WIZARDS AND WARRIORS - - Installment Eight by Lee Gold  

WARNING;  if you have not read Installments 1-7, DO NOT READ THIS ONE. 

It will only confuse you horribly.  Get hold of #1-7 — and read them in order. 

Note:  Vector was deleted from the standard cast last installment.  Therefore you may imagine these installments as preceded by a new set of titles.  (And possibly by music a little less derivative from John Williams/Prokofiev.  The old title music kept being driven out of my head by strains from the March from "The Love of Three Oranges.")  

Note:  Back in "The Dungeons of Death" (Ep 7) Marko spent awhile in the Blackpool dungeon, before being rescued by Erik.  At one point, Dirk suggested Marko switch sides.  Marko refused on the grounds that he had 5000 kolnas (equivalent to $5000?) in his pension fund — and didn't want to lose it.   

AN UNMAPPED PATH  

SPRING (beginning the day after the end of "The Long Night" (Inst 7) with much the same conditions).


And open in Castle Blackpool, outside King Saris Blackpool's sickroom (as glimpsed in "The Alliance," Inst 3 and "The Curse of Shalizan," Inst 5).  The guard is still outside the door, with Neville also in attendance.  Geoffrey is there as well, torn between petulant anger and grief.  His father's condition has plainly worsened in the last 24 hours — and he wants to be with him. 


"Don't you realize that my father may die any moment," he tells Neville.  "Suppose he wakes up for a moment — and has something he wants to tell me.  You have no right to keep me from his side!"


"Your brother's orders — "         


"My brother didn't expect this sort of thing to happen when he gave those orders!  Besides, if Father really does die....The Blackpool throne passes to the eldest son here in the castle, unless he's off somewhere leading troops in battle.  By sunset tonight, I may be your king." 


Neville is silent, but does not step aside from the doorway.  Geoffrey goes on, "Of course if Dirk were only here, I'd be the first to agree that he's the heir to the throne, but — "


And Dirk appears at the end of the corridor, with the words, "Thank you, little brother, I knew I could count on you."


Geoffrey reacts, then summons up a semblance of good manners and greets Dirk.  Neville steps aside, and the two brothers enter the room.  


And dissolve to see Dirk standing by his father's bed, his hand resting lightly on the nightstand (next to the Blackpool crown).  Geoffrey stands beside him.  Saris lies unmoving, his breathing the only sound in the room, his face pale but tranquil.  Dirk reaches down and touches his father's hand; Saris does not react, and Dirk looks down at his father stony-faced.  Abruptly the room becomes dead silent, as Saris's breathing stops.  

***


And turn the page to the death ceremony.  Saris's body is clad in a scarlet robe trimmed with white fur.  It rests atop a pile of wood set up on a stone platform, in the middle of a snow-covered field. King Baaldorf, Queen Lattinia and Ariel are there; so is Erik (and of course, Marko); and so is Geoffrey.   


Dirk stands by the platform, wearing the Blackpool crown.  He holds a blazing torch aloft, then tosses it onto the wood, which blazes up at once.  As the flames burn, Dirk bids his father's spirit farewell.  The Southerners listen to his speech somewhat skeptically.  


And focus in on King Baaldorf's face as Dirk says that Saris's death was ultimately due to the long war between North and South — and that the best tribute that he can pay his father's memory is to continue the present truce.  He is therefore appointing his brother, Prince Geoffrey, as ambassador to Camarand.  He asks if King Baaldorf will receive him and work with him to set up a border agreement between the two kingdoms.  


Baaldorf agrees somewhat reluctantly (unsure if he's gaining a spy or a hostage  — but sure that he's gaining a nuisance).  Geoffrey seems somewhat surprised but pleased.  And Ariel says she thinks it'll be nice to have company, not just the same old faces — and gets a frown from her mother.


The ceremony draws to an end, and Dirk invites Erik to stay the night at Castle Blackpool — and help draw up a preliminary agreement on the border between their two kingdoms — to be later approved by Erik's father.  (Marko looks Highly Disapproving but doesn't actually say anything, as Erik accepts the invitation on behalf of both of them.)  

***


And turn the page to the Castle Blackpool dining hall, with dinner nearly over. Dirk and Erik and Marko are seated at one end of a long table — with a map of eastern Aperans spread over the other end.  (Dirk is no longer wearing the crown; it’s reserved for formal occasions.)  


The atmosphere is somewhat strained, as Erik and Dirk watch each other warily.  Erik breaks off eating to inquire whether they should be calling Dirk, "Your Majesty" or some such.  And is told "Only if you want to be called 'Crown Prince and heir to all Camarand' — or of course, in Marko's case, 'Vassal.'" 


And Marko speaks up to compliment Blackpool on the guest rooms they got this visit — compared to the one he was put in last time.  Dirk smiles and says that the dungeons are now even more interesting than they were last fall — and invites Marko to go take a look at them — either on a guided tour or by himself. ("I've given instructions to the guards to admit you. And to let you out afterwards too," he adds reassuringly.)  


Marko says he'll take him up on it and gets up to go, then turns back and warns Erik to be careful while he's away.  He goes out, and the room is silent.  Dirk stares moodily at his nearly full wine glass.  Erik asks him to pass the wine; he fills his own glass, then laughs.  "Funny, we never seemed to run out of things to talk about before."


Dirk smiles briefly, then asks how Erik's father is doing.  Is he really ill — or did he pass up the death ceremony out of prudence?


"Just his usual winter cold," says Erik.  "He should be up and around again soon."   He takes a sip of wine, then asks if Saris ever woke up.


"No," says Dirk; "he just slipped further and further away..... Funny, it's been over seven years since I spoke to him last, and yet.... it's still strange to know I'll never see him again."  He pauses, then adds, "Do you know you're the only one who cared to ask — or whom I'd have answered."


"What else are friends for," asks Erik.


Dirk stares at him silently, then says, "I'm not all that sure. You're the first I've ever had.  You'll have to teach me."    

***


And dissolve to find Marko re-entering the room somewhat later with the news that the dungeons are empty, the prisoners all gone.  What happened to them?


"They volunteered to join the army," says Dirk.


"They what!" 


"Well, I was hardly in a position to offer them a thousand kolnas each and set them free altogether.  It wouldn't have been politically expedient.... So I told them that with Vector gone I hadn't been able to locate their records  — and they had a choice between telling me what they'd done to qualify for the dungeon — and  staying there, of course — or of joining the army and being useful.  Strangely enough, all of them chose to join the army....In your case, Marko, I'll make an exception.  It shouldn't set too much of a precedent.  You can always put the thousand kolnas in your pension fund."


"Pension fund," asks Erik.  "What pension fund?"


"Dear me, you mean you haven't set one up for him after all?"


Marko offers to settle for a refill of his wine glass, and stares at  Dirk thoughtfully.  


And Dirk and Erik adjourn to the far end of the table, to lean over the map and discuss where the border should go.  The Ashen Plateau is a fairly clear dividing line between the two kingdoms, but there are still a number of problem areas. [In my visualization, the Ashen Plateau is the eastern edge of the Mountains of Madness.  It's enough of a geographical barrier to explain why, even though the Greystone area is directly south of the Blackpool area, most of the battles fought have been on a NE/SW axis, between Blackpool and Baaldorf.  And of course, the fact that the Greystone area is more secure would explain how it came to be the capital of Camarand.]  


Dirk cedes the (independently ruled) Eastern Isles (and a few miles of nearby coast at Norton's Bay) to the south, in exchange for the mountain village at Dragon's Pass.  He offers to split the Ashen Plateau down the middle, but Erik generously (?) tells him to take it all.  


And then their attention focuses on a pass on the eastern side of the Mountains of Madness.  Erik remarks that he doesn't think it's shown on the Greystone maps of the area.  Dirk says it's Ogre's Pass; Northern legends about it go back for generations.  Hero after hero went off to fight the monster lurking there — and never came back.  Dirk has never had time to investigate it personally.   Erik says it would cut a few hours off his journey home tomorrow if he took it.  And Dirk says in that case he'll ride along with him, just in case anything interesting happens.  

***


And turn the page to find the three men riding through a snowy mountain scene, Erik in the middle with Marko to his right and Dirk to his left.  As they approach the actual pass, the road gets narrower and steeper.  And then the Ogre appears.  (It has three eyes, one in the middle of its forehead. Its body is covered with shaggy, dark brown fur.  It holds a stone club in its right hand.) The horses are quite upset at its appearance.  


As Dirk and Erik try to get their mounts back under control, the Ogre approaches — and Marko quiets Ben, dismounts, and draws his sword.  Marko and the Ogre fight, with the Ogre soon going on the defensive and backing up into the mouth of a cave.  Marko follows him in. saying that this shouldn't take long; he'll be back in a minute.  


Dirk and Erik finally quiet their horses and dismount.  Marko still hasn't come out of the cave.   


Erik and Dirk enter the cave warily, swords drawn.  A few yards in, lit by the sunlight of the cave mouth lies Marko's body — the left leg hacked off and lying some feet away, near his sword.  Erik is quite upset.  Dirk goes looking for further signs of the Ogre — and finds himself being menaced by a twittering bat, whose green eyes glow brightly enough to illuminate the scene.  He takes a swipe at it with his sword but misses. 


Then the Ogre reappears from the recesses of the cave.  It utters a frightening roar (and the bat flits up to the roof of the cave, out of Dirk's reach).  The Ogre's right arm is bleeding, and it no longer has its club.  Erik runs forward, waving his sword.  


And Dirk cries, "Wait, Erik!  It doesn't make sense.  Don't kill — " And then, when Erik runs past him, he grabs him from behind and holds him, one arm across his throat.  The Ogre comes nearer, then stops — in a menacing pose.


"That thing killed Marko,...and I'm going to kill it!" says Erik. "Let me go, Blackpool."


"Humor me first, Erik, and answer a few questions.  Wasn't Marko shorter than the Ogre?  Didn't Marko have a sword, and the Ogre only a club?  Didn't we find Marko's body with his leg cut off cleanly, and how did the Ogre do that with a club?  And the Ogre's been wounded on his upper arm...."


"What are you trying to say?  You mean — that Ogre is Marko, and — "  


Dirk lets Erik go.  And Erik sheathes his sword and steps forward to the Ogre.  "Marko?"  The Ogre roars again, but makes no move to attack him.  Erik turns back to Dirk.  "What do we do?"


"I think," says Dirk, "that this qualifies as an emergency."  He fumbles at his neck and draws out the Monocle that lies hidden beneath his armor. "The two of us together should be able to handle it."


"I thought you said that Vector's Monocle was shattered when he died," says Erik, looking at the glowing Monocle in fascination.


"It was.  This is mine," says Dirk, "even if I am only a wizardling.  Traquill said not to use it except in a real emergency,...to avoid drawing unfriendly attention.  So let's try to get this done as quickly as possible."  


Dirk turns and walks back towards the cave entrance to where Marko's body lies.  Erik and the "Ogre" follow him.  Dirk asks Erik to give him his hand. The two turn their attention towards Marko's body, focusing their wills on it.  A beam lances out from the Monocle, and the body slowly and waveringly changes form, and turns into that of the Ogre.  When the Ogre's image is finally complete, there's a flare of light from the Monocle — and then the magic ceases, and Dirk tucks the Monocle away again.  


And Marko speaks up to say that it's nice being in a familiar shape and able to talk again — and can they get out of here now? (There's dried blood on Marko's sleeve from the wound to his upper right arm.)


"So that's why there's always been an Ogre in here," says Erik.  "You slay it — and you take on its form.  And eventually, probably, its nature too."  

       
And Dirk remembers how he nearly killed the bat and wonders what would have happened to him had he done so.  He asks Marko if he called off the bat.


"Yes," says Marko, "I could still speak to animals.  I tried talking to you, Erik, but you couldn't understand me any more.  As for the bat, Blackpool, I told it to get away for its sake — not yours."         


"I'm sure we're both properly grateful," says Dirk — and turns to leave the cave.


Marko and Erik follow him out, into the sunlight again.  They mount their horses — and Dirk heads back north to Castle Blackpool, Erik and Marko south to Castle Greystone.  

and fade out

