WIZARDS AND WARRIORS FUTURE HISTORY - Installment 18

by Lee Gold, (310) 306-7456

WARNING:  do not read this installment, unless you have read installments 1-17!  

Otherwise you will get extremely confused.  

Note:  Erik and Marko traversed the Forest of Gloom (and got kidnapped by Jenks)  [in Ep 2 aka "The Rescue].  The Forest of Doom was never seen, but Vector did refer to  it.  "I conjured those creatures [lightning hawks] out of the remains of some of the foulest beasts in the Forest of Doom," he told Dirk [Ep 4].

     Chinkos are a type of fast food sold at roadside stands.

     Belldonna was glimpsed in Ep 1 aka "The Kidnap" and Ep 3 aka "The Unicorn of Death."  She told Erik she would meet him in person "on a night when the moon is a ghostly ship on the sea of winter wind, when the fires of hell are frozen."  

     Justin met Vanora in "Fishing Expedition" (Inst 12).

THE FOREST OF DOOM

NOVEMBER (Cloudy skies, threatening rain.  Otherwise much the same as a year ago, in Inst 3, except in the Forest of Doom, which has its own microclimate.)


The opening scene is the seashore at twilight, waves crashing on the beach.  A sailboat beaches on the shore, and a man climbs out; a stranger, in his early 20s, wearing dark grey tunic and pants with gold trimming.  The camera pulls back, to show yet another new castle off to one side.  The stranger walks towards it but stops about halfway there, in front of two tall stone pillars.


"I'm here," he says.


"So you are," says a quiet voice.  The area between the pillars glows into a reddish light, and Zagan steps into view from behind one of them. (Was he there a moment ago?  It's hard to tell in the twilight.)


"You've got to help me," the young man tells him.


"Do I?  Indeed?...Well, perhaps I shall anyway.  But first, you'll do something for me.  Won't you, Lord Phillip?"


Zagan holds up his hands and pronounces an incantation, then lowers his hands again.  He is now holding a squarish object wrapped in black velvet.  He tells Phillip to take it through the gateway, to the heart of the darkness, where he will find a suitable guardian.


"And afterwards?  You'll teach me how to kill him?"


"Eventually.  You mustn't be impatient, Lord Phillip.  When the time is ripe, your enemy will fall before you."


Phillip does not reply but reaches out and takes the thing from Zagan, and then strides forward between the pillars.  As he passes between them, the scene changes to tall dark trees, which occasionally pulse with blue light.  The object he holds begins to glow, casting an aura of yellow light, which becomes increasingly brighter as Phillip walks onward, finally revealing a sheer cliff to one side and in it, the yawning dark mouth of a cavern.


As Phillip walks towards the cave mouth, a slight figure, veiled in blue comes forward to stand there.  (It's Belldonna.) "Welcome, my lord, in the name of the Council" she says. "Welcome to the Caves of the Lost.  And thrice welcome for what you have brought here."


He holds out the object and tells her, "Place it at the heart of the darkness, and guard it well."


"I shall do as my master orders," she says, as she takes it.  


"Someday,...someday I'll bring her here," he says. "She doesn't understand yet; she thinks she's going to marry him, not me.  But once he's dead, she'll come to her senses and she'll see....She'll see how powerful I've become....She won't resist me then."


"Truly, my lord, I have heard Master Zagan say that once your enemy has fallen, no mortal will ever resist you again."

***


And turn the page to the familiar silhouette of Castle Greystone, and then dissolve again to an interior scene:  Justin and Erik are talking.  Marko sits nearby finishing his breakfast.


Justin is about to leave for the duplicate draw poker tournament over in Latham. Erik doesn't have any real plans.  He’s waiting for Rosalyn, who should be arriving at the castle tomorrow, to be officially presented to their father.  He asks Justin if he ever plans on finding the approximately right girl and getting married.  Justin laughs and says he'll stick to being a bachelor, fewer complications — and besides, it's not as if he needs children to inherit his position, the way Erik does.


And a servant comes in with the news that Prince Geoffrey Blackpool has ridden over and wants to see Prince Erik.  Justin says it's time he left for his tournament, but warns Erik to be careful.


"I'll be just as cautious as you are," Erik assures him.


"That's what I was afraid of," says Justin as he leaves.


A little later, Geoffrey is ushered in, and Erik asks him how things are going over at Castle Baaldorf.

   
"Terrible," says Geoffrey, "Queen Latinia just finished remodeling the East Wing for Ariel and me.  We had a few days of peace and quiet.  Then she decided she had to redecorate the South Wing, so it wouldn't look bad compared to the East Wing.  Only the gods know when she'll stop.  All the furniture is covered with gold sheets, and the castle's smelled of paint for weeks....But that's not why I'm here.  King Baaldorf sent me.  He needs your help."  He hands Erik a letter, sealed with wax, which Erik opens and unfolds to read.

     
"What's up," asks Marko.

     
"The Forest of Doom," says Erik.

    
"It's growing," says Geoffrey.  "Getting bigger or darker or something. Anyway, the peasants are scared stiff."

     
"We'll leave at once," says Erik."

     
Marko hastily cleans off his plate and says he's ready.  And Geoffrey says he wants to come too.  Erik looks surprised and tells him that the Forest of Doom might not be much better than a castle reeking of paint.  Geoffrey is hurt and offended, and Erik eventually tells him all right, he can come along if that's what he wants.

***


And turn the page to find Erik and Geoffrey riding across a hilly plain, with Marko riding behind them.  There's a muted thunderclap.  


"Sounds like it's going to rain," says Marko.  "Maybe we'd better go back to that Chinko stand and take cover."


"That's half an hour's ride back," says Erik.  "We'll go on."


There's a louder thunderclap.  Geoffrey's horse snorts nervously.  He reins it back, his hand drops to his boot and emerges with a knife.  "Look out, Erik," yells Marko and rides forward, drawing his sword.  And Geoffrey throws the knife — up into the sky — and then there's a really loud thunderclap as a lightning hawk swoops down and spits a flash of lightning at the flying knife, which falls to the ground.


"There was a lightning hawk up there," says Geoffrey.


"Yeah, I eventually noticed that," says Marko.


Erik and Marko hold their shields up towards the sky, but the hawk flies onward, away from them, and is lost in the clouds.  Geoffrey dismounts and picks up the blackened remains of his knife.  "It wrecked my knife," he says pathetically.


"Look on the bright side," says Marko.  "You're still alive."


"Yeah," says Erik, "and what's more, I don't think it's going to rain after all."


"Great," says Marko.  "Then we've got nothing to worry about except lightning hawks."


"That and the Forest of Doom," Erik adds cheerfully.

***


And turn the page to a boisterous barroom scene as the duplicate draw poker tournament ends. "Drinks on the house," calls Justin. "You can take it out of my prize money." He takes a couple of mugs from the bartender, then moves out of the way as the other men crowd up.


He looks around the room for a place to sit and sees Vanora.  She's sitting quietly at a small corner table, intent on her cards, apparently unaware of him. He drains one of the mugs and puts it down on a table, then strolls over to her.


"Hello there, Vanora.  Good to see you again.  You playing solitaire or telling fortunes?"


"A little of both, but not very well.  I can’t get past the King of Pentacles, but perhaps with you here, my luck will change.."


And dissolve to show them leaving the bar together.

***


And turn the page to see Erik, Geoffrey, and Marko riding a trail between woody hills.  They round a bend to find themselves confronting a line of shadowed  trees; it blocks the road like a wall of twilight.


"The Forest of Doom," says Marko.  "Now what do we do?"


"We go in," says Erik.


Then there's a shimmer of light to the side, and Traquill appears, seated on his armchair. "Hello there, Erik, Marko" he says. "What're you doing here, Geoffrey? The little princess tell you once too often how glad she was you weren't a hero? Or was it somebody else you wanted to get away from?"


"It's no business of yours, either way," says Geoffrey.


"You're right; it isn't.  Now why did I come here anyway....?"


"Was it to tell us what's happened to the Forest of Doom and how to stop it?" asks Erik hopefully.


"No, no, it wasn't that.  But it did have something to do with — Oh yes.  Erik and Geoffrey, when you two go in there, you've got to behave yourselves.  Don't be litterbugs.  Stay on the path.  Don't tease the animals.  All that sort of thing."


"I promise," says Erik.  "Especially about not teasing the animals.  But why do you talk as if Marko's not going with us?"


"Because he's not.  He won't be able to cross the shadow line.  Only full-fledged wizards and royalty can enter the Forest right now.  Sorry about that, Marko.  That's the rules.  I’ve applied for an exemption for you and your brother, citing section I, paragraph W, but it hasn’t cleared yet.  Maybe next month."


Erik tells Marko he'll meet him back at Castle Greystone.  Marko warns him to be careful.  "Don't trust anything you see in there," he says and looks meaningfully at Geoffrey.  Erik nods in agreement.  Then he and Geoffrey ride toward the trees, enter the shadowed region, and disappear into the darkness.


"Well," says Traquill to Marko, "as long as we're both here, why don't you take a few minutes and bring me up to date?  What's your brother Michael been up to lately?  And how come I never get any letters from you?  Don't you want to keep in touch with your old uncle?"


Marko dismounts. "I did write you a letter," he says. "Two months ago.  I sent it to Castle Baaldorf, and then got it back again last month stamped ‘not picked up within two weeks; return to sender.' Here it is." He picks it out of his saddlebags and hands it to him.


"Well, I've been busy a lot lately," says Traquill.  "I haven't had a chance to stop by the post office. Say, that reminds me.....Marko, would you do me a favor?"


"Sure, Uncle Tray  Wha'dya want?"


"Could you drop off a parcel at Castle Blackpool for me?"


"Well, it's a few hours ride out of my way.  But then you're my favorite uncle.  Sure, I'll take it for you."


"Good, here it is."  Traquill reaches out his hand; it stays empty.  He looked annoyed, snaps his fingers, and a scroll appears in his hand.  He gives it to Marko.  "Take this to Dirk Blackpool."


"Right.  Just one question, Uncle Tray.  Why don't you just wave your hand or whatever and go to Castle Blackpool yourself?"


"Good question, Marko.  Good question.  Well, I've got to be going.  Tell Michael hello for me."  And Traquill disappears.

***


And turn the page to find Erik and Geoffrey inside the Forest of Doom.  The trees are dark shadows that irregularly light up in pulsating waves of blue light, giving a strobe-like effect to the background.  The two ride forward, down the path.  Once Geoffrey stops and cranes his head upwards, towards a bird's nest.  "There's another lightning hawk," he says.


"Right," says Erik; "don't steal the eggs."


Then there's a roar.  Lumbering down upon the path (on Geoffrey's side) is a dragon-headed horse.


"It's a dragonhead,” says Erik.  “They've been extinct for centuries.”


Geoffrey draws his sword and starts forward but is dragged back by Erik.  "Okay," says Geoffrey, "you want to kill it; go ahead.  You kill it."


"Don't go off the path," says Erik.  "Remember."


"And suppose it breathes flame and chars me while I'm on the path?"


"Then it'll probably char me too.  But I don't think it will.  Not as long as we both stay on the path."


They go past it, warily, in safety.

***


And turn the page to find Justin and Vanora in an upper room at the inn.  There's a half-empty pitcher of beer on the low table near the waterbed on which they are sitting.


"By the way," he says, "I never got around to thanking you for telling Erik I needed a hand.  Back when the Jenks dropped in and invited me for dinner."


"I heard you got away," she says.  "They didn't hurt you, did they?"  


He shakes his head.  "What else did you hear," he asks.


"That Prince Dirk Blackpool was there too...unexpectedly.  Did he have something to do with what happened?"


"I wouldn't put it past him.  What do you think?"


"I don't know.  But when I read the cards for you just now, you saw how Blackpool's shadow fell across your path....Or do you think that's just superstitious nonsense?"


"If you believe it,...then I do too," says Justin reassuringly.  "Don't worry, Vanora, I trust you as much as I always have."

***


And turn the page to Erik and Geoffrey.  There's the tromp-tromp of a heavy creature lumbering towards them.  They round a clump of trees and see a black shadow coming down the path directly towards them.  Erik offers to let Geoffrey take first whack at it.  Geoffrey politely/nervously declines.  Erik dismounts and runs forward, leaping, slashing at the shadow monster — and the sword goes right through it.  He walks forward and is engulfed in blackness.

***


And turn the page to find Marko at Castle Blackpool.  Dirk breaks the seal on the scroll and unrolls it to find a message congratulating him on his engagement and telling him Traquill has "tracked down that stuff your ancestor sent south for safekeeping during the Times of Terror [see Inst 11].  It got put in the Vaults of Nightmare, not far from Castle Greystone.  I've left instructions for opening and sealing the Vaults with King Greystone.  Better go soon before he misplaces them."

***


And turn the page to find Erik walking through darkness, the scene lit by a blue glow from Erik's sword.  Gradually, things become more clear.  


A waxing crescent hangs in the night sky.  Erik is standing on a translucent plane which glows faintly blue.  Reflecting his glowing sword?  No.  Erik kneels down briefly to finger what lies underfoot, and we see blue flames flickering under the crystal on which he walks.  He stands up and walks onward.


"Welcome, my lord, in the name of the Council," says a sweet voice, and Belldonna walks into sight, her blue robes blowing slightly in the wind.  


"Belldonna.  I don't understand."  He sheathes his sword.  "What are you doing here?"


"I told you we'd meet in person one day, remember.  I'm the embodiment of all you can imagine of beauty.  Who else should welcome you to the Forest of Doom?"  


Erik is silent as she walks nearer.  "When I appeared to you before, it was at Traquill's bidding," she tells him, "but this is my home.  Here I am no projection of thought but a reality.  And we can touch."  She puts up her hand and touches his cheek.  "You are very welcome here, sweet Erik."


"I came because the Forest of Doom is growing," he says.  "Do you know why that's happening, Belldonna?"


"Yes, I know.  Erik, I'm growing stronger too.  Someday soon I will be able to leave the Forest and still be like this:  not just a fleeting image, but warm and real.  Will you like that, Erik?"


"Belldonna, you're very beautiful....One of the reasons I never married Ariel was that I knew I was more in love with you than I'd ever be with her....But now, I've found someone.  She's not as beautiful as you.  Nobody could be.  But she’s brave enough to fight a Gorkin hand-to-hand, and my father knows her father, and she and I can talk to each other for hours and never get bored.  We're going to get married next summer."


"I hope you'll be happy together, Erik.  Will you remember me sometimes?"


"I'll never forget you, Belldonna.  And I don't want to hurt you.  But the Forest can't keep on growing like this.  I have to stop it.  What do I do?"


"Tell me —  Tell me to smother the light at the heart of the darkness.  Tell me to set wards on it so none of the Lost can draw on it to be found.  Tell me to do it in the name of the Family Greystone.  And then bid me goodbye, sweet Erik, for once I have done that, we shall never meet again."


"All right," says Erik, "in the name of the Family Greystone, do what must be done to return the Forest to its former size.  Smother the light, set wards on it, whatever you have to do." 


"I shall do your command, my lord." Her form becomes slowly translucent.  


Erik reaches out his hand, but it slips through her.  "Belldonna!" he calls.  


"Goodbye, sweet Erik," she says and then disappears altogether.


Around Erik, the scene shivers and dissolves,  He finds himself once more in the Forest of Doom.  Geoffrey is a few yards down the path, sword drawn, staring warily into the shadows.  South Wind stands nearby.  


Erik clears his throat, and Geoffrey spurs his horse around, then says, "Oh.  It's you.  Okay, what do we do now?  Go find another shadow monster — and both go into it and disappear?"  There's a rumble of thunder overhead.  


Erik walks over and gets onto South Wind.  There's another rumble of thunder.  


"I'm getting awfully tired of those lighting hawks," says Geoffrey.  


"The lightning hawks aren't flying around anymore.  They've taken  cover," says Erik, as it starts to rain.  "Too bad Marko couldn't have come  along.  He always remembers to bring along stuff like umbrellas."  


As it rains, the lighting gradually brightens, the shadows fade.  


"Looks like everything's back to normal," says Erik.  "Let's go home."   The two ride off.

and fade out

