WIZARDS AND WARRIORS Unauthorized Future History  —  Installment 21
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Warning  DO NOT READ THIS INSTALLMENT unless you have read installments 1-20!  

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

*******

TWO STEPS BACK, ONE STEP FORWARD

WINTER (late 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 except when it’s actually snowing.)  


Castle Baaldorf:  Things are decorated for the holiday (see Inst 4).  The handmaiden Cassandra is picking up stray bits of green and silver giftwrap from under chairs, behind drapes, etc. and putting them in the fireplace.  Marko sits on a bench by the side of the hearth nibbling at a plate of cookies striped in green.  A clock over the mantle shows the time as a little past midnight.  


Erik and his father King Richard Greystone are playing checkers.  Justin sits at the same table adding a fifth layer to a house of cards.  There’s a stack of unopened champagne bottles in the center of the  table.


King Edwin Baaldorf stands by the throne, pulling his boots on.  “Tell her I’m leaving in five minutes whether she’s ready or not,” he says loudly, just as Ariel dances into the room, wearing a shimmering silver tunic over green pants, with a silver hooded cape, gloves and boots (with silver bells), followed by Geoffrey who’s wearing black leather but a matching silver cape.  “Mommy’s almost ready,” Ariel says.  “She’s just got to put on her make-up.” The six men groan in unison.  


“I’ll go help her,” says Cassandra, throwing one last armful of mess into the fire.  “Don’t forget you’re coming too,” Ariel calls after her.  “Wear your new cloak.”

***


And turn the page to see Dirk and Elyssa on horseback, looking down on Giant’s Circle (see Insts 4 & 16), a group of Blackpool guards behind them.  A shimmering blue veil of energy spreads across it like the ceiling of a pavilion, anchored by a bright light atop each of the tall black pylons.  The camera moves closer, and we see the falling snowflakes hitting the veil, each of them disappearing in a tiny flash of light.  


The camera moves to the central pylon, to show a Jenk standing by a marble stone inscribed “In Memory of Those who Died the Year the 20th Tri-Kingdom Games were not Completed.”  He looks up to see the humans approaching and scurries off into the woods, first laying a basket of glowing white flowers by the stone.


Dirk and Elyssa ride up and dismount.  “Are they poisonous?” Dirk asks her, looking at the flowers.


“No,” she says, “moon-flowers stop bleeding, but you have to be careful to keep them away from your mouth and eyes, or they’ll make them dry up too.  They’re very rare; they only flower after a deathrain.”  [See the Rains of Death in Ep 8.  They burned human flesh horribly but didn’t affect animals, apparently stopped by the fur, hide, or feathers.]  (Behind Dirk and Elyssa, some guardsmen set up a pavilion; others carry in trestle tables and benches, bottles of wine and silver cups, bowls of apples,....)  


“I’ve only seen them in hothouses before this,” Elyssa goes on.  “The same as green-bells and blood-lilies.  In the wild, they get choked off by clover or dellgrass.”


“How do you get them to flower in a hothouse?” Dirk asks, pouring two cups of wine and offering her one.


“Catch the deathrain in a barrel and cover it before the sun comes out, or else the sunlight will weaken it.”  She kneels down to touch the flowers.  “These were grown in the wild, not a hothouse.  I’d like to talk to the Jenks and see how they did that.”  She stands up, takes the cup from him and pours the wine over her hands.


“The last few times I’ve met Jenks, it ended up with their trying to kill me,” says Dirk.  


“Are you forbidding me to talk to them?”


“Just...please be careful.  And tell me first so I won’t worry that you’ve gone off to chat with them the next time I can’t find you.”


“All right.  That’s fair.”


Then there’s the sound of approaching hoofbeats, and the southern visitors arrive, Erik and Rosalyn in the lead followed by the Baaldorfs (and Geoffrey), then Justin and King Greystone, finally Marko riding next to Cassandra.  They dismount and enter the pavilion, now fully set up.  (The Baaldorf and Greystone guards who have accompanied them take up positions on the perimeter in pairs, in between the Blackpool guards.)  


Marko and Cassandra put out bowls of cookies and croissants and platters of cold cuts and cheese.  King Greystone sits down tiredly on a bench, with King Baaldorf coming over to sit next to him.  Dirk walks toward them, only to be intercepted by Justin who tells him, “Happy new year, Blackpool.  Always a pleasure to see you,” and Elyssa gasps in pain and heads off toward the far side of the pavilion, but is stopped by Erik, who asks her, “Did you bring those moon-flowers?”


“No, a Jenk brought them,” she answers.


“He ran off when he saw us coming,” Dirk adds, coming up to the two of them.  “Where did you learn about moon-flowers, Erik?  Did they start a course on Flowers after I dropped out of Royal School?”


“No, they were in a coffee table book I saw at Castle Baaldorf:  Our Friends the Endangered Flowers as Embroidery Patterns.” 


“And you leafed through it?”


“Right,” says Erik, attempting to ignore the pun, and taking a cookie from the platter Cassandra is holding out to him.  


And dissolve to show the table, with most of the food and drink gone.


“I wish dawn would hurry up,” Ariel says.  “This is boring.”


“Thank the gods,” says her mother, Queen Lattinia, looking up from her embroidery (a black and white kitten playing with a blue ball).  “Boring is wonderful.  Remember how exciting the War was.”


And a light appears in the darkness outside the pavilion.  Not the sunrise but a torch.  A ring of torches that gradually gathers around perimeter of Giant’s Circle, each torch borne by a Jenk.  Hundreds of torches.  


Ariel runs to sit next to her mother and Cassandra.  The younger men move to the outside of the pavilion (as the guards drop back to it).  Rosalyn stands next to Erik, by the death marker.  Elyssa comes there too, picks up the moon-flowers (holding them out in front of her — like a sword), then goes back to stand near Ariel, the flowers carefully pointed away from the other women’s faces.


One of the Jenks steps forward.  “I will talk to your champion,” he says.  


“Erik, you won the last Games,” Dirk says.


“Right,” says Erik and takes a few steps toward the Jenk, then turns back.  “Elyssa, do moon-flowers have the same effects on Jenks as they do on us?”


“Bleeding and dry eyes,” she says.  “Both, but faster and stronger than for us.”


“Right.”  He heads off toward the Jenk leader.  


Dirk turns his back on them and goes to the far side of the pavilion, to look out at the Jenks standing there, his hand on his sword hilt.  “Planning any dirty tricks?” Justin asks, walking over to stand a few feet away.  “I haven’t thought of any yet,” says Dirk; “any suggestions?”  


King Baaldorf goes to stand near Geoffrey, who asks, “Come to make sure I don’t betray you?”  “I thought you might need some help,” Baaldorf says; “I know I do.”


“You’re right, Mother,” says Ariel.  “Boring is wonderful.  I’ll try to remember.”  “Good girl,” says her mother.


And the camera swings back to Erik.  “I am Paran,” the Jenk says.  “Last year, my people are foolish and do not hear me.  Now they hear me.  I bring truce flowers.”  


“We saw the truce flowers,” Erik agrees.  “No more bleeding or crying.  Elyssa, bring the truce flowers.”  She comes forward to stand beside him.


“The Games have been a Truce time for centuries,” Dirk says, turning to look back at Elyssa, at the Jenk.  “Ever since the Times of Terror ended.  The Jenks broke that.  Hundreds of us last year died from Jenk poison..”


“Times of Terror never end for us!” says the Jenk.  “You twist the land — new mountains come up, and old mountains go down.  You chase us away from the sea and the grassland.  We hide in the deep forest; you cut down the tall trees to burn them.  We hide in the caves; you break up the strong rocks into dust to take little shining pebbles.  Every year, the Rains of Life grow weaker.  Your plants grow strong, our plants grow weak, and thousands of my people die from your poison .  Yes, there is blood on our hands.  You think your hands are clean?”  Dirk’s face twists in an ironic smile, and he falls silent.


“Rains of Life?” asks King Baaldorf.  “Do you mean the Rains of Death?  They can melt a man’s flesh off his bones!”  


“A man’s flesh, yes.  Not our flesh.  We pray for them, but every year they come less.  Every year is a Time of Terror — more blood, more crying.  I am the champion, and you are the champion.  We try peace.”  


“We’re kings here,” Erik says.  “We can give orders to the farmers to stay out of the deep forests where you live.  We can give orders to the miners to stay out of the caves where you live.  If they disobey us, we can punish them.  But we can’t give orders to the rain or to the mountains.  There were wizards who could do that once, but they’re not around any more.”  


“Good,” says the Jenk.  “Will your kings obey you, champion?”


“Father?” says Erik.  “King Baaldorf?  Dirk?”  


“I’ll agree,” says Baaldorf, and Richard Greystone whispers, “Yes, I’ll agree” and then coughs.   


“Dirk?” asks Erik.


“Yes,” says Dirk, “I’ll agree to those peace terms.”


“Right,” says Erik.  “Elyssa?  How do things lie with you?”


“Everyone’s telling the truth,” she says.  “But it’s not enough.”  She turns to the Jenk.  “I want to find out how you grew these flowers.  I can save the strong rain if you need more of it.  We don’t need gemstones, but we do need wood.  What do you need?  What can we trade?”


“We need to go to the sea when the moon is dark for the salt water.  We need to wash your blood off our hands.  We will trade you shining pebbles and wood for dark salt water.  We will trade you forgiveness for forgiveness.”


“Shining pebbles?” says Ariel.  “Well, as long as we’re still going to get diamonds and rubies....”


“They’d better include crystals too,” says Marko.  “We’re going to need them to light and heat our homes if the woodcutters can’t cut firewood any more.”


Erik waits a moment for more objections, then says, “Right.  We’ve got a deal here.”  


The Jenk reaches out to grasp the moon-flowers.  Erik hesitates a moment, then also grasps them.  “We try peace,” the Jenk says.  Erik repeats it.  There’s an awkward moment as the Jenk starts to walk away before Elyssa and Erik realize they have to let go of the flowers, letting him carry them off with him, to show his people.  


The Jenk torches disappear into the nearby forest, and the new year’s sun starts to inch up over the horizon.  Dirk brings a pitcher of wine and pours it over Erik’s and Elyssa’s hands.  The lights on the pylons go out.  Dirk pours two cups of wine and offers them to Geoffrey and Ariel.  “Happy new year, little brother, little sister.”  King Greystone holds out his cup, and Dirk walks over to fill it.  


“We started trying peace last year,” says Greystone.  “It seems to be working.”  He coughs and drinks some of the wine.


“Let me know if you’d ever like to try trading forgiveness for forgiveness,” Dirk says.


“Not in a lightning fever dream,” says Justin.  


“Be quiet, Justin,” his father tells him; “you don’t understand.  Are you serious, Blackpool?”   


“Forgiveness for forgiveness,” Dirk repeats.  “In the name of my grandfather who died in Castle Karnaj along with all the other kings and queens at the feast.  All of them except for you, because you ran the fastest.  And had a head start:  you started running after you killed Karnaj’s pet spider.  In the name of my father who saw the woman he loved marry you — and then heard how she’d died bearing Erik.  In my own name:  the highlight of my fourth birthday was joining hands with Father and Vector to curse you and your second wife.  She died in childbirth that day and so did her baby, and you lost your health.  I suppose we could throw in the war casualties too, as long as we’re at it.  Forgiveness for forgiveness, Greystone?”


“Forgiveness for forgiveness,” says King Greystone and holds out his hand.  Dirk grasps it, and there’s a golden glow around King Greystone that slowly dissipates leaving him looking considerably less tired.  He stands up.  “Let’s go home, boys,” he tells his sons.  “I’ll explain it all on the way.  Thanks, Blackpool.”


“You’re quite welcome,” Dirk says and turns away, to be stopped by Erik.  


“Rosalyn and I will be up to see you in a couple of weeks,” Erik tells him.  “Then we’re going to take a look at Castle SeaFoam, and find out what we have to repair before we can move in.”  


“I’ve got the most wonderful interior decorator,” says Queen Lattinia.  “As soon as he’s done with the  North Wing, I’ll send him up to you.”  


Erik ignores her.  “Happy new year, cousin,” he tells Dirk.  “Be careful.”  


“Careful?” Dirk asks.  “If I were careful, I’d have stayed home last night, in a locked room, and missed all the fun.  Happy new year, cousin.”  He looks around at Justin, shrugs, and corrects himself, “Cousins.”


“Cousin?” asks Justin.


“I’ll explain it all on the way home,” says his father.

And fade out.

