The world of men is crumbling. Their lands have been invaded by two massive armies streaming up from the Great Southern Wastelands. Driven on by the dark magics of the Dol-shar wizards they have trampled the peaceful valleys of the Chrystum and burnt a path to the very doorstep of the divided kingdoms of Ostergaul.
More than just an invasion force, their mission is the utter destruction of the race of men. The Dol-shar have but a single vision, to rain their vengeance upon Ostergaul in retribution for the war lost a hundred generations ago. Only the untested power of the Army of the Rim and the uncertainty of the crystal stand before the black armies.
The company of four that sheltered the crystal and brought it back from legend has entrusted its safekeeping to the Searcher who has now been made whole, and the end is upon them all...
Shirim would let only one day pass, that he would be by Mr. Clancy’s side to see to his needs. The rest would also be good for Seika with still more work for him to do, as the wizard saw things. Lon returned to his nation, the celebration resulting in the nearly wrecked barracks of the Black Scouts. Tarol was treated in the halls of the palace with the stores of medicines again being refilled by Shirim. They had been plundered by Kingsman and their strengths scattered to the four winds.
The following night, Shirim was called before Armirnal and with Gassil at his side their plans for battle were laid. He had hoped to keep the wizard in Stormvale using his powers for the protection of the Rim. Shirim’s plan would have him see the crystal north to the land of snow and its power used for the defense of all of Ostergaul for if the other kingdoms fell, the Rim would not be able to hold long against the power of the black army. Shirim had convinced Armirnal even his powers could not withstand the combined strength of the Dol-shar. Armirnal relented and the company would again travel north the following morning.
They awoke to a bright new day, a new feeling of hope being brought to the valley with the coming of the light. It soon gave way to gloom as darkness rolled across the Palorn, the coming of storm clouds seemed their epitaph as the rain drove across the landscape and pounded the gates of Stormvale. The black army would soon descend from the Palorn Mountains as a plague. Shirim was puzzled; he could not understand what the black wizards were waiting for.
The main gates to Stormvale had been closed upon word of the black army inside the valley. They were only opened to allow stragglers to enter the city. Shirim and his company, Seika, Mr. Clancy, and Lon were called before Armirnal to take their leave. The power of the crystal had worked its magic on Clancy and he felt fit to make the journey. They would be the last to exit the gates and make their way up the Darmoor Causeway, the main road from the gates that led north through the Palorn into the Northern and Eastern Kingdoms. By the word of Armirnal, Dovelorn would also accompany them north. He would represent the men of the Rim in this quest. Armirnal had made Dovelorn a chief of the Palace Guards for his service to the Throne, a charge Dovelorn duly accepted.
Their escape from the city was not brought forth with fanfare or gaiety. It was not a time of celebration but one of gloom and desperation. The moving of the crystal north represented their only hope. The company was escorted through the city streets with few eyes peering out of the closed shutters as the rains continued to pelt the panes of glass. After nearly a turn they reached the gates and were greeted by the last of their company. The white spirit was waiting for them, himself being called into the city the night before by Shirim.
Eisldor had been rested and given food and groomed by Doranlor in the barracks of the Black Scouts. Seika bent down to see his friend, a glint of light catching his eye. Seika moved aside the heavy fur and lifted a small, gold medallion. It was clasped on a finely spun chain of mail and hung around his neck. In his hand he saw the head of a black ram, the symbol of the Black Scouts of the Palorn, placed there by Gassil, Chief of the Palace Guards. Seika smiled and was rewarded with a quick brush of the tongue.
The gates were opened and the company was escorted out of the city. Highlanders would accompany them as far as the mountains, near a league away that they would not be surprised by a rogue scouting party. The rains drove hard as they reached the foothills and the Highlanders turned and made their way back to Stormvale. No army would accompany them north, the protection of the Rim being their priority.
Shirim led them forward with Eisldor in front, again scouting ahead. Dovelorn consulted Shirim as to which paths they should take and Lon took up his customary position as rear guard. It was something he enjoyed doing.
They passed out of the road that led through the Palorn and into the grasslands that began the lower region of the Northern Kingdom. The lands here were wide and open with little cover being afforded them. To the east lay the flatlands and the remnants of the Eastern Kingdom. It was decided they would steer a course straight for the city of Eirlorn. They could not afford to waste any amount of time. The black army would certainly be ahead of them, having made their way through the Wall of Death several days past. To the east, only marauding bands of Krulgans remained, Warfield having drawn his horsemen back to the Eshal River. They crossed the Old Sharma Road and into the Northern Kingdom.
The city of Eirlorn was high in the northern latitudes, level with the start of the lower finger of the Ice Mountains that jutted out and traveled south to the Eshal. It would take days to travel by horse and that was a luxury they did not have. Shirim's hope was that the black army would not move as quickly as could a small band of travelers. They hoped they would overtake the invaders and reach Eirlorn before the assault.
The grounds were saturated with water as the spring rains brought a thaw to the heavy snows that blanketed the northern lands. Each spring the Eshal would overflow and flood the nearby plains making for excellent farmlands. In the next month, the waters would recede and the planting would resume providing a rich soil to nourish the crops that fed Ostergaul.
They traveled on as Shirim pushed the company through the slosh. The grasses were wet and cold, the warmth of spring coming to the northern lands later than those of the Rim. Finally, Shirim called a halt to their march sometime after noon and a small meal was prepared.
Seika let his thoughts drift back to Chimol. Twice now they had been separated and he missed the company of his friend. Mr. Clancy was there with him, but for the first time in his life, it was not enough.
The break had taken less than a half turn and the company again set off. The area around them began to change as they moved north. The flatter lands began to roll gracefully creating small ridges and valleys. With Eisldor prowling the landscape ahead there was little reason for them to look from the high points to watch for others. They kept mainly to the crevices in the meadows only rising ever so often to make sure they were on the desired course. It was more difficult to walk in the valleys with the water standing in pools, but it would not serve them well to be seen against the backdrop of the horizon on the high hills.
As twilight drew near on the second day the lower edges of the Ice Mountains closed in front of them. As they neared and darkness fell, the first of the patrols appeared. Dovelorn skillfully guided them around and past the black creatures and as the night fully enveloped the land the company of the crystal reached the lower hills of the Ice Mountains.
It was decided they would look for a spot to spend the night and start again once the sun returned. The peaks grew quickly as they moved through the trails carved millenniums ago by the forces of nature. At long last a high peak loomed before them and Eisldor found a cavernous hole chiseled into the side of the mountain. It was there they would spend the night. As before, the watch was rotated even though Eisldor was there to watch over them. Shirim would not use his magic as protector afraid it might alert the Dol-shar to his presence. It was better they did not know of him in these lands. He could only hope his vanquishing of the Bolwraith had not been discovered.
The night passed peacefully with Shirim finishing the final watch. He had laid his plans; from here their course would be sure and true though they were still days from the walls of Eirlorn, and if it were needed, he would make his presence known. That fact may not stop the black army's advance upon the capitol, but perhaps it would slow it down.
The sun rose to another dark day, a murky mist enveloping the airs. Shirim knew the time for war had come to the northern lands and he led them from the cave and out into the land of snow.
They worked their way down the cliff face and through a series of hollows Shirim had spied from above. Within a turn they had come to the flatlands of the Northern Kingdom. They would make their way directly to Eirlorn, as straight a line as they could manage.
They had not traveled far when they again stopped, Seika standing calm, his eyes shut to the world. Shirim retraced his steps and stood in front of him.
"What do you see, Seika?"
"A troop to the east is nearing, of what type I can not say. They are coming quickly."
Shirim led them to a fold in the landscape and they hid in the tall, wet grasses. It was not long before the sound reached their ears. Dovelorn lifted his head above the tall spires of weeds and looked about. Off to the east, not a hundred yards away an assemblage of horsemen came to a halt. Dovelorn could see one of them dismount. The figure studied the ground for several minutes then circled the area in front. He returned to his mount and the horsemen started forward again. They spread out in two columns several yards apart. They would come directly past them, a column on either side. Dovelorn hoped they would not come directly under foot of the horses. It would mean their certain death. He slid his head down again and out of sight.
The horsemen roared past on either side as Dovelorn had guessed as Shirim’s magic held them from sight as his spell blended them into the tall grasses. They would not have been seen had they been passed directly over top. Dovelorn looked out as the last of the column raced by, only his head visible in the feeble light. As he looked, a wail came from behind turning his blood cold. They had been spotted.
Dovelorn stood, shedding himself of the magic. Only he was visible and he hoped these folk knew of the Qualemen. He motioned to the others to stay down as the magic kept them invisible.
The horsemen turned quickly and raced back to the lone figure standing in the middle of nowhere. Dovelorn was quickly surrounded with a series of lances pointing in his direction. They circled on their mounts as one broke through the ring and approached.
"Who are you and how do you come to this land?" The voice from the mount was stern and cold.
"I am Dovelorn, of the Qualemen." Dovelorn's tone was nearly as harsh in response.
"How do you come to this land and how is it we did not discover you as we rode?" His question was left unanswered.
"I will not waste time with you, Qualeman. What is your answer?" Dovelorn watched as the others circled him, their lances pointed downward.
“Surely you will remember me from the war in the east a year ago.”
"Commander," came the call, "it is magic which hid him from our eyes." A second horse broke from the ring and moved forward. "Beware of this creature. Surely he is a warlock." The two horses were pulled back, unsure of who was before them.
"It is not the one which stands before you." Just then a second form stood from the cover and the spell was broken. "It is I who weaves the spell in the grasses." Shirim stood, his blue cloak shimmering in the mists.
The horses reared back at the sight of the unexpected form, nearly throwing their riders but each was able to regain control, the circling riders drawing closer in.
"Speak warlock. Who are you?" Shirim looked at the rider before him, the tone not one he was accustomed to.
"Speak not to me in this manner, Warfield." The wizard stepped forward nearly tripping over Clancy, still hidden in the grasses. Seika and Clancy rose, revealing themselves.
"How do you know my name? What manner of creatures are these? What else is hidden in the earth?"
"I have no time for these inquiries. I have need to come to Eirlorn, and quickly."
"What need do you have in Eirlorn? The city is closed to all outsiders. Again I ask you, how do you know my name?"
"Few would wear the white hawk's head on a cloak of eastern mail. I know of you Warfield, leave it at that."
"As you wish, wizard, for I am known in the land of the north. But who are you?"
It was evident he would not let his last question go unanswered. Dovelorn tensed, awaiting Shirim's answer. Would he truly reveal himself?
"You may not like the answer I give, Warfield." Shirim turned hard in his reply. Warfield's horse took a step backward.
"Nevertheless. It is a time of grave peril in these lands. I will not have my queries go unanswered. Speak!"
"I am the Outcast from the lands of Ostergaul, Shirim of the Rim, Wizard of Weredor."
Warfield’s face ran cold with sweat. He pulled his steed back a step, unaware of what he had done.
"Kill him! Kill him now," came the words of the second soldier.
"I will not harm one who is unarmed. It is not our way." Warfield turned his face back to the wizard standing before him. "It is death for one who speaks the name of the Outcast."
"Be that as it may, I am who I say I am. I am here for the defense of Eirlorn at the request of Armirnal, King of the Rim."
"I do not answer to the commands of Armirnal. Sheylor commands the remaining forces of the eastern land."
"Then I ask free passage through the lands of snow that I may speak with Sheylor, sovereign of the north."
"If you are who you claim, then I may not let you pass. You are the serpent which hangs over this land. You, nor any member of your company shall pass. Turn and leave this place, Outcast, or it shall be your death." Warfield shifted his weight and the great beast moved forward.
"Then I will ask in the name of one you cannot refuse. I have given my word to Dwylar, Searcher of The Crystal of Light to bring these fellows to Eirlorn and present them to Sheylor. This oath I have sworn, I shall not break."
The name of the Searcher caught Warfield off guard. Now he was not sure. It was death to speak the name of the Outcast, let alone to give him free passage through the lands. Yet, it was also as deadly to refuse the command of Dwylar. He was caught in a quandary.
"I must have some proof of what you say. Show me some sign of Dwylar the Searcher." Warfield sat uneasy upon his mount. He knew something of Dwylar would not be certain proof.
"It is the only sign I have, though I do not know if you know of it."
A loud whistle split his lips and stirred the stagnant airs about them. The shrill sound broke across the grasses as wind on the ocean’s surf. It seemed to travel for miles. The response was swift and sure, a massive shape moving swiftly through the grasses. Some of the horses readied to break but were held fast. The white shape burned the tall grasses as it ran like the wind before the great Eisldor stopped at the feet of Shirim, Outcast of the Land of Ostergaul.
"My good Warfield, I give you Eisldor, traveler of these lands, and kindred spirit to the Searcher. I have nothing more."
Warfield looked at the massive wolf beneath him, the eyes of the beast watching the mounts still circling the company. Shirim placed a hand on Eisldor's head and the wolf slowly sat to the ground.
"I know of Eisldor and this does appear to be him, though it is long since last I saw him. There is no other like him." Warfield sat on his mount simply staring at the large shape in the wet grass. He would have to decide. "I would accept your word wizard, for I do not think even the great magics of the Men of the Realm could control him." Warfield rocked back in his saddle and stared calmly at Shirim. "I may not let you pass freely through these lands, though I may escort you."
Warfield called up four horsemen and three of them were given extra riders. Shirim would ride with him. It was best he thought. Warfield then looked at the size of Lon and called forth another, the largest of the great steeds. His rider was paired with another for no other horse could bear the weight.
“And what of Eisldor, Outcast?”
“He is more than a match for your horses. Ride on.”
The signal was given and the riders turned to a new heading, for Eirlorn. It would take half a day and several turns for them to reach the gates of the city in a straight line, though to Shirim, it did not seem they were traveling in the proper direction.
"This is not the way to Eirlorn. Where do you take us Warfield?"
"The city has been charged once already by the black army. We will circle north and come back down again. The invaders will most likely be near, though not at the gates. They seem to attack when the light of day draws low. I can only hope we time our entrance correctly."
"As do I, Warfield. As do I."
The ride was long, and indeed several turns and many leagues passed before the walls of Eirlorn appeared in front of them off in the distance. It had been a hard ride as Warfield would stop for nothing. Often he would look behind and see the wolf keeping pace with them. He shook his head in disbelief. He was certain, there was no other such as he.
Twilight was not far off and Warfield could see the torches of the black creatures standing in the cool airs. They were not far from the gates and it looked as if they were moving forward.
"We are too late. We shall not make the gates this night, wizard." A solemn tone came from the chieftain as he looked over his shoulder at Shirim.
"Charge the front of the masses, Warfield. Charge!"
"But we are too few, old man. We have no hope of driving them off ourselves." Warfield was defiant.
"Signal your hornman. When we are near, I shall do what is needed. Go."
As if a command was placed in his subconscious, Warfield spurred the gray steed and the company, nearly fifty strong raced to certain death at the hands of their enemy. The rumble was heard and the lead element of the black army stopped as the sound of a battle-horn blasted the evening airs. Men from the battlements above peered down, looking for what had caused the sound. They began to cheer until they beheld the small number of horsemen approaching. Their cheers died away and were replaced with a feeling of dread at the approaching enemy below.
Shirim raised his staff in the still airs and a bright crimson flame shot from its tip. The light traveled high in the darkening airs and the sky was filled with a white glow. Just then the lead horsemen slammed into the black army. The quick blades of the cavalry were too much for the smaller creatures and their black blood poured forth as heads were severed and tumbled to the ground. Thunder blasted the heavens above and lightning shot from the sky in the midst of the attacking creatures burning large holes into the grounds. Cheers leapt from high above in the ramparts as soldiers saw the advance stopped.
The gates of Eirlorn were thrown open and the White Army charged from within. The horsemen came first, followed by foot soldiers. The blades fell quickly as the black army fell back trying to flee the white light and thunderous bolts raining down upon them. It was over nearly as quickly as it had begun and Warfield turned his company from the battle and rode through the gates of Eirlorn.
The men high on the battlements cheered as the small company of horsemen rode into the first ring of the walls. Warfield turned his steed left and followed the inner wall half way around the city, Shirim taking in all he could as he passed the massive, stone blocks.
The black army retreated nearly a full league and the White Army pulled back to the gates of the city as it prepared to recover its dead as night was falling rapidly. Many were certain the black army would come again this night. But it was not to be so.
The small company of horsemen entered the third and final ring of the outer city through thick wooden gates, similar to the others they had passed, save for the main entrance to the city and were greeted by the bright lights which cut through the still, night airs. It was a city alive and determined to withstand the onslaught. Warfield had his men dismount and make their way to the barracks that housed his troops. He and the others that bore the members of the Outcast's band did not rest.
"Outcast, I have no other choice but to take you to the palace. You may make your case there. It is a decision I am not worthy of making."
"Perhaps the most important decision you could make has already been made. The black army has been turned aside for a second time."
"I thank you for that, wizard. It may be the only thing that saves my life. I have abandoned my post and will answer to His Majesty. I hope he is forgiving."
"To the one that drove away invaders?" Shirim felt himself smile, though Warfield could not see it.
They advanced to the center of the city and passed the defenses of the palace proper. Warfield was granted admittance immediately, allowed to pass as always with no questions or challenges asked of him. Seika looked around as they passed, the palace of Stormvale he thought would be much more difficult to breach. The outer walls were as fierce it seemed, but the inner grounds not so.
Even with the bright lights of the city none could see far in the darkness that had fully enveloped Eirlorn. The city did not seem very large from the outside, though the walls made it difficult to judge. Inside however, the lights seemed to stretch on forever and the ride to the palace was over before they realized. Even in the darkness, Eirlorn was splendid to behold.
The gates to the palace were opened and closed quickly behind them. Warfield led them into a small chamber, brightly lit with a ring of torches circling the walls. They passed through another set of doors as the two guards gave no notice. They entered a large square chamber as the walls rose high above them, supporting heavy wood timbers that spanned an arched ceiling. Two more guards were at the doors. Here they were stopped.
"Who asks to enter the White Hall?"
"Warfield, second chief of the White Guards."
"By whose charge do you seek audience with Sheylor, King of Ostergaul?" Dovelorn noticed a most unfriendly tone in the guard’s voice. Why would it be so, he thought. Was not Warfield one of their own?
"By my own charge as chieftain of the White Army." Warfield's answer was cold in reply.
"And by the wishes of Reylor, Chief of the Palace Guards." Shirim's answer surprised Warfield, the soldier looking wide-eyed at the wizard. He had not heard the Outcast invoke this name before.
"By your leave commander, I shall announce your presence to the Throne." One of the guards slipped through the door and closed it behind him.
"It may be some time, commander. His Majesty has not had audience today and none were planned." The remaining guard motioned to a row of chairs carved of fine wood against the wall. "Please be seated. It will make the wait more comfortable.
They seated themselves except for the Sheimas. Seika and Mr. Clancy took the time to study the tapestries that adorned the walls. They were intricate in their nature, hand woven by folk of the kingdom. Each told a different story as the threads wove their way deep into the fabrics. Some were of the harvests while others told the story of winter in the northern lands. Each was a marvel to behold. Finally, they seated themselves along with the others.
The wait was not as long as Warfield had expected, though it had given him time to counsel the others in the protocol of the White Hall. He would address Sheylor though they would answer any questions put to them. He could not answer for them. He warned them of the wisdom of the king, and they should not let his youthful look fool them. He was a wise and learned man despite his age.
The doors opened inward as a small man clad in a crimson robe pulled from the other side, revealing himself to the company as the iron handles dropped against their brass stops. He motioned to them saying not a word and turned, walking away at a leisurely pace. They quickly followed staying five paces behind. Warfield walked tall with his sword sheathed at his side. Dovelorn was behind him, followed by the two Sheimas their eyes wide at the brilliance of the White Hall. Shirim was last, his hood drawn over his head, shading his face from the torch light and his cloak of brilliant blue drawn in upon itself to a shadow of its former hue.
The walk down the main aisle of the White Hall was not as long as the Hall of Kings in Stormvale, though the room was wider and brighter even under the night skies. The throne sat at the far end of the chamber, high on a series of marble platforms. Behind the throne hung long, crimson drapes that were joined at the top, swinging apart as they fell toward the floor. The throne was carved of simple wood adorned with gold handrails with two red stones embedded deep in the wood that rolled under at the ends. The small man stopped a dozen paces in front of the lowest platform.
Sheylor was seated before them as the Men of the Realm surrounded the throne, clad in silver robes, their hoods pulled fully back. They looked as a group of tired old men, their faces long and drawn at what had befallen them.
"My lord, I present to you Warfield of the White Army." The little man stepped to the side facing the main aisle in silence.
"What would you have of me Warfield? The hour is late and I am not accustomed to audience at such time." Sheylor studied the company before him. "What manner of creatures do you bring before the Throne?"
"My lord," Warfield spoke as he took three paces toward the platform. "These are part of a valiant band of men and their kind who have faced the forces of the black army."
"You! Have I seen your face before?" Sheylor pointed to Dovelorn clad in silver as were the Men of the Realm.
"It has been many years past, my lord. I am Dovelorn, leader of the free Qualemen, and I would like it to remain so." Dovelorn also took three paces forward and stood beside Warfield.
"You, young man. You are Sheima, are you not?" Sheylor waved a finger in Seika's direction. Seika also took steps forward.
"I am, my lord. I am Seika."
"Tell me of your lands, Seika."
Seika began the explanation of the three valleys that were the Chrystum. His tale lasted near a quarter turn by his reckoning and at the end, he stepped back beside Mr. Clancy.
"You also are Sheima, are you not?" The question was posed by the figure standing closest to Sheylor.
"I am. Mr. Clancy is my name. Who do I have the honor of addressing?"
"I am Lushin, advisor to the Throne."
Sheylor waved a silence to Lushin as a thin smile appeared beneath the hooded cloak of Shirim.
"What manner of creature is that one? I have never seen the like of you in all my years? Warfield, does this one speak in the common tongue?"
"This I do not know." Warfield looked to Dovelorn for an answer but was cut short by Lushin.
"Why do you not know this, Warfield? Why also have you abandoned your charge by the Eshal?"
Dovelorn quickly spoke up so as not to have Warfield's deed be his undoing.
"As for this one, lord, he speaks little of the language of men. He is Lon, warrior of the Karge nation." Dovelorn heard a small sigh of relief come from Warfield. He was sure it would be repaid in kind.
"And what of him, Dovelorn?" Sheylor spoke next.
"My lord," Dovelorn answered, "he was with me at the Wall of Death in the Palorn Mountains. There, he and his kind along with a small band of Black Scouts of the Ri, turned back this force which now threatens Eirlorn."
"The job was surely not finished then." Lushin’s words were cold to Dovelorn’s ears.
"Lord Sheylor, this one and less than three hundred turned back two assaults against the Wall of Death. In the battle, Fallen, leader of the Black Scouts was killed. This one along with my aid, led the remnants of that force from their graves and to safety in Stormvale. It was a deed which will surely go down in song."
A silence fell across the White Hall for several minutes as Dovelorn’s words settled in. The Men of the Realm stirred at his words, many of their heads nodding in wonderment that such a small force could stop such a large army. Sheylor broke the silence.
"I am grateful then to you Lon and your kind for what little time you gave this kingdom and am sorry for the lives lost in your company. The name of Fallen is known to us. We are sorry for your loss. But, Warfield, you have not answered Lushin’s final question. Why have you deserted your post at the Eshal River? You were not called to Eirlorn."
Before Warfield could answer, Sheylor held his hand high to stop him. The king stared hard at the last in line, his gaze probing the hooded form before him.
"What of this one, last in line? Come forward!"
The cloaked figure approached the marble platform slowly with the hood still covering his head, the cloak of pale blue shimmering dully in the light from the torches that hung on the walls of the chamber. Warfield stood tall knowing the moment of judgment was at hand.
"My lord, it is by his bidding that I led my company from the Eshal to the gates of Eirlorn." Warfield's words rang strong as he gathered himself. "He invoked a charge I may not deny by his very words."
"And what has this stranger in blue spoken to you? What charge would he lay before you?" Warfield stood uneasy at Sheylor’s words, hoping someone would save him from his answer.
"He brings a message from Reylor to the Throne. Such a charge I could not let go unanswered. In such a time I felt it best his company should be given safe escort to Eirlorn."
"If his claim is true, then you have done well, Warfield." Sheylor again turned to the hooded figure. Sheylor readied himself to speak again when he was cut short by another.
"My lord," Mr. Clancy spoke, "there is another charge by which Warfield could not refuse us."
"And what charge would that be, Sheima?" Lushin spoke softly, his words settling over the hall. He was enjoying this give and take, question and answer though he was sure there was something they were not being told. He could feel it in his bones. It was gnawing at him.
"My Lord Sheylor, I am here at the command of Dwylar, Chief of the Guardians of the Crystal of Light." Clancy’s words stilled the White Hall as Shirim lifted his thin hands and slowly pulled back the hood that hid his face. His eyes lifted to those of Sheylor as the Men of the Realm gasped at the sight of him.
"Outcast! Be gone from this place!" Lushin stepped forward and raised his own staff from beneath his cloak as he stepped forward before Sheylor.
Quickly Shirim raised his staff and a bolt of blue light shot forward, splitting Lushin’s rod. The other members of the Men of the Realm scattered, running from the marble slab. Sheylor sat unmoving upon the wooden chair. Lushin stood wide-eyed in horror as the source of his powers now lay in ruins on the floor. Shirim lowered his staff quietly to the floor at his side as he looked again to Sheylor.
"My lord, the charge of the Searcher is one I may not break. I have given my word that this company shall be safely brought to Eirlorn and delivered into your custody. This duty I have fulfilled."
Sheylor still sat unmoving in his seat. He studied the company before him, then he settled his eyes on the Outcast.
"Indeed Outcast, your charge has been fulfilled." Sheylor paused, the silence hanging in the still airs as night under a new moon. "There is something else, wizard. I do not believe the words of Dwylar sufficient to bring you back to these lands. Your name is death, it is written in our law. Speak, Outcast. I will know the true meaning of your visit to this land."
"My word to Dwylar is true. What he asks of me I would never let go unfulfilled. That is truly the quest before me, yet it is only part. There is a reason behind this quest."
"I grow impatient, Outcast. What is the true reason you are here? Surely there are others that could have delivered these folk to Eirlorn. What has become of Dwylar? He is long overdue to his summons."
"I tell you truly, Your Majesty, I too am worried for his safety. He is long overdue. Several nights ago he went forth from the Palorn and has not returned."
"Such is the nature of the Searcher. Now to the final question. Why are you here?"
"My lord, the quest of the Searcher has been completed and the head of the staff to the Kings of the Cane has been returned to Ostergaul." Shirim watched as the Wizards of the Realm returned meekly to their places, the news of the crystal enough to again summon their courage.
"Where is the Crystal of Ostergaul?” Lushin nearly shouted, Sheylor’s hand coming up quickly to silence him. Sheylor sat, still unmoving.
"There is more." Shirim let his words go unquestioned. "The Crystal also brings with it the Healer, spoken of in the great books of lore."
Sheylor at last rose standing tall on the high marble slab.
"Where is the Crystal, Outcast?"
"Here in the White Hall, in the charge of the Healer."
Shirim's words again brought a murmur to the Men of the Realm. The old wizard let them sink deeply into their minds. With one last look at Lushin, Shirim turned and motioned to Seika. He came forward and with a nod of approval, Seika withdrew a black, satin cloth from beneath his cloak. He slowly opened the folds in the cloth, and at last a large, clear stone lay uncovered upon his hands.
"Sheylor of Ostergaul, I bring to you what is rightfully yours, The Crystal of the staff of the Kings of the Cane. With this, my charge from Dwylar is at an end."
Lushin rushed down the steps toward Seika, but Shirim stepped in front. The two wizards locked eyes, the force of will of Lushin was unable to withstand the powers of Shirim, and he looked away.
"This Crystal belongs to Sheylor. Step back, Lushin." Shirim's words were harsh.
"How do we know this is the one?" Lushin shot his answer, a stern look cast at Shirim. "Your tricks are well known to the Men of the Realm, Outcast."
"It is the one. Of that there is no doubt." Shirim's words were enough to back Lushin away.
"There is a way, Lushin." Lushin turned at the words from behind him. Sheylor looked at the little man clad in red who had been standing at the side of the aisle, unmoving since the beginning of the debate. "Bring me the Staff of the Cane." The small man walked behind the curtains and returned within minutes. He brought with him a long staff of a light-colored wood and gave it to Sheylor.
"Sheima, bring forth the stone."
Seika cast a sheepish look toward Shirim, and then stepped forward to the foot of the steps. Sheylor stood, towering above him from the height of the throne. At this height he seemed tall and menacing to Seika. He stepped down, bringing the staff with him and stopped before Seika.
"Fear not, Seika. Calm yourself and your fears. This will bring no harm to you." Sheylor's words soothed him and he felt his body relax. It seemed queer to be asked to give the crystal to a stranger, whether he is the rightful owner or no. "If you are indeed the Healer the lore speaks of, it shall be your honor to place the stone on the head of the Cane."
Seika bowed low then stepped up to the first level of the marble platform. To his surprise, Sheylor walked down to the level of the floor and turned back toward him so the head of the staff would be more at Seika's height. Again, Seika looked to Shirim and then to Mr. Clancy. Clancy gave an approving nod and Seika brought the stone up to the head of the staff. He wavered a moment, unsure as to how he would place it into the holders, the flat, bare surfaces on top of each prong seemed to be in the way. He looked at the stone and again to the staff. Slowly, he raised his right hand and lowered the stone into the prongs. It went in easily and was held firm. A brief glow emanated from the stone as it slid below the two blue and single red gems on the sides of the prongs. Seika smiled as it locked in place, as did Sheylor.
"There can be no doubt. This is the one." Sheylor looked to Lushin then scanned the eyes of the other Men of the Realm. Save for Lushin, a surly scowl upon his face, the others were bright with joy. They believed it to be the one.
Sheylor turned and looked at the Outcast and then to the others of the company. He raised the staff, the heel dragging on the hard floor, then placing it down sharply tapping the butt against the floor. Sheylor climbed the steps of the throne again with the Staff of the Kings of the Cane in his right hand. He used it as would an old man, the staff helping him up each step. As he gained the last step, he turned and faced out into the White Hall. The king of the northern realm brought his eyes to Shirim.
"Your words are indeed true, wizard. You have the grateful thanks of all of Ostergaul. I believe this to be the true stone." Shirim bowed low before Sheylor, then righted himself and stepped forward.
"My lord, I offer my services to this land in their defense against the coming darkness."
Shirim’s words stirred protest from the others gathered behind Sheylor. Lushin protested vehemently. He called upon the laws of the Northern Kingdom and for the death of the Outcast. Finally, Sheylor silenced them with a quick and harsh word. Those gathered below him on the main aisle had been silent as the battle had raged on. Sheylor tapped the end of the staff against the marble floor three times and a hush fell over the hall.
"From this day forward, the law of the Outcast shall be forever vanquished from the realm." Sheylor's words echoed off the walls of the White Hall, pounding against Shirim’s ears. "The name of Shirim shall again be sung in the lore of the land." Sheylor then looked down upon the old man before him. "Shirim of Weredor, I give you back your life and the title which was stripped from you long ago. Your service to the Throne shall not go unrewarded. Again you shall lead the Wizards of the Realm against the forces of the night which stand outside the walls of Eirlorn."
The emotion was too much for them to contain. Seika and Clancy rushed to Shirim nearly knocking him from his feet as they grabbed on tight. Clancy looked up at his face and smiled at the tears that rolled across his weathered face. Shirim had indeed returned to the land of Ostergaul.
A thunderous pounding at the far end of the White Hall interrupted the celebration. Three blows were struck against the heavy doors. All attention was drawn away from Shirim as the little man in the crimson cloak made his way down the corridor.
"Who calls to enter the White Hall?" The small figure's voice belied his stature. Strong and powerful it was in the stillness of the hall.
"Chief of the Palace Guards of the Northern Kingdom begs to enter the White Hall!"
The massive doors swung open slowly as a large form entered and swept by the smaller man. The doors were quickly closed behind him. Up the main aisle he strode and quickly stood before the lower platform.
"My lord!"
"Reylor, Chief of the Guards," Sheylor's words were cold and unforgiving, "long have you been away from your post. What say you? How is it you come before the Throne in such a manner? What has happened to your cloak?"
Reylor bowed low before Sheylor, slowly rising to the stares of the company. Blood ran from the hearts of the men gathered as a deep howl split the still airs. Shirim alone turned calmly as the Men of the Realm began to panic. Two times he tapped the heal of his staff on the hard floor and the doors of the White Hall opened effortlessly. A large, thick shape entered at the far end of the hall and slowly made its way up the main aisle and came to rest at Shirim’s side.
"Wizard, what manner of beast enters the White Hall?" Lushin was accusing in his tone and his eyes darted to Sheylor.
"Only that spirit which has dwelt in the heart of the Searcher, lo these many generations." Shirim lifted his eyes to Sheylor. "My Lord Sheylor, may I present to you Eisldor, the white wolf and companion to the Searcher since the time of Calmir."
"The name of Eisldor is known to us Shirim, though I have never laid eyes on the beast. Tell me, what blackness covers the withers of the white animal?"
"The black blood of those which assault the city." Reylor's words were quick to answer. "My lord, would it not be for the strength of Eisldor, the white spirit, I would not be before you. As I approached the gates I was set upon by the very darkness which is a blight upon the land. My life was spared as Eisldor drove off nearly a dozen attackers. His spirit has long dwelled in the northern land by the power of Shirim, lord of Weredor." Reylor straightened himself as best he could. "My lord, I ask that the words of those before you be given great weight. I ask that you judge them to be true."
Reylor looked regal in Seika’s eyes though his cloak was tattered and torn in many places. Tall he seemed, as tall as the Searcher, and proud. Seika shuffled in his place and began to open his mouth to speak when he caught a terse glance from Shirim. He stopped cold.
"What has kept my guardian, Reylor? You are long overdue."
"My lord, my mission has kept me away, nothing else. Your summons was delivered to Dwylar, and I have returned as quickly as events have allowed." Reylor looked at the small company gathered below the steps of the throne, they seemed greatly at ease.
"Their case has been judged, Reylor. What would you say in their defense?" Sheylor’s words pounded Reylor’s thoughts. What had happened here?
"My lord, never before have I seen such valiance in the face of overwhelming danger as I have from those before you. The soul of Ostergaul dwells deep in their hearts. Before you stands the reason the quest has been fulfilled. If it not be known at this time, the crystal has been returned to this land largely due to them and the life of the Searcher has been saved by their efforts."
"This is known to us, Reylor. Your words are true, and they shall be rewarded. The law of the Outcast has been broken and the name of Shirim shall be known to the peoples of the realm."
"I thank you, my lord. It is a valiant king who shall face the past, but there is another reason I stand before you today. I have been sent forth by Armirnal, King of the Rim that the forces of the White Army and those of the Rim shall be joined in defense of all of Ostergaul."
"Do you now give allegiance to the southern land, Reylor?"
"I do not, my lord. I am only the messenger, though I believe his words to be true and just. I ask they be given full consideration for even now the Rim is under the cloak of darkness."
"We shall do what is needed should Eirlorn free itself of the same cloak. See to your duties, chieftain. We have guests in the palace who need attention. See to their needs." Sheylor looked again to Shirim. "We shall talk in the light of a new day, wizard. Until tomorrow."
With that, Sheylor turned his back to those before him and exited the White Hall. The Wizards of the Realm followed him out and the small company was all that remained.
They had no knowledge of the weather outside save for Reylor’s tale. The night airs were warm and moist, thick with water-laden clouds that were ready to pour forth their load. The sounds of thunder beat against the palace walls as Shirim and his company were escorted to their rooms. Reylor saw to his duties as Chief of the Palace and the guests were settled in for the night, each in his own room. He would see to their needs before his own. It was his duty, and the way of things in Eirlorn.
The morning sun was obscured behind a veil of dark and ominous clouds. The storms had not passed through but had stalled over the city. Reylor roused himself at dawn and assumed his duties again. His first was to see to the Guards, himself having been away for so long. What little was wrong he thought was quickly corrected and the palace once again began to stir with life.
The guests were not disturbed with each left to sleep as long as he needed. Sheylor for his part was up at his usual time, roaming the palace grounds. He was a man of solitude by nature, though his daily audiences with members of the council and others of the kingdom might have led one to another conclusion. Reylor greeted his king on the morning stroll. Reylor was a trusted advisor though it was not a formal role or title.
Sheylor questioned him at length as to his journey and what had caused his delay. He was puzzled as to why Reylor had not led Shirim's company to Eirlorn. Reylor explained he had helped in the preparation of Stormvale against the black army. The forces arrayed around the Rim were judged to be superior in number to those advancing on Eirlorn and Armirnal had asked his assistance in preparing Stormvale for the final assault. Reylor had felt he could do nothing but follow the wishes of the old King. Dwylar would have done the same, given the circumstances and the risk to Stormvale. The crystal could not have been in better hands. He could have done nothing to protect it that Shirim was not capable of. Sheylor accepted the explanation and pressed no further.
Mr. Clancy was up early as well, a familiar form pacing the halls before him. Shirim had been up for several turns pacing the outer hall that viewed the storm clouds and the city below. The tension eased upon seeing Clancy and they made their way to the dinner chamber where they ate alone.
Several turns after sunup Shirim was called before Sheylor in the private council chamber adjoining the White Hall. There with him sat the Men of the Realm, along with Reylor and Warfield. Lushin was seated next to Sheylor at one end of an oblong table. The far seat had been saved for Shirim, leader of the Men of the Realm.
The morning passed slowly as they prepared Eirlorn’s defenses. Plans were debated back and forth with Lushin arguing strenuously against anything proposed by Shirim. Reylor did not propose plans of his own; his role was to analyze those his men could best make use of. Warfield, having fought against the Krulgans in the open plains of the Eastern Kingdom helped with certain aspects. By noon, the meeting was adjourned for a meal. They gathered in the dining hall with no others about and the discussions continued. The meal then having been finished they removed themselves from the hall and back to the council chambers. The debates raged on well into the night with the same break being taken before midnight. At last a compromise was reached and Sheylor settled in on the plan he felt best. Reylor and Warfield confirmed their troops could meet its demands and at last, they adjourned.
Several turns later Shirim was again walking the dark halls of the palace. Sheylor, as had been his custom as well, met with him in the dark halls.
"Wizard, why have not the dark forces attacked this night?" Sheylor rubbed his brow, deep in thought. "Is it not their custom to fight when the light is low?"
"It is." Shirim looked out the window nearest him over the lights of the city. "Long has it been since I viewed this last. It is a beautiful sight, even at night."
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