WIZARDS AND WARRIORS — Installment Six    

by Lee Gold  

Warning:  If you have not read Installments 1-5, reading this will only confuse you. 

If you have read them, you are already confused but more knowledgeably so.  

THE PLANE OF POWER  

MIDWINTER (February.  The snow has iced over, so you can walk on top of it.  Roads are marked by beaten-down snow, with wheel-ruts.)  


Rainbow Grove, by the Fountain.  Traquill is seated in his usual chair; Dirk Blackpool stands a few feet away.  (The Fountain does not seem to have been affected by the cold, and the trees in this area are evergreens.  There is snow on the tree branches and on the ground.)      


"You understand," says Traquill, "that even though you're wearing that Monocle, it's not really yours; it's Vector's.  It'll be attuned to him forever."      


"I understand that if I die, it'll return to Vector at once.  And that if I want to use it without his knowledge — or against his will — I have to use some of my concentration to block my actions from him — or try to catch him by surprise.  I suppose I'll have to kill him by surprise."  (Dirk smiles briefly.)  


"It's a lot more complicated than that.  Magic has a way of being more complicated than you'd think at first.  Sometimes even more complicated than I'd think at first.  Killing a wizard isn't merely a matter of destroying his body.  There's also a contest of spirits, of wills.  And yours — trying to work through Vector's own Monocle — will be at a real disadvantage."      


"What other choice do I have?" inquires Dirk dryly.      


"Magic's always complicated, so there are always lots of choices.  Just how much do you know about the history of the Monocles?"      


"Bethel said that originally they were all part of one device — a sort of glass through which the four Keepers were able to read the Book." Traquill nods. "And that the glass was shattered by ignorance and folly — and the Book torn apart.  She and Vector each took half of the Book and one of the Monocles. And left the others — the other two?"      


Traquill nods again. "The fourth Monocle is no longer on this plane of existence.  My sister Keeper, Kaltrinnia, wore it — before she gave me her magic powers and became a mortal.  Now she's given up her mortal life and died, but her spirit is not truly free as long as she is attuned to the Monocle she once wore.  I can open a Gateway so you can find her Monocle — and her,...on the Plane of Power...."  

***


And turn the page to Castle Baaldorf.  Ariel is reading a letter from her girlfriends (met at Finishing School), Rosalyn and Elyssa — and giggling at some of the paragraphs.  When she finishes, she tells Cassandra she's going out for a walk.  Cassandra helps her put on a heavy cloak (and Ariel's also wearing the fur muff she got from Geoffrey).  Cassandra puts on her own cloak, and the two head off.  

***


And turn the page again to find Erik and Marko heading towards Castle Baaldorf, for a conference with the King.  They stop on the way to help a mailman who's been chased up a tree by a white bear.  Marko chats briefly with the bear and bribes him with a couple of apples he'd been saving for the horses.  The mailman thanks them gratefully and heads off.  The two continue on their way.   

***


And turn the page to find Dirk in a place of milk-white stalactites and stalagmites, forming a kind of natural labyrinth.  The ice daggers glow into brightness (and hum forbiddingly) if touched.  A black cat (the same one seen last installment in the ruins of Shalizan?) follows him, getting ever closer.   Finally he enters clearing; in its center is a large, milk-white block of ice (resembling the marble block seen last show, which Vector called the Altar of Healing).  Above the block, in midair, hangs a clear crystal at the end of a gold chain.  (The fourth Monocle?)  


Dirk nears the block and reaches out his hand towards the crystal — and the cat snarls and leaps atop the block, one paw on the crystal.  Dirk drops his hand to his sword hilt and half-draws the weapon, then pauses...and lets it drop back in the scabbard.  He tells the cat he has come not to fight her but because he needs the Monocle's power to get rid of Vector.  


The cat speaks (in a woman's voice) and asks what Dirk thinks killing Vector will accomplish.       


"Well, for one thing," says Dirk with a twisted smile, "it will kill my father, King Saris Blackpool.  His life force has been linked with Vector's, ever since Vector tried to kill him.  And my father's death will make me king in his stead, King of Karteia."      


"And is that the only major consequence?"      


"Hardly.  It will also change the balance of power for the whole of Aperans between the mages who survive.  Bethel is no match for Traquill."


"And what will that do to your land of Karteia, O King-to-be?" asks the cat.      


"It'll make it stronger than ever before."      


"So you want this to assure your eventual victory?"      


"Eventual victory?  Milady, I've already won my victory.  The war is over, and I've conquered.  It's just that hardly anyone's noticed it yet."  Dirk laughs.      


The cat laughs too — and, as the Monocle beneath her paw glows blue, she transforms into a dark-haired woman robed in white, a figure of power and authority rather than sensuality, but still beautiful.  "Take the Monocle then, O Conqueror," she says.      


Dirk reaches out and grasps the Monocle, and the woman fades into shadow, then merely an outline of her form, then nothingness.  

***


And turn the page to find Ariel off in the woods with Cassandra.  They have made a snowman and are throwing snowballs at it.  Then Ariel notices that some of the spring flowers are already coming up from under the snow, in the sunny patches between the trees.  She starts picking them (cutting them with her nail scissors) and handing them to Cassandra to hold.  The two girls stray through the woods, farther and farther away from home, picking the flowers.  


Cassandra suggests they go back to the castle; she's got as many flowers as she can hold, and besides she doesn't want to get lost.  And Ariel spots a large and beautiful flowering shrub only a little away and runs over to it. It's got pretty yellow blossoms, a little like bells.  As a slight breeze blows, the blossoms seem to be chiming.  Ariel leans nearer to listen — and the shrub's tendrils begin to wrap around her, like tentacles, as its song becomes louder and faster — and more ominous.  Cassandra cries out and drops the flowers, but Ariel doesn't seem to hear her.  


Cassandra runs off in a panic....   And Ariel starts singing the shrub's song with it (a little off-key here and there)  — and the tendrils wince at the sound of her voice, withdrawing back into the plant.  Until she suddenly notices (just a moment too early) what's been happening (as one of the tendrils snags in her long hair).  She utters a yip! and starts trying to pull away — and the tendrils return and enfold her firmly.  And the shrub's chiming sounds even more ominous.  

***


And turn the page to find Dirk back in Rainbow Grove, his new Monocle still in his right hand.  Traquill warns him not to let it be seen once he has left the Grove, let alone use it — except in an emergency. Even after Vector's death, it would be wise to keep it hidden.  "There are many Powers, and what we two have done this day is nothing I’d like most of them to know about."      


Dirk asks if having a Monocle attuned to him means he is now a wizard. 

     
"Hardly that," says Traquill.  “A wizard understands the nature of the devices and spells he uses, and just how he accomplishes each effect. The difference between the way a wizard uses a Monocle and the way you do is ...the difference between opening a door by using a key — and by kicking it in.  Perhaps, for courtesy's sake, I might call you a 'wizardling.'"  

***


And turn the page as Cassandra finds King Baaldorf meeting with the newly arrived Erik and Marko and hysterically tells them what's happened to Ariel. The king asks Erik if he'd mind rescuing Ariel once more, and Erik looks resigned and politely says it'll be his pleasure.  He and Marko follow Cassandra away.  

***


And turn the page to find Ariel and the plant at a standoff.  It's still trying to wrap her up, but she's got one arm free and is cutting off tendrils with her nail scissors.  She seems more annoyed than frightened by it — until she hears Erik's approach.  Then she goes all helpless (and drops her nail scissors), as the plant rallies again.  Erik wades in with his sword — and slashes up the plant to free her.  (Meanwhile Marko, perceiving he's not really needed, helps Cassandra gather up the flowers she dropped — and escorts her back to the castle.)  


Freed at last, Ariel turns around to retrieve her nail scissors, and her hat hits Erik's face!  He tells her she'll have to be more careful when wearing dangerous items, and she accuses him of not liking her hat.  Erik is torn between tact and truth, and Ariel finds his silence more irritating yet.  The ensuing conversation degenerates from bickering into a full-fledged quarrel, with Ariel telling Erik she doesn't want to see him anymore if that's what he thinks of her — and refusing to listen to him, because she's not talking with him, and it would be silly to listen to someone you're not going to say anything to.  


Finally Ariel storms back to the castle (Erik following her a few yards back, and watching to make sure nothing else happens to her).  She gets out her new diary (the one he gave her for New Year's) and starts writing up the incident, reading aloud what she considers to be particularly poignant passages.  


Erik tries once or twice more to get her to calm down, then gives up and goes back to her father.  The two are planning for Erik to make a single-handed sneak attack on Vector, while Marko stays at Castle Baaldorf to help lead the defense against Vector's Sendings.  They also discuss the spring offensive against Karteia (to take place after Vector's death, as soon as the thaw opens the passes so the armies to march through). This will help them regain the borderlands lost last year to Blackpool's forces — and possibly also gain a little additional territory.  

***


And turn the page back to the woods, to the beaten up shrub.  An old man in dark-grey robes, belted in at the waist with a black chain, emerges from behind a tree.  He inspects the shrub awhile, then waves his hand and speaks a few words.  (This seems to be a different sort of magic than Monocles:  no ray comes from him, but a glow envelopes the plant — and it's restored back to full bloom again.)  

and fade out          

