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				The Peculiar Quandary of Simon Canopus Artyle


				


				-I-

				The Flaw That Makes the Masterpiece

				


				For most of his wizarding life, Simon Canopus Artyle lived in the same splendid little house that was nestled up against the trunk of a giant tree. The tree was an Ephaian Oak, only it was much larger than any normal Ephaian Oak should be, having grown to its inordinate size due to the fact that Simon had spent over two centuries living in proximity to it, and magic flowed through Simon more readily than it did most people, including other wizards. When a wizard lives anywhere, though, giant tree or no, a full-fledged community typically grows up around them within five or six decades, since, as a general rule, a wizard is a very good thing for any town to have (and after this happens, most wizards decide against packing up and leaving, since the inevitable will inevitably happen again, and most simply can’t be bothered to make the effort anyway).

				Simon, in addition to being a wizard, was also a fox. To judge only by the outward appearance of his vulpine features, one might guess him to be twenty-nine or thirty, but he was, in fact, two hundred sixty-three years old, which was respectable, though for a wizard, certainly not all that ancient. Most people who knew him didn’t know exactly how old he was (just as it is improper to ask a lady her age, so too is it improper to ask a wizard), but they all knew that he was a fair shake older than appearances let on.

				Valerine Dunnwich was a well-mannered vixen who was slightly younger than Simon looked. She was the second eldest daughter of Mayor Dunnwich, the kindly fox who for the past few decades had been in charge of Carina, the town that had sprung up around Simon’s home some two hundred years prior. She came to see Simon several times a week, usually bringing some kind of homemade cakes or biscuits to eat along with afternoon tea, and if Simon didn’t emerge from his house for over a week or so, she would bring by two armfuls of groceries, since sometimes Simon had a tendency to forget to eat whenever his assistant, Anton, was out on one of his many errands to fetch books, trinkets, and other assorted wizardly things from distant locales.

			

			
				Growing up, Simon had never been one to notice whether or not he was the kind of person to draw the attention of vixens like Valerine, because he spent most of his time with his muzzle stuck in a book and very little of it watching the ladies. It didn’t seem that many other people noticed him, either, because having one’s muzzle stuck in a book makes one difficult to see. People did notice his love of old texts and of libraries and of ancient “artifacts” (which were really little more than overglorified knickknacks), and it didn’t surprise anyone when he stated, at a very young age, his desire to become a wizard some day. What did surprise them was the fact that he actually had the talent to become one; becoming a wizard takes more than a simple desire to do so, and not everyone has what some people called “the gift.”

				Simon did have this gift, though he personally didn’t think of it as anything terribly special. To Simon, magic just came naturally, both in the sense of skills developing without much trouble, and also in the sense that magic itself, due to the fox’s peculiar nature, did indeed come to him, in much the same way that metal is drawn to a magnet (sometimes metal is drawn to wizards, too, but this usually only happens if their attention is distracted while they’re in the midst of channeling a certain degree of mystical power). People who were sensitive to things mystical would often claim that he even smelled of magic (those who weren’t would claim that he just smelled of jasper). By the age of twelve, Simon had signed his contract binding him to the laws of the Magicians’ Charter, a millennia-old document—repeatedly amended and revised though it was—that codified what was and what was not allowable for a wizard of any realm to do. Simon was never one to cause trouble or mischief like the other young foxes of his hometown, and so following the rules was not at issue (and, in fact, centuries later, Simon himself would go on to register his own amendments and revisions to the Charter).

				It was Simon’s love of books, attention to detail, and wizardly acumen that quickly led to his becoming a historian—specifically, a historian of magic—and one day, the Grand Historian of Magic, Wizarding, and Spellcraft. Truth be told, the world quite needed someone to fill the role of magical historian in Simon’s time, but that hadn’t been a concern of his when he’d made the decision to do it anyway. Writing new texts about the history of magic was a daunting task, one which required the reading of many, many old texts, along with the ability to translate old languages that few people spoke anymore (and, in at least two cases, a bulk of text in languages that nobody spoke anymore, which necessitated the use of magic itself to even glean the meaning of those forgotten words). Simon was competent, he loved what he did, and it gave him plenty of occasions to keep his muzzle firmly wedged between the pages of book after book.

			

			
				The thing that most often got his muzzle out from those books was Valerine. Whenever Valerine would visit, their conversations could go on for several hours, with her talking about the latest town gossip, and him telling her about cursive variants of mystic runes from the Neopardine Age (which she didn’t quite follow, but in which she attempted interest all the same), or about fabulous extinct creatures called “dragons” (which she found dreadfully frightening yet enthralling to hear about). She didn’t have two and a half centuries’ worth of knowledge in her head, but she was quick to catch on and quick to chuckle whenever Simon would insert one of his all-too-rare jokes into a conversation, and he would always smile a handsome smile when she did that.

				Valerine was pretty, too: she was the sort of vixen that just about every male fox in town, save Simon himself, was very keen on courting. Simon didn’t notice the significance of the fact that she turned down all of her suitors and continued bringing him tasty cakes, but then, Simon wasn’t much of a usual fox, either. He did, however, notice and acknowledge that she was very pretty, at least, and he had told her, on more than one occasion, that she was very lovely, or that she was wearing a very lovely dress, or that she had a very lovely smile.

				Invariably, though, about two or three times each afternoon they spent together, Simon would find himself staring at the little blemish of white fur on the right side of her muzzle. The tiny white patch was nestled amidst a swath of soft russet, and would have hardly been noticeable at first glance, but that teensy break in red always drew Simon’s attention, and he couldn’t help but wonder, as he looked at it, why it was there. 

				After a few seconds of Simon’s staring, Valerine would take notice, and she would blush and turn her head away as she tried to hide her smiling. It made her very happy to know that Simon could lose his train of thought while looking at her face.

				“Simon,” she said one day, after she’d caught him staring a bit more than usual. “You seem a bit distracted, lately. Are you doing all right?”

			

			
				“Hm? Oh, yes, fine,” Simon replied, shaking his head as he snapped back to reality. “I suppose I’m just turning a lot of information around in my head. I’ve begun work on a rather demanding section of my latest book.”

				Valerine smiled, but looked as though that hadn’t been the answer she’d been expecting. “Which book was that, again?” she asked.

				“The Complete Collected Biographies of the Ducal Wizards of Eulegarde.” Simon was quite proud of his progress on that one, as tracking down much of the material had been costly and time-consuming, and once the book was complete, it would mark the first time ever that all of that information would be available in one place—not even Eulegarde itself had managed to keep track of it all. “It’s quite fascinating, really,” he explained. “Did you know that for over four centuries, they actually had a system where, by law, each successor to the office could not be of the same gender as the wizard who proceeded them?”

				“No, I didn’t know that,” Valerine said, not really knowing much about Ducal Wizards at all. “I take it that’s an odd practice, though?”

				“Quite odd,” Simon affirmed. “I’m amazed that anyone from such an enlightened background could ever think that gender would have any bearing on... well, anything, really.”

				Valerine chuckled. “You should say that to my father,” she said. “He tells me that it’s not my place, as a lady, to take over mayoral duties from him once he’s gotten too old.”

				“Hmm,” Simon murmured, scratching his chin in thought. “I don’t think you’d do a very good job as mayor, honestly.”

				The vixen’s eyes widened. “You don’t?” she asked, sounding hurt and just a tad angry. “You don’t think I have what it takes?”

				“I don’t think you have the cold edge that you need to govern something, and I don’t think you’d be able to handle circumstances that kept you from being able to make everybody happy all of the time,” Simon explained with another of his smiles. “You’re far too nice, after all.” After a pause, he added, “I like you that way.”

				At that, Valerine softened, and then almost melted. “Well, th... thank you,” she said, avoiding eye contact for a moment or two. “It’s very kind of you to say that.”

				“It’s very kind of you to visit me and bring me things to eat with our tea,” Simon said. “I’m afraid my best attempts at baking have fallen short of even the worst of what you’ve brought me.”

			

			
				Though Valerine’s snout wrinkled for a moment at that last part, she realized that it was still meant as a compliment, and so she smiled. “Speaking of which,” she said, beginning to gather up the basket she’d brought along, “what would you like me to bring next time?”

				Simon took a moment to think. “Something with honey, I think,” he said. “Anton brought in a new tea last week that I think would compliment the flavor very nicely.” The wizard found himself staring at the tiny white blemish on the vixen’s muzzle.

				Valerine failed to hide her blush. “Honey it is, then,” she said, standing up. “In two days’ time, shall we say? I know you’ve got your Ducal Wizards to write about.”

				“The Ducal Wizards won’t be too upset, I should think,” Simon replied. “After all, most of them are dead.”

				Valerine’s eyes twinkled as she curtsied, still embodying the epitome of ladylikeness. “Until then, Master Artyle. I bid you good evening.” Simon nodded and bowed, showed the young woman out, and then turned back to his study.

				Anton chose that moment to reemerge from the anterior study. He was always welcome to take tea with Simon and his guests, but when Valerine was over, he found excuses to make himself scarce, because he, too, had noticed the way that Simon seemingly took great interest in her lovely face.

				“Ah, Anton,” Simon said, seeing the raccoon step out into the hall. “Miss Dunnwich left a piece of lemon cake for you, if you’re hungry. Dinner’s still a few hours away, after all.”

				Anton Amyclides was officially Simon’s assistant, though he hoped that one day he might be the fox’s apprentice. The raccoon had some minor magical talent of his own, but nothing that yet demonstrated that he was ready to become a wizard. This was part of why he’d been assigned to Simon in the first place: in case it turned out that that aptitude could be honed after all. Already, though, Anton was pushing forty, and it looked like the chances of his tapping any greater mystical power were slim. Stranger things had happened, however, and the raccoon still voiced from time to time his hope he might one day realize that dream.

				“That’s very kind of her,” he said to Simon. “I’m sorry that I wasn’t able to join you two. It looks like I just missed her.”

				“Oh, she’ll be by again the day after tomorrow,” Simon said, leading on into his main library, completely missing the flinch on the raccoon’s face when he said that. “You’ll get the chance to see her then. I think I’ll be serving that nice tea you brought back from Ephaia.”

			

			
				Anton shuffled as he fell into step behind the fox, wringing his paws together. “Master Artyle,” he asked, voice tensing as he broached the subject, “if you and the lady would prefer to be... alone, you know that all you need do is ask.”

				“Alone?” Simon asked, turning around to look back at his assistant. “Oh, Anton, don’t be silly! You know that Miss Dunnwich likes you just fine! You’re always welcome to sit with us.” 

				“Well, hopefully next time, then,” Anton said with a polite nod. “I was at least able to get through two more stacks of that documentation from Eulegarde this afternoon; I’ve got it all catalogued and ready for when you start writing tonight.”

				Simon sat at his desk and looked at the working copy of his manuscript. “Two stacks, you say?” he asked, finding his place. “That should get me through all of tomorrow and the morning after, I think.”

				Anton appeared to do some math in his head, and then smiled. There was bound to be a lot of housework for him to do in the meantime, Simon knew, and he hoped the raccoon could handle it all. “A pleasure to be of service, Master Artyle,” he said with a bow. “Shall I get started on dinner now, then?”

				“Oh, there’s no rush,” Simon replied with a wave of his paw. “Why don’t you grab that slice of cake from the sitting room and bring it in here, and we can sit and talk for a bit. You’ve been so busy since you’ve come back; I feel like I’ve hardly gotten five minutes alone with you.”

				Simon noticed the raccoon’s ears flush up a bright pink on the insides. The fox had been busy, though, as well, and he probably hadn’t voiced his honest thanks and appreciation, and so he was very glad indeed for the chance to retire to the sitting room with a fresh piece of cake and some conversation.

				The next day, while Simon was in the middle of scribing the history of the Ducal Wizards of Eulegarde, he was visited upon by a messenger from the Lesser Barony of Gundry. This emissary, a very flustered coyote with unkempt fur on his head, spoke harriedly as he relayed his lord’s request: to beseech the great Master Artyle to lend his aid by working his magic to prevent a dam from bursting (which was, the local experts all said, due to happen any day now).

			

			
				It was Simon’s policy, as it was the policy of many wizards, to not interfere with the dealings of the day-to-day world, nor to influence the way in which natural events were meant to play out. For example, several times over the past few decades alone, Simon had been asked to intervene on the behalf of kingdoms in order to bring a swift end to wars, or to end plagues and famines, and while that was all within the fox’s power, and while there was nothing in the Magicians’ Charter expressly forbidding such acts, it was just an unwritten rule amongst wizards like Simon that such things were Simply Not Done.

				In this particular case, however, upon being informed that the town that lay beneath said dam housed a library, full of many centuries’ worth of ancient tomes and scrolls and tablets, Simon decided to let that unwritten rule slide, if only this once. He dematerialized himself from his cozy home in Carina, rematerialized himself at the dam in Gundry, cast a series of spells to magically strengthen the wood and stone against wear and strain, and then whisked himself back to his home in time for Anton to serve him a very succulent roast. At some point, he noted to himself, he ought to see what knowledge that library held, before it got wiped out in a fire or a rockslide or other such disaster.

				The Gundrite emissary, upon hearing of Simon’s distant deeds, promised that his lord would send a chest of gold and gems forthwith, and the fox nodded politely, not looking forward to that reward nearly as much as he was tea and cakes with Valerine on the morrow.

				After dining, however, when Simon was about ready to get back to his writing, Anton came back with a small pile of papers. “Master Artyle,” he asked, before the fox could settle and get comfortable at his desk. “I found something among the Eulegarde papers that caught my eye, and I was wondering if I might get your opinion on it—just for curiosity’s sake, if you’re not busy.”

				Simon smiled. He was always happy when he assistant showed both aptitude and interest in the craft of a historian; the raccoon might never go on to become a wizard, he thought, but he might at least be a passable and passionate scholar to make up for it. “Certainly,” he said to Anton. “Tell me what you’ve found.”

				Anton nodded, clearing his throat. “Have you happened upon the case of Fornax Fornacis Tenebron yet?” he asked.

				“I recall the name,” Simon replied. “He was one of the Ducal Wizards of Eulegarde some, oh, twelve hundred years ago, if I’m remembering correctly—but I don’t think I’ve come across anything specific about him, in particular.”

			

			
				“Yes, well,” Anton began, checking the papers to make sure he had his facts right. “Master Tenebron had—among other things, of course—decreed and carried out a Sentence of Annulment on one of the wizards under his jurisdiction,” he said. Simon nodded, urging him to continue. “At any rate,” the raccoon continued, “the punishment was meted in response to the use of mind control on a nobleman.”

				Such a sentence, at least in this case, was not unusual: using mind-altering magic on another living being without due cause, nobleman or not, was cause for a wizard to be stripped of his mystical powers in addition to his memories, and Simon agreed, a little over a millennium later, that this Fornax Fornacis Tenebron had made the proper decision in the matter. “Are you surprised that the punishment was not more severe, then?” he asked Anton. “Insofar as the crime was perpetrated against a member of the nobility?”

				“Oh, not at all,” Anton quickly responded. “I’ve read enough of your writings on Eulegarde to know that they were not known to be unduly harsh in their sentencing.” The raccoon seemed to squirm as he searched for his next set of words. “It’s just that there were rumors, the accounts say, that the crime was motivated by, erm, love.”

				“Crimes are often motivated by love,” Simon noted.

				“That’s not quite the point that I was making,” Anton said, and this time, he wrung his paws together. “My point was, rather, that the text names the wizard in question as male, and the victim was a nobleman.”

				The look on Anton’s face told Simon, after a few seconds, that the good Master Artyle wasn’t quite seeing where the conversation was logically supposed to lead. “I’m not sure quite what your question is,” the fox asked.

				“Oh, it’s not really a question,” the raccoon said. “I was just wondering what your thoughts on the matter were.”

				“Well,” Simon pondered aloud, leaning back in his chair, “in Eulegarde, at the time, there was an undue sense of significance placed on gender when it came to many of their dealings.”

				“So, then, you think that may have had a bearing on the way that the Ducal Wizard handled the case?”

				“I suppose it’s possible,” Simon acknowledged. “Though in this particular case, I doubt that; as we’ve already mentioned, the punishment was fitting with the crime. No, in this case, I think that the unnecessary importance of gender may be part of the reason why the crime was committed in the first place.”

			

			
				Anton didn’t look certain, at first, but then he appeared very glad for that response. “That’s a very keen insight, Master Artyle,” he said. “I don’t know that I would have thought of that on my own.”

				“I’m not so sure,” Simon replied with a smile. “Something about the case obviously grabbed your attention, and so I think you would have formulated your own conclusion eventually.”

				The next day, though, when Valerine Dunnwich showed up with her honey-scented cakes, Anton made himself scarce, and when he heard the two foxes laughing together in the other room, he decided that he wouldn’t show himself again until the mayor’s daughter was gone.

				Simon and Valerine thought it unfortunate that Anton had to be so busy while there was enjoyment to be had. Valerine thought it slightly less unfortunate than Simon did.

				Just as Simon had predicted, the tea from Ephaia went perfectly with Valerine’s cakes, the combination quite delicious. “After all,” Simon explained, complimenting the vixen on her cooking, “even a wizard can’t know how to create tastes he’s never experienced before.”

				“That’s very kind of you to say, Master Artyle,” Valerine said, dipping her head in a humble bow. “I wanted very much for you to like them, after you seemed so eager the other day.”

				“I do like them,” Simon reaffirmed. “I like them very much.” To that, Valerine blushed, and when she averted her gaze for modesty’s sake, Simon got a full-on look at that white patch on the side of her muzzle, his eyes fixing in on it.

				Valerine noticed, too, and she looked even further askance. “Are you staring, Master Artyle?” she asked, coyly and politely, without a hint of any real accusation in her voice.

				“Oh, some, I suppose,” Simon admitted, feeling a tad bashful himself at having been caught. “I do hope I haven’t offended you.”

				“Not at all,” Valerine replied, cleverly adjusting her collar as she straightened up in her chair. “I should think a wizard must have a discerning eye, and that if something catches his attention, he must deem it worth his notice.”

				Simon felt a new flush of embarrassment and guilt. “Well, I mean...” he started, stammering, losing his words for a moment. “I know it’s not polite to stare, but I just haven’t been able to help it.” He paused a moment, met her eyes, and then asked, more quietly, “You’re certain you don’t mind?”
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				Valerine countered his hesitation with a sly smile. “Quite certain.”

				The male fox held up his hand for a moment, then let it fall again. He felt wrong to even ask, but blurted the words out anyway: “Would it be all right if I took a closer look?”

				Valerine stopped her tail from moving, and paused a moment before saying, “Only if you’d like to.”

				“I would,” Simon replied, voice just above a whisper. He got to his feet and walked around the table, approaching Valerine like a nervous child might approach an angry parent. She turned and looked up at him as he got nearer, and she resisted the urge to stand, instead remaining seated so that Simon had to kneel down in order to get his closer look.

				The racing of Valerine’s heart got faster and faster as Simon drew closer and closer. He bent at one knee, and brought his muzzle in close to hers, searching her eyes before searching her features, and then he went to that blemish on her snout. One of his paws came up to her cheek, and she closed her eyes as he cupped that side of her muzzle, fingers covering up that bit of white.

				Simon’s breath was even and steady, and his breath was warm, just as his touch was warm. His breath got warmer, then, and so too did his touch, and in a matter of moments, his touch was radiating a heat that wasn’t natural. It was pleasant, though, and Simon could feel that she felt a soothing sensation wash over her, making her hum to herself in a haze of contentment.

				Then, just before Simon might have cut down that gap between them, the wizard took his paw away and rose back onto his feet. “There,” he said with a proud smile on his face. “All better!”

				Valerine brought her own paw to the spot on her face that Simon had touched. It didn’t feel warm anymore. “What’s all better?” she asked, confusion melting together with her disappointment.

				“You just had a bit of a... a thing, here, on your muzzle,” Simon said, pointing to his own face to illustrate the spot where the tiny blemish no longer existed. “White amongst the red—nothing too bad, to be honest, but it’s all gone, now!”

				Simon frowned, because at that point, Valerine frowned. “I... I see,” the vixen fibbed. “I... well... thank you, I guess.”

			

			
				“Oh, not a problem at all,” Simon said, taking his seat once more, before refilling his teacup. “It’s always a pleasure to help out a lovely young lady such as yourself.”

				Valerine was less talkative than usual after that, and she cut her afternoon visit abruptly short, citing duties back at the mayoral manor that she needed to attend to. She still left some dessert for Anton, but she didn’t prearrange another day to stop by again when she departed.

				In the week that followed, Valerine did continue to visit, but things weren’t the same as they had been before. She seemed stifled and awkward around Simon, and often let the train of conversation die.

				Simon, too, had difficulties from then on: since he’d fixed up that one tiny inconsistency on his female companion’s face, there were no other imperfections to draw his attention. The vixen’s face was perfect, and that meant that his work was done, and that he should have been proud, but he didn’t feel too proud of himself at all—after all, Valerine didn’t seem much happier for having been fixed up, and Simon himself found that, somehow, he missed the way that he used to just stop and stare at the young lady’s face.

				


				-II-

				Foresight, Hindsight, and Insight

				


				Simon noticed that Valerine’s mood took a turn for the angry after that—not very angry, but as she had always been so nice and pleasant and happy, the shift in demeanor was obvious. Anton must have noticed it, too, Simon thought, because the raccoon was never short on excuses to make himself scarce whenever Valerine came around, even if it was with little or no notice.

				One afternoon, when Valerine had stopped by for the first time in nearly a week, Simon found himself feeling very short on patience with her. She gave brusque, halfhearted responses to his questions, and her tea cakes were far less tasty than they had been since Simon had fixed her face. Simon had never been a man to have a temper, but he grew frustrated as the afternoon went on, and he eventually got so worked up with annoyance that he did something that he hadn’t done in over six decades: he purposefully lied to someone.

				“I’m really sorry,” he said to Valerine with a sigh, wiping his brow with the back of his paw before straightening out the forelocks of his fur there. “I’ve got an important experiment that I’m running tonight. It’s very finicky and it needs to be completed at precisely the stroke of midnight, and so I really ought to go back and help Anton with the preparations.” He stole a glance at his half-eaten biscuit, and then had to fake a complete smile. “I do hope you’ll be able to come by again in a few days?”

			

			
				Valerine nodded, but the nod was as curt as the responses she’d been giving all afternoon. “Of course,” she said with a smile that Simon guessed was as false as his own. “My father’s been very busy, lately, and he’s been asking me to help him out with a lot of things, but I’m sure I’ll be able to make time for you, Master Artyle.”

				Those last words lingered with Simon for several minutes after Valerine had left. Simon didn’t go to fetch Anton right away. Instead, he paced around his study, rolling those words over and over in his mind. If she’s mad at me, I wish she’d just tell me already so I wouldn’t have to guess, he thought to himself. It was then when Simon first realized the true extent to which he was upset by the notion that Valerine might no longer like him.

				When it came time for some future wizard to write the biography of Simon Canopus Artyle, would ‘Lifelong Bachelor’ be among the titles appended to his name? It occurred to Simon that, barring accidents or things meant to appear as accidents, he might expect to live for several more centuries, if not longer. That was a lot of time in which to catalog an awful lot of history, but it was also a lot of time to spend by oneself, even if the company of books was not to be discounted. 

				“Anton,” the fox called out, wandering back out into his sitting room, sinking into his couch. “Anton, could you come out here for a bit?”

				The raccoon poked his head out through the door that led to the main library. “Sir?” he asked, voice hesitant as he looked back and forth around the sitting room.

				“It’s all right,” Simon reassured him. “Miss Dunnwich has gone home early this afternoon.”

				“I see,” Anton said, clutching his paws together as he stepped out into the room, slowly approaching Simon. “I do hope that she’s not unwell...?”

				The wizard let out a wry chuckle. “Oh, I’m sure she’s perfectly fine, at least as far as her health goes,” he replied. “No, I actually just sent her home. I didn’t feel much like being around her today.”

			

			
				Anton’s ears perked straight up. “Is something wrong, Master Artyle?” he asked, shuffling closer still. “I hope the young lady hasn’t upset you in some way.”

				“No,” Simon said, but then he quickly changed his response to, “Well, yes.” He looked back at Anton, deciding that his assistant was someone he could confide in. “Come here and sit down. I’d like to talk to you about something.”

				The raccoon looked as nervous as Simon had ever seen him look as he crossed the room and took his seat on the couch. His breathing was quick and audible, and his tail didn’t keep still even after he’d sat down. “What is it, Master Artyle?” he asked.

				Simon looked hard for the words he wanted. He wasn’t used to thinking about things like this, let alone vocalizing them. Still, he knew that he wasn’t going to find any answers in a book, so it wouldn’t hurt to check and see if he might not find them in a raccoon. “Well, you know that Miss Dunnwich has been a very frequent visitor here these last several months,” he said, and Anton just nodded. This next part was tough for him to say. “I think that the young lady might have been trying to win my affections.”

				The look on Anton’s face went from one of nervousness to one of gravity and shock. “Might have been, you say?” he asked, a tremble hiding in part of his voice. “As in, she’s no longer trying to?”

				“No, I don’t believe so,” Simon replied, shaking his head. “That much was particularly clear today.”

				The raccoon clenched and unclenched his paws several times. “You’re upset about this, I take it?” he asked, suddenly looking as though his knees were the most interesting things he’d ever seen.

				“Not so much, actually,” Simon said, and Anton’s ears perked right back up again. “I mean, I appreciate her interest, in some sense, but I wish that she could be more graceful about it all now. It’s not like we can’t be friends.”

				“Sir?” Anton squeaked (he was visibly shaking now). Simon, honestly curious about what Anton had to say, gave him a look to this effect, and so the raccoon steadied his voice and continued. “I’m sorry, I’m just a bit confused—I’d been under the impression that you and Miss Dunnwich got along swimmingly.”

				“We do,” Simon replied. “Or at least we did. I get the impression that she’d been hoping that we’d be past the swimming and on to other things by now.”

			

			
				Anton took a few slow breaths. “She just doesn’t strike your fancy in that way,” he said guardedly.

				“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” the fox continued, leaning back more into the sofa, looking decidedly less wizardlike as he slouched. “She’s certainly very lovely, and she’s more than nice enough—well, barring the last week or two—but I just...”

				“You just...?”

				Simon sighed again and clicked his tongue. “I’m not sure,” he said. “Pretty young vixens like her don’t come along all that often in a century, and the fox part of me tells me that I should be jumping at the opportunity, but it just doesn’t feel right. Not with her.” He looked into Anton’s eyes, then rested a paw on the raccoon’s shoulder. “I don’t suppose that makes any sense to you, does it?”

				The raccoon looked back at him, breathless, eyes wide and quivering. “I... I don’t think it sounds all that strange,” he said, pausing a moment before quickly amending his response with, “Master Artyle.”

				With a chuckle, Simon brightened up. “See, that’s what I like about you, Anton,” the wizard sat, patting the raccoon’s shoulder. “You always just say what’s on your mind and you don’t worry about saying it.” His smile widened. “Maybe if Valerine were a bit more like you, I wouldn’t have this silly problem.”

				Anton chuckled, too, but it was tinged with more hints of nervousness. “Oh, I’m sure you wouldn’t want Valer—Miss Dunnwich to be too much like me,” he said, breaking eye contact. “Still, it’s...” His voice trailed off, though, and he didn’t have anything else to add.

				Simon pulled himself out of his slouch, and he offered Anton one more smile before getting to his feet. “Don’t sell yourself short, young man,” he said, tail wagging as he stretched his legs, already feeling much, much better. “You’ve got plenty to be proud of.”

				“Thank you,” Anton mumbled, remaining seated as Simon started his way back to the library. “Oh, Master Artyle,” he then called out, getting the fox’s attention before he was out of earshot. Fighting his way past an awkward gaze, he said, “If you ever need to, you know, talk about anything else that’s on your mind, you’re more than welcome to.”

				“I’ll do that,” Simon replied with another smile, and then he went back to his books for the evening.

				As it turned out, Simon did not end up talking to Anton about anything else that was on his mind—at least, not in any pointed sense. It was almost a non-issue, though, because as Simon reflected further on the raccoon’s refreshing honesty, he felt like the two of them had gotten closer and more comfortable, and in the days that followed, things around the house were very pleasant indeed. Anton was in exceptionally good spirits, as well, and the raccoon went so far as to ‘just happen to run into’ one of Mayor Dunnwich’s other daughters, Mariah, and asked her what ingredients her sister used in her honey cakes.

			

			
				It had been a long time since Simon had felt so carefree about life. For once, the great solace and satisfaction that he got out of writing actually paled in comparison to how he felt when he had lunch and dinner with Anton. The two of them laughed and joked and told stories (with Simon having quite a bit more to tell than Anton). Thinking more about the years that stretched ahead of him, though, Master Artyle wished that his assistant might decide to stop calling him ‘Master Artyle’ all the time, especially when things had become so laid back and casual after so long.

				Simon also channeled his newfound exuberance into other things. He started to run some more of his own errands, partly because he had more free time since his writing was going so smoothly, but also because he didn’t want to make Anton do all of the extra work. While out and about the streets of Carina, Simon made it a point to smile at the younger lady foxes, and whenever he caught their eyes, he saw signs that they’d been waiting for him to do so for quite some time (and Simon usually then returned home with an extra spring in his step or some extra wag in his tail). The town really did have more than its fair share of fair vixens, the wizard now realized, and he thought himself lucky in that regard, even if the one with whom he was best acquainted was on the offs with him. 

				A week from the day of Valerine’s last visit, Simon was in a very good mood, the Eulegarde biographies were progressing at a good clip, and feeling a resurgence of confidence, Simon informed Anton that he’d sent an invitation for Miss Dunnwich to come over for dinner the next day.

				“And I’d very much like for you to join us,” Simon told the raccoon. “In fact, I insist that you put aside any projects of mine that you’re working on and just take the evening off.”

				It confused Simon that Anton didn’t look happier. “You’re inviting Miss Dunnwich over for dinner?” he asked.

			

			
				“That is what I said, yes,” Simon replied, laughing and smiling. “I thought maybe perhaps I could help with the cooking, Miss Dunnwich can bring a dessert, and we should all have a very nice evening together.”

				“But... I thought that...”

				“Thought that I was still a bit annoyed with her?” Simon asked. “I admit that I was, yes, but I’ve had some time to think about it, and I surmise that she’s probably had enough time to stop being upset with me,” he said. “Besides, if I ever did decide that perhaps Miss Dunnwich wasn’t such a bad catch for a mate after all, I’d hate not to be friends with her—that’d be frightfully awkward.”

				Anton’s face fell, and Simon felt his fur starting to tingle, all over, from ears to tail. “Wait,” the raccoon stammered. “No, you said that... you said...”

				Simon was worried. Anton looked so hurt and confused, and the fox couldn’t think of a reason why his inviting Valerine to dinner would spark such a reaction. “I said what?” he asked, tilting his head.

				“You said that it... that it didn’t feel right!” Anton said, his ears flattening back against his head, his voice starting to creak and crack. A touch of jasper tickled Simon’s nose, and his fur stood further up on end. “And you said that... that you wished that, maybe...”

				“Anton, please, calm down,” Simon said, reaching out to place his paw on the raccoon’s shoulder. “It’s only dinner.”

				But Simon’s paw never made it to Anton’s shoulder, because the raccoon smacked the fox’s arm away. “It is not only dinner!” Anton shouted, and then it was Simon’s turn to lay his ears back as the room echoed with a loud crack, not quite as sharp as a thunderclap, but slower, more like the sound of a heavy branch snapping loose from a tree in a windstorm.

				The scent of jasper began to fade, but the tingling, tickling sensation still hung around Simon’s fur, and his head ached worse than it had in a century (tolerance to alcohol, it is worth noting, was not something that Simon would ever be known for). His vision was blurry, and he was seeing double—in the sense that he was looking back at himself, as himself, looking back at himself.

				“Well,” Simon said to himself with a resigned yet satisfied grin, “I suppose that answers that question.”

				“About whether Anton would ever turn out to be wizard material?” Simon asked back.

			

			
				“There’s that, too,” the fox acknowledged. “I was thinking about why Anton would be so upset about Valerine being invited over for dinner, though.”

				Anton had already fainted, however, and so he was in no condition to offer his opinion on either point (he had not, remarkably enough, fainted as the result of the sudden magical outburst he’d just effected, but rather at the sight of seeing two Simons standing before him in the aftermath). Simon turned to look down at the poor raccoon, both of his halves moving their heads in perfect unison. “Maybe he just thinks you’re very handsome,” one of those halves joked. “I guess two of the same fox was just too much for him to bear.”

				“Stop that,” the other fox said, chastising himself. “This is no joking matter. You don’t even know if he’s all right.”

				“Oh, fair enough,” he conceded, and then he knelt down twice before invoking a simple charm once, rousing the raccoon back to consciousness.

				His other self gently cradled Anton’s head, bringing it up into his lap. “Easy, easy,” he said in the best hushed, soothing tone he could muster. “You’ll be all right. You just blacked out for a moment, there.”

				“Simon?” Anton asked, voice and eyes both bleary as he looked at the fox hovering over him, before turning his head to look at the fox holding him up. “Simon?” he asked again.

				Simon let out a double chuckle. “We can worry about that later,” he said.

				“Can you stand up?” he asked, offering his other pair of paws to help the raccoon to his feet.

				“I... think so,” Anton replied, still looking very dizzy and lightheaded even as he got to his feet without any trouble. He did a literal double-take, and then rubbed at his temples. “Did... did I just do that to you?”

				“It’s okay,” Simon said. “It’s not your fault.”

				“Well, technically it is,” he told himself.

				He turned and shot himself a look. “Yes, but it’s not like he did anything wrong.”

				“Not that I remember, at least,” he mused aloud to himself.

				Anton was far less calm, though, and he soon entered a state of panic. “Oh, dear, Master Artyle, I am so, so sorry!” he said, his head whipping back and forth between one fox and the other. “I swear—really, I swear—I did not do this on purpose! You have to believe me on that!”

			

			
				“Don’t worry, Anton,” Simon insisted, placing a paw on Anton’s shoulder unhindered this time. “I believe you.”

				“Besides,” he said, placing another paw on the raccoon’s other shoulder, “I somehow doubt you knew that you even could do that.” (That was a marked understatement, because Simon had no idea that Anton could do that, either.)

				As if to underscore his lack of readiness, Anton almost fainted again, but Simon was there to catch him from both sides at once. “Easy there,” he murmured to the raccoon with the muzzle that was closer to his ears.

				“Sorry,” Anton muttered in reply, having to work twice as hard to avoid eye contact. “This is all just a bit much.”

				Simon thought, scratching his heads as he worked up a plan, finding it a bit difficult to come to a single conclusion from two directions at once. “Tell you what,” he said eventually, straightening out the raccoon with one set of paws while he straightened himself up with another. “Why don’t you just go lie down for a little while?”

				“In the meantime,” the fox added, “I think that my predicament might be best served by spending some time alone with myself.”

				Despite looking like he might faint away again at any moment, Anton nodded and managed to shuffle his way along to his chamber. Simon watched, feeling more than just two minds about the situation, but realizing that he couldn’t do much for his assistant until he knew what he had to do for himself.

				“Well, this is all just terrific,” Simon said to himself once he was alone, looking at himself with disappointment in his eyes.

				He looked back, trying not to flinch under his own gaze, mustering up his resolve in order to combat his own stern demeanor. “What do you mean by that?” he said, managing to keep his voice from cracking (he felt proud of himself for that, but not as much as he could have). “How is any of this my fault?”

				“This wouldn’t have happened if you paid more attention to people,” was his own simple response. “You know what happens when magically-inclined folk lose control of their emotions.”

				“Well, yes, but I didn’t know that Anton was capable of this. And besides, it’s not like I could have known that he would have gotten so worked up over the prospect of dinner with Valerine.”
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				Simon hung his head, shaking it for shame as he looked himself over again. “Oh, sure you could have,” he told himself. “You just let yourself ignore what you didn’t want to acknowledge, and now look at where it’s gotten you.”

				“Look on the bright side,” he offered, hoping to convince himself that things hadn’t turned out as bad as all that. “It’s a very good thing that Anton’s managed to uncork the potential inside himself; he might never have done that if just left to his own devices.”

				“Probably not, no,” he said, nodding his head in concession. “But there were probably better ways for him to stumble upon his true strength besides having his heart broken.”

				That shut the fox up for a while, and as he tried to think of a reply, he found that it took twice as long to roll through the half-as-many thoughts in his head. “Did I really break his heart?” he asked.

				“Well, maybe,” his other self said, and then his tone took an abrupt shift, one much more sympathetic to himself. “But really, if you weren’t going to feel that way about him anyway, then you were going to have to break it to him eventually.”

				The two foxes were again silent. Both of them took seats on the couch, neither of them looking at the other, and Simon just tried to think, jumbled and disconnected thoughts failing to make connections from one side of himself to the other. He realized, then, that it was going to take more than just talking to himself to dredge out the answers he needed.

				“Valerine still has to come over for dinner tomorrow,” he said.

				“Indeed,” he agreed, and then he got up and headed to his library, one pair of paws following the other.

				Simon gave up on trying to think about the situations with Anton and Valerine for the rest of the evening, and instead, he concentrated his divided efforts on trying to find some way to reverse whatever it was Anton had done to him (which even Simon, expert magical historian though he was, had never even heard of). There were plenty of books and scrolls and even tablets piled up high in Simon’s library, though, and in theory, something similar had to have happened to at least one person, at least once, at one point in history.

				In the meantime, Simon was pleased to realize that searching through his many volumes took only half as long as it might have otherwise, and started to wonder if being split in two might not be so bad after all. He thought about how much more quickly he’d be able to write his own, books, too—one part of him could read while the other transcribed what he read at the exact same time! One part of him could run errands around town and hobnob with the townsfolk while the other stayed home and worked on his studies!

			

			
				One part of him could have tea and cakes with Valerine while the other kept Anton company in the study.

				Simon looked up from one of his books and then looked over at himself. His face mirrored the same look of shock from either direction, and so he tried twice as hard to force that train of thought out of his mind. Surely, he thought to himself, there were plenty of downsides to being a fox divided, and once he managed to think of one or two, he’d be able to tell himself for sure, “Yes, let’s get back together.”

				After rifling through spellbook after spellbook, Simon came across only one spell in particular that allowed a wizard to split somebody in two, but it did so only in the physical sense, with results that were quite bloody (it was also, under the current guidelines of the Magicians’ Charter, forbidden, and punishable by horrific means). Simon was very much alive and unbloodied, and Anton hadn’t uttered the required incantation in Old Soltreanic, so that certainly wasn’t the spell that had been used on him.

				It was nearly dawn when Simon finally closed a copy of Magical Oddities of the Civilized Age and stood up. “I think that sleep is in order,” he said, distracting his other self from his copy of The Compendium of Hexes, Volume IX.

				“I suppose you’re right,” he said, closing the second book, leaving it atop the table as he went to follow himself off to bed. He felt drained, both physically and metaphysically, and he wasn’t up to trying to fend off that tiredness twice. It wasn’t until Simon got to his room, though, that he realized the problem of sleeping arrangements.

				He looked down at the bed, then up at himself, and smiled a tired and awkward smile. “So, how should we do this, then?”

				“I suppose we just both pile on in,” he said, motioning to the bed with a paw. “It’s not like there’s anything to be ashamed of.”

				Simon was still hesitant, though, and neither of him got into the bed. “It just seems a bit odd, is all,” he said.

				“Why’s that?”

				“Well, you know,” he tried to tell himself. “Because.”

				He gave himself an incredulous look. “Oh, no, you’re not doing this,” he said, scolding. “You can’t keep lying to yourself.”

			

			
				“What am I lying to myself about?” he asked, folding his ears back as he felt his voice squeak and crack due to his overdone sense of protest.

				“You’re just afraid to get so close to another male, aren’t you?” he said.

				The fox’s eyes widened with shock, first, and then he furrowed his brow. “I am not,” he stated. “What if I said that you were just afraid to get so close to another fox?”

				Both of his tails now twitched with agitation. “Now that’s just ridiculous,” he said, yipping the word ‘ridiculous,’ caught off-guard by his own logic. “Why would I ever be afraid of that?”

				“I didn’t say it made sense,” he said. “That doesn’t prevent it from being true, though.”

				“It doesn’t make it true, either.”

				“It’s an idea,” he said, and then to put emphasis on the point, he stripped down to his undergarments and crawled into bed. He looked back up at himself expectantly, and then tilted his head. “Just come on,” he said. “You can’t worry about yourself like this. Just get into bed, get a good night’s sleep, and tomorrow, you’ll be able to think more clearly.”

				Simon just stood there, though, gazing down into the bed, looking at the vulpine form filling the sheets, waiting for his other half to just get over his own insecurities and join him. He stared, close to mesmerized by the sight, and as he reached up to unbutton his collar, his paw faltered.

				“What’s wrong?” he asked from the bed.

				“I was just thinking,” he replied to himself, arms dropping back to his side. “Thinking about...”

				His words dried up, and his other self looked to be at a loss to figure out what they could have been. “Thinking about what?” he asked.

				“Just about how I’ve never actually gotten into a bed with anyone,” he replied, searching his own eyes, feeling sympathy for himself pouring back into him as his worried, timid gazes met. They both kept still, breathing in tandem in the near-dark, the sounds of birds chirping faintly audible outside.

				“Maybe that’s what you’re scared of,” he suggested to himself.

				“Maybe,” he said, and then he turned around. “You should get some sleep,” he said after looking away. “I think I’m going to get something to eat, first.”

			

			
				“I don’t think it works that way,” he said softly, watching himself head for the door.

				He knew that he couldn’t lie to himself about not being tired. “I’ll just go sleep on the couch, then.”

				


				-III-

				Split Decisions

				


				It was Anton, walking through the sitting room on his way to go make breakfast, who startled Simon, jolting him awake—sure enough, in both places at once. Simon wasn’t used to waking with a start; he hadn’t done so in over a century, and so doing so twice in one morning was such a shock that he yelped out loud in both rooms, smacked his head on the headboard in one, and fell off of the couch and onto the floor in the other.

				Anton let out a cry of shock of his own, and then squatted down to help the half of Simon that had fallen from the couch. “Oh, Master Artyle, I’m sorry!” he said. “I thought you’d be sleeping in your chambers.”

				“I was,” Simon replied, dusting off his fur as he got to his feet. It was then that he remembered that he’d gotten rid of his outerwear before falling asleep, and he felt bashfulness stirring as he stood there next to Anton, half-naked. In a hurry, his other self in the other room went about getting dressed, since two halves of one naked wizard might be a bit too much if Simon’s assumptions about Anton were correct.

				Anton, however, seemed to pay no heed to Simon’s state of undress. “Are you... you know, ‘whole’ this morning?” he asked. His eyes seemed to skirt the air just around the fox’s body, as if he were trying to see his aura or something (which, after the previous evening’s events, may have now been possible, Simon thought offhandedly).

				“Not yet, I’m afraid,” the now fully-clothed Simon replied as he emerged from the bedchamber. “As it turns out, I think you may have made history, Mister Amyclides.” The fox made a mental note to catalog the night’s events with thorough precision, when he had the chance, so that future historians would be able to rerecord them with the same kind of accuracy that Simon would want if it were his job to do so.

			

			
				Anton looked back and forth between the pair of foxes. “Is there anything I can do to help?” he asked. The tone of his voice and the look in his eyes both made his sincerity and his devotion plain—here was a young (well, younger) man who had true concern for Simon, not because he was Master Artyle, but because he was Simon, and whether it was because he now had an extra pair of eyes or whether it was something else, Simon could (now, at least) see that.

				“You can make breakfast,” the fox said with a smile. “For three, if you will.”

				His other self dipped his head in apology, then smiled to reemphasize it. “In the meantime, I think I need to lie down for a little while longer.” (Neither half of him had gotten more than half the benefit of the paltry few hours’ sleep they’d gotten.)

				Anton nodded, using the same form of politeness he used when deferring as Master Artyle’s assistant. “Of course, sir,” he said, leaving the sitting room without another word.

				Simon walked up to himself, and then whispered into his own ear so that Anton couldn’t hear, just in case the raccoon was still skulking in the hallway. “He wants to do more to help you.”

				“He wants to do more, period.”

				“You should let him do something. He has the gift, too, you know.”

				“Right now, I just need breakfast,” he insisted. “And I need to lie down.”

				He sighed. “I do,” he acknowledged. “But you can’t keep him at arm’s length forever, not even on this.”

				“After breakfast,” he told himself, and then he went to lie down, on the sofa and on his bed.

				He spent a good while in thought, not thinking about how he might cure himself of his condition, but of what he might do once he’d already done that. With so little sleep to run on, it was slow going, and having his mind split made it slower still, but from the sounds echoing in from the other room, Anton didn’t seem in a huge hurry to finish breakfast, and so the wizard had time.

				Simon admitted to himself that he was an attractive fox; it wasn’t a difficult admission to make, on the surface, but he’d just never thought about himself in those terms before. It was kind of hard not to think about now, though, and so the scary part was thinking that he’d somehow kicked over the pebble that would start the rockslide. What if he never did go back to being the way he was? Would even half of him be able to handle the consequences—with either Anton or Valerine—if he stopped being a wizard and a historian and let things like nature and passion run their course?

			

			
				Giving in to even half of his passions still meant giving in to more of them than he ever had before.

				The fact of the matter was just that Simon had never spent much time thinking about things like that. Oh, he’d spent plenty of time thinking, but when one is a wizard, one finds other things to think about most of the time, and over the past two hundred sixty-three years, he’d been doing just that. It was odd to finally be thinking about these more immediate personal matters now, now that everything else was in the middle of making no sense.

				“Your breakfast is ready, sir,” Anton said, poking his head into the sitting room. “Would you like it out there, or...?”

				“No, let’s eat together,” he said, getting up from the couch and also getting up from the bed. “I’d like some time to talk before Miss Dunnwich shows up.”

				Anton was taken aback. “You’re still having her over?”

				Simon was already heading into the hallway, though. “I don’t see that I have any reason to tell her not to come,” he said.

				The raccoon fell into step between the two foxes. “But... but you’re still...”

				“I’m still perfectly healthy and perfectly capable of entertaining some company,” he replied. Then, one of his four hands shot up and caught Anton on the shoulder, stopping the raccoon in his tracks. “And I know you’re perfectly capable of helping me out with that, aren’t you?”

				“Of course, sir,” the raccoon said, turning his eyes away from the one fox, without preventing the other from seeing the nervousness. None of them said a word until after they’d all seated themselves and started on breakfast.

				Simon was only half as hungry as he’d first thought he was, but since he was hungry twice, it all evened out—except in terms of food, since Anton had cooked for three and not for two. The fox tried to serve himself two more plates, but Anton grabbed the pair of wrists that reached for serving utensils and stopped them.

				“Please, sir, it’s all right,” the raccoon said. “You don’t need to try so hard just on my account.”

			

			
				The fox examined his assistant’s face. Anton usually looked far younger than his forty years, but this morning, he looked close to fifty. “Tell you what,” Simon said, standing one of his selves up. “Since this is clearly an uncomfortable situation for you, why don’t I just go for some errands while I sit and talk to you for a bit?” The wizard would brook no argument, and started to leave before the raccoon could try.

				“I do want to get in some time to talk to you,” the other fox said as Anton watched the first one leave. “Before dinner,” he added, looking into the raccoon’s face until he was sure that he had eye contact.

				“Talk about what?” Anton asked, sighing in frustration as he slumped back into his chair. “You already said I can’t help you fix yourself.”

				“Maybe you can. I simply don’t know enough about what’s wrong, yet,” Simon said. “But this isn’t about that. This is about you and me.”

				Anton’s look of worry and self-pity turned into a disbelieving stare. “What about you and me?” he asked.

				“Things are going to be different between us, now,” the fox said, straightening himself up in his chair in order to back up the gravity of his words. “They’re going to have to be.”

				“They... they are?” Anton asked, and he immediately looked twenty years younger as his eyes went wide and his muzzle went slack.

				Simon nodded. “They are,” he said. “After last night, I don’t see that they can really stay the same, to be honest.”

				The raccoon lowered his ears, and he let his paws slide off the table and into his lap. “I know what you mean,” he said, shoulders and tail sagging. “Someone who’s ‘come into their own’ can’t just be a wizard’s assistant; the Charter says that I either have to apprentice myself to a registered—”

				“Oh, well there is that, naturally,” Simon interrupted with a chuckle. “That’s not what I meant, though.”

				Anton tilted his head. “What did you mean?”

				Simon leaned forward, paws on the edge of the table as he relaxed his posture. “Well, I mean that, after last night, it’s obvious that you’re very attracted to me, personally.”

				A tiny squeak that would have otherwise been inaudible almost seemed to echo in the silent room. “I’ve tried not to be, sir,” Anton said, hanging his head. “I know that you’re a wizard, and I’m also in your employ, and it’s all very improper for me to—”

			

			
				“Let’s not worry about the propriety for now, Anton,” Simon said, reaching underneath the table to snatch one of Anton’s paws out of his lap. “It’s not as if there are rules in the Magicians’ Charter about being attracted to wizards.”

				Simon could feel that Anton was fighting the urge to pull his paw away and stuff it back into his own lap, and so the fox made sure to hold eye contact and to squeeze that warm, trembling paw. “You mean to say...” the raccoon began.

				


				Meanwhile, Simon’s other self, rather than heading into the center of town to run any errands, had instead headed for Mayor Dunnwich’s manor. He knew that the day started very early over at the estate, and so the wizard guessed that Valerine and her family would be done with their own breakfast by now, and hopefully, he wouldn’t be interrupting.

				


				“I mean to say that I’m not going to deny your right to be my assistant or my apprentice,” Simon said to Anton. “But in the meantime, we are going to have to suss out how this attraction is going to affect things between us.”

				“A... affect things, sir?” Anton asked. Now he was trembling even more, his ears couldn’t decide whether they wanted to stay up or stay down, and those years that had piled up on his face over the last day or so finally started to drop away, bit by bit.

				


				Mariah Dunnwich smiled as she let Simon into the house. “Valerine!” the young vixen called out, her well-groomed tail swishing like a delighted cub’s. “Master Artyle has come by to call on you.”

				Valerine’s head popped out into the hallway like some windup toy popping out of its box. “Master Artyle?” she asked, tail slipping through the doorframe before she emerged fully into the hallway. “This is unexpected. Is there some—oh, Mariah, stop gawking! Come, Master Artyle,” she said with a hurried wave. “Come and sit.”

				


				“It stands to reason that your being attracted to me might make it difficult for you to be my apprentice,” Simon said, squeezing down again on Anton’s paw, trying to reassure him.

				Anton shuffled in his chair, and he finally withdrew his arm and pulled free of Simon’s tender grasp. “I don’t want anything to be awkward for you, sir,” he said. “I could always apprentice under some other wizard.”

			

			
				


				Under normal circumstances, a fox of Simon’s (relative) age should have found a young, eager vixen difficult to resist, and so despite the wizard’s many other atypical reactions, that particular point must have confused as well as angered Valerine. It was for that reason that Simon was particularly glad that the vixen didn’t seem ready to rend his pelt from his body as they took up seats on the sitting room couch together.

				“I got your invitation,” Valerine said, using her more typical soft-spokenness instead of the veiled anger she’d been fond of lately. “Were you here to check that I’d planned to accept before you got started on dinner?”

				“In part,” Simon said. “And also because I... I wanted to apologize.”

				Valerine reached up and touched the side of her face where once had been that lonely patch of white fur. “Apologize for what?” she asked.

				


				“I might not want you to leave, though. Not necessarily.”

				Anton swallowed a lump in his throat. “Yes, but if I... you know, if things with me make my staying here too difficult to handle—”

				“I just need to know whether that’ll end up being too difficult or not,” Simon said, and he started to lean forward over the table, ever so slightly.

				


				“I’m sorry if I’ve offended you in any way,” the wizard said to Valerine. “I never meant to give you the impression that your advances were... unwarranted.”

				The vixen chuckled, but it was a good-nature chuckle, and not a bitter chuckle as a wizard in Simon’s position rightly could have feared was coming. “It’s quite all right,” she said. “I am just a mayor’s daughter, and you’re a wizard of the realm. I should think you’re within your rights to ignore—”

				“But I’m not within my rights,” Simon interrupted, snatching up one of the lady’s paws in his own, shifting sideways to face her more directly. “If a man isn’t interested in courting a young lady, he should let her know.”
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				Valerine dipped her muzzle. “So, then, why didn’t you?” she asked.

				


				Anton’s abrupt movement started Simon, perhaps because the fox could only halfway anticipate it. Their muzzles touched, first just side-on-side, near the tips, and they rubbed together for only the span of a few heartbeats before the raccoon was able to pull back enough to get in a kiss.

				Simon tightened his paws’ grip on the edge of the table, and he let his weight fall forward just a little more. His tail started to wag, slowly at first, and then more quickly, deciding in that next moment that returning the kiss was exactly what he wanted to do, and even in his hampered half-state, it came as no surprise to him at all when Anton let him.

				


				As he looked into Valerine’s face, seeing just empty red where the familiar bit of white should have been, Simon felt his cheeks and his ears flush with shame, and he almost told her, “Because I was just too stupid to notice,” but instead, he leaned in and kissed her, first in that spot where he knew that white had once been, and then again in a manner more befitting how a kiss should go when a gentleman decides that he’s interested in courting a young lady.

				Valerine smelled of soft lavender perfume, and she smelled of vixen, and with only half of his defenses, Simon was nearly fully overcome. He set one paw on her shoulder, and she faltered for only the span of a few heartbeats before it was clear to Simon that his apology had been wholeheartedly accepted.

				


				When Simon pulled back, he again looked into Anton’s eyes, and he felt a peculiar sense of joy, unlike any sort of joy he’d felt before, because the mask on the raccoon’s face did nothing to hide the sheer depth of affection behind it. Anton looked as dumbfounded as Simon wagered he must have when he’d first seen text written in Old Soltreanic.

				“Sir, I...” Anton murmured, the glassiness in his gaze fading away. “I don’t know what came over me.”

				“Yes you do,” Simon replied, and his mouth curled up in a knowing, very sly, very vulpine smirk.

				


			

			
				Valerine and Simon both pulled away from one another after a few very, very pleasant moments, instinct telling them both that, if they didn’t stop themselves, the grip of nature might take over a bit too strongly, which would be highly inappropriate in the mayor’s sitting room (to say nothing of the fact that young Mariah, with keen vulpine senses of her own, was very likely within earshot).

				“So,” Simon said, his mouth curling up into a knowing, very sly, very vulpine smirk. “I take it that you’ll be coming to dinner this evening?”

				


				Simon and Anton and Simon and Valerine all stopped in the aftermath of the moment, and in that moment, Simon suddenly felt very dizzy, as well as a little bad about himself.

				


				“That was very nice,” Simon said to Valerine and to Anton, inflecting a respectful quietness into his voice that he hoped sounded sincere. “If, ah, you’ll excuse me, though, I think I need to go and collect my thoughts.”

				


				-IV-

				Trusting In Oneself

				


				Simon was in his chamber, sitting on his bed, beside himself.

				“I’ve done something very wrong,” he muttered to himself.

				He nodded. “You shouldn’t have let Anton kiss you like that.”

				“You shouldn’t have kissed Valerine like that,” he countered with a hint of anger.

				“She wanted you to kiss her!”

				“He wanted to kiss me!”

				The two halves turned and bared their fangs at one another. “That’s not the point!” they both barked. One of them then flopped down onto the bed in exasperation while the other stood up from it. Both of them rubbed the sides of their heads.

				“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” Simon said from the bed, staring up at the ceiling and avoiding eye contact with himself. “I shouldn’t even be wasting my time thinking about this.”

				From his standing vantage, Simon looked at the door. He’d worked a charm to keep it locked and shut, and as an added precaution, he’d also thrown up a ward to prevent sound from getting through. He didn’t want Anton to be upset in case he started arguing. At least he’d done one thing right today, though, he thought to himself.

			

			
				“I’m going to have to think myself through it eventually, though,” he said down to the bed without looking.

				“But I can’t help but think about how trivial it all is in the grand scheme of things!” he sighed, taking one of his pillows and holding it in over his face for a moment before resurfacing from behind it. “There are so many more important things that I could be thinking about right now, like the Eulegarde biographies or Neopardine runes or that library in Gundry.”

				“There’s an idea,” he stopped to point out to himself. “The library in Gundry must have plenty of books that you’ve never seen. You might find the answer to at least one of your problems in there.”

				Simon sat up onto the side of his bed. “It’d get me out of dinner, too,” he mused aloud as he entertained the greater consequence of that line of thought. “What do you think about telling Anton that plan, canceling dinner, and heading out right away?”

				“I’m not sure that’ll be possible, actually,” he said. “As only a half-self, I’m willing to bet that my magical prowess is only half of what it should be.”

				“So, then, you think I’d only make it halfway there?”

				“Or maybe only half of myself would make it there.”

				They both shuddered. “Fair point,” he said. “New plan, then.”

				“I could just take a trip to Gundry,” he suggested. “Some time on the road might do some good, allow some time for thinking.”

				“Allow some time away from Anton and Valerine,” he chided.

				“And that, yes,” he said. He looked back at himself, feeling awkward under the weight of his own stare. “All right, fine! I’ll go on with dinner.”

				Simon magically unlocked the bedroom door and held it open for himself. “You know,” he said as he walked past, “just because the histories don’t say anything about other wizards’ personal lives doesn’t mean that they didn’t have any.”

				“They also probably didn’t have ones that were quite this complicated.”

				


				When Valerine showed up later that afternoon, Simon remembered (all too late) that he had forgotten to mention his condition when he’d gone to pay her a visit earlier. (“I told you you shouldn’t have kissed her,” he whispered to himself when the vixen turned to greet Anton.)

			

			
				“Is it permanent?” the vixen asked after initial pleasantries had been exchanged. She looked afraid to touch either one of Simon’s forms.

				“I don’t think so,” he told her.

				“At least, I’m hoping it’s not,” he added.

				Valerine and Anton exchanged a look, then both of them chuckled (though neither sounded like their heart was really in it). The uncomfortable moment passed, though, and one half of Simon led Valerine into the parlor while the other followed Anton back toward the kitchen. Valerine told Simon that knowing the wizard was in two places at once was disconcerting; Anton didn’t say as much, but Simon could tell that the raccoon was thinking it anyway.

				While they waited for dinner, Simon told Valerine about all the good things that came from being split in two, like the reduced time it took to search his library, or the way he could still eat dinner while watching over an experiment that demanded his constant attention.

				“So, then, when you came to see me this morning, does that mean that you were also someplace else then, too?” Valerine asked, showing the same sense of awe for wizarding matters that she had always used to.

				“Well, yes,” he replied.

				The vixen brushed her claws through her tail, looking disinterested. Simon noticed that he couldn’t see the insides of her ears with her head tilted at that angle. “Where else were you?” she asked with polite nonchalance.

				“I was just with Anton—you know, here, at home.” He leaned further into the couch and made sure that Valerine couldn’t catch a glimpse at the insides of his own ears. Before his embarrassment could continue, Simon had the pleasure of informing himself and Miss Dunnwich that dinner was about to be served in the dining room momentarily.

				There were some tricky logistics involved in serving dinner for three at a table set for four, but Anton did his best to make the meal look as professional as possible, even if it was just supposed to be relaxed dining amongst a group of friends. Anton himself didn’t look particularly relaxed, though, and for that matter, neither did Valerine. The vixen kept adjusting her hair or her fur or her dress whenever she thought Simon wasn’t looking (but when the other Simon could see just fine), and the raccoon was just very timid and quiet.

			

			
				“So,” Simon said as his guest and his assistant took their seats. “Thank you both very much for being here this evening.” He held up two half-glasses of wine, and then toasted, “To friends.”

				Both Anton and Valerine sounded a bit mumbled in their responses to the toast, but they all tapped glasses together and took sips all the same.

				“It is good to be back,” Valerine said as she picked up her knife and fork. “I did rather miss coming by here, lately.”

				“Well, I’m glad you could make it,” Simon said as his other self just started to eat. “And I’m glad that we’re all able to sit down in the same room together for the first time in... well, I can’t even remember how long it’s been!” The wizard was met with a few nods, but no real responses, and everyone paused for a few seconds to cut and chew.

				Valerine took another sip of wine. “This is all very delicious,” she said, setting her knife and fork down and dabbing her paws at her napkin. “You said you helped cook it?”

				“Oh, I only just helped,” Simon said. “Anton did most of the work.”

				“And she’s right, too,” he added as an aside, off to the side. “You did a marvelous job, Anton.”

				Anton gave a perfunctory nod. “Well, thank you,” he said. “I’m glad that you’re enjoying it.”

				Valerine kept her attention on Simon. “Actually, Master Artyle, I was wondering if I might bring up a little bit of town business, while I’m here.”

				“Go right ahead.” He held Valerine’s attention on one side and tried to deflect Anton’s distrustful glare on the other.

				“I spoke to my father this morning, after you dropped by,” she said (and Anton’s distrustful glare switched from Valerine over to Simon before intensifying). “He’s been wanting to see the Count sometime this season, but he’s had a hard time arranging for things here in town and back at the manor for any impending departure.” She took another quick sip of wine, then folded her paws on her lap. “I know I’ve already told you how my father feels about leaving mayoral duties in my hands, and so I made a suggestion.”

				Simon felt a dull tightening sensation in both of his throats. “What sort of suggestion?” he asked, taking two sips from his two glasses.

				“Well, I do hope I wasn’t presumptuous in doing so,” Valerine began, dipping her head, “but I told my father that I might be able to see if you might be willing to oversee things while he was away.” The vixen’s smile was both bright and confident. “After all, you’re a very capable individual in your own right, you’ve lived in this town longer than anyone, and nobody would question the authority of a wizard such as yourself.” Her eyes then glittered with a very foxish sort of cleverness. “It would also give you the chance to familiarize yourself with the mayoral estate, and we could spend a lot of time together in the meantime. I’m sure that Anton is more than capable of watching over things here while you’re gone, right?”
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				Anton made a throat-clearing sound that went very much in the face of all the polite mannerisms that Valerine had so carefully learned. “Actually, Miss Dunnwich, I’m not sure that would be entirely possible,” he said, fingers closing down good and hard around his fork. “I’m going to begin my wizarding apprenticeship,” he stated, leveling his shoulders and speaking with more pride. “That’s going to leave Master Artyle and myself indisposed for a good while, I’m afraid.”

				Simon looked back, and he also looked forth. Once more, he was drawn to his wineglasses.

				“Apprenticeship?” Valerine asked, making no attempt to hide any surprise in her voice. “That’s very sudden, isn’t it? Simon always said that you didn’t have the aptitude to be a real wizard.”

				“Did he?” Anton said, looking fully away from either of Simon’s faces and instead at Valerine’s. “Well, it’s not like any of us are incapable of making the occasional mistake, after all.”

				Simon’s tails began to flick and writhe about with nervous agitation. “I think that Anton will make a terrific wizard,” he cut in. “He’s already demonstrated quite a lot of talent.”

				“Well, that’s very good for him,” Valerine replied, her eyes betraying the sincerity of her well-mannered tone. “I mean, if he’s half as good at being a wizard as he is at being a cook and a housekeeper, I’d say the world will be better off for it.”

				“Speaking of which, Miss Dunnwich, might I pour you another glass of wine?” the raccoon asked. “I see you’ve gone through yours rather quickly.”

				Valerine gingerly plucked up her wineglass by the stem and held it out. “Please,” she said. As the raccoon fetched the decanter, she then said, “You know, Simon, if your condition doesn’t fix itself, you might still be able to help my father while handling thing back here with Anton all the same.”

			

			
				“I’m, ah, not entirely sure how simple that’d be,” Simon murmured, finding it very difficult to look away from either of his guests with either of his selves. “I mean, I’ve never actually had an apprentice before, and I’m not sure that I’d be able to handle that with only half of my attention.”

				Anton finished pouring for Valerine, and then he poured for himself, filling his own glass much closer to the rim.

				Valerine set her glass back down, untouched. “Oh, I’m sure that even a wizard with half of your skills would be fine, Master Artyle,” she said. “Besides, it wouldn’t be for very long, though I’m sure it would still give us plenty of time together.”

				“Wizardly matters are a bit more complicated than I think you realize, Miss Dunnwich,” Anton pointed out, his formal tone wavering, obviously much less practiced than the vixen’s own. “Moreover, I think you might also be overestimating Master Artyle’s interest in spending time with vixens.”

				Simon buried his face into his paws and let out a slow, anxious sigh. “Anton,” he said with the part of himself that still had its attention on the table, “could we please not... not call Miss Dunnwich’s intellect into question like that?”

				“It’s quite all right, Master Artyle,” Valerine said before Anton’s muzzle could open in protest. “I’m assuming that your assistant—I’m sorry, your apprentice-to-be—is simply not included on those particular details of your personal life.” The vixen went from looking happy to looking smug (and it was most decidedly not polite). “Which is perfectly fine, I might add, since it’s not like our courtship is really any of his business.”

				Now, both parts of Simon had hidden their eyes in their palms, and he heard Anton make a choking sound, followed by a few quick thumping pats of his balled-up fist against his chest. “My apologies, Miss Dunnwich,” Anton said, and Simon looked up just in time to see the raccoon give Valerine a polite nod before turning back to face Simon, barely hiding a scowl. “I wasn’t aware that any such courtship was taking place. Had I known, I assure you I most certainly would have held my tongue.”

				“Now, now,” Simon said, hearing his own heartbeat rushing in his ears as he was gripped with panic. “There’s no need for anyone to get so upset. It was just a simple misunderstanding—nothing so dire as to ruin such a lovely dinner.”

			

			
				Anton failed to suppress a soft grunt, then shoveled another heaping forkful of food into his snout. Valerine used a pair of fingers to daintily brush her bangs over to one side, and then she forced a smile. “Yes, well,” she started. “Now, if we can get back to more important matters, my father said—”

				“And just what makes you more important than me?” Anton demanded, both of his paws slamming down atop the table as he got up, rattling plates and silverware and spilling wine out from the rim of his overfull glass.

				Valerine rose to her feet as well, and her muzzle curled up with a snarl as she shot back, “Because even a wizard knows the difference in importance between a bumbling apprentice and a potential mate!”

				“Both of you, be quiet and sit down!” Simon yelled, his voice barking out twice before the entire house went still and silent. Both of his guests were shocked, stunned, and both showed tinges of fear in their eyes (an angry wizard, as one might expect, is something to be rightly feared). They sat, not without trepidation, and Simon took a few moments to draw a few slow, deep breaths before he said, “I have to say, I am very disappointed in both of you.” Valerine looked annoyed; Anton looked hurt.

				The Simon who sat across from Anton turned toward Valerine and said, “I’d avoided giving any thought or consideration to the idea of starting a family for over two hundred years—until I started to get to know you, that is.” He watched her ears go back and watched the expression on her face soften. “You’re a lovely young lady and I very much enjoy spending time with you, but your interest in me seems to be less about Simon and Valerine and more about Master Artyle and Mayor Dunnwich’s daughter.”

				Valerine choked out a bitter cough. The Simon sitting across from her then turned to face Anton. “Anton, I feel quite dearly for you, as well,” he said, “but I expected better of you tonight. I’m very dismayed that you’d try to speak for my own emotions—in front of other people, no less—and I’m appalled that you allowed yourself to lose your temper and speak the way you did to one of my guests.”

				“By that same token, however,” the other Simon said to Valerine, “I expected that a lady of your breeding would be above trying to goad and bait someone like you did.”

				Nobody spoke for several droning moments. Anton and Valerine both hung their heads, and Simon looked at them with something approaching pity. It was Anton who spoke up first, not bothering to raise his head as he murmured, “So, then what you’re saying is...”

			

			
				“What I’m saying is,” one Simon began.

				“My problem right now has less to do with either of you and everything to do with myself,” the other finished.

				The fox’s vision got blurry. He went from seeing double to seeing quadruple, and then he couldn’t see at all for a moment before he found himself seeing normally again, and then he found himself sitting normally again, breathing normally again, and unconsciously flitting his tail normally again. He turned to his left, and then he turned to his right, and there was no other Simon besides himself in attendance at the table.

				“Wait,” Valerine said, her eyes wide and her fur bristling every which way. “What happened just now?’

				Anton seemed less frazzled, though not unperturbed. “Does... this mean you’ve come to a... a decision?” he asked.

				Simon stood up. “I have,” he said, bowing his head. The vixen and the raccoon both looked back up at him. “I’ve decided,” he stated, “to go for a walk, and to leave you two here to finish up dinner and think about the things you’ve said to one another.” With that, the wizard began to walk toward the door.

				“Hold on,” Valerine called after him. She sounded as unsure and insecure as Simon had ever heard her. “What you were saying just now, about you and Anton...”

				The fox grinned. “I think I’ll let Anton tell you that story,” he replied. “Assuming that you two are able to work out your differences and he accepts your apology.”

				With that, the wizard absented himself, and as soon as he stepped out the front door, he whisked himself off to the small town in Gundry with the dam and the library. Upon introducing himself as Simon Canopus Artyle, he was even allowed access to the restricted section, where he squirreled himself away for the rest of the evening, burying his muzzle in between the pages of many, many books, immersing himself in matters like edicts forbidding millennia-old necromantic practices, Madeline Thorndrake’s thesis on the ethical philosophy of homunculus construction, and postulations on the metaphysical implications of spiritual transference across varying planes of existence—matters all far more simple and straightforward than anything involving Anton and Valerine.

			

			
				Simon didn’t return to Carina until well after midnight. Valerine had long since returned home, and Anton was already sound asleep. This left Simon alone with just some peace and quiet and a few books he’d borrowed from the Gundrite library. He left the books out on his desk so that he’d find them in the morning, and then he got himself ready for bed, very much looking forward to spending a night in his own bed, all by himself.

				


				-V-

				When All the Pieces Come Together

				


				The following morning, Anton awoke to find Simon already working about in the kitchen, putting together a simple breakfast.

				“Good morning, Mister Amyclides!” the fox said with a cheery smile. “I hope you slept well after last night.”

				“Oh, Master Artyle! I... well, yes, I slept fine, but... you don’t need to be making your own breakfast, you know,” the raccoon stammered. “Unless... unless I’m not your assistant anymore?”

				Simon chuckled. “I’m making your breakfast, too,” he pointed out. “And don’t worry about the whole ‘assistant’ thing; I think we both know that you’re far more than that.”

				Anton took a seat at the kitchen table and wrung his paws together, tail curled up still against the back leg of his chair. “Actually, Master Artyle, I did want to talk to you about that,” he said.

				“Oh, I know,” Simon said, beginning to plate the food. “I already know what you’re going to say, too, so you needn’t be so worried.”

				“You... you do?”

				The fox set a plate down in front of the raccoon, and then sat down with his own. “You’re about to say, ‘I’ve been thinking a lot, since last night, and I think that it would be best, for the time being, if I apprenticed myself under somebody else.’” (Simon had been tempted to read the raccoon’s mind, just so that he could get the response out word-for-word, but the wizard felt that his instincts alone had gotten him close enough.)

				Anton flinched back in surprise. “S... sir, I... I didn’t...”

				“Believe me, I understand,” the fox said. “As much as I can tell that you care about me, your desire to become a wizard is—and rightly should be—far greater.”

			

			
				The raccoon left his plate untouched, his paws still interlocked, each gripping the other tightly. “I should let you know that Miss Dunnwich likely won’t be pursuing your relationship any further,” he said. “She didn’t say as much, mind, but I could sort of tell.”

				“You two were able to patch things up, then?” Simon asked.

				Anton giggled. “Well, as well as we could, allowing for all that’s happened between the three of us.”

				“I suppose that’s the best we could hope for,” Simon said. “Though I will miss her honey cakes.”

				The raccoon let out a pained sigh. “I think I’m going to miss you,” he said.

				Simon reached under the table, then, and grabbed one of the raccoon’s paws after he’d unhooked them. “I think I’m going to miss you, too,” he said. “Still, if you turn out to be as talented in the wizardly arts as I think you will, your apprenticeship shouldn’t last more than a few decades, and after that, I should very much like it if you’d come by to see me again.”

				Anton’s eyes started to water up, but only a smidgen, without actually becoming full-fledged tears. “You mean to say...?”

				“I mean to say,” Simon said with a smile, “that I’d like for you to come by to see me again.”

				The raccoon nodded a few times. “So, I mean, in the meantime, do you think that you’ll... that you’re likely to, um...”

				“Oh, that’s not for me to say,” Simon replied. “I specialize in the past, not in the future, remember?”

				Anton looked up again, and he smiled. They both seemed satisfied with that answer.

				“By the way,” Anton called out as Simon took a big mouthful of his breakfast. “Did you ever find out exactly what happened to you?”

				Simon swallowed and then smiled. “Exactly? No.” He reached out and tapped Anton on the nose. “I theorize, however, that you were the trigger for a spell of my own accidental doing.”

				“So it’s my fault, then.”

				Before the raccoon could frown, Simon quickly said, “Well, no. Your, shall we say, sudden eruption into magical prominence appears to have simply sparked my own rather heightened mystical energy into turning my... well, the subconscious can be a powerful thing, and it must have been my own thoughts that were the cause of what happened to me.”

			

			
				“Still,” Anton said, slinking back a little. “I’m sorry that it had to happen.”

				“Don’t be,” Simon said with a wave of his paw. “If it weren’t for your ‘outburst,’ you wouldn’t be in the fortunate position that you are right now. Besides, I daresay that my situation was something that needed resolution, anyway.”

				At the end of that week, Anton left for his apprenticeship. After consulting with Simon and meeting with a few wizards for lunch and screenings, he’d decided to train under a sorceress named Vanessa Denebola Franciscan (a lively and energetic ermine at the young age of only three hundred forty-four). She’d taken a shine to Anton almost immediately, and the deal was sealed by the time she’d tried his cooking. Anton seemed pleased with the arrangement, too, and though she was quite a lovely sorceress in her own right, Simon thought, he imagined that Anton’s studies wouldn’t be held up by any such distractions.

				Also by the end of that week, Mayor Dunnwich had gone off to meet with the Count, having been convinced by a newly-emboldened Valerine that his daughter was more than capable (and tenacious) enough to run the town in his stead—at least for a few weeks. Simon imagined that she’d make the most of the opportunity that she’d forged for herself, and even though she no longer dropped by the wizard’s home for afternoon tea, she did at least send him one fresh-baked strawberry pie along with a note that simply read Thank You.

				With an overabundance of free time, Simon finished The Complete Collected Biographies of the Ducal Wizards of Eulegarde over a month ahead of schedule. Despite his accomplishments, though, he found his life touched by ennui. His new assistant wasn’t due to arrive for another two weeks or so, and even then, the fox was starting to fear that he’d not like whomever was sent to fill Anton’s shoes. He did hope that he hadn’t gotten too spoiled by the raccoon’s subtle niceties.

				After work on his book was done, though, Simon let himself get out of the house more (also, it helped him to avoid having to clean his study). One of the big gossip items around the town was that, in the mayor’s absence, young Mariah Dunnwich had been out and about more often than usual, presumably because her sister was so busy with the mayoral duties. Aside from that, many of the vixens in town now gave Simon glances that were spurious or questioning rather than longing or sidelong like they had been some weeks before.

			

			
				Simon kept from adding to any of the gossip, himself. The fox recalled Anton saying something about the young lady having a bit of skill at baking, and while the thought was a tempting one, he decided instead that he would perhaps be best off getting his honey cakes from the local bakery along with everyone else.

				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


				


			

			
				



			

	





			

			
				Changes for the Better

				Wizards have always had a curious reputation with the common folk of the land, but wizards would also be the first people to admit that they are curious individuals. At the same time, they are both admired and feared; they are respected but misunderstood; they are revered, and yet they are almost entirely inscrutable when viewed with the eyes of the average person. This reputation typically does not bother wizards, though, since the nature of their occupation makes such thoughts inevitable.

				One thing about wizards that nobody ever questions, though, is their intellect. Indeed, it is difficult enough to even imagine someone becoming a wizard without being highly intelligent, let alone to actually become one under such circumstances.

				The intellect of the weasel, however, is oft overlooked. Certainly, the fox has a great reputation for cunning, and the coyote has an equal reputation for trickery, and it is perhaps precisely for this reason that the clever wit of the weasel goes so underestimated.

				On the occasion when an individual happens to be both a weasel and a wizard, then, few people would discount that such an individual would invariably be quite clever, though many people would probably still not quite appreciate just how quick-witted such an individual could be.

				Vanessa Denebola Franciscan, as both a weasel and a wizard, had both a natural and preternatural aptitude to excel when it came to matters involving wit and intelligence. She was an ermine, to be precise, and she was also no mere wizard (if such a term is indeed something of an oxymoron). In a mere three centuries, she had earned for herself no fewer than three titles, including White Lady of Ephaia, Denebola the Dragon-Slayer, and Enchantress of Auriga. In her fourth century, she went on to oversee the apprenticeship of Anton Procyon Amyclides—a daunting task, since the raccoon was one of the rare individuals who did not develop mystical talents until late in life, which usually presented problems, but under the tutelage of Mistress Franciscan, his apprenticeship went rather more smoothly than that of most ‘typical’ wizard candidates.

				 Other wizards were not terribly surprised at her accomplishments at such a young age. Women were not surprised by her charm, the nobility were not surprised by her dignified bearing, and the foxes and coyotes were not surprised by rumors abounding, telling of her mischievous and rascally nature—and her fellow weasels didn’t even pause to give such praise a second thought.

			

			
				What came as a surprise to everyone, though (and most of all to Vanessa herself) was that someone of her talents and someone with her mystical aptitude had been selected by the Magicians’ Council to fill the wizard’s post in Sagitta, a small town far off in the secluded north. It took Vanessa only a decade to come to the conclusion that a wizard was hardly needed someplace like Sagitta. Nothing happened there, and nothing was likely to happen there anytime soon, and in the unlikely event that it did—and then in the even more unlikely event that such a happenstance necessitated magical intervention—a wizard could simply be summoned to deal with it. The town was hardly significant enough to warrant having a wizard stationed nearby all the time. It was therefore all that Vanessa could hope for, then, that maybe, hopefully sometime within the next century or two, someone would realize that her talents were going to waste, and that the world would be much better off if she were placed somewhere like Eulegarde or Xiphias.

				Vanessa thereafter took to living her daily life in seclusion, keeping to herself in her manor, focusing on her studies, her experiments, and her privacy. The townspeople of Sagitta were content to leave her alone, and they seemed not to want for mystical attention, living out their simple bucolic lives as uninterrupted as Vanessa liked her own. 

				Despite trying her hardest to avoid bothering (or really, to just avoid) the townsfolk, it was not always the case that the townsfolk afforded their Mistress Franciscan the same luxury. After all, since she was the town’s only wizard (even towns much larger than Sagitta still typically only had one wizard apiece, if they had any), it fell upon her to hear the petitions of the townsfolk. Perhaps it was because they lived in the middle of nowhere, but the people of Sagitta seemed to have no sense of propriety when it came to knowing what matters warranted a wizard. The Magicians’ Council did afford her sole and full discretion over what requests she did and did not grant, at least. The one time that she did actually accept a petition was in her sixth year in town, when a merchant who had traveled to the Lesser Barony of Gundry had brought back a spot of plague with him. That was a perfectly reasonable thing for a wizard to help with (even if it was vastly beneath Vanessa’s abilities), but it was only one request out of dozens she’d received over a decade; more often than not, petitions came from farmers or tradesmen who were down on their luck (mundanities that Vanessa could not be trifled with), people asking to be trained in the magical arts (wizards actively sought such candidates out, not the other way around), and the occasional request to bring back some dead relative or loved one “for just one more day” (a big no-no under the Magicians’ Charter).
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				People had stopped coming to her entirely after her tenth year in town.

				One day, in the dead of winter, just before the thirteenth anniversary of Vanessa’s arrival in town, she was visited upon by Matthew Ganwick, a raccoon who, like most residents of Sagitta, had lived there all his life.

				Without magic, Vanessa would never have heard the raccoon’s timid knocking on the manor’s sturdy oak door, but the charm she’d placed upon it made the sound automatically resonate into whatever room the ermine happened to be in at the time. As it happened, Vanessa was in her library, poring over a volume of Neopardine History, when the knocking reached her ears, pulling her attention away long enough that she lost her place on the page. For a moment, she didn’t recognize the uncommon sound, but then she angrily realized what the source of the interruption was.

				When Vanessa opened the door, she recognized the raccoon only by his telltale ringed tail, as the rest of his body was bundled up in a too-thick coat that hid the rest of his features. The sight of him was, frankly, ridiculous, and Vanessa rolled her eyes, knowing that her caller could hardly see with his hood pulled up so far over his face.

				“Oh, come in, come in,” she insisted, taking a step back and waving a paw. The raccoon waddled in, tracking snow into the entryway. Vanessa quickly slammed the door behind him, vaporized the tiny piles of snow with a snap of her fingers, and then drew herself up to her full height as her uninvited guest started to peel away layer after heavy layer of winter clothing.

				“I do beg your sincerest pardon, Mistress Franciscan,” the raccoon mumbled as he unwrapped his scarf from around his face. “I’d not have dared to have called on you on a dreadful day such as this, but... well, considering the winters in these parts, I don’t imagine that we’ll have any days much different until the onset of spring.”

				Vanessa considered pointing out that she could have conjured up a clear, warm, sunny day whenever she so wished, but taking the time to do so would have just wasted her time as well as the raccoon’s. Instead, she just said, “Never mind that. Tell me your business, and be quick about it.”

			

			
				The raccoon clutched his hat in both paws and bowed. “Oh, yes, of course. Thank you, Mistress Franciscan.” He trotted on stubby legs behind the impatient ermine, following her into what passed for her audience chamber (a hastily-rearranged parlor that had been coated in dust when she’d first moved in).

				Taking her seat on her big velvet chair, Vanessa motioned to one of the couches, urging her guest to sit down. Now that she could actually see him without the bundle of winter clothing in the way, the ermine wished she couldn’t: he was just a bit too old to be young, a bit too plain to be handsome, a bit too portly to be in decent shape, and a bit too dirty to be presentable. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you around town,” she said. “What is your name?”

				“Ganwick, Mistress,” the raccoon said, dipping his head again. “Matthew Ganwick. It’s an honor and pleasure to make your acqu—”

				Vanessa interrupted him. “I didn’t realize there were any raccoons living in Sagitta,” she said. “You didn’t just move here, did you?” She hoped that no one would be fool enough to do so.

				“Oh, no, Mistress Franciscan,” Matthew said. “I’ve lived here all my life. I can see why you might never have noticed me, though. I mean, I am the only raccoon here in town, and so I’d think that maybe that’d make me stand out at least a little, but, well, still, I guess that to an, erm, esteemed personage such as yourself...”

				He kept prattling, but Vanessa stopped listening. She couldn’t stop staring at this sad little excuse for a man, so quick to demean himself, so shameless as to let a wizard see him in such a sorry state. “Only raccoon, you say?” the ermine said, not even noticing whether she was interrupting him again or not. Most of the families in Sagitta were wolves or bears or lynxes—folks fairly well-adjusted to harsh northern climes. For a lone raccoon to stick around all by himself in such a dreadful place was both curious and stupid, Vanessa felt.

				Matthew nodded again. “Only raccoon, yes.” He fidgeted his paws together and shivered, as if he may as well have still been standing on Vanessa’s front doorstep. “That’s actually part of why I’ve come here to see you today.”

				A few moments passed in silence. “Perhaps it may have merely escaped your notice, Mr. Ganwick,” Vanessa said, “and so in case it has, allow me to point out that I am not a raccoon. Nor, I must say, am I interested in being your friend.”

			

			
				“Oh, no, Mistress Franciscan! That’s not it at all. I’ve come here to petition you for your services.”

				The ermine thrust up her snout at that. “You? Petition me?” She regarded him pointedly, letting him see her eyes as she looked him over with disdain. Then she sniffed at the air, taking in both his scent and his aura, and she scrunched up her nose as she got a whiff of his pelt, getting only the sense that it had been far too long since he had last washed. “To petition a wizard is not a trifling matter, Mr. Ganwick—not something to be brought up on a whim or for simple convenience.”

				“I understand that, Mistress Franciscan, but given the circum—”

				“Furthermore, when petitioning a wizard, one must have something in the way of proper remuneration for services rendered—up front, preferably.” The ermine flicked a paw in the raccoon’s general direction. “You are a mere commoner, and, quite frankly, something of a fat, ragged yokel. You certainly have nothing in the way of money or artifacts or even knowledge that I might possibly want; you haven’t even the faintest lick of mystical potential or resonance about you. In short, you hold absolutely no interest or value for me whatsoever, and I cannot be bothered to grant you either my consideration or my time. Please see yourself out, now, Mr. Ganwick, and pray, do not bother me again with your paltry nonsense.”

				At this point, Vanessa turned on the spot and began to walk out of the room. Hearing the heavy sound of pattering footsteps behind her, then, the ermine scowled, but continued to walk and didn’t turn around, hoping that the raccoon would take the hint. Her attempts to ignore him went in vain, though.

				“Mistress Franciscan, please wait!” The raccoon’s fat feet clodded along the hardwood floor, and every step made Vanessa’s ears wince. “I... I’m not a yokel.”

				Again, Vanessa whirled around on the spot, and such was Matthew’s surprise that he let out an actual ‘eep’ when he met the wizard’s glare. “Is this where you tell me that you have some life savings stashed away?” she snapped. They always tried to play that card, as if she could name a price for foolishness. “Be that as it may, Mr. Ganwick, I can assure you that no amount of common coin is going to sway my decision.”

			

			
				“Well, actually,” Matthew replied, his paws tugging at one another, “I don’t really have much in the way of money, either.”

				“Then my assessment of your person stands,” Vanessa said. “And I do believe I told you to see yourself out.”

				Before Vanessa could turn around again, Matthew’s mouth resumed flapping. “I’m not just some nobody, you know,” he said. “The Ganwick family line is a long and esteemed one. We... we actually used to—”

				“Ah, yes,” Vanessa said, then, scratching her chin as she grinned. “I thought your name sounded familiar. I must’ve read it in a footnote someplace.” Matthew ceased his fidgeting and then just wavered side to side under Vanessa’s regarding look. “They were the noble family that used to lay claim to these lands, correct?” she added when the raccoon continued to just stand there in stupefied silence.

				With a quick, excited nod, Matthew snapped back to attention. “Oh, yes, yes! That’s absolutely correct!”

				“The operative term, here, being ‘used to,’” Vanessa said, allowing her eyes to wander over the raccoon’s distinctly less-than-regal attire.

				“Erm, well, technically, I don’t think we ever lost our noble franchise,” the raccoon stammered. “And anyway, it’s only because we had Master Geminanter for so long that we... well, sort of faded out.”

				Another scowl overtook Vanessa’s face. Darius Propus Geminanter. Just hearing his name made the ermine swell up with resentment. If it hadn’t been for the old wolf finally kicking the bucket, Vanessa would not have been sent to Sagitta to replace him. At over twelve hundred years old, though, Geminanter had been amongst the most venerable of the venerable, and Vanessa, thanks to all of her titles and renown and accomplishments, had been singled out to have the ‘honor’ of succeeding his five-century watch over this snowbound hamlet in the middle of nowhere.

				“Well, you don’t have Master Geminanter anymore.” Hearing her own composure made Vanessa feel a hint of relief. “You have me, and I’ve already told you that I don’t want to hear this petition of yours. Again, please be kind enough to see yourself out, Mr. Ganwick.”

				This time, Matthew didn’t follow, and before she could consider why, Vanessa made sure to slam the door to her study in his face. She snapped her fingers and magically sealed the lock shut, then stormed off to her desk where she sat and tried to resist the urge to bury her face into her paws.

			

			
				To distract herself from the thoughts that Matthew Ganwick had inadvertently brought to the forefront, Vanessa buried her snout in a book. She grabbed one at random from her shelf, and started to pore over it without even checking to see what it was. After a couple pages of half-attentive reading, she noticed that she had selected Simon Canopus Artyle’s The Complete Collected Biographies of the Ducal Wizards of Eulegarde, and that realization made the ermine snarl, slam the book shut, and lay her head down on her desk as she fell into a spiral of thoughts centering on how she, too, might have been fortunate enough to be living in Eulegarde if the Magicians’ Council hadn’t thought so highly of her such as to send her here to Sagitta.

				She nearly hurled the book across the room, but she fought off the oncoming fit of rage, and instead, she placed the book calmly back on her shelf. Then, she opened up her desk drawer and began to draft up a letter to the Council, wanting to calmly inquire as to the state of the outside world while also sending the hopefully somewhat subtle implication that there was certainly nothing noteworthy happening in Sagitta that was worth the attention of a renowned sorceress like herself.

				Halfway through, though, Vanessa realized that her own bitterness was showing through too clearly in her words, and so she stomped her paw flat on the pages, erasing all the words, and then she leaned back in her chair. The images of Eulegarde brought up even by Master Artyle’s dry history were too distracting by far. Also, it been through Artyle that Vanessa had been introduced to Anton Amyclides, and thinking of the raccoon’s apprenticeship reminded the ermine of the centuries she’d spent living and practicing magic in now-faraway Auriga. Memories of Auriga’s metropolitan splendor now made Vanessa feel as if she’d never again experience the joy of living amongst the hubbub of thousands and thousands of people, immersing herself in the height of fashion, the latest in technology, and the whirlwind of politics, gossip, and everything else that the world outside pitiful little Sagitta had to offer.

				After a long, hot bath that lasted the better part of the afternoon, Vanessa managed to calm down enough to the point where she could while away the evening with some idle research, allowing her to forget her fixations.

				Matthew Ganwick, however, was not to be so easily forgotten. The next day, just around noon, the raccoon’s knocking again sounded in Vanessa’s library, and even without using magic, she still somehow knew it was him. For a few moments, she debated even answering the door at all, but she knew that if she didn’t, he’d just knock again, interrupt her again, and so it would be best, in the end, to just get rid of him now.

			

			
				When the ermine answered the door, it was indeed Matthew again. Vanessa made sure that her face showed how annoyed she was. Unlike the day before, she did not usher him inside; instead, she stood still, in complete silence, not reacting at all to the frigid weather even as the raccoon huddled and shivered. “Mr. Ganwick,” she said after a few seconds to allow her point to register, “I sincerely hope that you have not come to me again with the intent of bothering me with the same nonsense as yesterday.”

				“I have, Mistress Franciscan,” Matthew admitted. “Though really, I would not call it nonsense.”

				“We are all fortunate, then, that you are not the one in charge of deciding that,” Vanessa replied. “I have no time for you today, Mr. Ganwick, nor will I have time for you any day. Please return home, now, and treat yourself to something warm so that you might not catch cold.”

				Vanessa shut the door on his face, then, and walked back to her library, picking back up where she’d been interrupted in the middle of reading a reasonably fascinating chapter of Madeline Thorndrake’s world-famous treatise, Magics, Ethics, and Harmonics. It had been over two years since any of the people of the town had come to pester her, and to have her personal schedule so interrupted two days in a row only made her resent her position that much more. Surely, any year now, some calamity would strike one of the lands down south, and the people would clamor, “Please, send us Franciscan! Only the White Lady can save us from our awful fate!”

				Really, though, Vanessa would have been happy enough with another decade of quiet, and so it stirred her ire greatly when Matthew Ganwick showed up again on the third day.

				“I realize that you are just a peasant,” the ermine said as she opened the door, not surprised at all that it was Ganwick who had knocked, “but in most circles, earning the wrath of a sorceress is something that common sense alone usually tells one to avoid.”

				“My petition is an honest one,” the raccoon said, “and even though I know full well that you could smite me here on your doorstop should you so choose, I again beg you to hear it.”

			

			
				He showed no fear, Vanessa realized, and for a moment, she was impressed, before realizing that the raccoon may simply have been too stupid to be properly afraid. “Well, never let it be said that there never was a wizard who wasn’t stubborn,” she sighed. “Very well: I shall hear your petition, then, if only because the curiosity may nag me until my dying day if I do not.”

				Vanessa brought Matthew into her makeshift audience chamber as she had the other day, and this time, as she looked at him, there was an inkling of anticipation as she wondered what it was he might say. Determination was an admirable trait, after all.

				“Mistress Franciscan,” he began, subservience in his eyes, “as I have already told you, I am the only raccoon here in Sagitta. Having lived here all my life, and knowing what things are like, I harbor no illusions of another raccoon family just so happening to move here before my years are up, and it is with that in mind that I seek to petition you.”

				The ermine adjusted the cuffs of her robe’s sleeves, and relaxed some in her chair. “Very well, Mr. Ganwick. Let’s hear it.”

				“I am a lonely man.” That much she could already tell. “And I am a simple man.” Likewise. “As such, I hope that I do not ask for too much, but also that I ask for that which is in your power: I ask for a companion, so that I might not live out the remainder of my days in solitude, and so that my family’s line might not die out with me.”

				Never in over three centuries had Vanessa been asked such a thing! Oh, certainly, people came and asked for mystical intervention in winning the love of this fair lass or that handsome gent (and such petitions were almost without exception denied), but that sort of request at least came with a lady or a fellow upon whom such magic could be worked. What Matthew Ganwick was suggesting was nothing short of ridiculous.

				“If I seem confused, Mr. Ganwick, then it is because I am,” Vanessa said after a moment. “So, if you would please clarify for me that you are, in fact, requesting that I conjure you up a lover from out of thin air?”

				The raccoon swallowed visibly. “I suppose I am, Mistress Franciscan.”

				“Such a request is the very embodiment of absurdity,” the ermine replied. “The social lives of petty individuals are of no concern to a wizard to begin with, and to ask that I tap into the power of the cosmos itself such that I might use that power to rid you—you, a single, common raccoon—of a spat of loneliness?”

			

			
				Ganwick’s face was blank; not dumb or stupid, but simply blank. Drawing herself up some more, Vanessa continued. “I am sure that you are aware that I do my own shopping, correct? Do you think I would mingle with the common rabble if I didn’t have to?” The ermine began to pace a circle around him. “In ages past, it would have been a simple matter for me to create a homunculus—an artificial being, tailored as I saw fit, made to do whatever tasks I would ask of it—but alas, their use and creation was outlawed centuries before even I was born.” Again, her eyes met his, but the raccoon was a blank slate that would not be read. “You are fond of your history, though, as you have said, so I do not doubt that you knew this already. And so then, moreover, to think that I might cross that line simply in the name of giving you a way to warm your bed at night shows utter disregard for your own lack of significance.”

				She stared at him for a few moments longer, but nowhere during her tirade did he so much as flinch. If he didn’t quite appreciate his own small role in the grand scheme of things, the look on his face was still that of a man who’d been prepared to hear about his own folly and was still ready to defend himself. Vanessa continued: “It also shows courage. Gall. Possibly stupidity, but certainly courage as well.”

				Matthew’s ears perked up and stayed that way, and his eyes widened with a tiny glimmer of hope. “You mean to say that you will grant my—”

				“I have said nothing of the sort, Mr. Ganwick. I ask you, since you have clearly given this matter a great deal of thought, how you imagine I might meet such a request within the bounds of the Magicians’ Charter.”

				Matthew nodded in deference for a moment. “I don’t pretend to be an expert on wizarding matters, of course,” he said, “and you’d certainly know better than I would what the best way to go about such a thing would be.” His capacity for understatement was greater than his girth. “But, still, I have read that wizards are able—”

				“Read?” Now it was Vanessa’s eyes that went wide. “Are you saying that you’re a literate man, Mr. Ganwick?”

				“Yes, Mistress Franciscan. Only in the common tongue of the land, I’m afraid, not the scholars’ tongue, and so I may not have read much of consequence, but—”

			

			
				“Very well, Mr. Ganwick, I hereby agree to grant your request.”

				Matthew babbled for a few moments longer, and then tripped over his own tongue before he pitched forward, nearly falling off of the couch. “You will? You really will, Mistress Franciscan?” The ermine nodded. “Oh, thank you, thank you, Mistr—”

				“Do not thank me yet, Mr. Ganwick.” Vanessa rose to her feet and looked down at Matthew as he groveled. “Need I remind you that a wizard’s services come at a price?”

				The raccoon’s ears and tail drooped. “Ah. Yes, of course,” he mumbled. “Well, if it’s within my means to meet your price, then please, simply name it, and I will... I will see what I can do.”


				With her eyes remaining fixed on Matthew, Vanessa walked in a slow circle around him and the couch. “I agree to grant your request,” she repeated, “and moreover, I will not ask you to pay me until after I have carried out said request. Before I begin, then, will you promise me now that you will pay the price I ask of you?”

				Matthew sat back up onto the sofa and slowly began to rebuild his composure. “What is your price?” he asked.

				“I will let you know once I have met my part of the bargain.” Vanessa saw the fear mixing with the uncertainty in his eyes. “Oh, don’t worry: I’ll be very sure that it will be a price you’ll be able to pay. If you are truly serious about asking me for such a thing, though, I want your promise—your binding word—that you meet your end of the bargain when the time comes.”

				Silence ensued for nearly a minute, filled only with Vanessa’s icy stare reflecting in Matthew’s unchanging eyes. In the end, though, Matthew rose to his feet, nodded his head, and said, “I promise, Mistress Franciscan, that I will give to you whatever you might ask.” He then extended a paw for the shaking.

				Amused at the quaint, common custom, Vanessa cracked a smile, took the offered paw, and shook on it, as she had seen common folk do back in Ephaia and in Auriga. “Then I believe we have a deal, Mr. Ganwick. Be seated again, please.”

				The raccoon hopped backwards and landed back down on the sofa, then, and Vanessa hid her next smile. Oh, he was a curious little fellow! She wondered what other surprises and secrets she might be able to make him cough up before deciding on what her price would ultimately be.

			

			
				“It may indeed be possible to simply create for you a companion, someone to meet your ideals,” Vanessa said, rubbing two of her claws together, staring at them instead of looking at Matthew. “To do that, though, we’ll need to know more about you, first, and figure out what the ideal companion for you is.” She looked back up, then, and once more tried to read his face.

				He was still the overweight, unkempt, yokelish man Vanessa had met a few days before, but he didn’t look quite as pathetic and simple as he had back then; probably, a lot of that had to do with the hope Vanessa had instilled in him, which meant that there may still be hope for him yet, indeed. “You mentioned concern with your family line,” the ermine said. “I can assume, then, that you’re looking for female companionship, not male?”

				Embarrassment spread across Matthew’s face and muzzle. “Well, er, yes, that would probably be best, I’d say.”

				“Hmm. In my experience, men are always far more picky about the ladies they choose to romp with than they are about the males,” Vanessa said. “Still, it gives us a place to start from. We’ve narrowed the species down, too, I’d say, yes?” The raccoon nodded.

				“Let’s move on, then,” Vanessa said. “Looking at you from where I’m sitting, I’d not say that you have much to offer a lady.” Matthew frowned, but the ermine continued unabashed. “You’re a heavy-set fellow, which to me says that you’re lazy; you haven’t recently washed, which to me says that you’ve either don’t care about hygiene and appearances, or that you’re too stingy to spring for trips to the bathhouse; you’re not exactly young, either, which to me says that you’d be willing to sleep with anyone so long as she’d let you.” She waited a few seconds to allow those words to sink in. “Now, tell me, what do you think you have to offer a lady?”

				Clearing his throat, Matthew straightened himself out and met Vanessa’s gaze. “Well, first off, allow me to challenge your assumptions.” Vanessa nodded. “I’m heavy, yes, because I allow myself to enjoy the finer things life has to offer; you may think I smell, but that is only because I work hard, and were it not for the frequent trips to the bathhouse I do take, I daresay I’d smell far worse; to your last point, I’ve already stressed  my dedication to my family line, and I’d never want to disrespect that by seeking children from someone who was willing to share my bed simply because she was sure I’d let her.”

			

			
				Again, Vanessa stroked her claws together, but this time, she did not look away from Matthew. “Very well, then,” she said with a grin. “We now know that your ideal woman must be someone who’s willing to spend her life with a fat, sweaty glutton who has principles. We’re narrowing this down very quickly, Mr. Ganwick.”

				“I’d hardly call that a fair assessment of who I am, Mistress Franciscan,” Matthew protested.

				“All you did, Mr. Ganwick, was make excuses for the things I pointed out which were lacking,” said Vanessa. She lowered her eyelids, and she could see the first stirrings of anger just below the surface of the raccoon’s emotions. Perhaps, she hoped, he wasn’t a mere half-witted simpleton after all.

				“And all you did was harp on me based on... on sheer assumptions!” He hadn’t used her title, Vanessa noted.

				The ermine shook her head. “Mr. Ganwick, anyone meeting you for the first time is going to make assumptions about you based on their first impressions,” she said. “If you try to make excuses then, it will only make you seem desperate.” She adjusted her sleeves again, then folded her paws in her lap. “Now, I realize that we’re not trying to find someone for you; we’re trying to create someone for you, but the principle still needs to be upheld. I do believe that you’re sincere in your wants and needs, but only in knowing how you’d best present yourself can we know more about who would match you best.”

				Vanessa got out of her chair and wandered over to one of the bookcases on the wall, running her fingers along the spines of some books at random, keeping her back turned to Matthew. “I’m going to give you a little assignment,” she said to him without turning around. “I want you to go home, and I want you to take a good look around your home. I want you to pick what you consider your most prized possession, and tomorrow, I’d like you to come back here and show it to me.”

				“Is this part of your ‘price,’ Mistress Franciscan?” Matthew asked.

				Vanessa turned back around. “The deal we’ve made is that I will not ask for your payment until I’ve given you what you seek,” she said, only a small biting edge to her tone. “I merely ask that you pick one thing and come back here with it tomorrow, and then, we can discuss this further. Now, be on your way, please, Mr. Ganwick. I’ve got a terribly busy day ahead of me.”

			

			
				Matthew took his leave, then, with the bare minimum of pleasantries that he could get away with without incurring further disdain from the aloof sorceress. From one of her windows, Vanessa watched him storm back down the hill in a huff, trudging back towards the snowy, lonely town below. When he dropped out of view, the ermine took her attention away from the window, and she started to wonder whether he’d even bother to return the next day.

				No, she thought. No, he would be back. If nothing else, the raccoon was stubborn and determined. He’d blow off some steam, he’d pout, he’d murmur things to himself about how he wasn’t a fat yokel, and then he’d set about trying to do what his sorceress—the one person who could help him—had asked.

				Vanessa was now legitimately amused, and as she took a seat back in her library, she realized that hadn’t been so amused since probably before she had left her life in Auriga. There was an air of anticipation all about her, one that caused her own magic to prickle and swell up in her wake, waves distorting through her own aura due to the fact that she could scarcely contain her curiosity.

				She could wait until tomorrow, she knew, and allow herself the satisfaction of being surprised—but after thirteen years of boredom, she far preferred the prospect of immediate gratification. She left her library then, her tail flicking about behind her, and she trotted up to the small observatory in the attic. Master Geminanter had had it built centuries ago, given the look of it, but since Vanessa didn’t practice much magic that hinged on astronomy, she had only been up in it a handful of times.

				Now, however, she actually had a use for the thing.

				Vanessa ignored all of the astrolabes and orreries, though, and went directly to the telescope. She pointed it away from the sky, then, and turned it instead toward the town. One of her paws stroked along the eyepiece, warming it with a surge of magic as she zeroed in on the Ganwick estate, which wasn’t hard to locate, seeing as it was far and away the nicest of the dumpy buildings in town.

				Peering into the telescope, Vanessa saw not the outside of the Ganwick residence, but rather, through to the inside, as if the walls were not there. She focused further in on Matthew himself, then, and smiled as she watched.

				The raccoon stood in front of a mirror, looking at himself  He put his paws on his belly and gave it a little jiggle. Vanessa grinned some more as he frowned and then took a few testing sniffs at himself. His tail, already hanging low, dragged limply behind him as he walked away from his own reflection with near-tangible glumness following him.

			

			
				He started to putter around his house aimlessly, then. From the way his head kept turning this way and that, it was clear that he was looking around for something as he wandered, but the effort was a halfhearted one. Whenever he’d step into a new room, he’d pause, take stock, and then peek about, looking in random drawers, overturning little knickknacks, or sifting through papers. Then, with a moribund expression on his face, he would move on and repeat the pattern in the next room.

				The house itself was filled with centuries’ worth of miscellanea, all which reflected, in some way or another, the fact that Matthew Ganwick came from a family that, even after it was no longer part of the active nobility, was nevertheless still well-to-do. Historians living in lands to the south, if they knew about the estate, would be sure to find it fascinating; for Vanessa’s part, she was a bit surprised that he hadn’t sold the entirety of that collection’s relics in order to muster up the capital to move far, far away to a more livable region.

				After pausing to sit, scratch his head, and think, Matthew got back up and backtracked to the library. It paled in comparison to Vanessa’s, of course, but the price the raccoon could have fetched for the books alone could probably have allowed him to move away. He ran his paws along the spines of the books as he searched intently, and then his ears perked and he pulled one of the books off of its shelf. Zeroing in on it more closely, Vanessa read that it was part of the Ganwick Family Record, evidently a many-volume set. The book that Matthew held was centuries old, judging from the condition of the binding and pages. The whole set of books likely contained the full scope of Matthew’s heritage, and with the rest of his family having already passed on, it was only those books that held any evidence of who he was and where he’d come from.

				But would he really call those books his most prized possession, Vanessa wondered? They were certainly valuable, she knew, but outside of historical interest or nostalgia, would any lady much care about that which was written within? He shouldn’t let such books define him; all they told of were generations of dead ancestors, and clinging to such things might well make him seem haughty and self-centered.

			

			
				It came as some relief to Vanessa when the raccoon placed the book back on the shelf and walked away. Matthew then approached the mantel and picked up a shiny golden bauble that rested near the center. He held it with one paw and rubbed over the top of it with the other, and it began to radiate a soft, pervasive light that would have been enough to illuminate the whole room even if all of the other lights had been put out.

				Vanessa’s own interest rose. She hadn’t expected the raccoon to own anything magical. Tracing a sigil through the air with her free paw, the ermine tried to seize upon the nature of the bauble, to get at least the flavor of its magic if nothing else. At this distance, she couldn’t hope for much, and since the device seemed little more than a trinket, it likely didn’t have that much magic in it that she could taste.

				She did get only a hint of it, but that hint was one that Vanessa couldn’t help but recognize from being exposed to it every day she’d lived in Sagitta: the mystical touch of Darius Propus Geminanter. The handy-looking device was old, and had probably been given to Matthew’s great-great-great grandfather long ago, probably by Master Geminanter himself. By wizardly standards, it was borderline mundane, but that still made it infinitely more sophisticated than anything that could be fashioned by clockwork or simple chemistry. Still, it was the kind of thing that wizard and commoner alike could make good use of, and it was probably the perfect “harmless” magical gift that a layperson could receive.

				No doubt the raccoon hoped to impress Vanessa with his trinket. “Look,” he would say. “Here’s proof that I’m worthwhile. See how I, too, am lucky enough to be graced by magic!” However functional it might be, though, the ermine couldn’t believe that it held any special significance for Matthew. Even to him, it had to just be a tool—a tool whose ‘special’ nature must have long since lost its novelty. Vanessa shook her head in dismay. She’d hoped that the raccoon would have thought a bit harder and deeper about what would really matter.

				The light from the small orb died, then, and the raccoon sat down in one of the room’s large chairs. He tossed the device up and down in his paw a few times as a look of consternation crossed his face. Finally, he set the bauble down on a table and then folded his paws together and closed his eyes, sighing.

				Vanessa wondered what he could be thinking, then. The raccoon looked dejected, and with his weight slumping down as it was against the lavish chair’s cushioned frame, he looked almost like he might’ve fit in with the more noble and distinguished trappings within his house if he’d only straighten himself up and attempt to appear dignified. Biting her lip, Vanessa withheld the urge to peer directly into his mind; such an intrusion would have been both uncouth and against the spirit of the exercise she’d sent him on—to say nothing of the fact that he’d surely notice the magic taking effect.

			

			
				Minutes passed with Matthew barely moving. His body shifted with the occasional sigh, but he was quite clearly lost in thought and not liking a moment of it. Vanessa thought about how stubborn he’d been when trying to make his case to her earlier, and she couldn’t imagine that he’d just give up so easily, but that was what his demeanor was now suggesting. As the ermine was about to look away from the telescope, though, there was the faintest flicker of movement from one of the raccoon’s ears.

				For several seconds longer, Matthew kept seated, with only that tiny flick giving any hint at all that something had changed, but sure enough, he dragged himself out of his chair and moved with a purposeful gait towards the main staircase. Vanessa tracked him as he dragged himself up to what looked like his bedroom, where he opened up one of his bureau drawers and pulled out a small box.

				The box itself looked well-crafted but not ornate; Matthew didn’t open it, so Vanessa couldn’t see what was inside it, but the raccoon seemed content with just having retrieved the box itself. He moved it over to his nightstand, left it there, and then he walked back down to the library, the box and his foul mood both seemingly out of mind. He found himself a much less ponderous book from one of his shelves, and then he sat back down to read.

				Vanessa was indeed surprised to see how brightly the raccoon’s eyes shone when he showed up at her door just before noon the following day. The happy look on his face did make him look somewhat less homely, and his energetic mien would have been a fair bit infectious were it not for the dull, musky smell that still clung to him. Even so, his presence was still made bearable only because of the curiosity that brimmed within the ermine’s mind.

				After ushering Matthew back into her meeting room, Vanessa looked the raccoon over again. “You have done as I have asked, then, I see,” she said, nodding toward the small wooden box that Matthew clutched in his paws.

			

			
				“I have, Mistress Franciscan,” Matthew replied. “I went through my belongings last night, and I’ve decided that the possession I value most is this.” He held up the box, then, and used a single finger to trip a latch. The lid flipped open, and the inside of the box folded out by the means of some clockwork mechanism.

				Inside was a tiny statuette of a raccoon girl on a rotating pedestal, and it started to spin around, accompanied by a light, tinkling music echoing forth from within the depths of the box. The melody was simple, but charming, and it reminded Vanessa of the type of music boxes that had been all the rage in Auriga a little over a century ago. She closed her eyes for a moment and just listened and remembered.

				“Tell me, then, Mr. Ganwick,” Vanessa said after she opened her eyes and shook away the brief remnants of remembrance. “Why have you chosen such a... crude, unsophisticated  contraption as the most valuable thing you own?”

				Matthew set the music box down on the table next to the couch. “Well, Mistress Franciscan, in looking at all of my things, I realized that much of it pertains to my family and my home, but very little of it seems like it’s mine,” he said. “Strictly speaking, this music box was my mother’s before it was mine, but it reminds me of my childhood and when I was growing up—back before I was the only raccoon in Sagitta, when I had my family to look after me.”

				“Ah,” said Vanessa. “And why, then, do you value that so much?”

				“Those were happier times,” Matthew answered. “I may be lonely now, but I have fond memories of my youth, and hearing this music helps bring that all back to me when I need it to, every now and again. In a very real way, you could say that this music box embodies all of those memories.”

				It was a curious choice, Vanessa felt, but one that could potentially reveal a lot. “You’re quite the sentimental fellow,” she said, bringing her tail up into her own lap. “That can be a very good thing, and some ladies find that very endearing.”

				Matthew smiled at her, but the ermine then cleared her throat. “It’s nice to stay in touch with one’s past,” she said, “but one also has to take care not to dwell on it. Nostalgic reflection is all well and good, but it shouldn’t be the only thing to keep one going.”

				“I didn’t mean to imply that it was, Mistress Franciscan.”

				“No, and I’m not taking this as such,” Vanessa replied, motioning with a paw toward the music box. “This does say an awful lot about your character, Mr. Ganwick—hopefully good things, I might add—but I do think that we could use a little more to go on before we come to a decision on just what sort of lady would work best for you.”

			

			
				The raccoon looked about the room, and he wrung his paws together, very much on-edge. “Do you, ah, require something else from me, then?” he asked.

				“I think I do. Leave the music box here, though, for I am going to need it for the affinity you share with it; when it comes to working magic, such bonds are more powerful than you common folk might realize. But in the meantime, to get a better handle on what I’ll need to do, I’d like you to go home again and write something for me.”

				“Write something, Mistress Franciscan?

				“Write something,” Vanessa repeated. “You claimed earlier that you are literate; I take it that you also have ink and quill at your home?”

				Matthew looked down at his paws. “Well, yes, I do, but...”

				Vanessa chuckled. “Patience, Mr. Ganwick, patience. You’ve spent all these years alone; waiting another couple of days won’t kill you, I assure you.”

				With a heavy sigh, the raccoon nodded. “All right,” he said. “What is it that you’d like me to write?”

				“I want you to write a letter,” Vanessa said. She got out of her chair and walked over to one of her shelves. “Are you familiar with the practice of arranged marriage, Mr. Ganwick?”

				“I think I understand the general idea,” Matthew replied. “But... surely you’re not suggesting that you’re arranging a marriage for me, are you?”

				The ermine chuckled once more. “It’s something very similar, you must agree,” she said, procuring a few sheets of vellum and placing a small charm upon them. “After all, you’ve asked me to conjure a companion for you out of the ether, and I daresay you won’t have a chance to meet her before then.” She handed the sheets of vellum to the raccoon. “What I’d like from you, then, is a letter of introduction of sorts, such that if this were, so to speak, an actual arranged marriage, the lady in question would have some idea as to what she could expect from you.”

				“All right,” Matthew said, staring at the blank pages. “Just... a letter, then, about myself?”

				“Precisely,” Vanessa said. “Go home, think about how you’d like to introduce yourself, and write your words on those pages; I will warn you that they’re a tad bit magical, so if anything unusual happens, you shouldn’t be too alarmed.”

			

			
				Matthew had a look on his face that suggested he didn’t know whether to be confused or disappointed or both. He took his leave with all due politeness, though, clutching the sheets of vellum like the precious things they were, and plodded back down the hillside as Vanessa watched from her window.

				What would he say? Vanessa’s curiosity was on the verge of becoming maddening. Matthew had shown such muted sincerity by having chosen his music box—but had he yet realized, logically, that the idea of having some fantasy woman created out of pure nothing was absurd?

				The ermine went to her desk and set out a matching number of sheets of vellum, activating another charm that tied them to the pages she’d given Matthew. Waiting another full day to see what he’d write was just out of the question, as far as Vanessa was now concerned.

				If he were smart, though (and he may yet be, the ermine thought), he’d draft his letter out before using the pages that Vanessa had given him. It would likely be several hours before the raccoon’s words started to show up on the pages on Vanessa’s desk, but she could better wait that long than she could another day. In the meantime, she went back into her sitting room, took her seat, and opened up the music box.

				As the tinkling music played, Vanessa closed her eyes. She let nostalgia take her back to the Auriga of a century past, and for the first time in over a decade, she let herself feel a wistful yearning that was not tainted by bitterness or resentment.

				It was much later in the evening, as Vanessa had guessed, when Matthew started to write on the charm-linked vellum. Ink appeared on the ermine’s mystic pages with a golden sparkling as the raccoon’s quill scribbled away on the other side of town. Vanessa smiled as she saw the jaunty swiftness and enthusiasm with which he wrote, and she suffered dreadful anticipation whenever he stopped to dip his quill or to plan out longer words and sentences. It was clear from the pace at which he was writing that he wasn’t working off of an earlier preplanned draft at all.

				The letter itself was unremarkable, but that’s exactly what held Vanessa’s attention. Matthew at least knew how to write, as claimed, even if he didn’t do so very well, and the contents of what he had written managed to be so plain and uninteresting that, despite having read it in real-time, Vanessa still managed to only barely half-read to get the gist of what he’d said. Even on the second read-through, the letter was prosaic. Matthew didn’t ramble or prevaricate—he’d just written a few pages that said how he was a simple man, but an honest man, and how he didn’t have much to offer, but he did have a home and himself, and how he was just looking forward to the chance to get to love someone and spend his time with him.

			

			
				Vanessa was tinkering with Matthew’s music box when he came knocking the next day. The music box itself was of standard design, neither too fancy nor too plain, but the melody it played was nice. She could easily see how it held such pleasant memories for the raccoon.

				“Come in, Mr. Ganwick,” the ermine called out, and though she did not even get up and leave her study, her voice echoed through the halls and the sound of it made the manor’s oak door magically open to admit the raccoon. She waited until she heard the door close, then, before getting up and heading into her audience chamber to meet him.


				Matthew was already seated when she walked into the room. Gone was the dour, sullen manner he’d had when she’d first met him (of which there’d been only traces yesterday). He didn’t smell much better, but clearly, he’d at least taken the care to do a better job of combing out his fur, and that made him look like less of a boor, at any rate. “Good morning, Mistress Franciscan,” he said. His face was beaming, and his paws fidgeted with the sheets of vellum that lay flat in his lap.

				“Good morning,” Vanessa replied. “I trust by your demeanor that you think you’ve done a rather good job.” She motioned with a nod to the pages he held.

				“I hope so, Mistress Franciscan,” the raccoon said. “I’m at least content that I did my best.”

				Vanessa gave him a wry smile. “Is that so? Why don’t we see what your best is, then.” He handed her the letter, then, refolded his paws in his lap, and then the ermine started to flip through it, pretending that she was reading it for the first time.

				“Your penmanship is quite awful,” Vanessa said, rolling up the sheets of vellum and sticking them into the folds of her robe. “But you have done as I asked, and I’m sure that the words will be sufficient when attempting to cast my spell. I must say that your cooperation in this matter has made things much simpler than they would have been otherwise, Mr. Ganwick.”

			

			
				Matthew picked at the fur on the back of one paw with the claws on the other. He did so for a few seconds before he looked back up at Vanessa. “So, then, does this mean that you’re ready?” he asked. “Can you work your magic now?”

				Vanessa got to her feet. “Can I?” she said. “Yes, I do believe that I can: I’ve got an object to use as a focus, I’ve got a material representation of your thoughts on what you seek, and I’ll be able to pluck a few furs from your head when it comes to conjuring up a nice lady raccoon.” She watched his face, and saw that he understood her words as best as he probably could. “However, I’m not going to be casting that spell. Not yet. Not today.”

				“Why not?” Matthew asked. A few days ago, he would have sounded upset or impatient, Vanessa thought; now, though, he just sounded confused.

				“You’ve agreed to pay a price, Mr. Ganwick,” the ermine said, turning away from him. “Before I go through with the procedure, though, I want you to take some time and think to yourself—really think to yourself—what price you’d be willing to pay for me to do this.”

				The raccoon stood up, too, then, quickly padding back up to Vanessa as if to keep her from leaving the room. “I don’t understand,” he said. “Didn’t you already have a price in mind?”


				“Whether I do or don’t is besides the point, here,” Vanessa replied. “I am not asking you to set a price or make an offer; I’m asking you to simply take the time to think about how much my doing this actually means to you, and how much you’d actually be willing to give to have what you seek.”

				“And will that have any bearing on what you ask of me?”

				“Don’t think of it in those terms. Just think in terms of what you’d honestly be willing to pay. Go. Go home, and come back later—no sooner than tomorrow at the absolute earliest.”

				Matthew hovered around her for a few moments longer, and then he nodded and cleared his throat. “Very well, Mistress Franciscan. I shall do as you ask.”

				The snow outside of Vanessa’s window looked to be coming down pretty hard. The ermine considered allowing it to lighten up, but decided against it. She turned away and decided for herself that she would simply go ahead with her own day like any other. Matthew would either return with a thoughtful answer, or he would not, and either way, events were now out of Vanessa’s hands.

			

			
				She was not surprised, though, when Matthew arrived the next morning; she had fully expected him to take only overnight to reach a decision, as opposed to spending two or three days agonizing in indecision. Perhaps the raccoon was just impetuous, but Vanessa had the suspicion that the answer she’d get from him today would be an honest one.

				“Welcome, Mr. Ganwick,” she said as he led him on into the parlor that had been their meeting ground for several days, now. She knew that her curiosity showed on her face, and she allowed it to. Matthew wasn’t the smartest chap she’d ever met, no, but he’d already proven that he had the capacity to surprise her.

				“It’s good to see you, Mistress Franciscan,” Matthew said, paws stuffed in his pockets as he stood looming next to the couch without taking a seat. “I’ve, ah, thought about what you asked me to think about, last night, and, well... I did think about it long and hard, I promise, but I think that I have an answer.”

				Vanessa smiled and nodded. She then took her own seat, even though Matthew did not. “Please,” she said simply, leaning back in a casual pose. “Tell me.”

				The raccoon dipped his head down and did his usual polite cough. “To be frank, Mistress Franciscan, I look at what I have, and what’s at stake, and I realize that there’s nothing that I would not give to have the family and the sort of companionship that you’ve claimed to be able give me.

				“When I came to you and petitioned you, I was quite sure that that was the only thing I truly wanted; that is still true now, but I also now know just how much I want that, and also just how little the things I do have—my family name, my estate, my possessions—mean in the grand scheme of things if I have nobody with whom to enjoy my life.

				“And so, Mistress Franciscan, I can say, without exaggeration, that there is nothing that you could take away from me that wouldn’t be worth having that.”

				Vanessa laced her fingers together and grinned. “You know, I’m not surprised to hear you say that,” she said. “Relieved, yes, a bit, but not surprised.” Then, she got up, walked to one of her shelves, and picked up both Matthew’s music box and his letter.
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				“To be honest, Mr. Ganwick, when I accepted your petition, I did so with the intent of teaching you a lesson,” the ermine said, setting the raccoon’s personal effects down on a table before taking her seat again. “You were persistent, even perhaps dedicated, but such blind dedication often entails losing sight of other things.

				“At first, I do believe that you were somewhat blind to other aspects of your life and your self, but from what you’ve shown me and told me, I believe that your eyes have opened; moreover, though, my eyes have opened to those things, as well.”

				Matthew nodded. His mood was hard to discern, now, but he did wobble a bit from foot to foot. “You never actually intended to go through with this conjuring ritual, did you?” he said.

				A soft curl formed at the edge of Vanessa’s smile. “Oh, I do have the materials here to do exactly that,” she said, and she patted the top of the music box. “And I assure you that I have more than enough talent to pull it off.”

				“Are you not going to mention that such a spell is forbidden by the Magicians’ Charter?” the raccoon then asked.

				“My, my, Mr. Ganwick.” The ermine’s curling grin turned into a full smirk. “You’re well-read indeed.” Her claws traced the edge of the box idly. “But speaking of not mentioning things, I noticed that nowhere in any of our discussions did you mention that you own a small but valuable collection of magical trinkets, most of which were created by the late Master Geminanter himself.” The raccoon turned his ears back guiltily. “Naturally, I did take it upon myself to poke my nose about. I do think it a bit admirable that you never used that tiny trove of yours as a bargaining chip with me.”

				To that, Matthew just nodded. “Fair enough,” he said. He then eyed his music box and letter, wrung his paws together some more, and then asked, “So, then, is this where I tell you that I’ve learned my lesson, and thereby absolve you from having to break the laws of the wizarding world?”

				Vanessa laughed. “I’d be more concerned about breaking those rules if I thought that anyone in the wizarding world was paying any attention to Sagitta. But no, since you ask, I have no intentions of casting that spell.” She held up her other paw. “That does not mean, however, that I plan on reneging on my part of our bargain.”

				Matthew tilted his head. “I’m... afraid that I don’t follow, Mistress Franciscan.”

			

			
				“No, I suppose you wouldn’t,” she replied, and for once, her little jab was legitimately playful. “As I said, Mr. Ganwick, you’ve opened my eyes to certain things: I’ve seen that you are earnest, sentimental, committed, and selfless. It would be a bit harsh, even for me, to simply send you back out into the snow without an honest attempt at trying to give you the happiness you seek.”

				Clearly, the raccoon still did not follow; some things were bound to never change, the ermine thought.

				“Do hold still now, Mr. Ganwick,” the wizard said, switching her tail. “I’m going to take my payment, now.”

				Before Matthew had the chance to react, Vanessa snatched out with one paw and grabbed onto one of his whiskers. She yanked hard, pulling it free at the root. Matthew yelped in pain and shock. “Oh, don’t be such a wimp,” the ermine murmured, and with a snap of her fingers with her other paw, the stolen whisker grew back into place.

				Holding the raccoon’s whisker in between her claws, Vanessa began to murmur an incantation under her breath. The pieces of vellum lifted off of the table, the words upon them glowed, and the letter then disintegrated in a puff of flame that was gone in the blink of an eye. The music box popped open, its melody began to fill the room, and a soft glow started to radiate from the walls, the furniture, and from Vanessa herself.

				That glow then consolidated swiftly inward, first focusing in on and ultimately enveloping Vanessa. Before the glow became a glare, she saw Matthew’s face overcome with shock, but soon, the ermine’s vision was awash with white. With a flick of her slender tail, her feet left the ground, and then she started to crackle with light and energy. Despite having often channeled the mystical powers of the universe, Vanessa was unused to feeling them acting on herself, and it both tingled and tickled as her form shivered, then promptly twisted, contorted, and reformed itself until it was decidedly more raccoon-shaped.


				The light faded, the music box split in half, and the creature that was once Vanessa fell back down onto her feet. The pristine white pelt that she had once possessed was now a more patchy blend of browns and grays that matched Matthew’s own. Before she even tried to move from where she stood, she could feel how much lower her center of gravity was; that would take some getting used to.

			

			
				“Now,” Vanessa said, after taking a good, long gander at her handiwork. “How does this look to you?”

				Matthew gawked at her in disbelief, and his eyes went wide and his tail lashed about in a way that let her know that he liked what he saw very much. “Oh, dearest me,” he muttered. “What’s happened to you?”

				“I should think that much is plainly obvious,” Vanessa replied. “I tried not to make myself look too perfect, but it seems I may have overdone it just a tad. Hopefully you don’t mind that, though.”

				Matthew’s eyes were still on the wide side, and it took him a while to stop himself from staring dumbly at Vanessa. “Yes, but... I mean, to what end? I didn’t ask to—”

				“Oh, but didn’t you?” the wizard replied with a wry chuckle. “You asked, in your petition, for a companion, such that you could escape your life of solitude and possibly start a family. You didn’t ever specify how you wanted me to go about that, so I used my own expert discretion.”

				“But... I...”

				“Mr. Ganwick, there are no other raccoons in Sagitta, and surely, you wouldn’t want to put another soul through the misery of needing to uproot themselves to come here,” Vanessa said. “And really, earnestness, sentimentality, commitment, and selflessness are qualities that are all too rare, not just in Sagitta, but anywhere.”

				Matthew looked Vanessa over once again, eyeing her (new) feet, and the tip of her (new) ringed tail along the floor. He chewed his lip in thought, subvocalized a few things that Vanessa couldn’t make out, and then looked back up. “So, then, the companionship that you’re offering me is yours?” He did have such cute mannerisms when it came down to it, Vanessa thought.

				“You’re free to turn me down, if that’s what you wish,” she said. “But still, you can’t claim that I didn’t make good on my half of the deal.”

				The raccoon chuckled a high-pitched chuckle. “I suppose I can’t, no,” he admitted. “But, still... what about you? What if this doesn’t work out after all?”

				“Well, you don’t seem too disgusted by the prospect, I can’t help but notice,” Vanessa replied, slinking out of her chair. “Besides, you said it yourself: you had nothing to lose, and so what’s the harm in trying?”

			

			
				[image: ChangesIlloPg20_layout.psd]
			

			
				Matthew took a few more moments to pace back and forth in thought, and when he turned to look at Vanessa again, she saw once more the earnestness and sincerity in his eyes. “I suppose you do have a point, there.”
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