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      More than a year had passed since his return from the Skull Kingdom, and Shea Ohmsford
         was finally beginning to sleep through the night. For a long time, that had been unthinkable.
         Nightmares of what had been—and what might have been—plagued him like demon-spawn,
         startling him awake and rendering him sleepless afterward. The hauntings drained him,
         and for a time he believed he was in danger of dying. He lost weight, color, and spirit.
         He lacked not only the energy to do his regular work at the inn, but the will to do
         much of anything else.
      

      
      Then Flick, his always-brother and forever-best-friend, took the unusual step of visiting
         a woodswoman who specialized in potions and spells to cure maladies and who, it was
         said, could divine the future. Her name was Audrana Coos, and she was neither young
         nor old, but somewhere between, and she was a recluse and an object of constant derision
         by all but those who had gone to her for help. Flick, never given to anything that
         wasn’t practical and solidly based in demonstrable fact—and who would never have gone
         to such a person before the quest for the Sword of Shannara—made a leap of faith.
         Or perhaps, more accurately, a leap of desperation. And he went to see her.
      

      
      There, deep in the Duln, miles from his home, he sat at a table with this odd-looking
         woman with her hair braided in colored lengths, her face smooth as a child’s and painted
         with brilliant rainbow stripes, and her arms encased in gold and silver bracelets
         from which tiny bells dangled, watching closely as she read the waters of a scrying
         bowl and determined the merit of his cause.
      

      
      “He is very ill,” she announced solemnly, her voice unexpectedly deep and scratchy.
         “He agonizes over what he might have done … and what he did. He is damaged by the
         closeness he experienced to the Dark Lord, and he festers with the poisons released
         in him due to his contact with the Skull Bearers. Long has his sickness waited for
         its chance, and now it breaks free of its fastenings and seeps through him. His life
         slips away.”
      

      
      She paused, as if considering her own words, and then began rifling through shelves
         of tiny bottles, leather sacks laced tight with drawstrings, and packets whose contents
         were hidden from Flick, her slender hands closing at last on a small brown bottle
         that she handed to him.
      

      
      “You must give him this,” she told him. “Do so in secret; do not let him see you do
         it. If he sees you, he may resist. Give it all to him in a single serving. Mix it
         with a drink he enjoys and make certain he drinks it down. All of it. Do it immediately upon your
         return.”
      

      
      Flick studied the bottle doubtfully. “Will it cure him of his dreams and wasting sickness?
         Will he come back to the way he used to be?”
      

      
      Audrana Coos put a finger to her lips. “Speak not of other possibilities, Valeman.
         Do not even think of them. Do not doubt what I tell you. Just do as I say.”
      

      
      Flick nodded and got to his feet. “I thank you for your help. For trying to help my
         brother.”
      

      
      He began searching for coins to pay her, but she waved him away. “I will not accept
         pay for giving aid to one who stood against the Warlock Lord. I will not profit from
         one who can be said to have saved the Four Lands and all those who dwell within.”
      

      
      She paused, cocking her head to one side and looking down again into the scrye waters,
         which had suddenly begun to ripple anew. “A moment. There is something more.”
      

      
      Flick peered down into the waters, but could see nothing.

      
      “Be warned,” the seer whispered. “Not long after today your brother will journey to
         a faraway place on a quest of great importance. You will not wish it. You will not
         approve. But you cannot stop him, and you should not try.”
      

      
      “This can’t be true,” Flick declared, shaking his head for emphasis. “Shea has said
         repeatedly that he will never go on another quest.”
      

      
      “Even so.”

      
      “He has said he will never put himself in danger like that again, and he is staying
         in the Vale with me and Father!”
      

      
      “Nevertheless.”

      
      Flick dismissed the reading out of hand. He rose, thanked Audrana Coos once more,
         and with the potion tucked into his pocket set out for home.
      

      
      When he got there, late in the day, he considered his choices. Even though he had
         possession of the potion, he was not entirely convinced of its value. What was to
         say it would not prove harmful to his brother in spite of what he had been told? Maybe
         he had been deceived. Maybe the claims of effectiveness were exaggerated.
      

      
      But he could not persuade himself that it was better to do nothing than to try something. There was about Audrana Coos a reassurance that he could not easily dismiss. There
         was a confidence and perhaps even a promise in her words that dispelled his doubts
         and persuaded him to proceed with his plan.
      

      
      So he waited until a worn and ravaged Shea was finished with his afternoon nap, walked
         his brother downstairs from their rooms, an arm about his waist to steady him, and
         sat with him on the inn’s covered porch, watching the sun sink slowly behind the trees.
         Flick was animated and engaging on that afternoon as he related an imaginary tale
         of things he had never done, covering up the truth about where he actually had been.
         He worked hard to capture his brother’s full attention while encouraging him to drink
         down the tankard of ale he had given him, remembering what Audrana Coos had told him—that
         all of the contents of the bottle must be consumed.
      

      
      And in the end, it was. Shea, almost asleep by then, head drooping, eyes heavy, drank
         the last of his ale, and Flick caught the tankard just before it dropped from his
         brother’s hand.
      

      
      Then he carried Shea to his room, tucked him into his bed, and went down to dinner
         alone. He ate in the dining room at a corner table, keeping to himself—his father
         was working in the kitchen that night—as he considered what he had just done and prayed
         to whatever fates determined such things that he had not made a mistake.
      

      
      In the morning, when Shea woke and came down to breakfast, he looked much better.
         He was smiling and lively; he appeared to have begun his recovery.
      

      
      “So you don’t feel sick anymore?” Flick asked happily.

      
      His brother shook his head and grinned. “No. I can’t understand it. I feel like I
         used to. Much, much better.”
      

      
      Flick said nothing then about what he had done. He watched his brother closely for
         almost two weeks, constantly looking for signs of a regression into the sickness,
         worrying that the potion’s effectiveness might not last. But at the end of that time,
         when Shea was still healthy and in all respects back to himself, Flick had to admit
         that the medicine Audrana Coos had given him had indeed worked.
      

      
      It was then that he admitted the truth to Shea about what he had done, not wanting
         to keep anything from the brother to whom he told everything. He did so hesitantly,
         not certain what Shea’s reaction might be and anxious to be forgiven for his deception.
      

      
      But Shea simply clapped him on the shoulder and said, “Well done, Flick. No wonder
         I love you so much.”
      

      
      Emboldened, Flick then told him what the seer had said about Shea going on another
         quest—one that Flick would not countenance, but one his brother would undertake anyway.
      

      
      Shea laughed. “I’m not going on any more quests, Flick. I’m all done with that sort
         of thing. I’m staying right here in the Vale with you.”
      

      
      And Flick smiled and hugged his brother, and put the matter out of his mind.

      
      * * *

      
      Four months later, with the summer mostly gone and the first signs of an approaching
         autumn reflected in chilly early mornings and leaves turning color, Shea Ohmsford
         was hauling wood for use in the big stone fireplace in the tavern’s common room. He
         did it by hand rather than by cart because he was still proving to himself that he
         was healed, that it wasn’t a temporary cure. His day stretched ahead of him, filled
         with upkeep tasks—patching the porch roof and repairing the hinges on the side kitchen
         door after he finished hauling in the wood—all of it providing him with a feeling
         of satisfaction at being able to do something that four months earlier he wouldn’t
         have. Every day he celebrated his recovery, still remembering how sick he had been.
      

      
      Flick had driven the wagon out to the miller’s to haul back sacks of grain and would
         not return before late afternoon. On the morrow, they would go fishing in the Rappahalladran
         River, the day their own to do with as they wished. The air was pungent with the smell
         of dying leaves and smoke from fires, the sun warm on his shoulders, and the birdsong
         bright and cheerful. It was a good day.
      

      
      Then he saw the rider approaching. Not on the main road leading into the village and
         past the houses and businesses that formed the bulk of the community’s buildings,
         but through the woods behind the inn. The rider was sitting casually astride his mount,
         letting the horse pick its way through the trees, but his eyes were on the boy. Shea
         thought afterward that he probably knew right away who it was, but couldn’t bring
         himself to admit it. Instead, he simply stopped where he was, a stack of wood cradled
         in his arms, and stared in disbelief.
      

      
      It was Panamon Creel.

      
      When he had first met him, the thief and adventurer had been clad all in scarlet—a
         bold, open challenge to convention and expectation alike. Now he wore woodsman’s garb,
         all browns and grays, with the exception of the scarves tied about his arms and waist,
         blood red and sleek, a reminder of the old days. His mount was big and strong, a warhorse from
         the look of it, with long legs that suggested it could run fast as well as far. Weapons
         sheathed and belted dangled from the horse and the man, strapped here and there—some
         fully visible, others apparent only from their distinctive shapes beneath clothing
         and his saddle pack.
      

      
      He rode up to Shea and stopped. “Well met, Shea Ohmsford,” he said, swinging down
         to stand before him.
      

      
      “Panamon Creel,” Shea replied in a voice that didn’t sound remotely like his own.

      
      “I should have sent word I was coming. But it is always more fun to show up unexpectedly.
         I trust I am not unwelcome here?”
      

      
      “Not you,” the boy said. “Not ever.”

      
      “Well, then, don’t stand there with your mouth open—show some enthusiasm!”

      
      Shea dropped the wood with a clatter, rushed past the fallen logs, and hugged the
         other to him, pounding his back happily. “I can’t believe you’re here!”
      

      
      It had been over a year and a half since the culmination of the events leading to
         Shea’s discovery and use of the Sword of Shannara against the Warlock Lord—an effort
         that would never have been successful if not for Panamon Creel. In the aftermath of
         Shea’s flight from the Skull Kingdom, he had been forced to leave his friend behind
         and thought him forever lost. But Panamon had turned up again weeks later in Shady
         Vale, alive and well, eager to recount the tales of those earlier days and to learn
         the truth about what had really happened, for much of it had been hidden from him.
      

      
      Now he was back again—the bad penny returned, the clever trickster everyone so mistrusted,
         but who had saved Shea’s life over and over and about whom he could never think badly.
      

      
      “You wouldn’t happen to have a drink for a thirsty traveler in that establishment
         of yours, would you?” the thief asked, grinning. “I’ve come far and ridden hard, and
         I’ve a very parched throat.”
      

      
      “Come along,” Shea invited, picking up the scattered chunks of wood once more and
         starting for the inn. “You can tie up the horse out back and come inside for a glass
         of ale.”
      

      
      “Or two, perhaps?” the other pressed, one eyebrow cocked.

      
      He hadn’t changed, Shea thought. He never would. In point of fact, he looked exactly
         the same as the last time the Valeman had seen him—sun-browned face, unruly dark hair
         with touches of gray at the temples, piercing blue eyes, and a ready smile. A small,
         thin mustache gave him a rakish look. He was always charming and never predictable.
         With Panamon, there was always more than what appeared on the surface.
      

      
      Shea remembered it all, fleeting thoughts that came and went as he walked the other
         inside and dumped his load of wood in the bin next to the fireplace. Then he walked
         over to the bar, drew down a couple of tankards of ale, and led his companion over
         to one of the tables in the mostly empty common room.
      

      
      Panamon raised his tankard in a salute. “To surviving the bad and enjoying the good.”

      
      Shea clinked his tankard with Panamon’s and drank. “You look as fit as ever.”

      
      “Oh, I am. I don’t age, you know. I prefer to stay just as I was when you first met
         me. I’ve found that age to be a perfect fit for me, and I have decided to keep it.”
      

      
      “Nice trick.”

      
      “Magic, of a sort. You can do it, but it takes practice.” He leaned forward. “Rather
         like using those blue Stones you were carrying around when I went with you into the
         Northland. Do you remember?”
      

      
      Shea nodded. “How could I forget?”

      
      “Do you still have those Stones?”

      
      Right away, Shea knew there was a reason for asking that went beyond mere curiosity.
         But this was Panamon Creel, and it would have been out of character for him not to
         be hiding something. “I do.”
      

      
      “You can still use them?”

      
      He shrugged. “I haven’t had reason to try for a while.”

      
      The thief laughed. “Good point. I certainly hope you haven’t. The good life of the
         Vale is founded on enjoying peace and prosperity, not engaging in life-and-death struggles.
         You’ve been well, I trust, in the last year or two?”
      

      
      He hadn’t, of course, and he told Panamon about his struggle to recover from what
         had happened to him in the Skull Kingdom. Panamon listened and nodded and drank his
         ale, his eyes bright and interested, his face impassive. When Shea had finished, he
         suggested another tankard—for himself, since Shea had barely touched his.
      

      
      Shea refilled the other’s drink from behind the bar and then returned. He glanced
         around as he did so—a necessary habit when you are an innkeeper’s son—to see if anyone
         needed anything. He was surprised to find that the room was empty.
      

      
      “How is Curzad?” Panamon asked as he took his seat. “Your father has always been one
         of those who look like they might live forever.”
      

      
      “Just so,” Shea answered. “It was being of his blood, I think, that kept me safe when
         things looked bad.”
      

      
      “Yes, the sickness.” Panamon looked about casually. “I confess I came here for a reason,
         young Shea, beyond the obvious desire to visit an old friend. I have a favor to ask.”
      

      
      Shea nodded. Now we are getting to it. “Ask it.”
      

      
      “This may take a few minutes. Bear with me. Are you sure you don’t want a refill before
         we start? Once I get going, I like to keep going.”
      

      
      “Just say what you have to say,” the Valeman replied.

      
      Panamon squared himself up and leaned forward. “You will remember that we lost a good
         friend when we tried to escape from the Warlock Lord. He gave his life for us. He
         was my companion for many years, but almost to the end of his life he was a mystery
         to me. We found out together, you and I, the secret he was hiding when we were taken
         by Rock Trolls. Do you remember all this?”
      

      
      Shea did, of course. Keltset, the giant Rock Troll, had been with Panamon when they
         had rescued Shea from Gnome raiders. Then, subsequently, when they were found by members
         of his own kind, he was placed on trial as a traitor for being in the company of people
         from a Race with whom his own were at war.
      

      
      “Keltset,” he said.

      
      “You will remember, as well, then,” Panamon continued, “that you and I were saved
         from being handed over to the Warlock Lord, and he from being thrown off a cliff,
         when he revealed he was the holder of the highest honor that can be accorded by the
         Troll nation to one of their own. He stood there before them and displayed it boldly—a
         challenge to all to dispute his loyalty and his courage when it was being questioned.
         That was an unforgettable moment, wasn’t it, Shea?”
      

      
      The Valeman nodded. Keltset had produced from a leather belt strapped about his waist
         an iron medallion with a cross embedded in a circle, held it up for all to see, then
         hung it about his neck in a dramatic display that had stunned all assembled and thereby
         gained them their freedom.
      

      
      “Do you remember what that medallion was called?”
      

      
      “The Black Irix,” Shea answered.

      
      Panamon Creel leaned back in his seat. “It was lost with Keltset when the walls of
         that mountain passageway collapsed on him. I intend to find it and bring it out.”
      

      
      Shea stared. “From under a collapsed mountain?”

      
      “No, from wherever Kestra Chule has hidden it.”

      
      The Valeman considered. “Back up a bit. Who is Kestra Chule?”

      
      “A buyer and seller of stolen goods.”

      
      “He has the Black Irix?”

      
      “He does.”

      
      “How did he manage that? How do you even know about this?”

      
      Panamon Creel shrugged. “As to the first, I don’t know. I don’t even know how he found
         out where it was, let alone how he managed to dig it out. As to the second, I am a
         thief, as you have pointed out to me a time or two in the past. It is my job to know
         about such things.”
      

      
      “So you intend to steal it back from him? Why go to all that trouble for a piece of
         iron, no matter what it represents?”
      

      
      “Because,” the other said slowly, drawing out the word, “the Black Irix is immensely
         valuable. There are perhaps a dozen known Irixes in existence, and most of those are
         in the hands of the Trolls. You cannot overestimate what a collector would pay to
         get his hands on one. But it is valuable, as well, because the materials used to make
         it are extremely rare. You might think it is only a piece of iron, but you would be
         wrong. An Irix is hammered out from a mix of metals, some used for strength and some
         to provide special value. Auridium is the most precious of those metals. Do you know
         of it?”
      

      
      Shea shook his head. He had never heard of auridium.

      
      “It is so valuable that there is only one known source. It is deep in the Eastland
         and mined by Dwarves, who trade half of what they acquire to the Trolls in exchange
         for a wagonful of high-quality weapons. That exchange has been going on for a long
         time. In any case, half an ounce goes into the making of every Irix. That alone would
         buy you a small kingdom.”
      

      
      He exaggerated, but Shea got the point. “So you want to recover the Irix from Kestra
         Chule. Why don’t you just do so? What do you want with me?”
      

      
      “As I said,” Panamon replied, “Chule has hidden it.”

      
      “So how does …,” Shea began and then stopped. “Oh, I see. You want me to come with
         you and use the Elfstones to find it.”
      

      
      “Because of the conditions under which I will be exercising my particular skills,
         it would be helpful to know where exactly the Irix is hidden in advance of extracting
         it. You could tell me that. Or, more to the point, your special Stones could. I am
         asking this as a favor to someone who has done much for you in the past.”
      

      
      Shea gave him a look. “Someone whose life you saved on more than one occasion. You
         forgot that part.”
      

      
      The other man shrugged. “I was holding it in reserve, in case further persuasion proved
         necessary.”
      

      
      “The problem with this request is that I have sworn to one and all—myself included—that
         I would not take part in another quest, no matter what. I have promised not to leave
         the Vale again. And after recovering from my sickness, I reaffirmed that vow.”
      

      
      “Are you saying you will not go with me? Even knowing how much you owe me?”

      
      “I am saying I have made a vow and now you are asking me to break it.”

      
      “For a very good reason.”

      
      “A very good reason for you. But not necessarily for me.”

      
      Panamon sighed. “Shea, consider. You told me you were so sick you almost died, and
         that you found yourself blessed by your recovery. Of what use is all that if you spend
         the rest of your life hunkered down in Shady Vale, never venturing farther than its
         borders, never taking another chance on anything, never risking even once the possibility
         you might do someone a great service?”
      

      
      Panamon held up his hand quickly to forestall the Valeman’s next response. “And I
         am not talking about myself. I am talking about those who loved and cared for Keltset,
         and who would be made glad beyond words if we were able to recover his Black Irix
         and return it to them. Does that count for nothing?”
      

      
      Shea tightened his lips, thinking. “What do you get out of this? Wait! You are planning
         on returning it, aren’t you? You don’t intend to sell it yourself?”
      

      
      Panamon looked shocked. “No, I don’t intend to sell it myself! What kind of creature
         do you think I am? This is Keltset we’re talking about. He saved our lives, and mine
         more than once! I’m doing this for him. I don’t want Kestra Chule to make his fortune
         on the death of my friend! I intend that he not make a single coin, and that the Irix
         go back to Keltset’s people where it belongs!”
      

      
      “You’re telling me the truth? You’re giving it back?”

      
      “What would you do?”

      
      “What I would do isn’t necessarily what you would do.”

      
      “Don’t play games with this.” Panamon was flushed, angry. “Just answer the question!
         What would you do?”
      

      
      They were shouting at each other now, and upon realizing it they went quiet at once.
         Panamon picked up his tankard and drained it. Then he passed it across the table to
         Shea who took it without a word, carried it back behind the serving counter one more
         time, refilled it, and returned.
      

      
      As he sat down again, he found himself remembering what Flick had said about the woodswoman’s
         prediction. He hadn’t believed it possible that it would come true. He had thought
         it funny that it would cause Flick to be so concerned.
      

      
      Well, he wasn’t laughing now.

      
      “I would do what you are doing,” he said quietly. “How soon do we leave?”

      
      * * *

      
      It was the sort of decision you made quickly. There wasn’t much to think about when
         you came right down to it. You could make all the promises or vows you wanted, but
         ultimately everything hinged on the answer to a single question. How much did you
         owe someone who stood by you when you needed it and by doing so saved your life? If
         it didn’t matter to you, you turned them down when they asked for your help. If it
         counted for something, you didn’t.
      

      
      No matter the doubts or inconveniences attached to making this trip with Panamon Creel,
         Shea felt honor-bound to go. He tried to explain that to Flick later that same evening
         when his brother returned from the miller’s, but his efforts were futile. Flick was
         having none of it. Shea was deliberately and foolishly placing himself in harm’s way
         out of a misguided sense of loyalty to a man of questionable character—although admittedly one who had
         helped him in the past. Was Shea forgetting that Panamon had tried to steal the Elfstones
         from him? Was he forgetting that Panamon’s mission—no matter its claimed virtues—was
         essentially another theft? Was he forgetting that the thief had a tendency not to
         be entirely forthcoming with what he knew and tended to shade the truth of whatever
         he did tell?
      

      
      “What about the fact that you only just got your health back?” he demanded as a last
         resort. “You almost died, Shea! Now you are going on a trip that could very well finish
         the job. Shades, you don’t even know where you’re going!”
      

      
      They were standing out back by the woodshed, shouting at each other, while inside
         the patrons of the inn drank and laughed and talked loud enough that they could not
         hear a word of the argument taking place out back.
      

      
      “I know where we’re going. Panamon told me. It’s in the lower Northland, not far from
         the ruins of the Skull Kingdom. I know a little about the country. It’s wild, but
         not so dangerous anymore. We’ll be close to Paranor and the Westland. Flick, listen
         to me. I have to do this. But I promise to be careful, and if I get sick or it becomes
         too dangerous, I will come home at once. I won’t take chances.”
      

      
      “How can you say that?” Flick exclaimed in disbelief. “What makes you think you will
         be allowed to come back? He needs the Elfstones! In fact, what if it’s the Elfstones
         he’s really after? Have you thought of that?”
      

      
      Shea had thought of everything. Some of it made him ashamed of himself, but Flick
         was right about one thing. This was Panamon Creel, and Panamon was capable of anything.
         So he wasn’t going into this blindfolded.
      

      
      When it was all said and done, Flick stood firm on his insistence that Shea not go,
         but Shea persisted and went anyway. He advised his father he would be traveling with
         Panamon for as long as two weeks and rode out the next day on a horse he had rented
         from the local stable master, his gear and clothing stowed in a bedroll tied to the
         back of the saddle, the Elfstones tucked down inside his tunic. Flick, to his surprise
         and disappointment, remained behind. He had almost believed that his brother would
         come with him, just as he had on the quest for the Sword of Shannara. But the times
         and the circumstances were different, and apparently Flick had done enough questing
         in his life. He loved Shea and feared for him, but he simply refused to support a
         cause in which he did not believe.
      

      
      “Turns out Audrana Coos was right,” he said in parting. “Try not to make me regret
         it. Come home safe.”
      

      
      So Shea and Panamon Creel rode north out of Shady Vale into the Duln Forests until
         they reached the banks of the Rainbow Lake. There they turned west to follow the lakeshore
         around to where they could begin their journey toward the Streleheim and into the
         Northland.
      

      
      Shea spent his time on horseback thinking of how long ago the last quest now seemed.
         It was almost as if it had happened in another lifetime—one he had lived as a different
         person entirely. He had grown up on that quest, seasoned and matured under the pressure
         of constantly being hunted and placed at risk, of facing death almost every day, of
         watching friends and strangers die all around him, and of knowing how much depended
         on the success of his efforts.
      

      
      This time the feelings were altogether different. He was not being chased, and the
         threat of death seemed remote. He was placing himself in some danger, but what was
         at stake was much smaller and less world-changing.
      

      
      What troubled him most was the absence of Flick, who had stuck with him before for
         as long as he was physically able, and had been there to reassure him when his doubts
         and fears threatened to undo him. He missed his brother and wished mightily he were
         there again.
      

      
      So when, on the third day out, Flick appeared, it was almost like a miracle. He had
         left the same afternoon, after telling their father what he was doing, unable to stand
         the idea of Shea going without him, surprising himself with the intensity of his feelings.
         Taking the trail he knew they would follow to go north, he had tracked them until
         he caught up.
      

      
      “Changed my mind,” he announced as he rode up. Noting the look of dismay on Panamon’s
         face, he added, “I can’t have my brother going off like this without someone reliable
         watching out for his best interests.”
      

      
      Shea laughed and clapped Flick on the back affectionately. Panamon Creel said nothing.

      
      * * *

      
      They were three now as the journey continued. Panamon regaled the other two with tales
         of his exploits, most of which caused Shea to smile and Flick to roll his eyes. The
         thief made so many outlandish claims and recounted so many improbable happenings, it was impossible
         to believe half of it. But it was entertaining, and it helped the time to pass more
         swiftly. To his credit, Flick did not say or do anything to deliberately irritate
         Panamon. He did not question the purpose of their journey or the details surrounding
         how the thief intended to fulfill it, and studiously avoided offering any sort of
         challenge to the other’s authority.
      

      
      But Panamon was clearly irritated by his presence nevertheless, which eventually persuaded
         Shea to confront him.
      

      
      “You don’t seem too happy having Flick along,” he said. They were standing alone at
         their campsite on the fourth day out while Flick was off gathering firewood. By now
         they were above the Dragon’s Teeth and only a day from their destination. “Why are
         you so upset?”
      

      
      “Because, Shea,” Panamon replied in a dismissive tone, “this effort doesn’t need a
         third person. It just needs you and me. Flick will only be in the way. He might even
         cause problems for us when we go after the Irix, just by being here. I didn’t plan
         on him coming, and I don’t need him.”
      

      
      Shea held his temper. “But perhaps I do.”

      
      “That’s nonsense. You were on your own when I found you two years ago. You didn’t
         seem to need him so badly then.”
      

      
      “Well, appearances can be deceiving. I missed him terribly. I can’t tell you how much
         being separated from him bothers me. So let’s understand something. I am happy he
         came to find us, and it would be a good idea if you stopped acting as if he shouldn’t
         be here. It makes me think I shouldn’t be here, either.”
      

      
      Panamon seemed to take his words to heart. On the following day, he went out of his
         way to speak with Flick, telling him how much help he expected he would be to them
         and how pleased he was to have him along. Flick was clearly doubtful at first, but
         after a while he began to respond to the other’s efforts, and the ride north immediately
         became more pleasant for everyone.
      

      
      During their travels, they had seen almost no one. By the time they reached the banks
         of the River Lethe and the Knife Edge Mountains came into view through a screen of
         mist and gray, the country had turned so barren that it seemed impossible anyone or
         anything could possibly find a way to subsist. The landscape was composed of rock
         and dirt and grasses that were so dried out and prickly, they cut like knives if you brushed up
         against them.
      

      
      That was all you could see in any direction.

      
      There was nothing out there. Anywhere.

      
      Except for the Harrgs.

      
      At least Panamon knew what they were and was prepared for them when they appeared.
         The travelers were camped on the evening of the fifth day, their horses tethered,
         their fire built, and the night black and silent around them. But moon and stars lit
         the blasted terrain surrounding them so they could see the squat shapes when they
         began to close in.
      

      
      “What’s that?” Shea asked, the first to catch sight of the creatures moving at the
         edges of the firelight like vague and indistinct shadows.
      

      
      “Harrgs,” Panamon answered casually. “Don’t move.”

      
      “Don’t move?” Flick asked in disbelief, getting a good look at what they were facing
         now as the creatures edged close enough to be seen clearly. They not only sounded
         like pigs, snuffling and grunting, but they looked like pigs—pigs with tusks and huge,
         hairy bodies and mean little eyes. There were at least a dozen of them, moving back
         and forth like phantoms.
      

      
      “What are those?” Shea whispered.

      
      “Feral pigs, of a sort. Boars, really. They live here; this is their country. They
         eat those sharp-edged grasses, mostly. But they’re omnivores, so we don’t want to
         take chances. Quiet, now.”
      

      
      He was fumbling beneath his cloak in the pouch he always wore strapped about his waist,
         digging in it.
      

      
      The Harrgs were getting close. Very close. Shea and Flick edged nearer the fire, scooting
         like startled crabs. “Panamon,” Shea hissed.
      

      
      A second later the thief leapt to his feet and flung what appeared to be a handful
         of pebbles at the Harrgs. The creatures backed off a few steps, hesitant yet undeterred.
         Then one or two of them inched forward, sniffing loudly. A moment later Shea and Flick
         could hear the sound of chewing.
      

      
      But only a heartbeat after that the night silence was filled with the sounds of agonized
         squealing and snorting as one or more of the Harrgs went wild, leaping and charging
         about, sending the others into a frenzy that ended with all of them racing away into
         the darkness.
      

      
      Panamon brushed off his hands. “Pepper root. The Harrgs can’t stand it. I disguised
         the smell so they would eat it, knowing they will eat just about anything. They won’t
         be back. Not that we were in any real danger from them.”
      

      
      “Those tusks suggest otherwise,” Flick pointed out.

      
      “Well, yes, perhaps they do,” the thief conceded. “But Harrgs are not hunters; they’re
         opportunists. They were more curious about us than anything.”
      

      
      He came back to where they were still crouched by the fire and sat down again. The
         night air had turned chilly with the deepening of the darkness, and he rubbed his
         hands briskly.
      

      
      “Cold,” he said.

      
      “How do you happen to know so much about Harrgs?” Shea asked.

      
      Panamon shrugged. “I know a few things.”

      
      “It was fortunate you knew about this one, wasn’t it?”

      
      Panamon did not miss the implication. He shrugged. “I knew about the Harrgs because
         I’ve run into them before.” He cleared his throat and spit. “Now if you don’t mind,
         I would like to leave any further discussion of the subject until morning. I am tired,
         and I need my rest.”
      

      
      Shea and Flick exchanged a quick glance as the thief picked up his blanket, found
         a suitable piece of hard ground, lay down with his back to them, and went to sleep.
      

      
      He needs his rest, Flick mouthed to Shea and rolled his eyes.
      

      
      * * *

      
      The morning dawned gray and sullen, the weather typical for the Northland and the
         country of the Skull Kingdom. No matter that the Warlock Lord and his Skull Bearers
         were dead and gone; the weather never changed. After eating breakfast and packing
         their gear—and at Panamon’s urging—Shea reached inside his tunic and brought out the
         Elfstones to attempt to locate the Black Irix. While he hadn’t said anything about
         it to his brother or Panamon, he had experimented with the Stones about a year ago
         after returning home, just because he wanted to know if he could still command the
         magic. He had gone deep into the woods before using them, then chosen a simple task—finding
         out what his father was doing back in Shady Vale.
      

      
      He had gone through the process of forming in his mind a clear image of his father’s
         face, and the magic of the Elfstones had warmed within his hand and then rushed swiftly
         through his body, filling him with their presence and an awareness of their power.
         Moments later the familiar blue light had materialized and begun to weave its way
         through the trees, back to his home and to where his father sat eating his lunch within
         the inn’s kitchen. It illuminated the scene for several long moments, then vanished
         once more.
      

      
      Shea had his answer. He could still summon the magic if he needed to. He could still
         wield the Elfstones’ power. Satisfied, he had pocketed the Stones, taken them back
         to Shady Vale, hidden them away again, and not employed them since.
      

      
      So this morning marked only his second attempt at using them since the search for
         the Sword of Shannara ended, but he had every reason to believe there would be no
         difficulty. He felt a certain amount of pressure from having Panamon standing right
         next to him, though not enough to rattle him. He pictured the Irix as he remembered
         it, called up the magic, then watched as it exploded from the Stones and rocketed
         away across the flats in a brilliant streak of blue light. It found the Knife Edge
         first and then a huge, pitted stone fortress that was walled about and defended by
         armed guards. Then it slipped inside and passed down a series of corridors, through
         several doors, and ended inside a sleeping chamber.
      

      
      Once there, it swept the floor to where a broad woven rug decorated the center of
         the room, burrowed through the rug to a stone slab and beneath the slab to an iron
         vault embedded in the mountain bedrock, and finally inside the vault.
      

      
      There, amid collections of gemstones and small chests of gold, silver, and ivory,
         lay the Black Irix. He saw the image clearly—as did Flick and Panamon—and then it
         vanished, and the light from the Elfstones with it.
      

      
      Shea closed his fist about the Stones and looked at Panamon for confirmation. “Now
         we know for certain,” the thief said. “All we need to do is complete our journey.”
      

      
      This was too much for Flick. “That’s all, is it? Just ride a little farther, find
         a way to get inside an impregnable fortress, avoid being seen by any of perhaps a
         hundred guards, slip down to what likely is Kestra Chule’s own bedchamber, open that
         vault embedded in the floor, and help ourselves to the Irix? Really? That’s all?”
      

      
      “Yes, it doesn’t look quite as easy as you make it sound,” Shea agreed.

      
      Panamon was already loading his gear on his horse, only half listening to them. “That’s
         because you’re making assumptions you shouldn’t. For example, we don’t have to find
         a way into Kestra Chule’s stronghold and we don’t have to avoid being seen.” He looked
         back over his shoulder. “We are invited guests.”
      

      
      Shea stared at him, speechless. “What are you talking about?” Flick demanded.

      
      “Kestra Chule and I are longtime acquaintances. I’ve been here many times before,
         so I simply told him we were coming. Now, mount up.”
      

      
      He refused to say anything more about it, adding only that after they reached their
         destination they should just play along and keep their mouths shut. “He doesn’t know
         the real purpose of our visit, so it might be wise not to give it away.”
      

      
      They rode all that morning and through the midday, and by early afternoon they had
         reached the River Lethe and found a worn wooden bridge that spanned a narrows between
         high bluffs that dropped off into a canyon hundreds of feet deep. The bridge—an ancient
         structure formed of rotting planks, fraying ropes, and rusted-out iron supports—looked
         as if it was about to collapse. But Panamon ignored that, urging his horse onto the
         rickety wooden planking—the entire bridge swaying and creaking as he did so—and crossed
         without incident. Shea went next, his heart in his throat when one of the struts snapped
         explosively. Flick went last, his eyes closed the whole way, letting his horse decide
         if this was worth it or not.
      

      
      “What’s the point of life without risk; doesn’t risk serve to make life sweeter?”
         the thief asked them afterward. It was a question neither cared to answer, even if
         speech had been readily available to them.
      

      
      The way forward from there to the base of the mountains took another two hours, and
         that was because gullies and sharp drops had riven the rocky, barren terrain and needed
         to be carefully navigated. Progress was slow, and even after Kestra Chule’s stronghold
         came into view, it took considerable time to reach it.
      

      
      Time the brothers spent pondering the full extent of what they had let themselves
         in for.
      

      
      Because the closer they got to the fortress, the more formidable it looked. It was
         a huge complex to begin with, embedded in the mountainside between two cliffs. Its
         walls were high and deep, the buildings disappearing far back into the shadow of the
         cliffs, with each tier set atop a series of rocky elevations that left the stronghold hundreds
         of feet high. The outer walls were manned, and the ramparts throughout bristled with
         mounted crossbows and catapults of all shapes and sizes. Massive towers buttressed
         the ends of those walls, and provided slits cut into the stone for firing on unfortunate
         attackers.
      

      
      The whole of the fortress was blackened by ash and soot and pitted by age and weather,
         yet even where there were signs of erosion the huge stone blocks were so deep and
         so broad that there was little impact. The gates were ironbound and twenty feet high,
         their tops spiked and ragged. The guards on the wall wore heavy armor and carried
         huge pikes.
      

      
      Even an entire army would have trouble getting into this citadel, Shea thought.

      
      Then it occurred to him that getting out might turn out to be every bit as hard as
         getting in.
      

      
      “You’re sure about this?” Shea asked Panamon Creel impulsively, but the thief just
         smiled.
      

      
      They rode out of the badlands and up to the huge gates, Panamon leading the way and
         showing no particular concern for what lay ahead. When they arrived at the walls,
         he called up to the watch to let them enter, giving his name. To the surprise of the
         Ohmsford brothers, the gates opened almost at once, allowing them to pass through
         and enter a courtyard where they were met by other guards. They dismounted, and their
         horses were taken from them and led away. A member of the household staff, clearly
         identifiable by his more ornate garb, came out to meet them and led them inside.
      

      
      The interior of the stronghold wasn’t much to look at, consisting for the most part
         of stone-block walls lacking decoration or softness; hard, bare surfaces were clearly
         the preferred decor. They passed down countless hallways, climbed dozens of steps,
         and entered and departed numerous chambers before finally reaching a dining room where
         they were met by other members of the household staff and taken to seats at a long
         wooden table. Platters of food were brought, and they were urged by their guide to
         eat all they wanted. All three were hungry enough not to argue the matter or ask after
         their host, and they set about consuming everything in sight. Ale was poured and musicians
         appeared from behind curtains, and all at once it felt like a festive celebration.
      

      
      “Why are they so happy to see us?” Shea asked Panamon at one point, leaning close
         so that the attendants wouldn’t hear.
      

      
      The thief shrugged. “I told you. Chule considers me a friend. He’s trying to make
         an impression.”
      

      
      Shea let the matter drop and went back to eating the first good meal they’d enjoyed
         since leaving the Vale. But just as he was finishing, he noticed that a number of
         guards from the gates had entered the room and were standing watch at all the doors.
         A sickening feeling swept through him.
      

      
      He was about to alert Flick when a small, ferret-faced man with a thick mop of black
         hair and a heavy mustache entered the room and called out to Panamon in a surprisingly
         deep voice.
      

      
      “Well met, old friend!” he boomed. “Welcome, welcome!”

      
      Panamon rose at once and moved out to greet him with arms open wide. Hugs and backslapping
         followed, and Shea thought it all just a little overdone given what Panamon had come
         here to do. But he supposed the thief felt it was necessary or he wouldn’t be doing
         it.
      

      
      When they finally ended their embrace, Kestra Chule turned to Shea and Flick. “And
         these are your young friends.” He made it a statement of fact. Smiling broadly, his
         hands extended, he walked over to greet them. “Welcome to my home. So good of you
         to come.”
      

      
      He shook their hands and then looked past them. “Guards,” he called out.

      
      Before they realized what was happening, Shea and Flick had been seized and their
         wrists bound. Without a word to either of them, Panamon stepped forward, reached into
         Shea’s tunic, and withdrew the pouch containing the Elfstones.
      

      
      “Sorry about this, Shea,” he said, hefting the pouch as he smiled at the Valeman.
         “Some things can’t be helped.”
      

      
      He turned away and presented the Elfstones to Chule. The other man eagerly loosened
         the drawstrings and dumped the contents into his hand. “Oh, my! Look at this. The
         only ones of their kind, and now they belong to me!”
      

      
      Shea felt a surge of fury on watching the man fondle and caress the Elfstones. But
         even now he could not bring himself to believe that this had been Panamon’s sole plan.
         They had been friends for too long, had gone through so much together. He knew Panamon
         Creel and he trusted him. For Panamon to betray him like this was unthinkable.
      

      
      “You are the lowest sort of vermin!” Flick was screaming at the thief. “You are worse
         than any snake!”
      

      
      “Now, now,” Panamon soothed. “Name-calling is pointless. Best just to accept things
         for what they are, Flick.”
      

      
      Shea tried to think. “You know you can’t use them,” he said to Chule. “No one who
         isn’t an Elf can. You’ve stolen them for nothing.”
      

      
      “You don’t understand, Shea,” Panamon said. “Kestra doesn’t have any interest in using
         the Elfstones. He simply wants to add them to his collection of rare artifacts. The
         Stones are more valuable and unique than the Irix; anyone who is a serious collector
         would want them for his own.”
      

      
      “At our expense,” Flick spat at him.

      
      “Unfortunately.”

      
      Chule was dumping the Elfstones back in their pouch as the thief turned to him. “Better
         make sure you lock those away somewhere safe,” he cautioned. “Others will hear of
         this and try to find a way to relieve you of them.”
      

      
      “Oh, I don’t think I have to worry about that,” the other said, grinning. “This is
         a difficult place to break into. Nevertheless, I will lock them away with my other
         treasures.”
      

      
      “You’ll keep our bargain, I trust?” Panamon asked.

      
      “You mean the gold I promised you? Of course.”

      
      “I mean keeping these young men as your guests overnight and then releasing them in
         the morning.”
      

      
      Kestra Chule frowned. “I don’t imagine they can do anything to hurt me. But still,
         we’ll see. I’ll have to think on it. Guards!” He beckoned. “Escort our young friends
         to their quarters. Lock them in and keep them there until morning. I’ll decide what
         to do with them then.” He glanced at Panamon. “That’s the best I can do, I’m afraid.”
      

      
      Panamon smiled and shrugged. “Then why don’t we sit and celebrate the successful completion
         of our arrangement with a glass of ale?”
      

      
      Guards grabbed Shea and Flick and steered them across the floor and out of the room.
         “Release their bonds once you have them safely inside their quarters and ready to
         be locked up for the night!” Chule called after them as they were led away. “Good
         night, young friends! Sleep well!”
      

      
      And with that the brothers were hustled from the room and down a succession of passageways
         and through countless doors deep into the bowels of the stronghold. For a time, Shea tried to keep track of their progress, but he soon grew so confused that he gave
         it up. The one thing he was certain about was that they were not going to find their
         way out easily.
      

      
      Finally, they passed down a hallway with cell doors on either side, stopped at one
         midway down, and were ushered through the doorway, where two guards held each Valeman
         in turn while a third cut the bonds that secured his wrists. Then they were shoved
         down on their knees while the guards backed out and the door was secured.
      

      
      The brothers stood together in silence as the footfalls receded and finally disappeared.

      
      * * *

      
      “I’m getting the Elfstones back,” Shea declared, pacing the narrow confines of their
         prison cell. “I don’t know how, but I’m going to.”
      

      
      Flick sat glumly on the thin pallet rolled out on his wooden slat bed, his head in
         his hands. “We should never have come here in the first place.”
      

      
      Shea stopped and looked at him. “What? And miss out on these fine accommodations?”

      
      Flick returned his gaze. He was not smiling. “I told you this would happen. I warned
         you. This was Panamon’s plan all along. He was always after the Elfstones.”
      

      
      Their cell was roughly ten feet by ten feet, the walls windowless and the floor bare.
         The iron door through which they had entered provided the only exit. Except for a
         pair of rudimentary beds and a single wooden table with a candle on it, the room was
         empty of everything but themselves.
      

      
      Shea stood close by the door, fruitlessly wishing it would open again. Then he moved
         over to sit by Flick. “Don’t worry. Things will work out. Panamon’s got something
         else in mind.”
      

      
      “Why were we so stupid? Why did we let ourselves be tricked like this?” Flick lifted
         his head, his brow furrowed, his face stricken. “What were we thinking?”
      

      
      Yet Flick had been the one to argue against going. And Shea had to admit that, as
         much as he needed to believe his friend had not betrayed him, their current situation
         looked pretty bad. He could not blame Flick for feeling as he did, but still he marveled
         at how his brother took an equal share of the blame on himself when all along it had
         been Shea forcing the issue.
      

      
      A surge of love for his brother filled him. If he had led him into danger …
      

      
      But no. He knew Panamon Creel. He would not leave them like this.

      
      “Panamon has always been straightforward and honest with me,” Shea replied firmly.
         “There’s something else at work here. I know there is!”
      

      
      “Based on what evidence? He was never reliable. You just thought he was. You think
         the best of everyone—even those who are looking to stick a knife in your back!”
      

      
      Shea shrugged. “Because I prefer it that way. I’d rather think well of people than
         ill. Besides, giving up the Elfstones for a mere bag of gold doesn’t make sense. Panamon
         knows that’s nothing compared with what the Stones are really worth.”
      

      
      “Not if you can’t make use of them. Not if you can’t sell them without losing your
         head. Don’t you think that when Eventine hears of this, he will bring the entire Elven
         nation down on Kestra Chule and his stronghold? It’s safer for Panamon to take the
         gold and disappear.” Flick paused. “It’s also safer if he lets Chule get rid of us
         so we can’t tell anyone what’s happened.”
      

      
      Shea rose, moved over to the second bed, and lay down, hands behind his head. “It
         doesn’t matter what you say. I can’t make myself believe Panamon lied to us about
         the Irix, tricked us into coming, and then robbed us. It doesn’t feel right.”
      

      
      Flick grunted. “Well, the fact that it’s happened ought to go a long ways toward convincing
         you.”
      

      
      “I don’t know …”

      
      His brother lay back as well. “Go to sleep. Maybe you can dream up a way out of this.
         Maybe you’ll be able to concoct a plan to get the Elfstones back from Chule.”
      

      
      Shea looked over and smiled at him. “I’m glad you came with me, Flick,” he said. “I’m
         sorry things turned out like they have, but I’m very glad you’re here to help me get
         through them. I wouldn’t want to be here alone.”
      

      
      Flick grunted and rolled over, facing away from the candlelight. “You know well enough
         I wouldn’t let that happen.”
      

      
      Shea closed his eyes, and after a while he could hear Flick’s breathing deepen. He
         remained awake afterward for a short time, trying to work out what Panamon was up
         to. But in the end his weariness dulled his thinking, and he fell asleep.
      

      
      * * *
      

      
      The sound of the cell door lock releasing brought him awake again. He sat up quickly,
         blinking away the lingering vestiges of his sleep, his eyes adjusting to the light.
      

      
      Panamon Creel stood in the doorway. Before Shea could say anything, the thief put
         a finger to his lips, signaling for silence. Then he moved over to Flick, fastened
         his hand over the Valeman’s mouth, and woke him. Flick struggled momentarily, but
         Panamon made hushing noises, speaking to him in low tones, warning him to be silent.
      

      
      “Time to be going,” he whispered. “Don’t talk. Follow my lead. Do what I do.”

      
      Shea didn’t argue, but a surge of happiness filled him. He motioned to Flick, and
         the two of them tracked Panamon out into the hallway where a pair of Chule’s guards
         lay slumped on the floor.
      

      
      “They were very tired,” the thief said, cocking one eyebrow.

      
      Shea grinned, then looked over at Flick, but his brother was still scowling suspiciously.

      
      Panamon led them down the hallway and back up through the various levels of the complex—a
         slow and torturous journey in which Shea barely allowed himself to breathe. Every
         so often, Panamon would stop, see something he didn’t like, and turn them back another
         way. But no one saw them.
      

      
      Then, finally, they were outside again, standing in an open courtyard but still inside
         the fortress walls.
      

      
      Panamon turned back to them and pulled them close.

      
      “Our horses are in a stable just on the other side of that wall.” He pointed. “We
         have to saddle and mount them and ride through the gates to be safe. We still have
         a couple of hours before dawn to distance ourselves from Chule. But we don’t want
         to drag our heels doing it. Come on.”
      

      
      “Wait.” Shea grabbed his arm. “What about the Elfstones? I’m not leaving without them!”

      
      Panamon nodded, his face expressionless. “Of course you’re not.” He reached into his
         tunic, pulled out the pouch with the Elfstones, and handed them over. “That was never
         the plan.”
      

      
      Shea felt a rush of joy. So he was right. Panamon hadn’t betrayed them after all.
         “What was the plan?”
      

      
      “Later. When we are well away.”

      
      They slipped through a door in the wall that housed the stable, found their horses,
         saddled them, and rode down a narrow corridor along the outer wall to the main gates.
      

      
      Guards stepped forward and stopped them, their faces dark with suspicion and their
         pikes held ready. “Where do you think you’re going?” one asked.
      

      
      “Back to where we came from,” Panamon answered. “Chule told us we could leave in the
         morning. Morning is here. We want to get an early start on the day. We have a long
         way to ride, and the hardest part is getting out of the Northland.”
      

      
      The guards exchanged an uneasy glance. “No one told us about this.”

      
      “No? Then maybe no one thought it was something you needed to be told. Maybe they
         thought you could figure out what needed doing on your own. But if that’s not so,
         why doesn’t one of you go back inside and wake Kestra Chule to ask him? Or you could
         just detain us for another four hours until he wakes up on his own. I will ask him
         then how you two happened to be chosen for this duty.”
      

      
      The guards shifted uneasily, hefting their pikes in a threatening way and still blocking
         the gates as they looked back and forth between Panamon and the Ohmsfords and each
         other. There was a long few moments as they silently debated their options. Finally,
         one stepped aside and signaled up to the walls to winch open the gates.
      

      
      Minutes later, Panamon was leading the Ohmsfords back through the ravines of the terrain
         that bordered the keep, moving slowly but steadily away from its imprisoning walls.
         They rode in silence, concentrating on finding a safe path through the treacherous
         landscape using what dim light the cloud-obscured quarter moon and scattered stars
         could provide. Shea kept looking back over his shoulder at Flick, who was bringing
         up the rear. Flick kept looking back at Kestra Chule’s black fortress.
      

      
      But there was no sign of activity on the walls and no sign of any pursuit. It seemed
         they had gotten away cleanly.
      

      
      And with the Elfstones safely back in hand! Shea kept reaching up to feel their bulk
         inside his tunic pocket, fingering their familiar outline, reassuring himself that
         they were really there.
      

      
      By sunrise, they had reached the banks of the River Lethe and were crossing the old
         wooden bridge to the northern fringes of the Streleheim and the promise of safety,
         and the Valeman could stand it no longer.
      

      
      He rode up next to Panamon and caught his eye. “What just happened back there? What
         was that all about?”
      

      
      Panamon looked over. Flick had ridden up to hear, as well. “A little sleight of hand,”
         the thief answered with a shrug. “I knew Kestra Chule from his time in Varfleet, in
         days now gone, when he was a buyer and seller of stolen goods. We were friendly enough;
         I was a thief, he was a buyer. Eventually, he became a collector. He found that fortress
         we just left—perhaps once occupied by Trolls or even Skull Bearers, but then abandoned—and
         he moved in.
      

      
      “A while back, while doing a bit of business with me, he mentioned that he was looking
         for someone to build him a vault to house some very valuable artifacts and precious
         metals from his collection. After a few drinks, he bragged about how he had recovered
         a Black Irix. He wouldn’t tell me how he came by it at first, but then he mentioned
         that he’d had to move half a mountain to reach it.
      

      
      “So I told him I’d heard a story about a Troll who had worn the Black Irix who’d died
         in the collapse of a mountain. He cocked an eyebrow at me in a way that told me we
         were talking about the same thing. So I mentioned the name of a vault builder I knew.
         Chule went to him, was shown the vault he wanted, was told how to set the locks to
         his own satisfaction, and the sale was made. Chule hauled the vault back to his fortress
         and installed it. He set the locks with his own set of numbers and twists of the dial,
         and put the Irix inside along with the rest of his treasure.”
      

      
      Panamon laughed. “He even bragged on it afterward. How clever he was! How foolproof
         his protections! But I knew something he didn’t. Vault makers always put in a backup
         set of numbers and twists in their locks so that if something goes awry with the code
         entered by the owner, there is another way of getting inside. I went to the vault
         maker who had sold his product to Chule and convinced him to give me that information.
         He was willing enough once I handed over a substantial sum of money. He was never
         going to attempt anything against a man like Chule. What did he care what my intentions
         were?
      

      
      “So now I had the means to steal the Irix. What I didn’t have was a means of finding
         out where inside the fortress Chule had installed his vault and whether or not the
         Irix was inside it. Before going in, I had to know both. And I couldn’t very well
         ask Chule.”
      

      
      “That’s why you came to Shady Vale,” Shea said. “You knew I could find out by using
         the Elfstones.”
      

      
      “Well, that was part of it,” Panamon acknowledged. “The other part involved persuading
         you to go with me into the keep. Because I needed something to convince Chule my intentions
         were good. He’d always kept me at arm’s length before, and I needed to get much closer
         than that. So I told him I would bring him the only Elfstones in existence. Of course,
         I demanded a huge fortune for this, all of which is now safely tucked away in my gear.”
      

      
      He patted the blanket and bags strapped across the rear of his horse. “Right inside
         there.
      

      
      “I gave you up to Chule so he would think well enough of me to engage in a little
         celebration afterward. That allowed me to slip a sleeping potion into his drink. After
         that, it was simply a matter of relieving him of the Elfstones, leaving him asleep
         on the couches to ostensibly retire to my bedchamber, but instead going to his, finding
         and opening the safe the Elfstones had revealed earlier, and taking out the Irix.
      

      
      “Once that was accomplished, I came to find you and get you out of there. My initial
         plan was to leave things as they were until this morning so we could simply ride out
         together and leave him none the wiser until he decided to have a look inside his safe.
         But I didn’t like what he had to say earlier about letting you go. I think maybe he
         intended to make sure you never told anyone he had the Stones. And since I had put
         you in harm’s way, I thought it my obligation to take you out again.”
      

      
      “You should have told me what you were intending,” Shea said. “That was a terrible
         thing you did.”
      

      
      Panamon gave one of his maddening shrugs. “But it was done for the right reason—to
         recover the Irix and return it to Keltset’s people. Exactly what I told you I intended
         from the first.” He sighed deeply. “I’m sorry, Shea. And Flick, too. But I couldn’t
         tell you ahead of time; you might have inadvertently given the game away if you had
         known. Worse, you might have refused me right out of hand. It was a huge gamble, but
         I had to take it.”
      

      
      His familiar grin reappeared. “Life is a gamble, isn’t it?”

      
      “It’s certainly a gamble where you’re concerned,” Flick snapped.
      

      
      “He’ll come after you, won’t he?” Shea asked suddenly. “He’ll know you stole the Irix
         and took back the Elfstones, and he’ll hunt you down.”
      

      
      Panamon nodded. “He’ll try. But I’m not so easy to catch.”

      
      “That won’t stop him. You know it won’t.”

      
      “Maybe not. But I might have mentioned something to the Trolls about his illicit acquisition.
         They didn’t seem too happy about it. I think they will be watching for him to emerge
         from behind his walls into the open. When he does …”
      

      
      They were passing through the area where they had encountered the Harrgs two nights
         earlier, and the sun was just cresting the horizon, sending its muted light through
         the cloud banks and mist, when Panamon reined in his horse.
      

      
      “I leave you here to continue on to the Vale. Ride straight through the rest of today
         and for as much of tonight as you can manage. Keep close watch. I don’t think they
         will catch up to you, but you want to be careful anyway.”
      

      
      “Where will you go?” Flick asked. He almost sounded sorry about it.

      
      The thief pointed west. “I have a delivery to make, and the sooner it’s done, the
         better. Temptation is a terrible thing, and I would hate to give in to it here.”
      

      
      “If you do, we will come looking for you,” Shea declared. “And we will find you, too.”

      
      Panamon Creel laughed. “I don’t for a moment doubt it. Good-bye, Shea. Good-bye, Flick.
         I hope you will find a way to forgive me for what I did. I hope that what I am about
         to do will put paid to my debt to you both and persuade you my intentions were always
         the best.”
      

      
      Off he rode, galloping swiftly away. They watched him until he was only a speck on
         the distant horizon.
      

      
      As he disappeared from view, Shea heaved a sigh. He had never really believed that
         Panamon had decided to abandon them. He had never been convinced—even though the evidence
         suggested otherwise and Flick kept insisting he was wrong—that his friend intended
         to leave them in the hands of Kestra Chule. This wasn’t the Panamon Creel he knew.
         In spite of his other faults, it wasn’t the sort of man he was.
      

      
      Looking back on it now, he had never been so happy to be proven right.

      
      * * *
      

      
      Flick, on the other hand, was thinking of Audrana Coos, thinking of the very last
         words she had spoken to him after noticing the turbulence in the waters of the scrye
         bowl and advising him of his brother’s fate. He will go on a quest, and you cannot stop him from doing so. Nor should you.
      

      
      Indeed. Shea had needed to go. He needed to help Panamon retrieve the Black Irix, and he needed to
         know it would be returned to Keltset’s people. Flick had doubted the woodswoman and
         he had doubted Panamon Creel, and he should have managed to muster the faith that
         had sustained his brother. What was it his brother had said when they were locked
         in that cell? That it was better to think well of people than ill.
      

      
      Next time they encountered Panamon, he promised himself, he would to do the same.

      
      It would be almost three years before that happened, and when it did Flick would find
         himself struggling to keep this promise.
      

      
      But that’s a story for another time.
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         Railing Ohmsford stood alone at the bow of the Quickening and looked out at the starlit darkness. They were anchored for the night, the airship
            nestled in a copse of fir and hemlock, the sway of the ship in the soft breezes barely
            noticeable. It was well after midnight, and he should have been sleeping with the
            others. But sleep did not come easily these days, and when it did come it was haunted
            and left him racked with a deep sense of unease. Better to stay awake where he could
            try to do something to control his thoughts, as dark as they were. Better to face
            his demons standing up, prepared to fight them off and hold them at bay.
         

         
         He could not banish them, of course. He could not send them back to the empty places
            where they sometimes went to hide, although increasingly less so these days.
         

         
         Not that it mattered. He knew their faces. He knew their names.

         
         Fear: that he might not be able to find Grianne Ohmsford and bring her back to face
            the Straken Lord because she was dead. Or because she was alive but could not be persuaded
            to leave the sanctuary in which she had placed herself, unwilling to risk a confrontation
            of the sort he was proposing. Or simply because she was Grianne and she had never
            been predictable.
         

         
         Doubt: that he was doing the right thing in making this journey into the back of beyond
            because of a hope that had so little chance of succeeding. He should have been seeking
            his brother in the Forbidding, hunting for him there and bringing him out again in
            spite of the odds. Time was running out with every passing hour, and his brother was
            alone and had no one to help him and no way of knowing if help would ever come. Redden
            depended on him, and it must seem to his brother as if Railing had abandoned him.
         

         
         Shame: that he was deceiving his companions on this quest, that he was keeping information
            from them that might dissuade them from continuing. The King of the Silver River had
            warned him that nothing would happen as he imagined, that there would be results he
            had not foreseen. The Faerie creature had told him he should turn back and travel
            instead into the Forbidding—the one place he knew he could never enter, so great was
            his terror at the prospect.
         

         
         He felt himself to be a coward and a deceiver. He was consumed by his doubts and his
            shame, and it was growing increasingly harder not to reveal this to the others. He
            tried to keep it hidden, masked by his false words and acts, but it was eating at
            him. Destroying him.
         

         
         He was crying again, silently and all at once, tears leaking from his eyes and despair
            filling his heart.
         

         
         He left the vessel’s bow and walked back toward the stern, moving quietly, trying
            not to disturb the sleepers. Some were on deck, wrapped in blankets; some were below,
            rolled into hammocks. All slept save two of the Rover crew, who kept watch fore and
            aft. He saw the one at the stern and turned aside before he reached the man to take
            up a position near the starboard railing. Small creaks sounded as ropes and lines
            pulled taut and released again, and snores rose out of the shadows. He liked this
            quiet time, this confluence of shadows and sleep. Everything was at peace.
         

         
         He wished he could be as well.

         
         It had only been two days now since they had set out from the Rainbow Lake, even though
            it felt more like twenty. They had debated among themselves that morning, on waking,
            as to the best route for their journey. The Charnals were unknown country to all but
            Skint. Even Farshawn and his Rovers had not come this way before. Railing and Mirai
            had traveled the Borderlands while conveying spare parts and salvage to customers,
            but had not gone farther north.
         

         
         Railing favored coming up from the Rainbow Lake, following the corridor that snaked
            between the Wolfsktaag and the Dragon’s Teeth to the Upper Anar, and then continuing
            on through Jannisson Pass east of the Skull Kingdom and its dangers and straight along
            the western edge of the Charnals to the Northland city of Anatcherae—much the same
            route his grandfather Penderrin had taken while searching for the tanequil all those
            years ago. From Anatcherae, once resupplied, they could continue on to their destination.
         

         
         But Skint had thought differently.

         
         What they needed most, he declared, was a guide, someone who was familiar with the
            Charnals and could help them find the ruins of Stridegate, where it was said the tanequil
            might be found. There were few who could do that, and he was not one. In point of
            fact, he knew of only one man who could help them with this, one whose loyalty and
            knowledge they could depend upon. And even he would need persuading.
         

         
         His name was Challa Nand, and he made his home in the Eastland town of Rampling Steep.
            But finding him would require that the company fly Quickening east of the Charnals and through the Upper Anar. It would necessitate abandoning
            the western approach to Stridegate and finding one that came in from the east. Challa
            could show them, if they were able to persuade him to their cause.
         

         
         Railing knew he could rely on the ring given to him by the King of the Silver River
            to show them the way, but using it would mean either telling them about his meeting
            with the Faerie creature or lying about where he had gotten the ring. The ring could
            always be a backup if the need arose; the better choice was to keep it a secret for
            now.
         

         
         So he agreed to Skint’s proposal, and the others went along, all of them keenly aware
            that they were in unfamiliar territory and needed to reduce the risks they would encounter.
         

         
         Now here they were, on their way to Rampling Steep, anchored at the northern edge
            of Darklin Reach not far from where the Rabb River branched east into the Upper Anar.
            If he listened closely, Railing could hear the murmur of the river’s waters as they
            churned their way out of the mountains on their journey west to the plains and from
            there to the Mermidon. It was a distance of hundreds of miles, and it made him wonder
            if anyone had ever followed the river all the way from end to end. He supposed Gnome
            or Dwarf trappers and traders might have done so at some point, but he doubted that
            any had ever made a record of it.
         

         
         “What are you doing?”

         
         Mirai Leah was standing next to him. He hadn’t heard her come up, hadn’t realized
            she was there. He shrugged. “Can’t sleep.”
         

         
         “Standing out here isn’t going to help. You need to get some rest. Are you all right?”

         
         He gave her a quick glance. Her hair was rumpled, and she was yawning. “You look like
            the one who ought to be sleeping.”
         

         
         “I would be if I weren’t worried about you. What’s bothering you, Railing?”

         
         He could have given her a whole raft of answers, starting with how he felt about her
            and what it would mean to him if he caused her harm. But all he said was, “Nothing.
            I just couldn’t sleep.”
         

         
         She draped an arm over his shoulders. Her touch made him shiver. “How long have we
            known each other?”
         

         
         “Seems like forever. Since we were pretty small, anyway. I still remember when your
            parents brought you for your first visit. They came to see Mother. I didn’t like you
            then. You were kind of bossy.”
         

         
         “Not much has changed. I’m still kind of bossy. So when I ask you what’s bothering
            you, it’s because I know something is. So what’s up?”
         

         
         He brushed his red hair back and faced her. “Leaving Redden is eating at me. I can’t
            stand it that I’m not going after him.”
         

         
         “Then why aren’t you?”

         
         “Because I think this is the better choice.”

         
         “Because you believe Grianne Ohmsford is alive and will come to Redden’s aid?” She
            studied him a moment. “We’ve already discussed this, and I don’t think that’s what’s
            troubling you at all. I think there’s something else, something you are keeping to
            yourself. Redden’s not here to confide in, so maybe you ought to try telling me.”
         

         
         Here was his opportunity. She had called him out on what she clearly recognized, and
            he could unburden himself by telling her about his meeting with the King of the Silver
            River. He could admit what he was doing, how he was manipulating them. But that was
            something he would never do. He didn’t want her judging him. He wanted her to love
            him unconditionally and fully. He always had.
         

         
         He fingered the ring, tucked deep in his pant pocket. “I need to go back to sleep.
            I’m sorry I woke you.” He started to walk away, and then he stopped and turned around.
            “I want you to know that I’m doing the best I can. If anything happens to Redden because of
            me, I don’t think I could stand it. I need you to believe that. I need you to support
            me and to …”
         

         
         He trailed off. He couldn’t make himself speak the words: Love me. “Good night.”
         

         
         “I will always support you, Railing,” she called after him.

         
         Without looking back, he gave her a wave and disappeared back down the hatchway into
            the hold of the airship.
         

         
      

      
   
      
      
         
         If you enjoyed Paladins of Shannara: The Black Irix, then be sure to check out these thrilling adventures:
         

         
         [image: ]

         
         Paladins of Shannara: Allanon’s Quest

         
         [image: ]

         
         Paladins of Shannara: The Weapon Master’s Choice

         
         Available now wherever eBooks are sold!

         
      

      
   
      
      About the Author
      

      
      TERRY BROOKS is the New York Times bestselling author of more than thirty books, including the Dark Legacy of Shannara
         adventure Wards of Faerie; the Legends of Shannara novels Bearers of the Black Staff and The Measure of the Magic; the Genesis of Shannara trilogy: Armageddon’s Children, The Elves of Cintra, and The Gypsy Morph; The Sword of Shannara; the Voyage of the Jerle Shannara trilogy: Ilse Witch, Antrax, and Morgawr; the High Druid of Shannara trilogy: Jarka Ruus, Tanequil, and Straken; the nonfiction book Sometimes the Magic Works: Lessons from a Writing Life; and the novel based upon the screenplay and story by George Lucas, Star Wars:® Episode I The Phantom Menace.™ His novels Running with the Demon and A Knight of the Word were selected by the Rocky Mountain News as two of the best science fiction/fantasy novels of the twentieth century. The author
         lives with his wife, Judine, in the Pacific Northwest.
      

      
   OEBPS/images/Broo_9780345536822_epub_002_r1.jpg
: . \\ \ '
f “'\‘ﬁ‘ i
‘1 “\,\

§ PALADINS OF [

' SHANNARA

b [HE WEAPONS MASTER'S CH OICE §






OEBPS/images/Broo_9780345536822_epub_tp_r1.jpg
Paladins of Shannara

The Black Irix

Terry Brooks

D=L
REY)

Ballantine Books

New York





OEBPS/images/Broo_9780345536822_epub_001_r1.jpg
ALLANON’S QUEST






OEBPS/images/Broo_9780345536822_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
‘“THE BLACK IRIX =






OEBPS/images/Broo_9780345536822_epub_cvt_r1.jpg
TERRY
BROOKS








OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 

    
  
     
		 

		 

    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  



