WIZARDS AND WARRIORS - Installment Four - by Lee Gold 

Warning: if you have not read Installments 1-3 already, reading this will only confuse you.  If you have, you are probably already confused — but have a lot more background to understand the following stuff.             

NEW YEAR'S  

WINTER (December, the day before the Winter Solstice — and the coming of the New Year.  Snow lies over North and South alike now, trampled down into ruts on the common roads.  The trees are just bare branches, except for the evergreens.   Skies are clear and cold.)  


Castle Baaldorf: Things are decorated for the holiday, with mistletoe over doorways and other holiday trappings (but no motifs of Yule trees or bells).  Queen Lattinia is busy making sure she's sent out all her New Year's cards, far too busy to talk with her daughter.  The handmaiden Cassandra is helping her, reading off name after name from a long scroll.  


Ariel is bored.  She's been cooped up in the castle for weeks and weeks.  And what's worse, she got hardly any New Year's presents — only a few dozen — and they were mostly dumb stuff like books and paintings.  


She did get a beautiful white fur muff from someone, but doesn't know who sent it — the card got lost.  Anyway, it wasn't from Erik.  He gave her a diary.  The binding's pretty enough, but given the last few weeks, she doesn't think there'll be anything interesting to write in it.  


There aren't going to be any balls or parties worth mentioning. Why, even the usual Castle Baaldorf New Year's Eve Ball has been cancelled!  And that means there probably won't be a New Year's Sunrise Picnic either!  


The queen looks up long enough to say that with Vector off in the Mountains of Madness, stirring up all the trouble spots that ever were and creating more, it seems more than likely that Ariel should have a few interesting things to chronicle in the upcoming year — then goes back to the New Year's cards.  


Ariel complains there's nothing interesting to do around the Castle. "Have you written your thank-you notes," asks Lattinia.  Certainly, says Ariel — except, of course, the one for the present whose card got lost.  Anyway what Ariel would really like to do — given how peaceful everything has been recently — is follow tradition and ride off to watch the New Year's Sunrise from Giant's Circle up in the Hills of Honor. [This is a combined beauty spot and truce area, where  the Tri-Kingdom Games get held once every four years.  It also doesn't get snowed in.] 


Cassandra is upset at the thought of the princess leaving the safety of the Castle.  And Lattinia tells Ariel she's not allowed to leave the castle except with an escort  — and her father's permission.  Ariel agrees not to mention the idea again — but has a mulish look on her lovely face.  

***


And turn the page to Castle Blackpool — in an area not previously seen — the kitchen.  It's a large and elaborately equipped place. [Ep 8, "Vulkar's Revenge," had Blackpool sneering at the Baaldorfs for eating roast tadmon peasant-style instead of gourmet cooking.] Currently the place is in an uproar; at first glance you might think there was a palace insurrection going on.  


Actually what has happened is that Geoffrey sneaked into the kitchen this evening a few hours after dinner  —  and tried cooking something up  —  and succeeded in wreaking havoc (including starting a small fire).  And the outraged head cook is throwing cast iron pans and knives  —  and yelling that he doesn't have to put up with such things going on in his kitchen — and WON'T!  


Neville appears on the scene shortly and manages to halt the active hostilities.  (Geoffrey has taken refuge from the missiles behind an upended serving cart, and now emerges.) Neville puts out the fire and starts trying to calm down the cook (who does NOT have a French accent  — - perhaps a trace of an Irish lilt).  About this time Dirk appears in the doorway  —  drawn by the noise, like Neville. 


Dirk tells Geoffrey that losing the castle wizard was bad enough; losing the cook would be too much.  And tells Neville as Captain of the Guard to have a special guard set up to protect the sanctity of the kitchen at all times.  The cook is mollified by this measure and starts picking up the various things he threw. Geoffrey retires with an assumed air of extreme dignity (and a hamper containing the results of his cooking attempt over one arm).  


Dirk and Neville leave the scene.  Dirk mentions that he'll want another special guard set up as well — around his father's bedchamber.  And Neville brings up the matter of the already existing special guard in the castle  —  the one around the dungeon area.  


Dirk suggests they go down and inspect the dungeon/torture complex themselves as long as they're awake,...and make sure that the guards are alert.  He hasn't had time to give it much attention lately, but doesn't want the men there  —  guards or prisoners  —  to feel that he no longer cares.  Neville follows....  

***


And turn the page to Ariel down at the stables about midnight, saddling her unicorn Pumpkin  —  and setting off.  She's wearing a pretty winter outfit of gold and white (with a cloak and knit cap in the same colors) — and makes sure to bring along the white fur muff.  She leaves a note for her parents telling them where she's gone  —  and promising to be back in time for dinner that evening.  

***


And turn the page back to Castle Blackpool, with the dungeon tour over. Dirk leads Neville off to a small parlor and starts asking searching questions about what the new Guard Captain knows about certain prisoners, the ones associated with the late tax payments from the border villages  —  and why he was trying to visit them a few weeks ago.  


Neville quickly realizes that his cover has been somehow blown and draws his sword.  There's a brief fight, ending with Dirk beating Neville's sword out of his hand  —  and then asking him just what he's after anyway: freeing his acquaintances or getting himself killed (and the border villages decimated).  If the latter, Dirk is willing to oblige, though it doesn't make much sense; if the former, something might be arranged.   


At Dirk’s invitation, the two sit down at a small table in the room.  Dirk lays his sword negligently atop the table, pointing at Neville; Neville's sword lies on the floor some feet away.  


Dirk explains he needs someone capable of coordinating the castle, generally managing things when he's not around — and keeping down commoner uprisings.  (Basically this is the job that Vector used to handle.) Geoffrey (obviously?)  isn't suitable.  Bethel isn't interested in the job — and in any case has enough to do countering Vector's Sendings.  If Neville is willing to swear an oath to give Dirk faithful service for a year and a day, Dirk will in return free the prisoners — and not punish the villagers further.  But the outlaws' attempts to defy the regime must stop.  


Neville asks why Dirk would be willing to trust him.  Dirk smiles ironically and says, "Shouldn't that be my line?  But you do at least start off with the advantage of being a competent leader (unlike Geoffrey).  Besides you'll swear your oath on this Monocle — and I'll know if you're lying.  And if you break your oath, I'll know that too, and arrange for something appropriate in exchange." {Can Dirk really do that sort of thing with the Monocle, or is he lying?  It's unclear.  It is clear that Neville believes him.} 


Neville hesitates awhile, then swears the oath.  And Dirk writes out a warrant (quill pen on a scroll, sealed with a signet) freeing the villagers.  He then proceeds to give Neville further directions — which we fade out on.  

***


And turn the page to Castle Baaldorf, to see Cassandra noticing that Ariel is missing and running off to look for her.  The princess isn’t playing with her dog, and she's not playing with her dolls, and she's not trying on new clothes.  Where can she be? Cassandra finally goes down to check the stables and discovers Ariel's note and runs off to tell Queen Lattinia, who breaks the news to King Baaldorf before breakfast — who summons Erik and Marko.  

***


And turn the page back to Castle Blackpool also at dawn, to find that Geoffrey is missing  too. Gone off somewhere to sulk, Dirk supposes, then asks Bethel to use the Vision Scope to find out where (and studies her as she focuses it, trying to figure out how to work the thing himself). They focus in on Geoffrey and Ariel at Giant's Circle, watching the sunrise.  


[The Circle is a level plain in the hills, with wooded hills to the north and south.  In the center of the plain stand seven black pylons (about 50' diameter and fairly high — one in the center, three off to the east and another three off to the west.  The New Year's sun is rising over the leftmost pylon, giving the viewer an impression this is a vaguely Stonehenge-like place.  There is no snow in the plain itself, but there is snow under the trees on the hills to either side nearby.]  


Ariel and Geoffrey are talking friendly inanities until Ariel hears a "slithery noise" and squeals — and Geoffrey turns around to find a black snake about  twenty feet long (and a head at each end) creeping towards them.  And Dirk  sighs and says he supposes it's necessary to keep Geoffrey alive, and goes off to have his horse saddled, leaving Bethel watching the Vision Scope.  


Meanwhile Ariel and Geoffrey (now seen directly, not through the Vision Scope) are scrambling away from the snake.  The horse and unicorn don't seem interested in getting close enough to the snake to allow the two to mount.  


Eventually Ariel and Geoffrey stop running around in circles and head south towards the woods (occasionally slipping on the snow and ice for suspense) and climb a tree (with Geoffrey pulling Ariel up as she's far too short to reach the lowest branches).  And sit up there as the Snake makes ineffectual passes at them. And resume their conversation (with Ariel now worrying about the chance that she might not be home for dinner  —  and she only brought along enough canapés for lunch  —  and they've already eaten breakfast).  


And dissolve to find that the snake has gotten the bright idea of coiling around the tree trunk and climbing up.  It's nearing the two (and they start scrambling to higher branches), as Erik and Marko ride up.  Erik naturally assumes that Ariel has been lured there as part of some evil scheme to kidnap her, assumes Geoffrey is responsible  —  and is surprised to find that Dirk isn't there.  


Erik and Marko dismount and start attacking the snake's lower end (about a third of which is still not wrapped around the tree  —  including one of the heads, which has baleful green eyes).  The snake reluctantly creeps lower on the tree, so as to increase its maneuverability and take care of its enemies.  Erik says it’s a Black Amfisbena, and its only vulnerable spot is its eyes.  Unfortunately, the head weaves about too quickly for even Erik to be able to hit it.


The fight has been going on for several minutes as Dirk rides up; he watches it awhile with the air of an appreciative spectator.  He first draws himself to Erik's attention, when he compliments Marko on his gracefulness  —  as Marko slips on the ice and falls up to his neck in a snowdrift (which he finds it quite hard to extricate himself from due to his weight).  


And now the snake goes on the attack and begins to seriously menace Erik. Meanwhile Dirk draws his sword and goes off to the far side of the tree, telling Geoffrey to get down.  The snake's upper head attempts to attack Dirk but is stunned by a ray from the Monocle.  Dirk impatiently repeats his order to Geoffrey.


Meanwhile Erik has succeeded in getting the snake's lower head to tie itself in a knot around the tree  —  and goes after Dirk.  Dirk parries the blow and mentions his surprise at Erik's new flexibility of tactics:  not bothering to challenge him first before attacking.  Whatever happened to all that rhetoric about honor?  Erik tells him that after his recent conduct he deserves no better.  And the two exchange insults  —  occasionally punctuated by sword blows. 


As Marko finally manages to flail/swim his way out of the snowdrift, Dirk rays Erik and puts his sword to his chest  —  then tells Marko to stay away or he won't answer for the consequences.  Dirk then back to Geoffrey.  “My patience is wearing thin, little brother,” he says.  “Come down at once.”  Geoffrey jumps down (too nervous to say goodbye to Ariel with Erik there right beneath them), and mounts his horse, which by now is standing next to Dirk's mount.  Dirk backs off from Erik (and Marko) towards his own horse.  


As Erik comes out of the ray-freeze, Dirk tells him that he doesn't have time to continue their conversation now, and in any case Erik is going to have to get busy if he wants to rescue Ariel (as the snake has now come out of its ray-freeze also).  Dirk mounts his horse, puts a hand on Geoffrey's mount's bridle — and the two of them vanish in a blue teleport glow.  


Erik sets to work and succeeds in tying up the snake's upper head too and killing it.  But his mind is plainly on other things than Ariel (and she notices it and is quite put out).  Blackpool is getting more advanced at using that Monocle.  Has he gotten together with Vector, and is he taking lessons from the wizard?  Is their apparent break merely part of a new sinister plot to conquer the South?  


Marko agrees that that's possible, but "What I'd like to know is why he didn't kill you when he had the chance." "What I'd like to know," says Ariel, "is when is someone going to think of helping me down from this tree?" The two of them help her get down; she calls her unicorn, mounts it, and the three of them head back to Castle Baaldorf.   

and fade out 

