic on two targets at once. 

The longer Rajeh de-aged the rain cloud, the quicker he would re-age. And every wizard knew that Rajeh had squandered his magic to the point where he could afford only to stop de-ageing himself for an hour or two before his face drooped and about a day before his handsomeness, if mentioned, would have been scoffed at by the women waiting on him only days before. 

Even with this hope in mind, Auric still glared at the water pooling outside. After an hour of cursing at Rajeh and himself, he decided he would rather deal with a sea of his own making than the merciless Zendrixilon.

***
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A few days later, Auric’s neighbours sent messages to “please stop the rain since the crops are flooding,” and a few days after that, threats came gliding in. They were piled beneath a window on the landing between the second and third floors, the implications of which Auric endeavoured to ignore. One of them read:

Dearest Mighty Auric, the Wizard of Water,


We have pleaded with you to stop this rainy season to no avail. You have ignored our cries and laughed in the faces of our messengers. Perhaps you forget that you live on a hill and we live in the valley? Entirely excusable, of course! No harm meant, Oh Greatness. Nonetheless, we will be sending for the king if you don’t stop the rain or unflood our crops by Stagsday (by all means, conduct your business within your working hours). No offence meant to you who is gifted with terrible power. I hope we can resolve this misunderstanding civilly and without any sort of conflict or scolding of any kind.


Fearfully yours, 

Anonymous

He had penned a quick response that, after realizing the futility, he never sent:

Anonymous,


You mewling tadpoles are never happy. Every Stagsday, I put up with your ill-meant requests for rain when I know full well that your crops are all conditioned to the dryness. And now that you have your rain, you still complain. Pray tell, then, what I am meant to do to please you. Just try to bring the matter up with the king.


Against His Best Wishes,

Auric, The Wizard of Water

Regardless of what Auric wrote, though, he knew the king would certainly side with the farmers. That was why he chose silence. There was no way Rajeh would last much longer with the storm, anyway. In fact, the age wizard had very likely already washed away.

Auric hadn’t checked for Rajeh in days, though. He only knew the countryside was flooding from the letters; he was too afraid to look outside for the likely chance that he would be greeted with the sight of a sea building up around his tower, given where his letters came in. He had fastened the curtains and the sashes for this very reason, letting the final letters remain wedged between the blue fabric and the glass. He was getting impatient, however, and so he risked a peek out of a second-floor window, displacing a couple of envelopes in the process, which tumbled to the floor.

He almost jumped backwards when he saw that the water had risen to just below his window, and he thought he glimpsed a boat bobbing on the waves with a very stern-looking wizard bailing water with his hat. If Auric was a better wizard, at this moment, he would have finally allowed himself concern for the farmers in the valley. 

Thankfully, however, Auric had deprived their soil of water so long that they somehow were less flooded than he; the ground had been drinking the water like a greedy sponge and was miraculously still doing so. The effect this produced was that the hillside looked even more elevated than before, with Auric’s land as a giant still wave of water floating above the comparably deeper valleys, which were only commonly marshy. It was a wonder the mail came at all, but Carlinians were nothing if not persistent.

The tower itself, buried in the mountain of water, looked from afar like a blue, misshapen cake with a thick candle poking from the top. The only reason the king did not interfere was because he had seen the spectacle and assumed that there must have been a good reason for the grandiose display. Even in Auric’s mind at the moment he drew the curtains, there most certainly was not.

Auric wasted no time in setting things right. He backed hastily away, tripped over his long robes, and scrambled over to his office, where he could use the looking glass to reverse the spell. However, as he flung open the door and reached for the silver mirror, his long, grey beard caught on the door handle. Before he knew it, his beard had pulled the door so that it slammed against his desk with considerable force, which kicked out a faulty table leg, sending an unbelievably round and heavy geode rolling towards the looking glass. Auric reached to stop the speeding stone with his foot, but his stiff knee locked, leaving the geode to barrel directly into the mirror, splitting the glass in four.

When Auric finally disentangled his beard and had had a good ten minutes to curse and stomp and get red in the face, he stooped down to the glass and thought he might as well try the spell anyhow. 

The drawback of water wizardry, besides being a literal damper, was that it required a tool to do almost anything of any real significance. He could have tried to solve the problem by using his innate magic to slowly dismiss the clouds one square foot at a time, but even if he wanted to try doing it that way, Auric knew that would take nearly a week. Instead, he went about replicating the spell that should have worked, since it definitely would have if the looking glass had been whole. 

Instead, what happened as the wizard made his faces was this: the rain pelted harder, the sea had flooded so that it dripped in through one of his cracked second-storey windows, and the ground in the valley had finally sighed like a child finishing a long drink of milk, closed its mouth, and let the waves begin to rise.

At first, Auric was in denial. He paced back and forth, imagining he was inside one of his dry, arid paintings, sand in his toes. The light in his study was growing bluer, though, and those web-like reflections danced on his ceiling. He tried to reason that he was quite safe and that there was nothing the king could do now to punish him. Then he noticed the window across the hall leaking, realized that he was not safe, and promptly curled into a ball on the floor. He began to weep.

But out of that dismal situation came a different kind of tapping on a window upstairs. He still had two whole levels above the tide, he remembered. Wiping away the salty tears from his creased skin, he climbed the stairs, taking care not to notice the puddles on the floor.

Rajeh’s youthful face awaited him at the window, and Auric nearly cursed him out before he remembered his predicament. He drew the curtains wider and lifted the sash. He could see now that the other wizard’s boat was half-sunk and briefly was tempted to leave Rajeh to drown, but even if he weren’t feeling a great bit more charitable than usual, he knew it was foolish to think Rajeh couldn’t escape by other means.

Auric pulled Rajeh into the tower through the window with some trouble, given the wizard’s soaked, skinny arms and Auric’s bad knees. Soon enough, Rajeh lay in a heap of vaguely-shaped, red, sopping fabric on the floor. They both sat gasping for a moment before they came to their feet. Rajeh was shivering, but he seemed rife with the desire to repress the urge. Dark circles hung from the age wizard’s eyes.

“By fen, Auric! I love what you’ve done with the place!” It was at this moment that Auric’s misery and seriousness faded and returned to his normal crankiness.

“Say what you like, you festering worm. It’s your fault!”

“Mine?! I’ve been stranded in your yard for days! It’s good luck that I hired a boat to taunt you; I would have been swept to the castle in my sleep.”

“All the better,” harrumphed Auric. “That’s what you get for meddling.”

Rajeh had no time to make a comeback, for they both noticed the stern of the rowboat beginning to tilt upward as the weathered vessel sank. The sounds of the storm were almost deafening with the sash up, and Rajeh took the liberty to lower it again.

“I take it you broke your looking glass?” Rajeh asked.

“Oh, what do you know of it?” This question was almost genuine, as even Auric’s father, who had beaten all of his wizard knowledge into Auric’s boyish brain, had never said anything about what might happen if the looking glass broke.

“I’ve seen it happen before.” Rajeh’s face was very serious as he said this—almost noble, Auric had to admit. Auric opened his mouth and shut it a few times but never got a chance to ask the questions on his lips. “Take me to the looking glass, my flabby friend.”

Auric did as he was told—leading Rajeh into the study—and sneered as Rajeh failed to contain his giggles. The wreckage couldn’t have left a clearer picture of what had happened, from the grey hair tangled on the doorknob to the geode sitting smugly next to the cracked mirror.

“You’ll de-age it, then?” asked Auric impatiently while his soggy companion covered his smirking cupid bow lips.

“De-age? No. I’ll do you one better.” Rajeh carefully picked up the looking glass. It was the size of a dinner plate, and embellishments like those found on serving trays decorated its back. The glass barely sat within a thin ridge, which was attached to two handles made of white coral. Even without knowing it was a magic tool, one could instantly tell it was no ordinary mirror by the way it sang out in the light. 

Auric watched with dwindling confidence as Rajeh slowly carried it to the hall. The red-robed wizard lay the broken looking glass under the current of water that was now persistently pouring in. Auric shuddered, and his stomach turned as he looked out of the window and into the murky blue-greyness. There were all sorts of grassy plants funnelling towards the crack in the window. His pine floors pooled up with rainwater and vegetation. He had to sit down and look away for a moment.

Rajeh made signs with his fingers, which Auric knew was all for show, and the looking glass’s cracks slowly fused back together. Auric was hardly watching and wouldn’t have been impressed even if he were paying full attention. Rajeh picked up the repaired instrument and held it close to his body.

“Now, my payment.” He smirked from ear to ear, almost terrifyingly. Auric’s mind was not as sharp with all his queasiness.

“You crook! Well, how much, eh? I reckon I’ll never retire, anyhow. The damage done here will keep me in debt a while, I reckon.”

“Not for any amount of money, Auric. Give me what I came for.”

“Never! It’s certain death on the Zendrixilon! I’ve never met a man who lived to cross her.”

“I’ve never met a man, or wizard, who lived to cross me. Take your chances at the Zendrixilon, debts and retirement wholly paid for, or die here and now.” Rajeh suddenly looked sinister. He was less the smarmy jokester and more the terrifying wizard every second. Even his chestnut curls, darkened by a slick of water, formed sharp peaks. Auric knew he had no choice left.

“Fine! But you are the most weasley, conniving, sickly, repulsive snake I have ever met, and if you dare con me on this journey for one less drop than promised, you’ll have my descendants to fear no matter how long you live.” 

Even Rajeh flinched at this. Auric had taken a warrior wife and had seven children with her. Although she had long separated from him and lived somewhere up in the frigid Dohllands with his sons and daughters, the tales of ice wizardry left no doubt in anyone’s mind that Auric’s legacy would surpass him.

Rajeh’s pale face returned some colour, and he gently handed Auric the looking glass. “No going back now,” Auric thought aloud. 

With a deep exhale, Auric performed the steps. Very suddenly, there was silence. The drumming of the rain above them had ceased. And after two sighs of relief, the water began flowing backwards in front of their eyes. The pools on the floor slithered out of the window, and the current reversed. As the wizards watched, they could see plants and loose laundry being sucked upward, as if by a tornado, and into the sky. Looking down, Auric could see a surface start to form below them. The ground floor was almost dry! Instead of darkness, light illuminated his garden wall, and the lantern post, and the shed! The water travelled up and up, and the bubble of air expanded. Soon, Auric and Rajeh were staring out of a fully unsubmerged second-storey window at the wreckage of the countryside and a giant whirlpool of water returning to the growing and darkening clouds. 

From the ground, it looked like the waves were spinning around the tower and fanning out into the sky like a mist. It was quite like a fountain shooting its water outward rather than downward, but with the spray spinning itself into clusters of heavy clouds. Townspeople gazed at the funnel with wonder, mostly relieved that their crops were saved, but they very secretly muttered in resentment at their neighbour’s eccentricity.

It took nearly four hours to make sure that the flood had been entirely undone and four hours more for Auric to shepherd the rain clouds to the farmers on the other side of the castle. All said and done, the 156-year-old was wet, weary, and 120 drops in debt to replace a score or so of unfortunate horses and cows that had perished in the storm along with the stables they dwelled in. The king never found out why it had all happened, but then he also never asked. That was another handy thing about being a wizard.
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​Chapter 3 - Meanwhile, Somewhere Entirely Else
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Pan could hardly believe his ears. Not only was the wizard council actually doing something besides settling disputes regarding wizarding trademarks and magical graffiti, but it was doing it with some manner of swiftness. 

Anyone in the whole country of Shana could tell you how inefficient bureaucracy was, but the wizards were particularly guilty offenders. It once took the council seven years to address the family of toads that had completely overrun the basement of their headquarters. By then, the ones they found must have been something like the great-great-great-great-great-grandchildren of the original six, and once they had all been counted up, there were over 700 of them. Yet this time, at Pan’s very first wizard council, they had passed a motion by minority, immediately ending the legitimacy of the Shanan wizard code.

How does one pass a motion by minority? Well, in the case of the wizard council, it involves a lot of sharp words and many more sharp sticks, figuratively speaking, of course. Sharp sticks aren’t very convincing to a wizard, especially not to a room full of wizards. The sharp sticks in question happened to be the authority of the Shanan crown and the head of the council. 

Pan wondered why the council operated by democracy, anyway, if it was just going to fall apart at the first sign of any important decision. It was enough to make his carefully sealed rage bubble a bit. He was glad, however, that he had discerned the council’s obvious inclinations ahead of time, lest he end up like one of the wizards who dared raise their hands against the dissolution of the code. He had gotten off easy as a neutral party. They had only threatened his family a little. Not that it sat well with him, as he put all his mental energy into trying not to strangle everyone at the table, but wizards were normally far too lazy to carry out their threats, especially not when the individual they threatened actually complied.

He knelt in the chamber with its cherry wood walls and decorated columns, running his fingers through the bangs of his fluffy, black hair as more notable wizards made “hmm” noises back and forth around the large, low table. Anything there was to be said had already come out in generous intervals. He suddenly remembered what it was like to visit distant relatives over the holidays. No one wanted to be the first to get up from the table, even after an argument. 

Of course, it didn’t help that the room was flooded with armed soldiers donning full-body, silver armour. They were completely killing the mood. He squinted his eyes as the one standing across from him kept glinting in the light of the open-air deck. The lush trees behind the man clashed against his metal frame.

“Well,” the council’s head, Firveh, said, clapping his hands on both knees and standing.

“I suppose,” another of the motion’s supporters added, copying the movement and pursing his whiskered lips. The two of them wore matching black and gold robes. Pan kicked himself for not picking up on the suspicious uniform earlier, clenching his fist. He thought it was perhaps customary for the council in Shana, it being his first time. Wizards, however, avoided matching outfits to an even greater degree than teenage girls avoided wearing the same kimono to the Hanasei Ball. This must have been important to them.

“Indeed, indeed,” a third supporter echoed, also standing. The other wizards made no obvious inclinations as to their thoughts on this. Well, except for a wizard with grey-streaked ginger mutton chops named Ottone. He was grinning wide with his yellowing teeth since, despite letting his guard down enough to get caught by the only magical law enforcement still after him, he was now off the hook for yet another charge of malicious teleportation. It was a miracle the council had procured him in the first place, so Pan thought Firveh could have at least put the buffoon on trial before abolishing the last of wizard law for the foreseeable future. 

Besides being a general code of conduct, the wizard code functioned as the basic law governing wizards. Most of the code was the same as the laws for the broader public, but obviously Shanan law didn’t cover things like the legality of selling magically enhanced underwear that would eventually turn the wearer’s skin blue or the prohibition of instantly growing a giant
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