WIZARDS AND WARRIORS - Unauthorized Future History

by Lee Gold, 3965 Alla Road, Los Angeles, CA 90066; (310) 306-7456

WARNING:  If you have not read Installments 1-18, DO NOT READ THIS ONE!

It will only confuse you.  Get hold of them and read them in order.

THE VAULTS OF NIGHTMARE

NOVEMBER (immediately following the events told in Inst 18)


Castle Blackpool.  Dirk takes a last look at the scroll Marko has brought him (the one Traquill gave Marko in Inst 18).  Elyssa sits nearby reading a book; she puts it down (pages open, face up) as Dirk speaks.


"Traquill says he's spent the last half hour tracking down some of my family heirlooms," he says.  "They've been lost since the Times of Terror, when my grandfather's grandfather sent them south for safekeeping.  The Greystones sealed them away in the Vaults of Nightmare — and then forgot all about them."


"Wars can be awfully distracting," says Marko.  "So, is Uncle Tray going to get your stuff for you?"


"No," says Dirk; "the Vaults can only be entered by those who can dream and die; that's why they're called the Vaults of Nightmare.  Traquill's a wizard, not a mortal; he couldn't even pass the threshold.  And beyond that   —  once you've set foot in the Vaults, you can't retrace your path, and the wards are sealed to the Greystone blood; no one else can pass them safely.  So it's up to me  —  and Greystone.  Traquill says he's arranged everything with the king.  I'll leave at dawn.


"I'll go with you as far as Castle Greystone," says Elyssa.  "Rosalyn's going to be staying there this week.  There's so much I want to talk to her about, with our wedding so soon."  Dirk's silent, and she adds, "Or do you think it's too dangerous?"


"It should be as safe as staying here.  Come along if you wish.  The more the merrier."


"There's nothing merry about getting up in time to leave at dawn," grumbles Marko.  "I don't suppose there's time to drop by the Forest of Doom first and make sure Erik's all right?  Oh, and Geoffrey too, of course."


"I don't think Geoffrey will get up to much trouble with Erik about," says Dirk.  "And as for Erik...  Considering the number of years I devoted to trying to kill him....  Suggesting that something else could succeed where I failed...  Are you trying to insult me, Marko?"


"Perish forbid," says Marko earnestly.

***


And turn the page to a sunrise sky, and then dissolve to the inn at Latham to see Justin saying goodbye to Vanora.  He tells her it's always a pleasant surprise to run into her like this, but couldn't she just tell him where she lives so he could drop by her home occasionally.  "Or have you got a jealous husband?"


She tells him she's never been married; perhaps she's been waiting for the right man to come along.  Right now she's working as housekeeper for an ugly old man with a very bad temper.  "He doesn't like having strangers around.   They get on his nerves.  So it would be a lot safer if you didn't come visit me.  But  I can coax him into giving me a day off now and then, so I can come visit you.  That is, if you really want me to."


Justin tells her he's never happier than when he's with her  —  and knows exactly where she is and what she's up to.  Unfortunately, right now he's got to head on home; they're expecting his brother's fiancée to come for a visit. Vanora reminds him of what she read for him in the cards:  to beware of Dirk Blackpool's shadow.  He promises to remember the warning, kisses her goodbye, and leaves.

***


And turn the page to find Dirk, Elyssa and Marko on horseback.  


"We ought to be at Castle Greystone in another hour," says Marko.  "It'll be good to get home."


"Yes," says Dirk.  "Doubtless they'll give you a warm welcome...."

***


And turn the page to Castle Greystone, to find Justin talking with his father, who tells him that Traquill dropped by yesterday afternoon with news that he's finally found the ancient Greystone archives, lost for generations:  in the Vaults of Nightmare.  They can only be safely entered by a member of the royal family wearing the Greystone crest (the Tudor rose on Erik's sword and shield).


"Family archives," says Justin.  "What's in there?  Heaps of gold kolnas, or just a whole lot of baby pictures?"


"I've got no idea," says his father.  "You'll have to tell me when you get back."  He takes the signet ring with the family crest off his index finger and gives it to his son.  "I want you to go there this afternoon."


Justin takes the ring but doesn't put it on.  "All that stuff's been there for a real long time," he says.  "Why not let it wait just a little while longer, until Erik gets back.  Taking a walk through the Vaults of Nightmare sounds like just the sort of thing he loves doing.  And I don't.  Besides, I had something else planned for today.  I don't quite remember what it was, but give me awhile and I'll think of it."


"There's something I haven't told you yet," says his father.  "Traquill said the Vaults were built for the Greystones, and everything there belonged to our family.  Everything but one chest.  And I made him a solemn promise.  I said that when that chest's owner showed up, I send one of my sons to escort him through the Vaults and help him get it.  Then he told me who it was.  Dirk Blackpool.


"Now I don't want Blackpool hanging around the castle waiting for Erik to get back home from helping King Baaldorf.  And, Justin, even if Erik were here, you'd be the one I'd choose for this mission.  You're the one I trust not to let Blackpool pull anything tricky."


"I can't top that card," says Justin; "you win."  He puts on the ring.

***


And turn the page to find Dirk, Elyssa, and Marko topping a rise to see Castle Greystone on the horizon.  And dissolve to see them arriving, greeted by Justin with the news that neither Erik nor Rosalyn has yet arrived.  "I know all about why you're here," he tells Dirk.  "So let's get it done with.  And then you can go back north where you belong."  Dirk thanks him icily for his courtesy, and tells Elyssa he'll be back as soon as he can.  Marko says he'll keep an eye on her.


And dissolve to Justin and Dirk on horseback, with the castle looming on the horizon, dismounting beside a stone pillar, the Greystone crest barely visible on its weathered surface.  A short distance away is a pile of other massive stones, fallen in a heap.  Justin touches the signet ring to the crest.  The crest glows briefly, then the stone splits apart with a creak, the two halves swinging to left and right, to reveal a flight of stairs leading downwards.


Justin motions Dirk to go first.  "I'll feel safer with you in front of me."


"Naturally," murmurs Dirk.  "So will I."


"Just how many people have you stabbed in the back, anyway?"


"I never kept count.  How many did you run away from?" 


Behind them, the portal creakily slides shut once more.  The winding passage is lit by translucent stalactite-like crystals that glow murky yellow.  The two men's shadows glide blackly behind them as they walk along.

***


And turn the page back to castle Greystone, where Elyssa tells Marko she's tired of sitting around waiting for Rosalyn and Erik.  She thinks she'll go out for a walk.  


"Hey," says Marko, "sounds like a great idea.  Okay if I come too?"


"Marko, just because I've vowed not to shed blood, that doesn't mean I can't take care of myself."


"Of course you can," he says.  "Just let me tag along, okay.  I promise not to cramp your style."


She sighs and agrees.

***


And cut back to Dirk and Justin, in the Vaults of Nightmare, their footsteps echoing in the silence.  They pass an alcove full of neatly stacked, leather-bound books, spines stamped with gilt numbers.  Justin takes one, opens it, and says, "Property tax records."  He puts it back again, then quickens his stride to catch up with Dirk.


He finds Dirk standing at the top of a spiral staircase, his sword drawn.  Justin stops short at the sight, his hand falling to his own sword hilt.  The sound of footsteps continues.  Dirk turns and goes quietly down the stairs. Justin follows him  —  to find at the bottom of the stairs a bubbling fountain set in a niche to one side of the winding corridor.  As each bubble breaks, the plop sounds like a footstep.


"So that's all it is," says Justin.  "You can put your sword away, Blackpool.  Or are you still afraid?"


"As much as I ever was," says Dirk.  He walks on, sword still drawn.


And the camera focuses in on the fountain, to show the Greystone crest carved on its rim.  The signet ring Justin wears gleams suddenly brighter, but he doesn't notice, just follows Dirk past the fountain and out of sight.


The marble petals of the Greystone crest blacken, and a shadow seeps out of them.  First it's a huddled mass at the foot of the fountain, then it unfolds itself to stand erect, a shadow man holding a shadow sword.  It glides silently away down the corridor, after the two men.

***


And turn the page to find Elyssa and Marko strolling through the wintry landscape.  "It'll look a lot nicer come springtime," says Marko.  "Flowers, birds, bumblebees,....  Well, I suppose not everyone likes bumblebees, but there'll be lots of flowers."


"There are some flowers over there," says Elyssa, and the camera pans over to a plant whose flowers are little dangling golden bells that chime in the wind.


"Better not pick any," says Marko hastily.


"Yes, I can see it's a trap," she says impatiently.  "Now, let's see....   I've got some dried sun-petals in my bag, but fresh ones would be better."


Marko tells her not to take any chances; he'll ask Erik to take care of it when he arrives later that afternoon.


"Nonsense," says Elyssa, still looking around.  "Oh, there's a bush of them over there."  She goes back a few steps and kneels beside a grey-green plant, stretching out her hands to it.  One of the stems thickens to a reddish bud, which bursts into a cluster of iridescent yellow flowers.  Elyssa picks them and rubs the petals between her hands a moment; then walks back to Marko and dusts off her palms over the golden bell flowers.  For a moment nothing happens, then suddenly the plant with the golden bell flowers sparkles as if caught in a shaft of sunlight, then disappears in a puff of golden smoke.

***


And turn the page back to the Vaults of Nightmare.  There's an alcove full of racks of wine bottles.  Dirk passes it, but Justin stops to take a look.  He samples one of the bottles, then re-corks it and tucks it under an arm.  He starts to leave, then turns back to inspect the racks again.


And pan down the corridor to Dirk. who has stopped at an alcove across which stretches a grey spider's web.  Behind it is a pile of chests and boxes.  He slashes the web with his sword, and it flares into flame.  Dirk steps back quickly.  The flames burn a few moments more, then die down, leaving the spider web intact once more.


Dirk sheathes his sword and steps to the side of the alcove, then uses his scabbarded sword to push the web gently away from the wall so that he can enter without tearing it.  One of the chests bears the Blackpool family arms.  Dirk picks it up under his left arm and turns to leave the alcove, then stops as he sees Justin coming, now holding a basket with a dozen bottles of wine.


Dirk waits as Justin passes, then pries the web aside once more and emerges from the alcove  —  to see his own shadow coming down the corridor, sword drawn, closing steadily upon Justin.


Dirk's right hand slips downward to his boot to draw the knife sheathed there.  He turns and cuts a square of the web.  The web bursts into flame.  So does the patch of web clinging to the tip of the dagger, as Dirk throws it.


The fiery dagger flies to hit the shadow.  The shadow is briefly outlined in flame, then shrivels up and vanishes.  And the dagger falls with a thud to the floor.  Justin spins around at the sound, drawing his sword —  and sees Dirk standing by the webbed alcove (which has now healed itself once more).


"You missed," Justin says.


"I never miss," says Dirk.  "But I may have chosen the wrong target."  He walks over, picks up the dagger and resheathes it.  "I've found what I came for," he says.  "Shall we leave.


"You first," says Justin.  "And this time, don't go running off every time I take my eyes off you."


"I'll be quite careful," says Dirk.  "Just remember to warn me when your attention starts to wander.  Or you decide to pause for refreshment," he adds with a glance at the wine.  He strides past Justin, down the corridor.

***


And turn the page to Castle Greystone.  Marko's munching handfuls out of a bowl of green popcorn.  Elyssa and Rosalyn are playing cards.  Rosalyn picks up Elyssa's discard, lays down her cards, and says, "Gimlet."  And Marko puts down the popcorn and says, "Welcome home," as Erik enters the room.  Rosalyn looks up, then jumps up from her chair and runs over to him.  He kisses her.


"So how's the Forest of Doom," asks Marko.


"Back to its old size again," says Erik.  "I'd have been here earlier, but I rode back with Geoffrey to Castle Baaldorf.  Just to make sure he didn't got lost along the way."  He kisses Rosalyn again, then notices Elyssa and greets her in surprise.  She explains she rode down with Dirk.  He'll be along soon, just as soon as he and Justin get out of the Vaults of Nightmare.


"Right," says Erik.  "Why don't we go see how they're coming along?"

***


And turn the page to see the four of them standing by the pillar that is the entrance to the Vaults.  Their horses wait nearby, next to Justin's and Dirk's.  "I've ridden past here a hundred times and never stopped," says Erik.  He fingers the Greystone crest carved on the pillar.  "So that's how you get in to the Vaults of Nightmare."


"What I want to know," says Marko, "is how you get out."


"We don't have to find the exit," says Erik.  "We can follow them in."


"Sounds like fun," says Marko.  “Just one problem.  We don't have the signet ring, remember."


"There may be another way," says Erik.  He draws the dagger from his sword hilt and holds it, crested hilt up.  "Let's see if this works."


Then there's a creak as the pile of stone pillars nearby rolls to one side, revealing a flight of stone stairs.  Erik resheathes his dagger as first Dirk, then Justin emerges from the murky recess.  (And once they're both out, the pillars roll back to cover the stairwell.)


“Hi, Erik," says Dirk.  "Come to check up on us?  There wasn't any need.  Justin was quite careful to see I wouldn't be accidentally left behind."


"I just wanted to make sure you'd be on time for dinner," says Erik.  "Though I hadn't realized Justin was bringing the drinks."


"Maybe the salad dressing too," says Justin.  "It's pretty old stuff, and some of it might have turned to vinegar over the years.  I'll have to take it home and check it out.  Bottle by bottle.  See you there, little brother."  He sketches a bow to Rosalyn, then mounts his horse and rides off.


Erik looks after him and sighs, then turns his attention to Dirk.  "So you found the Blackpool heirlooms.  What did they turn out to be?"


"I don't know," says Dirk.  "I haven't looked yet."  He puts the chest atop one of the pillars, then touches his own signet ring to its lock.  The lid flies open, and they look inside.  


Within is a scroll.  Dirk lifts it out and unrolls it, to read aloud:   "From King Neal Blackpool to King Charles Greystone.  As a token of our alliance, I'm sending you this truly unmagical weapon, in the hope that our kingdoms will endure until its time comes at last."


All that's left in the chest is a black scabbard, the length of a knife, the Blackpool arms carved on the black hilt.  But when Dirk draws it, the hilt comes free with no blade at all.  He shakes the scabbard but nothing falls out.


"Token of alliance or not, it's a fool's gift," says Dirk, resheathing the hilt.  "The time will never come for a weapon like this.  No matter how many generations of peace we have."


"Give it to me then if you don't want it," says Elyssa.  "It's the only sort of weapon I'll ever dare carry — for fear of losing my temper and forgetting my vow.  And at least this way when I ride out by myself, I'll look armed.  That'll make you feel safer, won't it?"


"Take it then," he says, handing it to her.  "And the gods send you never need anything deadlier."  She tucks it under the sash at her waist.

And fade out.... 

