WIZARDS AND WARRIORS — Future History — Installment 11 by Lee Gold  

WARNING:  If you have not read Installments 1-10, DO NOT READ THIS ONE! 

It will only confuse you horribly.  Get hold of Installments 1-10.

Note:  I'm assuming a calendar in which the month begins with the new moon, so that mid-month is also full moon. (Admittedly things don't work out that nicely on Earth.  Then again there's some evidence that Aperans isn't on Earth.) 

**************************

THE MESSAGE

MID-JUNE (about a year after Episode Four aka "Night of Terror".  Things look much the same as last month, but somewhat hotter.)  


And open at Castle Blackpool.  Dirk is seating at a writing desk, piled high with papers, quill pen in hand.  Neville enters with word that a message has arrived about Prince Erik.  High time, says Dirk; Erik promised he'd be here yesterday.  Well, says Neville, with a frown, the message isn't from Prince Erik, just about him.  He hands Dirk a scroll.  


It's from the Halsey Gang.  They say they've seized Crag Keep (a mountain fortress at the western edge of the Mountains of Madness).  Halsey wants to be recognized as Lord of Crag Keep — and promises to guard the area and collect taxes and otherwise act as a loyal henchman.  In fact, as proof of his loyalty, he has captured Prince Erik Greystone of Camarand and will faithfully deliver him to Castle Blackpool, all wrapped up in rope and ready for the dungeon, upon payment of a mere million kolnas (for his expenses).  Of course, if the kolnas aren't received by the full moon, in three days time, at the rendezvous point, the expenses will increase.  


Dirk picks up his pen and writes a few lines at the bottom of Halsey's message, then melts a blob of sealing wax below what he has written and seals it with his signet ring. (This bears the same pattern as appeared on his gloves.)  Then he rolls up the scroll again and hands it back to Neville — and tells him to send it south to Marko. "He'll probably be interested in what Erik's doing these days."  


Dirk gets up from behind the desk, strides over to the side of the room, and studies the hanging map there (giving the viewer a look at Crag Keep's location). "There's supposed to be an army detachment patrolling that area," he tells Neville. "You'd better investigate and find out what they've been doing instead."  


And dissolve to a troop of Blackpool henchmen escorting a cart laden with canvas bags (presumably containing kolnas).  And some yards behind, Dirk Blackpool mounted on his black horse, watching.  At the prearranged rendezvous point, a couple of Halsey Gang members ride forward out of the woods and take delivery of the cart.  They say they'll deliver the prisoner as soon as they've counted the kolnas and made sure everything's acceptable.  


And then there's a flurry of combat as a mob of fighters sweeps down upon the scene.  Dirk wheels his horse to face them and draws his sword, but there are far too many men for him.  He is knocked off his horse and clubbed down, as his sword drops out of his hand.  


And the mob captures the cart — killing most of the guards (except for a couple who make their escape) — and drives it off, dumping Blackpool's body atop the bags.  And the Halsey Gang members come along with them, apparently part of the group.  

***


And turn the page to find Ariel unwrapping a present.  (The floor is littered with brightly colored paper, and a table nearby is piled high with things.  It's a bridal shower.)  And a messenger comes in and asks for Marko.  He leaves the party room and is handed the scroll, just delivered by a courier from the north.  He reads it with a puzzled face and then goes back into the party room and hands it to — Erik!  (We didn't see him at first because he was off to the side, talking to Justin.)  


Erik reads the scroll (with Justin reading over his shoulder).  Then Erik tells the Baaldorfs they'll have to excuse him and Marko; they've been called away on an urgent mission.  Justin follows the two as they leave; he draws Erik aside and tells him, "You do realize this is probably some kind of trap." 


"Of course I do," says Erik; "that's why I'm going."  

***


And turn the page to Crag Keep, a four-towered fortress perched high atop a mountain peak overlooking a pass.  And pan over to the western tower, to the turret chamber, with one barred window.  And through the window to the room inside, where Dirk lies tumbled in a heap on the bare stone floor. 


As we watch, Dirk awakens, pulls himself together, and stands up.  His hand drops to his waist, but his sword is missing.  (So is his sword sheath — and so is his two-pronged dagger.)  


He walks over and tries the door but finds it locked.  He pounds on it, and in awhile there are footsteps; then a smooth voice purrs, "We're so pleased that your majesty is awake again.  Lord Halsey wishes me to convey his respects to your majesty, and says he'll come call on you this evening after dinner.  He's sure you'll be pleased to appoint him Lord of Crag Keep and Protector of the West."  


"Please convey my thanks to your lord for his truly unique courtesy," says Dirk. "I'll reward him for it in due time." He paces over to the window but doesn't bother trying the bars, just waits there until the footsteps go away.  


As he stares out the window, with the sun hanging low in the sky, Dirk says quietly, "So this is the western tower of Crag Keep.  How convenient....Now when Geoffrey and I were playing Prisoner and Guard that summer, just how was it that he got out of here?...


“Oh yes, of course."  


He walks over to where a torch hangs on a side wall, lighting the room, and stamps on the block of stone to the left of the torch.  The torch basket falls lower, to about a foot above the floor.  Dirk lifts out the torch, and a door swings silently open in the wall, to the left of the torch.  He goes through it, still holding the torch, and the door closes behind him.  


Inside, the secret passage turns out to be a steep, spiral staircase.  At its foot, the passage splits into two corridors.  Dirk pauses to think. "Yes, I remember," he says quietly; "The right path leads to the Great Hall, hardly an easy place to remain inconspicuous.  And the left path? Some kind of dead end —  or at least so it seemed...."  


He turns left and continues on, eventually ending before an iron-bound wooden door.  In its center is carved the Blackpool seal.  He smiles and says, "A signet-lock.  I didn't recognize it then.  And now I can open it."  


He reaches out and touches his signet ring to the center of the seal — and the door swings silently open (and closes silently once Dirk has entered).  Inside is a crowded room, a jumble of chests and armoires and shelves, piled high with oddments that gleam fitfully in the torchlight.  A long-abandoned treasure room, dusty but still crammed with wealth.  


Dirk surveys it briefly; then picks up a sheathed sword that lies atop one shelf, dusts it off, then draws the sword and examines it by the light of his torch. Satisfied, he resheathes it and slings it at his belt, then makes his way to the door at the far side of the room (also carved with the Blackpool seal). Again he touches his ring to the seal, and the door opens to allow his passage, then closes again.  


The corridor stretches out ahead of him, dark and silent.  And then he hears in the distance the mutter of voices.  He leans the torch up against the wall and goes forward into the darkness....  

***


And dissolve to a new scene, two men sitting at an ornately carved table. One wears grey homespun — but a golden coronet circles his head.  The other wears black armor.  Both bear scabbarded swords at their side.  They are eating dinner.  They cut their food with knives from a roast that rests in the center of the table on a wooden platter, and wash it down with wine drunk from crystal goblets.         


"Y'know, I've been thinking it over," says the first one. "Maybe I won't go see him tonight after all.  Safer.  Leave him alone up there for a day or two with no food or water — and no one to talk to, no matter how much he yells — and I bet he'll be real interested in coming to terms.  And real flexible terms too.   What do you think of that idea, General Tammish?"


"I think I've underestimated you again, Halsey," says the man in black armor, his voice recognizable as the one that Dirk heard through the door.  "You're a bigger fool than I thought you were!...         


"We've got an agreement, remember?  Crag Keep for you and your gang — and the title of castle-Lord to go with it.  And for me and my soldiers, the Midlands to run as we see fit, and a border raid down South every once in a while to liven things up — and bring in a few extra kolnas. No reason King Blackpool won't put up with that, once we explain things to him — especially if we guarantee him a cut of the loot.         


"Now it's plain enough that all this new talk of peace and friendship is just a line to buy us some time until King Blackpool can get himself a new wizard — and get the army on the march again.  That's why he jumped at the chance to pay a million kolnas to get hold of Prince Erik Greystone.  And that's why he won't be all that upset if we use that money to keep the war going a little longer out here — as long as we don't claim we're doing it by his authority.  And that's why we're going to treat King Blackpool as our honored guest.         


"Now do you still want to change your mind about all that, Lord  Halsey? Because if you do, I can always change my mind too.  You're the one who signed his name to that scroll, not me.  Maybe I'll get wind of your filthy plot — and send out a squad of brave soldiers to rescue the poor King from your gang of traitors."  

***


And turn the page to find Erik and Marko riding up a rocky trail, by the light of the rising full moon.  The towers of Crag Keep loom high above them. 


"Not much farther now," says Erik.  "I told you there wouldn't be any trouble getting past their lookouts."


"I wish you'd stop saying how simple everything's going to be," says Marko.  "That always make me nervous." 


Then there's the sound of marching footsteps. The two rein their horses to a halt and look back down the mountain.  Down in the pass, a mass of men is gathering, maneuvering in long lines.  They wear black armor.


"Blackpool elite troops," whispers Marko.  "I told you not to say things would be simple."


"Okay, things won't be simple.  Things will be complicated.  Do you feel better now?"


"Lots better."


"Good.  Let's go!"


And the two ride off.  


And dissolve to find Erik and Marko standing at the foot of Crag Keep.


"What's going on out there!" calls a startled, rough voice. "I mean, who goes there?"


"I do!" says Marko.  The bandit sentry draws his sword and comes forward — and Marko knocks him out with one mighty punch.  Then he turns and asks Erik, "Now where's that back door you said we'd get in by?"         


"Over here," says Dirk's voice.  He comes forward a little into the moonlight. "How nice of you to drop by, Erik.  And you too, of course, Marko.  I hope you won't be disappointed if I don't ask you in.  Crag Keep's not quite up to entertaining guests properly at present.  In fact, I was planning on going home tonight myself." 


Suddenly there's a bugle call from offstage, and the sound of marching coming nearer and nearer.  "Then again,..." says Dirk, and leads the way over to the fortress's postern door, set at the foot of the northeast tower.  A couple of guards lie slumped in the shadows.  


The three go inside, into a torch-lit corridor, and shut the door behind them.  Dirk explains that the fortress is currently being held by an uneasy alliance of the Halsey Gang with the local army detachment, under the command of Colonel Tammish.  He's not precisely sure what the troop movement outside signifies. "If all went as planned,...  But that happens so rarely.  Perhaps we should check with Colonel Tammish.  He insists on being kept fully informed at all times.  At least that's what he said when the guards finally got around to reporting I'd left my guest chamber."


"Sounds like a good idea," says Erik.  "Where do we find him."


"He was in the Great Hall when last I heard him.  Just follow me."  


The three wind their way through the secret corridors that honeycomb the fortress, and eventually come to the treasure chamber.  Erik's not particularly impressed, until Marko points out a dust-covered chest that is sort of unusual: it's got the Greystone seal (the Tudor rose found on Erik's gloves — and on his shield) carved onto its lid.  Erik and Dirk agree that they'll have to come back and investigate the chest later, once the present emergency is over.  And the three go on, retracing Dirk's earlier path back to the winding stairs.  


And dissolve to the Great Hall, which is in a state of turmoil.  Halsey and Tammish are quarreling over just whose fault the whole mess is.  A soldier rushes in with the cry that the castle's surrounded and there's not enough men to hold the gate. "And they say all we have to do is give up our prisoners and they'll let us go free."  Tammish demands that Halsey produce King Blackpool.  Halsey denies that he had anything to do with Blackpool's disappearance, and Tammish says he doesn't believe him.  


And pull back to show a secret door opening up behind them, in the back wall of the room, and Dirk steps through and says, "Hi." Tammish and Halsey whirl around; their underlings fall silent, motionless.   A soldier runs in with the news that the gate has been taken, takes a moment to grasp the situation, then says, "Your Majesty!  At your orders, sire." (And about this time, Erik and Marko appear in the doorway behind Dirk.)  


Dirk tells the soldier to go tell the troops outside that he's in charge of things and there's nothing to worry about.  Then he addresses the room at large and says that he's decided to stay the night after all.  The men will have to clear the Great Hall and have the rest of their party off in the barracks.  They can do whatever they want to down there, as long as they don't disturb him and his guests.  The soldiers begin to file out in good order.  Then Halsey draws his sword and advances on Dirk; and there's a brief scuffle between him and the nearest soldiers — after which Halsey and Tammish are seen no more.  


And the Blackpool elite guard enter to find everything in good order.  And are welcomed by Dirk, who tells them they'll find a lot of willing volunteers in the barracks, all eager to help them put the fortress back into shape again.  

***


And turn the page to the treasure chamber, with Erik and Dirk investigating the box.  It's definitely sealed with a signet-lock (and so can only be opened by King Greystone ).  Erik invites Dirk to come south with him and see what turns out to be inside.  Dirk hesitates a moment, then agrees.


And dissolve to Castle Greystone, and pan to find Erik and Dirk entering the Castle, trailed by Marko who carries the chest under one arm. He puts it down on a table in the middle of the room, then says he'll go warn the cook they'll be home for dinner tonight.  Erik goes off too, and returns accompanied by King Greystone and Justin, who ignore Dirk’s presence.


King Greystone touches his ring to the box, and it opens.  Lying on top of the stuff inside is a letter — to King Neal Blackpool from King Charles Greystone. ("That would be your grandfather's grandfather," King Greystone tells his sons. "He held this land together through the Times of Terror, when the High Plateau burned to ashes.")  


The letter says that the Blackpool box arrived safely some days ago and has been stowed away in the Vaults, where no enemy is likely to come. ("The Vaults," asks Erik; "what Vaults?" "I have no idea," says his father.") Meanwhile, here in turn are some items that Greystone would like his friend to tuck safely away somewhere until things calm down again.  


Under the letter are a number of miscellaneous items.  These include some family portraits — mostly unlabeled; a velvet bag (embroidered in gold, "For the Bride") which contains a lovely three-strand necklace of pearls and diamonds; and a scroll which proves to be an illustrated map of Aperans.  This last shows a lot more kingdoms than currently survive.  It also shows the High Plateau as a green area, split down the middle between North and South. 


"Ah," says Dirk to Erik, "I said you were entitled to half the Ashen Plateau.  And now the peace treaty's signed, and I'm stuck with the whole thing."   


King Greystone puts down the map and turns his attention to Dirk. "The peace treaty's signed, Blackpool, but that doesn't mean I've forgotten the war.  The sneak attacks.  The massacres.  The tortured prisoners.  If you mean to stay here any longer, then take off your sword — and hold your tongue.  I don't find it easy to tolerate your presence in my home — and the more you talk, the harder I find it."         


"Well, Erik, it's been good seeing you again," says Dirk. "Do drop in, the next time you're up in the north." He turns to go.         


"Trust me, Dirk," says Erik quietly.  Dirk stops, turns back, his hand falls to his belt, to the sword sheath, but Erik has turned back to his father. "Dirk's here as my guest," he tells him. "If he's not welcome here for my sake, then I'll leave with him."         


There's a moment of silence, then King Greystone bids Blackpool welcome to the castle "for my son's sake, not for your own."


Dirk thanks him politely, then asks Erik if there's a bedchamber he could borrow for a few hours rest before dinner.  What with one thing and another, he's been rather busy the last couple of days and could do with a rest.  And Erik leads him off upstairs, leaving his father and Justin glowering below.  

***


And turn the page to find Erik alone, tapping at a door.  "Dirk," he calls, "it's ten minutes till dinner."


"The door's unlocked," Dirk calls.  "After all, you said I could trust you."         


Erik goes in.  Dirk's still lying in the bed.  His boots rest neatly side by side at the bedside; his studded leather armor hangs on a nearby chair.  His sheathed sword lies beside him.  He picks it up, swings off the bedclothes, and stands up.  He's still dressed all in black: his usual black pants plus a black silk tunic (which he was wearing underneath his armor).  He starts to belt on the sword, then stops and studies Erik a moment. "You're not wearing your sword," he says finally.


"No, I normally don't at home....But you do whatever makes you feel comfortable.  Be yourself."


"Be myself."  Dirk smiles, somewhat strangely.  "You know, Erik, I wouldn't have taken off my sword at your father's command.  But on my own whim...."  He puts the sword back down on the bed.  "Suppose we go have dinner."  

and fade out.

