WIZARDS AND WARRIORS Unauthorized Future History  —  Installment 22

by Lee Gold, 3965 Alla Road, Los Angeles, CA 90066; leeway@mediaone.net; http://theStarport.com/xeno/leegold.html

Warning  DO NOT READ THIS INSTALLMENT unless you have read installments 1-21!  

Otherwise you will be extremely confused.  Get the earlier installments and read them in order.

*******

Installment 22:  HOUSECLEANING

WINTER (late January:  Skies are cloudy, with occasional snow flurries; sometimes gusts of wind shake the snowy tree branches.  There’s snow on castle turrets.  In  the North, there are snowdrifts piled up around trees, buildings, etc.  By Castle SeaFoam, there’s a blanket of snow down to the high tide line, below which the waves have swept it away.)


The opening scene is indoors, in a room lit by torches in wall-sconces.  Swords flicker back and forth, attack and parry, attack and parry.  The camera pulls back a little, to reveal the two combatants as Erik and Rosalyn.  Erik’s sword beats down her attempt at a parry and touches her shoulder, and he cries “Hit”   She salutes him, as the camera pulls back some more and shows Dirk sitting in a chair by the hearth.  


“You’ll never win if you fight the same style he does,” he tells Rosalyn.  “He’ll always be taller and stronger than you.  You have to develop a counter-style.  Watch him when he’s fighting me, and you’ll see he doesn’t use the same approach then as he does against you.”


“Is that a challenge?” Erik asks.  


“Well, if you rather wait till the next Games....”


“Pick a game sword,” says Erik, and Dirk gets up to look at the ones sitting by the hearth in a hollowed-out dragon’s foot, along with Dirk’s and Erik’s real swords in their distinctive sheaths. 


Dirk chooses a game sword, as Rosalyn wipes her forehead and then has a glass of water.  Erik sprinkles powder on his hands and then goes to confront Dirk in the center of the room.  They salute first Rosalyn, then one another, and then the fight begins.  


Again there’s the rhythm of attack and parry.  Then Dirk’s sword abruptly falls from right hand to left and thrusts out at an unexpected angle to tap Erik on the chest over the heart.  “Hit,” he says.  


Erik steps back, his swordpoint rising in salute.  “That’s new,” he says.  “How long have you been working on it?”


“A year or so.”


“Going to save it for the next Games, or do you want to try analyzing it?”


“It’s nearly four years till the next Games.  I should have a few other surprises for you by then.”


“I’ll try to make it mutual.  OK, let’s try quarter-speed.”  


They repeat the moves in slow motion — well, except for the actual sword transfer which works at gravity speed, but with Dirk counting to four to give it an appropriate amount of time, as Rosalyn stares, fascinated, and Erik tries to develop a defense, unsure which of Dirk’s attacks will use the new pattern.  The third try against the new attack, he manages a parry.  “Care to try it at normal speed?” Dirk asks, and they run through it a couple of times.  


“And the best part,” says Dirk afterwards, as they put the swords away, “is that knowing it’s a possibility will slow you down just a fraction all the time.”  


“Only if you can learn not to look up and to the right every time you’re about to try it,” says Erik, and Dirk loses his smile for a fraction of a second.

***


And turn the page to Castle Greystone, to find King Richard Greystone, with Justin standing beside him, unlocking a door to a small room crammed full of large chests, all labeled in neat handwriting:  Duplicate Wedding Presents.  Portraits.  Honeymoon Souvenirs.  Jennifer’s Things.  Maps.   Cookbooks.  Ariadne’s Things.  Baby Things.  Miscellaneous Things.  More Things.  Still More Things.  Things.  


“Maybe we could start in on this tomorrow,” says Justin.  “There’s a poker tourney this afternoon I said I’d be at.  Come to think of it, next week might be even better.”


“We’ll start today,” his father says firmly.  He moves a couple of chests from one stack to another, uncovering the chest labeled Portraits, and opens it, revealing a dozen gilt-framed paintings.  “I put them all away after the funeral,” he says.  


“I’ve got a picture of Mother,” Justin says.   


“The one you keep in your bedroom...face down.  That was just a study for the life-size one that used to hang in the audience room.  It’s got to be in there somewhere.  I didn’t throw anything out; I just didn’t want to see her every time I turned around.  But you and Erik are both adults.  We need to talk about the facts of—”


“I know about the facts of life,” Justin interrupts.


“The facts of wives,” says his father, and begins pulling the paintings out of the chest.  “The facts of my marriages.”

***


And turn the page to Castle Baaldorf, where Queen Lattinia is leading Cassandra and Geoffrey and three servants down a staircase, each of them carrying two or three wooden crates labeled BABY ARIEL.  When they get to the main floor, they pass King Edwin (who hastily ducks out of the way) and then swing past a sign with arrows (East Wing, West Wing, Sunset Tower, Hot Tub, Stables) into the East Wing and then down the corridor to a room where Ariel is sitting by the fire playing with her puppydog.  


“Now, Woje, you’ll always be mommy’s cute widdle boy, but you’ve got to wemember not to chew up Geoffwy-weffy’s boots, it gives you an awful-woffle upset tummy-wummy.”  


“Put them down carefully,” says the queen.  “I don’t want anything to break,.”  The crates are put down gently next to a wall, by a couple of dozen crates already there.  Woje jumps off of Ariel’s lap and goes over to sniff the new boxes — and sneezes loudly.  Ariel coughs, and the dog turns around to look at her.  


“You’re not coming down with a cold, are you, darling?” asks her mother anxiously.


“No, Mommy.”


“Cassandra, go get the princess some citronade with honey.  And hot soup.”


“Separately,” adds Ariel hastily.  “Not mixed together.” And then, after her handmaiden has left the room, followed by the other servants, “You know, Mommy, we may not need to unpack these things for years and years and years.”  


“Yes, darling, I know.  But it never hurts to be ready.  Geoffrey, come along.  I want to take another look at the tower attic and see if there’s anything else there you two ought to have.”


“Yes, Mommy.”  “Yes, Queen Lattinia.” Ariel and Geoffrey answer politely.  Geoffrey follows his mother-in-law out the door; Ariel starts to pick up her embroidery, only to have the little dog jump back into her lap.  “Such a good widdle puppy,” she says, cuddling him.  “If your doghouse were only a teensy-weensy bit bigger, then Geoffrey and I could go hide there — away from Mommy and....  Away from everybody!”

***


And turn the page to Castle Greystone, with Justin and his father looking at two gilt-framed portraits of women, both blonde.  “This one is Eleanor, your mother,” King Richard Greystone says, indicating the woman dressed in a riding habit of red and black, who stands by her horse, a hawk on her gloved hand.  “She died when Erik was born, twenty-five years in March.  And this is Ariadne, Edwin’s sister.”  (The woman wears a silver wedding gown and carries an armful of red and white roses.  Her hair is the same golden color as Ariel’s, darker than Eleanor’s.)  “She died in childbirth too, and so did our baby girl.  That was in early November.  The same year.”


Justin starts to count months on his fingers, then drops the pretense and asks, “Did Mother know you and Ariadne were...?”


“I don’t know.  But you heard what Blackpool said New Year’s Eve, about Saris cursing Ariadne and me for my being unfaithful to your mother.  Saris Blackpool and I both asked her to marry us.  She said she loved both of us, but she had to choose just one man to marry, so it was going to be me.  Saris never forgave me.   I swear I didn’t know Ariadne was pregnant with my child when we got married; I just knew that Eleanor was dead, and I loved Ariadne and she loved me.”  


“It doesn’t matter,” Justin says.  “Can I take the pictures of Mother?  I’ll give Erik whichever ones he wants.”

***


And turn the page back to Castle SeaFoam to find Marko coming through a door at one end of the room followed by Elyssa.  Marko’s carrying a huge armful of firewood which he puts on a pile next to the hearth.  “Three gold kolnas for a wagonload of wood,” he grumbles.  “That’s three times as much as it ought to be.”


“Well,” says Elyssa, “he has to go twice as far this winter to get it; the heart of the nearest forest is Jenk land now.”


“Last month somebody mentioned using crystals for lighting and heating,” Dirk says.  “That would let us save wood for furniture.  And saddles and sword sheaths.  Or is there some hang-up?”


“We’ve only got a couple of thousand crystals,” Erik says.  “It seemed like a lot till we started counting up castles and towns and villages.”


Dirk’s smile broadens.  “Maybe we could work out a trade.  A northern crystal for a sack of southern grain — not just this year’s harvest but a sack of grain every year.  And no more wisecracks about my starving my own people, if I promise not to mention your freezing your own people.”


“How many crystals do you have?” asks Marko.


“I haven’t counted.  Enough to fill up the western cellar of the Citadel.  I thought they might come in handy for something or other.”


“That’s enough to blow up the entire South!” says Erik.


“I said they’d be handy for something or other,” Dirk repeats with a bland smile, then becomes more serious.  “Melting the spring snow for a longer growing season is no good:  too much chance of overheating the ground and roasting the seeds.  And there’s no point in keeping the roads clear of snow and ice when so many people have sleighs.  But we should be able to keep the passes clear this winter.  Beyond that,... power is always useful.  One crystal is enough to light and heat a castle or a village.  A dozen are enough to illuminate the darkest forest or turn a stream into boiling water — if the Jenks ever decide to break the truce.  Meanwhile, the South could use more crystals, and the North could use more grain.  Do you want to trade?”


“It’s a deal,” says Erik.

***


And turn the page to Castle Greystone.  Six empty chests sit in the corridor (all but the first one labeled Things).  


“That’s  my limit,” Justin says.  “We’ll go through some more of them next time I’m home.  Say, maybe you should send some of them to Erik.  I bet he’d like some of those duplicate wedding presents now that he’s got an empty castle to furnish.  Well, except for the silver-plated biscuit slicers.”


“They’re good for slicing cigars too,” says his father.  “Sure you don’t want one?”   Justin shakes his head.  “Well, the gods go with you, son, whatever you’re heading for.”


“A poker tournament,” Justin  repeats.


“The poker season ended last week.  Whatever game you’re playing, it’s not poker.”


“Well, maybe not standard poker, but there’s still a lot of bluffing.  Good thing I’ve had lots of practice at it.”  He walks away, down the corridor.

***


And turn the page to Castle SeaFoam.  Elyssa sits down by the hearth and throws a handful of wood onto the fire.  “The bear used to lie here sometimes,” she says dreamily.


“We found a bearskin rug under the bed in the sea tower,” Rosalyn says.  “I washed it out and put it at the foot of the bed.  Did it belong down here?”


“Sometimes,” says Elyssa.  “I remember riding its back in this room when I was a little girl.”


“You mean your father put it on his back and played horsie?” asks Erik.  There’s dead silence.  Erik turns around to see what everyone else is staring at.  In the doorway, its head bent so as not to hit the doorframe, stands a huge white bear — well, a huge white bear’s head attached to a bearskin with prominent claws.  It lurches forward into the room, towards Elyssa.  Erik grabs his sword and draws it, saying “One touch from this will kill any living being” and slashes at it, but the bear is unaffected.


“It’s not really a living being,” Elyssa explains.  “It’s a ghost bear.  Father said it was the last one still undead.”


The bear shambles toward her.  Dirk draws the knife from his boot and steps protectively in between them.  The bear roars menacingly — and reaches out to grapple him in a menacing hug.  Erik sheathes his sword, grabs a piece of wood that’s flaming at one end from the hearth, and starts toward the bear.  


“Don’t hurt him!” Elyssa screams.


“So tell me, what seems to be the problem?” asks Marko politely.  


The bear growls again — and throws Dirk toward Erik — who hastily flings the burning wood back to Rosalyn (who tosses it back onto the hearth) just in time before Dirk caroms into him and the two fall to the floor.  

***


And turn the page to the Dunfirm Tavern, with innkeeper Michael serving a drink to Traquill, who quaffs it down.  “Ah, that’s better.  Getting here was thirsty work.  Nothing’s as easy as it used to be.  So, have you been thinking about when you’re going to get around to doing me that favor?”


“Of course I have, Uncle Tray,” says Michael.  “Have you been thinking about paying your bar bill, or is your wallet still in your other robes?”


“Oops, that’s right.  I do owe you a bit, don’t I?”  Traquill reaches down into his robes and comes up with a small leather purse.  He opens it up, turns it upside down, and out pours a pile of gold coins about a foot high.  “There you go.  A wizard’s word is always good.  Keep the change.  Now about that favor?”


“Couldn’t it wait till summer?”


“Probably not.  I’d feel better if you didn’t even wait till tomorrow.  Any day now someone might double-check and cancel that exemption I fixed up for you.”


Michael shrugs resignedly.  “OK, Uncle Tray.”  He scoops up the gold and takes it to the back of the bar where he drops it through a narrow slot into a heavily padlocked chest.  Then he opens a door and goes up a flight of stairs to his home on the second floor of the tavern.  His wife, a pretty redhead in her late twenties, is tucking their son into bed.  “I’m going to go run an errand for Uncle Tray,” he tells her.  “I should be back in a day or two.  Or maybe three.”


“Be careful,” she tells him.


“Promise.”  He goes into a closet and comes out holding a sheathed sword and a heavy cloak.  He kisses her and his son goodbye and then heads down the stairs again.


Traquill’s still there.  He holds up his Monocle, a beam from it illuminating a painting on the walls, the portrait of a dark-haired woman [last glimpsed in Installment #6 when she gave Dirk his Monocle].  “Father had it painted the year after Marko was born,” Michael says, “the year before Mother died.  She was so beautiful.”


“Yes, she was,” says Traquill.  “Beautiful and stubborn.  I told her she was crazy to give up being a wizard just to have children, but she wouldn’t even argue, just laughed and took off her Monocle and gave it to me and walked down the aisle.   She was the only person left that I could talk over the old days with — well, not counting Vector and Bethel, of course, but I couldn’t relax when I talked to them.... “  He sighs.  “It’s been a long time since I could relax.  Well, time’s a-wasting.  I told the Jenk king you’d be at the gate by sunset, and I don’t want you to keep him waiting.” 


“Bye,” says Michael, kisses his uncle’s cheek, and heads off.  Traquill looks down at his empty glass and snaps his fingers; it refills.

***


And turn the page back to Castle SeaFoam, to find the bearskin confronting Elyssa and Marko.  It roars.  


“Yeah, I don’t blame you a bit for hiding under the bed,” Marko says.  “Battles are scary.  But now the War’s all over.  This isn’t even the DaLeal castle any more; Elyssa’s just visiting .  She married Dirk and now she lives up north with him at Castle Blackpool .  This is Princess Rosalyn’s castle now.”  He waves a hand at Rosalyn, who waves back.  The bear roars again.  Marko turns to Elyssa, “He wants to know....”


“Nobody forced me to marry Dirk,” she says impatiently.  “We fell in love.”  The bear whimpers plaintively.


“What he said was he wants to know if he can come up north and live with you,” Marko says.  “He says he’s missed you.”  

***


And turn the page to Castle Baaldorf.  Cassandra holds a silver platter piled several inches high with envelopes, as Ariel sorts through them.  “Mine — from that cute little shoe store.  Mine — from the hat shop in the mall, wondering why I haven’t been by lately.  Oh, here’s one for you.”


Geoffrey takes it and inspects the envelope.  “Not really,” he says.  “It’s addressed to Prince Geoffrey Baaldorf.  How come everybody assumes I’ve dropped my bachelor name?”


“Well, when you marry the crown princess, it’s natural to assume....  They’ll figure it out eventually.  Maybe if we gave an anniversary ball in both of our names....”  She picks up a small box.  “See, this one’s addressed to Prince Geoffrey Blackpool.”


Geoffrey takes it.  “It’s my five monthiversary present to you,” he says.  Ariel grabs it, tears it open, and out spill a golden padlock blazoned with B&B in raised black letters and three matching keys.  


“I will NOT wear a chastity belt no matter how pretty it is,” she says.


“No, no, no, darling.  The lock’s for the door to our wing.  This key is yours, and this key is mine, and this key is Cassandra’s — if she promises not to let anyone else in, not even your mother and father.”


“If that’s what Princess Ariel wants,” says Cassandra.


Ariel’s face lights up in a big smile.  “Yes, oh yes, oh yes.  It’s the best monthiversary gift you’ve given me, darling.  Only... what about Woje?  You’ll have to cut out a doggie door for my widdle Woje.  Just make sure it’s too small for Mommy to crawl through.”


“Your wish is my command,” he says, bowing to her.


“Mine too,” says Cassandra.  

***


And turn the page to a sunset scene, with a light snow falling.  Justin is dismounting his horse to enter a building whose sign says:

HOTspring       

HOTel       x           


“You’re Lady Vanora’s friend?” the room clerk asks him.  


“Sometimes,” Justin says. 


“Bonfire Cottage,” says the clerk.  “I think she’s in the pool right now.  Dining room opens at eight o’clock.  Check-out time is noon.  Early check-out is dawn, for 10% off.”  He hands him a key attached to a wooden tag that says BONFIRE.  


Justin takes the key and goes down a corridor and out to the pool, the hot spring of the hotel’s name.  The waters are bubbling, a mist condensing from them which partially veils the scene, especially strategic portions of Vanora’s naked body.  He takes off his cloak and drapes it on a deck chair.

***


And turn the page to Castle SeaFoam.  The bear is down on all fours.  Well, actually it’s standing on three paws; the front right paw is shaking hands with Rosalyn.  


“You’re sure you want to take it home with you?” Erik asks Dirk.


“It swears it’ll do whatever Elyssa tells it to,” Dirk replies.  “Can you think of a better bodyguard for her?”


“What are you going to feed it?” Erik asks.


“Daddy always gave it a bowl of wine each night and said ‘Sweets to the sweet, and spirits to spirits,’” says Elyssa.  “I don’t know what else it eats.”


“White rats and mice,” says Marko.  “And sometimes ghosts.”


“What I want to know,” says Rosalyn, “is how you’re going to take it home?”


“Play dead,” says Elyssa firmly.  The bear drops to the floor, apparently lifeless.  “Good boy.  Now roll over.”  The skin rolls up, wrapping itself over the head, till all that’s visible is a small pile of white fur and the tail.  “Good boy,” Elyssa repeats and pats it.  The bear’s tail starts to wag; Elyssa makes a reproving noise, and it abruptly stops.

***


And turn the page to see Justin and Vanora (who’s wearing a thigh-length gold kimono) sitting at a table in a room decorated in red and yellow, walls painted with leaping red flames, bedspread of red-orange, and a mirror ceiling.  Vanora finishes shuffling a deck of cards; Justin cuts them and hands them back to her.  She deals out six cards upside down and turns them over as she speaks.  “Two sides to your past:  Trey of Cups and Trey of Swords.  Two sides to your present:  Heir of Candles and Heir of Cups.  Two sides to your future:  Heir of Roses and X.”  [The last card shows dark billowing clouds.]  


“So what do you figure it means?” he asks her.


“I’m not sure.  It might not even be your future.  If I let my thoughts stray; it might be mine.”  She deals out one last card.  “Your fate.”  She turns over the card and shivers, then says its name.  “The Tower.”  [The card shows a tower floating in the air; its highest story has been struck by lightning and cracked off, tumbling down to the ground.]  “You’re in terrible danger, Justin.”  


“I dunno.  A full house and two trumps sounds like an awfully good hand to me.”


She pulls off the silver necklace she’s wearing, with a four-pointed star dangling from it.  “This is my good luck charm,” she tells him, “but you need it more than I do.  Please take it.”


“I’ll take any present you want to give me, sweet thing” he says.  “So what do you want to do to pass the time till dinner?”

***


And turn the page to see a a sign that says “FOREST OF DOOM” [see Installment 18], as the sun rises in the east.  A few moments later, Paran [the Jenk leader from Installment 22] and Michael emerge from the dark woods, carrying a squarish object wrapped in black velvet ([last seen in Installment 18] to find Traquill waiting for them.  “No trouble finding the rear door to the Caves of the Lost?” he asks.


“No trouble at all,” says Michael cheerfully.  “Is this what you wanted?”


Traquill takes the object.  “Yes,” he says.  “This is what I’ve wanted for a long, long time.  Thank you, Michael.  Thank you, Paran.”  He disappears.

***


And turn the page to see Justin walking away from the hotel entrance up a path whose sign says “To the Volcano.”  A minute’s walk brings him to the edge of a caldera full of red bubbling lava.  He takes the necklace with its medallion and throws it down into the lava.


And the camera pulls back to show Zagan and Vanora observing him in a magic device.  “He doesn’t trust you,” Zagan tells her, as they view it.  


“I told you he’s a lot smarter than he looks.” 


“Well, there’s always the older generation,” Zagan says.

And fade out.

