WIZARDS AND WARRIORS — unauthorized future history — Installment Nine by Lee Gold

WARNING:  If you have not read Installments 1-8, DO NOT READ THIS ONE! 

It will only confuse you horribly.  Get hold of #1-8 — and read them in order. 

NOTE:   A Clacton appeared in The Unicorn of Death (Episode 1).  It's a black-furred, horned humanoid...with few brains but extremely tough skin. (Arrows don't affect it; sword blades don't make much of an impression either.  Erik got past it and into the Citadel by taking it off guard — and bashing it out of his way.)  

THE SHADOW OF DOOM  

MID-APRIL (About three weeks after the end of AN UNMAPPED PATH aka Inst 8. By now all of the snow has melted in the south — and most of it in the north. Trees are in leaf, flowers in bud, and the landscape is generally green.)  


It's market day in Linfield (the unnamed border village last seen in THE QUARREL, Inst 1).  Peasants are bringing in wheels of cheese, armloads of long loaves of bread, and sausages; street vendors hawk their wares.  


Then suddenly the peaceful scene turns into chaos, as a Clacton stalks down the street.  The monster grabs a wheel of cheese from one peasant, takes one huge bite — and then tosses the rest of the cheese away, knocking down the fleeing peasant (probably fatally).  It grabs an armful of sausages from another peasant, stuffs one in its mouth — and amuses itself throwing the rest of them like javelins.  The villagers and peasants run away in terror.  They had hoped the monster wouldn't come back — but here it is again!  What will they do?  

***


And turn the page — to Castle Baaldorf.  There's a large map of Western Aperans spread out on the table in front of King Baaldorf, Erik, and Marko. And a partially assembled picture of Ariel on another table off to the side — which turns out to be a jigsaw puzzle Ariel and Cassandra are working on. Geoffrey is pacing restlessly from one table to the other, occasionally pausing by Ariel to see if he can help her.  Queen Lattinia sits in a chair reading a book.  


The King impatiently calls Geoffrey back.  Will he cede the Vassar Ridge territory back to the South?  Geoffrey agrees, but then they get into a wrangle as to just where the dividing line should go.  


Ariel soon gets bored with listening and goes over to her mother to ask what the plans are for her birthday party this year.  Her mother reminds her that  it won't be nearly as big as last year; that was special.  But her party last year was a total flop, Ariel pouts; and all the presents ended up being destroyed in the search for that silly firekon.  Her mother points out sensibly that even princesses are only entitled to one 21st birthday. but Ariel continues to pout.


And a courtier enters with a newly arrived message from Linfield...about the Clacton.  King Baaldorf doesn't immediately remember just where Linfield is, and Marko points it out to him.  They haven't yet settled who gets that area; maybe they should give it to Blackpool — and let the Clacton be his problem. After all, it was probably originally his Clacton.  


Erik nobly says that he and Marko will go deal with the Clacton.  King Baaldorf draws him to one side and tells that he'd prefer that Marko stay here at Castle Baaldorf.  He needs to have someone around to watch over his daughter's safety  — and make sure that Geoffrey doesn't get out of line.  "I don't think Geoffrey's planning anything tricky," says Erik.  "That wasn't what I was referring to," says Baaldorf, and looks significantly over to the side, where Ariel and Geoffrey are both bending over the jigsaw puzzle.  

***


And turn the page to Castle Blackpool.  Neville tells Dirk about the Clacton's appearance in his home village — and Dirk decides to investigate. There's a good chance that it's the Clacton which was one of the Citadel's guardian monsters; with luck, he might be able to capture it and return it there.  

***


And turn the page to find Dirk riding through the countryside — and reining up at the top of a hill, to look down and see Erik fighting the Clacton.  Neither one seems to be making much of an impression on the other. Dirk asks if Erik needs any help, and Erik points out that if his own magic sword doesn't affect the Clacton, Dirk's sword is unlikely to do so.  “Just how do you kill a Clacton anyway?” Erik asks.  Dirk says he has no idea but suggests that Erik strike at the horns.  


Erik severs the right horn; the Clacton falls to its knees, then starts gasping for breath and lies down.  A few villagers emerge on the scene and start to thank Erik for saving them, then see Dirk and fall silent.  Dirk tells them to get the Clacton onto a cart and send it back to Neville at Castle Blackpool.  He tosses them a purse of silver for their trouble, and they scurry off to get the cart.  


Erik looks at the Clacton and asks how long it'll be like that.  Until its horn grows back, says Dirk.  By then it should be back inside the Citadel and safe enough — except to trespassers.  

***


And turn the page to Castle Baaldorf.  Geoffrey has decided that he needs to write his elder brother for a decision on who gets what part of Vassar Ridge —  and won't make any decisions until he gets a reply.  Ariel announces she's done all the interesting part of the jigsaw puzzle (i.e. herself) and tells Cassandra to finish the rest of it for her.  She's going to go off for a stroll in the woods.  Geoffrey says he'll go with her, and Marko invites himself alongl.  


And dissolve to find the three of them out in the woods, and Ariel asking if one of them would climb a tree and fetch her one of those cute pink dygan eggs so she can show her dressmaker what color she'd like her new gown to be.  Marko reluctantly goes up the tree and beats off the mother dygan (about the size of a small eagle), and then finds that Ariel and Geoffrey have wandered off somewhere else while he wasn't paying attention. He calls for them but there is no answer.  

***


And turn the page to see Erik and Dirk setting off, trying to track the Clacton back to its den.  After awhile the trail peters out, and they find themselves in unknown territory.  And Dirk says that he wasn't very impressed by Erik's fighting style against the Clacton.  It's a good thing Erik wasn't up against a really hard opponent; his reflexes seem to be slowing down from lack of practice.  At this rate Dirk should be able to win easily in the Games this fall.  


Erik indignantly says that he may not have been fighting Dirk lately, but he's been keeping in practice — and challenges Dirk to a bout.  The two draw their swords, salute each other, and then have at each other.  The action is fast and furious — occasionally broken as one of them pauses to comment on what seems to be a defect in the other's style.  


As the fighters jockey about for position, they come nearer and nearer to a small grove of trees — with silver leaves.  Dirk takes a sideward leap to avoid a swipe from Erik's sword, enters the grove — and freezes to stillness, as the shadow of a tree falls across his face.  Erik bounds after him, still on the attack — and manages to stop his next blow just in time.   And the sound of hysterical cackling comes from off-camera.  


Erik turns to see an old crone dressed in tattered rags.  He asks who she is and what she knows about all this.  She tells him that her name is Ulrika.  Once, long ago, men did great deeds in the hope she would smile at them.  Now she lives here, alone and forgotten.  This is a place of Old Magic, she tells Erik, still full of the power of ancient days.  She congratulates him on his victory over his enemy, Dirk Blackpool, and warns him not to try recovering the body until after the sun has moved and the shadows shifted — or else Erik will also be time-frozen.  


Erik asks her if there's any way to break the spell.  She looks surprised, then laughs again and says she understands — a hero would rather defeat his enemy himself than merely win through good luck.  Yes, there's a way, but it would mean kissing her three times.  Is Erik willing?  

***


And turn the page to find Ariel and Geoffrey wandering hand in hand through the woods.  He asks why she isn't wearing the muff he sent her, and she tells him that he's silly; you don't wear muffs once it's April.  Has he thought what he's going to give her for her birthday?  Yes, but he won't tell her; it'll be a surprise.  


Geoffrey suggests that they'd better head back and find Marko, but Ariel spots something ahead through the trees and wants to investigate it. It's a pretty flower garden, with all sorts of unusual flowers.  Ariel decides to pick one of the blue roses.  She does so, and a silvery bell chimes.  And a figure emerges from the edge of the clearing, an old man in dark-grey robes, belted in at the waist with a black chain (last glimpsed in THE PLANE OF POWER aka Inst 6).  


The old man greets Ariel by name and says that the pretty princess is welcome to keep the pretty flower she picked.  Does she like its smell?  Would Geoffrey like to pick a flower too?  Geoffrey bends over and picks a rose at the old man's invitation, as Ariel tells him that the flower smells very nice. She wishes she had a perfume that smelled like it — and takes another deep sniff, burying her nose in the petals. 

***


And turn the page.  Erik sheathes his sword and gallantly tells Ulrika that he's willing to kiss her.  She hobbles up to him and — as he bends down towards her — seizes his face and hungrily kisses his lips.  And as she kisses him, she changes.  Her long white hair turns into platinum blonde, and — when she withdraws her lips (and the camera pulls back) — her face and form are now young and lovely.  


Erik is surprised but pleased at the change.  He asks her what sort of spell she's been under.  She tells him she's been hiding here on account of a powerful magician.  He tells her that Vector is dead; she need be afraid no more.  She laughs and says, "It wasn't Vector I meant," and kisses Erik again (this time without noticeable effect).  


Ulrika smiles happily and reminds Erik that the custom is for a prince to fall in love at first sight with a maiden when he's freed her from an enchantment.  Erik apologizes for being untraditional, but assures her that he'll never forget her beauty or her kindness.  It's just that he's not the sort who falls in love at first sight.  She smiles and tells him that perhaps the third kiss will do the job.  

***


And turn the page back to the flower garden.  The old man thanks Ariel and Geoffrey for their visit.  "You must come back and visit me again," he says. "Yes," the two echo in unison, "we must come back and visit you again." Then they turn and head back through the woods — and eventually find Marko (who was beginning to get quite concerned) and head back to the castle.  

***


And turn the page back to the silver-leafed grove.   Erik is kissing Ulrika.  Finally he comes up for air (somewhat reluctantly), then glances over to Dirk who is still frozen.  When will the spell be broken, he asks Ulrika.  In just a little while, she tells him, once the shadow has shifted a little more.  She and Erik can spend the time planning their wedding.


Erik opens his mouth to protest, but says nothing.  And Ulrika, smiling happily, tells him that he is now in her power, his will no longer his own — and things will remain like that as long as she stays near him — and she will be a loving bride and never leave his side. (And the camera pulls back to show that Dirk is now totally standing in sunlight — out of the shadow — and his eyes are alert once again.)  


Erik draws his sword.  Ulrika laughs and tells him to drop it.  The sword falls from Erik's hand — and Dirk leans forward and catches it — and throws it at Ulrika.  She vanishes in a cloud of light-motes, still laughing.  


And the sword spins around and comes flying back, point first — toward Dirk's heart.  And Erik leaps forward and catches it by the hilt, flourishes it experimentally to make sure it's fully in his control, then sheathes it.  


Dirk apologizes to Erik for having criticized his reflexes; evidently they haven't slowed down after all.  And the two head back to their horses.  

***


And turn the page to the flower garden — and Ulrika appearing there in a cloud of light-motes.  She walks to the far side of the garden and enters a small hut under the trees.  But the hut turns out to be merely a gateway to a long hall, hung with black velvet, at the end of which the old man is sitting.   As Ulrika walks up the hall, her hair changes color once more — to a honey-blonde.  (Her face is not seen, as the camera angle stays unchanged.)  When she speaks, her voice has also changed — to a sweet but husky contralto.  


"So you're back at last," says the old man.  "I hope you enjoyed your little trip to the outside world."


"Oh yes, it was quite amusing."


He frowns.  "And while you were amusing yourself, did you chance to remember my instructions?"


"Oh yes, Master Zagan," she says.  "I did all you commanded.  I am your obedient servant."


"Of course you are.  And so you will be for a thousand years — or until you have found the missing Monocle and brought it to me.  Isn't that right, my dear."


"Yes, Master Zagan."  

and fade out  

