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Warning  DO NOT READ THIS INSTALLMENT unless you have read installments 1-23!  

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

*******

Installment 24:  THE SIEGE

MID-WINTER (February:  a day after the last installment)


King Richard Greystone sits at a desk, elaborately feathered quill pen in hand, inkwell near by, looking at a list.  “Edwin and Lattinia Baaldorf, and Ariel and Geoffrey Baaldorf.”


“Ariel Baaldorf and Geoffrey Blackpool,” corrects Ariel.  


“Have you thought what you’re going to call the children if you and your husband have different last names?” asks King Greystone, putting the pen down.


“Lawrence Montgomery Blackpool Baaldorf and Anita Montgomery Blackpool Baaldorf.  Montgomery was Mommy’s maiden name.”


“I was best man at your parents’ wedding, young lady.  I know your mother’s maiden name.  Lawrence and Anita are very nice names.  But they won’t be around in time to attend Erik’s wedding.  Maybe Justin’s, if he keeps on the way he’s been going.  Duplicate poker tournament in February!”  He picks up the pen again.  “What’s young Tronin’s name?”


“Terror.” 


“Taro,” corrects King Greystone.  “Taro Tronin,” he repeats, writing down the name, “and his mother, Queen Kitsuko Tronin.”


“Kitchykoo,” says Ariel.


Greystone sighs, then goes back to his list.  “Dirk and Elyssa Blackpool.”


“Oh goody!  I was so worried you wouldn’t invite them.  Daddy sulked for weeks because I insisted Dirk had to be at our marriage ceremony.”


“I said ‘Forgiveness for forgiveness.’  A Greystone’s word is his bond.”

***


And turn the page to Zagan, who’s also sitting at a desk, making a list, as Vanora stands beside him.  “General Richard Rankoor and Lord Stephen DaLeal.  Lord Vulkar.  Professor Barritt.  The Wizard Vector?  No, that’s right, he said Prince Erik Greystone was the one who killed him.  Queen Ariadne Greystone and her baby?  Well, why not?  If nothing else, they should help fill out the crowd.  And I can always give her something special to use.”  He turns to Vanora.  “Who else did your Dirk have a hand in killing?”


“His father.  Not directly, but he knew that killing Vector would mean his father’s dying.”


“King Saris Blackpool,” says Zagan, writing down the name.  “Who else?”


“Is it really wise to raise Vulkar?  Vector tried to control him, but he broke free.”


“Vector was a fool to try to control Vulkar without even a Monocle to aid him.  And you’ve learned that my power is far greater than a mere Monocle, haven’t you, little witch?”


“Yes,” she says, “I’ve learned my lesson, Master Zagan.”  

***


And turn the page to the beach at Castle SeaFoam [as glimpsed at the end of Inst 23], now with not just two but hundreds of ghostly forms, their armor and weapons shining in the flickering moonlight.  And pull back to shown Erik and Rosalyn kissing on the castle balcony, absorbed in one another — until Erik notices the ghosts on the shore, who are now forming up into marching order, one set carrying banners with the Blackpool arms, the other carrying banners with a white lily and the Camarandian rose.  


“What are they up to?” asks Erik, and gets his answer as the ghosts start chanting “Vengeance.  Vengeance!  March to Castle Blackpool.”  The Blackpool banners move onward, as Rankoor and his men ride away.  

***


And turn the page to Rainbow Fountain, to see Traquill place the black velvet-wrapped object that Michael and Paran fetched for him from the Forest of Doom [last Installment] atop a gold-veined white marble altar.  He unwraps the velvet to disclose a huge book, its cover bound in silver and ornamented in shining crystals.  He opens it [and the audience suddenly realizes that its pages are the ones we keep seeing get turned during the course of the show] to show page after page of complex formulae written in a number of different alphabets plus what look like Chinese ideographs and Egyptian hieroglyphics, and starting with Maxwell’s Equations.  Traquill pulls out his Monocle and looks through it at a double-page spread showing the map of Aperans with mystical symbols glowing on it.


“The Happy Haunting Hour, is it,” he murmurs.  “Well, Saris Blackpool always liked big parties.  The more the merrier, he used to say.  Let’s invite some more guests.”  A golden ray comes from his Monocle, lighting up the northern part of the map.

***


And turn the page to see Justin and Marko looking through peepholes in a massive steel-bound gate, watching Vullkar and his men gathering on the Plains of Death, chanting the same battle cry that Erik and Rosalyn heard at Castle SeaFoam.  “Vengeance!  Vengeance!  March to Castle Blackpool!”


“Well, it’s good to know they’re not after us this time,” says Justin.  “Yet!  I don’t think we’re going to wait for sunrise after all.  You wake the men and get the wagons harnessed; I’ll write the thank-you note.”  The two go back into the depths of the Dragon Tunnel.

***


And turn the page to see Erik and Rosalyn girding on their swords.  “They’ll probably just march on by without bothering us,” says Erik.  “But I ought to be able to get there first and warn Dirk if I take the Ogre Pass shortcut.  Tell Justin—“


“I won’t be here,” interrupts Rosalyn.  


“You going to come with me?”


“I’m going to lead the DaLeals.”  She grabs her cloak and puts it on.  “You can come with me if you like.”  She runs out of the room.


And dissolve to see her standing on the sand, in the midst of the swirling ghosts.  “I’m Princess Rosalyn DaMarriss,” she cries, “daughter and heir to Alan DaMarriss, King of the Islands, whose sister Alexandra married Lord Stephen DaLeal..”  She draws her sword.  “Pledge me your loyalty, and I promise you justice.”  


The DaLeal banners gather around her.  A tall man comes forward, the white lily on his surcoat stained with his heart’s blood, and kneels to her.   “What’s left of Lord Stephen DaLeal is at your orders, Princess Rosalyn.”


And dissolve to see Erik riding forward on South Wind, leading Rosalyn’s horse, as she and Lord DaLeal talk.  


“He’s a friend too,” Rosalyn tells DaLeal.  “He’s Prince Erik Greystone, heir to all Camarand, the finest swordsman in Aperans, and the man I’m going to marry.”   She jumps up onto Hornet.  DaLeal bows to Erik.  

***


And turn the page to see Justin giving a folded piece of paper to the Blackpool guard commander.  “See you next shipment” he says, then goes to join Marko and the wagon train, which now has a dozen Blackpool guards riding on each wagon.  “It really feels weird convoying Blackpool soldiers to the South,”  he grumbles.


“You’re getting five thousand crystals in this shipment,” replies one of the Blackpool guards.  “You want to train technicians or just install them yourself, prince, go right ahead.”  


“I just wish I could set them up to blast Vulkar,” says Justin.   “But he’s too full of magic for technology to affect him.”


“I heard he was half-demon,” one of the Greystone guards says.  


“Half-Clacton, half-Drachnel,” says Justin.  “He led the Drachnel clan for a century or so.  When the Wars of the Ashen Plateau broke out between the Wizards, he sacrificed himself to save his kingdom,  but he promised he’d come back.  And he keeps on doing it!”  

***


And turn the page to Castle Blackpool to find Dirk and Elyssa climbing a set of stairs.  She opens a door off a landing and proudly displays a room (lit by silvery wire) lined with trees and flowering plants, the central area covered with clover.  


Dirk walks in and inspects the trees.  “Lemons, oranges,.... What’s this one?” he asks about a tree with red leaves. 


“Astrid.  It won’t come into fruit for another year or two.”


“Handy to have around just in case there’s another outbreak of crimson plague.  Do the lemons and oranges have any special properties?”


“No, they just taste good, and they’re good for the eyes and heart.  Like all lemons and oranges.”  


He picks an orange and looks around some more.  “No apples?”


“No, it would be too hot for them; they need a cold season to bear fruit.”


There’s a knock on the door and a voice calls, “Your Majesty, there’s a courier from Dragon Pass with  an Emergency message.”  Dirk opens the door, as the guard goes on, “He’s been wounded.  He’s at the foot of the stairs.”   Dirk drops the orange and brushes past him and goes down the stairs.


And dissolve to see the courier sitting on a bench at the foot of the stairway, as another guard finishes bandaging his left leg.  He hands Dirk a red envelope from which Dirk pulls out a folded piece of paper.  (“Did you wash the wound first before bandaging it?” Elyssa asks the medic.  “Yes, milady,” he replies.)  


 Neville appears a moment later and announces, “I’ve put the perimeter guard at full strength.”  


“Pull them back into the castle,” says Dirk.  “Someone’s called up Vulkar.  There’s no point in killing his men; he can just call them up again.  And nothing can banish him except for a magic weapon that’s never killed him before.”  


“Does your sword count now it’s been magic spiderweb-scratched and glows in the dark?” asks Elyssa.


“I don’t know,” says Dirk.  “I’d just as soon not risk it unless there’s no other option.”

***


And turn the page to see Rosalyn and Erik riding at the head of a ghostly army, still chanting its battle cry.  


“Have you decided what you’re going to do when we get there?” Erik asks.


“I promised them justice.  Lord DaLeal says it was a fair fight, and he’d like another chance at fighting Rankoor.”


“Yeah, Dirk only used to break the rules if he thought he was going to lose.  Did DaLeal say who called him up?”


“An old man with a beard, but not Traquill or Vector.  A beautiful woman, but not Bethel.  He didn’t hear any names.”  


“Bethel could change her appearance,” says Erik.  “Probably Vector could too.  Any idea what Rankoor’s plans are?”


“Tearing Dirk into bite-sized pieces and then roasting them on a spit, over the burning ruins of Castle Blackpool,” she says.  


“Good,” says Erik.  “Nothing especially creative.”

***


And turn the page to see Vulkar’s encampment by Castle Blackpool.  The cannons are booming as cannonballs bounce off the castle’s massive stone walls (no glass windows on the ground floor here, unlike Castle Baaldorf, which is really more of a palace).  And then pull back to show the encampment being assaulted by yet another ghostly army,  the attacking warriors’ red armor emblazoned with white dragons.  They’re led by a woman carrying a flaming sword, her long blonde hair streaming behind her as she gallops.  


And dissolve to see Dirk, Elyssa, and Neville watching the battle from a tower turret.  Dirk’s wearing his sword; Elyssa is wearing her “unmagical” dagger [see Inst 19].  Behind them, in the east, the sun is rising.  (The turret is fairly large, about 20 feet on a side.)


“Anybody recognize the newcomers?” Neville asks.


“My mother’s forces,” says Dirk.  “The Drachnel clan.  She was executed a year or two after Geoffrey was born, for leading a rebellion against my father.  All my father told me at the time was that she died so we could get Geoffrey to come live with us; for years I thought she’d died in childbirth.  Then I went to Royal School and took Modern History.”  He falls silent for a few moments, then adds, “I never thought I’d see her face again.  Father burned all her pictures after she left him.”

***


And turn the page to see the wagon train pausing at the Dunfirm crossroads.  “Just head on south from here,,” Justin tells the men, “and you’ll get to Castle Baaldorf by tomorrow evening.  Marko and I are going to go visit Castle SeaFoam.”  


“Erik’s not at Castle SeaFoam anymore,” says Traquill, suddenly appearing beside Justin (who jumps back in surprise and half-draws his sword).  “Rosalyn’s heading off to Castle Blackpool with a gang of ghosts, and Erik’s going along for the fun.  They’ll probably get there around sunset.”


“What about Father?” asks Justin.


“He’s off at Castle Baaldorf visiting Edwin and Latinia.  I dropped in there last night and put a spell of protection on the castle; they’ll be fine.  And the Winslow twins—“


“I don’t care about the Winslow twins,” interrupts Justin.


“Are they in danger?” asks Marko.


“They’re in your brother Michael’s courtroom  filing for divorce so they can swap husbands.  Anything else you boys want to know?”


“Is there a spell of protection on Castle Greystone?” asks Justin.


“Nope, I couldn’t do that; nobody there with Royal Blood, but I’ll check back every hour or two and see if any of the royal family has turned up.”


“What about Castle Blackpool?” asks Marko.


“Dirk has to look after himself these days,” says Traquill — and disappears as abruptly as he arrived.  


“I guess I’ll head for home,” says Justin and rides off south at a brisk pace.  Marko watches him go, then reins Ben around and heads back toward Dragon Tunnel.

***


And turn the page to Castle Blackpool, to see Dirk sitting beside a bed whose quilted bedspread is embroidered with the Blackpool arms.  


After a few moments, Elyssa opens the door and looks in.  “The cook says dinner is waiting for us up in the tower, but he’ll throw it down to the ghosts if we’re not there soon.”


“We’d better go then,” says Dirk.  He stands up and walks to the door, then looks back one more time.  “He doesn’t seem to have shown up.  I’d hoped,...with all the other ghosts walking about.... Well, let’s go have dinner and watch the battle.”


He leads the way, down the corridor, followed by Elyssa — who is followed by the ghostbear [see Inst 22] padding along on four paws. As they climb the tower stairs, a ghostly form appears in the shadows of a landing they’ve just passed:  a stranger, a tall white-haired man holding a sword.  The bear rises to its hindlegs and roars.  Dirk turns around, drawing his sword.  Elyssa steps to the side of the stairway to let him pass (and her dagger hilt is glowing brightly).  But it’s already too late; the ghostbear’s claws shred the attacking ghost, and it crumbles away into tatters of mist.  The bear goes back down onto four paws — and starts happily munching on the shredded spirit.


“Who was that?” asks Elyssa.


“Professor Barritt,” says Dirk..  “The Modern History teacher.  The man who completed my education on backstabbing.  What a shame he didn’t last longer.  I’d have enjoyed killing him again.”  He turns back and starts climbing again.  Elyssa stays a moment longer, watching the bear feed, then follows him.

***


And turn the page to see Justin riding up to Castle Greystone — to find Traquill sitting in the castle courtyard, dozing.  “Been waiting long?” Justin asks, dismounting his horse.


Traquill wakes up with a start and rubs his eyes.  “I was dreaming of the good old days, back when I was just five hundred or so.  There was this pretty little distraction....  Well, you don’t want to hear about that;  you’ve got your own affairs.  Or are you going steady these days?”  He takes out his Monocle.  “Okay, we’re going to set up a shield around this castle.  It may not need it today, but there’s always tomorrow.  And Erik’s wedding in June.”  He holds out his other hand, and Justin takes it.  “In the name of the family Greystone,” intones Traquill, “may this home be safe from outside magic.”  A sphere of gold shimmers around the castle, then fades away.  “Fine job, even if I do say so myself,” he mutters.   “Where are you heading next, Justin?”


“Castle Baaldorf.  Unless I run into a distraction.”  


“Or go hunting one up?  There are times I wish I were five hundred again.  Or that that last rejuvenation spell hadn’t gotten disrupted.”  Traquill vanishes.  

***


And turn the page to see Erik and Rosalyn (and the DaLeal ghosts) leaving Ogre Pass to see Castle Blackpool looming before them, surrounded by battling spectral armies, as the sun sinks slowly in the west.   


“Getting to the castle gate’s going to be a challenge,” says Rosalyn.


“I used to know a hidden passage into the castle, but it’s probably been stopped up by now,” says Erik.  “And we couldn’t bring our horses through it.  Anyway, I thought you said you were going to lead the DaLeals.”


She’s plainly taken aback.  “I meant lead them here, not....”  She turns to Lord DaLeal. “Do you want me to lead your army into battle, milord?”


“Of course not,” he says.  “You’re a woman.”


“Don’t argue with him,” says Erik hastily, as she frowns.  “I was only kidding.  I’m not going to stick around for this battle either.  Now let’s see,” he says, looking over the battlefield, “what would Justin do?”  


“We’ll charge the gate, Your Highness,” says DaLeal “and clear a path for you.”


“Good idea,” says Erik, and then, as DaLeal rides off and his men start forming into columns behind him, says to Rosalyn, “That’ll distract people for awhile.”  He points out a turret, the one where Dirk and Elyssa are sitting.  “We’re going to head over there and say hi.”  He pulls the dagger out of his sword hilt.  


DaLeal yells “The Lily and the Rose!  Charge!” and gallops off, pursued by his men.  


Erik and Rosalyn trot off toward the turret, doing their best to stay out of combats.  As they come under the turret, Erik throws the dagger high into the air.


And the camera follows it, as it lands on the dining table in front of Dirk. who picks it up, then beckons a guard.


And dissolve to see a door thrown open in the Castle Blackpool steel-bound gateway, to let Erik and Rosalyn ride through it.  Vulkar tries to lead his men in after them but is fiercely attacked (and his horse slain) by a figure in Blackpool armor.  He gets to his feet again, too late to stop the door from being thrown shut, behind Erik and Rosalyn.  DaLeal’s forces push the barbarians away from the gate and set up a defensive position around it.


And dissolve to the castle courtyard, as Blackpool guards rebolt the door.  Erik dismounts by Dirk, who hands him his dagger back.  “Hi,” they say, in unison.  Rosalyn dismounts, and she and Elyssa hug one another.  


“We were just having dinner,” Dirk says.  “Care to join us?  Or would it be more proper for me to go outside and join Lord DaLeal?”


“No!” yells Elyssa.  “He’s dead!”


“Erik?  You’re the expert on honor.”


“If you do, we’ll put ‘Heroic But Stupid’ on your tombstone,” says Erik.


“Dinner then.”  He turns to one of the guards.  “Tell the cook that two guests have arrived unexpectedly.”

***


And turn the page to see Marko leading the wagon train through the gates of Castle Baaldorf.   As he dismounts, King Greystone steps forward.  “What’s happened to Justin?” he asks.


“He and Uncle Tray are getting together to shield Castle Greystone, sire.  And Erik’s headed off to Castle Blackpool.  If you don’t need me,....” 


“I’m afraid I do,” says the king.  “The wizard Traquill said that there were several armies of ghosts besieging Castle Blackpool.  I wouldn’t feel safe going there by myself.”  


“Why didn’t you ask me?” Geoffrey protests.  “I can take you to Castle Blackpool.”


“All right,” says King Greystone.  “You can come too.”  He turns to bid King Edwin Baaldorf farewell, then mounts a steel-gray horse.  “Let’s get going.”


Geoffrey kisses Ariel goodbye, as Cassandra passes a pair of saddle bags up to Marko.  “I packed your favorites,” she says.  “Tomato and brie sandwiches, carpacca salad, and chocolate cupcakes for dessert.”  


“Yum,” he says.  

***


And turn the page to the Castle Blackpool turret, as the meal winds to a close (though nobody seems to have eaten very much, judging by the amount of food still on the serving platters).  


“Anybody else show up so far?” asks Erik.


“Professor Barritt.  The ghostbear killed him.”  


The bear looks up from the bowl of wine (set on the floor) that it’s drinking.  


“Greedy,” says Erik, rubbing its head.  “You could’ve left some of him for Dirk and me.”


“Was he really that awful?” asks Rosalyn.


“He knew his field,” said Dirk.  


“He knew how to insult and embarrass and hurt people,” says Erik.  “The happiest day I had at school was coming back after the summer recess to find out he’d disappeared.  For months I had nightmares that he’d show up again.”


“And here comes General Rankoor and his men,” says Dirk.  “I was beginning to wonder if they’d gotten lost.  Or been eaten by the dragon’s ghost.  I should have remembered they were always an hour or two late.”


And dissolve to see Rankoor’s forces charge up to the gate, pushing aside the DaLeal warriors.  But Rankoor is fiercely attacked by a figure in Blackpool armor, who slays the general’s horse.  Rankoor leaps off to continue the fight on foot.  His attacker steps forward, flourishing his sword — and Rankoor stops, then kneels down at the dark figure’s feet.  And the moonlight brightens to show the attacker is wearing a crown on his helmet, black but set with a few red stones  [see Inst 3].

***


And turn the page to see Marko and Geoffrey carrying blazing torches to light the way for themselves and King Greystone.  They top a rise and see their path outlined  in a silvery glowing light up to the mouth of Dragon Tunnel.  


“That’s new, right?” asks Greystone.  “Is this what the South is going to look like in a year or two?”  Then he abruptly reins in his horse, beside a huddled shape at the side of the snow, wearing a light grey cloak.  He dismounts, pulls back the hood of the cloak — and sees a blonde woman’s face.  “Ariadne?” he whispers


“Vengeance,” she says faintly.  “I have to go to Castle Blackpool.  I have to take vengeance against Dirk Blackpool.”


“Why do you have to?” asks Greystone.  “Who told you had to?”


“I don’t know.... He said I had to go.... In the name of the Council.”


“The Council is supposed to keep wizards from interfering too much with mortals,” Greystone says,  “It’s supposed to bind wizards to the service of royalty, not encourage them to act against us.  Especially now!  What’s the Council got against peace?” 


“I have to go kill Dirk Blackpool,” she whispers.  “But it’s so cold, and I’m so tired, and baby’s so heavy.”


“Baby?” he asks.


“Our daughter.  We were going  to call her Elizabeth, remember.  After Eleanor.”  She shivers, her teeth chattering.  “She’s so beautiful, Richard.”  She hands him a white baby blanket, with a barely visible little face peeping out.  He takes it and kisses the child on the forehead.  


Queen Ariadne struggles back onto her feet again.  “I have to go,” she says.  “And Elizabeth too.  Dirk killed us both.  We have to take vengeance.”


“He was four years old!” says Greystone.  “His father dragged him into it.  Wizards can’t kill mortals with magic.  Vector needed two mortals of royal blood to join with him to kill you and our baby.  When I found out Saris had used magic to kill you, I swore I’d never forgive him.  We had war for twenty years, first against Saris, then against Dirk.  But we’re at peace now.  At New Year’s I promised Dirk I’d trade him forgiveness for forgiveness.  Do you really have to kill him, Ariadne?”


“In the name of the Council,...” she whispers.  “But not if you don’t want me to, Richard.  I love you.  Give me Elizabeth.”  He holds out the baby.  Ariadne draws a glowing knife and swiftly plunges it first into the baby blanket, then into her own chest.  The two shapes dissolve into mist and blow away.

***


And turn the page to the siege at Castle Blackpool, the ghost armies’ banners shining with an eerie light as the battle lines meet and break.  In one area, a circle has cleared where Lord DaLeal fights against General Rankoor, both men on foot.


Then one of Vulkar’s cannons fires, and a cannonball arcs across the scene, smashing both Rankoor and DaLeal into tatters of mist.  And the DaLeal and Blackpool banners and men and horses shred up and fade away, leaving only Vulkar’s barbarians and the Drachnel warriors.  And the crowned warrior in Blackpool armor who stands to the side of the castle gate.


And dissolve to the turret.  Elyssa is wiping her eyes with her sleeve..   “He died bravely,” ventures Dirk.  “Both times.”  


And dissolve back to the two battling armies below.

***


And turn the page to see Geoffrey, King Greystone, and Marko approaching the drawbridge that leads across a chasm to the Castle Blackpool tunnel [see Episode 7, Act 3].  “Erik told me about this tunnel,” says Marko.  “You start by throwing someone across the chasm so you can pull down the drawbridge.  After that, there’s all sorts of traps along the way.”


“You’ve got to be kidding,” says Geoffrey.  “Why would we have anything that inefficient?”  He dismounts, strolls back to the nearby grove of trees, and pushes a not very obvious button.  The drawbridge lowers, smoothly and silently.  “No matches, no torches, no lanterns,” says Geoffrey, “or the door won’t open, and we’ll have to—  Oh, that’s where Erik must’ve gone wrong.”  He leads his horse across the chasm, then turns back to see the other two still standing on the far side.  “Come on,” he says impatiently.  “It only stays down a minute.” 


Marko dismounts and leads the two horses across.  “You come this way often?” he says.  


“No, but I used to have to check it every month, to make sure nothing was out of order,” says Geoffrey, as his horse snorts, and Marko says, “Okay, lead the way then,” and the horse starts forward into the dark tunnel.  


The drawbridge comes up again.  For a moment, there’s nothing but pitch-black darkness.  Then a side wall slowly slides open, revealing a brightly lit tunnel that slopes downward, under the castle wall.  


And dissolve to the turret, where a guard reports to Dirk that someone’s coming in through the escape tunnel.  “Let’s go make them welcome,” Dirk replies.  

***


And turn the page to see a large  torture chamber cell, behind a grating of heavy metal bars.  A back wall slides open, revealing a brightly lit tunnel, out of which emerge first Geoffrey,, then Marko and King Greystone (and of course, their horses).  


“Hello, little brother,” says Dirk.  “I’ve been hoping you’d show up.  Sire, Marko — you’re both welcome, of course, but you’d be safer to turn around and go back.”  


“After coming all this way?” says King Greystone.  “Nonsense.”  He gives Erik a quick hug, then greets Rosalyn and Elyssa.


“Did you bring a magic weapon that hasn’t yet been used on Vulkar?” Dirk asks.


“Afraid not,” said King Greystone.  “Erik has the only two magic weapons in the family.”


“Two?” asks Erik.  “Oh, that’s right.  Sword and dagger!  Say, maybe this is going to work out all right after all.  So far I’ve only used the magic sword to kill Vulkar.”

***


And turn the page to the siege outside Castle Blackpool as Vulkar laughs at Queen Jennifer Drachnel.  “You already killed me once with that sword, don’t you remember?  But then you never did have a good memory.  You promised me alliance when you summoned me up to fight Saris Blackpool.  Then you forgot your vows of loyalty, killed me and married him.  And then just a few years later you turned on him too — and he killed you.  Just like I’m going to kill you now.”  He cracks his whip and snakes it out to coil around her throat, and drag her off her horse.  “You first.  Then your son Jerk.”  


And dissolve to the turret to see Dirk holding his longbow.  


“They’re way out of range!” says Erik.


“I know.”  Dirk puts the bow back down.  “Take a good look, little brother.  You’re not likely to see Mother again.”


“Does this count as an emergency?” Erik asks, gesturing vaguely (as if holding a Monocle).


“No, just another trap,” says Dirk.  “I do wish Lord DaLeal had thought to ask for their names.”  


“Ariadne said she’d been ordered to kill you in the name of the Council,” says King Greystone.  


“The Council?!” whispers Erik, shocked.


“Uncle Tray said you had to look after yourself these days,” says Marko.  


“I seem to be doing so,” says Dirk.  “It’s baffling, though.  If the Council’s trying to kill me, I wonder why I’m still alive.  Geoffrey,...”


“Last year, at the Games,...” Geoffrey begins resolutely, but is interrupted.


“Yes, that was a trap too,” says Dirk.  “Has anyone tried to kill you lately, Geoffrey?”


“Not that I noticed,” says his brother.


“Yes, there’s always that problem,” says Dirk.  

***


And dissolve back to the battle, as Vulkar pulls his whip free and draws his sword.  Queen Drachnel defends herself valiantly but is eventually slain and fades away into mist, followed by her army, leaving Vulkar and his barbarians in possession of the field.  


And dissolve to see Vulkar holding up a mug and proposing a toast.  “To King Jerk Blackpool!  Who will soon be even deader than we are!”  His warriors cheer and drink.


And dissolve to the battlefield as Vulkar leads a battering ram charge against the castle gate — and is fiercely attacked by the crowned figure in black armor.   Vulkar’s whip snakes out — and is severed by a swift sword stroke.  Vulkar laughs and draws his sword.  But before he can close on his opponent, a volley of cannonballs hit the gate — destroying the castle’s last ghostly defender.  


Vulkar howls in fury.  “You fools!  That could have been a good fight!  Just for that, you can’t come along next time!”  He turns back to the gate and calls out “Forward!”  The battering ram team charges again.  This time the gate splinters.  


The barbarians charge inside — only to find the courtyard empty.  


“Vengeance against Blackpool!” yells Vulkar.  “First pick of the spoils to whoever finds him for me.  And walking the gauntlet for anyone who kills him before I get there. ”  His warriors break ranks and run forward.


And dissolve to see Vulkar climbing up the turret stairway.  He gets to the top, to see four of his men battling Erik and Dirk (who are both using both dagger and sword); another four fighting Marko, Geoffrey, Rosalyn, and King Greystone.  Elyssa is standing to one side with her back to the turret wall, her hand on her dagger hilt, which is glowing brightly.  The ghostbear stands on all fours beside her.


“Good job, boys,” Vulkar calls. “Now it’s my turn.”


He circles the combatants toward Dirk, passing near Elyssa — and the ghostbear stands up and roars.  Vulkar’s sword lashes out, and the bear screams and falls to the floor, a lifeless skin.  (And in the background, Erik and Dirk finish off their opponents).


Vulkar steps forward, over the bear.  His sword sweeps toward Dirk, who parries it, as Erik stabs him with the dagger  


“I shall—“ Vulkar begins.  And Elyssa draws her hilt — revealing that the “truly unmagical weapon” now has a blade, a glowing beam of green light a couple of feet long.  She lunges towards Vulkar, and the blade impales his chest.  He screams and falls.  The blade disappears (and Elyssa sheathes the hilt).  Vulkar’s men fade away into tatters of mist, but their leader’s body remains.


Dirk sheathes his sword and walks forward to kneel down and touch the barbarian’s lifeless face.  “Dead at last,” he says.  “There’s a grave waiting for him at Castle Drachnel.  I’ll have the body sent there.”  


“You gave me the dagger,” Elyssa says, “because you thought an ‘unmagical’ weapon was useless.  Do you want it now?”


“No,” Dirk says.  “I was right even if it was for the wrong reasons.  It’s safer in your hands than mine.  For both of us.  Keep it.”  

***


And turn the page to see King Greystone riding up to Castle Baaldorf, accompanied by Erik, Marko, and Geoffrey.  


And dissolve to see him back at the desk, with pen and paper, but this time with Justin in the room as well as Ariel.  “Justin, I hope you’re planning on attending your brother’s wedding this June,” he says.


“I always plan on these things, but sometimes—“


“Because it would mean a lot to me to have the whole family there.  All three of us.”  


Justin makes a face.  “All right, I’ll come.  For your sake.”


“Justin Greystone,” says his father, writing down the name.  “Any friend you’d like to invite?  Maybe a poker buddy?”


“Can’t think of any,” says Justin.

And fade out.

