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Description

Beware the evil wizard that offers the magic pipe. 

He promises power and immortality. Instead, he will give you a gift of evil horror that will terrorize you down to the bottom of your soul. 
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The initial shock of cold water slapped Cecil Barnes awake. As the water heated, he stuck his head under the stream and wetted his hair. He reached for the shampoo, squeezed a small puddle of it into his palm and lathered his hair. The rich smell of the shampoo permeated the steamy air. He felt the hot water sooth the stiff muscles in his neck and back. He hadn’t been sleeping well. He needed a new mattress. As this thought settled into his mind, he knew that his mattress wasn’t all that he needed to change.

As he worked the shampoo through his hair, his mind drifted back to grade school. He remembered something his history teacher, Mrs. Herman, had said many years ago.

“History is more than events which happened long ago. Our lives are a part of this collection of stories. Where we are born, the way we live our lives, those we love and how we die are all elements of this unique story.”

Cecil rinsed the rich lather from his hair. The sudsy water ran down his body and into the drain. His hand sought the washcloth and soap. While he washed himself, he remembered the rest of her lecture.

“Our children, parents and friends are all ingredients of this montage, and we of theirs. In addition to this, we are also part of a much older story, the chronicle of the earth and its people. Each person who ever lived is a thread in this tapestry, and these threads weave together like threads in a tapestry. These tales combine to create the history of our world.”

Cecil felt that if that were true, then his story would be a boring chapter in that history. His job was humdrum, his love life nonexistent, and his chief entertainment consisted of going to flea markets.

Cecil had a plan, though. He would get that new job in Indianapolis, get married, buy a house in the suburbs, and sire a couple of kids. He would also have a cat and a nice car to haul everything. Cecil had no idea as he sat down on the edge of his bed to put on his shoes that his story was about to change. It would change in a way that he could never have anticipated. He slipped on his shoes and began tying the laces.

"Darnn," Cecil said aloud, as his shoestring broke with a snap.

Since this was his favorite pair of shoes and he had no spare laces, he would have to improvise until he could buy more. As he began loosening the laces, his cell phone rang. His mother’s number was flashing on the display screen.  

He picked up the phone and said, "Hey, Mom, what's up?"

"Hello, Cecil. How are you this morning?" she asked.

"Okay. I am just getting ready to go out."

"Are you going to the flea market?"

"Yes, Mom, you know I like to go there on Sundays."

"And eat all that greasy, unhealthy food?" 

"Yes, Mom, and eat all that greasy, unhealthy food."

“I hope you eat healthier the rest of the week.”

“I do,” Cecil said, feeling guilty about the lie.

"Are you still collecting and smoking those nasty old pipes?"

"Yes, Mom, I still collect them, and I do smoke one occasionally." He cringed inwardly at the fib. He loved relaxing to music and a pipe of tobacco each evening after work.

"That is a nasty, vile habit. I don't know how you ever got started with that. You certainly didn’t learn it from me."

“No, Mom, I didn’t.”  A memory of sitting in his grandfather’s lap while the old man smoked his favorite pipe crowded into his head. The pipe had a horse’s head, and Cecil could still smell the wonderful fragrance of the tobacco as the old man told him stories.

"Did you talk to that company in Indianapolis again?" His mother’s voice shattered the memory.

"Yes, I am still talking to them. One of their sales reps is going to retire, leaving a position open. It won't start for two months, and then there is a one year training period before I can start."

"Why so long? Surely it isn't that complicated."

"The owner is a stickler for starting at the bottom. He wants all his sales people to work three months on the receiving dock. Then they work for three months in the warehouse. After that they put in three months processing orders. I work with the retiring sales rep the last three months."

"But you've already done some of that stuff in your current job."

"Yes, but the owner wants his sales people to know the entire operation so they are knowledgeable with customers."

As he talked, he managed to get his shoe laces loosened up. He pulled the broken end out far enough to tie it. Then he tightened up the laces again and tied his shoe. The frayed end of the shoelace looked somewhat shabby, but it would have to do.

"Are you going to that flea market alone?"

"Yes, Mom. No, I don’t have a girlfriend yet,” he answered, anticipating her next question. “I don't want to get tied into a relationship with a girl and then move to Indy."

"But that isn't far from Columbus. A girl would move there with you, if you had a good job."

"There are girls in Indianapolis, too, Mom."

"Well, maybe," her tone was uncertain. "They are probably all farm girls with straw sticking out of their ears."

Cecil rolled his eyes and said, "Hey, Mom, it's been nice talking, but I have to go."

"So soon, dear? Gosh, we just got started talking."

"My cell phone battery is about to die."

"If you would get a normal phone, we could talk longer. That always happens when I call."

"Sorry, Mom, but..." he hit the cut off button.

He lay back on the bed, exhausted. She always had that effect on him. A few minutes on the phone with her and he felt like he had run a marathon. He realized that in just a few minutes she had extracted everything that happened of note during the last week.

It hadn’t always been like that. After Cecil's father died in the car wreck, his mother became overprotective. When he graduated from high school, he left New Jersey for Ohio to gain his freedom. His mother never forgave him for leaving her protective reach.

He lay there musing about their conversation and the state of his life. He was ready for a change and hoped the job in Indianapolis worked out. Then maybe he could find a lady and settle down. He got up, gathered his things, donned his flat hat, and left his apartment.

As he walked out to his car, he reveled in the exhilarating weather. The chill in the air and falling leaves' fragrance hinted at a fine autumn day. He would find fresh apple cider at the orchard’s stand, which was always one of his favorite treats. There would be honey for his toast as well. He licked his lips in anticipation as he got in his car and drove off. 

Cecil loved flea markets. The sights, the sounds and the smells all combined to create a festive, exciting atmosphere. As he entered the savory aroma of sausages broiling behind a greasy glass case greeted him. This smell accompanied pungent, spicy barbecued pork and musky smelling roast beef. He sniffed at the odors of the other high fat, zillion-calorie fare offered. Of medium height and slightly pudgy, he didn't eat this stuff often, but at the flea market he always partook. It was one of his few guilty pleasures.

Cecil stopped in front of one of the glass cases to peruse the offerings. He decided to start with a beer brat. He would return for one of those cheesy, spicy tacos before going home. He stepped to the back of the line. The woman behind the counter smiled at him when he stepped up to place his order.

"I'll have one of those beer brats, some onion rings, and a root beer," he said. 

"Sure enough," she replied as she slapped a brat into a bun. She tossed some of the juicy onion rings into a bag, sloshed some ice into a cup and filled it with the fragrant beverage.

Thus armed, Cecil sat down at a table to eat.

This was what he loved. Watching the people go by as he ate, he saw a rich diversity of people. Young parents with children, excited by the merchandise, waltzed by. There were also older couples enjoying each other’s company as they browsed the vendor’s tables.  He watched one young couple stroll by, holding hands. To be like that would be wonderful. He finished the brat, threw his paper plate and cup in the trash bin, and started out down the first aisle.

Vendors lined the aisles hawking every imaginable type of merchandise. He stopped periodically to look at offerings that interested him. As he rounded the end of one aisle and started down the next, the corner booth opposite him attracted his attention. A swarthy young man was standing behind a richly carved wooden table crowded with a stunning variety of pipes. He stopped to look. These pipes were neat, but expensive. But it would be fun to look and he just might find one to add to his collection. 

Sarna’s apprehension grew as he watched the crowd flow by his table. His wares at the flea market this weekend had attracted little attention. Only two elderly men had stopped to peruse his selection of pipes. His master could not use an elderly man.

The anti-tobacco craze, which had surfaced in recent years, was making things difficult. Young men were no longer attracted to pipe smoking the way they once were.

His time was running short. He had to find someone to purchase it. He must find this person soon. Not only did he have to find a buyer, the purchaser must be the right sort of person. He had very little time to make another error.

He noticed a young man coming into view. This young man saw Sarna’s table and stopped. His face displayed interest as he began walking over to the table. Sarna studied him carefully. Over the centuries, Sarna learned to judge character types well. This man displayed the necessary interest. A quick read of his personality revealed that he could be problematic. Sarna didn’t have time for problems.

He glanced at the thinning crowd. Sarna’s experience at flea markets taught him many things. Early arrivals at the market were buyers. Later in the day, the browsers replaced the buyers. This day was drawing to a close. Soon, the market would be empty and he would have to wait another week.

He watched as Cecil approached the table. Sarna made a quick decision. He reached under the table, pulled out a carved wooden box and placed it at the rear of the table. 

Cecil studied the pipes. Most were ornate and didn't appeal to his taste.

His roving eye stopped at a carved wooden box at the rear of the table.

What's in that one? "

"This is my best pipe," answered the man, handing the case to Cecil.

Cecil opened the case. A beautifully colored meerschaum pipe lay inside. He felt something stir in him as he rubbed the pipe with his fingers.

“That is a magic pipe,” the vendor said with a wink. “It brings good fortune to its owner.”

“Good fortune,” said Cecil. “I could use some of that.”

As Cecil felt the smoothness of the pipe, he entered a story that began hundreds of years ago and thousands of miles away. This story was about to catch up with him.
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The tale of the magic pipe began in the workroom of the wizard Lithur. It was a dark, windowless room with stone walls lined with wooden scroll racks and bookshelves. The air was heavy with the smell of candle smoke and musty old parchments. A single candle burned in the middle of a massive wooden table in the center of the room.

Lithur sat on a wooden chair at the table, his white beard flowing down his chest. Kind, blue eyes gazed from his long, narrow face. Lithur was of the House of Naran, an old respected wizard family.

Old books, parchments and scrolls littered the table. An ink well and feather sit near, which he used to write notes on a parchment under his right hand.

Lithur was studying one of the parchments on the table in front of him, rapping his knuckles on the table in frustration. He was growing old. He remembered watching his father, Galor, die of old age. Lithur had no intention of that fate for himself. He had to find the parchment hidden by his grandfather, Naran.

That parchment contained an immortality spell written by Naran. This much his father Galor told him. He closed his eyes and remembered the time his father told him of the birth of the spell, right here, in this workroom.

“When you design a spell,” Galor had told him, “you must be very careful. There are spells, some of them quite evil, floating around you all the time.”

This had intrigued young Lithur. “Where do these spells come from?” he asked.

Galor had stroked his beard before answering. Then he said, “Many of these originated in ancient times, before there was parchment and ink. Wizards would design a spell and set it aloft. They could recall them, using methods long lost to memory. These spells are still out there, floating in time.”

“Can we still capture them and use them?”

“Not willingly. Occasionally, when a wizard begins to compose a new spell, he accidentally hits upon a sequence designed ages ago. When this happens, the wizard loses control. The spell takes over and uses the wizard as an instrument for the spell to reconstitute it self.”

“That would be frightening,” Lithur had said.

“Yes,” continued Galor. “So it was with the immortality spell. Naran started to write it, but somehow he hit upon an ancient spell sequence. Once initiated, the spell took over and wrote itself. When finished, Naran found that he had a spell that would confer immortality. This had been his goal. But he never used the spell.”

“Why didn’t he?” Lithur had asked his father.

“As soon as the spell completed, Naran studied it. He saw that it was evil. It terrified him. He sought first to destroy it. But the spell contained agents of its own protection, and he could not destroy it.”

“What did he do?” Lithur asked.

“He had written the spell in an old language. So old, only he and a couple of other old wizards knew it. He knew that it was still dangerous as a wise wizard could decipher the writing. So Naran undertook to hide it.”

Lithur leaned forward expectantly and asked, “Where did he hide it?”

Galor sat back, removed his pipe from his mouth and knocked out the tobacco in the clay ashtray by his chair. He refilled the clay bowl, lit it with a flash from his wand and said, “I have spent my life looking for that parchment.”

“Then I shall continue the search,” Lithur asserted.

“It is a fool’s errand,” Galor said. “Naran didn’t mean for anyone to find it. He feared it, so he hid it. Devote you life to other endeavors, my son. Forget the parchment and the evil it contains.”

After Galor died, Lithur couldn’t forget the scroll. He pored over the notes his father had written. He searched in vain for some tidbit of information that Galor missed or misinterpreted. His grandfather’s papers he also studied, trying to find some clue about its location. It had all been a dead-end. All his study had been in vain.

Lithur stood up and stretched. His bones were stiff and his mind was foggy from the long hours sitting at the table in the musty room. He decided to walk into the village and visit his friend the fisherman, Gerth. Lithur was hungry for some fresh fish, and Gerth should be back from his fishing by now. He extinguished the candle and emerged from the workroom. He got his cloak and his walking staff and prepared to go out.

“I am leaving to walk into the village,” he said to his nephew, Farn, who shared his home. “I need both fresh fish and exercise.”

“I have been hungry for fish, too, Uncle. I will split some wood for the fire and make the preparations,” Farn replied.

“Good. I will return with the fish and some fresh vegetables from the market. We will dine well today.” Lithur went out the door and turned down the dusty road that passed in front of his house. He thought about his nephew as he walked. He was glad that he had never divulged the nature of the spell he sought. He had told him only that it was an important family treasure, hidden for safe keeping many years ago. He would spare him the infection that had afflicted Lithur and his father. The quest would end with Lithur’s death.

The village was not far, about half an hour’s walk. He entered the village and sought out Gerth in the market at the village square. Gerth’s stall was empty, so he went to the pier. He found the old man mending his nets in the sun on the pier.

“Good day,” greeted Lithur, as he approached him.

“What is good about it?” asked the fisherman.

“Are you having a bad day, old friend?” asked Lithur.

“Yes. I ventured too close to the forbidden cove and paid for it dearly. I tore my nets and lost my catch. Then, ignoring the warning, I continued to fish. My extra nets caught on the rocks and tore. I almost capsized. I have wasted a day. I have no fish to sell and must repair my nets.”

“Forbidden cove?” asked Lithur. “I have never heard of a forbidden cove.”

“It is a haunted place. It is forbidden among us fishermen to even speak of it.”

“But you do.”

“I am old, and my days are almost over. I have just suffered the consequences of venturing there. I will never return.”

“What is the nature of this cove?”

“It is below the enchanted cave. The entire area is under a spell. No one who ventures there returns. I just got out with my life.”

“So you have no fish to sell today?” asked Lithur.

“No. You must seek your fish elsewhere. I am sorry, old friend. But today luck was not with me.”

“That is too bad, Gerth. But fish I must have and it looks as if the only other fisherman at the market is Yarm.”

“Watch him,” warned Gerth. “He is sly.”

“I will,” said Lithur as he walked away.

Lithur purchased his fish from Yarm. He then visited some of the other stalls at the market, purchasing vegetables and bread for the evening meal. After making his purchases, he began walking back along the road to his abode. As he strode along, he thought about Gerth’s words. This forbidden cove he had never heard of. His father had mentioned nothing about a forbidden cove or an enchanted cave either. There was no mention of this place in any of his grandfather’s writings either.

If there had been such a place, his grandfather would have known of it. Perhaps, to hide the parchment, he had created it. That would explain Naran’s omission of it in his writings.  Perhaps, through his friend’s misfortune, he finally discovered the hiding place. His old heart thrilled with the thought. Tomorrow he must pay another visit to Gerth. He must learn more of this forbidden cove. 

“Yes, Lithur, today I have fish,” Gerth said as the old wizard approached. The smell of fish permeated the air as Lithur stepped up to the well-laden table.

“That is good,” replied Lithur. “I think the other man cheated me. Those were not fresh fish.”

“He probably did cheat you. He keeps his excess in a well overnight. The fish do not keep well, even there.”

Lithur studied Gerth’s ample selection. “H’mm, I will take that large one there,” pointing to a fish at the back of the table.

“Good choice, my friend, said Gerth as he pulled the fish from the table and wrapped it in cloth.

Lithur paid for the fish and asked, “Old friend, can you tell me of this forbidden cove you spoke of yesterday.”

Gerth looked at Lithur and said, “I thought you might ask about that. It seemed to interest you yesterday.”

“I might like to visit the place and try to remove the curse. If I do, I will tell you only. You would then have a secret place to fish.”

Gerth studied Lithur, his eyes steady and stern. Then he said, “Even you must take care, there, my friend. A powerful wizard laid that curse. It was your own grandfather, my friend.”

“Why have you not told me of this before?”

“You didn’t ask.”

“I am asking now.”

Gerth paused before answering, “There is more than the removing of a curse here, old friend. You are keeping back more than you are telling.”

“Yes, there is. It concerns a family matter. I will reward you well for your information. You know you can trust my word.”

Gerth rubbed his bearded chin with his hand. The smell of the fish in the sunlight suddenly seemed stronger. “Yes, I know I can trust you, old friend. But I don’t want to send you to your death.”

“I can take care of myself, Gerth. My powers are still strong.

Gerth said, “I cannot take you there by water. It is much too dangerous. But there is an old forgotten trail through the dunes.”

“What of the cave?”

“There are some limestone cliffs above the cove. The cave is in the cliffs.”

“Where is the trail?”

Gerth took out his pipe and lit it. He then took a long draw and savored the fragrant smoke curling about his face. He said, “On the road back to your dwelling there is a bend in the road. Two large boulders rest by the road there.”

“I am familiar with the place.”

“The entrance to the trail is by rocks piled there, between those two boulders. If you go below the smaller boulder, there is a way to get to the trail. I used to play there as a child. If you go around the boulder, and climb the hill behind it, the trail is still visible. At least it was when I was a child.”

“How far is it to the cove?”

“It is about half an hour’s walk. It cuts through the forest and wends between the dunes. It comes out on a rocky beach. That is the forbidden cove.”

“And this cave you spoke of?”

“Follow the beach to the north end. A series of ledges leads to the cave. It is far above the water. It is a treacherous path.”

“How do you know all this?” asked the wizard.

“My grandfather told me of the place. It used to be a good place to fish, before the curse. Then one day, he encountered a demon. It terrorized him. It almost killed him. He escaped and never returned there. Since then, no one dared go there. The few who did never returned.”

“And how do you know that my grandfather cast the spell?”

“Our friendship spans generations. Our grandfathers were good friends. A ghost of your grandfather intervened before the demon could kill my grandfather. He had power over it. He warned my grandfather not to return. It was a dangerous place, with a dark secret. My grandfather took the warning to heart and tried to warn others. They laughed at him. These laughers then went there and died.”

“I must visit this place,” said Lithur. “I have need of the secrets hidden in the cave.”

“Take care, my friend,” said Garn. “It is dangerous, there, even for you.”

“But I have powers, my friend. I shall be able to withstand the demon and speak to my grandfather.”

“Maybe so, Lithur, but go prepared. The demon is powerful and may come upon you before you speak to your grandfather.”

At this Lithur bade the fisherman goodbye and walked away.

As Lithur trod along the path back to his abode, he thought about what Gerth had told him. He knew this cave in the forbidden cove was the place for which he searched. It was right under his nose, hidden by the superstition of the fisher folk. He came to the bend in the road. Two large boulders jutted up on the side. Between the two boulders, a pile of rocks blocked the path. How many times had he passed these boulders? 

Lithur stopped. Carefully, he stepped down into the brush below the small boulder. He saw a series of ledges leading along the face of it. The ledges led to a dirt bank above and behind the boulder. A person could make his way along the face of the rock to that dirt bank. Lithur was old, and his step was failing. He was reluctant to try. He considered his nephew, Farn. He knew he could depend on the youth to help him, but he was reluctant to expose him to this danger. No, not yet. Not until Lithur was able to discern the nature of the danger. He had begun Farn’s training, but the lad had not mastered the craft enough to ward off a demon. Not one of Naran’s fashioning, anyway. Lithur continued picking his way along the ledge. After a few feet of progress, he came to a spot that he could clamor up to the top. Here the ground sloped gently up. He climbed the slope and soon came to the old trail, still conspicuous after years of disuse. He looked down the trail in the direction of the sea.

He decided to progress no further. He was not prepared to tackle this today. He needed to plan a duel with a demon.

Lithur retraced his steps to the road and continued on to his abode. Tomorrow he would prepare. Then, he would go to the cave to claim the scroll.
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Lithur awoke early the next morning. The world outside his window was dark and still. Crickets chirped gently, and in the distance, a frog was croaking.

His mind cleared and he remembered his task for the day. He was to prepare for battle with a demon. Questions battered him. Was he up to this struggle? He was feeling his age. His body was growing weak. Then the thought of immortality stirred him. It also worried him. Would he be immortal, but still trapped in this relic of a body? Would he regain the vigor and energy of youth? Why was his grandfather so afraid of the spell? Was it really that evil? There were, it seemed, more questions than answers.

Sleep eluded him, so he arose. He had a lot of work to do, so he thought that an early start would be good. He went into the main room of his abode. The fire in the hearth was out. He didn’t want to kindle a fire and cook, as he didn’t want to awaken Farn. Instead, he breakfasted on simple farmer’s fare of hard biscuits from the crock and hard cheese from the larder. Thus nourished he opened the door to his workroom.

Lithur went in, lit the candle and closed the door. He cleared off the table and studied his library. It consisted of various bound, handwritten volumes, scrolls and rolled parchments. A large wooden scroll rack contained the oldest members of his huge collection. This was the accumulated knowledge of several generations of wizards.

Lithur selected a volume in which he knew were about demons. As he studied it, he wondered what type of demon Naran would have chosen. The hierarchy among demons consisted of three basic levels. The most powerful were the demon lords. These were very difficult to summon and almost impossible to control. These demon lords had very powerful magic. Lithur did not feel that Naran would have used one of these.

The lowest demon class was the mule demon, which were the easiest for a wizard to summon and control. Their only use was to dominate humans, who had no defense against them. Another wizard, even a weak one, could usually dominate a mule demon. It was doubtful that Naran would choose a mule demon.

A demon knight was the most logical choice. A skilled wizard could control a demon of that race. Once he enlisted a knight demon, another wizard would have great difficulty overcoming it.

He took out his grandfather’s journal and paged through it. Towards the end of the record, he found the notation “Xeros” scribbled in the margin. Alongside the notation was a reference to one of the other scrolls in his collection.

He found and unrolled the ancient scroll. He began perusing it and found references to Xeros. Naran had made a mark by the passage referring to this demon. Lithur was certain that this is the one his grandfather had summoned. Knowing the demon’s name, and his traits, was important. He was just beginning to study the demon’s entry in the scroll when a light knock sounded on the door.

Farn arose from his bed and padded barefoot into the living area of the cottage. The door to Lithur’s bedchamber stood open, the bed unoccupied. The crack under the closed workroom door betrayed candlelight in the room beyond.

His uncle must have arisen early. He saw the crumbs of Lithur’s breakfast on the table, so he had eaten and begun work already. Farn was hungry, so he kindled a fire in the fireplace to cook some breakfast. 

He needed a new robe. After several visits to the tailor’s stall in the village, he had ordered one. They promised him that they would finish today and he planned to walk into the village to get it.

First, he would see if Lithur wanted breakfast. He knocked gently on the door. His uncle’s voice within came faintly through the thick wood, “Come in, Farn.”

Farn opened the door and peered into the room, lit by the single candle.

“Good morning, Uncle. Do you wish some breakfast? I am getting ready to make some.”

“No Farn. I have eaten already,” Lithur replied.

“Are you going into the village again today?”

“No,” replied Lithur. “I have a task here which will require my attention all day.”

“Then I will go. I have ordered a new robe and I am going to pick it up. Shall I get you anything?”

“No, I think I have everything I need from the village for now.”

Farn studied his uncle’s face carefully. He felt that the old man was hiding something. The old man could be close, especially when he was working on an important project. Farn felt great loyalty to Lithur, as the old wizard had taken him in when no one else would. Farn’s father had died in the Wars, leaving his mother alone. She had remarried, and then died in childbirth. His stepfather had taken the son born of that tragedy and moved away, leaving Farn to fend for himself. Lithur, hearing of his abandoned nephew from a traveler, had ridden to his home to rescue the lad and bring him here to live with him.

Farn readied himself for the walk into the village. “Good-bye, Uncle,” he said, opening his uncle’s door a crack and looking in. The old wizard was poring over parchments spread over the old oaken table within. Lithur looked up from his studies and said, “Good-bye, Farn. Take care on the road.”

“I will, Uncle.” Farn closed the door and left the home. 

Lithur paused briefly and watched as Farn closed the door. He was glad the young man was living here with him. He felt his existence would have been lonely without him. Farn had been going into the village a lot lately. Was there a young woman, perhaps? He had heard no rumors, but then he, Lithur, would be the last one to know. Being a wizard had its benefits, but also its drawbacks. Few people would confide in, or joke with, a wizard.

Lithur returned his attention to the document he was studying. Xeros was a powerful demon, known well by the wizard who had written this volume. Lithur discovered that the demon did have weaknesses. He was overconfident in his abilities and tended to scorn and underestimate wizards. Naran would have exploited this trait. Thus, the demon would be on the lookout for certain tactics.

Lithur considered his options. Naran summoned Xeros, compelled to protect the parchment in the cave, and was bound to this task by a powerful spell. Breaking the spell and banishing the demon was both difficult and dangerous. The demon would be furious, and could turn on him. Lithur knew he would be tired after breaking the spell and would be defenseless. The demon would probably kill him.

Lithur decided that containment of Xeros was his best option. He studied many containment spells, and finally found one that seemed suitable. He memorized this spell. He would have little time to deploy the spell. If the demon suspected, or had time to resist, the demon could turn the spell on the wizard. The risks of battling a demon were great.

It was late in the day when Lithur finally settled on his strategy. It would be tricky. But he had to do it. His own aging body was a warning against failure. He wanted the immortality promised by the spell the demon guarded. He would either succeed and gain eternal life, or die in failure. There would be no middle ground.

He heard a noise outside his door, and realized that Farn had returned. He was hungry and as he emerged from his workroom, he saw that it was growing dark outside.

“Hello, Uncle,” said Farn as he came began laying up a fire to cook the evening meal.

“Hello, Farn,” returned Lithur. “You are late returning from the village.”

“Yes, I purchased my robe then met a couple of other fellows from the village. We went hunting hares in the hills above the village. I had luck, so we have fresh meat for our supper.”

Lithur looked over the two fine rabbits Farn was preparing to cook. “They will do nicely, Farn. I will help you prepare them.

The pleasant task of cooking the rabbits and eating them put the thoughts of his coming ordeal from Lithur’s mind. Adding wine from the cask and a hot fire completed the task. Lithur prepared for bed, got in and drifted off to sleep.
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Hovering in space, his wand stretched toward the demon Xeros, Lithur hurled a spell at the demon. Xeros held out his hands and deflected the spell. The spell rebounded back at him and Lithur felt himself propelled backwards onto the hard, cruel rocks. Blackness enveloped him.

Lithur awoke from the dream. He lay a few minutes, pondering it. Was it an omen? Today he would do battle with a demon. Was he up to the challenge? Was his strength still sufficient? Would he die on some rock, his broken body devoured by ravens? The events of the day would answer these questions. He arose and left his bedchamber.

“Good morning, Uncle,” greeted Farn.

“Good morning, Farn,” answered the wizard. “We must fix breakfast. I must eat well this morning.”

“Why, Uncle?”

“I have a journey to undertake today, Farn,” he answered. “I may not be able to dine again until late, and I must have my strength.”

“Where are you going, Uncle?”

“I must travel to see the wizard Murde today. I have a need to consult with him on a spell I am concocting. It is a difficult one, and it is of a type of which he has experience.”

“You did not speak of this journey last night.”

Lithur spoke carefully, “I only decided this morning that I need to consult with him. There are some points in the spell I am working on which I am sure that he can help me with.”

“May I go with you, Uncle?”

“No. Murde does not like visitors. One person he may agree to see. Two people he assuredly will not.”

“Take care on the road, Uncle.” Farn’s concern for his uncle softened his voice. “Will you be returning today?”

“Yes, but it will probably be late.”

“You will be tired and hungry when you return. I will have your favorite meal prepared for you when you return.”

His nephew pleased him. The lad certainly did all he could to please him. He decided to accelerate his training when he finished with this task. If he returned from it, he thought. He realized that he might fail on this day’s quest. It was possible that Xeros would defeat him and he could die. This might be the last time he enjoyed the youth’s company.

“Nephew, you are too good to me. A meal is not necessary, but some of your delicious stew simmering in a pot upon the fire will be best, as I do not know when I shall return. Spend your day studying your lessons. I want to continue your training when this task is complete.”

“I shall do so, Uncle. The garden needs tending, and firewood needs chopping. I will be busy, today.”

They had finished their repast, and now Lithur stood up. He gathered his cloak, wand and staff and walked to the door. He turned and gazed at Farn.

“If anything happens to me, this house and all that I own belong to you, Farn,” he said. “I have made my will. It is in the drawer in the stand next to my bed.”

Farn returned Lithur’s gaze.

“You are troubled, Uncle. Is there anything wrong?” he asked.

Lithur paused.

“No, I am just feeling my age. I can feel the grim fingers of death getting closer to me.”

“Maybe you should stay home and rest, Uncle.”

“No, this is business I need to tend to. Enjoy the day, Nephew. I will return when the evening falls.” With that, the wizard left the house and began his journey down the road. 

Farn accompanied Lithur down the path out to the road and watched as Lithur began his journey, walking staff in hand to steady his gait. He felt some trepidation as he suddenly saw the frail old man his uncle was becoming. He wanted to run after him, to aid him on his journey.

But Lithur had made clear his desire to travel alone. He seemed a bit more fatalistic than a simple journey to see Murde would indicate. Was Lithur telling him all there was to know about this journey? He had been spending more time in his workshop than usual. Lithur was up to something, but until he was willing to tell more, Farn would just have to wait.

He went back in the house and began cleaning up the cooking area, his mind on his tasks for the day. He would prepare the stew and await Lithur’s return. 

Lithur walked to the hidden entrance to the trail and stopped. He glanced up and down the road to see if anyone else was near. The road was clear so he worked his way around the boulder and up to the trail. Then he began his walk to the sea.

The trail wound through a marshy, forested country. The dank smell of decaying vegetation filled the air. The cries of birds, disturbed by his passing, rang through the trees. The forest soon gave way to the sandy dunes of the coast. The trees gave way to the shrubby, distorted forbs of the dunes. Wildflowers bloomed, clinging for life in the shifting sand. Then the trail dropped off steeply, descending one last time before leveling off. Before him appeared a rocky beach, its surface washed by the waters of a small cove.

This, then, was the forbidden cove. To the left, rocky cliffs towered over the water ending abruptly in the waters of the cove. To the right a rocky premonitory jutted out into the sea, protecting the small inlet. The high dunes behind him gleaming white in the morning sun. Lithur turned to inspect the rocky bluffs that towered above the water.

Gerth had spoken of a series of ledges that led to the cave. He walked towards the bluffs. His guard was up as the demon would certainly be aware of his presence. He would sense that Lithur was a wizard, and would be wary.

Lithur saw the series of ledges leading up the face of the cliff. Peering upward, his hand shading his eyes, he searched for the entrance to the cave. There, far above the water, he could discern a dark opening in the rock. This was the enchanted cave. He looked all about him, searching for his adversary. Except for the sound of the waves, washing on the shore there was no sound. It was as if everything in the cove awaited something.

Lithur started climbing up the cliff, clambering from one ledge to the next. His old joints were stiff, and the going was hard. He stopped occasionally to rest. The sun beat down on the rocks. Heat radiated off the bare stone. Lithur wiped the sweat off his brow with the sleeve of his robe. He continued his search for any sign of Xeros. Still, there was no hint of the demon. He finally reached the top ledge and stood at the cave's entrance. He peered inside. It was dark, and his eyes needed time to adjust to the dim light inside of the cave.

Doubt played upon his mind. Was this the right place? Surely, the demon was aware of his presence. Where was he? He stepped back from the fissure in the rock and turned. His gaze swept over the cove. Silence ruled. Even the wind seemed to have abated. He turned back to the cave, bent his head and started to go in.

The demon rushed at him with a scream, eyes glowing and flame spewing from his mouth. Lithur, startled, fell backwards off the ledge and tumbled into space. Time seemed to slow as he fell. He extended his staff and exerted a cushioning spell. Just in time, his fall slowed, but he still struck the rock hard. Stunned, he felt a sharp pain in his side. He knew he had broken a rib. His head struck a rock, and his staff bit into his knee. He was hurt and was now at a serious disadvantage. He clutched at his side and grimaced in pain.

The demon appeared above him, leering.

“So, Lithur, you have come to see me at last,” he said.

Lithur looked up at the demon and answered, “Yes, I have come.”

“You are luckier than your grandfather. When I threw him off that ledge, he fell and died on that same rock. I devoured his soul, as I soon shall devour yours.”

The demon approached Lithur. Lithur extended his wand and threw up a protective shield around him. The demon stopped.

“What, do you think that puny shield will protect you? You are hurt badly, Lithur. I can sense that. Soon you must die. I will have your soul, and the ravens will have your flesh.” The demon looked pleased. His eyes gleamed fiery red in anticipation.

Lithur saw the seed of his victory in the overconfidence of his foe. He was hurt, but he still had his wits. He must play with this demon a bit. He must make him feel that he was victorious.

“Yes, Xeros, I am hurt. Soon I must die, and you will feast on my soul. But first you must do me a favor.”

The demon looked at Lithur, distrust in its eyes.

“So, you have guessed my name. No matter. It will do you no good. What is this favor, wizard, as though I will be willing to grant you anything?”

“That thing which my grandfather compelled you to guard, the parchment my grandfather hid there. Is it still in the cave?”

“So that is what you seek. Yes, wizard. It is still in the cave. I have guarded it well. Curse you and your ancestor, Naran. I can do nothing else.”

“Good,” said Lithur. He appeared to weaken. “Now I can die knowing that at least I was right. It is in the cave.”

Lithur saw the overconfidence in the demon’s eyes. Xeros was anticipating his death. He must play this hand.

“You weaken, wizard. The sun is hot on the rock. And you are bleeding,” the demon said.

Lithur weakened the shield a bit more.

“Yes, I tire.”

He closed his eyes and let the spell die completely. The demon, sensing its chance, hurled itself towards the wizard.

Lithur suddenly extended his wand towards the demon and uttered a spell. His wand flashed, and a foggy fire rocketed towards the demon, enveloping Xeros in a shimmering shroud. He howled and spat. He bounced off the sides screaming in rage. Finally, he stopped, entrapped.

Lithur kept the wand pointed at the demon. He moved the tip, raising it to a rock near the cave's entrance. The entrapped demon floated, moved by the force of Lithur’s wand. Lithur placed the furious demon on the ledge of rock.

“There you stay until I have completed my quest, demon.”

Xeros screamed, “Devil wizard, release me. Do you know the fate of demons who fail in their duties?”

“No worse than the fate you had in store for me, demon,” replied Lithur. With a flick of his wand, he embedded the demon inside the rock.

Now he focused on his own problem. Hurt and weakened by the effort to subdue the demon he was in a very tight spot. The sheer rock wall behind the rock he was lying on prevented him from climbing up to the cave. He looked down. The water was only a few feet below him and he felt he could jump into the calm water of the cove. It would be necessary to swim to the beach. He considered using a levitating spell. If he were at full strength, maybe he could pull it off, but levitation spells over water were tricky under the best conditions. In his weakened condition, he risked parting the waters instead of floating over them. Then, if he faltered, he would fall in. He would go to the bottom and be drowned by the waters as they rejoined. No, he would have to swim.

He removed his robe and rolled his wand and staff in it. He tied it firmly behind his neck with the sash. He looked down into the water. Closing his eyes, he jumped into the sparkling water. His body submerged, propelled under the surface by the force of his jump. His downward momentum slowed, and then he stopped. He then began swimming up. His head broke the surface of the water and he swam slowly and painfully to the beach. His side ached horribly, but he managed to stay afloat. Soon, dripping wet, he stood on the rocky beach. His robe had gotten wet, so he spread it out to dry on some rocks. He then turned to look at the cave, again far above him. Could he make it back up there, hurt, naked and tired as he was? He needed to rest first, and then he would try. He sat on a rock. The sun warmed him, and helped ease his pains.

After he rested, Lithur ate a bit of cheese he had secured in a pouch inside his robe. Refreshed, he then retraced his steps up the ledges and soon stood at the entrance to the cave. He peered in. It was dark. It appeared quite small. He stepped inside. Light from the crevice created a dim light in the chamber. The walls were smooth and the floor sloped up gently towards the rear. Near the ceiling, at the rear, was a cleft in the rock. Lithur advanced into the cave, first walking, then stooping, finally crawling on all fours. He reached the cleft, raised his hand and reached inside. There was something in there. He clasped it and pulled it out. It was an old parchment, rolled up and secured with a leather cord.

He worked his way out of the cave. He rested on the ledge and unrolled the parchment. He studied it in the bright sunlight. He recognized his grandfather’s handwriting, but it was in a language he didn’t recognize. This was it. This was the spell his grandfather had devised, then hid away. He had succeeded.

Lithur made his way back down to the beach, exhausted by his labors. The sun was now well past zenith. He picked up his robe. It was dry. He put it on and sat down to put on his sandals. He then lay back on a rock and fell asleep.

Naran stood before him.

“You are still here, grandfather. Xeros has not devoured your soul,” said Lithur.

“He tried, but he couldn’t get at me. I remain trapped in a void,” said Naran.

Naran frowned and said, “You have removed my guard and taken the parchment, Grandson.”

“Yes,” Lithur replied. “I have found your scroll hidden in the cave.”

“You must put it back and release Xeros. This spells hidden in that scroll must never be used.”

“But Grandfather, I grow old. I desire the immortality the scroll offers.”

“The cost is too high, Lithur. You must never use it.”

“But I must, Grandfather. I do not want to die.”

“It is the natural order of things, to die. The cost of dying is not as high as using the spell. It is evil.”

“I have fought a hard fight, and won. I deserve to have the spoils of that fight.”

Naran looked at Lithur, sadness in his eyes.

“The evil is working on you already, Lithur. I pray that you study it and understand what it is before you activate the forces it contains.”

At this, the dream faded. Lithur awoke from his sleep. His side was painful. His head ached. His muscles were stiff and his mind dulled from pain, hunger and thirst. The sun was low in the western sky. Lithur rolled the parchment up, and replaced the leather cord. He secured the rolled document inside his robe. He rose unsteadily to his feet and slowly made his way along the path back to the road. The going got more difficult in the fading light. He hastened his steps as much as he could.

It was dark when Lithur finally made it back to the road. He was exhausted, hungry and faint. He managed to take only a few steps, and then he collapsed in the road. He lay quite still in the star light.
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While Lithur battled the demon, Farn performed the husbandry chores needed to maintain the household. First he cut wood for the fireplace, splitting some fine to use as kindling to start fires and to provide a fast, hot fire for boiling water.

The vegetable garden also needed tending if it was to provide any of the root crops and vegetables needed for winter use. As he worked, he thought about Lithur. The old wizard seemed worried this morning when he left. He almost seemed that he was going into a struggle of some sort instead of going to consult another wizard.

Lithur worried him, especially in the wake of his final words before he left. It was almost as though he expected that he might not return. As he worked the garden, Farn chose some vegetables to use for his stew. Onions, carrots and cabbage would find their way into the pot. There was some of the rabbit from the night before left. He would slice that up and include it. He decided to set the tripod up and start cooking it outside so he could tend it while he worked.

Morning passed into afternoon, and Farn finished the garden work. He kindled a fire in the fireplace and moved the stew inside. He got out some of the books that Lithur had given him to study and he passed the rest of the day studying his books and stirring the stew. The aroma of the simmering stew filled the
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