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The Apprentice


Gandorf the Wizard summoned the powers of the universe to his fingertips.  His decrepit bones grew sinewy muscles as he gripped his staff.  Raising the staff high in the air, he cast a powerful spell at a small earthen vessel.  For an instant, Gandorf thought he saw the top budge, but that was only an illusion.  Soon, his arms grew weary.  He could not sustain such a spell forever.  His arms collapsed at his sides, and he fell back onto his stool, weak.  He sat there, catching his breath.


A vile curse rose in Gandorf's throat: "May thy makers produce unbearable flatulence until they suffocate upon it!"  As if to counter his ferocious hex, a timid knock sounded at his door.


Gandorf rose.  "Damn," he muttered.  "I so wanted to be left alone."  Unfortunately, fate held different plans.  The impudent knock sounded again.


Gandorf wondered why they just couldn't leave him alone?  Wasn't he a horrible wizard who could turn anyone into an insect, and squash them like a bug?  The knock sounded again.  He resolved to do just that.


"Who dares to disturb the Great Wizard Gandorf!  I hope you’ll like life as a grasshopper."


"My name is Gavin, and I don’t think I would like that," a voice replied through the door.


Bah, Gandorf thought.  He waved his hand toward the door.  It creaked open loudly.  A young man peered around the doorframe.


"Get in here.  I can't transform you at the moment.  I ate the last of my green locust heads a week ago."


Gavin turned a slight shade of green, but looked relieved.  He strode into the Wizard's cellar, his dark cloak flowing in behind him.  "Sir, I know how busy you must be..."  The boy stared down at his worn, well crafted leather boots.


Gandorf snorted in contempt.  His long nose hair flew up into his nostrils.  The lad’s hands were worn, but not callused enough for farm work.  This, combined with his clothes, yelled merchant.  He hated the merchant class.  They always had such great deals that you shouldn’t live without.  "If you're here to sell me anything, I'll find a fate for you that you rightly deserve."


"Never!  I would never dare to bother your greatness with such trivia.  My father on the other hand... well that’s another story."


A merchant’s son.  Even worse.  Gandorf squinted rheumy eyes at his visitor.  "Then what is it that you want," he accused.


"I wish to become your apprentice."


Gandorf stared at the young man who stood within his door.  Suddenly the old man started laughing.  Gavin looked worried.  When the wizard regained control, he said, "Who put you up to this, boy?  Was it one of the pages?  How much did they bet that you wouldn't come down here?"


Gavin looked offended.  "Sir, I have been researching wizards for years.  Frendo the Good is too busy for students.  Mazlor the Unjust is too entrenched in evil and pain.  No one knows where Demark the Curious went after he tried to open a gateway to another land.  Dozens of wizards, and you're the one that I wish to study under."


Gandorf stared at him, shocked.  "You're serious."  Visions of this upstart hanging at his elbow every minute of every day danced before his eyes, sticking his fingers into potions where they didn’t belong.  He didn’t like it.  Not one little bit.  "Thank you for your consideration, but I am not in the habits of allowing parasites to live in my presence.  I prefer them sautéed in butter over noodles."


Gavin looked stricken.  "But... but, you have to!  Where is the next generation of wizards going to come from?  You can't live forever.  Wouldn't you like the assurance that there will be someone to continue your work after you're gone?"  Gandorf rolled his eyes at the obvious stall tactics.


"Hardly.  I may be old, but I can still expect at least another hundred years or so."  He waved his hand, and caused invisible hands to grip Gavin’s arms and legs.  Another wave and they started to pull Gavin toward the door.


"Wait!" Gavin cried.  "Won't you at least give me a chance?"  He dug his heels into the floor as he resisted the magic.  His hands grasped at workbenches, almost knocking over several delicate potions.  "At least give me a test before you decide!"


Gandorf’s lips cracked into a smile.  "Fine.  You want a test, I'll give you a test."  He waved his hand again.  Gavin almost fell foreword as the invisible hands let go.  Gandorf strode over to the bench and picked up the jar.  He tossed it to Gavin, who deftly caught it.  Gandorf smiled.


"What am I supposed to do with this?" Gavin asked.


"If you can open that jar, then we'll talk," Gandorf said.  "Just don’t break it.  And don’t expect me to help you."


"Is that all?" Gavin said looking confused.  "What will I find in it?'


"I haven't the foggiest," Gandorf replied.  "It’s been lying around here for years.  I haven't been able to get it open."


Gavin grasped the jar securely.  "Then I shan't let you down."


"Oh, I can hardly see how you could do that.  You see, I don't want you to succeed."


"Nevertheless, I won't fail," Gavin stated and strode from the cellar.  Gandorf shook his head.  He would never understand young people and their desire to prove themselves.  With a wave of his hand, Gandorf magically slammed the door shut.

***


"I just can't figure it out," Gavin said to Julia as they sat down to dinner in the Great Hall.  "I've been at this for almost a month."


"Don't be too discouraged," Julia told him.  She patted his leg with a well-manicured hand.


"I'm just not sure what else to do," Gavin told her.   "I've tried brute strength.  I gave myself blisters trying to force that lid to budge.  It didn't even help turning it the other way.  Neither direction did any good.  It would be nice if I knew which way to turn it.  Then I wouldn’t tighten it by accident.”


"Why you want to have that disgusting old wizard teach you is beyond me."


“It’s not easy to explain.  Every other wizard that I have read about is out in the world, working their powers for either good or evil.  They run back and forth, trying to shape the flood of events to suit their ideas for the world.  In the end, it’s all the same.  Life continues right on past their efforts.  A boulder cannot stop the incoming tide, and all a wizard’s efforts are similarly ineffective.”


“So why try at all.  Go home and help your father sell his wares.”  Julia pushed her hair back behind her ear, and cocked her head to one side.


“Because Gandorf is different.  He allows life to flow over him.  The tide comes, yet he is unaffected.  He can’t spend all of his time upon his noxious confections.  He must experiment.  The Lord only knows the limits of his studies.  Maybe he has learned something that can truly better mankind, but probably not.  In that case, he can teach me true patience as well as his art.”


“I see.  I think.  So what else have you tried?"


"Many different things.  I've tried unlocking spells, which do nothing.  I've tried force spells to wrench the lid off.  The most that happens is that the jar spins on the table.  Then I thought that it might be magically held in place, so I tried counterspells.  They go poof and the jar remains sealed."  Gavin looked dejected.


"Don't give up," Julia told him and kissed him on the cheek.  "Are you even sure that it can be opened?"  She opened her eyes a little wider, setting her lovely green eyes off against her dark blonde hair.  "You said yourself that Gandorf didn't want you to succeed.  Maybe it’s just a lump of baked clay.  Nothing to open."


Gavin cocked an eyebrow.  "That's possible, but when I shake it, I can hear something rattling around inside of it.  So I know there's at least something inside it.  I can't just give up.  I've got to keep trying."


Julia heaved a heavy sigh, her chest rising in her blouse.  "Then what else are you going to do?"


"I don't know yet, but I'm going to go back to the library when we're done," he told her and they started to talk about more pleasant topics.

***


Gavin was sitting at a table in the middle of the dark library.  His only light was from a small lantern that cast a brilliant pool of luminescence.  He was surrounded by all the books of magic that he could find.  Bestiaries, potions, incantations, and many others.  The bestiaries were to search for a creature that might secrete an ooze, or be able to wrench the lid off.  He might be able to find a spell that would provide the insight needed to solve the problem.


At that moment, his nose was stuck inside a book of potions and he was reading about a miraculous substance.  The book said the potion could unstick anything that was stuck but shouldn't be.  A wizard by the name of Dirk of Worthington created potions of many different types and potencies.  Most unusual was his method of naming the potions, or rather numbering them.  Gavin was most interested in potion number forty.


Gavin jumped up from his table and grabbed the lantern.  He needed a cauldron.  He ran out of the library and through the corridors, clutching the book to his chest.


His mind raced.  Where was he to find the supplies at this hour?  Gandorf had specifically prohibited any requests for help.  That left only one place within the castle.  Gavin hit the stairs at a run, heading for the kitchen.


When he got there, he lit the biggest stove he could find with fire from his lantern.  He then grabbed the shiniest pot.  The pantry was next.  He grabbed all the lard and oil that he could find.


Gavin stayed up through the night and into the morning working on his potion.  When he needed something else, he would pillage the kitchen for supplies.


When the sun rose, the kitchen staff awoke to find the apprentice-hopeful elbow deep in oils and greases.  Martha, who was in charge of breakfast that day, demanded to know why he was mucking about with her best pots and pans.


Gavin looked up at her with a grease stained face.  "I'm performing Official Wizard Business," he told her.


"I'll give you official business," she said as she tried to wrench his ear from the side of his head.  She led him by the side of the head to a quiet corner of the kitchen.  "You're lucky that I'm letting you stay," she said to his captive earlobe.  "But if you try to pull this stunt again, then you'll make me angry."  Martha released Gavin from her iron grip.


Gavin rubbed the side of his head.  "Yes ma'am," he told the intimidating woman.  When she left, he moved his potion to the stove that she had given him.  After two more hours of mixing and refining, he was ready to test the potion.


He took the jar in hand.  With a brush, he applied a liberal amount of the grease to the lip of the jar.  Gripping each side tightly in hand, he strained against the lid.  Slowly, it started to budge.


In his exertions to open the lid, the side of his hand touched a spot of the DW-40.  Suddenly, the potion took effect upon his hand and Gavin lost his grip on the lid.  His hand spun against the lid like a well-oiled wheel.  Unfortunately this wasn’t any good for opening jars.  He set the jar down in frustration.  For the next week, he couldn’t use that hand because he kept dropping everything he tried to pick up.

***


“Who dares to disturb the Great Wizard Gandorf!” the mighty wizard bellowed through the enormous oak door.


“It is I, Gavin,” he yelled back.  “I have come to return your jar.”


The door started to rumble open.  Gavin stepped in.  “So?” The wizard demanded.  Gavin shuffled his feet in the doorway.  “Get on with it, my dragon ulcer goulash is getting cold.”


“I regret to inform you that I have failed your test,” Gavin muttered into his cloak.


“Never expected you to be able to get that thing open anyway,” Gandorf told him.  “I’ve been trying off and on for years with no luck.  Come, have some goulash.  You’ll like it.”  Gandorf grinned wickedly.


Gavin wrinkled his nose.  “Thank you sir, but no.  I’ve got to get going.  I have a long way to go to get home.  I should start soon.


“As you wish,” the wizard sat back down at his table and started eating from his bowl.  Soon, his spoon had dissolved and he was forced to use another that was sitting next to his plate.  Soon, that too was dissolved.  “Just sit it down on the counter.  Good luck to you.”


Gavin placed the jar on the edge of the counter, and turned to go.  As he turned, the sleeve of his tunic caught the jar and knocked it from the ledge.  Gavin’s mouth dropped as it fell to the floor with a crash.  When the jar hit, the lid popped off and flew across the room.  Holding onto the underside of it was a small gremlin that screamed “Ayeee!” as he suddenly became airborne.  The gremlin was small and squat, with powerful arms and legs.  Gavin stared as it bounced across the room and came to a rest next to a table.  The gremlin picked itself up and staggered under it.


“What under the stars have you done!” Gandorf yelled as he ran over to Gavin, expecting to see the jar in pieces.  In answer, they both heard a shrill cackling, which ended in a horrible wheezy cough.  Gavin pointed to where the disgusting little thing had disappeared under the workbench.  He stooped painfully over and retrieved the lidless jar.


Staring inside, he mused.  “A gremlin.  Hmm.  That explains it.  That monster has been holding it shut all this time.”


He turned to Gavin, who was still staring where it had disappeared.  “Oh quit gaping,” Gandorf ordered.  Gavin shut his mouth.  They heard the cackle again, higher up this time.  It was shortly followed by the crash of a jar hitting the floor.


The old man seemed to come to a decision.  “Change of plans.  Since you let him out, you’re staying until you catch the little beast.”


