
Old Man and the Storm
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Write a short story inspired by Ursula k leguin’s wizard of earthsea series. A powerful, wise elder. Wielder

of the deep magic, keeper of the dark secrets, guardian of ancient springs of power. Wise enough to know

that such power can only rarely be used rightly or well. That strength without discipline is a destroyer of

worlds. He faces a great trial, requiring a journey with a young protege. There are things more important

than not dying or suffering.

Don’t use names that are too similar to earthsea. Let’s rework the story. If the storm is in some ways a

living thing, then only the gods can name it and force it to change. The elder can weather the storm, listen,

invite the storm to rage and witness the raging. Hear the lies within the raging. Invite the storm to speak

and live the truth. The price paid is too cheap right now - just some weeks of sickness. The cost must be

precious - time and the real risk that the storm refuses, for storms have wills of their own. The cost is that

the elder must love the storm, deeply and honestly and openly, and the storm may reject him and rage on

and harm him and others he loves. He must risk loving one who hates and will keep hating him. He must

risk living to watch this one he loves wreck it’s life and so many others with lies.

He should have more wisdom for his protege, more call to discipline and patience and work.

Only the gods can “know” someone else - even an elder can only listen. A wizard doesn’t oppose the gods

by using his power for his power was given by the gods and he was called to use it just as anyone else is

called. You don’t love someone in a “specific” way. When you love, you expose yourself to being hurt.

He draws from the well before facing the storm. Reaching in he draws from the power. She sees him with

her eyes unchanged. But in her deep self, she sees him grow. An immortal fierce being before whom the

storm was but a ripple lapping on the shore. Then he withdraws and shrinks but not fully. He must have

the power to stop the storm the power to command, and not use it. It means nothing to not use a power

you do not own. He needs to see more clearly who he is, the power to tear down the walls inside himself he

builds to protect himself from hurt, to remember the longer perspective where this moment in the storm is

but a passing thing. He is not a bowl, not open and not containing. He is a person - who feels and doesn’t

know and wants and hopes and hurts. He cannot fake or force a love for the storm. He must find the beauty

1



2

and truth inside it that draws out his love.

The storm rages, it doesn’t repeat. Lies grow they don’t cycle. Lie builds on lie. The first lie, because it isn’t

truth, imprisons rather than frees, twists rather than heals. And so more lies are needed.

To see another as they are, you must first see yourself clearly. Because the first thing we see in anyone else

is our own reflection. Only when we accept ourselves can we stop looking at ourselves in the mirror and

start seeing the other.

Beauty is always in the truth. The wound can be true, and scar can be beautiful. But not the lie that infects

and spreads the wound. All truth and beauty derive from the divine.

Bring back the part where a youth from the village comes to ask his help because the boy is stuck on the

boat in the storm. The old man knows access loves the boy and we know because some brief anecdote

connects them. This call for help is also the call of the gods on him - assigning him the task.

He doesn’t have to understand. Only listen, be present, accept. Look for truth. Where is God in this.

When he grows large. Unfolding like time. A fierce immortal before whom what had been the long dark

storm was in truth but a ripple lapping the long shore of eternity.

Here are the essential elements:

The Elder — Callow An old wizard living on a headland above a harbor town. He’s a man with fears and

walls and old wounds. He has been given great power and spends his life learning what it is for, which

turns out to be almost the opposite of what is assumed power means.

The Spring One of seven places in the islands where deep power surfaces. He has drawn from it five times

in sixty years. The discipline is not the spells — it is the refusal. It means nothing to refrain from using

power you don’t possess.

The Student — Dav Seventeen, gifted, certain. Sent to him because certainty in the powerful is more

dangerous than recklessness. He teaches her through nets and wood and water — the work that builds the

muscle underneath the muscle. She is the best student he has had in sixty years, which makes her the most

difficult.

The Call Ren, the harbor-master’s boy, eleven years old, comes up the headland path. His nine year old

brother stowed away on a fishing boat now trapped behind the bar by the storm. He packed biscuits. Callow

and Ren have a seven year relationship of walks and questions and a razorbill with a broken wing. The call

of a boy he loves is also the call of the gods — assigning the task. He tells Ren honestly: I don’t know if I

can bring him back. Ren finds what he needs in that honesty and goes.
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The Storm Not simply weather. A hurt that was once something else — something young that loved and

trusted and was betrayed. The betrayer denied the betrayal. The first lie required a second, the second a

third. Lies cannot heal or free; they only imprison differently, spreading the wound into stranger shapes.

Twenty years of lies building on lies until the original wound is buried under its own infection, and what

was once a feeling creature has become a storm that rages without knowing clearly anymore what it rages

for.

The Spring — the drawing He goes to the spring before facing the storm. He must have the power to stop

it and choose not to — refusal of power you don’t own means nothing. He turns the power on himself. He

sees his walls plainly. The careful distances, the professional sympathies, the life organized so the particular

surprise of an old betrayal cannot reach him again. He has been teaching his scars as wisdom.

Dav watches. Nothing changes that her eyes can measure. But something unfolds — like deep time unfolding

— a fierce immortal presence before which the long dark storm is but a ripple lapping the shore of eternity.

Then he returns. Smaller, but not entirely as small as before.

The Facing He goes to the water without workings deployed, unarmored. You cannot see another clearly

until you see yourself clearly, because the first thing you see in anyone is your own reflection. Praticed

discipline enables him to be honest with himself, to see and accept what he see, and only when he accepts

what he sees in himself — without argument or flattery — can he turn outward and begin to see the storm

as it is rather than as his own reflection. He listens past the rage and tries to hear the truth. And because it

is true — the grief proportionate to the loss, honest, refusing to make false peace — it is beautiful. He does

not manufacture love. He finds what is true and beautiful and is moved by it, genuinely, past his walls, and

weeps without composure in the surf.

The Cost The storm does not stop. It may never fully stop. He must live with having been opened by it

and changed by it regardless of what it does with what he offered. He must live with this one he now loves

continuing to hurt and to potentially hurt others he cares for. But Ren’s brother comes home through an

hour of calm at dawn on the fourth day.

The Teaching Underneath Beauty lives in truth — in honest wounds, in real grief, in the scar that tells

what happened. It does not live in lies, however necessary the lies felt. All truth and beauty derive from the

divine, and when you find them you are close to where God is in it. The power was given to be spent on

exactly this. The gods do not require understanding, only service.

# The Spring and the Storm
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I. The Student

Callow had been given great power and had spent sixty years learning what it was for. This turned out to

be nearly the opposite of what people assumed power was for, and the learning was not finished.

He lived on the headland above Varre harbor in a house that smelled of salt and old rope, and he taught

the young who were sent to him. They were not always sent for the reasons the senders believed. The

academies sent him their prodigies, their most gifted, and he received them and set them to mending nets.

Dav had been with him four months. Seventeen, with hands that had already learned three forms of

weatherworking and a memory that held everything it touched. The council at Anmere had sent her

because she was the most talented student in a generation, which was true, and because they were proud of

her, which was also true, but neither of these was the real reason. The real reason was that certainty in

someone powerful is more dangerous than recklessness. Recklessness can be startled into caution. Certainty

knows better.

She mended nets. She learned the names of wood — not the deep names, but the honest ones, heartwood

and sapwood and the difference between a beam that would hold and one that looked like it would hold.

She hauled water. She learned the tides not from books but from watching, day after day, until the pattern

was in her body rather than her head.

She was furious for the first six weeks and then she was not. That was when she became difficult.

She asked him, one afternoon while they were recaulking the skiff: Is this what you had me sent here to

learn? Rope-work?

He didn’t look up from the seam. What do you think you came here to learn?

You’re the one who knows.

I’m the one who teaches. That isn’t the same thing. He worked the oakum deeper. Tell me what you notice

about the wood here, at the join.

You’re deflecting.

I’m teaching. Those are different things too. He handed her the iron. The wood.

She looked. She told him what she saw. She was right. She was always right, which was its own kind of

problem. There was a difference between seeing correctly and knowing how to see, and she had not yet

found out what that difference was. He could not tell her. She would have to work until she did.
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You have more raw power than anyone I’ve taught in sixty years, he said. That’s why this matters more for

you. Not less.

The discipline.

The discipline isn’t the spells. Anyone can learn spells. The discipline is the refusal. He took the iron back,

worked it along the join. But you can only refuse what you actually possess. It means nothing to refrain from

using power you haven’t got. You have to hold it in your hands first — know its full weight and reach, know

what you could do with it — and then put it down. Not because it’s forbidden. Because you understand what

it’s for.

And what is it for?

He was quiet for a long moment. That’s what the work is teaching you, he said. Not rope-work. Learning to

ask that question and endure not knowing the answer while you keep working.

She was the best student he’d had in sixty years. Which made her the most difficult. The less gifted ones

accepted the nets. Dav accepted them and went further, which meant she could see further, which meant

she saw further than her experience could yet hold. He watched her sometimes — when she didn’t know he

was watching — and saw her run up against the edge of what she understood and stop, frustrated, at the

wall of it. Good. The wall was real. The only way through was time and work and more time and more

work.

He did not tell her this either. She would not have believed him. The body has to learn some things first.

II. The Call

Ren came up the headland path in the late afternoon of the storm’s second day. Callow saw him from the

window and was already at the door before the boy had reached the step.

Ren was eleven and had been coming up this path since he was four. His father was the harbormaster. He

was the kind of child who asked good questions and then went quiet to hold the answer, turning it over and

examining its underside. Three years ago they had found a razorbill with a broken wing in the rocks below,

and Ren had carried it up and they had set the wing together — Callow’s hands, Ren’s careful attention

— and kept the bird in a box by the fire for six weeks. It had lived and gone. Ren still looked for it in the

harbor when the razorbills came through.

He was wet through and white-faced and he had been crying. He had stopped.
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My brother, he said. Essa. He stowed away on Mirna’s boat before the storm and they couldn’t put him off and

now they’re behind the bar and can’t come in.

Callow said: Come inside.

He wrapped the boy in a blanket and put something hot in his hands. Dav stayed back, reading the room.

She was learning that too.

He packed biscuits, Ren said. He packed them like he was going on a journey. He’s nine.

I know Essa, Callow said. He’s got sense.

He’s nine and he’s on a boat and the bar is breaking white and they can’t come in. He looked up. Can you

bring him home?

Callow sat down across from him. He took his time with the answer because the boy deserved the real one.

I don’t know, he said.

Ren held very still.

I don’t know what I can do. I’ll try. Callow held the boy’s eyes. What I know is: whatever I can do, I’ll do. All

of it. I won’t hold back because I’m cautious or because it costs me. You have that. Whatever there is, it’s yours.

It was the right thing. He watched Ren take it in, test it, find it solid under his weight.

The boy nodded. He stood up, folded the blanket, set it on the chair. Thank you, he said, which was perhaps

the most Ren-like thing he could have done, and then he went back down the path into the rain.

Dav said: Why didn’t you know?

Because I don’t, Callow said. He was already moving. Put your boots on.

III. The Spring

The spring was half a mile inland, in the hollow below the old tor. It did not look like anything. There were

seven such places in the islands — places where something deep came to the surface. He had drawn from it

five times in sixty years.

He did not draw from it because it was dangerous. He drew from it rarely because the power was real, and

real power used carelessly becomes a habit, and habits become assumptions, and a man who assumes he can

reach for more than he has earned will one day reach for it in the wrong moment and find nothing there.
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That was a small part of it. The larger part was that the power was not his. It had been given to him. Not

given so that he could refuse to use it — that would be a kind of cowardice dressed as humility. Given so

that he could use it rightly, when the use was right. Not using power you don’t possess means nothing. The

discipline was holding it, knowing what it would do, and then asking: Is this the use it was made for?

Tonight, he thought, perhaps. He would go to the water first and see.

Dav came with him. He had not asked her to; she had simply come. He did not send her back.

The hollow was dark. The spring was a seep more than a spring, a slow upwelling between two mossy

stones. He knelt at the edge of it.

Stay back, he said.

He put his hands in the water.

He could not explain afterward what he did. It was not a spell. It was more like looking — like the eye of

the mind turning inward and downward at the same time, toward the root of things. He felt the power rise

in him the way water rises in a well, slow and inexorable, filling the spaces he had.

He turned it on himself, because that was what was needed.

He saw his walls.

He had known they were there. He had lived with them for thirty years, since Anve left, since the thing with

Anve that he never discussed and had long since called resolved. The careful distances. The professional

kindnesses that went exactly so far and stopped. The life arranged — quietly, over decades — so that the

particular surprise of that particular hurt could not reach him again. He had been so careful. He had told

himself it was wisdom. He had taught his scars as though they were lessons learned rather than lessons

still refusing to be learned.

The power showed him this without commentary, the way still water shows a face.

He looked at it for a long time. He did not argue with it. He did not flatter himself or condemn himself. He

simply looked.

Then something else.

Dav said later that she had not seen anything change. He looked like an old man kneeling at a spring in

the rain. But she felt — something. As though time had shifted its weight. As though the word long had

acquired a new dimension. She said it was like standing at the sea’s edge and suddenly understanding, not

in her mind but in her body, how far the water went.
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What she saw was this: that what she had taken to be a large and stormy darkness — the thing she had been

watching build over the harbor for two days — was, viewed from somewhere else, very small. A ripple. A

lapping on a very long shore. And something vast and fierce and patient was kneeling by a spring in the

rain, and the storm was not, against it, much of a storm.

Then it passed, or he withdrew it, and he was just an old man getting up from his knees in the dark.

He was not the same size as before. But he was close.

What was that? Dav said.

You understand now, he said, why I draw from it rarely. He turned toward the harbor. Come. Not too close, at

the water. Whatever happens, you watch. You don’t intervene.

What are you going to do?

I don’t know yet.

You keep saying that.

Yes. He looked at her in the dark. You think that’s a failure. It isn’t. The ones who always know what they’re

going to do — the ones who never say I don’t know — those are the ones who have stopped listening. He paused.

Listen. Work. Be patient with the work. Don’t be impatient to be past the not-knowing, because on the far

side of it you will only find more not-knowing, and if you haven’t learned to hold it, you’ll be lost. Do you

understand?

She said: I think so.

You’ll understand it better in twenty years, he said, not unkindly. Come.

IV. The Storm

He understood what the storm was before he reached the waterline.

He understood it the way you understand a voice you’ve heard before — not its words yet, but its register,

its particular quality of grief. Someone had told him, years ago, that there were storms and there were

storms, and the second kind were not simply weather. He had been skeptical. He was not skeptical now.

This had been a person, once. Something young that had loved and trusted and been betrayed, and the one

who had done the betraying had looked it in the eye and said: That didn’t happen.

He knew that particular wound. That was the one that didn’t close. Not because the injury was worse than
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other injuries, but because the lie that followed the injury told the wounded person that their perception of

their own pain was wrong. And so they could not mourn it cleanly. And so they could not heal. The first lie

required a second; the second required a third. Lies could not heal — they could only imprison differently,

spreading the wound into stranger shapes, until the wound itself was buried under layers of necessary

falsehood and what remained was the rage without clear memory of its source.

Twenty years, he thought, looking at the wall of cloud and water. Perhaps more.

He could stop it.

He held that knowledge in his hands and felt its weight. He could push it back. He could drive it offshore

and hold it there until it spent itself against open water. He had the power to do this — he had just come

from the spring and he knew his full reach, all of it, and he could unmake this storm the way you unmake a

knot, finding the original thread and drawing it through.

He stood on the strand and held that and did not use it.

Because to stop a living thing against its will was not healing. It was force. Force could change the shape of

suffering; it could not end it. The suffering would find another shape. It always did.

He had not come to the water to stop the storm.

He sat down on the wet sand. The wind came off the water with rain needled through it and he let it come.

Tell me, he said. Not loudly. He was not naming it; he could not name it. Only the gods could name it. He

was only asking.

The storm did not speak in words. It moved the way grief moves — not in circles but in progressions, one

enormous feeling building on and through the last, each wave taller than the one before because each one

carried the weight of every wave that had come before it. Lies grew. They didn’t cycle. They built.

He listened. He was not trying to understand, exactly. Understanding was a thing he did with his mind, and

his mind was too small for this. He was trying to hear. To be present to what was true in it.

Here was what was true: the original grief was real. It was proportionate. Something young had loved and

been betrayed and the wound was proportionate to what had been given and what had been taken, and

the rage was proportionate to the wound, and under all the years of lies and disfiguration and growing

darkness, that original proportion was still there, still true, like a skeleton under scar tissue.

Something young had loved honestly. That was still in here. Under everything.

He had his walls up. He felt them, feeling the storm — the professional distance he put between himself and

the thing he was examining, the habit of looking at suffering as a problem to solve rather than a truth to
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witness. He could feel the mechanisms he’d installed, over decades, to ensure that the events that had once

unmade him could not reach him again.

He looked at them. He didn’t argue with them or praise them. He looked.

I know something about this, he said, to himself as much as to the storm. The one who hurt you said it didn’t

happen. And you started to wonder — even while you knew — whether maybe you had it wrong. And the

wondering was worse than the wound.

The wind dropped for a moment. Not silence; a different kind of noise.

He thought about Anve. He didn’t do this often. He had organized his life so that he didn’t have to, and he

had told himself this organization was maturity.

He let himself think about Anve.

The specific cruelty of being told that the thing you had felt, the thing that had happened, had not happened

at all. That you had imagined it or invented it or misunderstood. And how that particular lie had made him

distrust his own perceptions for years afterward, had made him careful and walled, had made him construct

elaborate internal architecture so that he could never be surprised by that particular betrayal again.

And how that had cost him, quietly, things he had not wanted to give up.

He felt this without flattering himself or condemning himself. He felt it the way you feel weather — it was

real, and it was his, and there it was.

The wall came down a little. He hadn’t forced it. He’d just — been honest, and honest about accepting what

he saw, and when he did that there was nothing left for the wall to stand on.

He looked at the storm.

He could not see it fully. He could not know it. Only the gods knew. But he looked without the wall in the

way, and without the wall, he was not looking at his own reflection. He was looking at something that had

been young and true and certain and had been told the truest thing it knew was a lie.

The beauty of it hit him the way beauty always does — without warning and past his defenses, because he

had none left.

Not beauty in spite of the wound. Beauty in the wound. The wound was true. The grief was proportionate.

All that this storm had ever wanted was to have what happened be real, to have the grief be real, to have

the love that had been betrayed be real. It had never wanted to destroy anything. It had wanted to be seen.

He did not manufacture what he felt. There was nothing to manufacture. He had found what was true and
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it was beautiful and he was moved by it the way you are moved by something beautiful — past argument,

past planning, past the careful arrangements of a managed life.

He wept. Without composure, in the surf, with the rain coming sideways and the cold working into him in

the way cold works into an old man who has been sitting on wet sand for a long time. He wept for the

storm and he wept for Anve and he wept for all the years of careful walling and he didn’t try to stop.

I hear you, he said. I don’t know your name. I can’t. But I hear you. What happened to you was real. The one

who denied it lied. The love you gave was real and it was betrayed and the betrayal was real. The grief is real. I

hear it.

The storm raged.

He hadn’t expected it to stop. He hadn’t come here for it to stop. He had come here to witness, and he had,

and now the cost was this: he loved this thing, this broken hurting thing that would keep hurting — would

keep hurting others, would hurt Ren and Ren’s family and the boats in the harbor and people he would

never meet. He couldn’t save it. He hadn’t saved it. He had only seen it, and been seen by it, and now it was

in him and he would carry it and it would keep raging and there was nothing he could do about any of that.

He sat in the surf until he couldn’t feel his hands and then he got up and walked back up the strand.

Dav was where he’d left her, twenty yards back from the water, soaked and rigid and watching him with an

expression he recognized: she had seen something and didn’t yet have words for it, and the lack of words

frightened her, because she had never before run out of words.

What did you do? she said.

I listened, he said.

That’s all?

That’s all.

But then what— She stopped. Started again. The storm is still—

Yes.

Then what was the point?

He thought about how to answer this. He was very tired and very cold and the love that had opened in him

like a wound was going to be with him for however many years he had left, and he didn’t have the right

words either. But she was seventeen and furious and she had just watched him do the most difficult thing

he had ever done and he wanted to try.
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When you learn to mend a net, he said, you don’t mend it by refusing to touch the broken places. You have to go

into the break. You have to understand the break, accept the break, work with what’s actually torn rather than

with what you wish was torn. He wiped rain off his face. You can’t see a break clearly while you’re worried

about your own hands. So the first work is always yourself. See yourself clearly. Accept what you see. Only

then can you see what’s in front of you as it actually is, rather than as a mirror.

She was quiet.

The storm didn’t need to be stopped, he said. It needed to be witnessed. Those are different things. I couldn’t do

it without the spring — not because I needed the power to fight the storm, but because I needed the power to tear

down what I’d built inside myself, to be present without my walls, to see.

But the boats—

Are still in danger, he said. Yes. I can’t protect everyone from everything. I could stop the storm by force, and

then it would find another shape, and another time, and another harbor. He paused. Or I could do what I did.

Which may not be enough. Which may never be enough. Which I’ll have to live with.

She looked at him for a long time. The rain came down.

Is that the lesson? she said. This was the lesson?

There isn’t one lesson, he said. There’s just the work. This was the work tonight. He began to walk up the

strand toward the path. Come in out of the rain. There’s nothing more to do tonight.

What if Essa—

I don’t know, he said. Come in.

V. The Fourth Day

On the fourth day, at the very end of the dark — an hour before true dawn — the storm paused.

Not ended. Paused. As a person pauses, sometimes, in the middle of long grief — not because the grief is

over, but because the body needs a moment of quiet before the next wave.

Mirna’s boat came over the bar in that hour. The pilot who knew those waters had been waiting three days

for exactly this kind of gap, and she took it, and they came in on the tide with Essa soaking and salt-white

and wrapped in a fisherman’s oilskin, still holding the biscuits he had packed.

Ren was on the dock. He had been on the dock, off and on, for three days.
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Callow watched from the headland. He didn’t go down. This wasn’t his moment.

Dav came to stand beside him. They watched the small figures on the dock, the embrace that went on a

long time, the harbormaster and his wife and both boys, and the fishermen from Mirna’s crew standing

around at a respectful distance in the way people stand when they have been through something together.

The storm will come back, Dav said.

Yes.

You can’t stop it.

No.

She was quiet for a while. Why did the gods give you that power, then? If not to stop things like this?

He had thought about this for sixty years and he had some answers, and the answers were inadequate, and

the inadequacy was real and he had accepted it and kept working.

I think, he said, that the gods don’t require us to understand. Only to serve. The power was given to be spent,

not hoarded. He watched the dock. I spent some tonight. I’ll spend what’s left when the moment comes. And in

between, I’ll teach you to mend nets, because the muscle underneath the muscle has to be there before any of

this is possible.

And I just have to — trust that.

You have to work until you don’t have to trust it because you know it. He glanced at her. That’s what the nets

are for.

She nodded, slowly, not as someone who is persuaded, but as someone who is choosing to hold a question

and let it be a question.

Good. That was exactly right.

The storm came back by midday, but quieter. He couldn’t be certain that was what he’d done or simply the

storm moving through its own weather. He didn’t know. He sat with the not-knowing and drank his tea

and watched the harbor.

In the afternoon Ren came up the path. He didn’t say anything for a long while. He sat in the second chair

and looked at the harbor and Callow sat in the first chair and did the same.

Finally Ren said: Thank you.

I don’t know how much I did, Callow said.
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I know, said Ren. Thank you anyway.

They sat there until the light began to change.

What is power for? asks the young. The old have no answer that arrives before the work does. The answer is in

the work. The work is patient and is not finished.
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