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The Sword of Shannara by Terry Brooks
Copyri ght 1977

I
The sun was already sinking into the deep green of the hills to the west of the
val l ey, the red and gray-pink of its shadows touching the coners of the |and,
when Flick Chnsford began his descent. The bail stretched out unevenly down the
northern slope, w nding through the huge boul ders which studded the rugged
terrain in massive clunps, disappearing into the thick forests of the | ow ands
to reappear in brief glinpses in small clearings and thinning spaces of
woodl and. Flick followed the familiar trail with his eyes as he trudged wearily
al ong, his light pack slung | oosely over one shoulder. H s broad, w ndburned
face bore a set, placid | ook, and only the wide gray eyes reveal ed the restless
energy that burned beneath the cal mexterior. He was a young man, though his
stocky build and the grizzled brown hair and shaggy eyebrows nade hi m | ook much
ol der. He wore the loose-fitting work clothes of the Vale people and in the pack
he carded were several netal inmplenents that rolled and cl anked | oosel y agai nst
one anot her.

There was a slight chill in the evening air, and Flick clutched the collar
of his open wool shirt closer to his neck. H s journey ahead |ay through forests
and rolling flatlands, the latter not yet visible to himas he passed into the
forests, and the darkness of the tall oaks and somber hickories reached upward
to overlap and bl ot out the cloudl ess night sky. The sun had set, |eaving only
t he deep blue of the heavens pinpointed by thousands of friendly stars. The huge
trees shut out even these, and Flick was left alone in the silent darkness as he
noved slow y along the beaten path. Because he had traveled this sane route a
hundred tines, the young man noticed i mediately the unusual stillness that
seened to have captivated the entire valley this evening. The faniliar buzzing
and chirping of insects normally present in the quiet of the night, the cries of
the birds that awoke with the setting of the sun to fly in search of food-al
were mssing. Flick listened intently for some sound of life, but his keen ears
coul d detect nothing. He shook his head uneasily. The deep silence was
unsettling, particularly in view of the runors of a frightening bl ack-w nged
creature sighted in the night skies north of the valley only days earlier

He forced hinself to whistle and turned his thoughts back to his day's
work in the country just to the north of the Vale, where outlying fanilies
farmed and tended domestic |ivestock: He traveled to their hones every week,
supplying various items that they required and bringing bits of news on the
happeni ngs of the Val e and occasionally the distant cities of the deep
Sout hl and. Few peopl e knew t he surroundi ng countryside as well as he did, and
fewer still cared to travel beyond the conparative safety of their hones in the
valley. Men were nore inclined to remain in isolated conmunities these days and
let the rest of the world get along as best it could. But Flick liked to trave
outside the valley fromtinme to tinme, and the outlying honesteads were in need
of his services and were willing to pay himfor the trouble. Flick's father was
not one to |let an opportunity pass him by where there was noney to be nade, and
t he arrangenent seened to work out well for all concerned.

A | ow hangi ng branch brushing agai nst his head caused Flick to start
suddenly and leap to one side. In chagrin, he straightened hinself and gl ared
back at the |l eafy obstacle before continuing his journey at a slightly quicker
pace. He was deep in the | ow and forests now and only slivers of noonlight were
able to find their way through the thick boughs overhead to Iight the w nding
path dimMy. It was so dark that Flick was having trouble finding the trail, and
as he studied the lay of the | and ahead, he again found hinself conscious of the
heavy silence. It was as if all |ife had been suddenly extinguished, and he
alone remained to find his way out of this forest tonb. Again he recalled the



strange runors. He felt a bit anxious in spite of hinself and gl anced worriedly
around. But nothing stirred on the trail ahead nor noved in the trees about him
and he felt enmbarrassingly relieved.

Pausi ng nmonentarily in a moonlit clearing, he gazed at the fullness of the
ni ght sky before passing abruptly into the trees beyond. He wal ked sl ow vy,
pi cking his way al ong the wi nding path that had narrowed beyond the clearing and
how seened to disappear into a wall of trees and bushes ahead. He knew that it
was merely an illusion, but found himsel f glancing about uneasily all the sane.
A few nonents later, he was again on a wider trail and could discern bits of sky
peeki ng through the heavy trees. He was alnbst to the bottom of the valley and
about two mles fromhis hone. He smled and began whistling an old tavern song
as he hurried on. He was so intent on the trail ahead and the open | and beyond
the forest that he failed to notice the huge bl ack shadow that seened to rise up
suddenly, detaching itself froma great oak tree on his left and nmoving swiftly
toward the path to intercept him The dark figure was al nbst on top of the Vale
man before Flick sensed its presence |oomng up before himlike a great, black
stone which threatened to crush his smaller being. Wth a startled cry of fear
he | eaped aside, his pack falling to the path with a crash of netal, and his
| eft hand whi pped out the Iong thin dagger at his waist. Even as he crouched to
defend hinself, he was stayed by a commandi ng arm rai sed above the figure before
himand a strong, yet reassuring voice that spoke out quickly.

"Wait a nonment, friend. I'mno eneny and have no w sh to harm you.
nerely seek directions and would be grateful if you could show nme the proper
pat h. "

Flick relaxed his guard a bit and tried to peer into the blackness of the
figure before himin an effort to discover sone senblance of a human being. He
coul d see nothing, however, and he noved to the left with cautious steps in an
attenpt to catch the features of the dark figure in the tree-shadowed noonlight.

"I assure you, | nean no harm" the voice continued, as if reading the
Valeman's mind. "I did not mean to frighten you, but | didn't see you until you
were al nost upon ne, and | was afraid you mi ght pass the by without realizing
was there."

The voi ce stopped and the huge bl ack figure stood silently, though Flick
could feel the eyes followi ng himas he edged about the path to put his own back
to the light. Slowy the pale noonlight began to etch out the stranger's
features in vague lines and bl ue shadows. For a |ong nonent the two faced one
another in silence, each studying the other, Flick in an effort to decide what
it was he faced, the stranger in quiet anticipation.

Then suddenly the huge figure lunged with terrible swi ftness, his powerful
hands sei zing the Valeman's wists, and Flick was |ifted abruptly off the solid
earth and held high, his knife dropping fromnervel ess fingers as the deep voice
| aughed nockingly up at him

"Well, well, my young friend! \Wat are you going to do now, | wonder?
could cut your heart out on the spot and | eave you for the wolves if | chose,
couldn't [|?"

Flick struggled violently to free hinself, terror nunbing his mnd to any
t hought but that of escape. He had no idea what nanner of creature had subdued
him but it was far nore powerful than any normal man and apparently prepared to
di spatch Flick quickly. Then abruptly, his captor held himout at arm s |ength,
and t he nocking voi ce becane icy cold with displeasure.

"Enough of this, boy! W have played our little game and still you know
nothing of me. I'mtired and hungry and have no wi sh to be delayed on the forest
trail in the chill of the evening while you decide if | amman or beast. | wll
set you down that you nay show nme the path. | warn you-do not try to run from e
or it will be the worse for you."

The strong voice trailed off and the tone of displ easure di sappeared as
the former hint of nockery returned with a short |augh



"Besides," the figure runbled as the fingers released their iron grip and
Flick slipped to the path, "I may be a better friend than you realize."

The figure noved back a step as Flick straightened hinself, rubbing his
wists carefully to restore the circulation to his nunbed hands. He wanted to
run, but was certain that the stranger would catch himagain and this tine
finish himw thout further thought. He | eaned over cautiously and picked up the
fallen dagger, returning it to his belt.

Flick could see the fellow nore dearly now, and a quick scrutiny of him
reveal ed that he was definitely human, though much |arger than any man Flick had
ever seen. He was at |east seven feet tall, but exceptionally |ean, though it
was difficult to be certain about this, since his tall frane was wapped in a
flowi ng black cloak with a | oose cow pulled close about his head. The darkened
face was long and deeply lined, giving it a craggy appearance. The eyes were
deep-set and al nost conpletely hidden from vi ew by shaggy eyebrows that knotted
fiercely over a long flat ruse. A short, black beard outlined a wi de nouth that
was lust a line on the face-a |line that never seened to nove. The overal
appearance was frightening, all blackness and size, and Flick had to fight down
the urge building within himto nake a break for the forest's edge. He | ooked
straight into the deep, hard eyes of the stranger, though not wthout sone
difficulty, and nmanaged a weak smle.

"I thought you were a thief," he nunbled hesitantly.

"You were m staken," was the quiet retort. Then the voice softened a bit.
"You must learn to know a friend froman eneny. Sonetine your |ife nay depend
upon it. Now then, let's have your name."

"Flick Chnmsford."

Flick hesitated and then continued in a slightly braver tone of voice.

"My father is Curzad Chnsford. He nmanages an inn in Shady Vale a mle or
two fromhere. You could find I odgi ng and food there."

"Ah, Shady Vale," the stranger exclaimed suddenly. "Yes, that is where
am going." He paused as if reflecting on his own words. Flick watched him
cautiously as he rubbed his craggy face with crooked fingers and | ooked beyond

the forest's edge to the rolling grasslands of the valley. lie was still | ooking
away when he spoke agai n.

"You . . . have a brother."

It was not a question; it was a sinple statenment of fact. It was spoken so
distantly and calmy, as if the tall stranger were not at all interested in any

sort of a reply, that Flick alnost nmissed hearing it. Then suddenly reali zing
the significance of the remark, he started and | ooked quickly at the other

"How did . . .?"

"Ch, well," the nman said, "doesn't every young Val eman |ike yourself have
a brother somewhere?"

Fli ck nodded dunbly, unable to conprehend what it was that the other was
trying to say and wondering vaguely how nuch he knew about Shady Val e. The
stranger was | ooking questioningly at him evidently waiting to be guided to the
prom sed food and | odging. Flick quickly turned away to find his hastily
di scarded pack, picked it up and slung it over his shoul der, |ooking back at the
figure towering over him

"The path is this way." He pointed, and the two began wal ki ng.

They passed out of the deep forest and entered rolling, gentle hills which
they would follow to the haml et of Shady Vale at the far end of the valley. CQut
of the woods, it was a bright night; the nobon was a full white gl obe overhead,
its glow clearly illum nating the | andscape of the valley and the path which the
two travelers were following. The path itself was a vague |line wi nding over the
grassy hills and distinguishable only by occasional rain-washed ruts and fiat,
hard patches of earth breaki ng through the heavy grass. The wi nd had gat hered
strength and rushed at the two nmen with quick gusts that whipped at their
clothing as they wal ked, forcing themto bow their heads slightly to shield



their eyes. Neither spoke a word as they proceeded, each concentrating on the
lay of the | and beyond, as new hills and smal| depressions appeared with the
passi ng of each traveled knoll. Except for the rushing of the wi nd, the night
remai ned silent. Flick listened intently, and once he thought he heard a sharp
cry far to the north, but an instant later it was gone, and he did not hear it
again. The stranger appeared to be unconcerned with the silence. His attention
seened to be focused on a constantly changi ng point on the ground sone six feet
in front of them He did not |ook up and he did not |ook at big young guide for
directions as they went. Instead, he seenmed to know exactly where the other was
goi ng and wal ked confidently beside hum

After a while, Flick began to have troubl e keeping pace with the tall man
who travel ed the path with long, swinging strides that dwarfed Flick's shorter
ones. At times, the Val eman alnost had to run to keep up. Once or twice the
ot her man gl anced down at his smaller conpani on and, seeing the difficulty he
was having in trying to natch strides, slowed to an easier pace. Finally, as the
sout hern sl opes of the valley drew near, the hills began to level off into
shrub-covered grasslands that hinted at the appearance of new forests. The
terrain began to dip downward at a gentle slope, and Flick | ocated severa
fam liar | andmarks that bounded the outskirts of Shady Vale. He felt a surge of
relief in spite of hinself. The hanlet and his own warm home were just ahead.

The stranger did not speak a single word during the brief journey, and
Flick was reluctant to attenpt any conversation. Instead, he tried to study the
giant in quick glinpses as they wal ked, without permtting the other to observe
what he was doi ng. He was understandably awed. The |ong craggy face, shaded by
the sharp bl ack beard, recalled the fearful Warlocks described to himby stern
el ders before the glow ng enbers of a |ate evening fire when he was only a
child. Most frightening were the stranger's eyes-or rather the deep, dark
caverns beneath the shaggy brows where his eyes should be. Flick could not
penetrate the heavy shadows that continued to mask that entire area of his face.
The deeply lined countenance seened carved from stone, fixed and bowed slightly
to the path before it. As Flick pondered the inscrutable visage, he suddenly
realized that the stranger had never even nmentioned his nane.

The two were on the outer lip of the Vale, where the now clearly
di stingui shabl e path wound through | arge, crowded bushes that al nost choked off
human passage. The tall stranger stopped suddenly and stood perfectly still,
head bowed, listening intently. Flick halted beside himand waited quietly, also
listening, but unable to detect anything. They renai ned notionless for seemingly
endl ess minutes, and then the big man turned hurriedly to his smaller conpanion.

"Quickly! Hide in the bushes ahead. Go now, run!"

He hal f pushed, half threw Flick in front of himas he raced swiftly
toward the tall brush. Flick scurried fearfully for the sanctuary of the
shrubbery, his pack slapping wildly against his back and the netal inplenents
cl angi ng. The stranger turned on himand snatched the pack away, tucking it
beneat h the | ong robe.

"Silence!" he hissed. "Run now. Not a sound"

They ran quickly to the dark wall of foliage some fifty feet ahead, and
the tall nman hurriedly pushed Flick through the | eafy branches that whipped
agai nst their faces, pulling himroughly into the mddle of a large clunmp of
brush, where they stood breathing heavily. Flick glanced at his comnpani on and
saw t hat he was not | ooking through the brush at the country around them but
i nstead was peering upward where the night sky was visible in small, irregular
pat ches through the foliage. The sky seened clear to the Val eman as he fol |l owed
the other's intense gaze, and only the changel ess stars w nked back at him as he
wat ched and waited. M nutes passed; once he attenpted to speak, but was quickly
silenced by the strong hands of the stranger, gripping his shoulders in warning.
Flick remained standing, |ooking at the night and straining his ears for sone



sound of the apparent danger. But he heard nothing save their own heavy
breat hi ng and a quiet rush of wi nd through the weaving branches of their cover.

Then, just as Flick prepared to case his tired linbs by sitting the sky
was suddenly blotted out by something huge and bl ack that floated overhead and
then passed fromsight. A nonment later it passed again, circling slowy wthout
seem ng to nove, its shadow flangi ng om nously above the two hidden travel ers as
if preparing to fall upon them A sudden feeling of terror raced through Flick's
mnd, trapping it in an iron web as it strained to flee the fearful nadness
penetrating i nward. Something seemed to be reaching downward into his chest,
slowy squeezing the air fromhis lungs, and he found hinself gasping for
breath. A vision passed sharply before himof a black inage |aced with red, of
cl awed hands and giant wings, of a thing so evil that its very existence
threatened his frail life. For an instant the young man t hought he woul d scream
but the hand of the stranger gripped his shoulder tightly, pulling himback from
the precipice. Just as suddenly as it had appeared, the giant shadow was gone
and the peaceful sky of the patched night was all that remained.

The hand on Flick's shoulder slowy relaxed its grip, and the Val enan slid
heavily to the ground, his body linp as he broke out in a cold sweat. The tal
stranger seated hinself quietly next to his conpanion and a snall snile crossed
his face. He laid one long hand on Flick's and patted it as he would a child's.

"Come now, my young friend," he whispered, "you're alive and well, and the
Vale lies just ahead."

Flick | ooked up at the other's calmface, his own eyes wide with fear as
he shook his head slowy.

"That thing! What was that terrible thing?"

"Just a shadow," the nman replied easily. "But this is neither the place
nor the tine to concern ourselves with such natters. W will speak of it later.
Right now, | would |ike sone food and a warmfire before I lose all patience."

He hel ped the Valeman to his feet and returned his pack to him Then with
a sweep of his robed arm he indicated that he was ready to follow if the other
was ready to |ead. They left the cover of the brush, Flick not wthout
m sgi vi ngs as he gl anced apprehensively at the night sky. It al nbost seened as if
t he whol e busi ness had been the result of an overactive imagination. Flick
pondered the matter solemly and quickly decided that whatever the case, he had
had enough for one evening: first this naneless giant and then that frightening
shadow. He silently vowed that he would think twi ce before traveling again at
night so far fromthe safety of the Vale.

Several minutes later, the trees and brush began to thin out and the
flickering of yellow light was visible through the darkness. As they drew
cl oser, the vague forns of buildings began to take shape as square and
rectangul ar bulks in the gloom The path wi dened into a snobother dirt road that
led straight into the hamet, and Flick smled gratefully at the |ights that
shone in friendly greeting through the wi ndows of the silent buildings. No one
noved on the road ahead; if it had not been for the lights, one m ght well have
wondered if anyone at all lived in the Vale. As it was, Flick's thoughts were
far from such questions. Already he was considering how nuch he ought to tel
his father and Shea, not wishing to worry them about strange shadows that could
easily have been the product of his imagination and the gl ooy night. The
stranger at his side mght shed some |light on the subject at a later tinme, but
so far he had not proved to be nuch of a conversationalist. Flick glanced
involuntarily at the tall figure walking silently beside him Again he was
chilled by the blackness of the man. It seened to reflect fromhis cloak and
hood over his bowed head and | ean hands, to shroud the entire figure in hazy
gl oom Whoever he was, Flick felt certain that he woul d be a dangerous eneny.

They passed slowy between the buildings of the hamet, and Flick could
see torches burning through the wooden frames of the wi de wi ndows. The houses
t hensel ves were |long, |ow structures, each containing only a ground floor



beneath a slightly sloping roof, which in npst instances tapered off on one side
to shelter a snall veranda, supported by heavy poles affixed to a | ong porch

The buil di ngs were constructed of wood, with stone foundati ons and stone
frontings on a few Flick glanced through the curtained wi ndows, catching
glinpses of the inhabitants, the sight of faml|iar faces reassuring to himin

t he darkness outside. It had been a frightening night, and he was relieved to be
hone anong peopl e he knew.

The stranger remmined oblivious to everything. He did not bother with nore
than a casual glance at the hanl et and had not spoken once since they had
entered the Vale. Flick remained incredul ous at the way in which the other
followed him He wasn't following Flick at all, but seemed to know exactly where
t he Val eman was goi ng. Wien the road branched off in opposite directions amd
identical rows of houses, the tall man had no difficulty in determ ning the
correct route, though he never once | ooked at Flick nor even raised his head to
study the road. Flick found hinself trailing along while the other guided.

The two quickly reached the inn. It was a |large structure consisting of a
mai n buil ding and | ounging porch, with two | ong wi ngs that extended out and back
on either side. It was constructed of huge |ogs, cut and | aced on a high stone
foundati on and covered with the famliar wood shingle roof, this particular roof
much hi gher than those of the famly dwellings. The central buil ding was wel
lighted, and nuffled voices could be heard fromw thin, interspersed with
occasi onal |aughter and shouts. The wings of the inn were in darkness; it was
there that the sleeping quarters of the guests were |ocated. The snell of
roasting meat permeated the night air, and Flick quickly led the way up the
wooden steps of the long porch to the wi de double doors at the center of the
inn. The tall stranger followed w thout a word.

Flick slid back the heavy netal door latch and pulled on the handles. The
bi g door on the right swng open to admit theminto a | arge | ounging room
filled with benches, high-backed chairs, and several |ong, heavy wooden tabl es
set against the wall to the left and rear. The roomwas brightly lit by the tal
candl es on the tables and wall racks and by the huge fireplace built into the
center of the wall on the left; Flick was nomentarily blinded as his eyes
adjusted to this new light. He squinted sharply, glancing past the fireplace and
[ ounging furniture to the cl osed doubl e doors at the back of the room and over
to the I ong serving bar running down the Ilength of the wall to his right. The
men gat hered about the bar | ooked up idly as the pair entered the room their
faces registering undi sgui sed amazenent at the appearance of the tall stranger
But Flick's silent conpanion did not seemto see them and they quickly returned
to their conversation and evening drinks, glancing back at the newcomers once or
twice to see what they were going to do. The pair remai ned standing at the door
for a few noments nore as Flick | ooked around a second tine at the face of the
small crowd to see if his father were present. The stranger notioned to the
 oungi ng chairs on the left.

"I will have a seat while you find your father. Perhaps we can have di nner
t oget her when you return.™

Wt hout further coment, he noved quietly away to a snall table at the
rear of the roomand seated hinself with his back to the men at the bar, his
face slightly bowed and turned away from Flick. The Val enan watched him for a
nmonent, then noved quickly to the double doors at the rear of the room and
pushed through themto the hallway beyond. His father was probably in the
ki tchen, having dinner with Shea. Flick hurried down the hall past severa
cl osed doors before reaching the one that opened into the inn kitchen. As he
entered, the two cooks who were working at the rear of the roomgreeted the
young man with a cheerful good evening. His father was seated at the end of a
long counter at the left. As Flick had anticipated, he was in the process of
finishing his dinner. He waved a brawny hand in greeting.



"You're a bit later than usual, son," he grow ed pleasantly. "Cone over
here and have dinner while there's still sonething to eat."

Flick wal ked over wearily, |lowered the traveling pack to the floor with a
slight clatter, and perched hinself on one of the high counter stools. H's
father's large franme straightened itself as he shoved back the enpty plate and
| ooked quizzically at the other, his w de forehead winkling.

"I met a traveler on the road coming into the valley," Flick explai ned
hesitantly. "He wants a room and di nner. Asked us to join him"

"Well, he cane to the right place for a room" the el der GChnsford
declared. "I don't see why we shouldn't join himfor a bite to eat-1 could
easily do with another helping."

He raised his massive frame fromthe stool and signal ed the cooks for
three dinners. Flick | ooked about for Shea, but he was nowhere in sight. His
father |unbered over to the cooks to give some special instructions on preparing
the neal for the small party, and Flick turned to the basin next to the sink to
wash off the dirt and grinme fromthe road. Wien his father came over to him
Flick asked where his brother had gone.

"Shea has gone out on an errand for ne and should return on the noment,"
his father replied. "By the way, what's the name of this man you brought back
with you?"

"I don't know. He didn't say." Flick shrugged.

Hi s father frowned and nunbl ed sonet hi ng about cl osenput hed strangers,
roundi ng off his muffled coorment with a vow to have no nore nysterious types at
his inn. Then notioning to his son, he led the way through the kitchen doors,
his wi de shoul ders brushing the wall beyond as he swung to his left toward the
| oungi ng area. Flick followed quickly, his broad face winkled in doubt.

The stranger was still sitting quietly, his back to the nen gathered at
the serving bar. When he heard the rear doors swi ng open, he shifted about
slightly to catch a glinpse of the two who entered. The stranger studied the
cl ose resenbl ance between father and son. Both were of nedi um hei ght and heavy
build, with the sane broad, placid faces and grizzled brown hair. They hesitated
in the doorway and Flick pointed toward the dark figure. He could see the
surprise in Curzad Chisford' s eyes as the i nnkeeper regarded himfor a mnute
bef ore approachi ng. The stranger stood up courteously, towering over the other
two as they cane up to him

"Wl come to ny inn, stranger," the elder Chnsford greeted him trying
vainly to peer beneath the cloak hood that shadowed the other's dark face. "MW
nane, as nmy boy has probably told you, is Curzad Chnsford."

The stranger shook the extended hand with a grip that caused the stocky
man to grinace and then nodded to Flick

"Your son was kind enough to show ne to this pleasant inn." He smled with
what Flick could have sworn was a nocking grin. "I hope you will join me for
di nner and a gl ass of beer."

"Certainly," answered the innkeeper, |unbering past the other to a vacant
chair where he seated hinself heavily. Flick also pulled up a chair and sat
down, his eyes still on the stranger, who was in the process of conplinenting
his father on having such a fine inn. The el der Chnsford beaned with pl easure
and nodded in satisfaction to Flick as he signaled one of the nmen at the serving
bar for three glasses. The tall man still did not pull back the hood of the
cl oak shading his face. Flick wanted to peer beneath the shadows, but was afraid
t he stranger would notice, and one such attenpt had al ready earned himsore
wists and a healthy respect for the big man's strength and tenper. It was safer
to remain in doubt.

He sat in silence as the conversation between his father and the stranger
| engt hened frompolite coments on the nmildness of the weather to a nore
inti mate discussion of the people and happenings of the Vale. Flick noticed that
his father, who never needed much encouragenment anyway, was carrying the entire



conversation with only casual questions interjected by the other nman. It
probably did not matter, but the Chnsfords knew nothing about the stranger. He
had not even told them his name. Now he was quite subtly drawi ng out information
on the Vale fromthe unsuspecting i nnkeeper. The whol e situation bothered Flick
but he was uncertain what he should do. He began to wi sh that Shea woul d appear
and see what was happeni ng. But his brother renained absent, and the | ong-
awai t ed di nner was served and entirely consunmed before one of the wi de double
doors at the front of the |Iobby swng open, and Shea appeared from out of the
dar kness.

For the first time, Flick saw the hooded stranger take nore than a passing
interest in soneone. Strong hands gripped the table as the black figure rose
silently, towering over the Chnsfords. He seened to have forgotten they were
there, as the lined brow furrowed nore deeply and the craggy features radi ated
an intense concentration. For one frightening second, Flick believed that the
stranger was sonehow about to destroy Shea, but then the idea di sappeared and
was replaced with another. The man was searching his brother's m nd

He stared intently at Shea, his deep, shaded eyes running quickly over the
young man's slim countenance and slight build. He noted the telltale Elven
features i Mmedi atel y-the hint of slightly pointed ears beneath the tousled bl ond
hair, the pencil-like eyebrows that ran straight up at a sharp angle fromthe
bri dge of the nose rather than across the brow, and the slimess of the nose and
jaw. He saw intelligence and honesty in that face, and now as he faced Shea
across the room he saw determination in the penetrating blue eyes-deterni nation
that spread in a flush over the youthful features as the two nen | ocked their
gazes on one another. For a nonent Shea hesitated in awe of the huge, dark
apparition across the room He felt unexplainably trapped but, bracing hinself
wi th sudden resol ve, he wal ked toward the forbidding figure.

Flick and his father watched Shea approach them his eyes still on the
tall stranger and then, as if suddenly realizing who he was, the two rose from
the table. There was a nonent of awkward silence as they faced one another, and
then all the Chnsfords began greeting each other at once in a sudden junble of
words that relieved the initial tension. Shea smiled at Flick, but could not
take his eyes off the inmposing figure before him Shea was slightly shorter than
his brother and was therefore even nore in the shadow of the stranger than Flick
had been, though he was | ess nervous about it as tie faced the man. Curzad
Ohnsford was tal king to himabout his errand, and his attention was nonentarily
diverted while he replied to his father's insistent questions. After a few
prelimnary remarks, Shea turned back to the newcomer to the Vale.

"I don't believe we have net, yet you seemto know ne from sonewhere, and
| have the strangest feeling that | should know you."

The dark face above hi mnodded as the fam liar nocking snmile crossed it
fleetingly.

"Per haps you should know ne, though it is not surprising that you do not
renmenmber. But | know who you are; indeed, | know you well."

Shea was dunbfounded at this reply and, unable to respond, stood staring
at the stranger. The other raised a |l ean hand to his chin to stroke the snal
dark beard, glancing slowy around at the three men who waited for himto
continue. Flick's open nmouth was frami ng the question on the mnds of all the
Onnsf ords, when the stranger reached up and pull ed back the cowl of his cloak to
reveal clearly the dark face, now franmed by |ong black hair, cut nearly shoul der
| ength and shadi ng the deep-set eyes, which still showed only as black slits in
t he shadows beneath the heavy brows.

"My name is Allanon," he announced quietly.

There was a | ong nonent of stunned silence as the three |isteners stared
i n speechl ess amazenent. Allanon-the nysterious wanderer of the four |ands,
hi storian of the races, philosopher and teacher, and, sonme said, practitioner of
the nystic arts. Allanon-the man who had been everywhere fromthe darkest havens



of the Anar to the forbidden heights of the Charnal Muntains. H s was a nane
famliar to the people of even the nbst isolated Southland conmunities. Now he
stood unexpectedly before the Chnsfords, none of whom had ventured outside their
val l ey home nore than a handful of tines in their lives.

Al lanon smled warmy for the first time, but inwardly he felt pity for
them The quiet existence they had known for so many years was finished, and, in
a way, it was his responsibility.

"What brings you here?" Shea asked at | ast.

The tall nman | ooked sharply at himand uttered a deep, |ow chuckl e that
caught themall by surprise.

"You, Shea," he murrmured. "I came | ooking for you."

Il
Shea was awake early the next norning, rising fromthe warmh of his bed to
dress hastily in the danp cold of the norning air. He had arisen so early, he
di scovered, that no one else in the entire inn, guest or famly, was yet awake.
The I ong building was silent as he noved quietly fromhis small roomin the rear
of the main section to the |large | obby, where he quickly started a fire in the
great stone hearth, his fingers alnobst nunb with cold. The valley was al ways
strikingly cold in the early-nmorning hours before the sun reached the rimof the
hills, even during the warnest seasons of the year. Shady Val e was wel
sheltered, not only fromthe eyes of nen, but fromthe fury of perverse weather
conditions that drifted dowmn fromthe Northland. Yet while the heavy storns of
the winter and spring passed over the valley and Shady Vale, the bitter cold of
early morning all year round settled into the high hills, holding until the
warnth of the noonday sun filtered down to chase away the chill

The fire crackled and snapped at the wood as Shea rel axed in one of the
hi gh, straight-backed chairs and pondered the events of the previous evening. He
| eaned back, folded his arnms for warnth, and hunched down into the hard wood.
How coul d Al I anon have known hin? He had sel dom been out of the Vale and woul d
certainly have renenbered the other nan if he had net himwhile on one of his
i nfrequent journeys. Allanon had refused to say nore on the subject after that
one declaration. He had finished his dinner in silence, concluding that further
talk should wait until the next norning, and he becane once again the forbidding
figure he had first appeared when Shea entered the inn that evening. H s neal
conpl eted, he had asked to be shown, to his roomso that he m ght sleep, and
t hen excused hinmsel f. Neither Shea nor Flick could get himto say one word
further about the trip to Shady Vale and his interest in Shea. The two brothers
had tal ked alone later that night, and Flick had related the story of his
encounter with Allanon and the incident with the terrifying shadow.

Shea's thoughts drifted back to his initial question-how could Allanon
have known hinf? Mentally he retraced the events of his life. Hs early years were
a vague menory. He did not know where he bad been born, although sonetinme after
t he Ohnsfords had adopted him he had been told that his place of birth was a
smal | Westland community. His father had died before he was old enough to forma
| asting inmpression, and now he could recall alnmst nothing of him For a tine
his mother had kept him and he could recall bits and pieces of his years with
her, playing with El ven children, surrounded by great trees and deep green
solitude. He was five when she becane suddenly ill and decided to return to her
own people in the ham et of Shady Vale. She nust have known then that she was
dyi ng, but her first concern was for her son. The journey south was the finish
for her, and she died shortly after they reached the valley.

The rel atives his nother had | eft when she married were gone, all but the
Ohnsfords, who were no nore than distant cousins. Curzad Chnsford had |ost his
wife |l ess than a year earlier, and was raising his son Flick while he managed
the inn. Shea becane a part of their famly, and the two boys had grown up as



brothers, both bearing the name Ohnsford. Shea had never been told his true
nane, nor did he care to ask. The Chnsfords were the only fanmly that neant
anything to him and they had accepted himas their own. There were tines that
being a hal f-bl ood bothered him but Flick had stoutly insisted that it was a
di stinct advantage because it gave himthe instincts and character of two races
to build upon.

Yet nowhere coul d he remenber an encounter with Allanon. It was as if the
event had never really occurred. Perhaps it never had. He shifted around in the
chair and gazed absently into the fire. There was sonet hing about the grim
wanderer that frightened him Perhaps it was his inagination, but he could not
shake off the feeling that the man coul d sonehow read his thoughts, could see
ri ght through hi mwhenever he chose to do so. It seened ridicul ous, but the
t hought had lingered with the Val eman since the neeting in the |obby of the inn
Flick had remarked on it too. And he had gone further than that, whispering in
t he darkness of their sleeping roomto his brother, fearful that he mght in
sone way be overheard, that he felt Allanon was dangerous.

Shea stretched hinself and sighed deeply. Already it was becom ng |ight
outside. He rose to add some nore wood to the fire, and heard the sound of his
father's voice in the hallway, grumbling |oudly about matters in general
Sighing in resignation, Shea put aside his thoughts and hastened to the kitchen
to help with the norning preparations.

It was al nost noon before Shea saw any sign of Allanon, who had evidently
kept to his roomfor the duration of the norning. He appeared quite suddenly
from around one corner of the inn as Shea rel axed beneath a huge shade tree at
the rear of the building, absently nmunching on a quick |uncheon he had prepared
for hinself. His father was occupied within, and Flick was of f sonmewhere on an
errand. The dark stranger of the previous night seened no less forbidding in the
noon sun, still a shadowed figure of tremendous hei ght, though he appeared to
have changed his cloak fromblack to a |ight gray. The | ean face was slightly
bowed to the path before himas he wal ked toward Shea and seated hinself on the
grass next to the Val eman, gazing absently at the hilltops to the east which
appear ed above the trees of the hamlet. Both nmen were silent for several |ong
m nutes, until at |ast Shea could stand it no | onger

"Why did you cone to the vale, Allanon? Wy were you | ooking for me?"

The dark face turned toward himand a slight snmle played across the | ean
features.

"A question, my young friend, that cannot be as easily answered as you
woul d I'ike. Perhaps the best way in which to answer you is first to question
you. Have you read anything of the history of the Northland?"

He paused.

"Do you know of the Skull Kingdonf"

Shea stiffened at the nention of the nane-a nane that was synonynous with
all the terrible things in life, real and inmgined, a nane used to frighten
little children who had been bad or to send shivers down the spines of grown men
when stories were told before the dying coals of a late evening fire. It was a
nane that hinted of ghosts and goblins, of the sly forest Gnones of the east and
the great Rock Trolls of the far north. Shea | ooked at the grimvisage before
hi m and nodded sl owly. Again Allanon paused before conti nui ng.

"I am a historian, Shea, anpong other things-perhaps the nost wi dely
travel ed historian alive today, since few besides nyself have entered the
Northland in over five hundred years. | know much about the race of Man that
none now suspect. The past has becone a blurred nmenory, and just as wel
per haps; for the history of Man has not been particularly glorious in the |ast
two thousand years. Men today have forgotten the past; they know little of the
present and | ess of the future. The race of Man lives alnost solely in the
confines of the Southland. It knows nothing at all of the Northland and its
peoples, and little of the Eastland and Westland. A pity that Men have devel oped



into such a shortsighted people, for once they were the nost visionary of the
races. But now they are quite content to |live apart fromthe other races,

i solated fromthe problenms of the rest of the world. They remain content, mnd
you, because those probl ens have not as yet touched them and because a fear of
t he past has persuaded themnot to | ook too closely at the future.”

Shea felt slightly irritated by these sweeping accusations, and his reply
was sharp

"You make it sound like a terrible thing to want to be left alone. | know
enough history-no, | know enough life-to realize that Man's only hope for
survival is to remain apart fromthe races, to rebuild everything he has | ost
over the last two thousand years. Then perhaps he will be snmart enough not to
close it a second tine. He al nost destroyed hinself entirely in the Great Wars
by his persistent intervention in the affairs of others and his ill-conceived
rejection of an isolation policy."

Al'l anon's dark face turned hard.

"I amwell aware of the catastrophi c consequences brought about by those
war s-the products of power and greed that the rate of Man brought down on its
own head through a comnbinati on of carel essness and remarkabl e shortsi ght edness.
That was | ong ago-and what has changed? You think that Man can start again, do
you, Shea? Well, you m ght be quite surprised to |learn that sone things never
change, and the dangers of power are always present, even to a race that al nost
conpletely obliterated itself. The Great Wars of the past may be gone-the wars
of the races, of politics and nationalism and the final ones of sheer energy,
of ultinmte power. But we face new dangers today, and these are nore of a threat
to the existence of the races than were any of the old! If you think Man is free
to build a newlife while the rest of the world drifts by, then you do not know
anything of history!"

He paused suddenly, his grimfeatures lined with anger. Shea stared back
defiantly, though within he felt small and frightened.

"Enough of this," Allanon began again, his face softening as one strong
hand reached up to grip Shea's shoulder in friendship. "The past is behind us,
and it is with the future that we nust concern ourselves. Let ne refresh your
menory for a nonent on the history of the Northland and the | egend of the Skul
Ki ngdom As you know, |'m sure, the G eat Wars brought an end to an age where
Man al one was the dom nant race. Man was al nost conpletely destroyed and even
t he geography he had known was conpletely altered, conpletely restructured.
Countries, nations, and governnents all ceased to exist as the |ast nmenbers of
the human race fled south to survive. It was nearly a thousand years before Man
had once again raised hinself above the standard of the animals he hunted for
food and established a progressive civilization. It was primtive, to be sure,
but there was order and a senbl ance of governnment. Then Man began to di scover
there were other races besides hinself inhabiting the world-creatures who had
survived the Great Wars and devel oped their own races. In the mountains were the
huge Trolls, powerful and ferocious, but quite content with what they had. In
the hills and forests were the snmall and cunning creatures we now call Gnones.
Many a battle was fought between Men and Ghones for the rights to | and during
the years following the Geat Wars, and the battles hurt both races. But they
fought to survive, and reason has no place in the mnd of a creature fighting
for its life.

"Man al so discovered that there was another race-a race of nen who had
fled beneath the earth to survive the effects of the G eat Wars. Years of |iving
in the huge caverns beneath the earth's crust away fromthe sunlight altered
t heir appearance. They becane short and stocky, powerful in the arns and chest,
with strong, thick Iegs for clinbing and scranbling underground. Their sight in
t he dark became superior to that of other creatures, yet in the sunlight they
could see little. They lived beneath the earth for nmany hundreds of years, unti
at last they began to enmerge to live again on the face of the I and. Their eyes



were very bad at first, and they made their honmes in the darkest forests of the
East| and. They devel oped their own | anguage, though they later reverted to the
| anguage of Man. When Man first di scovered remmants of this |ost race, they
called them Dwarfs, after a fictional race of the old days."

His voice trailed off and he renmained silent for a few m nutes staring out
at the tips of the hills showing brilliant green in the sunlight. Shea
considered the historian's comments. He had never seen a Troll, and only one or
two Gnomes and Dwarfs, and those he did not remenber very well.

"\What about the Elves?" he asked finally.

Al I anon | ooked back thoughtfully and bowed his head a little nore.

"Ah, yes, | had not forgotten. A remarkable race of creatures, the El ves.
Per haps the greatest people of all, though no one has ever fully realized it.
But the tale of the Elven people nmust wait for another tine; suffice to say that
they were always there in the great forests of the Westland, though the other
races sel dom encountered themat this stage of history.

"Now we shall see how nmuch you know of the history of the Northland, ny
young friend. Today, it is a land inhabited by al nost no one other than the
Trolls, a barren and forbidding country where few people of any race care to
travel, let alone settle. The Trolls, of course, are bred to survive there.
Today, Men live in the warmh and confort of the Southland's mld clinate and
green | ands. They have forgotten that once the Northland, too, was settled by
creatures of all the races, not only the Trolls in the nountain regions, but
Men, Dwarfs, and Gnhones in the | owl ands and forests. This was in the years when
all the races were just beginning to rebuild a new civilization with new ideas,
new | aws, and many new cultures. It was a very prom sing future, but Men today
have forgotten that those tines ever existed-forgotten that they are nore than a
beaten race trying to live apart fromthose who defeated them and crippled their
pride. There was no division of countries then. It was an earth reborn, where
each race was being given a second chance at building a world. O course, they
did not realize the significance of the opportunity. They were too concerned
wi t h hol di ng what they considered theirs and building their own private little
wor |l ds. Each race was certain that it was destined to be the dom nant power in
t he years ahead-gathered together like a pack of angry rats guarding a stale,
sorry piece of cheese. And Man, oh, yes, in all his glory, was groveling and
snapping at the chance just like the others. Did you know t hat, Shea?"

The Val eman shook his head slowy, unable to believe that what he was
hearing could be the truth. He had been told that Man had been a persecuted
peopl e ever since the Great Wars, fighting to keep alive his dignity and honor
to protect the little land that was his in the face of conplete savagery on the
part of the other races. Man had never been the oppressor in these battl es;
al ways he was the oppressed. Allanon snmiled grimy, his lips curling with
nocki ng satisfaction as he saw the effect of his words.

"You didn't realize that it was this way, | see. No matter-it will be the
| east of the surprises | have in store for you. Man has never been the great
peopl e he has fancied hinself. In those days Men fought |ike the rest, although
I will concede that perhaps they had a hi gher sense of honor and a clearer
purpose to rebuild than sone of the others, and they were slightly nore
civilized." He twisted the word meaningfully as he spoke it, lacing it with
undi sgui sed sarcasm "But all this comrentary has little to do with the main
poi nt of our discussion, which | hope to nake clear to you shortly.

"It was about this same tine, when the races had di scovered one anot her
and were fighting for dom nance, that the Druid Council first opened the halls
of Paranor in the |ower Northland. Hi story is rather vague about the origins and
pur poses of the Druids, though it is believed they were a group of highly
know edgeabl e nen fromall the races, skilled in many of the lost arts of the
old world. They were phil osophers and visionaries, students of the arts and
science all at once, but nore than this, they were the teachers of the races.



They were the givers of power-the power of new know edge in the ways of life.
They were |l ed by a man nanmed Gal aphil e, a historian and phil osopher |ike nyself,
who called the greatest nen of the |l and together to forma council to establish
peace and order. He relied on their learning to hold sway over the races, their
ability to give know edge to gain the people's confidence.

"The Druids were a very powerful force during those years and the plan of
Gal aphil e seened to be working as anticipated. But as tine passed, it becane
apparent that some of the menbers of the Council had powers far surpassing those
of the others, powers that had | ain dormant and gathered strength in a few
phenonenal , genius minds. It would be difficult to describe those powers to you
wi t hout taking quite some time-nore tinme than we have available to us. Wat is
i nportant for our purposes is to recognize that sonme anobng the Council who
possessed the very greatest m nds became convinced that they were destined to
shape the future of the races. In the end, they broke fromthe Council to form
their own group and for sone tine disappeared and were forgotten

"About one hundred and fifty years later, there occurred a terrible civi
war within the race of Man, which eventually w dened into the First War of the
Races, as the historians nanmed it. Its cause was uncertain even then, and has
now al nost been forgotten. In sinmple terms, a small sector of the race of Man
revol ted agai nst the teachings of the Council and fornmed a very powerful and
highly trained army. The procl ai ned purpose of the uprising was the subjugation
of the rest of Man under a central rule for the betternent of the race and the
furthering of its pride as a people. Eventually, alnpst all segments of the race
rallied to the new cause and war was begun upon the other races, ostensibly to
acconplish this new goal. The central figure behind the war was a man call ed
Brona-an archaic Gione termfor 'Master.' It was said that he was the | eader of
the Druids of the first Council who had broken away and di sappeared into the
Northland. No reliable source ever reported seeing himor talking with him and
inthe end it was concluded that Brona was merely a nane, a fictitious
character. The revolt, if you care to call it such, was finally crushed by the
conbi ned power of the Druids and the other allied races. Did you know of this,
Shea?"

The Val eman nodded and smiled slightly.

"I have heard of the Druid Council, of its purposes and work-all ancient
history since the Council died out long ago. | have heard of the First War of
t he Races, though not in the sane way as you tell it. Prejudiced, |I believe you

woul d call ny version. The war was a bitter |esson for Man."

Al l anon waited patiently and did not speak as Shea paused to reflect on
hi s own know edge of the past before continuing.

"l know that the survivors of our race fled south after the war was over
and have remmi ned there ever since, rebuilding again the hones and cities |ost,
trying to create life rather than destroy it. You seemto think of it as an
i sol ation born of fear. But | believe it was and still is the best way to live.
Central governments have al ways been the greatest danger to manki nd. Now there
are none-small communities are the newrule of life. Sone things are better |eft
al one by everyone."

The tall nan | aughed, a deep mirthless chuckle that made Shea fee
suddenly foolish.

"You know so little, though what you say is true enough. Truisnms, nmy young

friend, are the useless children of hindsight. Wll, | don't propose to argue
with you now on the fine points of social reform |et alone political activism
That will have to wait until another tinme. Tell ne what you know of the creature
called Brona. Perhaps . . . no, wait a nmonent. Soneone is com ng."

The words were scarcely out of his nouth before the stocky figure of Flick
appeared around the corner of the inn. The Val enan stopped abruptly as he saw
Al l anon and hesitated until Shea waved to him He cane over slowly and renai ned



standing, his eyes on the dark face as the big man smled slowy down at him
the famliar enigmatic twist at the corners of his nouth.

"I was just wondering where you had gone," Flick began, speaking to his
brother, "and didn't nean to interrupt "

"You are not interrupting anything,
seened to di sagree

Shea replied quickly. But Allanon

"This conversation was for your ears alone," he declared flatly. "If your
br ot her chooses to stay, he will have decided his own fate in the days to cone.
I would strongly suggest that he not remain to hear the rest of our discussion
but forget that we ever talked. Still, it is his own choice."

The brothers | ooked at each other, unable to believe that the tall man was
serious. But his grimface indicated that he was not joking, and for a nonent
both nen hesitated, reluctant to say anything. Finally Flick spoke.

"I have no idea what you're tal king about, but Shea and | are brothers and
what happens to one nmust happen to both. If he's in any trouble, | should share
it wwth himit's my own choice, |I'msure."

Shea stared at himin amazenent. He had never heard Flick sound nore
positive about anything in his entire life. He felt proud of his brother and
smled up at himgratefully. Flick wi nked back qui ckly and sat down, not | ooking
at Allanon. The tall traveler stroked his small, dark beard with a | ean hand and
sm | ed quite unexpectedly.

"I ndeed, the choice is your own, and you have proven yourself a brother by
your words. But it is deeds that make the difference. You may regret the choice
in the days to conme ...."

He trailed off, lost in thought as he studied the bowed head of Flick for
several |ong nmonents before turning to Shea.

"Well, | cannot begin ny story again just for your brother. He will have
to follow as best he can. Now tell ne what you know of Brona."

Shea thought silently for a few mnutes and then shrugged.

"I really don't know nmuch of anything about him He was a nmyth, as you
said, the fictional |eader of the uprising in the First War of the Races. He was
supposed to have been a Druid who |left the Council and used his own evil power
to master the minds of his followers. Historically, he was never seen, never
captured, or killed in the final battle. He never existed."

"Historically accurate, |'msure," nuttered Allanon. "Wat do you know of
himin connection with the Second War of the Races?"

Shea smiled briefly at the question

"Well, legend has it that he was the central force behind that war al so,
but it turned out to be just another myth. He was supposed to be the same
creature who had organized the armes of Man in the first war, except in this
one he was called the Warlock Lord-the evil counterpart to the Druid Brenen. |
bel i eve Brenmen was supposed to have killed himin the second war, however. But
all that was only fantasy."

Flick hastened to nod his agreenent, but Allanon said nothing. Shea waited
for sone formof confirmation, openly anmused by the whol e subject.

"Where is all this talk taking us anyway?" he asked after a nonment.

Al l anon gl anced down at hi m sharply, cocking one dark eyebrow i n wonder.

"Your patience is remarkably linmted, Shea. After all, we have just
covered in a matter of mnutes the history of a thousand years. However, if you
think you can restrain yourself for a few nmonents longer, | believe | can
prom se you that your question will be answered."

Shea nodded, feeling no little nortification at the reprimand. It was not
the words thenmsel ves that hurt; it was the way Al lanon said themw th that
nocking smile and ill-conceal ed sarcasm The Val enan regai ned his conposure
qui ckly, though, and shrugged his willingness to allow the historian to continue
at his own pace.



"Very well," the other acknow edged. "I shall try to conplete our
di scussion qui ckly. What we have spoken of up to this point has been background
history to what | will tell you nowthe reason why | canme to find you. | recal
to your menory the events of the Second War of the Races-the nobst recent war in
the new history of Man, fought |less than five hundred years ago in the
Northl and. Man had no part in this war; Man was the defeated race of the first,
living deep in the heart of the Southland, a few small conmunities trying hard
to survive the threat of total extinction. This was a war of the great races-the
El ven people and the Dwarfs fighting agai nst the power of the savage Rock Trolls
and the cunni ng Gnones.

"After the conpletion of the First War of the Races, the known world
partitioned into the existing four |lands, and the races were at peace for quite
along tine. During this period, the power and influence of the Druid Counci
di m ni shed greatly as the apparent need for its assistance seened to have
ceased. It is only fair to add that the Druids had grown lax in their attention
to the races, and over a period of years the new nenbers | ost sight of the
Council's purposes and turned away fromthe peoples' problens to nore persona
concerns, leading a nore isolated existence of study and neditation. The El ven
peopl e were the nost powerful race, but confined thenselves to their isolated
honel and deep in the west where they were content to renain in relative
i solation-a mstake they were to regret deeply. The other peoples scattered and
devel oped into smaller, less unified societies, prinmarily in the Eastl and,

t hough sone groups did settle in parts of the Westland and Northland in the
border countries.

"The Second War of the Races began when a huge arny of Trolls cane down
out of the Charnal Muntains and seized all of the Northland, including the
Druid fortress at Paranor. The Druids had been betrayed fromw thin by severa
of their own people who had been won over by prom ses and offers fromthe eneny
conmander, who at this tine was unknown. The remmining Druids, except for a very
few who escaped or were away, were captured and thrown into the dungeons of the
Keep and never seen again. Those who had escaped the fate of their brothers
scattered about the four lands and went into hiding. The Troll army inmediately
noved agai nst the Dwarf people in the Eastland with the obvious intent of
crushing all resistance as quickly as possible. But the Dwarfs gathered deep
within the huge forests of the Anar, which only they know well enough to survive
in for any length of tine, and there held firm agai nst the advances of the Trol
arm es despite the aid being given by a few of the Gione tribes who had joi ned
the invasion force. The Dwarf King, Raybur, recorded in his own peoples' history
whom he had di scovered the real enemy to be-the rebel Druid, Brona."

"How coul d the Dwarf King believe this?" Shea interjected quickly. "If it
were true, the Warlock Lord would be over five hundred years old! At any rate,
shoul d think that some anbitious mystic nust have suggested the idea to the king
with the thought of reviving an old, outdated mnyth-perhaps to better his own
position in the court or something."

"That is a possibility,"” Allanon conceded. "But |et ne continue the story.
After long nonths of fighting, the Trolls were evidently led to believe that the
Dwarfs had been beaten, so they turned their war |egions to the west and began
to march agai nst the powerful Elven kingdom But during the nmonths the Trolls
had battled the Dwarf people, the few Druids who had escaped from Paranor had
been assenbl ed by the fanmpus nmystic Brenen, an old and highly esteened el der of
the Council. He led themto the Elven kingdomin the Westland to warn the people
there of this new, threat and to prepare for the al nbst certain invasion of the
Nort hl anders. The Elven King in that year was Jerle Shannara-the greatest of al
the Elven kings, perhaps, with the exception of Eventine. Brenen warned the King
of the probable assault on his |ands, and the Elven ruler quickly prepared his
arm es before the advancing Troll hordes had reached their borders. |'msure
that you know your history well enough to renenber what happened when the battle



was fought, Shea, but | want you to pay attention to the particulars of what |
tell you next."
Both Shea and an excited Flick nodded.

"The Druid Brenmen gave to Jerle Shannara a special sword for the battle
agai nst the Trolls. Woever held the sword was supposed to be invincible-even
agai nst the awesone power of the Warlock Lord. Wen the Troll |egions entered
the Valley of Rhenn in the borderlands of the Elven kingdom they were attacked
and trapped by the arm es of the El ven people fighting from hi gher ground and
were badly beaten in a two-day, pitched battle. The Elves were | ed by the Druids
and Jerl e Shannara, who carried the great sword given himby Bremen. They fought
toget her against the Troll arnmies, who were said to have had the added m ght of
beings fromthe spirit world under the dom nation of the Warlock Lord. But the
courage of the Elven King and the power of the fabul ous sword overwhel ned t he
spirit creatures and destroyed them When the renainder of the Troll arny
attenpted to escape back to the safety of the Northland across the Plains of
Streleheim it was caught between the pursuing arnmy of Elves and an arny of
Dwar fs approaching fromthe Eastland. There was a terrible battle fought in
which the Troll arny was destroyed alnbst to the last man. During the battle,
Bremen di sappeared while in conmbat at the side of the Elven King, facing the
Warl ock Lord himself. It was recorded that both Druid and Warl ock were lost in
the fighting and neither was ever seen again. Not even the bodies were found.

"Jerl e Shannara carried the fanbus sword given himuntil his death sone
years later. H s son gave the weapon to the Druid Council at Paranor, where the
bl ade was set in a huge block of Tre-Stone and placed in a vault in the Druid's



Keep. I'msure you are quite fanmiliar with the | egend of the sword and what it
stands for, what it nmeans to all the races. The great sword rests today at
Paranor, just as it has for five hundred years. Have | been sufficiently lucid
in my narration, Valemen?"

Fli ck nodded in dunbfounded wonder, still caught up in the excitenent of
the history. But Shea suddenly decided that he had heard enough. Nothing that
Al l anon had told themof the history of the races was fact-not if he was to
bel i eve what he had been taught by his own people since he was a child. The big
man had sinply related to them a chil dhood fantasy that had been passed down
t hrough the ages fromparents to small children. He had |istened patiently to
everything Allanon had falsely represented to be the truth about the races,
hunori ng hi mout of respect for his reputation. But the entire tale of the sword
was ridicul ous, and Shea was through being played for a fool

"What has all this got to do with your conming to Shady Val e?" he
persisted, a faint smle betraying his disgust. "W've heard all about a battle
that took place sone five hundred years ago-a battle that did not even concern
Man, but Trolls and Elves and Dwarfs and goodness knows what el se, as you tel
it. Did you say there were spirits or something? I'msorry if | sound
i ncredul ous, but | find this whole tale a little hard to swallow. The story of
the Sword of Jerle Shannara is well known to all the races, but it's only
fiction, not fact-a glorified story of heroismcreated to stir up a sense of
loyalty and duty in the races that have a part in its history. But the | egend of
Shannara is a tale for children that adults must outgrow as they accept the
responsi bilities of manhood. Wy did you waste tine relating this fairy tale
when all | want is a sinple answer to a sinple question? Wy are you | ooking for

me?"

Shea stopped short as he saw Al l anon's dark features tighten and grow
bl ack with anger, the great brows knitting over sudden pinpoints of light in the
deep shadows that hid the eyes. The tall nan seemed to be fighting to contain
sone terrible fury within, and for a noment it appeared to Shea that he was
about to be strangled by the huge hands that |ocked before his face as the nan
glared in open rage. Flick nmoved back hastily and tripped over his own feet in
t he process, fear welling up inside.

"Fool . . . you fool," rasped the giant in barely controlled fury. "You
know so little . . . children! What does the race of Man know of truth-where has
Man been but hiding, creeping in terror under piteous shelters in the deepest
regi ons of the Southland like frightened rabbits? You dare to tell nme that |
speak of fairy tal es-you, who have never known strife, safe here in your
precious Vale! |I came to find the bloodline of kings, but I have found a little
boy who hides hinself in fal sehoods. You are nothing but a child!"

Flick was fervently wi shing he could sink into the ground beneath his feet
or perhaps sinply vani sh, when to his utter astonishment he saw Shea leap to his
feet before the tall man, his lean features flushed in fury and his hands
knotted into fists as he braced hinself. The Val eman was so overcome w th anger
that he could not speak, and stood before his accuser, shaking with rage and
hum liation. But Allanon was not inpressed and his deep voi ce sounded again

"Hol d, Shea. Do not be a greater fool! Pay attention to what | tell you
now. All that | told you has cone down through the ages as | egend and was so
told to the race of Man. But the tine for fairy tales is ended. Wat | have told
you is not legend; it is the truth. The sword is real; it rests today at
Paranor. But nobst inportant of all, the Warlock Lord is real. He lives today and
the Skull Kingdomis his donmain!"

Shea started, suddenly realizing that the man was not deliberately |ying
after all-that he did not believe this to be a fairy tale. He rel axed and sat
down slowy, his gaze still riveted on the dark face. Abruptly he recalled the
hi storian's words.

"You said king . . . you were |looking for a king ?"



"What is the | egend of the Sword of Shannara, Shea? What does the
inscription carved into the bl ock of Tre-Stone read?"

Shea was dunbf ounded, unable to recall any |egend at all

"I don't know. . . | can't renenber what it said. Something about the
next time . "

"A son!" spoke up Flick suddenly fromthe other side. "Wen the Warl ock
Lord appeared again in the Northland, a son of the House of Shannara woul d cone
forth to take up the Sword against him That was the | egend!"

Shea | ooked over at his brother, renenbering then what the inscription was
supposed to read. He | ooked back at Allanon, who was watching himintently.

"How does this concern ne?" he asked quickly. "I'mnot a son of the House
of Shannara-1'm not even Elven. I'ma half-blood, not an Elf, not a king.
Eventine is the heir to the House of Shannara. Are you telling me that I'ma
| ost son-a missing heir? | don't believe it!"

He | ooked quickly to Flick for support, but his brother appeared to be
conpletely lost, staring in bew |l dernent at the face of Allanon. The dark man
spoke quietly.

"You do have Elven blood in you, Shea, and you are not the true son of
Curzad Chnsford. That you must know. And Eventine is not directly of the blood
of Shannara."

"I have al ways known that | was an adopted son,"” the Val eman admitted,
"but surely |I could not have conme from. . . Flick, tell him"

But his brother just stared at himin astoni shment, unable to frane an
answer to the question. Shea stopped speaki ng abruptly, shaking his head in
di sbelief. Allanon nodded.

"You are a son of the House of Shannara-a half son only, however, and far
renoved fromthe direct |Iine of descent that can be traced down through the | ast

five hundred years. | knew you as a child, Shea, before you were taken into the
Onhnnsf ord household as their own son. Your father was Elven-a very fine man. Your
not her was of the race of Man. They both di ed when you were still very young,

and you were given to Curzad Ohnsford to raise as his own son. But you are a son
of Jerle Shannara, albeit a distant son and not of pure Elven blood."

Shea nodded absently at the tall nan's explanation, confused and stil
suspi cious. Flick was | ooking at his brother. as if he had never seen him
bef ore.

"What does all this nean?" he asked All anon eagerly.

"What | have told you is known also to the Lord of Darkness, though he
does not yet know where you live or who you are. But his emissaries will find
you sooner or |later, and when they do, you will be destroyed."

Shea's head jerked up, and he | ooked at Flick fearfully, renenbering the
tal e of the huge shadow seen near the lip of the Vale. His brother, too, felt a
sudden chill, recalling that awful feeling of terror

"But why?" asked Shea quickly. "What have | done to deserve, that?"

"You must understand many things, Shea, before you can understand the
answer to that question,” replied Allanon, "and | have not the tinme to explain
themall now. You nmust believe ne when | tell you that you are descended from
Jerl e Shannara, that you are of Elven blood, and that the Chnsfords are a foster
famly to you. You were not the only son of the House of Shannara, but you are
the only son who survives today. The others were Elven, and they were easily
found and destroyed. That is what prevented the Dark Lord fromfinding you for
so | ong-he was unaware that there was a half sort alive in the Southland. The
El ven kin he knew of fromthe first.

"But know this, Shea. The power of the Sword is unlinmted-it is the one
great fear with which Brona lives, the one power he may not w thstand. The
| egend of the Sword is a powerful amulet in the hands of the races, and Brona
neans to put an end to the legend. He will do this by destroying the entire



house of Shannara, so that no son will cone forth to draw the Sword agai nst
him™"

"But | did not even know of the Sword," protested Shea. "I did not even
know who | was, or anything about the Northland or about "
"It does not matter!"™ cut in Allanon sharply. "If you are dead, there can

be no doubt about you."

His voice died away in a weary nurmur, and he turned to | ook again at the
di stant rnount ai nt ops beyond the fringe of tall elns. Shea lay back slowy on the
soft grass, staring at the pale blue of the late winter sky laced with small,
soft wisps of white cloud that drifted fromthe tall hills. For a few pl easant
nonents the presence of Allanon and the threat of death were subnmerged in the
sl eepy warnth of the afternoon sun and the fresh snell of the lofty, trees
towering over him He closed his eyes and thought of his life in the Vale, of
the plans that he had nade with Flick, of their hopes for the future. They woul d
all go up in snmoke if what he had been told were true. He lay quietly
considering these things, and finally sat up, his arns braced behind him

"I"'mnot sure what to think," he began slowy. "There are so many
guestions | have to ask you. | feel confused by the whole idea of being someone
ot her than an Chnsford-soneone threatened with death at the hands of a. . . a
nyth. What do you suggest that | do?"

Al lanon smled warmy for the first tine.

"For the noment, do nothing. There is no i nmedi ate danger to you. Think
about what | have told you and we will speak further of the inplications another
time. | shall be glad to answer all your questions then. But do not talk about
this to anyone el se, not even your father. Act as if this conversation had never
taken place until we have a chance to work out the problens further."

The young nen | ooked at each ot her and nodded in agreenent, though it
woul d be difficult to pretend that nothing had happened. Allanon rose silently,
stretching his tall frame to relieve cranped nuscles. The brothers rose with him
and stood quietly as he | ooked down at them

"Legends and myths that did not exist in yesterday's world will exist in
tonmorrow s. Things of evil, ruthless and cunning, after |ying dormant for
centuries, will now awaken. The shadow of the Warl ock Lord begins to fall across
the four lands."

He trailed off abruptly.

"I did not mean to be harsh with you," he smled gently, quite
unexpectedly, "but if this is the worst thing that happens in the days to cone,
you shoul d be gl ad indeed. You are faced with a very real threat, not a fairy
tale that can be | aughed away. Nothing about any of this will be fair to you.
You will learn nmuch about life that you will not |ike."

He paused, a tall gray shadow agai nst the green of the distant hills, his
robes gathered carefully about his gaunt frane. One great hand reached over to
grip firmy Sheds | ean shoul der, and for an instant bound them together as one
person. Then he turned away and was gone.

11
Al lanon's plan for further discussions at the inn did not work out. He left the
brothers sitting in hushed conversation behind the inn and returned to his room
Shea and Flick finally went back to their chores and shortly thereafter were
di spatched on an errand by their father that took themout of the Vale to the
north end of the valley. It was dark by the tine they returned, and they
hastened to the dining room hoping to question the historian further, but he
did not appear. They ate dinner hurriedly, unable to speak to each other about
the afternoon while their father was present. After eating, they waited al nost
an hour, but still he did not appear and eventually, long after their father had
departed for the kitchen, they decided to go to Allanon's room Flick was



reluctant to go | ooking for the dark stranger, especially after his neeting with
himon the Vale road the previous night. But Shea was so insistent that at |ast
his brother agreed to go along, hoping that there mght be safety in nunbers.

VWen they reached his room they found the door unlocked and the tal
wander er gone. The room | ooked as if no one had even used it recently. They nade
a hasty search of the inn and the surroundi ng prenises, but Allanon was not to
be found. At last they were forced to conclude that for some unknown reason he
had departed from Shady Val e. Shea was openly angered that Allanon had |eft
wi t hout even a parting word, yet at the sane tine he began to experience a
grow ng apprehension that he was no | onger under the historian's protective
wing. Flick, on the other hand, was just as happy that the man was gone. As he
sat with Shea in the tall, hard-backed chairs before the fire in the big | ounge
roomof the inn, he tried to assure his brother that everything was worki ng out
for the best. He had never conpletely believe the historian's wild tale of the
Northl and wars and the Sword of Shannara, he argued, and even if sone of it were
true, certainly the part about Shea's |ineage and the threat from Brona was
conpl etely exaggerated-a ridiculous fairy tale.

Shea listened in silence to Flick's nuddled rationalization of the
possibilities, offering only an occasi onal nod of acqui escence, his own thoughts
concentrated on deciding what he should do next. He had serious doubts about the
credibility of Allanon's tale, After all, what purpose did the historian have in
coming to himin the first place? He had appeared conveniently, it seened, to
tell Shea about his strange background, and to warn himthat he was in danger
t hen had di sappeared without a word about his own interest in this business. How
could Shea be sure that Allanon had not cone on sone hidden purpose of his own,
hopi ng to use the Val eman as his cat's-paw? There were too many questions that
he didn't have the answers to.

Eventually, Flick grewtired of offering advice to the silent Shea and
finally ceased to speak of the matter, slunping down in his chair and gazing
resignedly into the crackling fire. Shea continued to ponder the details of
Al lanon's story, trying to deci de what he should do now. But after an hour of
qui et deliberation, he threw up his hands in disgust, feeling as confused as
before. Stal king out, of the Iounge, he headed for his own room the faithfu
Flick close behind. Neither felt inclined to discuss it further. Upon reaching
their small bedroomin the east wi ng, Shea dropped into a chair in npbody
silence. Flick collapsed heavily on the bed and stared disinterestedly at the
cei ling.

The twin candles on the small bedside table cast a dimglow over the |arge
room and Flick soon found hinmself on the verge of drifting off to sleep. He
hastily jerked awake and, stretching his hands above his head, encountered a
| ong pi ece of fol ded paper which had partially slipped down between the mattress
and headboard. Curiously, he brought it around in front of his eyes and saw t hat
it was addressed to Shea.

"What's this?" he muttered and tossed it across to his prostrate brother

Shea ripped open the seal ed paper and hurriedly scanned it. He had
scarcely begun before he let out a low whistle and | eaped to his feet. Flick sat
up quickly, realizing who nust have |eft the note.

"I't's fromAllanon," Shea confirmed his brother's suspicion. "Listen to
this, Flick:

| have no tinme to find you and explain matters further. Sonething of the
greatest inportance has occurred, and | nust |eave i nmedi atel y-perhaps even now
| amtoo late. You nust trust me and believe what | told you, even though | will
not be able to return to the valley.

You will not long be safe in Shady Vale, and you nust be prepared to flee
qui ckly. Shoul d your safety be threatened, you will find shelter at Cul haven in



the forests of the Anar. | will send a friend to guide you. Place your trust in
Bal i nor.

Speak with no one of our neeting. The danger to you is extreme. In the
pocket of your maroon travel cloak, | have placed a small pouch whi ch contains
three El fstones. They will provide you with gui dance and protection when nothing

el se can. Be cautioned-they are for Shea al one and to be used only when all el se
fails.

The sign of the Skull will be your warning to flee. May luck be with you,
nmy young friend, until we neet again.

Shea | ooked excitedly at his brother, but the suspicious Flick shook his
head in disbelief and frowned deeply.

"I don't trust him Watever is he tal king about anyway-Skulls and
El f stones? | never even heard of a place called Cul haven, and the Anar forests
are mles fromhere-days and days. | don't like it."

"The stones!" Shea exclained, and | eaped for the traveling cl oak which
hung in the long corner closet. He rummaged through his clothes for severa
m nutes while Flick watched anxiously, then carefully stepped back with a snall
| eat her pouch bal anced gently in his right hand. He held it up and tested its
wei ght, displaying it to his brother, and then hurried back to the bed and sat
down. A nonment | ater he had the drawstrings open and was enptying the contents
of the pouch into his open palm Three dark blue stones tunbl ed out, each the
size of an average pebble, finely cut and glowing brightly in the faint
candl el i ght. The brothers peered curiously at the stones, half expecting that
they woul d i mredi ately do sonet hi ng wondrous. But not hi ng happened. They | ay
notionless in Shea's palm shimering like snmall blue stars snatched fromthe
night, so clear that it was al nost possible to see through them as if they were
nmerely tinted glass. Finally, after Flick had sumobned enough courage to touch
one, Shea dropped them back into the pouch and stuffed it into his shirt pocket.

"Well, he was right about the stones," ventured Shea a nonent |ater

"Maybe yes, naybe no-nmaybe they're not Elfstones," suggested Flick
suspi ciously. "How do you know ever see one? Wat about the rest of the letter?
| never heard of anyone naned Balinor and | never heard of Cul haven. W ought to
forget the whol e busi ness-especially that we ever saw All anon."

Shea nodded doubtfully, unable to answer his brother's questions.

"Why should we worry now? All we have to do is to keep our eyes open for
the sign of the Skull, whatever that may be, or for Allanon's friend to appear
Maybe nothing will happen after all."

Flick continued to voice his distrust of the letter and its author for
several mnutes nore before losing interest. Both brothers were weary and
decided to call it a night. As the candl es were extingui shed, Shea's |ast act
was to place the pouch carefully beneath his pillow where he could feel its
smal | bul k pressing against the side of his face. No matter what Flick m ght
t hi nk, he had resolved to keep the stones close at hand in the days ahead.

The next day, it began to rain. Huge, towering black clouds rolled in from
the north quite suddenly and settled over the entire valley, blotting out al
traces of sun and sky as they released torrents of shattering rain which swept
through the tiny ham et with unbelievable ferocity. All work in the fields cane
to an abrupt halt and travel to and fromthe valley ceased entirely-first for
one, then two, and finally three conplete days. The downpour was a trenendous
spectacl e of blinding streaks of lightning | acing the darkly clouded sky and
deeply rolling thunder breaking over the valley with earthshaking bl asts that
foll owed one after the other and died into slower, nore om nous distant
runbl i ngs from somewhere beyond the bl ackness to the north. For the entire three
days it rained, and the Val e people began to grow fearful that flash fl oods from
the hills all about them woul d wash down with devastating effect on their snal
hones and unprotected fields. The nen gathered daily in the Chnsford i nn and



chatted worriedly over their nugs of beer, casting apprehensive glances at the
sheets of rain falling steadily beyond the dripping w ndows. The Chnsford
brothers watched in silence, listening to the conversation and scanni ng the
worried faces of the anxious Val emen huddl ed together in small groups about the
crowded | ounge. At first they held out hope that the storm woul d pass over, but
after three days there was still little sign of clearing in the weat her

Near nmidday on the fourth day, the rain |l essened froma steady downpour to
a muggy drizzle mxed with heavy fog and a sticky, humid heat that |eft everyone
t horoughly di sgruntled and unconfortable. The crowmd at the inn began to thin out
as the nen left to return to their jobs, and soon Shea and Flick were occupied
with repairs and general cleaning chores. The storm had smashed shutters and
torn the wooden shingles fromthe roof, scattering themall about the
surroundi ng prem ses. Large | eaks had devel oped in the roof and walls of the inn
wi ngs, and the small tool shed in the rear of the Chmsford property had been al
but flattened by a falling elm uprooted by the force of the storm The young
nmen spent several days patching up |eaks, repairing the roof, and replacing | ost
or broken shingles and shutters. It was tedious work, and tinme dragged by
sl ow y.

After ten days, the rains ceased altogether, the huge clouds rolled on
and the dark sky cleared and brightened into a friendly |ight blue streaked with
trailing white clouds. The expected floods did not cone, and as the Val enen
returned to their fields, the warm sun reappeared and the | and of the valley
began to dry fromsoggy mud to solid earth, spattered here and there by snall
puddl es of murky water that sat defiantly upon an always thirsty |and.
Eventual Iy even the puddl es di sappeared and the valley was as it had been-the
fury of the passing stormonly a di mnenory.

Shea and Flick, in the process of rebuilding the smashed tool shed, their
other repair work on the inn conmplete, heard snatches of conversation from
Val emen and i nn guests about the heavy rain. No one could ever remenber a storm
of such ferocity at that particular tine of the year in the Vale. It was
equivalent to a winter windstorm the kind that caught unsuspecting travelers in
the great nountains to the north and swept them fromthe passes and the cliff
trails, never to be seen again. Its sudden appearance caused everyone in the
ham et to pause and reflect once again on the continuing runors of strange
happeni ngs far to the North.

The brothers paid close attention to such tal ks, but they |earned nothing
of interest. Oten they spoke quietly together about Allanon and the strange
tale he had told them of Shea's heritage. A pragmatic Flick had | ong since
di smi ssed the whol e busi ness as either foolishness or a bad joke. Shea listened

tolerantly, though he was less willing than his brother to shrug the natter off.
Yet while he was unwilling to dismss the tale, he was at the sane tine unable
to accept it. He felt there was too nuch still hidden fromhim too much about

Al l anon that neither Flick nor he knew. Until he had all the facts, he was
content to let the matter lie. He kept the pouch containing the Elfstones close
to himat all times. While Flick munbled on, usually several tinmes a day, about
his foolishness in carrying the stones and believing that anything Al anon had
told themwas true, Shea carefully watched all strangers passing through the
Val e, eagerly perusing their belongings for any sign of a Skull marking. But as
ti me passed, he observed nothing and eventually felt obliged to scratch the
whole matter off as an experience in the fine art of gullibility.

Not hi ng occurred to change Shea's mnd on the matter until one afternoon
nore than three weeks after Allanon's abrupt departure. The brothers had been
out all day cutting shingles for the inn roof, and it was al nost evening by the
time they returned. Their father was sitting in his favorite seat at the |ong
ki tchen counter when they entered, his broad face bent over a steaming plate of
food. He greeted his sons with a wave of his hand.



"Aletter cane for you while you were gone, Shea," he inforned them
hol di ng out a long, white fol ded sheet of paper. "It's marked Leah."

Shea | et out an exclamation of surprise and reached eagerly for the
letter. Flick groaned audibly.

"I knewit, | knewit; it was too good to be true," he nmuttered. "The
bi ggest wastrel in the entire Southland has decided it's time we suffered sone
nore. Tear up the letter, Shea."

But Shea had al ready opened the seal ed sheet of paper and was scanning its
contents, totally disregarding Flick's comments. The latter shrugged in di sgust
and col | apsed on a stool next to his father, who had returned to his evening
neal .

"He wants to know where we've been hiding," |aughed Shea. "He wants us to
cone see himas soon as we can."

"Ch, sure," nuttered Flick. "He's probably in trouble and needs soneone to
blame it on. Whay don't we just junp off the nearest cliff? You renenmber what
happened the last tinme Menion Leah invited us to visit? W were lost in the
Bl ack Caks for days and nearly devoured by wolves! ['Il never forget that little
adventure. The Shades will get me before | accept another invitation fromhim'

Hi s brother |aughed and cl apped an arm around Flick's broad shoul ders.

"You are envious because Menion is the son of kings and able to live any
way he chooses."

"A kingdomthe size of a puddle," was the quick retort. "And royal bl ood
is cheap stuff these days. Look at your own . .

He caught himself and cl anped his nouth shut qui ckly. Both shot hurried
gl ances at their father, but he apparently hadn't heard and was still absorbed
in eating. Flick shrugged apol ogetically; and Shea smled at his brother
encour agi ngl y.

"There's a man in the inn | ooking for you, Shea," Curzad GChnsford
announced suddenly, looking up at him "He nentioned that tall stranger that was
here several weeks back when he asked for you. Never seen himbefore in the
Vale. He's out in the nmain | ounge now. "

Flick stood up slowy, fear gripping at him Shea was nomentarily caught
of f bal ance by the message, but notioned hurriedly to his brother, who was about
to speak. If this new stranger were an eneny, he had to find out quickly. He
clutched at his shirt pocket, reassuring hinself that the Elfstones were stil
t here.

"What does the nan | ook |ike?" he asked quickly, unable to think of any
ot her way of finding out about the Skull nark.

"Can't really say, son," was the nuffled reply as his father continued to
chew on his dinner, face bent to the plate. "He's wapped in a |long green forest
cl oak. Just rode in this afternoon-beautiful horse. He was very anxious to find
you. Better go see what he wants right away."

"Did you see any narkings?" asked the exasperated Flick

Hi s father stopped chewi ng and | ooked up with a puzzled frown..

"What are you tal king about? Wuld you be satisfied if | presented you
with a chal k drawi ng? What's wrong with you anyway?"

"I't's nothing, really," interjected Shea quickly. "Flick was just
wondering if . . . if the man | ooked anything like Allanon . . . You renenber?"

"Ch, yes," his father snmiled knowi ngly, as Flick suppressed a swall ow of
relief. "No, | didn't notice any real simlarity, though this man is big, too.

did see a long scar running down the right cheek-probably froma knife cut."
Shea nodded his thanks and quickly pulled Flick after himas he noved out
to the hallway and started for the main | ounge. They hurried to the w de double
doors and halted breathlessly. Cautiously, Shea pushed one door open a crack and
peered into the crowded | ounge area. For a nonment he saw nothing but the
ordinary faces of the usual custoners and average Val e travel ers, but a nonent



| ater he started back, and |let the door swing shut as he faced the anxious
Flick.

"He's out there, near the front corner by the fireplace. | can't tell who
he is or what he looks like fromhere; he's wapped in the green cloak, just as
Fat her said. W've got to get closer."

"Qut there?" gasped Flick. "Have you |ost your mind? He would spot you in
a second if he knows who he's | ooking for."

"Then you go," Shea ordered firmy. "Mike some pretense of putting | ogs on
the fire and get a quick look at him See if he bears the markings of a Skull."

Flick's eyes went wi de, and he turned to escape, but Shea caught his arm
and pul | ed hi mback, forcibly shoving himthrough the doors into the | ounge and
qui ckly ducki ng back out of sight. A nmonent | ater he opened one door a crack and
peeped out to see what was happeni ng. He saw Flick nove uncertainly across the
roomto the fireplace and begin to poke the glowing enbers idly, finally adding
another log fromthe woodbox. The Val enan was taking his tine, apparently trying
to get in a position where he could catch a glinpse of the man wapped in the
green cloak. The stranger was seated at a table several feet away fromthe
fireplace, his back to Flick but turned slightly toward the door behind which
Shea had conceal ed hi nsel f.

Suddenly, just as it appeared that Flick was ready to return, the stranger
noved slightly in his seat and nade a qui ck comment and Flick went stiff. Shea
saw his brother turn toward the stranger and reply, glancing hurriedly toward
Shea' s place of conceal nent. Shea slipped back further into the shadows of the
hall and let the door swi ng shut. Sonehow, they had given thensel ves away. As he
pondered whether to flee, Flick abruptly pushed through the double doors, his
face white with fear.

"He saw you at the door. The man has the eyes of a hawk! He told nme to
bring you out."

Shea thought a nonent and finally nodded hopel essly. After all, where
could they run to that they wouldn't be found in a natter of m nutes?

"Maybe he doesn't know everything," he suggested hopefully. "Maybe he
t hi nks we know where Allanon has gone. Be careful what you tell him Flick."

He |l ed the way through the w de, sw nging doors and across the lounge to
the tabl e where the stranger sat. They stopped just behind himand waited, but
wi t hout turning, he beckoned themto seats around the table with a sweep of his
hand. They reluctantly obeyed the unspoken command and the three sat in silence
for a few noments | ooking at one another. The stranger was a big man with a
broad frame, though he did not have Allanon's height. The cl oak covered all of
hi s body, and only his head was visible to them H s features were rugged and
strong, pleasant to the eye except for the dark scar that ran fromthe outside
tip of the right eyebrow down across the cheek just above the nouth. The eyes
seened curiously mld to Shea as they studi ed the young Val emen, a hazel col or
that hinted at a gentleness beneath the hard exterior. The blond hair was cut
short and lay scattered | oosely about the broad forehead and around the small
ears. As Shea viewed the stranger, he found it hard to believe that this man
could be the eneny Allanon had warned m ght cone to the valley. Even Flick
seened relaxed in his presence.

"There is no tinme for games, Shea," the newcomer spoke suddenly in a mld
but weary voice. "Your caution is well advised, but I amnot a bearer of the
Skull mark. | ama friend of Allanon. My nane is Balinor. My father is Ruh
Buckhannah, the King of Callahorn."

The brothers recognized his nane instantly, but Shea was not taking any
chances.

"How do | know that you are who you say you are?" he demanded qui ckly.

The stranger smled.

"The sane way | know you, Shea. By the three Elfstones you carry in your
shirt pocket-the Elfstones given you by Allanon."



The Val eman's startled nod was barely perceptible. Only soneone sent by
the tall historian could have known about the stones. He | eaned forward
cautiously.

"\What has happened to Al anon?"

"I cannot be sure,"” the big nman replied softly. "I have not seen nor heard
fromhimin over two weeks. Wien | left him he was traveling to Paranor. There
was runor of an attack agai nst the Keep; he was afraid for the safety of the
Sword. He sent ne here to protect you. | would have reached you sooner, but |
was del ayed by the weather-and by those who sought to follow me to you."

He paused and | ooked directly at Shea, his hazel eyes suddenly hard as
they bored into the young man

"Al'l anon reveal ed to you your true identity and told you of the danger you
woul d soneday face. Whether you believed himor not is of no consequence now.
The tine has come-you nust flee the valley i mediately."

"Just pick up and | eave?" exclainmed the astounded Shea. "I can't do that!"

"You can and you will if you wish to stay alive. The bearers of the Skul
suspect you are in the valley. In a day, perhaps tws, they will find you and
that will be the end if you are still here. You nust |eave now Travel quickly

and lightly; stick with trails you know and the shelter of the forest when you
can. If you are forced to travel in the open, travel only by day when their
power is weaker. Allanon has told you where you are to go, but you nust trust to
your own resourcefulness to get you there."

The astoni shed Shea stared at the speaker for a noment and then turned to
Flick who was speechless at this new turn of events. How could the nan expect
himjust to pack up and run? It was ridicul ous.

"I have to leave," the stranger rose suddenly, his great cloak w apped
tightly about his broad frane. "I would take you with me if | could, but | have
been fol |l owed. Those who seek to destroy you will expect ne to give you away
eventually. | will serve you better as a decoy; perhaps they will follow nme
still farther, and | will be able to give you a chance to slip away wi thout
being noticed. | will ride south for a while, and then swi ng back toward
Cul haven. W& will neet again there. Renenber what | said. Do not linger in the
Val e-flee now, tonight! Do as Allanon has said and guard the El fstones with
care. They are a powerful weapon.”

Shea and Flick rose with himand shook the extended hand, noticing for the
first time that the exposed armwas covered with gleam ng chain nail. Wthout
further comment, Balinor noved swiftly across the room and di sappeared through
the front door into the night.

"Well, now what?" Flick asked as he coll apsed back into his seat.

"How should |I know?" replied Shea wearily. "lI'mno fortune-teller. | don't
have t he vaguest idea if what he told us was the truth any nore than what
Al lanon said! If he is right, and | have an uneasy suspicion that there is at

| east some truth in what he says, then for the sake of everyone concerned, |'ve
got to get out of the valley. If sonmeone is after me, we cannot be sure that
others, like yourself and Father, won't be hurt if | stay."

He gazed despondently across the room hopelessly entangled by the tales
he had been told, unable to decide what his best nove woul d be. Flick watched
himsilently, knowi ng he could not help, but sharing his brother's confusion and
worry. Finally, he I eaned across and put his hand on Shea's shoul der

“I"mgoing with you," he announced softly.

Shea | ooked around at him plainly startled.

"I can't have you doing that. Father woul d never understand. Besides,
may not be goi ng anywhere."

"Remenber what Allanon said-1"min this with you," Flick insisted
stubbornly. "Besides, you're ny brother. | can't |let you go alone."

Shea stared at hi mwonderingly, then nodded and sniled his thanks.



"We'll talk about it later. At any rate, | can't leave until | decide
where | am going and what | will need-if | even go. |'ve got to | eave sone kind
of note for Father-l1 can't just walk out, despite what Allanon and Bali nor
t hi nk. "

They left the table and retired to the kitchen for dinner. The renai nder
of the evening was spent restlessly wanderi ng about the | ounge and kitchen area,
with several side trips to the sleeping quarters, where Shea rifled through his
personal bel ongi ngs, absently noting what he owned and setting aside stray
items. Flick foll owed himabout silently, unwilling to | eave him al one, inwardly
afraid that his brother mght decide to depart for Cul haven without telling him
He wat ched Shea push cl othing and canpi ng equi pnent into a | eather pack, and
when he asked his brother why he was packing, he was told that this was just a
precaution in case he did have to flee suddenly. Shea assured himthat he woul d
not leave without telling him but the reassurance did not make Flick any easier
in his mnd, and he watched Shea all the nore closely.

It was pitch bl ack when Shea was awakened by the hand on his arm He had
been sleeping lightly, and the cold touch woke himinstantly, his heart.
poundi ng. He struggled wildly, unable to see anything in the darkness, and his
free hand reached out to clutch his unseen attacker. A quick hiss reached his
ears, and abruptly he recognized Flick's broad features vaguely outlined in the
dimlight of the cloud-masked stars and a snall crescent noon that shone through
the curtained wi ndow. The fear eased, replaced by sudden relief at the famliar
sight of his brother.

“"Flick! You scared . . ."

His relief was cut short as Flick's strong hand cl anped over his open
nout h and t he warni ng hush sounded again. In the gl oom Shea could see deep
lines of fear in his brother's fare, the pale skin drawn tightly with the cold
of the night air. He started up, but the strong arnms hol di ng himgrasped him
tighter and drew his face near tightly clenched |ips.

"Don't speak," the whisper sounded in his ears, the voice trenbling with
terror. "The w ndow quietly!"

The hands | oosened their grip and gently, hastily pulled himfromthe bed
and down along the floor until both brothers were crouched breathlessly on the
hard wooden pl anks deep within the shadows of the room Then Shea crawled with
Flick toward the partly open window, still crouching, not daring even to
breat he. When they reached the wall, Flick pulled Shea to one side of the w ndow
wi t h hands that were now shaki ng.

"Shea, by the building-Iook!"

Fri ght ened beyond description, he raised his head to the w ndowsill and
careful ly peered over the wooden frame into the bl ackness beyond. He saw the
creature al nost inmmedi ately-a huge, terrible black shape, stooped in a half-
crouch as it craw ed, dragging itself slowy through the shadows of the
bui | di ngs across fromthe inn, its hunped back covered by a cloak that rose and
bill owed softly as sonmet hi ng beneath pushed and beat against it. The hideous
raspi ng sound of its breathing was plainly audi ble even fromthat distance, and
its feet emtted a curious scraping sound as it noved across the dark earth.
Shea clutched the sill tightly, his eyes | ocked on the approaching creature, and
in the instant before he ducked bel ow the open w ndow, he caught a clear glinpse
of a silver pendant fashioned in the shape of a gleam ng Skull

IV
Shea col | apsed wordl essly next to the dark formof his brother, and they sat
huddl ed together in the blackness. They could hear the creature nmoving, the
scrapi ng sound growi ng | ouder as the seconds passed, and they were certain they
had heeded Balinor's warning too |ate. They waited, not daring to speak, even to



breathe as they |listened, Shea wanted to run, torn by the know edge that the
thing outside would kill himif it found himnow, but afraid that if he noved he
woul d be heard and caught on the spot. Flick sat rigid beside him shaking in
the cool of the bl owi ng, night w nd that whipped the curtains about the w ndow
frame.

Suddenly they heard the sharp bark of a dog sound again and again, then
shift to a hoarse grow of mngled fear and hatred. Cautiously, the brothers
rai sed their heads above the wi ndowsill and | ooked out, squinting in the dim
light. The creature bearing the Skull mark was crouched against the wall of the
building directly across fromtheir wi ndow. Sonme ten feet away was a huge wol f
dog; a hunter for one of the Valenen, its white fangs bared and gleam ng as it
wat ched the intruder. The two shapes faced each other in the night shadows, the
creature breathing in the sane slow, rasping wheeze, and the dog grow ing | ow
and snapping the air before it, inching forward in a half crouch. Then, with a
snarl of rage, the big wolf dog sprang at the intruder, its jaws open and
reaching for the blackened head. But the dog was caught suddenly in mdair by a
claw i ke linmb that whi pped out from beneath the billow ng cloak and jerked at
the throat of the hapless animal, smashing himlifeless to the ground. It
happened in an instant, and the brothers were so astoni shed that they al nost
forgot to duck down again to avoid being seen. A nonment later, they heard the
strange scraping sound as the creature began to drag itself along the wall of
t he adj acent building but the sound grew fainter and appeared to be novi ng away
fromthe inn.

Long nonents passed as the brothers waited breathlessly in the shadows of
the room shivering uncontrollably. The night grew quiet around them and they
strained their ears for sonme indication of the creature's position. Eventually
Shea wor ked up enough courage to peer once nore over the edge of the w ndowsil
into the darkness beyond. By the time he ducked down again, the frightened Flick
was ready to scranmble for the nearest exit, but a hurried shake of Shea's head
assured himthat the creature was gone. He hastened back fromthe w ndow to the
warnth of his bed, but caught hinself hal fway under the covers as he saw Shea
begin to dress hurriedly in the darkness. He tried to speak, but Shea raised a
finger to his lips. I'mediately, Flick began pulling on his own clothes.

VWhat ever Shea had in mnd, wherever he was going, Flick was determ ned to
foll ow. When they were both dressed, Shea pulled his brother close and whi spered
softly in his ear.

"Everyone in the Vale will be in danger as long as we renmain. W nust get
out tonight-now Are you determined to go with me?"

Fli ck nodded enphatically and Shea conti nued.

"We'll go to the kitchen and pack some food to take with us just enough to
get by on for a fewdays. |I'Il |eave a note for Father there."

Wt hout anot her word, Shea picked up his snall bundle of clothing from
i nside the closet and di sappeared noiselessly into the pitch-black hallway that
led to the kitchen. Flick hurriedly foll owed, groping his way fromthe bedroom
behind his brother. It was inpossible to see anything in the hallway, and it
took them several minutes to feel their way along the walls and around the
corners to the broad kitchen door. Once inside the kitchen, Shea lit a candle
and notioned Flick over to the foodstuffs while he scratched out a note for his
father on a small sheet of paper and stuck it under a beer nmug. Flick finished
his job in a few mnutes and cane back to his brother, who quickly extinguished
the small candle and nmoved to the rear door where he stopped and turned.

"Once we're outside, don't speak at all: Just follow nme closely."

Flick nodded doubtfully, nmore than a little concerned about what night be
waiting for them beyond the closed door-waiting to rip out their throats as it
had the wolf dog's a few minutes before. But there was no tine for hesitation
now, and Shea swung open the wooden door carefully and peered out into a
brightly moonlit yard bordered by heavy clunmps of trees. A nonent |ater, he



notioned to Flick, and they stepped cautiously fromthe building into the coo
night air, closing the door carefully behind them It was brighter outside the
building in the soft Iight of the nbon and stars, and a quick gl ance reveal ed
that no one was around. There was only an hour or two until dawn, when the
ham et woul d begin to awaken. The brothers paused next to the building as they
listened for any sound that would warn of danger. Hearing nothing; Shea |ed the
way across the yard, and they di sappeared into the shadows of an adjacent
hedgerow, Flick casting a last, w stful glance back at the home he m ght never
see agai n.

Shea silently picked his way through the buil dings of the hamet. The
Val eman knew t hat the Skull Bearer was uncertain who he was or it would have
caught themat the inn. But it was a good bet that the creature suspected he
lived within the valley and so had come into the sleeping town of Shady Vale on
an exploratory search for the m ssing half son of the house of Shannara. Shea
ran back over the plan of travel he had hastily formed at the inn. If the eneny
had di scovered where he was, as Balinor had warned, then all the possible escape
routes woul d be watched. Moreover, once they di scovered he was m ssing, they
woul d I ose no tine in tracking himdown. He had to assune that there was nore
than one of these frightening creatures, and that they were probably watching
the whole valley. Flick and he would have to seize the advantage of stealth and
secrecy to get out of the valley and the country i mmediately surrounding it
within the next day or so. That neant a forced march with very few hours' sleep.
This woul d be tough enough, but the real problemwas where they would flee. They
had to have supplies within a few days, and a trip to the Anar woul d take weeks.
The country beyond the Vale was unfamliar to both brothers, except for a few
wel | -travel ed roads and ham ets that the Skull Bearers would certainly be
wat ching. Gven their present situation, it would be inmpossible to do nmuch nore
t han choose a general direction. But which way should they run? Wich direction
woul d the prowling creatures | east expect themto go?

Shea consi dered the alternatives carefully, though he had al ready nmade up
his mnd. Wst of the Vale was open country except for a few villages, and if
they went that way, they would be nmoving away fromthe Anar. If they travel ed
south, they would eventually reach the conparative safety of the |arger
Southl and cities of Pia and Zol omach where there were friends and rel atives. But
this was the logical route for themto take to escape the Skull Bearers, and the
creatures woul d be carefully watching roads south of the Vale. Moreover, the
country beyond the Duln forests was broad and open, offering little cover for
the fugitives and promising a long journey to the cities, during which they
could be easily caught and killed. North of the Vale and beyond the Duln was a
broad sweep of | and enconpassi ng the Rappahal | adran Ri ver and the huge Rai nbow
Lake and miles of wild, unsettled land that |ed eventually to the ki ngdom of
Cal I ahorn. The Skull Bearers woul d have passed through it on their journey from
the Northland. They would in all likelihood know it far better than the brothers
and woul d be watching it closely if they suspected that Bahnor had conme to the
Val e from Tyrsis.

The Anar lay northeast of the Vale, through nmiles and mles of the
roughest, nost treacherous country in all of the vast Southland. This direct
route was the nost dangerous one, but the one in which the eneny searchers would
| east expect himto run. It wound through nurky forests, treacherous |ow ands,
hi dden swanps and any nunber of unknown dangers that clained the |ives of unwary
travel ers every year. But there was sonething else that |ay east of the Duln
forests that even the Skull Bearers could not know about-the safety of the
hi ghl ands of Leah. There the brothers could seek the aid of Menion Leah, Shea's
close friend and, despite Flick's fears, the one person who might be able to
show them a way through the dangerous | ands that led to the Anar. For Shea, this
seened the only reasonabl e alternative



The brothers reached the southeast edge of town and halted breathlessly
besi de an ol d woodshed, their backs to the coarse boardi ng. Shea | ooked
cautiously ahead. He had no idea where the prowling Skull creature m ght be by
this time. Everything was still hazy in the cl ouded noongl ow of the dying night.
Sonewhere off to their left, several dogs barked furiously, and scattered |ights
appeared in the wi ndows of nearby houses as sl eepy owners peered out curiously
into the blackness. Dawn was only a little over an hour away, and Shea knew t hey
woul d have to chance discovery and run for the lip of the valley and the
conceal nent of the Duln forests. If they were still in the valley when it becane
light, the creature searching for them would see themclinbing the slopes of the
open hills, and they would be caught trying to escape.

Shea cl apped Flick on the back and nodded, breaking into a slow jog as he
noved away fromthe shelter of the Vale honmes into the heavy clunmps of trees and
brush that dotted the valley floor. The night was silent around them except for
the muffl ed sound of their feet padding on the long grass that was wet with
early-nmorning dew. Leafy branches whi pped at them as they ran, slapping their
unprot ected hands and faces in snmall, stinging sw pes that |eft the dew clinging
to their skin. They ran hurriedly for the gentle, brush-covered eastern slope of
the Val e, dodging in and out of the heavy oaks and hickories, bounding over
| oose nut shells and fallen twigs that were scattered beneath the w de |inbs
ri bbing the deep sky overhead. They reached the sl ope and scanpered up the open
grassl and as quickly as their legs would carry them not pausing to | ook back or
even down in the darkness, but only ahead to the ground that rushed by themin
sudden bounds and di sappeared into the Vale behind. Slipping frequently on the
danp grass, they reached the lip of the Vale, where their eyes were greeted with
a clear view of the great valley walls to the east, studded w th shapel ess
boul ders and sparse shrubbery, loomng like a great barrier to the world beyond.

Shea was in excellent physical condition, and his light formflew across
t he uneven ground, noving agilely anong the clunps of brush and small boul ders
that bl ocked his path. Flick foll owed doggedly, the stout nuscles of his |egs
working tirelessly to keep his heavier frane even with the fleet figure ahead.
Only once did he risk a quick glance back, and his eyes recorded only a blurred
i mge of mingled treetops that rose above the now hi dden town and were outlined
in the glow of the fading night stars and cl ouded noon. He watched Shea run
ahead of him bounding lightly over small rises and scattered rocks, apparently
intent on reaching the small wooded area near the base of the eastern slope of
the valley about a mle ahead. Flick's legs were beginning to tire, but his fear
of the creature somewhere behind them kept himfroml aggi ng. He wondered what
woul d happen to them now, fugitives fromthe only hone they had known, pursued
by an incredi bly vicious eneny that would snuff out their lives like a snal
candle's flane if they were caught. Were could they go that they wouldn't be
found? For the first tinme since Allanon had departed, Flick wi shed fervently
that the nysterious wanderer woul d reappear

The mi nutes passed quickly and the small woods ahead grew cl oser as the
brothers ran on wearily, silently through the chill night. No sound reached
their ears; nothing noved in the |and ahead. It was as if they were the only
living creatures in a vast arena, alone except for the watchful stars wi nking
sol emnly overhead in quiet contentment. The sky was growi ng lighter as the night
cane to a wistful close, and the vast audi ence above slow y di sappeared one by
one into the norning light. The brothers ran on, oblivious to everything but the
need to run faster-to escape being caught in the revealing light of a sunrise
only m nutes away.

VWhen the runners finally reached the wooded area, they coll apsed
breathl essly on the tw g-covered ground beneath a stand of tall hickories, their
ears and hearts pounding wildly fromthe strain of running. They |lay notionless
for several mnutes, breathing heavily in the stillness. Then Shea dragged
hinself to his feet and | ooked back in the direction of the Vale. Nothing was



novi ng either on the ground or in the air, and it appeared the brothers had
gotten this far w thout being spotted. But they were still not out of the
val | ey. Shea reached over and forcibly dragged Flick to his feet, pulling him

al ong as he noved through the trees and began to ascend the steep valley slope.
Flick followed wordl essly, no |onger even thinking, but concentrating his ebbing
wi | | power on putting one foot before the other

The eastern slope was rugged and treacherous, its surface a mass of
boul ders, fallen trees, prickly shrubbery, and uneven ground that made the clinb
a long and difficult one. Shea set the pace, nmoving over the | arge obstacles as
fast as he could, while Flick followed in his footsteps. The young nen scranbl ed
and clawed their way up the slope. The sky began to grow |lighter and the stars
di sappeared al together. Ahead of them above the Iip of the valley, the sun was
sending its first faint glowinto the night sky with tinges of orange and yell ow
that reflected vaguely the outline of the distant horizon. Shea was beginning to
tire, his breath comng in short gul ps, as he stunbled on. Behind him Flick
forced hinself to crawl, dragging his exhausted body after his |ighter brother,
hi s hands and forearns scratched and cut by the sharp brush and rocks. The clinb
seened endl ess. They noved at a snail's pace over the rugged terrain, the fear
of discovery alone forcing their tired legs to continue noving. If they were
caught here, in the open, after all this effort .

Suddenly, as they reached the three-quarter mark of their clinmb, Flick
cried out sharply in warning and fell gasping against the slope. Shea whirled
around fearfully, his eyes instantly catching sight of the huge bl ack object
that rose slowy fromthe distant Vale-climbing |like a great bird into the
di mess of the norning sunrise in w dening spirals. The Val eman dropped fl at
am d the rocks and brush, nmotioning his fallen brother to crawl quickly from
sight and praying the creature had not seen them They |ay unnoving on the
nmount ai nsi de as the awesonme Bearer of the Skull rose higher, its circle of
flight growing wider, its path carrying it closer to where the brothers lay. A
sudden chilling cry burst fromthe creature, draining fromthe two young nen the
| ast faint hope that they night escape. They were gripped by the sane
unexpl ai nabl e feeling of horror that had i mmbilized Flick, hidden in the brush
with Allanon beneath the huge bl ack shadow. Only this time there was no place to
hide. Their terror grew rapidly into the beginning stages of hysteria as the
creature soared directly toward them and in that fleeting nonent they knew t hey
were going to die. But in the next instant, the black hunter wheeled in flight
and glided north in an unaltering line, receding steadily into the horizon unti
it was lost fromtheir sight.

The Val emen lay petrified, buried in the scant brush and | oose rock for
endl ess minutes, afraid the creature would cone wi nging back to destroy themthe
mnute they tried to nove. But when the terrible, unreasoning fear had ebbed
away, they clinbed shakenly to their feet and in exhausted silence resuned the
weary clinmb to the sunmit of the valley. It was a short distance to the lip of
t he rugged sl ope, and they hurried across the small, open field beyond to the
conceal nent of the Duln forest. Wthin mnutes they were lost in the great
trees, and the rising norning sun inits first glow found the | and that
stretched back to the Vale country silent and enpty.

The young nmen slowed their pace as they entered the Duln, and finally
Flick, who still had no idea where they were going, called ahead to Shea.

"Why are we going this way?" he denmanded. H s own voi ce sounded strange
after the long silence. "Were are we goi ng anyway?"

"Where Allanon told us-to the Anar. Qur best chance is to go the way the
Skul| Bearers |east expect us to take. So we'll go east to the Black Oaks and
fromthere travel northward and hope we can find help along the way."

"Wait a minute!" exclained Flick in sudden understandi ng. "Wat you nean
is we're going east through Leah and hope Menion can help us. Are you conpletely



out of your m nd? Wiy don't we just give ourselves up to that creature? It would
be qui cker that way!"

Shea threw up his hands and turned wearily to face his brother

"W do not have any other choice! Menion Leah is the only one we can turn
to for help. He's famliar with the country beyond Leah. He may know a way
t hrough the Bl ack Caks."

"Ch, sure," nodded Flick gloomly. "Are you forgetting that he got us | ost
there last time? | wouldn't trust himany farther than | could throw him and
doubt | can even lift him™"

"W have no choice," repeated Shea. "You didn't have to cone on this trip
you know. "

He trailed off suddenly and turned away.

"Sorry | lost ny tenper. But we have to do this thing ny way, Flick."

He started wal king again in dejected silence, and Flick followed glumy
shaki ng his head in disapproval. The whol e idea of running away was a bad one to
begin with, even though they knew that nonstrous creature was prowing the
val l ey. But the idea of going to Menion Leah was worse still. That cocky idler
would lead themright into a trap if he didn't get themlost first. Menion was
only interested in Menion, the great adventurer, off on another wld expedition
The whol e i dea of asking himfor help was ridicul ous.

Flick was admittedly biased. He di sapproved of Menion Leah and everything
he represented-he had done so fromthe tine they net five years earlier. The
only son of a family that for centuries had governed the little highland
ki ngdom Meni on had spent his entire life involving hinself in one wild escapade
after another. He had never worked for a living and, as far as Flick could tell
he had never done anything worthwhile. He spent nost of his tine hunting or
fighting, pursuits that hardworking Val enen woul d consider idle recreation. Hs
attitude was equal ly disturbing. Nothing about his life, his famly, his,
honel and, or his country seened to be of very great inportance to him The
hi ghl ander seened to float through life very nmuch the sane as a cloud in an
enmpty sky, touching nothing, leaving no trace of his passing. It, was this
carel ess approach to life that had nearly got hemkilled a year ago in the Bl ack
Oaks. Yet Shea was drawn to him and in his flippant way, the highlander seemned
to respond with genuine affection. But Flick had never been convinced that it
was a friendship he could depend end upon, and now his brother proposed to
entrust their lives to the care of a man who did not know the first thing about
responsibility.

He mulled the situation over in his mnd, wondering what could be done to
prevent the inevitable. Finally he concluded that his best chance would be to
wat ch Meni on carefully and warn Shea as tactfully as possi bl e when he suspected
they were doing the wong thing. If he alienated his brother now, he would have
no chance |ater of contradicting the bad advice of the Prince of Leah

It was |late afternoon when the travelers finally reached the banks of the
great Rappahal | adran. Shea | ed the way down the riverbank for about a nmile unti
they reached a place where the far bank cut toward them and the channel began to
narrow consi derably. Here they stopped and gazed across at the forests beyond.
The sun woul d be down in another hour or so, and Shea did not want to be caught
on the near bank that night. He would feel safer with the water between himand
any pursuers. He explained to Flick, who agreed, and they set about meking a
smal |l raft, using their hand axes and hunting knives. The raft was necessarily a
snmall one, its only purpose to carry their packs and clothing. There was no tine
to construct a raft |arge enough to carry them and they would have to swimthe
river, towi ng their belongings. They conpleted the job in short order and,
stripping off their packs and clothes, tied themdown in the mddle of the raft
and slipped into the chilling waters of the Rappahal |l adran. The current was
swift, but not dangerous at this tine of the year, the spring thaws having
al ready passed. The only problemwas finding a suitable |anding place along the



hi gh banks of the other shore after their swimwas over. As it happened, the
current swept themalong for alnost half a mle as they struggled to tow the
cunbersome raft, and when the crossing had finally been conpleted, they found
they were close to a narrow inlet in the far bank that offered an easy | andi ng.
They scranbl ed out of the cold water, shivering in the early evening air, and
after dragging the raft out after them quickly dried off and dressed again. The
entire operation had taken a little over an hour, and the sun was now | ost from
sight beneath the tall trees, leaving only a dull reddish glowto light the
afternoon sky in the mnutes that remained before darkness.

The brothers were not ready to quit for the day, but Shea suggested they
sl eep for several hours to regain their strength and then resune their journey
during the night to avoid any chance of being seen. The sheltered inlet seened
safe, so they curled up in their blankets beneath a great el mand were quickly
asleep. It was not until mdnight that Shea woke Flick with a |ight shake, and
they qui ckly packed their gear and prepared to resume their hike through the
Dul n. At one point, Shea thought he heard sonething prowing about on the far
shore and hurriedly warned Flick. They listened in silence for |long mnutes, but
could detect nothing nmoving in the blackness of the massive trees and finally
concl uded that Shea nust have been m staken. Flick was quick to point out that
not hi ng coul d be heard anyway above the sound of the surging river, and the
Skul | creature was probably still |ooking for themin the Vale. H s confidence
had been bol stered considerably by the nistaken belief that they had nmonentarily
outsmarted any pursuers.

They wal ked until sunrise, trying to nove in an easterly direction, but
unable to see nmuch fromtheir | ow vantage point. Any clear view of the stars was
masked by a confusing network of heavy branches and rustling | eaves interl ocked
above them When they finally stopped, they were still not clear of the Duln,
and had no idea how nuch farther they had to wal k before reaching the borders of
Leah. Shea was relieved at the appearance of the sun rising directly before
them they were still heading in the right direction. Finding a clearing nestled
in a cluster of great elns sheltered on three sides by thick brush, the young
nmen tossed down their packs and quickly fell asleep, totally exhausted fromthe
strenuous flight. It was |ate afternoon before they awoke and began preparations
for the night walk. Unwilling to start a fire that night attract attention, they
contented thensel ves with nunching on dried beef and raw vegetabl es, conpleting
the nmeal with sone fruit and a little water. As they ate, Flick again brought up
t he question of their destination

"Shea," he began cautiously, "I don't want to dwell on the matter, but are
you sure this is the best way to go? | nean, even if Menion wants to help, we
could easily get lost in the swanps and hills that |ie beyond the Bl ack Gaks and
never get out."

Shea nodded sl owy and then shrugged.

"It's that or go farther north where there is | ess cover and the country
woul d be unfamiliar even to Menion. Do you think we have a better choice?"

"I suppose not," Flick responded unhappily. "But | keep thinking about
what Al l anon told us-you renmenber, about not telling anyone and being carefu
about trusting anyone. He was very definite about that."

"Let's not start that again," Shea flared up. "Allanon isn't here and the

decision is mne. | don't see how we can hope to reach the Anar forests wi thout
the hel p of Menion. Besides, he's always been a good friend, and he's one of the
finest swordsmen | have ever seen. W'Il need his experience if we're forced to

stand and fight."

"Which we are certain to have to do with himalong," Flick finished
poi ntedl y. "Besides, what chance do we have agai nst sonething |ike that Skul
creature? Wiy, it would tear us to bits!"

"Don't be so gloony," Shea | aughed, "we aren't dead yet. Don't forget-we
have the protection of the El fstones."



Flick was not particularly convinced by this argunent, but felt that the
whol e matter was best |eft alone for the present. He had to admit that Menion
Leah woul d be a good man to have around in a fight, but at the sane tine he was
not sure whose side the unpredictable fell ow woul d decide to take. Shea trusted
Meni on because of the instinctive |iking he had devel oped for the flashy
adventurer during trips to Leah with his father over the past few years. But
Flick did not feel that his brother was entirely rational in his analysis of the
Prince of Leah. Leah was one of the few remaini ng nonarchies in the Southl and,
and Shea was an out spoken advocate of decentralized government, an opponent of
absol ute power. Nevertheless, he clainmed friendship with the heir to a nmonarch's
throne-facts which in Flick's opinion seenmed entirely inconsistent. Either you
beli eved in sonething or you didn't-you couldn't have it both ways and be honest
wi th yourself.

The neal was finished in silence as the first shadows of evening began to
appear. The sun had | ong since disappeared fromview and its soft gol den rays
had changed slowy to a deep red mingling with the green boughs of the giant
trees. The brothers quickly packed their few bel ongi ngs and began the sl ow,
steady march eastward, their backs to the fading daylight. The woods were
unusual ly still, even for early evening, and the wary Val emen wal ked i n uneasy
silence through the shrouded gl oom of the forest night, the nmoon a distant
beacon that appeared only at brief intervals through the dark boughs over head.
Flick was particularly disturbed by the unnatural silence of the Duln, a silence
strange to this huge forest-but unconfortably fanmiliar to the stocky Val eman.
Qccasional ly, they woul d pause in the darkness, listening to the deep stillnness;
t hen, hearing nothing, they would quickly resume the tiring march, searching for
a break in the forest ahead that would open onto the highlands beyond. Flick
hat ed the oppressive silence and once began whistling softly to hinself, but was
quickly stilled by a warning nmotion from Shea.

Sonetime during the early hours of the nmorning, the brothers reached the
edge of the Duln and broke through into the shrub-covered grassl ands that
stretched beyond for mles to the highlands of Leah. The norning sun was stil
several hours away, so the travelers continued their journey eastward. Both felt
i Mmensely relieved to be free of the Duln, away fromthe stifling cl oseness of
its monstrous trees and fromthe unpl easant silence. They may have been safer
wi thin the concealing shadows of the forest, but they felt considerably better
equi pped to deal with any danger that threatened them on the open grassl ands.
They even began to speak again in |low voices as they wal ked. About an hour
bef ore daybreak, they reached a small, brush-covered val e where they stopped to
eat and rest. They were already able to see the dimy Iighted highlands of Leah
to the east, a journey of yet another day. Shea estimated that if they started
wal ki ng agai n at sundown they could easily reach their destination before
anot her sunrise. Then everything woul d depend on Meni on Leah. Wth this unspoken
t hought in mnd, he quickly fell asleep

Only m nutes passed and they were awake again. It was not sonething noving
that caused themto rise in sudden apprehension, but a deathly quiet that
settled oninously over the grasslands. Inmmediately they sensed the unni stakabl e
presence of another being. The feeling struck themat the sane instant and both
cane to their feet with a start, without a word, their drawn daggers gleanming in
the faint light as they | ooked cautiously about their small cover. Not hing
noved. Shea notioned his brother to follow as he crawl ed up the shrub-covered
slope of the little vale to where they could view the | and beyond. They | ay
notionless in the brush, peering into the early-norning gloom eyes straining to
det ect what |urked beyond. They did not question the fact that something was out
there. There was no need-both had known the feeling before the wi ndow of their
bedroom Now they waited, scarcely daring to breathe, wondering if the creature
had found themat |ast, praying they had been careful enough to conceal their
noverments. It seemed inpossible that they could be found now after their hard



struggle to escape, wong that death shoul d come when the safety, of Leah was
only a few hours away.

Then with a sudden rush of wi nd and | eaves, the bl ack shape of the Skul
Bearer rose soundlessly froma long line of scrub trees far to their left. Its
di m bul k seened to rise and hang heavily above the earth for several |ong
nonents, as if unable to nove, silhouetted against the faint |light of an
approachi ng dawn. The brothers lay flat against the edge of the rise, as silent
as the brush about them waiting for the creature to nove. How it had tracked
themthis far-if indeed it had-they could only guess. Perhaps it was only blind
luck that had brought themall together in this single, enpty piece of
grassl and, but the fact remmined that the Val enen were hunted creatures and
their death had become a very real possibility. The creature hung notionl ess
agai nst the sky a monent |onger, then slowy, sluggishly, the great w ngs
reaching outward, it began to nove toward their place of conceal ment. Flick gave
an audi bl e gasp of dismay and sank farther back into the surroundi ng brush, his
face ashen in the gray light, his hand gripping Shea's slimarm But before
reaching them while still several hundred feet away, the creature dropped into
a small grove of trees and was monentarily lost fromsight. The brothers peered
desperately in the hazy light, unable, to see their pursuer

"Now, " Shea's determ ned voi ce whispered urgently in his brother's ear
"while the creature can't see us. Make for that |ine of brush ahead!"

Flick did not need to be told twice. Once the black nonster finished with
the trees that now occupied its attention, the next stop would be their hiding
pl ace. The Val eman scanpered fearfully fromhis place of conceal ment, half
running, half crawling along the wet norning grass, his touseled head jerking in
qui ck glinpses over his shoul der, expecting the Skull Bearer to rise any nonent
fromthe grove and spy him Behind himran Shea, his |ithe body bent close to
the ground as he darted across the open grassland, zigzagging his way silently
behi nd his brother's stocky figure. They reached the brush w thout m shap, and
then Shea remenbered they had forgotten their packs-the packs that now | ay at
the bottomof the vale they had just left. The creature could not m ss seeing
them and, when it did, the chase would be over and there would be no nore
guessi ng which way they had gone. Shea felt his stonmach sink. How could they
have been so stupid? He grabbed Flick's shoul der in desperation, but his brother
had also realized their error and slunped heavily to the ground. Shea knew he
had to go back for the telltale packs, even if he were seen-there was no other
choice. But even as he rose hesitantly, the black shape of the hunter appeared,
hangi ng notionless in the brightening sky. The chance was gone.

Once again they were saved by the comi ng of dawn. As the Skull Bearer
poi sed silently above the grasslands, the golden rimof the norning sun broke
fromits resting place in the eastern hills and sent its first enissaries of the
approachi ng day shooting forth to Ilight the and and sky in their warm gl ow. The
sunl i ght broke over the dark bul k of the night creature, and seeing that its
time was gone, it rose abruptly into the sky, wheeling about the land in great,
wi dening circles. It screaned its deathlike cry with chilling hatred, freezing
for one quick nonent all the gentle sounds of norning; then turning north, it
flewswiftly fromsight. A nonent later it was gone, and two grateful
unbel i eving Val emen were left staring mutely into the distant, enpty norning
sky.

\Y,
By | ate afternoon of that sane day, the Val enen had reached the highland city of
Leah. The stone and nortar walls that bounded the city were a wel come haven to
the weary travel ers, even though the bright afternoon sun made their hot, dull-
gray mass appear as unfriendly as | ow heated iron. The very size and bul k of the
wal | s were repugnant to the Val enen, who preferred the freedomo the nore



pregnabl e forest |ands surrounding their own hone, but exhaustion quickly pushed
any dislikes aside and they passed wi thout hesitating through the west gates and
into the narrow streets of the city. It was a busy hour, w th people pushing and
shoving their way past the small shops and markets that [ined the entryway to
the walled city and ran inward toward Menion's hone, a stately old nmansion
screened by trees and hedges that bordered carefully nmanicured | awms and
fragrant gardens. Leah appeared to be a great nmetropolis to the men of Shady
Val e, though it was in fact conparatively small when one considered the size of
the great cities of the deep Southland or even the border city of Tyrsis. Leah
was a city set apart fromthe rest of the world, and travel ers passed through
its gates only infrequently. It was sel f-contained, existing primarily to serve
the needs of its own people. The nmonarchy that governed the | and was the ol dest
in the Southland. It was the only law that its subjects knew perhaps the only
one they needed. Shea had never been convinced of this, though the highland
people for the nost part were content with the governnent and the way of life it
provi ded.

As the Val enen maneuvered their way through the crowds, Shea found hinself
reflecting on his inprobable friendship with Menion Leah. It would have to be
termed i nprobabl e, he nused, because on the surface they seenmed to have so
little in comobn. Val eman and hi ghl ander, wi th backgrounds so conpletely
dissimlar as to defy any neani ngful conparison. Shea, the adopted son of an
i nnkeeper, hardheaded, pragmatic, and raised in the tradition of the workingman.
Meni on, the only son of the royal house of Leah and heir to the throne, born
intoalife filled with responsibilities he pointedly ignored, possessed of a
brash self-confidence that he tried to conceal with only nbderate success, and
bl essed with an uncanny hunter's instinct that nerited grudgi ng respect even
fromso severe a critic as Flick. Their political philosophies were as unlike as
t hei r backgrounds. Shea was staunchly conservative, an advocate of the old ways,
whi | e Meni on was convinced that the old ways had proved ineffective in dealing
with the problenms of the races.

Yet for all their differences, they had formed a friendship that evi denced
nmut ual respect. Menion found his small friend to be anachronistic in his
thinking at tines, but he admired his conviction and determ nation. The Val eman,
contrary to Flick's oft-expressed opinion, was not blinded to Menion's
shortcom ngs, but he saw in the Prince of Leah sonething others were inclined to
over | ook-a strong, conpelling sense of right and wong.

At the present tinme, Menion Leah was pursuing life w thout any particul ar
concern for the future. He travel ed a good deal, he hunted the highland forests,
but for the nmost part he seened to spend his tine finding new ways to get into
trouble. H's hard-earned expertise with the long bow and as a tracker achieved
no useful purpose. On the contrary, it nerely served to aggravate his father
who had repeatedly but unsuccessfully attenpted to interest his son and only
heir in the problens of governing his kingdom One day, Menion would be a king,
but Shea doubted that his lighthearted friend ever gave the possibility nore
than a passing thought. This was foolish, if somewhat expected. Menion's nother
had di ed several years ago, shortly after Shea had first visited the highlands.
Meni on's father was not an old nan, but the death of a king did not always cone
with age, and many former rulers of Leah had di ed suddenly and unexpectedly. If
somet hi ng unforeseen should befall his father, Menion would becone ki ng whet her
he was prepared or not. There woul d be sone | essons |earned then, Shea thought
and smled in spite of hinself.

The Leah ancestral honme was a wi de, two-story stone buil ding nestled
peacefully amid a cluster of spreading hickories and small gardens. The grounds
were screened away fromthe surrounding city by high shrubbery. A broad park |ay
directly across froma small wal kway fronting the-honme, and as the Val enen
crossed wearily to the front gates, children splashed playfully through a snal
pond at the hub of the park's several paths. The day was still warm and people



hurried past the travelers on their way to nmeet friends or to reach their homes
and famlies. In the west, the |l ate afternoon sky was deepening into a soft
gol den haze.

The tall iron gates were ajar, and the Val enen wal ked quickly toward the
front door of the home, winding through the | ong stone wal kway's hi gh shrubbery
and garden borders. They were still approaching the stone threshold at the front
of the hone, when the heavy oak door opened fromwi thin and there, unexpectedly,
was Menion Leah. Dressed in a multicolored cloak and vest of green and pale
yellow, his lean, whip-like frame noved with the graceful ease of a cat. He was
not a big man, though several inches taller than the Val enen, but he was broad
t hrough the shoul ders and his long arms gave hima rangy | ook. He was on his way
down a side path, but when he caught sight of the two ragged, dusty figures
approachi ng al ong the main wal k, he stopped short. A nonment later his eyes went
wi de with surprise.

"Shea!" he exclained sharply. "What in the name of all . . . what happened
to you?"

He rushed over quickly to his friend and gripped the slimhand warny.

"Good to see you, Menion," Shea said with a smle.

The hi ghl ander stepped back a pace, and his gray eyes studi ed them

shrewdl y.

"I never expected that ny letter would get results this quickly . . ." He
trailed off and studied the other's weary face. "It hasn't, has it? But don't
tell me-1 don't want to hear it. |'d rather assune for the sake of our

friendship that you cane just to visit me. And brought distrustful old Flick
too, | see. This is a surprise.”

He grinned quickly past Shea at the scowling Flick, who nodded curtly.

"This wasn't ny idea, you may be sure."

"I wish that our friendship alone were the reason for this visit." Shea
sighed heavily. "I wish I didn't have to involve you in any of this, but I'm
afraid that we're in serious trouble and you are the one person who m ght be
able to help us."

Meni on started to snmile, then changed his nmind quickly as he caught the
nmood reflected in the other's drawn face and nodded soberly.

"Not hi ng funny about this, is there? Wll, a hot bath and some di nner are
the first order of business. W can di scuss what brought you here later. Come on
in. My father's engaged on the border, but |I'mat your disposal."

Once inside, Menion directed the servants to take charge of the Val enen,
and they were led off to a wel come bath and a change of clothes. An hour |ater
the three friends gathered in the great hall for a dinner that would ordinarily
have fed twi ce their nunber, but on this night barely satisfied them As they
ate, Shea related to Menion the strange tale behind their flight from Shady
Val e. He described Flick's nmeeting with the nysterious wanderer Allanon and the
i nvol ved story behind the Swmord of Shannara. It was necessary, despite Allanon's
order of secrecy, if he nmust ask Menion's help. He told of the coming of Balinor
with his terse warning, of their narrow escape fromthe black Skull creature,
and finally of their flight to the highlands. Shea did all the talking. Flick
was unwilling to enter into the conversation, resisting the tenptation he felt
to el aborate on his own part in the events of the past few weeks. He chose to
keep qui et because he was deternmined not to trust Menion. He was convinced that
it would be better for the Valenen if at |east one of themkept his guard up and
hi s nouth cl osed.

Meni on Leah listened quietly to the long tale, evincing no visible
surprise until the part about Shea's background, w th which he appeared
i measurably pleased. His | ean brown face remained for the npst part an
i nscrutabl e mask, broken only by that perpetual half smle and the snal
wrinkles at the corners of the sharp gray eyes. He recogni zed qui ckly enough why
the Val emen had cone to him They cool never expect to make it from Leah through



the I owl ands of Clete and fromthere through the Bl ack Oaks without assistance
from sonmeone who knew t he country-soneone they could trust. Correction, Menion

t hought, smiling inwardly-someone Shea could trust. He knew that Flick would
never have agreed to cone to Leah unless his brother had insisted. There had
never been nmuch of a friendship between Flick and hinself. Still, they were both
here, both willing to seek his hel p, whatever the reason, and he woul d never be
able to refuse anything to Shea, even where there was risk to his own life.

Shea finished his story and waited patiently for Menion's response. The
hi ghl ander seemed |l ost in thought, his eyes fixed on the half-filled gl ass of
wi pe at his el bow Wen he spoke, his voice was distant:

"The Sword of Shannara. | haven't heard that story in years--never really
believed it was true. Now out of conplete obscurity it reappears with ny old
friend Shea Ohnsford as the heir apparent. O are you?" H s eyes snapped up
suddenly. "You could be a red herring, a decoy for these Northland creatures to
chase and destroy. How can we be sure about Allanon? Fromthe tale you' ve told
nme, he seens al nobst as dangerous as the things hunting you-perhaps even one of
t hem "

Flick started noticeably at this suggestion, but Shea shook his head
firmy

"I can't bring nyself to believe that. It doesn't nake any sense."

"Maybe not," continued Menion slowy, inwardly musing over the prospect.
"Could be I"'mgetting old and suspicious. Frankly, this whole story is pretty
i mprobable. If, it's true, you are fortunate to have gotten this far on your
own. There are a great many tales of the Northland, of the evil that dwells in
the wi | derness above the Strel ehei m Pl ai ns-power, they say; beyond the
under st andi ng of any nortal be-"

He trailed off for a nonent, then sipped gingerly at his w ne.

"The Sword of Shannara . . . just the possibility that the | egend m ght be
true is enough to . " He shook his head and grinned openly. "How can | deny
nysel f the chance to find out? You'll need a guide to get you to the Anar, and

I''myour man."

"I knew you woul d be." Shea reached over and gripped his hand in thanks.
Flick groaned softly, but nanaged a feeble snile.

"Now then, let's see where we stand." Menion took charge quickly, and
Flick went back to drinking wine. "What about these EIf stones? Let's have a
| ook at them™"

Shea qui ckly produced the small |eather pouch and enptied the contents
into his open palm The three stones sparkled brightly in the torchlight, their
bl ue gl ow deep and rich. Menion touched one gently and then picked it up

"They are indeed beautiful,"” he acknow edged approvingly. "I don't know
when |'ve seen their |ike. But how can they help us?"

"I don't know that yet," admitted the Val eman reluctantly. "I only know
what Al lanon told us-that the stones were only to be used in emergencies, and
that they were very powerful."

"Well, | hope that he was right," snorted the other. "I would hate to
di scover the hard way that he was mnistaken. But | suppose we'll have to |ive
with that possibility." He paused for a nonent and watched as Shea placed the
stones back in the pouch and tucked the |eather container into his tunic front.
VWhen the Val eman | ooked up again, he was staring blankly into his w ne |ass.

"I do now sonething of the man called Balinor, Shea. He is a fine soldier-
| doubt we could find his equal in the whole of the Southland. W night be
better off to seek the aid of his father. You would be better protected by the
sol diers of Callahorn than by the forest-dwelling Dwarfs of the Anar. | know the
roads to Tyrsis, all of themsafe. But alnpst any path to the Anar will run
directly through the Black Caks-not the safest place in the Southland, as you
know. "



"Al'lanon told us to go to the Anar," persisted Shea. "He must have had a
reason, and until | find himagain, |I'mnot taking any chances. Besides, Balinor
hi nsel f advised us to follow his instructions.”

Meni on shrugged.

"That's unfortunate, because even if we manage to get through the Bl ack
Qaks, | really don't know nmuch about the | and beyond. I"'mtold that it's
relatively unsettled country all the way to the Anar forests. The inhabitants
are nostly Southlanders and Dwarfs, who should not prove dangerous to us.

Cul haven is a small Dwarf village on the Silver River in the |ower Anar-1 don't

think we'll have nuch trouble finding it, if we get that far. First, we have to
navi gate the Lowl ands of Clete, which will be especially bad with the spring
t haws, and then the Bl ack Caks. That will be the npbst dangerous part of the
trip."

"Can't we find a way around. . .?" Shea asked hopefully.

Meni on poured hinsel f another glass of wi ne and passed the decanter to
Flick who accepted it without blinking.

"I't would take weeks. North of Leah is the Rainbow Lake. If we go that
way, we have to circle the entire |lake to the north through the Runne Munt ains.
The Bl ack Oaks stretch south fromthe | ake for a hundred miles. If we try to go
south and come north again on the other side, it will take us at |east two
weeks-and that's open country all the way. No cover at all. W have to go east
t hrough the | owl ands, then cut through the oaks.

Flick frowned; recalling how on their last visit to Leah, Menion had
succeeded in losing them for several days in the dreaded forest, where they were
nenaced by wol ves and ravaged by hunger. They had barely escaped with their
lives.

"dd Flick remenbers the Bl ack Qaks," | aughed Menion as he caught the

other's dark expression. "Well, Flick, this tine we shall be better prepared.
It's treacherous country, but no one knows it better than | do. And we aren't
likely to be followed there. Still, we'll tell no one where we're going. Sinply

say that we are off for an extended hunting trip. My father has his own probl ens
anyway- he won't even miss ne. He's used to having nme gone, even for weeks at a
time."

| He paused for a noment and | ooked to Shea to see if he had forgotten
anyt hing. The Val eman grinned at the highlander's undi sgui sed ent husi asm

“Menion, | knew we could count on you. It will be good to have you al ong."

Flick | ooked openly disgusted; and Menion, catching the |ook, could not
all ow the opportunity for a little fun at the other's expense to pass.

"I think we ought to talk for a mnute about what's in this for ne," he
decl ared suddenly. "I nean, what do | get out of all this if |I do guide you
safely to Cul haven?"

"What do you get?" exclained Flick without thinking. "Wy should you

"It's all right," the other interrupted quickly. "I had forgotten you, old
Flick; but you don't need to worry; | don't intend to take anything from your
share. "

"What are you tal king about, sly one?" raged Flick. "I did not nean ever

to take anything.

"That's enough!" Shea | eaned forward, his face flushed. "This cannot
continue if we are to travel together. Menion, you nust cease your attenpts to
bait ny brother into anger; and you, Flick, nust put aside, once and for all
your pointless suspicions of Menion. W nust have sone faith in one another-and
we nust be friends!"

Meni on | ooked down sheepishly, and Flick was biting his lip in disgust.
Shea sat back quietly as the anger drained out of him

"Wel | spoken," acknow edged Menion after a nonment. "Flick, here is ny hand
on it. Let us nmake a tenporary truce, at |east--for Shea."



Flick | ooked at the extended hand and then slowly accepted it.

"Wirds cone easily for you, Menion. | hope you nean themthis tine."

The hi ghl ander accepted the rebuke with a snmile:

"A truce, Flick."

He rel eased the Val eman's hand and drai ned his w neglass. He knew he had
convi nced Flick of nothing.

It was growing late now, and all three were eager to conplete their plans
and retire for the night. They quickly decided that they would | eave early the
foll owi ng norning. Menion arranged to have themoutfitted with |ight canping
gear, including backpacks, hunting cl oaks, provisions, and weapons. He produced
a map of the country east of Leah, but it was poorly detail ed because the | ands
were so little known. The Low ands of Cete, which spread fromthe highlands
eastward to the Black Oaks, was a dismal, treacherous noor-yet on the map, it
was no nore than a blank white area with the nane witten in. The Bl ack Caks
stood out promnently, a dense nmass of forestland running fromthe Rai nbow Lake
southward, standing |like a great wall between Leah and the Anar. Menion
di scussed briefly with the Val enmen his know edge of the terrain and weat her
conditions at this time of the year. But like the map, his information was
sketchy. Most of what the travelers would find could not accurately anticipated,
and the unexpected coul d be nbst dangerous.

By midnight, the three were in bed, their preparations for the journey to
the Anar conplete. In the roomhe was sharing with Flick, Shea |lay back wearily
in the softness of the bedding and studied for a noment the darkness beyond his
open wi ndow. The ni ght had cl ouded over, the sky a nass of heavy, rolling
bl ackness that settled om nously about the m sty highlands. Gone was the heat of
t he day, blown east by the cooling night breezes, and throughout the sl eeping
city there was a peaceful solitude. In the bed next to him Flick was already
asl eep, his breathing heavy and regul ar. Shea watched hi mthoughtfully. H's own
head was heavy and his body weary fromthe struggle to reach Leah, yet he
remai ned awake. He was beginning to realize for the first time the truth about
his predicanment. The flight to reach Menion was only the first step in a journey
that mght very possibly go on for years. Even if they managed to reach the Anar
safely, Shea knew that eventually they would be forced to run again. The search
to find themwould continue until the Warl ock Lord was destroyed-or Shea was
dead. Until then, there would be no going back to the Vale, to the hone and
father he had | eft, and wherever they were, their safety would last only unti
the wi nged hunters found them once again

The truth was terrifying. In the silent darkness, Shea Chnsford was one
with his fear, and deep within hinmself, he fought back against a rising knot of
terror. He took a long time finally to fall asleep

It was a dull, sunless day that foll owed, a day danp and chilling to hunman
fl esh and bone. Shea and his two conpanions found it devoid of any warnth and
confort as they journeyed eastward through the m sty highlands of Leah and began
a slow descent toward the cheerless climate of the | ow ands beyond. There was no
tal king anobng themas they hiked in single file down the narrow foot paths which
wound tedi ously about gray, hulking boul ders and clunps of dying, formnless
brush. Menion led, his keen eyes carefully picking out the often obscure traces
of a trail; his stride Iong and rel axed as he noved al nbst gracefully over the
gradual |y roughening terrain

Across his | ean back he carried a small pack to which he had attached a
great ash bow and arrows. In addition, beneath the pack and fastened to his body
by a long | eather strap was the ancient sword which his father had given him
when he had reached the age of manhood-the sword which was the birthright of the
Prince of Leah. Its cold, gray iron glinmered faintly in the dimlight; and
Shea, who foll owed several paces back, found hinself wondering if it was at al
like the fabled Sword of Shannara. Hi s Elven eyebrows lifted quizzically as he



tried to peer into the endl ess gloomof the |and ahead. Nothing seened alive. It
was a dead | and for dead things, and the living were trespassers here. Not a
very stinulating idea; he grinned faintly to hinself as he forced his mnd to
turn to other matters. Flick brought up the rear, his sturdy back bearing the
bul k of the provisions that would have to sustain themuntil they were through
the Lowl ands of Clete and the forbidding Black Caks. Once they had gotten that
far-if they got that far-they would be forced to buy or trade for food fromthe
few scattered i nhabitants of the country beyond, or as a last resort, seek
nouri shment fromthe land itself, a prospect that Flick did not particularly
relish. Although he felt sonmewhat nore secure in his mnd now that Menion was
genuinely interested in helping themon this journey, he was neverthel ess stil
unconvi nced of the highlander's ability to do so. The events of their last trip
were still fresh in his mnd, and he wanted no part of another hair-raising
experience like that one.

The first day wore on quickly as the three travel ed past the boundaries of
t he ki ngdom of Leah and by nightfall had reached the fringes of the disnma
Lowl ands of Clete. They found shelter for the night in a small vale under the
negligible protection of a few scruffy trees and some heavy brush. The danpness
of the mist had soaked their clothing conmpletely through, and the chill of the,
descendi ng night left themshivering with cold. A brief attenpt was nade to
start a fire in an effort to gain sone snmall warnth and dryness, but the wood in
the area was so thoroughly saturated with noisture that it was inpossible to get
it to burn. Eventually, they gave up on the fire and settled for sone cold
rati ons while wapped in blankets which had carefully been waterproofed at the
start of the journey. Little was said because no one felt nmuch |ike talking
beyond nmunbl i ng curses upon the general weather conditions. There was no sound
fromthe darkness beyond where they sat huddled within the brush; it was a
penetrating stillness that prodded the nmind with sudden, unexpected
apprehension, forcing it to listen in a frightened effort to catch sone faint,
reassuring rustle of Iife. But there was only the silence and the bl ackness, and
not even the wisp of a brief wind touched their chilled faces as they |ay
quietly in the blankets. Eventually the weariness of the day's march stol e over
them and one by one they dropped uneasily off to sleep

The second and third day were uni magi nably worse than the first. It rained
the entire time--a slow, chilling drizzle that soaked first the clothing, then
penetrated into the skin and bone, and finally reached the very nerve centers,
so that the only feeling the weary body would pernit was one of thorough
di sconforting wetness. The air was danp and cold in the day, dropping off to a
near freeze at night. Everything around the three travelers seenmed totally
beaten down by this lingering coldness; what little brush and small foliage
could be seen was twi sted and dying, formess clunps of wood and withered | eaves
that silently waited to crunble and di sappear altogether. No human or anima
lived here-even the small est rodent would have been swall owed up and consumed by
the clutching softness of an earth seeped through with the chilling danmpness of
I ong, sunless, lifeless days and nights. Nothing noved, nothing stirred as the
t hree wal ked eastward t hrough shapel ess country where there was no trail, no
hi nt that anyone or anything had ever passed that way before, or would ever do
so again. The sun never appeared during their march, no faint trace of its
direct rays flickering downward to show that somewhere beyond this dead,
forgotten land was a world of Iife. Wiether it was the perpetual mst or the
heavy cl ouds or a conbination of both that so conpletely blotted out the sky
remai ned an unanswered question. Their only world was that cheerless, hatefu
gray | and through which they wal ked.

By the fourth day, they began to despair. Even though there had been no
further sign of the winged hunters of the Warlock Lord and it appeared that any
pursuit had been abandoned, the possibility offered little solace as the hours
dragged by and the silence grew deeper, the I and nore sullen. Even Menion's



great spirit began to waver and doubt worned its stealthy way into his usually
confident m nd. He began to wonder if, they had |lost the direction, if perhaps
they had even traveled in a circle. He knew the I and woul d never tell them that
once lost in this bleak country, they were |lost forever. Shea and Flick felt the
fear even nore deeply. They knew not hing of the | owl ands and | acked the hunter's
skill and instinct that Menion possessed. They relied conpletely on him but
sensed that sonething was wong even though the hi ghlander had purposely kept
silent about his own doubts so as not to worry them The hours passed, and the
cold and the wet and the hateful deadness of the | and remai ned unchanged. They
felt their last shred of confidence in one another and in thenselves begin to
slip slowy, agonizingly away. Finally, as the fifth day of the journey drewto
a close and still the | ow and bl eakness stretched on with no visible sign of the
desperately sought after Black Oaks, Shea wearily called a halt to, the endless
march and dropped heavily to the ground, his questioning eyes on the Prince of
Leah.

Meni on shrugged and | ooked absently at the mi sty | ow ands about them his
handsonme face drawn with the chill of the air

“I won't lie to you," he nurnured. "I can't be sure that we have kept our
sense of direction. W may have traveled in a circle; we may even be hopel essly
 ost."

Flick dropped his pack disgustedly and | ooked at his brother with his own
special "I told you so" |ook. Shea glanced at himand turned hurriedly back to
Meni on.

"I can't believe we're conpletely lost! Isn't there any way we can get our
beari ngs?"

"I"'mopen to suggestions.” His friend sniled hunorlessly, stretching as
he, too, dropped his pack to the rough ground and sat down beside the brooding
Flick. "What's the trouble, old Flick? Have | gotten you into it again?"

Flick glanced over at himangrily; but |ooking into the gray eyes, he
qui ckly reconsidered his dislike of the man. There was genui ne concern there,
and even a trace of sadness at the thought that he had failed them Wth rare
af fection, Flick reached over and placed a conforting hand on the other's
shoul der, nodding silently. Suddenly, Shea |eaped up and flung off his own pack
hastily runmagi ng through its contents.

"The stones can help us," he cried.

For a nonment the other two | ooked blankly at himand then in sudden
under st andi ng rose expectantly to their feet. A nmonent |ater, Shea produced the
smal | | eather pouch with its precious contents. They all stared at the worn
container in nmute anticipation that the Elfstones would at | ast prove their
val ue, that they would sonehow aid themin escaping the wasteland of Clete.
Eagerly Shea opened the drawstrings and carefully dropped the three small, blue
stones into his upturned palm They lay there twinkling dimMy as the three
wat ched and wait ed.

"Hol d them up, Shea," urged Menion after a nmonment. "Perhaps they need the
[ight."

The Val eman did as he was told; watching the blue stones anxiously.
Not hi ng happened. He waited a nonment | onger before |owering his hand. Allanon
had cauti oned hi m agai nst use of the Elfstones except in the gravest of
emergenci es. Perhaps the stones would only come to his aid in specia
situations. He began to despair. Watever the case, he was faced with the hard
fact that he had no idea how the stones were to be used. He | ooked desperately
at his friends.

"Well, try sonmething el se!" exclainmed Menion heatedly.
Shea t ook the stones between his hands and rubbed them together sharply,
t hen shook them and cast themlike dice. Still nothing happened. Slowy he

retrieved themfromthe danp earth and carefully wi ped them clean. Their deep



bl ue color seened to draw himto them and he peered closely into their clear
gl assli ke core as if somehow the answer m ght be found there.

"Maybe you should talk to themor sonething . . . Flick's voice trailed
of f hopefully.

A mental picture of Allanon's dark face, bowed and | ocked in Seep
concentration, flashed sharply in Shea's nmind. Perhaps the secret of the
El f stones could be unlocked in a different way, he thought suddenly. Hol ding
themout in his open palm the little Val eman cl osed his eyes and concentrated
hi s thoughts on reaching into the deep bl ueness, searching for the power that
they so desperately needed. Silently, he urged the Elfstones to help them Long
nonent s passed, seeningly hours. He opened his eyes and the three friends
wat ched and waited while the stones rested in Shea's palm their blue gl eam dul
in the darkness and danp of the mst.

Then, with feroci ous suddenness, they flared up in a blinding blue glare
that caused the travelers to reel back fromthe brightness, shielding their
unprotected eyes. So powerful was the aura that Shea nearly dropped the snal
gens in astoni shnment. The sharp gl ow becane steadily brighter, lighting up the
dead | and about them as the sun had never been able to do. The bri ghtness
intensified fromthe deep blue to a bright blue so dazzling that the awestruck
wat chers were actually hypnotized. It grew, steadied, and abruptly shot forward
like a huge beacon, traveling to their left, cutting effortlessly through the
nm st-covered grayness to rest at |ast, sone hundreds, perhaps thousands of yards
ahead upon the great gnarled boles of the ancient Black Oaks. The light held for
one brief nmonent, and then it was gone. The gray nmist returned with its chil
danpness and the three small blue stones gl eamed quietly as they had before.

Meni on recovered qui ckly, clapping Shea sharply on the back and grinning
broadly. In one quick notion, he had his pack back in place and was ready to
travel, his eyes already scanning the nowinvisible spot through which the
vi sion of the Black Caks had appeared. Shea hastily returned the Elfstones to
t he pouch, and the Val enen strapped on their packs. Not a word was spoken as
they wal ked rapidly in the direction the beacon had flashed, each watching
eagerly for the |long-expected forest. Gone was the chill of the gray darkness
and slow drizzle of the past five days. Gone was the despair they had felt so
strongly only minutes before. There was only the conviction that escape from
t hese dreaded | owl ands was at | ast at hand. They did not question, did not doubt
the vision the stones had revealed to them The Bl ack Gaks was the nost
dangerous forest in the Southland, but at this particular nmonent, it seened a
haven of hope conpared to the land of Cete.

The tine seenmed endl ess as they pushed ahead. It could have been hours or
perhaps only nminutes | ater when suddenly the graying mist grudgingly gave way to
huge, noss-covered trunks which rose hulkingly into the air to be lost in the
haze above. The exhausted trio halted together, their tired eyes gazing joyfully
on the cheerless nonsters that stood evenly, endlessly before them their great
mass an i nmpenetrable wall of danp, scarred bark on wi de, deep-rooted bases that
had stood there for countless ages of man and would very likely be there unti
the destruction of the land itself. It was an awesone sight, even in the dim
light of the nisty | owl ands, and the watchers felt the undeniabl e presence of a
life-force in those woods so incredibly ancient that it al nost conmanded a deep
grudgi ng respect for its years. It was as if they had stepped into another age,
another world, and all that stood so silently before them had the magic of an
enticingly dangerous fairy tale.

"The stones were right," nmurnured Shea softly, a slow snile spreadi ng over
his tired, but happy face. He breathed deeply with relief and flashed a quick
grin.

"The Bl ack Caks," pronounced Menion in adniration

"Here we go again," sighed Flick



Vi
They spent that night canped within the protective fringes of the Black Gaks in
a small clearing, sheltered by the great trees and dense shrubbery which blotted
out the dreariness of the |owlands of Clete less than fifty yards to the west.
The heavy mist dissipated within the forest, and it was possible to | ook skyward
to the magnificent canopy of interlocking boughs and | eaves several hundred feet
above them Where there had been no sign of life in the deathly | ow ands, within
t he gi ant oaks the m ngled sounds of insect and animal |ife whispered through
the night. It was pleasant to hear living things again, and the three weary
travelers felt at ease for the first tinme in days. But lingering in the back of
their m nds was the nmenory of their prior journey to this deceptively peacefu
haven, when they had been [ ost for several |ong days and nearly devoured by the
ravenous wol ves that prow ed deep within its confines. Mreover, the tales of
unfortunate travelers who had attenpted to pass through this sanme forest were
too nunerous to be disregarded.

However, the young Southl anders felt reasonably secure at the edge of the
Bl ack Oaks and gratefully nmade preparations to start a fire. Wod was plentifu
and dry. They stripped to the skin and hung their soggy garnents on a |ine near
the small blaze. A neal was quickly prepared-the first hot one in five days-and
devoured in mnutes. The floor of the forest was soft and snpboth, a confortable
bed conpared to the dampened earth of the | owl ands. As they lay quietly on their
backs gazing skyward at the gently swaying treetops, the bright light of the
fire seemed to shoot upward in faint streaks of orange that gave the inpression
of an altar burning in sone great sanctuary. The |ight danced and glittered
agai nst the rough bark and the soft, green nobss that clung in dark patches to
the massive trees. The forest insects maintained their steady hung in
contentnent. QOccasionally one would fly into the flames of the fire and
extinguish its brief life with a dazzling flash. Once or twi ce they heard the
rustle of some small animal outside the light of the fire; watching fromthe
protective bl ackness.

After a while, Menion rolled over on his side and | ooked curiously at
Shea.

"What is the source of the power of those stones, Shea? Can they grant any
wish? I|'"'mstill not sure . . ."

His voice trailed off and he shook his head vaguely. Shea continued to lie
noti onl ess on his back, staring upward for a few nonents as he thought back on
the events of that afternoon. He realized that none of them had spoken of the
El f stones since the nysterious vision of the Black Oaks in that awesome displ ay
of inconprehensi ble power. He gl anced over at Flick, who was watching him
cl osel y.

"l don't think that | have that much control over them" he announced
abruptly. "It was alnpst as if they made the decision . " He paused, and then
added absently, "I don't think I can control them"

Meni on nodded thoughtfully and |ay back again. Flick cleared his throat.

"What's the difference? They got us out of that disnmal swanmp, didn't
t hey?"

Meni on gl anced sharply at Flick and shrugged.

"I't mght be hel pful to know when we can count on that kind of support,
don't you think?" He breathed deeply and cl asped his hands behind his head, his
keen gaze shifting to the fire at his feet. Flick stirred uneasily across from
him glancing from Menion to his brother and back again. Shea said nothing, his
gaze focused on sone imagi nary point overhead.

Long nonents passed before the highl ander spoke again.

"Well, at least we've made it this far," he declared cheerfully. "Now for
the next leg of the trip!"



He sat up and began to sketch a quick map of the area in the dry earth.
Shea and Flick sat up with himand watched quietly.

"Here we are," Menion pointed to a spot on the dirt map representing the
fringe of the Black Oaks. "At least that's where | think we are," he added
quickly. "To the north is the Mst Marsh and farther north of that the Rai nbow
Lake, out of which runs the Silver River east to the Anar Forests. Qur best bet
is to travel north tonorrow until we reach the edge of the Mst Marsh. Then
we'll skirt the edge of the swanp," he traced a long line, "and cone out on the
ot her side of the Black Caks. Fromthere, we can travel due north until we run
into the Silver River, and that should get us safely to the Anar."

He paused and | ooked over at the other two. Neither seened to be happy
with the plan

"What's the matter?" he asked in bew ldernent. "The plan is designed to
get us past the Black Oaks without forcing us to go directly through them which
was the cause of all the trouble the last tinme we were here. Don't forget those
wol ves are still in there sonewhere!"

Shea nodded sl owy and frowned.

"It's not the general plan," he began hesitantly, "but we've heard tales
of the Mst Marsh . . ."

Meni on cl apped his hand to his forehead in anazenent.

"Ch, no! Not the old wives' tale about a Mst Waith that |lurks on the
edges of the marsh waiting to devour stray travelers? Don't tell me you believe
that!"

"That's fine, coming fromyou," Flick blazed up angrily. "I suppose you've
forgotten who it was that told us how safe the Black Oaks were just before that
last trip!"

"Al'l right," soothed the |ean hunter. "lI'mnot saying that this is a safe

part of the country and that sone very strange creatures don't inhabit these
woods. But no one has ever seen this so-called creature of the marsh, and we
have seen the wol ves. Wiich do you choose?"

"I suppose that your plan is the best one," interjected Shea hastily. "But
I would prefer it if we could cut as far east as possible while traveling
t hrough the forest to avoid as much of the M st Marsh as possible.”

"Agreed!" exclaimed Menion. "But it may prove to be a bit difficult when
we haven't seen the sun in three days and can't really be sure which way is
east."

"Clinb a tree," Flick suggested casually.

"dinb a. . ." stuttered the other in unabashed amazenent. "Wy, of
course! Wiy didn't | think of that? I'll just clinb two hundred feet of slick
danp, noss-covered tree bark with nmy bare hands and feet!" He shook his head in
nock wondernent. "Sonetines you appall ne."

He gl anced wearily over at Shea for understandi ng, but the Val enan had
bounded excitedly to his brother's side.

"You brought the clinbing equi prent?" he demanded in astoni shment; when
t he other nodded, he clapped himheartily on his broad back

"Speci al boots and gl oves and rope," he exclained quickly to a bew | dered
Prince of Leah. "Flick is the best clinmber in the Vale, and if anyone can nmke
it up one of these nonsters, he can.”

Meni on shook his head unconprehendi ngly.

"The boots and gl oves are coated with a special substance just before use
t hat makes the surface rough enough to grip even danp, nossy bark. He'll be able
to clinb one of these oaks tonorrow and check the position of the sun."

Flick grinned snugly and nodded.

"Yes, indeed, wonder of wonders." Menion shook his head and | ooked over at
the stocky Valeman. "Even the slowwitted are starting to think. My friends, we
may make it yet."



When they awoke the follow ng norning, the forest was still dark, wth
only faint traces of daylight filtering through at the tops of the great oaks: A
thin mist had drifted in off the | owl ands whi ch, when glinpsed fromthe edges of
the forest, appeared as sunless and dismal as ever. It was cold in the woods-not
the danp, penetrating chill of the |owl and country, but rather the brisk, crisp
cool of a forest's early norn. They ate a qui ck breakfast, and then Flick
prepared to clinb one of the towering oaks. He pulled on the heavy, flexible
boots and gl oves, which Shea then coated with a thick pasty substance from a
smal | container. Menion | ooked on quizzically, but his curiosity changed to
ast oni shnent as the stocky Val eman grasped the base of the great tree and, with
a dexterity that belied both his bulky size and the difficulty of the task,
proceeded to clinmb rapidly toward the sunmit. His strong |linmbs carried him
upward through the tangl e of heavy branches and the clinbing becane sl ower and
nmore difficult. He was briefly lost from sight upon reaching the topnost
branches, then reappeared, hastening down the snooth trunk to rejoin his
friends.

Qui ckly the clinbing gear was packed and the group proceeded in a
northeasterly direction. Based on Flick's report of the sun's present position
their chosen route should bring themout at a point along the east edge of the
M st Marsh. Menion believed that the forest trek could be conmpleted in one day.
It was now early norning, and they were deternined to be through the Bl ack QCaks
bef ore darkness fell. So they marched steadily, at tines rapidly, in single
file. The keen-eyed Menion |ed, picking out the best path, relying heavily on
his sense of direction in the sem darkness. Shea foll owed cl ose behind him and
Flick brought up the rear, glancing occasionally over his shoulder into the
still forests. They stopped only three tinmes to rest and once nore for a brief
| unch, each tinme quickly resumng their march. They spoke infrequently, but the
talk was |ighthearted and cheerful. The day wore quickly away, and soon the
first signs of nightfall were visible. Still the forest stretched on before them
with no indication of a break in the great trees. Wrse than this, a heavy
graying mstiness was once again seeping into view in gradually thickening
amounts. But this was a new kind of mst. It |lacked the inconsistency of the
lowl and nmist; this was an al nost snokeli ke substance that one could actually
feel clinging to the body and clothes, gripping in its own peculiarly
di stasteful fashion. It felt strangely |like the clutching of hundreds of snall
clammy, chilled hands seeking to pull the body down, and the three travelers
felt an unm stakable revulsion at its insistent, touch. Menion indicated that
t he heavy, foglike substance was fromthe M st Marsh, and they were very cl ose
to the end of the forest.

Eventual ly, the m st grew so heavy that it was inpossible for the three to
see nore than a few feet. Menion slowed his pace to a crawl because of the
i ncreasingly poor visibility, and they remained close to each other to avoid
separation. By this tine, the day was so far gone that even without the nist the
forest woul d have appeared al nost black; but with the added di mess caused by
the swirling wall of heavy noisture, it was nearly inpossible to pick out any
sort of path. It was alnost as if the three were suspended in a |inbo world,
where only the solidity of the invisible ground on which they trod offered any
evidence of reality. It finally becane so difficult to see that Menion
instructed the other two to bind thensel ves together and to himby a | ength of
rope to prevent separation. This was quickly done and the slow march resuned.
Meni on knew that they had to be very near the Mst Marsh and careful |y peered
into the grayness ahead in an effort to catch a glinpse of a breakthrough

Even so, when at last he did reach the edge of the marshl and bordering the
north fringes of the Black Oaks, he did not realize what had happened until he
had al ready stepped knee-deep into the thick green waters. The chill, deathlike
clutching of the nud beneath, coupled with his surprise, caused himto slip
farther down, and only his quick warning saved Shea and Flick froma simlar



fate. Responding to his cry, they hauled in on the rope that bound them together
and hastily pulled their conmrade fromthe bog and certain death. The sullen
slime-covered waters of the great swanp covered only thinly the bottom ess mud
beneat h, which | acked the rapid suction of quicksand, but acconplished the sane
result in a slightly longer time span. Anything or anyone caught in its grip was
dooned to a sl ow death by suffocation in an i measurabl e abyss. For untold ages
its silent surface had fooled unwary creatures into attenpting to cross, or to
skirt, or perhaps only to test its mirrorless waters, and the decayed remains of
all lay buried together somewhere beneath its placid face. The three travelers
stood silently on its banks, looking at it and experiencing inwardly the horror
of its dark secret. Even Menion Leah shuddered as he renenbered its brief,
clutching invitation to himto share the fate of so many others. For one
spel | bound second, the dead paraded as shadows before them and were gone.

"What happened?" excl ai nred Shea suddenly, his voice breaking the silence
wi t h deaf eni ng sharpness. "W shoul d have avoided this swanp!"

Meni on | ooked upward and about for a few seconds and shook his head.

"We've cone out too far to the west. We'll have to follow the edge of the
bog around to the east until we can break free fromthis m st and the Bl ack
Caks. "

He paused and considered the tine of day.

"I"mnot spending the night in this place," Flick declared vehenently,
anticipating the other's query. "I'd rather walk all night and nost of tonorrow
and probably the next day!"

Their quick decision was to continue along the edge of the M st Marsh
until they reached open land to the east and then stop for the night. Shea was
still concerned about being caught in open country by the Skull Bearers, but his
growi ng dread of the swanp overshadowed even this fear, and his forenost thought
was to get as far away as possible. The trio tightened the rope about their
wai sts and in single file began to nmove al ong the uneven shoreline of the marsh,
their eyes glued to the faint path ahead. Menion guided them cautiously,
avoi ding the tangle of treacherous roots and weeds that grew in abundance al ong
the swanp's edge, their twi sted, knotted forns seemingly alive in the eerie
hal f-1ight of the rolling gray mist. At times the ground becanme soft mud,
dangerously like that of the marsh itself, and had to be skirted. At other tines
huge trees bl ocked the path, their great trunks |eaning heavily toward the dull
lifeless surface of the swanp's waters, their branches drooping sadly,
notionl ess as they waited for the death that lay only inches below If the
Lowl ands of Clete had been a dying land, then this marsh was the death that
waited-an infinite, agel ess death that gave no sign, no warning; no novement as
it crouched, concealed within the very land it had so brutally destroyed. The
chilling dampness of the | ow ands was here, but coupled with it was the
unexpl ai nabl e feeling that the heavy, stagnant slinme of the swanp waters
permeated the mist as well, clutching eagerly at the weary travelers. The mi st
about themswirled slowy, but there was no sign of wi nd, no sound of a breeze
rustling the tall swanp grass or dying oaks. Al was still, a silence of
per manent death that knew well who was naster.

They had wal ked for perhaps an hour when Shea first sensed that sonething
was wrong. There was no reason for the feeling; it stole over himgradually
until every sense was keyed, trying to find where the trouble lay. Walking
silently between the other two, he listened intently, peering first into the
great oaks, then out over the swanp. Finally, he concluded with chilling
certainty that they were not alone-that sonething else was out there in the
i nvi sible beyond, lost in the mst to their poor vision, but able to see them
For one brief nmoment the young Val eman was so terrified by the thought that he
was unable to speak or even to gesture. He could only wal k ahead, his mnd
frozen, waiting for the unspeakabl e to happen. But then, with a suprene effort



he cal ned his scattered thoughts and brought the other two men to an abrupt
hal t .

Meni on | ooked around qui zzically, and started to speak, but Shea sil enced
himwith a finger to his own Iips and a gesture toward the swanp. Flick was
al ready | ooking cautiously in that direction, his own sixth sense having warned
himof his brother's fear. For |ong nonents they stood notionless at the edge of
the marsh, their eyes and ears concentrated on the inmpenetrable m st noving
sluggi shly above the surface of the dead water. The silence was oppressive.

"I think you were m staken,” Menion whispered finally as he rel axed his

vigil. "Sonmetinmes when you are this tired, it is easy to imagi ne things."
Shea shook his head negatively and | ooked at Flick
"I don't know," the other conceded. "I thought | sensed sonething . "

"A Mst Waith?" chided Menion grinning.

“"Maybe you're right," Shea interceded quickly. "I ampretty tired and
could inagine anything at this point. Let's keep noving and get out of this
pl ace."

They hastily resunmed the dreary trek, but for the next few m nutes
remai ned alert for anything unusual. Wen not hi ng happened, they began to |et
their thoughts drift to other matters. Shea had just succeeded in convincing
hi nsel f that he had been m staken and the victimof an overactive imagi nation
brought about by lack of sleep, when Flick cried out.

| mredi ately Shea felt the rope that bound them together jerk sharply and
begin to drag himin the direction of the deadly swanp. He |ost his bal ance and

fell, unable to distinguish anything in the mist. For one fleeting nmonent he
t hought he glinpsed his brother's body suspended several feet in the air over
the swanp, the rope still tied to his waist. In the next second, Shea felt the

chill of the swanp grapple at his |egs.

They mi ght have all been lost had it not been for the quick refl exes of
the Prince of Leah. At the first sharp jerk of the rope, he had instinctively
grasped at the only thing near enough to keep himon his feet. It was a huge,
sinking oak, its trunk enbedded so far into the soft ground that its upper
branches were within reach, and Menion rapidly hooked one arm about the nearest
bough and with the other grasped the rope about his waist and tried to pul
back. Shea, now up to his knees in the swanp nmud, felt the rope go taut on
Menion's end and tried to brace hinself to aid. Flick was crying out sharply in
t he darkness above the swanmp, and both Meni on and Shea shouted encouragenent.
Suddenly, the rope between Flick and Shea went slack, and out of the gray
m stiness emerged the stout, struggling formof Flick Chmsford, still suspended
above the water's surface, his waist gripped by what appeared to be a sort of
greeni sh, weed-coated tentacle. His right hand held the |ong, silver dagger
whi ch gl eamed nmenacingly as it slashed in repeated cuts at the thing which held
hi m Shea yanked hard on the rope which bound them trying to aid his brother in
breaking free, and a nonent |ater he succeeded as the tentacle whipped back into
the mist, releasing the still-struggling Flick, who pronmptly fell into the marsh
bel ow.

Shea had barely pulled his exhausted brother fromthe clutches of the
swanp, freed himfromthe rope, and helped himto his feet before several nore
of the greenish arms shot out of the misty darkness. They knocked the shaken
Flick sprawling and one cl osed about the left arm of an astoni shed Shea before
he could think to dodge. He felt hinself drawn toward the swanp and drew his own
dagger to strike fiercely at the slinme-covered tentacle. As he fought, he caught
si ght of sonething huge out in the narsh, its bulk covered by the night and the
swanp. To one side, Flick, again becane entangled in the grip of two nore
tentacles, and his stocky formwas dragged relentlessly toward the water's edge.
Valiantly, Shea broke free fromthe tentacle that held his arm slashing through
the repulsive limb with one great cut; struggling to reach his brother, he felt



another tentacle grasp his |leg, knocking his feet out fromunder him As he
fell, his head struck an oak root, and he | ost consciousness.

Agai n they were saved by Menion, his lithe forml eaping out of the
dar kness behind, the great sword flashing dully in a wide arc as it severed in
one powerful swing the tentacle which held the unconscious Shea. A second |ater
t he hi ghl ander was at Flick's side, cutting and chopping his way past the arms
whi ch suddenly reached for himout of the darkness, and with a series of quick
wel | -pl aced bl ows freed the other Valeman. For a nmoment the tentacles
di sappeared back into the m st of the swanp, and Flick and Menion hastened to
pul | the unconsci ous Shea back fromthe unprotected edge of the water. But
before any of themcould reach the safety of the great oaks, the greenish arns
again shot out of the darkness. Wthout hesitation, Menion and Flick placed
thenselves in front of their nmotionless friend and struck out at the encircling
arms. The fight was silent, save for the | abored breathing of the men as they
struck again and agai n, chopping off bits and pieces and sonetimes whol e ends of
the grasping tentacles. But any damage they caused did not seemto affect the
nonster in the swanp, which attacked with renewed fury at each stroke. Menion
cursed hinself for not renenbering to drag the great ash bow within reach so
that he m ght have taken a shot at whatever it was that |ay beyond the m st.

"Shea!" he yell ed desperately. "Shea, wake up, or for the |Iove of heaven,
we' re done for!"

The silent formbehind himstirred slightly.

"CGet up, Shea!" pleaded Flick hoarsely, his own arnms exhausted fromthe
great strain of fighting off the tentacles.

"The stones!" yelled Menion. "Get the El fstones!"

Shea struggled to a kneeling position, but he was knocked flat again by
the force of the battle in front of him He heard Menion shouting, and dazedly
felt for his pack, realizing alnmost inmrediately that he had dropped it while
hel ping Flick. He saw it now, several yards to the right, the tentacl es waving
nenaci ngly over it. Menion seenmed to realize this at the same nonment and charged
forward with a wild cry, his long sword cutting a path for the others. Flick was
at his side, the small dagger still in his hand. Wth a final surge of his
fadi ng strength, Shea |eaped to his feet and | aunched hi nself toward the pack
contai ning the precious Elfstones. His slimformslipped between several of the
grasping arnms, and he threw hinself on the pack. H's hand was inside, groping
for the pouch, when the first tentacle reached his unprotected | egs. Kicking and
struggling, he fought to keep his freedomfor the few seconds he needed to find
the stones. For a noment he thought he had | ost them again. Then his hand cl osed
over the small pouch, and he yanked it fromhis fallen pack. A sudden bl ow from
the withing tentacles al nbst caused himto drop it, and he clutched it tightly
to his chest as he | oosened the drawstrings with nunbing sl owness. Flick had
been forced back so far that he stunbl ed agai nst Shea's outstretched body and
fell over backward, the tentacles coming down on top of them both. Now only the
| ean form of Menion stood between them and the giant attacker, both hands
gripping tightly the great sword of Leah

Al nmost without realizing it, Shea found the three blue stones in his hand,
free fromthe pouch at last. Scranbling backward, struggling to his feet, the
young Val eman let out a wild cry of triunph and held forth the faintly gl owi ng
El f stones. The power | ocked within flared up i medi ately, flooding the darkness
with dazzling blue Iight. Flick and Menion | eaped back, shielding their eyes
fromthe glare. The tentacles drew back hesitantly, uncertainly, and as the
three nen risked a second quick glance, they saw the brilliant light of the
El f stones streak outward into the nist above the swanp, cutting through its
vapor with the keenness of a knife. They saw it strike with shattering inpact
t he huge, unspeakable bul k that had attacked themas it was sinking sluggishly
beneath the sline-covered waters. At that sane instant the glare above the
di sappearing nonster reached the intensity of a small sun and the water steaned



with blue flanes that seared upward into the shrouded sky. One nonent the
burning glare and the flanmes were there and the next they were gone. The m st
and the night returned, and the three compani ons were alone again in the

bl ackness of the marshl and.

They qui ckly sheat hed their weapons, picked up the fallen packs and
dropped back anong the huge bl ack oaks. The swanp remained as silent as it had
been before the unexpected attack, its dull waters disturbingly placid beneath
the gray haze. For several nonents, no one spoke as they collapsed silently
agai nst the trunks of the great trees and breathed deeply, grateful to be alive.
The whol e battle had happened quickly, like the passing of a brief, horrible
instant in an all-too-real nightnmare. Flick was conpletely drenched by the swanp
wat ers, and Shea was soaked fromthe waist down. Both shivered in the chil
night air; after only a few seconds of rest, they began nmoving slowy about in
an effort to ward off, the numbing col d.

Realizing that they had to get free of the marshland qui ckly, Menion swing
his tired body away fromits resting place agai nst the rough, bark-covered oak
trunk and in one snmooth notion swung his pack into place over his shoul ders.
Shea and Flick were quick to follow, though sonewhat |ess eager. They conferred
briefly to decide what direction it would be best to take now. The choice was
si npl e: proceed through the Black Caks and ri sk becomi ng | ost and being set upon
by the wandering wol f packs or follow the edge of the swanp and chance a second
encounter with the Mst Waith. Neither choice held much appeal, but the battle
with the creature fromthe Mst Marsh was too recent to permit any of themto
risk a repeat performance. So the decision was nade to stick to the woods, to
try to follow a course parallel to the shoreline of the swanp and hopefully gain
t he open country beyond within a few hours. They now had reached the point where
the Iong hours of traveling with the keen anticipation of danger had chi pped and
worn away the clear reasoning of the norning. They were tired and frightened by
the strange world into which they had journeyed, and the one clear thought |eft
in their nunbed mnds was to break through this stifling forest that they m ght
find a few hours of welconme sleep. Wth that domi nating their thoughts and
overriding the caution that was so desperately needed, they forgot to tie
t hensel ves toget her again.

The journey continued as before, with Menion in the | ead, Shea a few paces
back and Flick trailing, all walking silently and steadily, their mnds fixed on
t he reassuring thought that ahead lay the sunlit, open grasslands that would
take themto the Anar. The nmist seened to have dissipated slightly, and while
Meni on's formwas only a shadow, Shea could nake himout well enough to follow.
Yet at tines both Shea and Flick would | ose sight of the person imediately in
front and would find their eyes straining wearily to keep to the path Meni on was
maki ng for them The m nutes passed with agoni zi ng sl owness and the sharpness of
each man's eyesight began to lessen with the increasing need for sleep. Mnutes
| engt hened into | ong, endl ess hours and still they plodded slowy onward through
the nmisty haze of the great Bl ack Caks. They found it inmpossible to tell how far
they had travel ed or how nuch tine had passed. Soon it failed to matter at all
They becane sl eepwal kers in a world of half-dreans and ranbling thoughts with no
break in the wearing nmarch or the never-ending, silent black trunks that cane
and passed in countless thousands. The only change was a gradual building of the
wi nd from somewhere in the shrouded night, whispering its first faint cry, then
growi ng to a nunbing crescendo of sound that gripped the tired mnds of the
three travelers with spellbinding magic. It called to them reninding them of
the briefness of the days behind and those ahead, warning themthat they were
nortal creatures of no consequence in that land, crying to themto lie down in
t he peaceful ness of sleep. They heard and fought against the tenpting plea with
the last of their strength, concentrating mndlessly on putting one foot before
the other in an endl ess succession of footsteps. One mnute they were all there
in a ragged line; the next, Shea | ooked ahead and Meni on was gone.



At first, he could not accept the fact, his nornmally keen nind hazy with
| ack of sleep, and he continued to wal k sl oWy ahead, |ooking vainly for the
shadowy form of the tall highlander. Then, abruptly he stopped as he realized
wi th stabbing fear that they had somehow becone separated. He clutched wildly
for Flick and grabbed his brother's | oose tunic as the fatigued Val eman stunbl ed
into him dead on his feet. Flick | ooked unthinkingly at him not know ng, not
even caring why they had stopped, his only hope that he could collapse at | ast
and sl eep. The wind in the darkness of the forest seemed to howl in wld glee,
and Shea cal |l ed desperately for the highland prince and heard only the echoes of
his own futile cry. He called again and again, his voice rising to a near scream
of desperation and fear, but nothing canme back except the sound of his own
voice, muffled and distorted by the wild whistling of the wind through the great
oaks, whi sking and w appi ng about the silent trunks and linmbs, and filtering out
among the rustling | eaves. Once he thought he heard his own nane call ed;
answering eagerly, he dragged hinmsel f and the exhausted Flick through the maze
of trees toward the sound of the cry. But there was nothing. Dropping to the
forest floor, he called until his voice gave out, but only the wind replied in
nocki ng | aughter to tell himthat he had |ost the Prince of Leah

Vi |
When Shea awoke the follow ng day, it was noon. The bright sunlight streaned
into his half-open eyes with burning sharpness as he lay on his back in the tal
grass. At first he could remenber nothing of the previous night except that he
and Flick had beconme separated from Menion in the Black Oaks. Half awake, he
rai sed hinmsel f on one el bow, | ooked about sleepily, and discovered that he was
in an open field. Behind himrose the forbidding Bl ack OGaks, and he knew t hat
somehow, after |osing Menion, he had managed to find his way through the dread
forest before collapsing in exhaustion. Everything was hazy in his nmind after
their separation. He could not inmagine how he had summoned the strength to
finish the march. He could not even recall breaking free of the endl ess forest
to find the grass-covered | oW ands he now surveyed. The whol e experience seened
strangely di stant as he rubbed his eyes and sighed contentedly in the warm
sunlight and fresh air. For the first tine in days, the Anar forests seened to
be within reach.

Suddenl y, he renenbered Flick, and | ooked anxi ously about for his brother
A monent | ater he spotted the stocky formcollapsed in sleep several yards away.
Shea clinmbed slowy to his feet and stretched |leisurely, taking time to |ocate
hi s pack. He bent down and rummaged through its contents until he | ocated the
pouch containing the Elfstones, reassuring hinself that they were still safely
wi thin his possession. Then picking up the pack, he trudged over to his sl eeping
brother and gently shook him Flick stirred grudgingly, clearly unhappy that
anyone woul d disturb his slunber. Shea was forced to shake himseveral tines
before he at last reluctantly opened his eyes and squinted up sourly. Upon
seei ng Shea, he raised hinself to a sitting position and | ooked slowy about.

"Hey, we made it!" he exclained. "But | don't know how. | don't renmenber
anything after | osing Menion except wal ki ng and wal ki ng until | thought that ny
| egs would drop of f."

Shea grinned in agreement and cl apped his brother on the back. He felt a
neasure of gratitude when he thought of all they had been through together. So
many hardshi ps and dangers, and still Flick could | augh about it. He felt a
sudden, keen sense of love for Flick, a brother who, while not related by bl ood,
was even closer for his deep friendship

"W nade it all right,” he snmled, "and we'll nake it the rest of the way,
too, if I can get you off the ground."



"The nmeanness in some people is unbelievable." Flick shook his head in
nock di sbelief and then clinbed heavily to his feet. He | ooked questioningly
over at Shea. "Menion . . ?"

"Lost . . . | don't know where. "
Flick | ooked away-sensing his brother's bhitter disappoi ntnent, but
unwilling to admt to hinself that they were not better off w thout the highland

prince. He instinctively distrusted Menion, yet the highlander had saved his
life back in the forest and that was not something Flick would forget easily. He
t hought about it a mnute or so |longer, then clapped his brother lightly on the
shoul der.

"Don't worry about that rogue. He'll turn up-probably at the wong tine."

Shea nodded quietly, and the conversation quickly turned to the task at
hand. They agreed that the best plan was to journey northward until they reached
the Silver River which flowed into the Rai nbow Lake, and follow it upstreamto
the Anar. Wth any |uck, Menion would also follow the river and catch up to them
within a few days, His skill as a woodsman shoul d enable himto escape the Bl ack
OGaks and at sone point beyond find their trail and follow it to wherever they
were. Shea was reluctant to leave his friend, but was w se enough to realize
that any attenpt at a search for himin the Black Oaks could only result in
their own entangl ement. Mreover, the danger they faced if discovered by the
searching Skull Bearers far outwei ghed any risks Menion m ght encounter, even in
that forest. There was nothing for themto do but to continue on

The pair wal ked rapidly through the green, quiet |ow ands, hoping to reach
the Silver River by nightfall. It was already m dafternoon, and they had no way
of knowi ng how far they might be fromthe river. Wth the sun to serve as a
guide, they felt nore confident of their position than they had in the msty
confines of the Black Oaks, where they had been forced to depend on their own
unreliabl e sense of direction. They talked freely, brightened by the sunlight
t hat had been absent for so many days and by an unspoken feeling of gratitude
that they were still alive followi ng the harrow ng experiences of the M st
Marsh. As they wal ked, small aninmals and high-flying birds scattered at their
appearance. Once, in the fading light of the afternoon sun, Shea thought he
caught sight of the small, hunched-over formof an old man some distance to the
east, moving slowy away fromthem But in that |light and at that distance he
could not be certain and an instant |ater found he could see no one after all
Flick had seen nothing and the incident was forgotten

By dusk they sighted a |one, ribbon-thin streamof water to the north
whi ch they quickly identified as the fabled Silver River, the source of the
wondr ous Rai nbow Lake to the west and of a thousand firelight tales of
adventure. It was said that there was a | egendary King of the Silver River,
whose weal th and power was beyond description, but whose only concern was in
keeping the waters of the great river running free and clean for nan and ani ma
ali ke. He was seldom seen by travelers, the stories related, but he was al ways
there to offer aid, should any require it, or to deal out punishnment for
violation of his domain. On sighting the river, Shea and Flick could only tel
that it appeared very beautiful in the fading Ilight, the sort of faint silver
color that the nane inplied. Wien they finally reached its edge, the eveni ng had
becorme too dark to permit themto see how clear the waters really were, but upon
tasting it they found it clean enough to drink.

They found a snall, grass-covered clearing on the south bank of the river,
beneat h the spreading shelter of two broad, old nmaple trees that offered an
i deal canpsite for the night. Even the short journey of that afternoon had tired
them and they preferred not to risk noving about in the dark in this open
country. They had just about exhausted their supplies, and after this evening's
neal they would have to hunt for food. This was a particularly disheartening
t hought when they recalled that the only weapons they had between them for
killing gane were the short and highly ineffectual hunting knives. Menion



carried the only long bow They ate the last of their supplies in silence

wi t hout the use of a cooking fire, which mght have called attention to their
presence. The nmoon was half full and the night cloudless, so that the thousands
of stars in the limtless galaxy shone in dazzling white, lighting up the river
and the |land beyond in an eerie deep-green brightness. After their neal was
conpl eted, Shea turned to his brother

"Have you thought about this trip, about this whole business of running
away?" he queried. "I mean, what are we really doing?"

"You're a funny one to ask that!" exclaimed the other shortly.

Shea smi | ed and nodded.

"I suppose | am But | have to justify it all to nmyself and that's not an
easy task. | can understand nost of what Allanon told us, about the danger to
the heirs of the Sword. But what good will it do for us to hide out in the Anar?
This creature Brona must be after something besides the Sword of Shannara to go
to all this trouble to search for the heirs of the Elven House. Wat is it he
wants . . . what could it be . . .?"

Flick shrugged and tossed a pebble into the swift current of the I apping
river, his own m nd nuddl ed, unable to offer any sensible answer.

"Maybe he wants to take over," he suggested vaguely. "Doesn't everyone who
gets a little power, sooner or |ater?"

"No doubt," agreed Shea uncertainly, thinking that this special form of
greed had brought the races to where they were today, followi ng the Iong, bitter
wars that had nearly destroyed all life. But it had been years since the | ast
war and the appearance of separate and di sassoci ated conmuniti es seened to have
provided a partial answer to the |long quest for peace. He turned back to a
wat chful Flick.

"What are we going to do once we get to where we're going?"

"Allanon will tell us,"” his brother answered hesitantly.

"Allanon can't tell us what to do forever," replied Shea quickly.
"Besides, I'"'mstill not convinced that he has told us the truth about hinmself."

Flick nodded his agreement, thinking back to that first chilling encounter

with the dark giant who had tossed himabout Iike a rag doll. Hi s behavior had
al ways struck Flick as that of a nman who was used to having his way and having
it when and how he chose. He shivered involuntarily, recalling his first near
di scovery by the shadowy Skull Bearer, and found hinself confronted with the
fact that it was Al lanon who had saved him

"I"'mnot sure | want to know the truth about any of this. |'mnot sure
woul d understand,” Flick murrmured softly.

Shea was startled by the comment and turned back to the noonlit waters of
the river.

"W may be only little people to Allanon," he acknow edged, "but from now
on, | don't nmove without a reason!"

"Maybe so," his brother's voice drifted up to him "But maybe .

His voice trailed off om nously into the quiet sounds of the night and the
river, and Shea chose not to pursue the matter. Both |lay back and were quickly
asleep, their tired thoughts flow ng sluggishly into the bright, colorful dreans
of the nonentary world of sleep. In that secure, drifting dinmension of fantasy,
their weary mnds could relax, releasing the hidden fears of tonorrow to energe
in whatever formthey wi shed, and there, in that nost distant sanctuary for the
human soul, be faced privately and overcone. But even with the reassuring sounds
of life all about them and the peaceful rushing of the gleaming Silver River to
soothe their cares, an inescapable, gnaw ng specter of apprehension worned its
stealthy way into their dreamworld and there, in full view of the mind s eye,
it perched and waited, snmiling dully, hatefully-knowing well the Iimts of their
endurance. Both sleepers tossed fitfully, unable to shake the presence of this
frightening apparition entrenched deep within them nore thought than form



Perhaps it was that same shadow of warning, radiating its special scent of
fear, that |ocked simultaneously in the restless mnds of the Val enen and caused
both to waken in the sane startled instant, the sleep gone fromtheir eyes and
the air filled with stark, chilling madness that gripped themtightly and began
to squeeze. They recognized it instantly, and panic shone dully in their eyes as
they sat notionless, listening to the soundl ess night. Mnents passed and
not hi ng happened. Still they renmained inmpbile, their senses straining for the
sounds they knew nust cone. Then they heard the dreaded flapping of the great
wi ngs and together | ooked to the open river to see the hul king, silent form of
the Skull Bearer swoop al nost gracefully fromout of the | ow ands across the
river to the north and settle into a long glide; bearing directly toward their
pl ace of conceal ment. The Val emen were frozen with terror, unable even to think
| et al one nove, as they watched the creature begin to close the distance between
them It did not matter that it had not yet seen them perhaps did not even know
that they were there. It would know in the next few seconds, and for the
brothers there was no tinme to run, no place to hide, no chance to escape. Shea
felt the dryness of his nouth and sonewhere within his scattered thoughts
renenbered the Elfstones, but his nmind had gone nunmb. He sat paralyzed with his
brot her and waited for the end.

Mracul ously, it did not cone. Just when it seened that the servant of the
Warl ock Lord nust surely find them a flash of light fromthe ot her bank caught
its attention. Swiftly, it winged anay toward the Iight and then there was
another a bit farther down and then another-or was it mistaken? It flew swiftly
now, searching eagerly, its cunning mind telling it that the search was at an
end, the long hunt over at last. Yet it could not find the source of the |ight.
Suddenly the light flashed again, only to disappear in the swi ftness of a
bl i nki ng eye. The naddened creature swooped toward it, knowing it was deeper in
t he bl ackness across the river, |lost somewhere in the thousands of small gullies
and dal es of the | ow ands. The mysterious light flashed again and then again,
each tine noving farther inland, taunting, daring the angered beast to foll ow
On the other bank, the petrified figures of the two Val enen renai ned conceal ed
in the darkness as their frightened eyes watched the flying shadow nove ever
nore swiftly away fromthemuntil it could no | onger be seen

They remmi ned i mobile after the departure of the Skull Bearer. Once again
they had cone close to death and nmanaged to elude its fatal touch. They sat
quietly and |istened as the ningled sounds of insect and animal returned to the
night. Mnutes passed and they began to breathe nore easily, their stiff poses
relaxing into nore confortable slunps as they | ooked at each other in amazed
relief, knowi ng the creature had gone, but unable to conprehend how it had
happened. Then, before they had any chance at all to speak of the matter, the
nysterious |ight that had flashed fromacross the river reappeared suddenly on a
rise several hundred yards in back of them disappeared for an instant and then
fl ashed again, closer than before. Shea and Flick watched in wonderment as it
noved toward them weaving slightly.

Monents | ater the figure of an old, old nman stood before them bent wth
age and clothed in woodsman's garb, his hair silver in the starlight, his face
framed by a long, white beard neatly trinmed and conbed. The strange light in
hi s hand appeared fiercely bright at this close distance, and there was no hint
of a flame in its center. Suddenly it disappeared and in its place was a
cylindrical object gripped in the old nan's gnarled hand. He | ooked at them and
smled a greeting. Shea | ooked quietly at his ancient face, sensing that the
strange old man deserved his respect.

"The light," Shea spoke finally, "how. . .?"

"A toy of people |long since dead and gone." The voice rolled out in a
st eady whisper that drifted on the cool air. "Gone like the evil creature out
there . " The words trailed off and he pointed in the direction of the
departed Skull Bearer with a thin, winkled armthat seened to hang in the night



like sone brittle stick of dead wood. Shea | ooked doubtfully at him unsure of
what shoul d be done next.

"W are traveling eastward . Flick vol unteered abruptly.

"To the Anar." The gentle voice cut himshort, the elderly head nodding in
under standi ng, the winkled eyes sharp in the soft nmoonlight as they | ooked from
one brother to the other. Suddenly he noved past themto the edge of the swft
river and then turned back to themand notioned for themto sit. Shea and Flick
did so without hesitation, unable to doubt the old nan's intentions. As they sat
they felt a great weariness steal over their bodies, their eyes suddenly unable
to remai n open.

"Sl eep, young travelers, that your journey may be shortened." The voice
became stronger in their mnds, nore conmandi ng. They could not resist the
feeling of weariness, so pleasant and wel cone, and they stretched out on the
soft grassy bank in obedience. The figure before them began to change slowy
i nto sonething new, and through vague, blurred eyes and hal f-cl osed eyelids, it
appeared that the old man was growi ng younger and his cl othes were not the sane.
Shea began to nutter slightly, trying to stay awake, to understand, but a nonent
[ ater both Val enen were asl eep

As they slept they drifted cloudlike through forgotten days of sunlight
and happi ness in the peaceful woodl and hone they had |l eft so many days ago. Once
again they roaned the friendly confines of the Duln Forest and swamin the coo
wat ers of the m ghty Rappahal | adran River, the fears and cares of a lifetine
swept away in an instant. They noved through the wooded hills and val es of the
countryside with freedom unlike anything they had ever experienced. In their
sl eep they touched, as if for the first time, each plant and aninmal, bird and
i nsect with new understanding of its inmportance as a living thing, however snal
and insignificant. They floated and drifted |like the wind, able to snell the
freshness of the land, able to see the beauty of the |ife nature had placed
there. Everything was a kal ei doscope of color and snmell, with only gentle sounds
reaching their tired m nds-sounds of the open air and the quiet countryside.
Forgotten were the |l ong, hard days of travel through the m st-covered Low ands
of Clete, the sunless days where |ife was a | ost soul wandering hopelessly in a
dyi ng land. Forgotten was the darkness of the Bl ack Oaks, the nmadness of the
endl ess, giant trees hiding themfromthe sun and sky. Gone was the menory of
the Mst Waith and the pursuing Skull Bearer, constant, relentless inits
search. The young Val enen noved in a world without the fears and cares of the
real world and for those hours, tine dissipated into peace with the nonentary
beauty of a rainbow at the end of a sudden, violent storm

They did not know how long it was that they were lost to the world of
dreans nor did they know what it was that had happened to themin that tine.
They only knew, as they stirred into gentle wakeful ness, that they were no
| onger at the edge of the Silver River. They knew as well that the tinme was new
and sonmehow different; the feeling was exciting but very secure.

As his vision slowy returned, Shea was aware that there were people al
around him watching and waiting. He raised hinself slowy up on one el bow, his
hazy vi sion disclosing groups of small figures standing about, bending over in
an anxi ous manner. From out of the vague background enmerged a tall, conmanding
figure in loose-fitting clothes, |eaning down to him a broad hand on his slim
shoul der.

"Flick?" he cried apprehensively, rubbing his sleep-filled eyes with one
hand as he squinted to nake out the features of the shrouded figure.

"You're safe now, Shea." The deep voice seened to roll out of the shadowy
figure. "This is the Anar. "

Shea blinked quickly, struggling to rise as the broad hand held himgently
down. His eyes began to clear, and he sawin a glinpse the half-raised figure of
his brother next to him just waking fromhis deep slunber. Around them were the



squat, heavyset figures of nen Shea instantly knew to be Dwarfs. Shea's eyes
caught the strong face of the figure at his side, and at the nmonent they cane to
rest on the gleam ng chain mail encasing the hand and forearm stretched out to
grasp his shoulder lightly, he knew the journey to the Anar was ended. They had
found Cul haven and Bal i nor

Meni on Leah had not found the last leg of the journey to the Anar quite so
simple. When he first realized he had becone separated fromthe two Val emen,
panic set in. He was not afraid for himself, but he feared the very worst for
the Ohnsfords if left alone to find their way out of the m st-shrouded Bl ack
OGaks. He, too, had called hopelessly, futilely, stunbling blindly about in the
bl ackness until his voice was cracked. But in the end he was forced to admt to
hi nsel f that the search was usel ess under such conditions. Exhausted, he pushed
on through the woods in what he believed to be the general direction of, the
| oWl ands, consoling hinself slightly with the prom se that he would find the
others in the daylight. He was in the forest a |onger tine than he had
antici pated, breaking free near dawn and col |l apsing at the edge of the
grassl ands. Though he did not know it then, he had enmerged at a point south of
the sl eeping brothers. By this tinme his endurance had been pushed to the limt
and sl eep cane over himso quickly that he could not renmenber anything after the
slow, feather light feeling of falling as he collapsed in the tall |ow and
grass. It seened to himthat he slept a very long tinme, but in fact he awakened
only several hours after Shea and Flick had begun their journey toward the
Silver River. Believing that he was a consi derabl e di stance south of the point
the group had been naking for while in the Black Oaks, Menion quickly chose to
travel north and try to cut across the trail of his conpani ons before reaching
the river. If he failed to find themby that tinme, he knew he would be
confronted with the unpl easant probability that they were still lost in the
ent angl ement of the woods.

Hurriedly, the highlander strapped on his |ight pack, shoul dered the great
ash bow and the sword of Leah and began to march rapidly northward. The few
hours of afternoon daylight remnaining disappeared quickly as he wal ked, his
sharp eyes searching carefully for any sign of human passage. It was al nost dusk
when he finally picked up the signs of someone traveling in the direction of the
Silver River. He found the trail to be several hours old, and he coul d be
reasonably certain that there was nore than one person. But there was no way to
tell who the travelers were, so Menion pushed on hurriedly in the half-1ight of
dusk, hoping to catch there when they stopped for the night. He knew that the
Skull| Bearers would al so be searching for them but brushed his fears aside,
remenbering that there was no reason to connect himw th the Val enen. In any
event, it was a calculated risk he had to take if he expected to be of any
service to his friends.

Shortly thereafter, just before the sun dropped behind the horizon
conpl etely, Menion caught sight of a figure to the east of himtraveling in the
opposite direction. Menion quickly called out to the other, who seened startled
by the highl ander's sudden, appearance and tried to nove away fromhim Menion
qui ckly took up the chase, running after the frightened traveler and calling to
himthat he meant no harm After several m nutes he caught the man, who turned
out to be a peddler selling cooking ware to outlying villages and fanmlies in
t hese | ow ands. The peddl er, a bent, timd individual who had been frightened
badly by the unexpected pursuit, was now thoroughly terrified by the sight of
the tall, sword-bearing highlander facing himat nightfall in the niddle of
nowhere. Menion hastily explained that he nmeant no harm but was | ooking for two
friends fromwhom he had becone separated while traveling through the Bl ack
OGaks. This proved to be the worst thing he could have told the little nan, who
was now t horoughly convinced the stranger was i nsane. Menion considered telling
himthat he was the Prince of Leah, but quickly discarded that idea. In the end,



the peddl er revealed to himthat he had seen two travelers fitting the genera
description of the Valenmen froma distance earlier in the afternoon. Menion
could not tell if the man had told himthat much for fear of his life or to
hunor him but he accepted the tale and bade good evening to the little man, who
was obviously delighted to be let off so easily, and nmade a hasty escape
southward into the sheltering darkness of evening.

Meni on was forced to admt to hinself that it was now too dark to attenpt
to follow the trail of his friends, so he cast about for a likely canpsite. He
found a pair of large pines that appeared to be the best shelter avail able and
he nmoved into them glancing anxiously at the clear night sky. There was
sufficient light to enable a prowing Northland creature to find any canped
travelers with relative ease, and he inwardly prayed that his friends hail sense
enough to pick a carefully hidden spot to spend the night. He tossed down his
own pack and weapons beneath one of the spreading pines and craw ed under the
shelter of its | ow hangi ng branches. Fam shed fromthe past two days' journey,
he devoured the | ast of his supplies, thinking as he did so that the Val enen
woul d be faced with the sane food shortage in the days ahead. G unbling al oud at
the bad luck that had separated them he reluctantly wapped hinself in his
[ight blanket and was quickly asleep, the great sword of Leah unsheathed at his
side, gleanming dully in the noonlight.

Unawar e of the events that had transpired that night while he slept
soundly several miles south of the Silver River, Menion Leah rose the next day
with a newplan in mnd. If he could cut across country, traveling northeast, he
could catch up with the Val enen much nore easily. He was certain that they woul d
be following the edge of the Silver River as it wound its way eastward into the
Anar Forests, so their paths had to cross farther up river. Abandoning the faint
traces of the trail left the previous day, Menion began to journey across the
lowl ands in an easterly direction, thinking to hinself that if he did not cone
across sone sign of themupriver when he reached the water's edge, he could
doubl e back downstream He also entertai ned hopes of sighting sone snall gane
that woul d provide neat for the evening neal. He whistled and sang, to hinself
as he wal ked, his | ean face rel axed and cheerful at the prospect of a reunion
with his | ost conrades. He could even picture the stolid disbelief on old
Flick's stern face at the sight of his return. He wal ked easily with |ong,
| opi ng strides that covered the ground quickly and evenly, the swi nging,
neasured step of the experienced woodsman and hunter

As he traveled, his thoughts drifted back to the events of the past
several days, and he pondered the significance of all that had transpired. He
knew little about the history of the Great Wars and the reign of the Druid
Council, the nysterious appearance of the so-called Warlock Lord and his defeat
by the conbi ned m ght of three nations. Mst disturbing of all was his al nost
total |ack of know edge of the | egend behind the Sword of Shannara, the fabled
weapon that for so many years had been a watchword synbolic of freedomthrough
courage. Now it was the birthright of an unknown orphan, half nan, half elf. The
t hought was so preposterous that he still found it inmpossible to conceive of
Shea in that role. He knew instinctively that sonething was missing fromthe
pi cture-sonething so basic to the whole puzzle of the great Sword that, without
knowi ng what it was, the three friends were so nmany w ndbl own | eaves.

Meni on al so knew that he was not a part of this adventure for the sake of
friendship alone. Flick had been right about that. Even now he was unsure
exactly why he had been persuaded to undertake this journey. He knew he was |ess
than a Prince of Leah should be. He knew that his interest in people had not
been deep enough, and he had never really wanted to know them He had never
tried to understand the inportant problens of governing justly in a society
where the nmonarch's word was the only law. Yet he felt that in his own way he
was as good as any nan alive. Shea believed he was a nan to be | ooked up to.

Per haps so, he thought idly, but his |life to date appeared to consist of one



long Iine of harrow ng experiences and wild escapades that had served little or
no constructive purpose.

The smoot h, grass-covered | ow ands changed to rough, barren ground, rising
abruptly in small hills and dropping sharply into steep, trenchlike valleys that
made travel slow and al nbst hazardous in places. Mnion | ooked anxi ously ahead
for sone indication of nore level terrain, but it was inpossible to see very
far, even fromthe top of the steep rises. He plodded on, deliberately and
steadily, ignoring the roughness of the ground and silently berating his
decision to cone that way. Hi s mind wandered briefly, then suddenly snapped back
as he caught the sound of a hunman voice. He listened intently for severa
seconds, but could hear nothing further and dismssed it as the wind or his
i magi nati on. A noment later he heard it again, only this time it was the clear
sound of a woman's voice, singing softly sonmewhere ahead of him faint and | ow
He wal ked nore quickly, wondering if his ears were playing tricks on him but
all the time hearing the woman's nel |l ow voi ce grow | ouder. Soon the nesneric
sound of her singing filled the air in a gay, alnbst wild abandon that reached
into the innernost depths of the highlander's mnd, bidding himto follow, to be
as free as the song itself. Alnpst in a trance he wal ked steadily on, smiling
broadly at the inmages the happy song conjured up to him Vaguely, he wondered
what a wonman woul d be doing in these bleak | owl ands, niles fromany kind of
civilization; but the song seened to dispel all his doubts in its warm assurance
that it cane fromthe heart.

At the peak of a particularly bleak rise, somewhat higher than the
surroundi ng hill ocks, Menion found her sitting beneath a small twi sted tree
with, long, gnarled branches that rem nded himof wllow roots. She was a young
girl, very beautiful and obviously very much at horme in these | ands as she sang
brightly, seeningly oblivious to anyone who m ght be attracted by the sound of
her voice. He did not conceal his approach, but noved straight to her side,
smling gently at her freshness and youth. She sniled back at him but nade no
effort torise nor to greet him continuing the gay strains of the tune she had
been singing all this tinme. The Prince of Leah cane to a halt several feet away
fromher, but she quickly beckoned himto cone closer and sit next to her
beneat h t he odd-shaped tree. It was then that from somewhere deep within hima
smal | warni ng nerve twi nged, some sixth sense not yet entranced by her vibrant
song tugged at himand demanded to know why this young girl should ask a
conplete stranger to sit with her. There was no reason for his hesitation other
t han perhaps the innate distrust the hunter has for all things out of place and
time in nature; but whatever the reason, it caused the highlander to pause. In
that instant the girl and the song di sappeared into vapor, |eaving Menion to
face the strange-looking tree on the barren rise.

For one second Menion hesitated, unable to believe what had just occurred,
and then hastily noved to withdraw. But the | oose ground about his feet opened
even as he paused, releasing a heavy cluster of thick-gnarled roots which wound
t hensel ves tightly about the young man's ankles, holding himfast. Menion
stunbl ed over backward trying to break free. For a nonent he found his
predi canent to be ludicrous. But try as he might, he could not work free of
those clinging roots. The strangeness of the situation increased al nost
i mediately as he glanced up to see the strange root-linbed tree, previously
i mobil e, approaching in a slow, stretching notion, its |linbs extended toward
him their tips containing snmall but deadl y-Iooking needl es. Thoroughly aroused
now, Menion dropped his pack and bow in one notion and unsheathed the great
sword, realizing that the girl and the song had been an illusion to draw him
within reach of this omnous tree. He cut briefly at the roots which bound him
severing themin places, but the work was sl ow because they were wound so
tightly about his ankles that he could not risk broad strokes. Sudden panic set
in as he realized he could not get free in tine, but he forced the feeling down
and shouted his defiance at the plant, which by now was al nost on top of him



Swinging in fury as it cane within reach, he quickly severed a nunber of the
clutching linbs and it withdrew slightly, its whole franme shuddering in pain
Meni on knew that with its next approach he had to strike its nerve center if he
expected to destroy it. But the strange tree had other ideas; coiling its |inbs
into itself, it thrust themtoward the inprisoned traveler one at a tine,
showering himwi th the tiny needles that flew off the ends. Many of them m ssed
al t oget her and sone bounced harm essly of f his heavy tunic and boots. But others
struck the exposed skin of his hands and head and enbedded thensel ves with snall
stinging sensations. Menion tried to brush themoff, while protecting hinself
fromfurther assault, but the little needles broke off, leaving their tips
enbedded in his skin. He felt a kind of slow drowsiness begin to steal over him
and portions of his nervous systembegin to go nunb. He realized at once that

t he needl es contai ned sone sort of drug that was designed to put the plant's
victimto sleep, to render it helpless for easy disposition. Wldly, he fought
the feeling seeping through his system but soon dropped helplessly to his
knees, unable to fight it, knowi ng that the tree had won.

But anazingly, the deadly tree appeared to hesitate and then to inch
slightly backward, coiling again in attack. Slow, heavy footsteps sounded behind
the fallen prince, approaching cautiously. He could not turn his head to see who
it was, and a deep bass voice warned himabruptly to remain notionless. The tree
coil ed expectantly to strike, but an instant before it released its deadly
needles, it was struck with shattering inpact by a huge mace that flew over the
shoul der of the fallen Menion. The strange tree was conpletely toppled by the
bl ow. obviously injured, it struggled to raise itself and fight back. Behind
him Menion heard the sharp rel ease of a bowstring and a | ong black arrow
enbedded itself deep within the plant's thick trunk. Inmediately the roots about
his feet released their grip and sank into the earth and the main portion of the
tree shuddered violently, linmbs thrashing the air and showering needles in al
directions. A nmonment later, it drooped slowy to the earth. Wth a final spasm
it lay notionless.

Still heavily drugged fromthe needl es, Menion felt the strong hands of
his rescuer grip his shoulders roughly and force himinto a prone position while
a broad hunting knife severed the few remai ning strands binding his feet. The
figure before himwas a powerfully built Dwarf, dressed in the green and brown
woodsman's cl othing worn by nost of that race. He was tall for a Dwarf, a little
over five feet, and carried a small arsenal of weapons bound about his broad
wai st. He | ooked down at the drugged Meni on and shook his head dubiously.

"You must be a stranger to do a dunmb thing like that," he reprimnded the
other in his deep bass voice. "Nobody with any sense plays around with the
Sirens."

"I amfromLeah . . . to the west,
thick and strange to his own ears.

"A highl ander-1 might have known." The Dwarf |aughed heartily to hinself.
"You'd have to be, | suppose. Well, don't worry, you'll be fine in a few days.
That drug won't kill you if we get it treated, but you'll be out for a while."

He | aughed again and turned to retrieve his nace. Menion, with his fina
ounce of strength, grasped himby the tunic.

"I must reach . . . the Anar . . . Cul haven," he gasped sharply. "Take ne
to Balinor . . .

The Dwarf | ooked back at himsharply, but Menion had | apsed into
unconsci ousness. Miuttering to hinself, the Dwarf picked up his own weapons and
those of the fallen highlander. Then with surprising strength, he heaved the
[inp form of Menion over his broad shoul ders, testing the | oad for bal ance.
Satisfied at |last that all was in place, he began trudging steadily, muttering
all the while, noving toward the forests of the Anar

Meni on managed to gasp out, his voice

VI



Flick Ohnsford sat quietly on a | ong stone bench in one of the upper |evels of
the lavishly beautiful Meade Gardens in the Dwarf comunity known as Cul haven.
He had a perfect view of the amazing gardens stretching down the rocky hillside
in systematic levels that tapered off about the edges in carefully laid pieces
of cut stone, remniscent of a long waterfall flow ng down a gentle slope. The
creation of the gardens on this once barren hillside was a truly marvel ous
acconpl i shment. Special soils had been hauled fromnore fertile regions to be
pl aced on the garden site, enabling thousands of beautiful flowers and plants to
flourish year round in the mld climate of the |l ower Anar. The col or was

i ndescri babl e. To conpare the nyriad hues of the flowers to the colors of the
rai nbow woul d have been a great injustice. Flick attenpted briefly to count the
various shades, a task he soon found to be inpossible. He gave up quickly and
turned his attention to the large clearing at the foot of the gardens where
menbers of the Dwarf conmunity were passing on their way to or from whatever
work they were engaged in. They were a curious people, it seened to Flick, so
dedi cated to hard work and a wel |l -guarded order of |ife. Everything they did was
al ways carefully, planned in advance, neticul ously thought out to a point where
even the cautious Flick was nettled by the time spent in preparation. But the
people were friendly and eager to be of service, a kindness not |ost on either
of the visiting Val enen, who felt nore than a bit out of place in this strange
I and.

They had been in Cul haven for two days now, and still they had not been
able to | earn what had happened to them why they were there, or how long their
stay woul d be. Balinor had told them nothing, advising themthat he knew very
little himself and that all would be revealed in due tine, a comment Flick found
to be not only nelodranatic but aggravating. There was no sign of Allanon, no
word of his whereabouts. Wrst of all, there was no news of the absent Menion
and the brothers had been forbidden to | eave the safety of the Dwarf village for
any reason. Flick glanced to the floor of the gardens again to see if his
personal bodyguard was still there, and quickly spied himoff to one side, his
tirel ess gaze fixed on the Val eman. Shea had been infuriated by this treatnent,
but Balinor was quick to point out that soneone should be with themat all tines
in case of an attenpt on their lives by one of the roving Northland creatures.
Flick had acqui esced readily, remenbering all too well the close calls he had
already had with the Skull Bearers. He put aside his idle thoughts at the
approach of Shea on the w nding garden path.

"Anyt hi ng?" Flick asked anxiously as the other reached his side and sat
down quietly next to him

"Not one word," came the short reply.

Shea felt vaguely exhausted all over again, even though he had had two
days to recover fromthe strange odyssey that had brought themfromtheir hone
in Shady Vale to the Forests of Anar. Their treatnent had been decent if
sonmetines a bit overdone, and the peopl e seemed genui nely concerned for their
wel fare. But there had been no word given out as to what was to happen next.
Everyone, including Balinor, seened to be waiting for sonething, perhaps the
arrival of the I ong-absent Allanon. Balinor had been unable to explain to them
how t hey had reached the Anar. Responding to a nysterious flashing |light, he had
found themlying on a | ow riverbank just outside of Cul haven two days ago, and
had brought themto the village. He knew nothing of the old man nor of how they
had travel ed that |ong di stance upstream Wen Shea nentioned the | egends
concerning a King of the Silver River, Balinor shrugged and nonchal antly agreed
t hat anyt hi ng was possi bl e.

"No news of Menion . . .?" Flick asked hesitantly.
"Only that the Dwarfs are still out looking for him and it may take some
tinme," Shea answered quietly. "I don't know what to do next."

Flick inwardly conceded that this |ast adm ssion had proved to be the
story of the entire outing. He glanced downward to the foot of the Meade Gardens



where a small cluster of heavily armed Dwarfs were congregating around the
conmandi ng figure of Balinor, who had suddenly appeared fromthe woods beyond.
Even fromtheir vantage point atop the gardens, the Valemen could tell that he
still wore the chain mail beneath the I ong hunting cloak they had come to
recogni ze so well. He spoke earnestly with the Dwarfs for a few mnutes, his
face lined in thought. Shea and Flick knew very little about the Prince of
Cal | ahorn, but the people of Cul haven seened to have the highest regard for him
Meni on, too, had spoken well of Balinor. Hi s honel and was the northernnost
ki ngdom of the spraw i ng Southl and. Comonly referred to as the borderlands, it
served as a buffer zone fronting the southern boundaries of the Northland. The
citizens of Callahorn were predom nantly Men, but unlike the majority of the
peopl e of their race, they nmingled freely with the other races and did not
pursue a policy of isolationism The highly regarded Border Legi on was quartered
in that distant country, a professional army conmanded by Ruhl Buckhannah, King
of Callahorn and the father of Balinor. Historically, the entire Southland had
relied on Callahorn and the Legion to blunt the initial thrust of an invading
arny, giving the rest of the land a chance to prepare for battle. In the five
hundred years since its formation, the Border Legi on had never been def eated.
Bal i nor had begun a sl ow assent to the stone bench where the Val enen sat
patiently waiting. He smled a greeting as he carne up to them aware of the
di sconfort they felt in not knowi ng what was to happen to them and of the
anxi ety they were experiencing for the safety of their mssing friend. He sat
down next to themand was silent for a few m nutes before speaking.

"I know how difficult this must be for you," he began patiently. "I have
every avail able Dwarf warrior out |ooking for your lost friend. If anyone can
find himin this region, they will-and they won't give up, | pronise you."

The brothers nodded their understanding of Balinor's efforts to help them
in any way possible.

"This is a very dangerous tine for these people, though I suppose Allanon
did not speak of it. They are facing the threat of an invasion through the upper
Anar by Gnones. There have al ready been skirm shes all al ong the border and
signs of a huge arnmy massi ng sonewhere above the Strel eheimPlains. You nay have
guessed that all of this is tied in with the Warlock Lord."

"Does this mean that the Southland is in danger, too?" asked an anxi ous
Flick.

"Undoubt edl y: " Bal i nor nodded. "That's one reason why |I'm here-to arrange
a coordinated defensive strategy with the Dwarf nation in case of an all-out
assault."

"But where is Allanon then?" asked Shea quickly. "lIs he going to get here
soon enough to hel p us? What has the Sword of Shannara got to do with all this?"
Bal i nor | ooked at the puzzled faces and shook his head slowy.

"I must honestly confess that | cannot give you the answers to any of
t hose questions. Allanon is a very nysterious figure, but a wise man who has
been a dependabl e ally whenever we have needed himin the past. Wien | saw him
| ast, several weeks before | spoke to you in Shady Vale, we set a date to neet
in the Anar. He is already three days overdue."

He paused in quiet speculation, |ooking dowmn at the gardens and beyond to
the great trees of the Anar Forests, listening to the sounds of the woods and
the | ow voi ces of the Dwarfs noving about in the clearing below. Then abruptly a
shout went up froma cluster of Dwarfs at the foot of the gardens, joined al npst
i medi ately by the shouts and cries of others mingled in with a huge cl anor
swelling fromthe woods beyond the village of Cul haven. The nmen on the stone
bench rose uncertainly, |ooking quickly about for sone sign of danger. Balinor's
strong hand cane to rest on the pomrmel of his broadsword, strapped tightly at
his side beneath the hunting cloak. A nonent |ater one of the Dwarfs bel ow cane
rushing up the path, shouting wildly as he ran.



"They found him they found him" he yelled excitedly, alnpst stunbling in
his haste to reach them

Shea and Flick exchanged startled | ooks. The runner cane to a breathless
stop before them and Balinor gripped his shoul der excitedly.

"Have they found Menion Leah?" he denanded qui ckly.

The Dwarf nodded happily, his short, stocky frame heaving with the
exertion of the dash to reach themwi th the good news. Wthout a word, Balinor
bounded down the path toward the shouting, Shea and Flick behind him They
reached the clearing below in a matter of seconds and ran along the nmain path
t hrough the woods | eading to the village of Cul haven several hundred yards
beyond. Ahead of themthey could hear the excited shouting of the Dwarf
popul ati on congratul ati ng whonmever it was who had found the | ost highlander
They reached the village and, pushing through the throngs of Dwarfs blocking the
way, made straight for the center of all the excitement. A ring of guards parted
tolet theminto a small courtyard forned by buildings on the right and left and
a high stone wall in the rear. On a | ong wooden table lay the notionless body of
Meni on Leah, his face pale and seenmngly lifeless. A teamof Dwarf doctors bent
dutifully over the inert form apparently treating himfor some injury. Shea
gave a sharp cry and tried to rush forward, but Balinor's strong armheld him
back as the warrior called out to one of the nearby Dwarfs.

"Pahn, what's happened here?"

The solid-1ooking Dwarf, dressed in arnor and apparently one of the
returning search party, hastened to their side.

"He'll be all right after he's treated. He was found entangled in one of
the Sirens out in the nmddle of the Battlenpbund | oW ands bel ow the Silver River.
Qur search party didn't find him It was Hendel, returning fromthe cities south
of Anar."

Bal i nor nodded and | ooked about for sonme sign of the rescuer

"He left for the assenbly hall to make his report," the Dwarf responded to
t he unasked questi on.

Motioning the two Valenen to follow him Balinor made his way out of the
courtyard through the crowd and across the main street to the |arge assenbly
hall. Inside were the offices of the governing officials of the village and the
assenbly room in which they found the Dwarf Hendel sitting on one of the |ong
benches, eating ravenously while a scribe took down his report. Hendel | ooked up
as they approached, glanced curiously at the Val emen and nodded briefly to
Bal i nor, continuing to devour his meal w thout interruption. Balinor dismssed
the scribe, and the three men sat down across fromthe disinterested Dwarf, who
appear ed both exhausted and starved.



"What an idiot, tackling one of those Sirens with a sword,"” he nuttered.
"Cot spunk though. How is he?"

"He'll be fine after he's treated,” replied Balinor grinning reassuringly
at the uneasy Val emen "How did you find hin"

"Heard himyelling." The other continued to eat wi thout pausing.. "I had
to carry himal nost seven nmiles before | ran into Pahn and the search party
along the Silver River."

He paused and | ooked again at the two Val emen, who were |istening
intently. The Dwarf apprai sed themcuriously and | ooked back at Bali nor
eyebrows raised

"Friends of the highlander-and of Allanon," responded the borderman
cocking his head neani ngfully. Hendel nerely nodded to themcurtly.

"I"d never have known who he was if he hadn't nentioned your name," Hende
i nforned them shortly, indicating the tall borderman. "It might help matters if
now and then soneone would tell nme what was going on before it's happened, not
after.”

He declined to comment further, and an amnused Balinor sniled over to the
puzzl ed brothers, shrugging slightly to indicate the Dwarf was irascible by
nature. Shea and Flick were a bit uncertain about the fellow s tenperanent and
had purposely kept silent while the other two conversed, though both Val enen
were eager to hear the full story behind Menion's rescue.

"What's your report on Sterne and Wayford?" Balinor asked finally,
referring to the large Southland cities imediately south and west of the Anar.

Hendel ceased eating and | aughed abruptly.

"The officials of those two fine conmunities will consider the matter and
send along a report. Typical bungling officials, elected by the disinterested
people to juggle the ball until it can be passed onto some other fool. | could



tell five minutes after |I opened nmy nouth that they thought | was crazy. They
don't see the danger until the sword is at their own throats-then they scream
for assistance fromthose of us who knew it all along." He paused and resuned
his meal, obviously disgusted with the whol e subject.

"I shoul d have expected that, | suppose." Balinor sounded worried. "How
can we convince them of the danger? There hasn't been a war in so many years
that no one wants to believe it could happen now. "

"That's not, the real problem as you well know," interjected the irate
Hendel . "They sinmply don't feel they should be involved in the matter. After
all, the frontiers are protected by Dwarfs, not to nention the cities of

Cal I ahorn and the Border Legion. W've been doing it up to nowwhy can't we keep
doing it? Those poor fools . "

He trailed off slowy, finished with his statenent and his neal, feeling
tired fromthe long trip hone. He had been on the road for al nbst three weeks,
traveling to the cities of the Southland, and it all seened to have been for
not hing. He felt keenly di scouraged.

"I don't understand what's happened,"” Shea announced quietly.

"Well, that's two of us," Hendel replied sullenly. "lI'"mgoing to bed for
about two weeks. See you then."

He stood up abruptly and wal ked out of the assenbly room wi thout even a
short farewell, his broad shoul ders stooped wearily. The three nmen watched hi m
go without speaking, their eyes fixed on his departing silhouette until it was
lost fromsight. Then Shea turned questioningly to Balinor

"It's the age-old tale of conplacency, Shea. " The tall warrior sighed
deeply and stretched as he rose. "W nmay be standing on the brink of the
greatest war in a thousand years, but no one wants to accept the fact. Everyone
gets in the sane rut-let a few take care of the gates to the city while the rest
forget and go back to their hones. It becomes a habit-depending on a fewto
protect the rest. And then one day . . . the few are not enough, and the eneny
is within the city-right through the open gates . . ."

"I's there really going to be a war?" Flick asked, alnost fearfully.

"That is the question exactly," Balinor responded slowy. "The only man
who can give us the answer is absent . . . and overdue."

In the excitenent of finding Menion alive and well, the Val enen had
tenporarily forgotten Allanon, the nan who was the reason for their being in the
Anar in the first place. The by now familiar questions again flashed through
their m nds with new persistency, but the Valenmen had | earned to live with them
over the past few weeks and all doubts were reluctantly shoved asi de once nore.
Bal i nor caught their attention as he nmoved toward the open door, and they
qui ckly foll owed.

"You nmustn't mind Hendel, you know," he reassured them as they wal ked.
"He's gruff like that with everyone, but he's one of the finest friends you
could ask for. He has fought and outwitted the Gnonmes al ong the upper Anar for
years, protecting his people and the conplacent citizens of the Southland who so
qui ckly forget the crucial role the Dwarfs play as guardi ans of these borders.
The Gnonmes would like to get their hands on him | can tell you."

Shea and Flick said nothing, ashaned of the fact that the people of their
own race could be so selfish, yet realizing that they, too, had been ignorant of
the situation in the Anar before hearing of it fromBalinor. They were bothered
by the thought of renewed hostilities between the races, recalling their history
| essons on the old race wars and the terrible hatred of those bitter years. The

possibility of a third war of the races was chilling.

"Why don't you two go on back to the gardens," advised the Prince of
Cal lahorn. "I1'lIl have a message sent as soon as | hear of any change in Menion's
condition."

The brothers reluctantly agreed, know ng they had no other choice in the
matter anyway. Before turning in that night, they stopped by the room where



Meni on was being kept, only to be told by the Dwarf sentry that their friend was
asl eep and shoul d not be di sturbed.

But by the follow ng afternoon, the highlander was awake and being visited
by the anxious Val emen. Even Flick was grudgingly relieved to see the other
alive and well, though he solemly intoned that he had correctly predicted their
m sfortune many days in advance when they first decided to journey through the
Bl ack Oaks. Menion and Shea both | aughed at Flick's eternal pessinsm but did
not argue the point. Shea expl ai ned how Meni on had been brought to Cul haven by
the Dwarf Hendel, and then went on to relate the mysterious way in which he and
Flick had been found near the Silver R ver. Menion was as nystified as they over
their strange journey and could offer no | ogical explanation. Shea carefully
refrained fromnentioning the legend of a King of the Silver R ver, know ng ful
wel I what the highlander's response would be to any specul ation that involved an
ol d fol ktale.

That sanme day, in the early hours of the evening, word reached themthat
Al'l anon had returned. Shea and Flick were about to |leave their roonms to visit
Meni on when they heard the excited shouts of Dwarfs rushing past their open
wi ndows toward the assenbly hall where some sort of neeting was about to begin.
The anxi ous Val emen had not taken two steps beyond their doorway when they were
surrounded by a team of four Dwarf guards and hustl ed quickly through the
pushi ng crowds, past the open doors of the large assenbly into a snmall adjoining
room where they were told to remain. The Dwarfs cl osed the door wordl essly as
they exited, slid the lock bolts into place, and assuned positions i mediately
out side. The roomwas brightly Iit and furnished with several |ong tables and
benches, at which the bew | dered Val enmen silently seated thensel ves. The w ndows
to the roomwere closed and even wi t hout checking, Shea knew they woul d be
barred |li ke the door. Fromthe assenbly hall they could hear the deep voice of a
si ngl e speaker.

Several minutes later the door to the chanber opened and Meni on, | ooking
flushed but otherwise quite well, was briskly ushered in by two Dwarf guards.
When they were |left alone, the highlander explained that they had cone for him
the sane as for the Val emen. From snatches of conversation he had heard on the
way over, it appeared that the Dwarfs in Cul haven and probably all of the Anar
were preparing for war. \Watever news Allanon had brought back wi th him had
thrown matters into a state of confusion in the Dnarf conmunity. He thought he
had caught a quick glinpse of Balinor through the open doors of the assenbly
hall, standing on the platformat the front of the building, but the guards had
rushed hi m past and he couldn't be sure.

The voices fromthe congregati on next door rose in a thunderous roar, and
all three paused expectantly. Seconds passed as the shouting continued to rol
through the large hall, spreading to the open grounds outside where it was taken
up by the Dwarfs there. At the deafening peak of the shouting, the door to their
room suddenly burst open to admit the dark, commandi ng figure of All anon

He wal ked over to the Val enen quickly, shook their hands, and
congratul ated them on their successful journey to Cul haven. He was dressed as he
had been when Flick had first encountered him his |ean face half hidden in the
I ong cowl, his whol e appearance dark and forebodi ng. He greeted Menion
courteously and noved to the head of the nearest table, notioning the others to
be seated. He had been followed into the room by Balinor and a nunber of Dwarfs
who were apparently leaders in the conmunity, anong themthe irascible Hendel
Bringing up the rear of this procession were two slim alnbst shadowy figures in
curious, loose-fitting woodsnan garb, who quietly took seats near Allanon at the
head of the table. Shea could see themclearly fromhis position at the other
end, and concluded after a quick observation that they were Elves fromthe
di stant Westland. Their keen features, fromthe sharply rai sed eyebrows to the
strange pointed ears, narked themdistinctively. Shea turned back and saw t hat
both Flick and Menion were | ooking at himcuriously, obviously appraising his



own strong resenbl ance to the strangers. None of them had ever seen an EIf, and
whil e they knew that Shea was half EIf and had heard descriptions given of the
El ven peopl e, none had ever had a chance to conpare the Val enan to one.

"My friends." The deep voice of Allanon booned out in the slight stir of
voi ces as he rose commandingly to his full height of seven feet. The room was
instantly silent as all faces turned in his direction. "My friends, | nust now
tell you what | have as yet told no one el se. W have suffered a tragic |oss."

He paused and | ooked at the anxious faces in turn.

"Paranor has fallen. A division of Gione hunters under the command of the
Warl ock Lord has seized the Sword of Shannara!"

There was dead silence for about two seconds before the Dwarfs were on
their feet, shouting in anger. Balinor rose quickly in an effort to quiet them
Shea and Flick | ooked at each other in disbelief. Only Menion seemed unsurprised
by the announcenent, his |lean face carefully scrutinizing the dark figure at the
head of the table.

"Paranor was taken fromw thin," Al lanon continued after sone senbl ance of
order had been restored. "There is little question as to the fate of those who
guarded the fortress and the Sword. | amtold that all were executed. No one
knows exactly how it happened."

"Have you been there?" Shea asked suddenly, feeling al nbst inmediately
that it was a stupid question

"I left your hone in the Vale so suddenly because | received word that an
attenpt would be nade to secure Paranor. | arrived too late to help those within
and barely escaped detection nyself. That is one of the reasons | amso late in
reachi ng Cul haven."

"But if Paranor has fallen and the Sword been taken . . .?"Flick's
whi spered question trailed off oni nously.

"Then what can we do now?" Allanon finished harshly. "This is the probl em
facing us, the one we nust provide an i medi ate answer for-the reason for this
council . "

Al l anon suddenly left his position at the head of the long table and noved
around until he was standing directly behind Shea. He placed one great hand on
the slim shoul der and faced his attentive audience.

"The Sword of Shannara is useless in the hands of the Warlock Lord. It can
only be raised by a son of the House of Jerle Shannara-this al one prevents the
evil one fromstriking now Instead, he has systematically hunted down and
destroyed all nenbers of that House, one at a tine, one after another, even
those |I tried to protect all whom | could find. Now they are all dead-all save
one, and that one is young Shea. Shea is only half Ef, but he is a direct
descendant of the King who earned the great Sword so many years before. Now he
nmust raise it once again."

Shea woul d have bolted for the door if it had not been for the strong hand
gri ppi ng his shoul der. He | ooked desperately at Flick and saw the fear in his
own eyes mrrored in those of his brother's. Menion had not noved, but appeared
visibly inpressed by this grimdeclaration. What Allanon seened to expect from
Shea was nore than any man had the right to ask.

"Well, | think we have shaken our young friend a bit." Allanon |aughed
shortly. "Do not despair, Shea. Things are not as bad as they may seemto you
right now." He turned abruptly, wal ked back to the head of the table and faced
t he ot hers.

"We must recover the Sword at all costs. There is no other choice left to
us. If we fail to do this, the whole of the land will be plunged into the
greatest war the races have seen since the near destruction of life two
t housand years ago. The Sword is the key. Wthout it, we rmust fall back on our
nortal strength, our fighting prowess-a battle with iron and nuscle that can
only result in uncountable thousands dying on both sides. The evil is the



Warl ock Lord, and he cannot be destroyed without the aid of the Sword-and the
courage of a few nen, not the | east of whom nmust be those of us in this room"

Agai n he paused to neasure the force of his words. There was absol ute
silence as he | ooked doubtfully at the silent gallery of grimfaces staring
back. Suddenly Menion, Leah rose at the far end of the table and faced the gi ant
speaker.

"What you are suggesting is that we go after the Sword-to Paranor."

Al l anon nodded slowy, a half smile playing over his thin |ips as he
waited for a reaction fromthe startled listeners. H s deep-set eyes twi nkled
bl ackly beneath the great brow, watching carefully the faces about him Menion
sat down slowy, total disbelief showing plainly on his handsone features, as
Al l anon conti nued.

"The Sword is still at Paranor; there is an excellent possibility that it
will remain there. Neither Brona nor the Bearers of the Skull can personally
renove the talisman-its nmere physical presence is an anathema to their continued
exi stence in the nortal world. Any form of exposure for nore than severa
m nutes woul d cause excruciating pain. This neans that any attenpt to transport
the Sword north to the Skull Kingdom must be acconplished by use of the Ghones
t hat hol d Paranor.

"Eventine and his Elven warriors were given the task of securing the Druid
stronghol d and the Sword. While Paranor has been lost to us, the Elves stil
hold the southern stretch of the Strel eheimnorth of the fortress, and any
attenpt to travel north to the Dark Lord woul d require breaking through their
patrols. Apparently Eventine was not at Paranor when it was taken, and | have no

reason to believe that he will not endeavor to regain the Sword or, at the very
| east, thwart any attenpt to renobve it. The Warlock Lord will be aware of this,
and | do not think he will risk |losing the weapon by having the Ghones carry it
out. Instead, he will entrench at Paranor until his arny noves south.

"There is a possibility that the Warl ock Lord does not expect us to
attenpt to regain the Sword. He may believe that the House of Shannara has been
exterm nated. He nay expect us to concentrate on strengthening our defenses
against his forthcomng assault. If we act imrediately, a snall party may be
able to slip into the Keep undetected and retrieve the Sword. Such an
undert aki ng woul d be dangerous, but if there is even the renotest chance of
success, the risk is worth it."

Bal i nor had risen and indicated he wi shed to speak to those assenbl ed.

Al l anon nodded and sat down. "I do not understand the power of the Sword over
the Warl ock Lord-that nuch | freely admit,"” the tall warrior began. "But | do
know the threat that we all face if Brona's arny invades the Southland and the
Anar as our reports indicate it is preparing to do. My honeland will be the
first to face this threat, and if | can prevent it in any way, then | cannot do
otherwise. | will go with Alanon."

The Dwarfs | eaped up again at this point and enthusiastically shouted
their support. Allanon stood up and raised his long armin a plea for silence.

"These two young Elves at ny side are cousins of Eventine. They will
acconpany nme, for their stake in this matter is at |east as great as your own.
Balinor will go as well, and I will take one of the Dwarf chieftains-no nore.
This rmust be a small, highly skilled party of hunters if we are to succeed. Pick
t he best nan anong you and let himcome with us.”

He | ooked to the end of the table, where Shea and Flick sat watching in a
nm xed state of shock and confusion. Menion Leah pondered quietly, |ooking at no
one in particular. Allanon glanced expectantly at Shea, his grimface suddenly
softening as he saw the frightened eyes of the young Val eman who had cone so
far, through so many dangers to this apparent haven of safety, only to be told
that he was expected to leave it for an even nore perilous trip northward. But
there had been no time to break the news to the Valenan in a gentle way. He
shook his head doubtfully and waited.



"I think I had better go." The abrupt declaration came from Meni on, who
had again risen to his feet to face the others. "I cane with Shea this far to be
certain he reached the safety of Cul haven, which he has done. My duty to himis
finished, but | owe it to nmy honel and and to ny people to protect themin any
way | can."

"What can you offer then?" asked Allanon abruptly, astonished that the
hi ghl ander woul d vol unteer w thout first speaking to his friends. Shea and Flick
were clearly dunmbfounded by this unexpected announcenent.

“I"'mthe best bowran in the Southland,” Menion answered snoothly.
"Probably the best tracker as well."

Al'l anon seenmed to hesitate for a noment, then | ooked to Balinor, who
qui etly shrugged. For a brief noment Menion and Allanon | ocked gazes, as if to
judge each other's intentions. Menion sniled coldly at the grimhistorian

"Why should | answer to you?" he queried shortly.

The dark figure at the other end of the table stared at hi m al nost
curiously and a deathly silence settled over the conpany. Even Balinor stepped
back one short pace in shock. Shea knew instantly that Meni on was asking for
trouble and that everyone at the table except the three conpani ons knew
somet hi ng about the foreboding Allanon they did not. The frightened Val eman shot
a quick look at Flick, whose flushed face had gone pale at the thought of a
confrontati on between the two nen. Desperate to avoid any trouble, Shea stood up
suddenly and cleared his throat. Everyone |ooked in his direction, and his m nd
went bl ank.

"You have sonething to say?" demanded All anon bl ackly. Shea nodded and his
m nd raced desperately, know ng what was expected. He | ooked again to Flick, who
managed a barely perceptible nod indicating that he woul d go al ong wi th whatever
hi s brother decided. Shea cleared his throat a second tine.

"My special skill appears to be that | was born in the wong famly, but I
had better see this matter through. Flick and I-Menion, too-will go to Paranor."
Al | anon nodded his approval and even nanaged a slight snile, inwardly
pl eased with the young Val eman. Shea, nore than any of the others, had to be
strong. He was the |ast son of the house of Shannara, and the fate of so many

woul d depend on that single, small chance of birth.

At the other end of the table, Menion Leah relaxed quietly in his seat, a
barely audi ble sigh of relief escaping his lips as he silently congratul at ed
hi nsel f. He had deliberately provoked Allanon, and in so doing had forced Shea
to come to his rescue by agreeing to go to Paranor. It had been a desperate
ganble to induce the little Valeman to make up his mnd that he was going with
them The hi ghl ander had cone close to what mi ght have been a fata
confrontation with Allanon. He had been | ucky. He wondered if luck would smle
on all of themduring the journey ahead.

I X
Shea stood quietly in the darkness outside the assenbly hall and | et the night
air wash over his hot face in cool waves. Flick was i mediately to his right,
the broad face grimin the shadowed noonlight. Menion | eaned idly against a tal
oak some yards off to their left. The neeting had concluded, and Allanon had
asked themto wait for him The tall wanderer was still inside making
preparations with the Dwarf elders to counter the expected invasion fromthe
upper Anar. Balinor was with them coordinating the defense of the faned Border
Legion in distant Callahorn with that of the Dwarf arnmy of the Eastland. Shea
was relieved to be out of the stuffy little roomout in the open night where he
could consider nore clearly his hasty decision to go with the conpany to
Par anor. He knew and he guessed Flick must have known as well-that they could
not expect to stay out of the inevitable conflict centering around the Sword of
Shannara. They coul d have stayed in Cul haven, living al nost |ike prisoners,



hopi ng that the Dwarf people would protect themfromthe searchi ng Skul

Bearers. They could have stayed in this strange |land, apart fromall who knew
them perhaps forgotten in time by everyone except the Dwarfs. But to alienate
t hensel ves that way woul d have been worse than any imagi nable fate at the hands
of the enemy. For the first tine Shea realized that he nust accept the fact,
finally and forever, that he was no |l onger nerely the adopted son of Curzad
OGhnsford. He was a son of the Elven House of Shannara, the son of kings and the
heir to the fabled Sword, and though he woul d have wi shed it otherw se, he nust
accept what chance had decreed for him

He | ooked quietly at his brother, who stood lost in thought, staring at
t he darkened earth, and he felt a keen pang of sorrow at the renenbrance of the
other's loyalty. Flick was courageous and | oved him but he had not bargai ned
for this unexpected turn of events that would take theminto the heart of the
eneny's country. Shea did not want Flick to be involved in this matter-it was
not his responsibility. He knew that the stocky Val eman woul d never desert him
so long as he felt he could help, but perhaps now Flick could be persuaded to
remai n behind, even to return to Shady Vale to explain to their father what had
befall en them But even as he toyed with the idea, he discarded it, know ng that
Flick woul d never turn back. Watever el se happened, he would see this matter
t hr ough.

"There was a tine," Flick's quiet voice broke into his thoughts, "when
woul d have sworn that | would live out ny life in uneventful solitude in Shady
Vale. Now it appears that | will be a part of an effort to save mankind."

"Do you think I should have chosen ot herw se?" Shea asked after a nmoment's
silent thought.

“"No, | don't think so." Flick shook his head. "But remenber what we tal ked
about on the trip hereabout things being beyond our control, even our
under st andi ng? You see how little control we now have over what's to becone of
us."

He paused and | ooked squarely over to his brother. "I think you nade the
ri ght choice, and whatever happens, I'll be with you."

Shea smiled broadly and placed a hand on the other's shoul der, thinking to
hinsel f that this was exactly what he had predicted Flick would say. It was a
smal | gesture perhaps, but one that meant nmore to himthan any other could have.
He was aware of the sudden approach of Menion fromthe other side and turned to
face the highlander.

"I suppose you think nme sone sort of fool after what happened in there
tonight,"” Menion stated abruptly. "But this fool stands along with old Flick
VWhat ever happens, we'll face it together, be it nmortal or spirit.”

"You caused that scene in there to get Shea to agree to go, didn't you?"
an irate Flick demanded. "That's the lowest trick | have ever witnessed!"

"Never mind, Flick," Shea cut himshort. "Menion knew what he was doi ng,
and he did the right thing. | would have decided to go anyway-at least 1'd |ike
to believe I would. Now we've got to forget the past, forget our differences,
and stand together for our own preservation.”

"As long as | stand where | can see him" retorted his brother bitterly.

The door to the conference room opened suddenly and the broad figure of
Bal i nor was silhouetted in the torchlight fromw thin. He surveyed the three men
standi ng just beyond himin the darkness, then closed the door and wal ked over
to them snmiling slightly as he approached.

“I"'mglad you decided to come with us, all of you," he stated sinply. "I
nust add, Shea, that w thout you, the trip would have been pointless. Wthout
the heir of Jerle Shannara, the Sword is only so much netal ."

"What can you tell us about this nagic weapon?" Menion asked quickly.

“I'"l'l leave that to Allanon," replied Balinor. "He plans to speak with you
here in just a few minutes."



Meni on nodded, inwardly disturbed at the prospect of encountering the tal
man agai n that evening, but curious to hear nore about the power of the Sword.
Shea and Flick exchanged quick glances. At last they would learn the full story
behi nd what was happening in the Northland.

"Why are you here, Balinor?" Flick asked cautiously, not wishing to pry
into the borderman's personal affairs.

"It's a rather long story you would not be interested," replied the other
al nost sharply, imrediately causing Flick to believe he had overstepped his
bounds. Bal i nor saw his chagrined | ook, and snmiled reassuringly. "My fanmly and
| have not been on very good terns lately. My younger brother and | had a .

di sagreenent, and | wanted to |eave the city for a while. Allanon asked ne to
acconpany himto the Anar. Hendel and others were old friends, so | agreed."

"Sounds like a famliar tale," conmented Menion dryly. "I've had sone
problems like that myself fromtime to tinme."

Bal i nor nodded and nanaged a half smile, but Shea could tell fromhis eyes
that he did not consider this a |laughing matter. Watever had caused himto
| eave Cal l ahorn was nore serious than anything Menion had ever encountered in
Leah. Shea qui ckly changed the subject.

"What can you tell us about Allanon? W seemto be placing an unusua
amount of trust in him and we still know absol utely nothing about the man. Wo
is he?"

Bal i nor arched his eyebrows and smled, anused by the question and at the
same time uncertain as to how it should be answered. He wal ked away fromthem a
little, thinking to hinmself, and then turned back abruptly and notioned vaguel y
toward the assenbly hall

"I really don't know nmuch about Allanon nyself,"” he admtted frankly. "He
travels a great deal, exploring the country, recording in his notes the changes
and growth of the land and its people. He's well known in all the nations-I
t hi nk he has been everywhere. The extent of his know edge of this world is
extraordi nary-nost of it isn't in any book. He is very remarkable ..."

"But who is he?" Shea persisted eagerly, feeling that he nust learn the
true origin of the historian

"I can't say for certain, because he has never confided conmpletely even in
me, and | amalnost like a son to him" Balinor stated very quietly, so softly
in fact that they all noved a bit closer to be certain they m ssed nothing of
what was to follow. "The elders of the Dwarfs and of my own ki ngdom say that he
is the greatest of the Druids, that alnost forgotten Council that governed nen
over a thousand years ago. They say that he is a direct descendant of the Druid
Br emen- per haps even of Galaphile hinmself. | think there is nmore than a little
truth in that statenent, because he went to Paranor often and stayed for |ong
periods, recording his findings in the great record books stored there."

He paused for a nmonent and his three |isteners glanced at each ot her
wondering if the grimhistorian could actually be a direct descendant of the
Druids, thinking in awe of the centuries of history behind the man. Shea had
suspected before that Allanon was one of the ancient philosopher-teachers known
as Druids, and it seened apparent that the man possessed a greater know edge of
the races and the origins of the threat facing themthan did anyone el se. He
turned back to Balinor, who was speaki ng agai n.

"I can't explainit, but I don't believe we could be in better conpany for
any peril, even were we to cone face to face with the Warl ock Lord hinself.
Though | haven't one shred of concrete evidence nor even an exanple to cite you,
I"'mcertain that Allanon's power is beyond anything we have ever seen. He woul d
be a very, very dangerous enemy."

"Of that, | haven't the slightest doubt," Flick nuttered dryly.

Only mnutes |ater, the door of the conference room opened and Al |l anon
stepped quietly into view. In the half-light of the noon, he was huge and
forbidding, alnbst a replica of the dreaded Skull Bearers they feared so much,



the dark cape billowing slightly as he noved toward them his |ean face hidden
in the depths of the Iong cow about his head. They were silent as he
approached, wondering what he would tell them what it would mean for themin

t he days ahead. Perhaps he knew their thoughts instinctively as he wal ked up to
them but their eyes could not pierce the mask of inscrutability that cl oaked
his grimfeatures and sheltered the man buried within. They could only see the
sudden glint of his eyes as he stopped before them and | ooked slowy from one
face to the next. A deep silence settled om nously over the little group

"The tinme has conme for you to learn the full story behind the Sword of
Shannara, to learn the history of the races as only |I knowit to be." His voice
reached out and drew them commandingly to him "It is essential that Shea should
understand, and since the rest of you share the risks involved, you should al so
know the truth. What you will |earn tonight nust be kept in confidence until I
tell you it no longer matters. This will be hard, but you nust do it."

He notioned for themto follow himand noved away fromthe clearing
drawi ng them deeper into the darkness of the trees beyond. Wen they were
several hundred feet into the forest, he turned into a small, alnost hidden
clearing. He seated hinself on the worn stub of an ancient trunk and notioned
the others to find a place. They did so quickly and waited in silence as the
fanmous historian gathered his thoughts and prepared to speak

"Avery long tine ago," he began finally, still considering his
expl anati on as he spoke, "before the Great Wars, before the existence of the
races as we know t hem today, the | and was-or was thought to be popul ated only by
Man. Civilization had devel oped even before then for many thousands of years-
years of hard toil and |learning that brought Man to a point where he was on the
verge of mastering the secrets of life itself. It was a fabulous, exciting tine
to live in, so expansive that nuch of it would be totally beyond your
conprehensi on were | enpowered to draw you the npost perfect picture. But while
Man worked all those years to discover the secrets of life, he never managed to
escape his overpowering fascination for death. It was a constant alternative,
even in the nost civilized of the nations. Strangely enough, the catal yst of
each new di scovery was the sane endl ess pursuit-the study of science. Not the
sci ence the races know today-not the study of animal life, plant life, the earth
and the sinple arts. This was a science of nachi nes and power, one that divided
itself into infinite fields of exploration, all of which worked toward the sane
two ends-di scovering better ways to live or quicker ways to kill."

He paused and | aughed grimy to hinself, cocking his head in the direction
of the attentive Balinor.

"Very strange i ndeed, when you think about it-that Man shoul d spend so
much tinme working toward two such obviously d|fferent goal s. Even now not hi ng
has changed-even after all these years .

H's voice trailed off for a noment and Shea risked a brief |ook at the
others, but their eyes were fixed on the, speaker

"Sci ences of physical power!"™ Allanon's sudden excl amation brought Shea's
head around with a snap. "These were the neans to all the ends of that era. Two
t housand years ago the achi evenents of the hunman race were unparalleled in
earth's history. Man's age-old eneny, Death, could now claimonly those who had
lived out their natural lifetime. Sickness was virtually elinm nated and, given a
bit more time, Man woul d even have found a way to prolong life. Some
phi | osophers claimed that the secrets of |ife were forbidden to nortals. No one
had ever proved ot herw se. They mi ght have done so, but their tinme ran out and
the sane el ements of power that had nade |life free fromsickness and infirmty
nearly destroyed it altogether. The G eat Wars began, building gradually from
smal | er disputes between a few peoples and spreadi ng steadily, despite the
realization of what was happeni ng-spreading fromlittle matters into basic
hatreds: race, nationality, boundaries, creeds . . . in the end, everything
Then suddenly, so suddenly that few knew what happened, the entire world was



enveloped in a series of retaliatory attacks by the different countries, al
very scientifically planned and executed. In a natter of mnutes, the science
of thousands of years, the learning of centuries, culmnated in an alnost tota
destruction of life.

"The Great Wars." The deep voice was grim the glint of the dark eyes
wat ching carefully the faces of his listeners. "Very apt name. The power
expended in those few mnutes of battle not only succeeded in w ping out those
t housands of years of human growh, but it al so began a series of explosions and
upheaval s that conpletely altered the surface of the land. The initial force did
nost of the dammge, killing every living thing over ninety percent of the face
of the earth, but the aftereffects carried on the alteration and extinction
breaki ng the continents apart, drying up oceans, naking |ands and seas
uni nhabi t abl e for several hundred years. It should have been the end of al
life, perhaps the end of the world itself. Only a mracle prevented that end."

"I can't believe it." The words slipped out before Shea could catch
hinsel f, and All anon | ooked toward him the famliar nocking smle spreading
over his |ips.

"That's your history of civilized man, Shea," he nurmured darkly. "But
what happened thereafter concerns us nore directly. Remmants of the race of Man
managed to survive during the terrible period follow ng the holocaust, living in
i sol ated sectors of the globe, fighting the elements for survival. This was the
begi nni ng of the devel opnent of the races as they are today-Men, Dwarfs, Gnones,
Troll's, and sone say the Elves-but they were always there and that's anot her
story for another time."

Al l anon had nade exactly the sane coment concerning the Elven people to
the Ohnsford brothers in Shady Val e. Shea wanted badly to stop the, narration at
that point to ask about the race of Elves and about his own origin. But he knew
better than to irritate the tall historian by breaking in as he had severa
times during their first neeting.

"A few nen renenbered the secrets of the sciences that had shaped their
way of life prior to the destruction of the old world. Only a few renenbered.
Most were little more than primtive creatures, and the few could recollect only
bits and pieces of know edge. But they had kept their books of |earning intact
and these could tell them nost of the secrets of the old sciences. They kept
t hem hi dden and secure during that first several hundred years, unable to put
the words to practical use, waiting for the tinme when they might. They read
their precious texts instead and then, as the books thensel ves began to crunble
with age and there was no way to preserve them or copy them those few nen who
possessed t he books began to menorize the information. The years passed and the
know edge was passed down carefully fromfather to son, each generation keeping
t he know edge safely within the famly, guarding it fromthose who didn't use it
wi sely, who might create a world in which the Great Wars coul d happen a second
time. In the end, even after it once again became possible to record the
information in those irrepl aceabl e books, the nen who had menorized them
declined to do so. They were still afraid of the consequences, afraid of each
ot her and even thensel ves. So they decided, individually for the nost part, to
wait for the right tine to offer their knowl edge to the grow ng new races.

"The years passed in this way as the new races slowy began to devel op
beyond the stage of primtive life. They began to unify into communities, trying
to build a new life out of the dust of the old but as you have al ready been
told, they did not prove equal to the task. They quarreled violently over | and,
petty di sputes which soon turned to arnmed conflict between the races. It was
t hen, when the sons of those who had first kept the secrets of the old life, the
ol d sciences, saw that matters were steadily regressing toward the very thing
that had destroyed the old world, that they decided to act. The man call ed
Gal aphi | e saw what was happening and realized that if nothing were done, the
races would surely be at war. So he called together a select group of nen, al



he could find who possessed any know edge of the old books, to a council at
Par anor . "

"So that was the first Druid Council," murmured Menion Leah in wonder. "A
council of all the know edgeabl e nen of that era, pooling their learning to save
the races."

"A very praisewrthy effort at explaining a desperate attenpt to prevent
exterm nation of life," laughed Allanon shortly. "The Druid Council was forned
with the best intentions on the part of npst, perhaps all at first. They exerted
a tremendous influence over the races because they were capable of offering so
much to make |ife considerably better for everyone. They operated strictly as a
group, each nman contributing his know edge for the benefit of all. Although they
succeeded in preventing an outbreak of total war, and kept peace between the
races at first, they encountered unexpected problens. The know edge that each
possessed had becone unavoidably altered in small ways in the telling from
generation to generation, so that many of the key understandi ngs were different
than they had been.

"Conplicating the situation was an understandable inability to coordinate
the different materials, the know edge of the different sciences. For many of
t he council menbers, the | earning passed down to them by their ancestors |acked
nmeaning in practical terns and nuch of it appeared to be so many junbl ed words.
So while the Druids, as they called thensel ves after an ancient group who sought
understandi ng, were able to aid the races in nmany ways, they found thensel ves
unabl e to pi ece together enough out of the texts they had menorized to master
readily any of the inportant concepts of the great sciences, the concepts they
felt certain would help the country to grow and prosper."

"Then the Druids wanted the old world rebuilt on their terms," spoke up
Shea quickly. "They wanted to prevent the wars that had destroyed themthe first
time, yet re-create the benefits of all the old sciences."

Fli ck shook his head in bew | derment, unable to see what all this had to
do with the Warlock Lord and the Sword.

"Correct," Allanon noted. "But the Druid Council, for all its vast
know edge and good i ntentions, overl ooked a basic concept of human exi stence.
VWhenever an intelligent creature possesses an innate desire to inprove its
conditions, to unlock the secrets of progress, it will find the neans to do so-
if not by one nethod, then by another. The Drui ds secluded thensel ves at
Par anor, away fromthe races of the |and, while they worked alone or in snal
groups to master the secrets of the old sciences. Mst relied on the material at
hand, the know edge of individual nenbers related to that of the entire Counci
to try to rebuild and reconstruct the old nmeans of harnessing power. But some
were not content with this approach. A few felt that, instead of trying to
understand the words and thoughts of the ancient recollections better, such
know edge as could be inmedi ately grasped shoul d be acted upon and devel oped in
connection with new i deas, new rationalizations.

"So it was that a few nmenbers of the council, acting under the |eadership
of one called Brona, began to delve into the ancient mysteries wthout waiting
for a full understanding of the old sciences. They had phenonenal ni nds, genius
in a few instances, and they were eager to succeed, inpatient to naster the
power that would be so useful to the races. But by a strange quirk of fate,
their discoveries and their devel opnents | ed themfurther and further fromthe
studi es of the Council. The old sciences were puzzles w thout answers for them
and so they deviated into other fields of thought, slowy and relentlessly
intertwining thenselves in a realmof study that none had ever nmastered and none
call ed science. Wiat they began to unveil was the infinite power of the nystic-
sorcery! They nastered a few of the secrets of the nystic before they were
di scovered by the Council and commanded to abandon their work. There was a
vi ol ent di sagreenent and the followers of Brona | eft the Council in anger



determ ned to continue their own approach. They di sappeared and were not seen
again."

He paused for a monent, considering his explanation. Hi s |isteners waited
i mpatiently.

"We know now what happened in the years that followed. During his
prol onged studi es, Brona uncovered the deepest secrets of sorcery and nastered
them But in the process he lost his own identity, eventually even his own sou
to the powers he had sought so eagerly. Forgotten were the old sciences and
their purpose in the world of nan. Forgotten was the Druid Council and its goa
of a better world. Forgotten was everything but the driving urge to |learn nore
of the nystic arts, the secrets of the mnd s power to reach into other worlds.
Brona was obsessed with the need to extend his power-to dom nate nen and the
worl d they inhabited through nastery of this terrible force. The result of this
anmbition was the infamus First War of the Races, when he gai ned dom nation over
t he weak and confused ninds of the race of Man, causing that hapl ess people to
make war on the other races, subjecting themto the will of the man who was no
| onger a man, who was no | onger even the naster of hinself."

"And his followers . . .?" asked Menion slowy.

"Victims of the same. They became servants to their |eader, all slaves of
t he strange power of sorcery . " Allanon trailed off hesitantly, as if to add
sonet hing. but uncertain of its effect on his listeners. Thinking better of it,
he continued. "The fact that these unfortunate Druids stunbled onto the very
opposite of what they were seeking is in itself a lesson to Man. Perhaps wth
pati ence, they m ght have pieced together the mssing links to the old sciences
rat her than uncovering the terrible power of the spirit world that fed eagerly
on their unprotected mnds until they were devoured. Human ni nds are not
equi pped to face the realities of nonmaterial existence on this sphere. It is
too much for any nortal to bear for long."

Again he trailed off into om nous silence. The |isteners now understood
the nature of the eneny they were trying to outwit. They were up agai nst a man
who was no | onger a human, but the projection of sone great force beyond their
own conprehension, a force so powerful that Allanon feared it could affect the
human mi nd.

"The rest you al ready know," Allanon began again rather sharply. "The
creature called Brona, who no |onger resenbl ed anythi ng human, was the directing
force behind both of the Race Wars. The Skull Bearers are the followers of their
ol d naster Brona, those Druids once hunman in form once a part of the Council at
Par anor. They cannot escape their fate any nore than he can. The very forns they
take are an enbodi ment of the evil they represent. But nore inportant for our
pur poses, they represent a new age for nmankind, for all the people of the four
| ands. While the old sciences have di sappeared into our history, forgotten now
as conpletely as the years when machi nes were the godsend of an easy life, the
enchant nent of sorcery has replaced thema nore powerful, nore dangerous threat
to human life than any before it. Do not doubt me, my friends. W live in the
age of the sorcerer and his power threatens to consune us all!"

There was a nonent of silence. A deep stillness hung oppressively in the
forest night as Allanon's final words seened to echo back with ringing
sharpness. Then Shea spoke softly.

"What is the secret of the Sword of Shannara?"

"In the First War of the Races,"” Allanon replied in al nost a whisper, "the
power of the Druid Brona was limted. As a result, the conbined mght of the,
ot her races, coupled with the know edge of the Druid Council, defeated his arny
of Men and drove himinto hiding. He m ght have ceased to be and the whol e
i nci dent been witten off as merely another chapter in history-another war
bet ween nortal s-except that he nanaged to unlock the secret of perpetuating his
spiritual essence long after his nortal remains should have deconposed and
turned to dust. Sonehow he preserved his own spirit, feeding it on the power of



the nystic forces he now possessed, giving it alife apart frommateriality,
apart fromnortality. He now was able to bridge the two worlds-the world we |ive
in and the spirit world beyond, where he sumopned the bl ack waiths that had for
centuries lain dormant, and waited for his time to strike back. As he waited, he
wat ched the races drift apart as he knew they nust in tinme, and the power of the
Druid Council wane as their interest in the races grew lax. As with all things
evil, he waited until the balance of hatred, envy, greed-the human failings
conmmon to all the races-outwei ghed the goodness and ki ndness, and then he
struck. Gaining easy control of the primtive, warlike Rock Trolls of the
Charnal Mountains, he reinforced their nunbers with creatures of the spirit
wor |l d he now served, and his arnmy nmarched on the divided races.

"As you know, they crushed the Druid Council and destroyed it-all save a
few who fled to safety. One of those who escaped was an aged nystic named
Bremen, who had foreseen the danger and in vain attenpted to warn the others. As
a Druid, he was originally a historian and in that capacity had studied the
First War of the Races and |l earned of Brona and his followers. Intrigued by what
they had attenmpted to do, and suspicious that perhaps the nysterious Druid had
acqui red powers that no one had known about nor could have hoped to conbat,
Bremen began his own study of the nystic arts, but with greater care and respect
for the possible power he felt he mght unlock. After several years of this
pursuit, he became convinced that Brona was indeed still existent and that the
next war upon the human race woul d be started and eventual |y deci ded by the
powers of sorcery and bl ack magic. You can inmagine the response he received to
this theory-he was practically thrown fromthe confines of Paranor. As a result,
he began to master the nystic arts on his own and so was not present when the
castle at Paranor fell to the Troll arny. Wwen he | earned that the Council had
been taken, he knew that if he did not act, the races would be | eft defenseless
agai nst the enchantment Brona had mastered, power that nortals knew not hing
about. But he was faced with the problem of how to defeat a creature who coul d
not be touched by any nortal weapon, one who had survived for over five hundred
years. He went to the greatest nation of his tine-the Elven peopl e under the
conmand of a courageous young King named Jerl e Shannara-and offered his
assi stance. The El ven peopl e had al ways respected Bremen, because they
under st ood hi mbetter than even his fellow Druids. He had |ived anong them for
years prior to the fall of Paranor, while studying the science of the nystic."

"There is sonething | don't understand." Balinor spoke up suddenly. "If
Bremen was a naster of the nystic arts, why could he not hinmself challenge the
power of the Warlock Lord?"

Al l anon' s response was sonmehow evasive. "He did confront Brona in the end
on the Plains of Streleheim though it was not a battle that was visible to
nortal eyes, and both disappeared. It was presuned that Brenen had defeated the
Spirit King, but time has proven otherw se, and now . " He hesitated only an
i nstant before quickly returning to his narrative, but the enphasis on the pause
was not lost on any of his |listeners.

“I'n any event, Brenmen realized that what was needed was a talisman to
serve as a shield against the possible return of one such as Brona at anot her
time when there was no one famliar with the nystic arts to offer assistance to
t he peoples of the four |ands. So he conceived the idea of the Sword, a weapon
whi ch woul d contain the power to defeat the Warlock Lord. Brenmen forged the
Sword of Shannara with the aid of his own nystic prowess, shaping it with nore
than the nere netal of our own world, giving it that special protective
characteristic of all talismans against the unknown. The Sword was to draw its
strength fromthe mnds of the nortals for whomit acted as a shield-the power
of the Sword was their own desire to remain free, to give up even their lives to
preserve that freedom This was the power which enabled Jerle Shannara to
destroy the spirit-dom nated Northland arny then; it is the same power that nust
now be used to send the Warl ock Lord back into the linmbo world to which he



bel ongs, to inprison himthere for all eternity, to cut off entirely his passage
back to this world. But as long as he has the Sword, then he has a chance to
prevent its power from being used to destroy himforever, and that, my friends,
is the one thing that rmust not be."

"But then why is it that only a son of the House of Shannara . . .?" The
question forned on Shea's funbling lips, his own nind reeling confusedly.

"That is the greatest irony of all!" exclained A lanon before the question
was even conpleted. "If you have followed all that | have rel ated about the

change of life following the Great Wars, the giving way of the old materialistic
sciences to the science of the present age, the science of the nystic, then you
wi || understand what | am about to explain-the strangest phenonenon of all

Wil e the sciences of old operated on practical theories built around things
that could be seen and touched and felt, the sorcery of our own tine operates on
an entirely different principle. Its power is potent only when it is believed,
for it is power over the m nd which can neither be touched nor seen through
human senses. |If the mnd does not truly find sone basis for belief inits

exi stence, then it can have no real effect. The Warlock Lord realizes this, and
the mind s fear of and belief in the unknown-the worlds, the creatures, all the
occurrences that cannot be understood by nen's linted senses-offer himnore

t han enough basi s upon which to practice the nystic arts. He has been relying on
this premise for over five hundred years. In the same way, the Sword of Shannara
cannot be an effective weapon unless the one holding it believes in his power to
use it. When Bremen gave the sword to Jerle Shannara, he nade the mi stake of
giving it directly to a king and to the house of a king-he did not give it to

t he people of the |ands.

As a result, through human m sunderstandi ng and hi storical misconception
the universal belief grew that the Sword was the weapon of the Elven King al one
and that only those descended of his blood could take up the Sword agai nst the
Warl ock Lord. So now, unless it is held by a son of the House of Shannara, that
person can never fully believe in his right to use it. The ancient tradition
that only such a one can wield it will make all others doubt-and there nust be
no doubt, or it will not operate. Instead, it will becone nmerely another piece
of metal. Only the blood and belief of a descendant of Shannara can invoke the
| atent power of the great Sword."

He concl uded. The silence that foll owed was holl ow. There was nothing |eft
to tell the four that could be told. Allanon reconsidered briefly what he had
prom sed hinself. He had not told them everything, purposely holding back the
little nore that would have proved the final terror for them He inwardly felt
torn between the desire to have it all out and the gnawing realization that it
woul d destroy any chance of success; their success was of paranmount inportance-
only he knew the full truth of that fact. So he sat in silence, bitter in his
private know edge and angered by the self-inmposed Ilinits he had set for hinself-
the limts that forbade a conplete revelation to those who had cone to depend
upon himso very heavily.

"Then only Shea can use the Sword if
abruptly.

"Only Shea has the birthright. Only Shea."

It was so quiet that even the night life of the forest seened to have
stilled its incessant chatter in sober contenplation of the grimhistorian's
reply. The future cane down to each as a sinple declaration of existence-succeed
or be destroyed.

"Leave ne now," conmmanded Al l anon suddenly. "Sleep while you can. W | eave
this haven at sunrise for the halls of Paranor."

Bal i nor broke the silence



The norning cane quickly for the small conpany, and the golden hal f-1ight of
dawn found them preparing to begin their long journey with sleep-filled eyes.
Bal i nor, Menion, and the Val enmen waited for the appearance of Allanon and the
cousins of Eventine. No one spoke, partly because each was still half asleep and
had very little to recommend himin the way of good hunor, and partly because
each was inwardly thinking about the hazardous trip that |ay ahead. Shea and
Flick sat quietly on a small stone bench, not |ooking at each other as they
considered the tale Allanon had related to themthe previ ous night, wondering
what possi bl e chance they had of recovering the Sword of Shannara, using it

agai nst the Warlock Lord to destroy him and still returning alive to their

honel and. Shea, particularly, had passed the point where his chief enption was
fear; now he felt only a sense of nunbness that dulled his nmnd into self-

i mposed surrender, a robot-like acceptance of the fact that he was being led to
t he proverbial slaughter. Yet in spite of this resigned attitude toward the
journey to Paranor, somewhere in the back of his confused mnd was the |lingering
belief that he could work out all of these seem ngly insurnountabl e obstacles.
He could feel it lurking there, waiting for a nore opportune nonment to arise and
demand satisfaction. But for the noment he allowed, hinself to |apse dutifully

i nto nunbed acqui escence.

The Val emren were dressed in woodsman garb provi ded by the Dwarf peopl e,

i ncl udi ng warm hal f-cl oaks in which they now wapped thensel ves to ward off the
chill of the early nmorning. In addition, they carried the short hunting knives

t hey had brought with themfromthe Vale, tucked in their |eather belts. Their
packs were necessarily conmpact, in accord with the Valenen's small size. The
country they would pass through offered sone of the best hunting in all the
Sout hl and, and there were several small communities friendly to Allanon and the
Dwarfs. But it was al so the honme of the Gnhonme people, the longtine, bitter

enem es of the Dwarfs. There was sone hope the little band would be able to

mai ntai n an advantage of stealth and secrecy in their travel and avoid any
confrontation with Ghone hunters. Shea had carefully packed away the Elfstones
in their |eather pouch, showing themto no one. Allanon had not nentioned them
since he had arrived in Cul haven. Whether this was an oversi ght or not, Shea was
not about to give up the one really potent weapon that he possessed and kept the
pouch hidden within his tunic.

Meni on Leah stood several yards away fromthe brothers, pacing idly. He
wore particularly nondescript hunting clothes, |oose-fitting and colored to
blend with the land to nake his task as tracker and huntsnman as unconplicated as
possi ble. H's shoes were soft |eather, toughened by certain oils to enable him
to stal k anything w thout being heard and still travel the toughest ground
wi thout injuring the soles of his feet. Strapped to his | ean back was the great
sword, sheathed now, its strong hilt glinting dully in the early light as he
shifted restlessly about. Across his shoul der he carried the | ong ash bow and
its arrows, his favorite weapon on hunting trips.

Bal i nor wore the familiar [ong hunting cl oak wapped cl osely about his
tall, broad frame, the cow pulled up around his head. Beneath the cloak was the
chain mail which could be seen glinting sharply ever so often as his arms
enmerged in brief gestures frombeneath the shielding of the garment. He carried
in his belt a long hunting knife and the nost enornpus sword that the Val emen
had ever seen. It was so huge that it appeared to themthat one sweep of its
great blade would cut through a man conpletely. It was hidden beneath the cl oak
at the nonent, but the brothers had seen himstrap it to his side as he cane out
to themearlier that norning

Their waiting finally canme to an end as All anon approached fromthe
assenbly hall, acconpanied by the lithe figures of the two El ves. Wthout
stoppi ng, he bade themall good norning and directed themto fall into line for
the trip, warning sharply that once they crossed the Silver River several niles
ahead, they would be in country travel ed by Gnones and that conversation nust be



kept to a mnimum Their route would take themfromthe river directly north

t hrough the Anar Forests into the mountains that |ay beyond. There was | ess
chance that they would be detected traveling through this rough country than
across the plains that lay farther west, where the terrain was adnmttedly nore
even and accessible. Secrecy was the key to their success. If the purpose of
their journey becane known to the Warlock Lord, they were finished. Travel would
be restricted to the daylight hours while they were canouflaged by the forests
and nountains, and they would resort to night travel and risk detection by the
searching Skull Bearers only when they were forced to cross the plains nany
mles to the north.

As their representative on the expedition, the Dwarf chieftain had chosen
Hendel , the cl osenmout hed Fel | ow who had saved Menion fromthe Siren. Hendel |ed
t he conpany out of Cul haven, since he was nost familiar with this part of the
country. At his side wal ked Menion, tal king only occasionally, concentrating
nostly on staying out of the sullen Dnarf's way and trying to avoid draw ng
attention to his presence, sonething the Dwarf felt was totally unnecessary.
Several paces back fromthemwere the two Elves, their slimfigures |ike brief
shadows as they noved gracefully, effortlessly, speaking with each other in
qui et musical voices that Shea found reassuring. Both carried | ong ash bows
simlar to Menion's. They wore no cloaks-only the strange, close-fitting outfits
they had worn at the council the night before. Shea and Flick foll owed them and
behi nd the Val enen wal ked the silent |eader of the conpany, his |long strides
covering the ground with ease, his dark face lowered to the trail. Balinor
brought up the rear. Both Shea and Flick were quick to realize that their
position in the center of the conpany was to assure their maxi mum protection
Shea knew how val uabl e the others felt he was to the success of the m ssion, but
he was al so painfully aware that they considered himincapabl e of defending
hinsel f in case of any real danger

The conpany reached the Silver River and crossed at a narrow spot where
the winding thread of gl eam ng water was spanned by a sturdy wooden bridge. Al
tal ki ng ceased once the had passed over, and all eyes went to the dense rest
about them watching uneasily. The going was still relatively smooth; the ground
was | evel as the path wound sharply through the great forest, |eading them
steadily northward. The |ight of the nmorning sun shone in |long streamers through
cracks in the heavy branches, occasionally cutting across their path and
catching their faces as they wal ked, warmng thembriefly in the cool air of the
forest. Beneath their feet, the fallen |l eaves and twi gs were soaked with a heavy
dew, meking a cushion that masked the sound of their footsteps and hel ped to
preserve the quiet of the day. Al about themthey could hear sounds of life,

t hough they saw only nmulticolored birds and a few squirrels that scanpered
eagerly about their treetop donains, sonetines raining the travelers below with
torrents of nuts and twigs as they |eaped frombranch to branch. The trees
prevented the nmenbers of the conpany from seeing nuch of anything, their great
girth ranging fromthree to ten feet in dianmeter, and their huge roots
stretching out fromthe trunks like mamoth fingers, digging their way
relentlessly into the earth of the forest floor. The view fromevery direction
was nmasked, and the conpany had to content itself with relying on Hendel's
famliarity with the country and the pathfindi ng know edge of Menion Leah to
gui de them t hrough the maze of vegetation

The first day passed without incident, and they spent the night beneath
the giant trees, sonewhere north of the Silver River and Cul haven. Hendel was
apparently the only one who knew exactly where they were, though All anon
conversed briefly with the taciturn Dwarf concerning their whereabouts and the
route they were taking. The conpany ate its dinner cold, fearing that a fire
m ght attract attention. But the general nood was |ight and the conversation was
enj oyabl e. Shea took this opportunity to speak with the two El ves. They were
cousins of Eventine, chosen to acconpany Allanon as representatives of the Elven



ki ngdomand to aid himin his search for the Sword of Shannara. They were
brothers, the elder called Durin, a slim quiet Wstlander who gave the instant
i npression to Shea and the ever-present Flick that he was a nan to be trusted.
The younger brother was Dayel, a shy, extrenely likable fell ow who was severa
years the junior of Shea. Hi s boyish charmwas strangely appealing to the el der
nmenbers of the conpany, particularly Balinor and Hendel, battle-hardened
veterans of so many years of protecting the frontiers of their honel ands, who
found his youth and fresh outlook on life alnost |ike a second chance for them
to regain sonething that had passed them by years before. Durin inforned Shea
that his brother had left their Elven hone several days prior to his narriage to
one of the nost beautiful girls in that country. Shea would not have believed
Dayel old enough to marry, and found it difficult to understand why anyone woul d
| eave on the eve of his marriage. Durin assured himthat it had been his
brother's own choice, but Shea told Flick Iater that he believed that his
relationship to the king had much to do with that decision. So now as the
nmenbers of the conmpany sat quietly and spoke in | ow tones to one another, al
save the silent, aloof Hendel, Shea wondered how nuch the young EIf regretted
his decision to | eave his bride-to-be to come on this hazardous journey to

Par anor. He found hinself w shing inwardly that Dayel had not chosen to be a
nmenber of their party, but had remai ned safe within the protective confines of
hi s own horel and.

Later that evening, Shea approached Balinor and asked hi m why Dayel had
been all owed to cone on such an expedition. The Prince of Callahorn smled at
t he Val eman's concern, thinking to hinself that the difference in ages between
the two was hardly noticeable to him He told Shea that in a time when the
honel ands of so many people were threatened, no one stopped to question why
another was there to aid themit was nerely accepted. Dayel had chosen to cone
because his King had asked it and because he woul d have felt less of a man in
his own mind had he declined. Balinor explained that Hendel had been wagi ng a
constant battle with the Ghones for years to protect his honeland. The
responsi bility was del egated to hi m because he was one of the nbst experienced
and know edgeabl e bordernmen in the Eastland. He had a wife and fam |y at hone
that he had seen once in the past eight weeks and could not expect to see again
for many nore. Everyone on the journey had a great deal to | ose, he concl uded,
per haps even nore than Shea realized. Wthout explaining his final remark, the
tall borderman noved off to speak with Allanon on other matters. Sonewhat
di scontented by the abrupt finish to their conversation, Shea noved back to join
Flick and the El ven brothers.

"What kind of person is Eventine?" Flick was asking as Shea joined the
group. "l've always heard that he is considered the greatest of the Elven kings,
respected by everyone. What is he really |ike?"

Durin smled broadly and Dayel |aughed nerrily at the question, finding it
somehow anusi ng and unexpect ed.

"What can we say about our own cousin?"

"He is a great King," responded Durin seriously after a few nonents. "Very
young for a king, the other nmonarchs and | eaders woul d say. But he has
foresight, and nost inportant of all, he gets things done before the tine for
doi ng them has passed. He holds the I ove and esteemof all the Elven people.
They woul d fol | ow hi m anywhere, do anything he asked, which is fortunate for al
of us. The elders of our council would prefer to ignore the other lands, to try
to remain isolated. Sheer foolishness, but they're afraid of another war. Only
Eventi ne stands agai nst them and that policy. He knows that the only way to
avoid the war they all fear is to strike first and cut off the head of the arny
whi ch threatens. That is one reason why this nission is so inportant-to see that
this invasion is checked before it has tinme to develop into a full-scale war."

Meni on had sauntered over fromthe other side of the snall canpsite and
seated hinself with themjust in tine to hear the |ast coment.



"What do you know of the Sword of Shannara?" he asked curiously.

"Very little actually,"” admtted Dayel, "although for us it's a natter of
history rather than | egend. The Sword has al ways represented a promise to the
El ven people that they need never again fear the creatures fromthe spirit
world. It was always assuned that the threat was finished with the concl usion of
the Second War of the Races, so no one really concerned hinself with the fact
that the entire House of Shannara died out over the years, except for a few such
as Shea whom no one knew about. Eventine's famly, our fanmily, becane rulers
al nrost a hundred years ago-the El essedils. The Sword remmi ned at Paranor
forgotten by nearly everyone until now. "

"What is the power of the Sword?" persisted Menion, a little too eagerly
to suit Flick, who shot Shea a warning gl ance.

"I don't know the answer to that question," Dayel admitted and | ooked to
Durin who shrugged in response and shook his head. "Only Allanon seens to know
that."

They all |ooked nonmentarily toward the tall figure seated in earnest
conversation with Balinor across the clearing. Then Durin turned to the others.

"It is fortunate that we have Shea, a son of the House of Shannara. He
will be able to unlock the secret of the Sword's power once we have it in our
possession, and with that power we can strike at the Dark Lord before he can
create the war that would destroy us."

"I'f we get the Sword, you nean," corrected Shea quickly. Durin
acknow edged this conment with a short |augh of agreement and a reassuring nod.

"There s still sonething about all this that doesn't set right," Menion
declared quietly, rising abruptly and noving off to find a place to sleep. Shea
wat ched himgo and found hinself in agreement with the highlander, but was
unable to see what they could hope to do about their dissatisfaction. R ght now
he felt that there was so little hope of their succeeding in their quest to
regain the sword that for the moment he woul d concentrate on sinply conpleting
the journey to Paranor. For now, he did not even want to think about what m ght
happen after that.

The conpany was awake and back on the wi nding path with the breaking of
the dawn, led by a watchful Hendel. The Dwarf noved them along at a rapid pace
t hrough the mass of great trees and heavy foliage that had grown increasingly
dense as they penetrated deeper into the Anar. The trail was beginning to slope
upward, an indication that they were approaching the nountains that ran the
I ength of the central Anar. At sone point farther north they would be forced to
cross these broad peaks in order to reach the plains to the west that |ay
bet ween them and the halls of Paranor. Tension began to nmount as they noved nore
deeply into the domain of the Ghone people. They began to experience the
unpl easant sensation that soneone was constantly watching them hidden in the
denseness of the forest, waiting for the right noment to strike. Only Hende
seenmed unconcerned as he led them his own fears apparently eased by his
famliarity with the terrain. No one spoke as they marched, all eyes searching
the silent forest about them

About m dday, the path turned sharply upward and the conpany began to
clinmb. The trees now grew farther apart and the scrub foliage was |ess
congested. The sky becane clearly visible through the trees, a deep bl ue
unbroken by even the faintest trace of a cloud wisp. The sun was warm and
bright, shining bravely through the scattered trees to Iight the whole of the
forest. Rocks began to appear in small dusters and they could see the | and ahead
rise in tall peaks and jutting ridges that signaled the beginning of the
southern sector of the nmountains in the central Anar. The air becane steadily
cool er as they clinbed and breathing becane nore difficult. After several hours,
t he conpany reached the edge of a very dense forest of dead pines, clustered so
closely that it was inpossible to see for nore than twenty or thirty feet ahead
at any one place. On both sides of their path, tall, slab-rock cliffs rose



hundreds of feet into the air and peaked agai nst the blueness of the afternoon
sky. The forest stretched several hundred yards in either direction, ending at
the cliff walls. At the edge of the pines, Hendel called a brief halt and spoke
for several mnutes with Menion, pointing to the forest and then the cliffs,
apparently questioning sonething. Alanon joined them then notioned the

remai nder of the conpany to gather around in a close circle.

"The nmountains we are about to cross into are the Wl fsktaag, a no-nman's-
land for both Dwarf and Gnome," Hendel explained quietly. "W chose this way
because there was | ess chance of neeting up with a Ghone hunting patrol
sonet hing that would certainly result in a pitched battle. The Wl f skt aag
Mountai ns are said to be inhabited by creatures from anot her worl d-a good joke,
isn't it?"

"Cet to the point," Allanon broke in.

"The point is," Hendel continued, seemingly oblivious of the dark
historian, "we were spotted about fifteen m nutes back by one or possibly two
Gnone scouts. There nay be nore around, we can't be certain-the hi ghl ander says
he saw signs of a large party. In any event, the scouts will report us and bring
back help in a hurry, so we'll have to nove fast."

"Wrse than that!" declared Menion quickly. "Those signs said there are
Gnones ahead of us sonmewhere-through those trees or in them™

"Maybe so, maybe not, highlander," Hendel cut back in sharply. "These
trees run like this for alnbst a nmle and the cliffs continue on both sides, but
narrow sharply beyond the forest to formthe Pass of Noose, the entrance to the
Wl f skt aag. That is the way we have to go. To try any other route would cost us
two nore days, and we would be risking an al nost certain run-in with Glones."

"Enough debate," Allanon said fiercely. "Let's nove out quickly. Once we

reach the other side of the pass, we'll be in the nmountains. The Ghones will not
follow us there."
"Encouraging, |'msure,"” nuttered Flick under his breath.

The conpany noved into the thickly clustered trees of the pine forest,
foll owi ng one another in single file, weaving anong the rough, disjointed
trunks. Dead needles lay in heaps over the whole of the earthen forest floor
creating a soft matting on which the passing of feet made no sound. The white-
bark trees rose tall and | ean, touching near their skeletal tops |ike sone
intricate spider web, lacing the blueness of the clear sky in fascinating
designs. The party wound steadily forward through the maze of trunks and |inbs
behi nd Hendel , who chose their route quickly and wi thout hesitation. They had
not gone nore than several hundred yards when Durin brought them up sharply and
noti oned for silence, |ooking questioningly about, apparently searching the air
for sonething

"Snoke! " he excl ai med suddenly. "They've set fire to the forest!"

"I don't snell any snoke," declared Menion, sniffing the air tentatively.

"You don't have the sharpened senses of an EIf either,"” Allanon. stated
flatly. He turned to Durin. "Can you tell where they' ve fired it?"

"I snell snoke, too," declared Shea absently, anmmzed that his own senses
were as sharp as those of the Elves.

Durin cast about for a mnute, trying to catch the scent of snoke from one
particul ar direction.

"Can't tell, but it appears that they've fired it in nore than one pl ace.
If they have, the forest will go up in a matter of minutes!"

Al l anon hesitated for one brief second, then notioned for themto continue
toward the Pass of Noose. The pace picked up considerably as they hastened to
reach the other side of the firetrap in which they were encased. A blaze in
t hose dry woods woul d quickly cut off any chance of escape once it spread
t hrough the treetops. The long strides of Allanon and the borderman forced Shea
and Flick to run to keep fromfalling behind. Allanon shouted sonething to
Bal i nor at one point in the race, and the broad figure dropped back into the



trees and was |ost fromsight. Ahead of them Menion and Hendel had di sappeared,
and there were only fleeting glinmpses of the Even brothers dashing snoothly

bet ween the | eaning pines. Only Allanon stayed clearly in view, a few paces
behind, calling to themto run faster. Thick clouds of heavy white snoke were
begi nning to seep between the closely bunched trunks |ike a heavy fog, obscuring
the path ahead and naking it steadily nore difficult to breathe. There was stil
no sign of the actual fire. It had not yet grown strong enough to spread through
the intertw ni ng boughs and cut them off. The snoke was everywhere in a matter
of minutes, and both Shea and Flick coughed heavily with every breath, their
eyes beginning to sting fromthe heat and irritation. Suddenly Allanon called to
themto halt. Reluctantly they stopped and waited for the order to continue, but
Al | anon appeared to be | ooking back for sonething, his |ean, dark face strangely
ashen in the thick white snmoke. Soon the broad figure of Balinor reappeared from
the forest behind them wapped tightly in the long hunting cl oak

"You were right, they're behind us," he informed the historian, gasping
out the words as he fought for breath. "They've fired the forest all al ong our
backs. It looks like a trap to drive us into the Pass of Noose."

"Stay with them" Allanon ordered quickly, pointing to the frightened
Val enen. "|'ve got to catch the others before they reach the pass!"”

Wth incredible speed for a man so big, the tall |eader |eaped away and
dashed into the trees ahead, disappearing al nost i mmediately. Balinor notioned
for the Valemen to follow him and they proceeded at a rapid pace in the sane
direction, fighting to see and to breathe in the choking smoke. Then, with
frighteni ng suddenness, they heard the sharp crackl e of burning wood and the
snoke began to billow past themin huge, blinding clouds of white heat. The fire
was overtaking them In a few minutes it would reach them and they woul d be
burned alive! Coughing furiously, the three crashed heedl essly through the
pi nes, desperate to escape the inferno in which they had been caught. Shea shot
a quick glance skyward, and to his horror saw the flames | eaping madly fromthe
tops of the tall pines above and beyond them burning their glow ng way steadily
down the |ong trunks.

Then abruptly, the inpenetrable stone wall of the cliffs appeared through
the snmoke and the trees, and Balinor notioned themin that direction. M nutes
later, as they groped their way along the cliff face, they saw the remai nder of
t he conpany crouched in a clearing beyond the fringe of the burning trees. Ahead
lay an open trail that wound upward into the rocks between the cliffs and
di sappeared into the Pass of Noose. The three quickly joined the others as the
entire forest was envel oped in flames.

"They're trying to force us to choose between roasting in that pine forest
or trying to get through the pass," shouted Allanon over the crackle of burning
wood, | ooking anxiously toward the trail ahead. "They know we have only two ways
to go, but they're facing the sane choice and that's where they | ose the
advantage. Durin, go on ahead into the pass a little way and see if the Ghones
have set an anbush”

The EIf darted away w t hout a sound, crouching |ow and keeping close to
the cliff wall. They watched himuntil he had di sappeared farther up the trai
into the rocks. Shea huddled with the others, wi shing that there was sonething
he could do to help.

"The Gnomes are not fools." Allanon's voice cut into his thoughts
abruptly. "Those in the pass know that they are cut off fromthose who fired the
forest unless they can get by us first. They wouldn't risk having to retreat
back t hrough the Wl fsktaag Mountains for any reason. Either there is a large
force of Grhones in the pass ahead, which Durin should be able to tell us, or
t hey' ve got sonething else in nmind."

"Whatever it is, they'll probably try it in the section called the Knot,"
Hendel informed them "At that point the trail narrows so that only one man at a



time can get through the path formed by the converging cliff sides.
and appeared to be considering sonething further

"I don't understand how they plan to stop us," Balinor cut in quickly.
"These cliffs are al nbst vertical-no one could scale themw thout a | ong and
hazardous clinb. The Gnones haven't had time to get up there since they spotted
us!"

He paused

Al | anon nodded thoughtfully, obviously in agreenent with the bordernman and
unable to see what the Ghones had in store for them Menion Leah spoke quietly
to Balinor, then abruptly left the group and noved ahead to the entrance of the
pass where the cliff walls began to narrow sharply, scanning the ground
intently. The heat of the burning woods had becone so intense that they were
forced to nove farther into the nouth of the pass. Everything was still obscured
by the clouds of white snmoke which rolled out of the dying woods |ike a wall and
di spersed sluggishly into the air. Long nmonments passed while the six awaited the
return of Menion and Durin. They could still see the | ean highlander studying
the ground at the entrance to the pass, his tall formshadow in the snoke-
filled air. Finally, he stood up and noved back to them joined al nost
i mediately by the returning Elf.

"There were footprints, but no other sign of life in the pass ahead,"
Durin reported. "Everything is apparently undi sturbed up to the narrowest point.
| didn't go beyond."

"There is sonething else,” Menion cut in quickly. "At the entrance to the
pass, | found two clear sets of footprints leading in and two sets out-Ghomne
feet."

"They must have slipped in ahead of us and then, out again by staying
close to the cliff walls while we blundered up the mddle," Balinor said
angrily. "But if they were in there ahead of us, what . . .?"

"W won't find out by sitting here and discussing it!" Allanon concl uded
in disgust. "W would only be guessing. Hendel, take the lead with the
hi ghl ander and watch yourself. The rest stay in formation as before."

The stocky Dwarf noved out with Menion at his side, their sharp eyes keyed
in on every boulder that lined the winding path as it narrowed into the Pass of
Noose. The others foll owed several paces back, casting apprehensive gl ances at
t he rugged terrain surrounding them Shea risked one quick | ook behind him and
noticed that, while Allanon was close on his heels, Balinor was nowhere in
sight. Apparently, Allanon had again |left the borderman to act as a rear guard
at the edge of the burning pine forest, to watch for the inevitabl e approach of
the Gnome hunters |urking somewhere beyond. Shea knew instinctively that they
were caught in a trap carefully arranged for themby the furtive Giones, and al
that remained was to discover what formit would take.

The path ahead rose sharply for the first hundred yards or so, then
tapered off gradually and narrowed to such an extent that there was only enough
room for one person to pass between the cliff sides. The pass was no nore than a
deep niche in the face of the cliff, the sides slanting inward and al npst
closing far above them Only a thin ribbon of |ight fromthe blue sky streaned
downward to reach them faintly lighting the w nding, boul der-laden path ahead.
Their progress slowed perceptibly as the | ead men searched for traps left by the
Gnones. Shea had no idea how far Durin had gone in his scouting m ssion, but
apparently he had not ventured into what Hendel had referred to as the Knot. He
coul d guess where the nane had origi nated. The narrowness of the passage |eft
the sharp i npression of being drawn through the knot of a hangman's noose to the
sane fate as that which awaited the condemmed. He could hear Flick's |abored
breathing al most in his ear and experienced an unpl easant feeling of suffocation
at the closeness of the rock walls. The group noved slowy onward, slightly bent
to avoid the narrowed cliff sides and their razor-sharp stone projections.

Suddenly, the pace slowed further and the whole |ine crowded together
Behi nd him Shea heard the deep voice of Allanon nuttering angrily, denanding to



know what had happened, asking excitedly to be et to the front. But in these
close quarters it was inpossible for anyone to give way. Shea peered ahead and
noticed a sharp ray of |ight beyond the | eaders. Apparently the path was

wi dening at last. They were nearly free of the Pass of Noose. But then, just as
Shea felt they had reached the safety of the other end, there were |oud
exclamations and the entire line cane to a conplete stop. Menion's voice cut

t hrough the senidarkness in surprise and anger, causing Allanon to nutter a | ow
oath of fury and order the conmpany to nove ahead. For a moment not hi ng happened.
Then slowy the conmpany began to inch forward, nmoving into a wide clearing
shadowed by the cliff sides as they parted abruptly into a sky of sunshine.

"I was afraid of this,"” Hendel was nmuttering to hinself as Shea foll owed
Dayel out of the niche. "I had hoped that the Ghones had failed to explore this
far into their taboo land. It appears, highlander, that they have us trapped."

Shea stepped out into the light on a level rock shelf where the others in
t he conpany stood tal king in hushed tones of anger and frustration. Allanon
enmerged at al nost the same nmonent, and together they surveyed the scene before
them The rock shelf on which they stood extended out fromthe opening of the
Pass of Noose about fifteen feet to forma snall |edge that dropped abruptly
into a yawni ng chasm hundreds of feet deep. Even in the bright sunlight, it
appeared to be bottonm ess. The cliff walls spread outward fromtheir backs to
forma half circle around the chasm and then sl anted away brokenly, giving way
to the heavy forests that began several hundred yards beyond. The chasm a trick
of nature by all appearances, bore the distinct shape of a jagged noose. There
was no way around it. On the other side of the fissure dangled the remains of
what had previously been sonme sort of rope and wood bridge which had served as
the only neans by which travelers could cross. Eight pairs of eyes scanned the
sheer walls of the cliffs, seeking a neans to scale their slick surfaces. But it
was all too apparent that the only way to the other side was directly across the
open pit before them

"The Gnones knew what they were doi ng when they destroyed the bridge!"
Meni on fumed to no one in particular. "They' ve left us trapped between them and
this bottoml ess hole. They don't even have to cone in after us. They can wait
until we starve to death. How stupid. "

He trailed off in fury. They all knew they had been foolish in allow ng
t hensel ves to be tricked into entering such a sinple, but effective trap
Al l anon noved to the edge of the chasm peered intently into its depths and then
scanned the terrain on the other side, searching for a neans to cross.

"If it were a bit nmore narrow or if | had a little nore running room |
m ght be able to junmp it," volunteered Durin hopefully. Shea estinmated the
di stance across to be easily thirty-five feet. He shook his head doubtfully.
Even if Durin had been the best junper in the world, he would have questioned
such an attenpt under these conditions.

"Wait a minute!" Menion cried suddenly, leaping to Allanon's side and
pointing off to the north. "How about that old tree hanging off the cliff side
on the left?"

Everyone | ooked eagerly, unable to understand what the highl ander was
suggesting. The tree of which he spoke grew enbedded in the cliff face to the
left alnost a hundred and fifty yards away fromthem Its gray shape hung
starkly against the clear sky, its branches |eafless and bare, dipping heavily
downward like the tired |linbs of some weary giant frozen in mdstride. It was
the only tree that anyone could see on the rock-strewn path that |led away from
t he chasm and di sappeared below the cliff sides into the forests beyond. Shea
| ooked with the others but could see no help fromthat corner

"I'f I could put an arrowinto that tree with a line tied to it, someone
light could go across hand over hand and secure the rope for the rest of us,"
the Prince of Leah suggested, gripping in his left hand the great ash bow.



"That shot is over a hundred yards," replied Allanon testily. "Wth the
added weight of aline tied to the arrow, you would have to make the world's
greatest shot just to get it there, not to nention enbedding it in the tree deep
enough to hold a man's weight. | don't think it can be done."

"Well, we had better come up with something or we can forget the Sword of
Shannara and everything else," grow ed Hendel, his craggy face flushed with
anger.

"I have an idea," Flick ventured suddenly, taking a step forward as he
spoke. Everyone | ooked at the stocky Valeman as if they were just seeing himfor
the first time and had forgotten that he was even al ong.

"Well, all right, don't keep it to yourself!" exclainmed Mnion
impatiently. "What is it, Flick?"

"If there were an expert bowman in the group-" Flick shot Menion a
venomous | ook "-he night be able to put an arrowwith a line into the wood
fragments of the bridge hanging on the other side and pull it back across to
this side."

"That is an idea worth trying!" agreed Al lanon quickly. "Now who. . ."

"I can handle it," Menion said quickly, glaring at Flick

Al l anon nodded shortly, and Hendel produced a stout cord which Menion Leah
fastened securely about the tip of an arrow, tying the |oose end to his w de
| eather belt. He fitted the arrow to the great ash bow and sighted. Al eyes
peered across the chasmto the |l ength of rope secured at the edge on the other
side. Menion followed the length of rope downward into the darkness of the pit
until he spotted a piece of wood hangi ng about thirty feet below, still fastened
to the broken bridge tie. The conpany watched breathl essly as he drew back the
great ash bow, sighted quickly, surely, and released the arrow with a sharp
snap. The arrow shot into the cavern and enbedded itself in the wood, the cord
dangling limply fromthe tip

"Ni ce shooting, Menion," Durin approved at his shoul der, and the |ean
hi ghl ander smi | ed.

Carefully, the bridge was pulled back across until the severed rope ends
were gathered in. Allanon |ooked in vain for sonething to secure it, but the
spi kes that had held it had been renpved by the Ghonmes. Finally, Hendel and
Al l anon braced thensel ves at the edge of the chasm and pulled the bridge rope
taut while Dayel worked his way hand over hand across the yawning pit, carrying
a second rope at his; waist. There were a few anxi ous nonents as the, black-
robed giant and the silent Dwarf held firmagainst the strain, but in the end
Dayel stood safely on the other side. Balinor reappeared and informed themthat
the fire was beginning to burn itself out and the Gione hunters woul d soon be
maki ng their way into the Pass of Noose. Hastily, the rope that Dayel carried
was thrown back across after he had finished securing, his end, and its | onger
| ength was run back into the jutting rocks at the entrance of the pass and
fastened in place; The remining nmenbers of the conpany proceeded to cross the
chasmin the sane fashion as Dayel, one by one, hand over hand in succession
until all stood safely on the far side. Then the rope was cut and dropped into
the pit along with the remainder of the old bridge, to make certain that they
could not be foll owed.

Al l anon ordered the company to nmove out quietly to avoid warning the
approachi ng Gnones that they had nade good their escape fromthe carefully laid
trap. Before they left, however, the tall historian approached Flick, placed a
| ean, dark hand on his shoulder, and smiled grimy.

"Today, nmy friend, you have earned the right to be a nmenber of this
conpany-a right above and beyond your kinship for your brother."

He turned away abruptly and signal ed Hendel to take the | ead. Shea | ooked
at Flick's flushed and happy face; and cl apped his brother warmy on the back
He had indeed earned the right to stand along with the others-a right that Shea
had perhaps not yet acquired.



Xl
The conpany journeyed another ten mles into the Wl fsktaag Muntains before
Al lanon called a halt. The Pass of Noose and the danger of attack by Gnones had
I ong since been | eft behind, and they were now deep within the forests. Their
travel had been fast and unhindered up to this point, the paths w de and cl ear
and the terrain level even though they were several niles high in the nountains.
The air was crisp and cool, which made the march al nbst enjoyable, and the warm
aft ernoon sun beaned down on the conpany with a glow that kept their spirits
hi gh. The forests were scattered in these nountains, cut apart by jutting ridges
of slab rock and peaks which were barren and snowcapped. Although this was
historically a forbidden country, even for the Dwmarfs, no one could find an
i ndi cati on of anything out of the ordinary which m ght signal danger for them
Al the nornmal sounds of the forest were there, fromthe resonant chirping of
insects to the gay songs of a huge variety of nulticolored birds of all shapes
and sizes. It seened that they had chosen a wise way in which to approach the
still-distant halls of Paranor

"W will stop for the night in several hours," the tall wanderer announced
after he had gathered them about him "But | will be leaving you in the early
norning to scout ahead beyond the Wl fsktaag for signs of the Warl ock Lord and
his enmi ssaries. Once we conplete our journey through these nmountains and through

a short stretch of the Anar Forests, we still have to cross the plains beyond to
the Dragon's Teeth, just below Paranor. If the creatures of the Northland or
their allies have blocked off the entrance, | nust know now so that we nay

qui ckly decide on a new route."
"WIl you go al one?" asked Balinor

"I think it safer for all of us if I do. I"'min little danger, and you may
need everyone when you reach the central Anar forests again. | have little doubt
that the Gnome hunting parties will be watching all the passes |eadi ng out of

t hese nountains to be certain that you do not | eave themalive. Hendel can |ead
you through those pitfalls as well as | could, and | will try to neet you
somewher e al ong the way before you reach the plains."

"Which way out will you be taking?" asked the taciturn Dwarf.

"The Pass of Jade offers the best protection. I'll mark the way with bits
of cloth-as we've done before. Red will mean danger. Keep with the white cloth
and all will be well. Now let's continue on while we still have sonme daylight."

They travel ed steadily through the Wl fsktaag until the sun sank beneath
the rimof the mountains in the west and it was no | onger possible to see the
path ahead clearly. It was a noonl ess night, though the stars cast a di m gl ow
over the rugged | andscape. The conpany nmade canp beneath a tall, jagged
cliffside that rose several hundred feet above themlike sone great bl ade
cutting sharply into the dark sky. On the open edges of the canpsite were tal
stands of pines enclosing themagainst the cliffside in a half circle that
provi ded themw th good protection on all sides. They ate a cold dinner for
anot her evening, still unwilling to risk a fire which night draw attention to
their presence. Hendel arranged for the posting of a continuous guard throughout
the night, a practice he felt to be essential in unfriendly country. The menbers
of the group took turns, each sitting watch for several hours while the rest of
the conpany slept. There was little talk after the neal, and they rolled
t hensel ves into their blankets al nost at once, tired fromthe | ong day of
mar chi ng.

Shea volunteered to sit the first watch, eager to participate as a nenber
of the conpany, still feeling that he had contributed little while all of the
others were risking their lives for his benefit. Shea's attitude toward the
journey to Paranor had altered considerably during the past two days. He was
beginning to realize now how inmportant it was that the Sword be obtained, how



much t he people of the four | ands depended on it for protection against the

Warl ock Lord. Before, he had run away fromthe danger of the Skull Bearers and
his heritage as a son of the house of Shannara. Now he was running toward an
even greater threat, a confrontation with a power so awesonme that its linits had
never been defined-and with little nmore than the courage of seven nortal nmen for
protection. But even with that know edge confronting him Shea felt deeply that
to refuse to go on, to hold back what little he had to offer, would be a bitter
betrayal of his kinship to both EIf and Man and a cal |l ous denial of the pride he
felt in caring about the safety and freedomof all nmen. He knew that if he were
told even now that he could not succeed, he would have to try anyway.

Al l anon had turned in without a word to anyone and was asleep in a matter
of seconds. Shea watched his still formduring his own two-hour watch and then
retired as Durin took over. It was not until Flick awoke after mi dnight to take
his turn that the tall formof their |eader stirred slightly, then rose in a
single fluid nmotion, wapped oninously in the great black cape, just as he had
been when Flick had first encountered himon the road to Shady Vale. He stood
for a noment | ooking at the sleeping nenbers of the conpany and at Flick sitting
noti onl ess on a boul der off to one side of the clearing. Then without a word or
a gesture, he turned north on the path | eading away fromthem and di sappeared in
t he bl ackness of the forest.

Al l anon wal ked for the renmi nder of the night wi thout pausing in his
journey to reach the Pass of Jade, the central Anar, and beyond that, the
plainlands to the west. His dark figure passed through the silent forest with
t he qui ckness of a fleeting shadow, touching the land only nmonentarily, then
hastening on. Hi s form seened substancel ess, passing over the lives of little
beings that saw himbriefly and forgot, neither changi ng nor yet |eaving them
quite the sane, his indelible print fixed in their unconprehendi ng m nds. Once
nore he reflected on the journey they were making to Paranor, pondering what he
knew t hat none other could know, and he felt strangely helpless in the face of
what was surely the passing of an age. The others only suspected his own role in
all that had happened, in all that yet |ay ahead, but he alone was forced to
l[ive with the truth behind his own destiny and theirs. He muttered half al oud at
t he thought, hating what was happeni ng, but know ng that there was no ot her
choice for himto make. His long, |ean face appeared a bl ack mask of indecision
to the silent woods he passed on his lonely march, a face |ined deeply with
worry, but hard with an inner resolution that would sustain the soul when the
heart was gone.

Daybreak found himnmoving through a particularly dense stretch of woods
that ran for several mles over hilly terrain strewn with boulders and fallen
|l ogs. He noticed at once that this part of the forest was strangely silent, as
if a special kind of death had placed its chill hand upon the earth. The trai
behi nd was carefully marked with small strips of white cloth. He wal ked nore
slowy. There had been nothing up to this point to cause himconcern, but now a
sixth sense reared up within his quick mnd, warning himthat all was not as it
shoul d be. He reached a break in the main path that split into two branches.
One, a wide, clear path that |ooked as if it had once been a major road, ran to
the left, downward into what appeared to be a huge valley. It was difficult to
tell because the forests had overgrown everything, obscuring fromviewthe trai
beyond the first several hundred yards. The second path was choked by heavy
under brush. No nore than one person at a time could pass that way w thout
cutting a wider trail. The narrow path | ed upward toward a high ridge which ran
at an angle away fromthe Pass of Jade.

Suddenly the grimhistorian stiffened as he sensed the presence of another
bei ng, an undeniably evil life form somewhere farther down the trail |eading
into the invisible valley. There was no sound of novenent. Whatever it was, it
preferred to lie in wait for its victins along the lower trail. Allanon quickly



tore off two strips of cloth, one red and one white, tying the red clot to the

wider trail leading into the valley and the white cloth along the snmaller trai
leading to the ridge. Wien he had conpleted this task, he paused and |istened
again, but while he could still sense the presence of the creature down the

val | ey path, he could detect no novenent. Its power was no match for his own,

but it would be dangerous to the nmen follow ng. Checking the cloth strips one
final time, he silently noved upward al ong the narrow ridge path and di sappeared
into the heavy underbrush.

Al most an hour passed before the creature that lay in wait on the path
leading into the valley decided to investigate. It was highly intelligent, a
possibility that Allanon had not considered, and it knew that whoever it was who
had passed above had sensed its presence and purposely avoi ded that approach. It
knew as well that this same nan had powers far greater than its own, so it |ay
noi sel essly in the forest and waited for himto go away. Now it had waited | ong
enough. Mnutes later it gazed intently at the silent fork in the main trai
where the two small strips of cloth fluttered brightly in the light forest
breeze. How stupid such markers were, thought the creature slyly, and with
ponderous footsteps noved its great, m sshapen bul k forward.

Bal i nor had the final watch of the evening, and as the dawn began to break
sharply in dazzling golden rays over the eastern nountain horizon, the, tal
borderman gently awakened t he renmi nder of the conpany fromtheir peacefu
slunmber to the chill of the early nmorning. They turned out hastily, gul ped down
a short breakfast while attenpting to warmthenselves in the yet cool air of the
sunny day, silently packed their gear, and prepared to begin the day's narch
Soneone asked about Allanon, and Flick sleepily replied that the historian had
departed soneti ne around m dni ght but said nothing to him Nobody was
particularly surprised that he had left so quietly, and little nore was said
about the matter.

Wthin half an hour, the conpany was on the path |eading northward through
the forests of the Wl fsktaag, noving steadily, w thout conversation for the
nost part, in the sane order as before. Hendel had relinquished his spot as
point man to the talented Meni on Leah, who noved with the noisel ess grace of a
cat through the tangl ed boughs and brush over the leaf-strewn floor. Hendel felt
a certain respect for the Prince of Leah. In tinme he would be unsurpassed by any
woodsman. But the Dwarf knew as well that the highlander was brash and stil
i nexperienced, and that in these |lands only the cautious and the seasoned
survived. Nevertheless, practice was the only way to |learn, so the Dwarf
grudgi ngly all owed the young tracker to |l ead the party, contenting hinself wth
doubl e- checki ng everything that appeared on the path before them

One particularly disturbing detail caught the Dwarfs attention al nost
i medi ately, although it conpletely escaped the notice of his companion. The
trail failed to reveal any sign of the man who had cone this way only hours
earlier. Al though he scanned the ground neticul ously, Hendel was unable to
di scern even the slightest trace of a human footprint. The strips of white cloth
appeared at regular intervals, just as Allanon had prom sed they woul d be. Yet
there was no sign of his passage. Hendel knew the tal es about the nysterious
wanderer and had heard that he possessed extraordi nary powers. But he had never
dreaned that the nman was such an acconplished tracker that he could conpletely
hide his own trail. The Dwarf could not understand it, but decided to keep the
matter to hinself.

At the rear of the procession, Balinor, too, had been wondering about the
eni gmati ¢ man from Paranor, the historian who knew so nmuch that no one el se had
even suspected, the wanderer who seened to have been everywhere and yet about
whomso little was known. He had known Al lanon off and on for many years while
growing up in his father's kingdom but could only vaguely recall him a dark
stranger who had cone and gone w thout warning, who had al ways seened so kind to



him yet had never offered to reveal his own nysterious background. The wi se men
of all the lands knew Al l anon as a schol ar and a phil osopher without equal

O hers knew himonly as a traveler who paid his way with good advi ce and who
possessed a kind of grim comon sense with which no one could find fault.

Bal i nor had | earned from himand had come to trust in himw th what coul d al nost
be described as blind faith. Yet he had never really understood the historian

He pondered that thought for a while, and then in what cane as an al nbst casua
revel ation, he realized that in all the time he had spent with Allanon, he had
never seen any sign of a change in his age.

The trail began to turn upward again and to narrow as the great forest
trees and heavy underbrush closed in like solid walls. Menion had foll owed the
strips of cloth dutifully and had little doubt that they were on the right path,
but automatically began to doubl echeck hinmself as the goi ng becane noticeably
tougher than before. It was al nbst noon when the trail branched unexpectedly,
and a surprised Meni on paused.

"This is strange. A fork in the trail and no marker-1 can't understand why
Al l anon would fail to | eave a sign."

"Somet hi ng must have happened to it,'
“"Which route do we take?"

Hendel scanned the ground carefully. On the path | eadi ng upward toward the
ridge, there were indications of soneone's passage fromthe bent tw gs and
recently fallen | eaves. On the lower trail, however, there were signs of
footprints, though they were very faint. Instinctively he knew that somnething
dangerous | ay al ong one and naybe both of the trails.

"I don't like it-something's wong here,” he grunbled to no one in
particular. "The signs are confused, perhaps on purpose.”

"Perhaps all the talk about this being taboo | and wasn't nonsense after
suggested Flick dryly, parking hinmself on a fallen tree.

Bal i nor cane forward and conferred with Hendel briefly concerning the
direction of the Pass of Jade. Hendel admitted that the lower trail would be the
qui ckest way, and it clearly appeared to be the main passage. But there was no
way to tell which trail Allanon had chosen. Finally Menion threw up his hands in
exasperati on and demanded that a choi ce be nade.

"We all know that Allanon would not have passed this way w thout |eaving a
sign, so the obvious conclusion is that either sonething happened to the signs
or sonet hing happened to him In either case, we can't sit here and expect to
find the answer. He said we would neet at the Pass of Jade or beyond in the
forests, so | vote we take the | ower road-the quickest way!"

Hendel again voiced his confusion over the signs on the lower trail and
hi s naggi ng feeling that sonething dangerous |ay ahead, a feeling which Shea had
begun to share the nminute they arrived at this point wthout finding the strips
of cloth. Balinor and the others debated heatedly for a few mnutes and finally
agreed with the highlander. They would follow the quickest route, but keep an
especially close watch until they were out of these nysterious nountains.

The Iine of march refornmed with Menion | eading. They started rapidly down
the gently sloping lower trail which appeared to be drawing theminto a valley
heavi |y canoufl aged by great trees that grew linb to linb for mles in al
directions. Remarkably, the road began to widen after only a short distance, the
trees and scrub brush to nove back, and the geography to level off into a barely
percepti bl e downward sl ope. Their fears began to dissipate as travel grew
easier, and it becane readily apparent that in years |long since gone, the road
had been a major thoroughfare for the inhabitants of this | and. They wal ked for
| ess than an hour's time before reaching the valley floor. It was difficult to
tell where they were in relation to the nountain ranges surroundi ng them The
trees of the forest obscured everything fromview but the path i nmedi ately ahead
and the cl oudl ess bl ue sky above.

concl uded Shea, sighing heavily.

all,



After a short tine of traveling across the valley floor, the party caught
sight of an unusual structure that rose through the trees |like a huge franmework.
It seenmed a part of the forest about it, save for the unusual straightness of
its linmbs, and within nmoments they were close enough to see that it was a series
of giant girders, covered with rust and fram ng square portions of the open sky.
The conpany sl owed autonatically, |ooking cautiously about to be certain that
this was not sonme kind of trap prepared for unwary travelers. But nothing noved,
so they continued their approach, intrigued by the structure that waited
silently ahead.

Suddenly the road ended and the strange franmework stood conpletely
reveal ed, the great netal beans decaying with age, but still straight and
seem ngly as sturdy as they had been in ages past. They were part of what had
once been a large city built so long ago that no one recalled its existence, a
city forgotten Iike the valley and the mountains in which it rested-a fina
nonurment to a civilization of vani shed beings. The netal framework was securely
set in huge foundations of sonething |like stone, now crunbling and chi pped by
the weather and tine. In places, remmants of what had once been walls were
visible. A large nunber of these dying buildings were clustered together
pushi ng out for several hundred yards beyond the travel ers and endi ng where the
wal | of the forests nmarked the end of man's feeble invasion into an
i ndestructible nature. Wthin the structures, and through the foundati on and
framework, grew brush and snmall trees in such abundance that the city appeared
to be choking to death rather than crunbling with time. The party stood in mute
silence at this strange testinmonial to another era, the acconplishnent of people
like thensel ves, so many years before. Shea felt an undeni able sense of futility
at the sight of the grimfranes, rusting their weary lives away.

"What place is this?" he asked quietly.

"The remains of some city," shrugged Hendel, turning to the young Val eman.
"No one has been here for centuries, | inmagine."

Bal i nor wal ked over to the nearest structure and rubbed the netal girder
Huge fl ecks of rust and dirt cane off in a shower, |eaving beneath a dull steel-
gray color that told of the strength still left in the building. The others of
t he conpany foll owed the borderman as he wal ked sl owy about the foundation
| ooking carefully at the stone-like substance. A nonent |ater he stopped at one
corner and brushed away the surface dirt and grine to reveal a single date stil
legible in the decaying wall. They all bent closer to read it.

"Why this city was here before the G eat Wars!" Shea said in amazenent. "I
can't believe it-it nust be the ol dest structure in existence!"

"I remenber what Allanon told us of the men who lived then," declared
Menion in a rare monent of dreany recollection. "That was the great age, he
said, and even so, this is all it has to show us. Nothing but a few neta
girders."

"How about a few m nutes rest before we |eave?" suggested Shea. "I1'd like
to take a quick look at the other buildings."

Bal i nor and Hendel felt sonewhat uneasy about stopping, but agreed to a
short rest as long as everyone kept together. Shea wandered over to the next
bui | di ng, acconpanied by Flick. Hendel sat down and | ooked warily at the huge
frames, disliking every noment they spent in this netal jungle so foreign to his
own forest homel and. The others followed Menion to the other side of the
bui |l di ng on which they had just found the date, discovering a portion of a nane
on a fallen chunk of wall. No nore than a few ninutes had passed when Hende
caught hinsel f daydream ng of Cul haven and his fanily and jerked into i mediate
wat chf ul ness. Everyone was in view, but Shea and Flick had noved farther off to
the left of the dead city, still |ooking curiously at the decaying remants and
searching for signs of the old civilization. In the sanme instant he realized
t hat except for the | ow voices of his conpanions, the surrounding forest had
gone deathly quiet. Not even the wind stirred through the peaceful valley, not a



bird flew over them not a single insect's vibrant humwas audi ble. H's own
heavy breathing was hoarse in his straining ears.

"Somet hing's wong." The words cane out as he reached instinctively for
hi s heavy battle mace.

At that nonment, Flick caught sight of something dull white on the ground
off to one side of the building that Shea and he were exam ning, partially
hi dden by the foundation. Curiously, he approached the objects which appeared to
be sticks of various sizes and shapes scattered aimessly about. Shea failed to
notice his brother's interest and noved away fromthe building, staring in
fascination at the remains of another structure. Flick cane closer, but stil
was unable to tell fromeven a few feet away what the white sticks were. It was
not until he stood over them and saw them shining dully against the dark earth
in the noonday sun that he realized with a sickening chill they were bones.

The jungl e behind the stocky Val eman burst apart with a thunderous
thrashing of linbs and brush. Forth fromits place of conceal nent energed a
grayish, multi-Ilegged horror of nmonstrous size. A nightmare mutation of |iving
fl esh and nmachine, its crooked | egs bal anced a body forned half of netal
plating, half of coarse-haired flesh. An insect-like head bobbed fitfully on a
neck of netal. Tentacles tipped with stingers dipped slightly above two gl owi ng
eyes and savage jaws that snapped with hunger. Bred by the nen of another tine
to serve the needs of its nmasters, it had survived the hol ocaust that had
destroyed them but in surviving and in preserving its centuries-old existence
with bits of netal grafted to its decaying form it had evolved into a m sshapen
freak-and worse, an eater of flesh

It was upon its hapless victimbefore anyone coul d nove. Shea was cl osest
as the nammot h creature struck his brother with an outstretched | eg, knocking
himflat and pinning himhelplessly to the ground, rasping as its jaws reached
downwar d. Shea never stopped to think, he yelled fiercely and drew his short
hunting knife, brandi shing the insignificant weapon as he rushed to Flick's
rescue. The creature had just grasped its unconscious victimwhen its attention
was directed to the other human charging wildly to the attack. Hesitating at
this unexpected assault, it released its deadly grip and took a cautious step
backward, its huge bul k poised to strike a second tine as its bulging green eyes
fixed on the tiny man before it.

"Shea, don't . . .!" yelled Menion in terror as the Val eman struck
futilely at one of the creature's twisted linbs. A rasp of fury cane boiling out
of the depths of the nonster's great body, and it swi ped at Shea with an
extended leg to pin himto the ground. But Shea | eaped to safety by scant inches
and struck again fromanother point with his tiny weapon. Then, before the
horrified eyes of the other travelers, the nightmare fromthe jungle rushed the
unfortunate Valeman in a flurry of legs and hair. Just as Shea was about to
seize Flick to drag himto safety, the creature bow ed himover, and for a
second everything disappeared in a cloud of dust.

It had all happened so fast that no one else had yet had time to act.
Hendel had never seen a creature of this size and ferocity, a creature that
apparently had lived in these nountains for untold years, lying in wait for its
hapl ess victins. The Dwarf was the farthest fromthe scene of the battle, but
noved quickly to aid the fallen Val enen. At the same nonment, the others reacted
as well. The instant the dust settled enough to reveal the hi deous head, three
bowstri ngs sounded in harnmony and the arrows buried thensel ves deeply in the
bl ack, hair-covered bulk with audi ble thuds. The creature rasped in fury and
raised its body upward, forelegs extended, searching out its new attackers.

The chal l enge did not go unanswered. Menion Leah discarded the ash bow and
drew the great sword fromits sheath, gripping it in both hands.

"Leah! Leah!" The battle cry of a thousand years burst forth as the Prince
charged wildly across crunbling foundations and fallen walls to reach the
nonster. Balinor had drawn his own sword, the huge bl ade gleaning fiercely in



the bright sunlight, and rushed to the aid of the highlander. Durin and Daye
fired volley after volley into the head of the giant beast as it rasped in fury,
using its forelegs to brush at the arrows and knock them | oose fromits thick
skin. Menion reached the abom nati on ahead of Balinor and with one great sw ng
of his sword cut deeply into the closest leg, feeling the iron strike bone with
jarring inmpact. As the nonster reared-back and knocked Meni on aside, it received
a powerful blow to the head; Hendel's war nmace struck with stunning force. A
second | ater, Balinor stood solidly before the huge creature, the hunting cl oak
t hrown back and bill owi ng out behind the flashing chain mail. Wth a series of
qui ck, powerful cuts of the great sword, the Prince of Callahorn conpletely
severed a second | eg. The beast struck back savagely, trying unsuccessfully to
pin one of its attackers to the earth to crush the life out of him The three
men sounded their battle cries and struck ferociously, desperately trying to
drive the nonster back fromits fallen victinms. They attacked wi th precision
striking at the unprotected flanks, and drawi ng the behenoth first to one side
and then to the other. Durin and Dayel noved in closer and continued to rain
arrows on the massive target. Many were deflected by the netal plating, but the
relentl ess assault constantly distracted the maddened creature. At one point,
Hendel received so severe a blow that he was knocked sensel ess for a few seconds
and the nightmare attacker quickly nmoved to finish him But a determ ned
Bal i nor, mustering every ounce of strength at his conmmand, struck so savagely
and relentlessly that it could not reach the fallen Dwarf before he had been
pulled to his feet by Menion.

Finally the arrows of Durin and Dayel partially blinded the creature's
right eye. Bleeding profusely fromits stricken eye and froma dozen ot her najor
wounds, the nonster knew that it had |ost the battle and would probably |ose its
life if it did not escape at once. Making a short feint at the cl osest
assailant, it suddenly wheel ed about with surprising dexterity and nmade a quick
rush for the safety of its forest lair. Menion gave a brief pursuit, but the
creature outdi stanced himand di sappeared within the great trees. The five
rescuers quickly turned their attention to the two fallen Val enen, who |ay
crunpl ed and unnoving in the tranmpled earth. Hendel exanmi ned them having had
some experience in treating battle wounds over the years. There were nunerous
cuts and bruises, but apparently no broken bones. It was difficult to tell if
t here had been any internal, danmage. Both had been stung by the creature, Flick
on the back of the neck and Shea on the shoul der; the ugly, deep-purple nmarks
i ndi cated penetration of the exposed skin. Poison! The two nen renained
unconsci ous after repeated attenpts to revive them their breathing shallow and
their skin pale and beginning to turn gray.

"I can't treat themfor this," Hendel declared worriedly. "W've got to
get themto Allanon. He knows somnething about these matters; he could probably
help them"

"They're dying, aren't they?" Menion asked in a barely audi bl e whi sper

Hendel nodded faintly in the hushed silence that foll owed. Balinor
i medi ately took conmand of the situation, ordering Durin and Menion to cut
pol es to make stretchers, while Hendel and he prepared hamopcks to hold the
Val enen in place. Dayel was placed on guard in case the creature should return
unexpectedly. Fifteen minutes later the stretchers were conpleted, the
unconsci ous men were securely fastened in place and covered with blankets to
protect themfromthe cold of the approaching night, and the conpany was ready
to march. Hendel took the lead, with the other four carrying the stretchers. The
party qui ckly crossed through the ruins of the deathly still city and after a
few mnutes located a trail |eading out of the hidden valley. The grimfaces of
the Dwarf in the | ead and the bearers of the unconscious forms strapped tightly
to the makeshift stretchers glanced back in futile anger at the still-visible
structures rising out of the forest. A bitter feeling of hel plessness welled up
i nside them They had conme into the valley a strong; deternined conpany, filled



with confidence in thenselves and belief in the m ssion which had brought them
together. But as they left now, their bearing was that of beaten, discouraged
victinms of a cruel msfortune.

They noved hurriedly out of the valley, up the gentle slopes of the
encl osi ng nountai n range, up the broad, w nding path shrouded by tall, silent
trees, thinking only of the wounded nen they carried. The famliar sounds of the
forest returned, indicating that the danger of the valley was past. None of them
had time to notice now save the taciturn Dwarf, whose battle-trained m nd
regi stered the changes of his forest honel and automatically. He thought back
bitterly on the choice that had brought theminto the valley, wondering what had
happened to Allanon and to the prom sed markers. Al npbst without considering it,
he knew that the tall wanderer nust have pl aced markers before taking the high
trail, and that someone or somrething, perhaps the creature they had encountered,
had realized what the markers were for and renmoved them He shook his head at
his own stupidity in failing to recognize the truth at once and stanped harder
on the ground passing beneath his booted feet, grinding his wath in bits and
pi eces.

They reached the Iip of the valley and continued on, w thout pausing,

t hrough the forests that stretched ahead in an unbroken nmass of great trunks and
heavy |inbs, tangled and woven together as if to shut out the nobuntain sky. The
path grew narrow once nore, forcing themto, proceed in single file with the
stretchers. The afternoon sky was rapidly changing froma deep blue to a m xed
bl ood-red and purple that narked the cl ose of another day. Hendel cal cul ated
that they could expect no nore than another hour of sunlight. He had no i dea how
far they were fromthe Pass of Jade, but he was fairly certain that it could not
be far fromwhere they were now. Al of them knew that they woul d not stop at
nightfall, could not get any sleep that night or possibly even the next day if

t hey expected to save the lives of the Valenen. They had to find Allanon quickly
and have the injuries of the brothers treated before the poison reached their
hearts. No one voiced any opinion and no one felt it necessary to discuss the
matter. There was only one choice and they accepted it.

As the sun dropped behind the western nountain ridges an hour later, the
arms of the four bearers had reached the Iimt of their endurance, stiff and
strained fromthe uninterrupted haul out of the valley. Balinor called a brief
rest and the group collapsed in a heap, breathing heavily in the early evening
qui et of the forest. Wth the com ng of night, Hendel relinquished his position
as | eader of the conmpany to Dayel, who was obviously the nost exhausted from
carrying Flick's stretcher. The Val enen were still unconscious, wapped in the
| ayered bl ankets for warnmth, their drawn faces ashen in the fading light and
covered with a thin layer of perspiration. Hendel felt their pulse and could
barely discern a flicker of life in the linp arns. Menion storned audi bly about
the rest area in an uncontrolled fury, swearing vengeance agai nst everything
that came to mind, his lean face flushed red with the heat of the past battle
and the burning desire to find sonething further on which to vent his wath.

The conpany resuned its forced march after a short ten mnutes' rest. The
sun had di sappeared entirely, leaving themin blackness broken only by the pale
light of the stars and a sliver of new nobon. The absence of any real |ight nade
the traveling sl ow and hazardous over the wi nding and often uneven path. Hende
had taken up Dayel's position at the end of Flick's stretcher, while the slim
ElIf utilized his highly devel oped senses to |locate the trail through the
dar kness. The Dwarf thought ruefully of the cloth strips Allanon had prom sed he
woul d | eave to guide them out of the Wl fsktaag. Now, nore than any tine
previously, they were needed to mark the proper route-not for hinmself, but for
the two Val enmen, whose |ives depended on speed. As he wal ked, his arms not yet
feeling the strain of carrying the stretcher, his mnd nmulling over the
situation facing them he found hinself gazing al nost absently at two tall peaks
whi ch broke the snpothness of the night sky to his left. It was several mnutes



before he realized with a start that he was | ooking at the entrance to the Pass
of Jade.

At the same nonment, Dayel announced to the group that the trail split in
three directions just ahead. Hendel quickly informed themthat the pass woul d be
reached by following the left path. Wthout pausing, they noved onward. The
trail began to | ead them downward out of the nountains in the direction of the
twin peaks. Reassured that the end was in sight, they marched faster, their
strength renewed with the hope that Allanon would be waiting. Shea and Flick
were no longer lying notionless on the stretchers, but were beginning to twitch
uncontrol lably and even thrash violently beneath the tightened bl ankets. A
battl e was wagi ng within the poisoned bodi es between the tightening grip of
death and a strong will to live. Hendel thought to hinmself that it was a good
sign. Their bodies had not yet given up the struggle to survive. He turned to
the others in the conmpany and di scovered that they were gazing intently at what
appeared to be a |ight gleam ng sharply against the black horizon between the
twin peaks. Then their own ears caught the distant sounds of a heavy boom ng
noi se and a | ow hum of voices conmng fromthe |ocation of the |ight. Balinor
ordered themto keep noving, but told Dayel to scout ahead and to keep his eyes
open.

"What is it?" asked Menion curiously.

"I can't be sure fromthis distance," Durin answered. "It sounds |ike
drunms and men chanting or singing."

"Gnones, " decl ared Hendel om nously.

Anot her hour's travel brought them cl ose enough to determi ne that the
curious light was caused by the burning of hundreds of snmall fires, and the
noi ses were i ndeed the booni ng of dozens of druns and the chanting of nany, many
nmen. The sounds had grown to deafening proportions, and the two peaks marking
the entrance of the Pass of Jade | oonmed |ike huge pillars in front of them
Bal i nor felt certain that if the creatures ahead were Gnhones, they woul d not
venture into their taboo land to post guards, so the conpany woul d be reasonably
safe until they reached the pass. The sound of the drunms and the chanting
continued to vibrate through the heavy forest trees. \Woever was bl ocking the
pass was there to stay for a while. Only nmonents later, the group had reached
t he edge of the Pass of Jade, just beyond reach of the firelight. Myving
silently off the path into the shadows, the conpany held a brief conference.

"What is going on?" Balinor asked anxiously of Hendel, when they were al
crouched in the protection of the forest.

"It's inpossible to tell from back here, unless you're a nmind reader!" the
Dwarf grow ed irately. "The chanting sounds |ike Giones, but the words are

blurred. | had better go ahead and check it out."

"I don't think so," Durin advised quickly. "This is a, job for an EIf, not
a Dwarf. | can nove nore quickly and quietly than you, and I'l|l be able to sense
t he presence of any guards.”

"Then it had better be ne," Dayel suggested. "I'msnmaller, lighter, and

faster than any of you. Be back in a mnute."

Wthout waiting for an answer, he faded into the forest and had
di sappeared before anyone coul d voice an objection. Durin swore silently,
fearing for his young brother's life.. If there were indeed Ghomes in the Pass
of Jade, they would kill any stray EIf they caught prowl ing about in the dark
Hendel shrugged in disgust and sat back against a tree to wait for Dayel's
return. Shea had begun to noan and thrash nore violently, throwi ng aside his
bl ankets and nearly. rolling off the stretcher. Flick was behaving in the sane
manner, though less forcibly, groaning in | ow tones, his face frighteningly
drawn. Menion and Durin nmoved quickly to wap the bl ankets back around the
Val enen, this tine tying themsecurely in place with long strips of |eather. The
noans continued, but the conpany had little fear of discovery with all the noise
conming fromthe other side of the pass. They sat back quietly waiting for Dayel,



| ooki ng anxi ously at the bright horizon and |istening to the drums, know ng that
sonehow t hey woul d have to find a way past whomever was bl ocking the entrance.
Long m nutes slipped by. Then Dayel appeared suddenly out of the darkness.

"Are they Gnomes?" asked Hendel sharply.

"Hundreds of them" the EIf replied grimy. "They're spread out all across
the entrance to the Pass of Jade and there are dozens of fires. It nmust be sone
sort of cerenmobny fromthe way they're beating the druns and chanting. The worst
of it is that they are all facing right into the pass. No one could possibly go
in or out without being seen."

He paused and | ooked briefly at the pain-wacked forns of the injured
Val enen before turning back to face Balinor

"I scouted the entire entrance and both sides of the peaks. There is no
way out except straight through the Ghones. They have us trapped!"

Xl |
Dayel 's bl eak report brought an i medi ate reaction. Menion |eaped to his feet,
reaching for his sword and threatening to fight his way out or die in the
attenpt. Balinor tried to restrain him or at least to quiet him but there was
conpl ete bedl am for several ninutes as the others joined the shouting highlander
in his vow Hendel questioned the sonewhat shaken Dayel about what he had seen
at the entrance to the pass, and after a few brief questions |oudly ordered
everyone to be silent.

"The Gnome chieftains are out there," he inforned Balinor, who had finally
managed to restrain Menion |long enough to listen to the Dwarf. "They have al
the high priests and, nenbers of surrounding villages here for a specia
cerenony that takes place once each nonth. They come at sunset and sing praises
to their gods for protecting themfromthe evils of the taboo |Iand, the
Wl fsktaag. It will last all night, and by nmorning we can forget about hel ping
our young friends."

"Wonder ful people, the Gnonmes!" expl oded Menion. "They fear the evils of
this place, but they align thenselves with the Skull Kingdom | don't know about
the rest of you, but I'mnot giving up because of a few half-wit Gnomes chanting
usel ess spells!”

"No one is giving up, Menion," Balinor said quickly. "W're getting out of
t hese nountai ns tonight. Ri ght now "

"How do you propose to do that?" demanded Hendel. "Wal k right through half

the Gnome nation? O perhaps we'll fly out?"
"Wait a minute!" Menion exclained suddenly and | eaned over the unconsci ous
Shea, searching eagerly through his clothing until he produced the small | eather

pouch contai ning the powerful Elfstones.

"The El fstones will get us out of here," he announced to the others,
graspi ng the pouch

"Has he lost his m nd?" asked Hendel, incredul ous at the sight of the
hi ghl ander eagerly wavi ng the | eather pouch

“I't won't work, Menion," declared Balinor quietly. "The only one with the
power to use the stones is Shea. Besides, Allanon once told nme they could only
be used agai nst things whose power |ies beyond substance, dangers that confuse
the mind. Those Ghones are nortal flesh and bl ood, not creatures of the spirit
worl d or the inmagination."

"I don't know what you're tal king about, but | do know that these stones
wor ked agai nst that creature fromthe Mst Marsh, and | saw it work . "
Meni on trail ed off despondently, reflecting on what he was saying, and finally
| owered the pouch and its precious contents. "What's the use? You rnust be right.
| don't even know what |'m sayi ng anynore."



"There has to be a way!" Durin cane forward, casting about for
suggestions. "All we need is a plan to draw attention away fromus for about
five mnutes and we could slip by them"

Meni on perked up at the suggestion, apparently finding sone nerit in the
i dea, but unable to think of a way to distract the attention of several thousand
Gnones. Balinor paced about for a few minutes, |lost in thought while the others
t hrew out random suggesti ons. Hendel suggested in bitter hunor that he walk into
their mdst and let hinself be captured. The Giones woul d be so overjoyed at
getting their hands on him the man they had tried so hard to destroy all these
years, that they would forget about anything else. Menion thought little of the
joke and was all for allowing himto do what he suggested.

"Enough talk!" roared the Prince of Leah finally, losing his tenper

al toget her. "What we need now is a plan, one that will get us out of here right
away, before the Val emen are conpletely beyond hel p. Now what do we do?"
"How wi de is the pass?" asked Balinor absently, still pacing.

"About two hundred yards at the point the Ghonmes are gathered," Daye
replied, avoiding a confrontation with Menion. He thought a m nute |onger, and
t hen snapped his fingers in recollection. "The right side of the pass is
conpl etely open, but on the left side there are small trees and scrub brush
growi ng along the cliff face. They would gi ve us sone cover."

"Not enough," interrupted Hendel. "The Pass of Jade is w de enough to
march an army through, but trying to get past with the little cover offered
woul d be suicidal. 1've seen it fromthe other side, and any Ghome | ooki ng woul d
spot you in a mnute!"

"Then they'l|l have to be | ooki ng somewhere else," Balinor grow ed as the
faint glinmer of a plan began to formin his mnd. He stopped suddenly, and
kneeling on the forest floor drew a crude di agram of the pass entrance, | ooking
to Dayel and Hendel for approval. Menion had stopped conplaining | ong enough to
join them

"Fromthe drawing, it appears that we can stay under cover and out of the
light until we reach here," Balinor explained, indicating a point of ground near
the Iine representing the left cliff face. "The slope is gentle enough to all ow
us to remain above the Ghones and within the cover of the brush. Then there is
an open space for about twenty-five or thirty yards until the forests begin
agai nst the steeper cliff face beyond. That is the point of diversion, the point
where the light will show us clearly to anyone | ooking. The Giones will have to
be turned anot her way when we cross that open space."

He paused and | ooked at the four anxious faces, w shing fervently that he
had a better plan, but knowing there was no tine to cone up with another if they
were to preserve any chance of recovering the Sword of Shannara. \Watever el se
was at stake now, nothing was of such paranpbunt inportance as the life of the
frail-looking Val eman who was heir to the Sword's power and the one chance |eft
to the people of the four lands to avoid a conflict that would consune them all
Their own lives could be sold conparatively cheaply to preserve that single
hope.

"It will take the best bowran in the Southland," the tall borderman

announced quietly. "That nan will have to be Menion Leah." The highl ander | ooked
up in surprise at the unexpected declaration, unable to hide the sense of pride
he felt. "There will be only one shot," continued the Prince of Callahorn. "If
it is not exactly on target, we will be lost."

"What is your plan?" interrupted Durin curiously.

"When we reach the end of our cover at the open space, Menion will |ocate
one of the Gnhome chieftains to the far side of the pass. He will have one shot
with the bowto kill him and in the confusion that foll ows, we can slip by."

"I't won't work, my friend," grow ed Hendel. "The m nute they see their
| eader struck by the arrow, they'll be all over that pass entrance. You'll be

found in mnutes."



Bal i nor shook his head and smiled faintly, but unconvincingly.

"No, we won't, because they will be after someone el se. The minute the
Gnone chieftain falls, one of us will show hinmself back in the pass. The Gnomnes
will be so incensed and so eager to get their hands on him that they won't take

the tine to search for anyone else, and we can slip by in the confusion."
Sil ence greeted his appraisal of the situation, and the anxious faces
| ooked fromone person to the next, the same thought in every m nd.
"It sounds just fine for everyone but the man who stays behind to show

hinsel f," broke in Menion in disbelief. "Who gets that suicidal chore?"
"I't was nmy plan," declared Balinor. "It will be ny duty to stay behind and
| ead the Gnonmes into the Wl fsktaag, until | can circle back and join you |l ater

at the edge of the Anar."

"You must be insane if you think I"'mletting you stay behind and cl ai m al
the credit,"” Menion declared. "If | make the shot, | stay to take the bows, and
if I mss. C

He trailed off and smiled, shrugging casually, clapping Durin on the
shoul der as the other | ooked on incredul ously. Balinor was about to object
further when Hendel stepped forward shaking his broad head in disagreenent.

"The plan is fine as it goes, but we all know that the man who stays
behind will have several thousand Gnomes attenpting to track hi mdown, or at
best, waiting for himto cone out of their taboo | and. The man who stays nust be
a man who knows the Gnones, their nethods, how to fight and survive agai nst
them In this case, that man is a Dwarf with a lifetine of battle know edge
behind him It nust be ne.

"Besides," he added grimy, "I told you how badly they want nmy head. They
won't pass up the chance after such an affront.”
"And |'ve already told you," insisted Menion again, "that's ny. "

"Hendel is right," Balinor cut in sharply. The others | ooked at himin
amazenment. Only Hendel knew that the decision the borderman had nade, however
di stasteful, was the same one he woul d have nmade had their positions been
reversed. "The choice has been nade, and we will abide by it. Hendel wll have
t he best chance to survive."

He turned to the stocky Dwarf warrior and extended a broad hand. The ot her
gripped it tightly for a brief nmonent, then turned quickly fromthem and
di sappeared up the trail at a slowtrot. The others watched, but he was gone in
a matter of seconds. The booning of the druns and the chanting of the Gnhonmes
roll ed deeply out of the lighted sky to the west.

"Gag the Val emen so they cannot cry out," ordered Balinor, startling the
other three with the sharpness of the sudden command. When Menion failed to
nove, but remained rooted to the spot, looking silently up the path Hendel had
taken a monent before, Balinor turned to himand placed a reassuring hand on his
shoul der. "Be certain, Prince of Leah, that your shot is worthy of his sacrifice
for us."

The still-twi sting bodies of the two Val emen were quickly secured to the
makeshi ft stretchers and their low cries effectively muffled by tightly bound
cloth gags. The four renmaining nmen picked up their gear and the stretchers and
noved out of the cover of the trees toward the nouth of the Pass of Jade. The
Gnone fires blazed up before them lighting the night sky in a brilliant aura of
yel  ow and orange flane. The druns crashed out in steady rhythm the sound
deafening in the ears of the four as they drew closer. The chanting grew | ouder
until it seenmed as if the entire Ghone nation nmust be gathered. The overal
sensation was one of eerie unreality, as if they were lost in that primtive
worl d of half-dreans traversed by nortal and spirit alike in strange rituals
t hat have no recogni zabl e purpose. The walls of the towering cliffs rose
jaggedly into the night sky on either side, distant but om nously huge intruders
on the little scene taking place at the high entrance to the Pass of Jade. Rock
wal I's glinmered in a shower of color-red, orange, and yellow bl ended into an



overriding deep green that danced and flickered in the man-nade firelight. The
color reflected off the hardness of the rock and mrrored softly in the grimset
faces of the four stretcher bearers, touching nmonentarily the fear they were
trying to conceal

Finally the men stood within the corridor of the pass, just out of sight
of the chanting Ghonmes. The sl opes rose steeply on either side, the northern
incline offering little or no cover whatsoever, while the southern fairly
bristled with small trees and dense scrub brush that grew so thickly it was
choking on itself. Balinor silently signaled the others to nake their way up the
side of this slope. He took the |ead hinsel f, searching out the safest approach
novi ng cautiously upward toward the small trees that grew higher on the
nountain. It took themquite awhile to reach the safety of the trees, and
Bal i nor notioned them slowy ahead into the nouth of the pass. As they inched
forward, Menion could | ook through breaks in the trees and brush to catch quick
glinpses of the fires burning below, still ahead of them their bright flanes
al nost conpletely masked by the hundreds of small, gnarled figures who noved
rhythmically in the light, chanting in a deep, soul-searching drone to the
spirits of the Wl fsktaag. H's mouth felt dry as he visualized what woul d happen
to themif they were discovered, and he thought grimy of Hendel. He was
suddenly very afraid for the Dwarf. The brush and trees began to thin out,
ri sing higher on the slope, and the four crept upward under their cover, but
sl ower now, nore hesitantly, as Balinor kept one eye fixed on the Ghones bel ow.
Durin and Dayel wal ked on cat feet, their light Elven franes noving soundl essly
through dry, brittle linbs and twi gs, blending into the natural terrain about
them Again Menion peered worriedly at the Gnones, closer than before, their
yel | owi sh bodi es weaving to the druns, gleamng with the sweat of hours spent
calling on their gods and praying to the nountains.

Then the four reached the end of their cover. Balinor pointed ahead to the
yards of open space that |ay between them and the dense forests of the Anar
standi ng darkly beyond. It was a | ong distance, and there was not hing between
the men and the floor of the pass but the scrub brush and a few sparse bl ades of
grass, dried fromthe sun. Directly bel ow were the chanting Gnones, swaying in
the fire's glow and in a perfect position to see anyone attenpting to cross the
brightly lighted open spaces of the southern slope. Dayel had been correct; it
woul d have been suicide to attenpt to sneak past under those conditions. Menion
| ooked up and quickly saw that further efforts to reach higher ground with the
two wounded Val enen were effectively prevented by a sheer cliff face that rose
abruptly several hundred feet into the air, banking only slightly as it
continued upward to its invisible peak. He turned back to | ook again at the open
space. |t appeared farther across than before. Balinor notioned the others into
atight circle.

“Menion can nove to the edge of the cover," he whispered cautiously.

"After he picks his target and the Grone is hit, Hendel will focus their rage by
calling attention to hinmself inside the pass, high on the other slope. He should
be in place by this tinme. Wen the Gronmes rush him we nove across the open
space as quickly as possible. Don't stop to | ook-keep noving."

The other three nodded and all eyes rested on Meni on, who had unstrapped
the great ash bow from his back and was testing its pull. He picked out a single
I ong, black arrow, sighting it for accuracy, and hesitated for a nminute, |ooking
downward through the veiled covering of the trees to the hundreds of Ghones on
the valley floor. Suddenly he realized what was expected of him He was to kil
a man, not in battle or in fair conbat, but from anmbush, with stealth, and that
man woul d never have a chance. He knew instinctively that he could not do it,
that he was not the seasoned fighter that Balinor was, that he did not have the
cold determ nation of Hendel. He was brash and even brave at tines and ready to
stand agai nst anyone in open conbat, but he was not a killer. He gl anced back
nonentarily at the others, and they saw it at once in his eyes.



"You must do it!" whispered Balinor harshly, his eyes burning with fierce
det ermi nati on.

Durin's face was averted slightly in the half-light, grimand frozen with
uncertainty. Dayel stared directly at Menion, his Elven eyes w de, frightened by
t he choi ce the highlander faced, the youthful countenance ashen and ghostli ke.

"I cannot kill a man this way," Menion shook involuntarily at his own
words, "even to save their lives ..."

He paused and Balinor continued to stare at him waiting for sonething
nor e.

"I can do the job," Menion announced suddenly after a nonent's reflection
and a second | ook to the valley below. "But it shall be done a different way."

Wt hout further explanation he noved forward t hrough the clunp of trees
and crouched silently on the fringe, alnpst beyond its sparse protection. His
eyes scanned hurriedly the forns of the Giones below, finally conming to rest on
a chieftain on the far side of the pass. The Grone stood before his subjects,
his wi zened yell ow face uplifted, his snall hands extended, holding in offering
a long bow of glow ng enbers. He stood notionless as he led the chanting with
t he other Gnome chieftains, his face turned toward the entrance to the
Wl f skt aag. Menion withdrew a second arrow fromthe quiver and laid it in front
of him Then on one knee, he inched fromthe safety of the small tree he had
positioned hinself behind, fitted the first arrowto the bow and si ghted. The
other three waited grimy, breathless within the edges of the foliage, watching
t he bowran. For one split second everything seemed to cone to a conplete
standstill, and then the taut bowstring was rel eased with an audi bl e twang and
the arrow flew invisibly to its target. Alnbst as if a part of the sane notion,
Menion fitted the second arrow to the string, sighted and fired with blinding
rapidity, then dropped notionless into the cover of the closest tree.

It happened so fast that no one saw it all, but each caught glinpses of
t he bowran's action and the scene that followed in the mdst of the unsuspecting
Gnones. The first arrow struck the long bow in the outstretched hands of the
chanting Gione chieftain and sent it spinning in an expl osion of wood splinters.
G eanmng red coals flew upward in a shower of sparks. In the next instant, while
t he astoni shed Gnonme and his still-nystified foll owers were caught nmonentarily
frozen with uncertainty, the second arrow enbedded itself painfully in the half-
turned and hi ghly vul nerabl e posterior of the chieftain, who gave an agoni zi ng
how that could be heard the | ength and breadth of the firelit Pass of Jade. The
timng was absolutely perfect. It happened so quickly that even the unfortunate
victimhad no tine, nor inclination for that matter, to decide where the
enbarrassi ng assault had come fromor who the deceitful perpetrator m ght have
been. The Gnone chieftain | eaped about in terror and pain for several wld
nonents as his fell ow Ghonmes | ooked on in nixed bew | dernment and apprehensi on
enmotions that quickly changed. Their cerenpbny had been rudely interrupted and
one of their chieftains had been treacherously struck from anmbush. They were
hum | i at ed and dangerously angered.

Wthin seconds after the arrows struck their targets, before anyone had
been given a chance to collect his senses, a torch appeared far away inside the
pass on the upper reaches of the northern slope, touching off a giant bonfire
that blazed into the night sky as if the earth itself had erupted in answer to
the cries of the vengeful Ghomes. Before the rising blaze stood the broad,

i mobile figure of the Dwarf Hendel, his arns raised in challenge, one great
hand cl utchi ng the stone-shattering nace in nenacing defiance of all who | ooked
up at him H's | augh echoed deafeningly off the cliff walls.

"Come face me, Ghomes-worns of the earth!" he roared nockingly. "Stand and
fight-it's plain you won't be caught sitting for a while. Your foolish gods
cannot save you fromthe powers of a Dwarf, let alone the spirits of the
Wl f skt aag! "



The roar of fury that went up fromthe Grones was frightening. Alnost to a
man, they surged forward into the Pass of Jade to reach the nocking figure on
t he sl ope above them determined to tear his heart out for the shane and
hum liation inflicted upon them To strike a Gnonme chieftain was bad enough, but
toinsult their religion and their courage in the sane breath was unforgivable.
Sone of the Gnhones recognized the Dwarf inmediately and shouted his nane to the
others, crying out for his instant death. As the Ghomes charged blindly ahead
into the pass, their cerenmony forgotten, the fires burning untended, the four
men on the slope leaped to their feet, clutching tightly the stretchers and
their precious cargo, and raced in a | ow crouch across the open and unprotected
southern slope, fully exposed by the glare of the blaze bel ow, their shadows
appeari ng as huge phantons against the cliffside above their fleeing forns. No
one paused to check the progress of the an Giones; they charged nadly ahead,
eyes glued to the sheltering bl ackness of the Anar forest loomng in the
di st ance.

M racul ously, they nade it to the safety of the forest. There they paused,
breat hing heavily in the cool shadows of the great trees, listening to the
sounds in the pass. Below them the floor of the pass entrance was deserted
except for a small cluster of Ghones, one of whom was engaged in aiding the
wounded chieftain by extracting the painful arrow. Menion chuckled inwardly at
the sight, a slow smle spreading over his lean face. It quickly vani shed,
however, as he | ooked into the pass where the bonfire on the northern sl ope
still burned fiercely. The naddened Gnonmes were clinbing upward from al
directions, an endl ess nunber of small yellow sh bodies, the forenpst of which
had al nost reached the bl aze. There was no sign of Hendel, but from al
appear ances he was trapped sonewhere on the slope. The four watched for only a
m nute, and then Balinor silently signaled for themto nove out. The Pass of
Jade was | eft behind.

It was dark in the heavy forests once the conmpany had gone beyond the
light of the Gnome fires. Balinor placed the Prince of Leah in the fore with
instructions to nove downward fromthe southern slope to find a trail that would
take themwest. It did not take long to reach such a trail, and the little band
noved into the central Anar. The forests about them shut out npost of the dim
light of the distant stars, and the great trees framed the path ahead |ike bl ack
wal I s. The Val emen were thrashing violently on the stretchers agai n and npani ng
pai nfully, even through the heavy gags. The carriers were beginning to | ose hope
for their young friends. The poi son was seeping slowy through their systens and
when enough of it reached their hearts, the end would come abruptly. There was
no way the four men could know how rmuch tine was |eft the brothers, and no way
to estimate how far they m ght be fromany sort of nedical assistance. The one
man who knew t he central Anar was behind them trapped in the Wl fsktaag and
fighting for his life.

Suddenly, so quickly that the four. had no time to get off the trail to
avoi d detection, a group of Gnones appeared fromout of the wall of trees on the
pat h ahead. For a nonent everyone stood notionless, each group squinting through
the dimlight. It only took an instant for each to realize who the other was.
The four nen quickly put down the cunbersone stretchers and noved forward to
stand in a line across the trail. The Ghomes, nunbering ten or twelve in all
clustered together for a noment and then one of them di sappeared back into the
trees.

"They' ve sent for help," Balinor whispered to the others. "If we don't get
by them quickly, they will have reinforcenents here to finish us off."

He had barely gotten the words out of his nmouth before the remaining
Gnones let out a chilling battle cry and charged toward the four, their short,
wi cked-1 ooki ng swords gl eaming dully. The silent arrows of Menion and the Elf
brothers dropped three of themin nidstride before the rest swarnmed over them
i ke savage wol ves. Dayel was conpletely bow ed over by the assault and for a



nonent was | ost fromsight to the rear. Balinor stood firmas his huge bl ade cut
two of the unfortunate Gnhomes in half with one great sweep. The next severa
mnutes were filled with sharp cries and | abored breathing as the fighters

battl ed back and forth across the narrow trail, the Giones seeking to get under
the I ong reach of the nen before them the four defenders nmaneuvering to keep

t hensel ves between the fierce attackers and their two injured conpanions. In the
end, the Giones all lay dead on the bloodied trail, their bodies small heaps in
the dimlight of the watching stars. Dayel had received a serious slash in the
ribs that had to be bound, and Menion and Durin had received a nunber of small
wounds. Balinor was untouched, his body protected fromthe Grone swords by the

I i ghtwei ght chain nmail beneath his shredded cl oak

The four paused only |l ong enough to bind up Dayel's rib wound before
pi cking up the stretchers and continuing at an even faster pace along the
deserted path. They had further reason to hasten now Gnhonme hunters woul d be
quickly on their trail once they found their slain conrades. Menion tried to
guess the hour fromthe position of the stars and by estimating their tine of
travel since the sun had set back in the Wl fsktaag Muntains, but could only
conclude it was somewhere in the early-norning hours. The highlander felt the
final signs of fatigue begin to creep through his aching arns and strai ned back
nuscl es as he wal ked rapi dly behind the broad form of Balinor, who had taken the
| ead. They were all close to exhaustion, their bodies worn fromthe day's trave
and their encounters with first the nonster in the Wl fsktaag and then the
Gnones. They were kept on their feet primarily because they knew what woul d
happen to the Valenen if they stopped. Nevertheless, thirty nmnutes after the
brief battle with the Grone rear guard, Dayel sinply collapsed in mdstride from
| oss of bl ood and exhaustion. It took the others several mnutes to revive him
and get him back on his feet. Even then, the pace sl owed noticeably.

Bal i nor was forced to call a second halt only mnutes later to allow them
all a much-needed rest. They huddled quietly at the side of the trail and
listened in dismay to the growing tunult all about them Shouting and nuffl ed
drunms, still distant, had begun again since their encounter on the trail
Apparently the Ghones were alerted sufficiently to their presence to have called
out a large nunmber of hunting parties to track themdown. It sounded as if the
entire Anar forest were alive with angered Ghones, stal king the surrounding
woods and hills in an effort to find the eneny that had slipped by themon the
trail and killed ten or so of their nunber in avoiding capture. Menion gl anced
down wearily at the young Val enen, their faces white and covered with a heavy
sheet of perspiration. He could hear them noani ng through the cloth gags, see
their |inmbs convul se as the poison seeped relentlessly through their failing
systens. He | ooked at them and felt suddenly that he had sonehow | et t hem down
when they needed hi mnost, and that now they would pay the price for his
failure. It angered hi mwhen he thought about the whole crazy idea of journeying
to Paranor to retrieve a relic of another age on the offhand chance that it
woul d save them or save anyone for that matter, froma creature |like the
Warl ock Lord. Yet he knew, even as he finished the thought, that it was wong to
guesti on now sonet hing they had accepted fromthe first as little nore than a
renote possibility. He | ooked at Flick wearily and wondered why they coul dn't
have been better friends.

Durin's sudden whi sper of warning sent themall scurrying off the exposed
path with the cunbersonme stretchers to the seclusion of the great trees,
flatteni ng thensel ves against the earth and waiting breathlessly. A nmonent |ater
the distinct sound of heavy boots reverberated along the deserted trail and,
fromthe direction in which they had come, a party of Gnome warriors marched out
of the darkness toward their hiding place. Balinor imrediately knew there were
too many for themto fight and placed a restraining hand on the excited Menion
to keep him from naki ng any sudden novenent. The Gnones narched al ong the trai
in formation, their yellow faces stony in the starlight as their w de-set eyes



gl anced uneasily about at the dark forest. They reached the point where the
conpany crouched in hiding and noved on up the trail without pausing, unaware
that their quarry was within a few feet. Wen they had di sappeared from si ght
and there was no further sound of them Menion turned to Balinor

"W are finished if we don't find Allanon. W won't get another nile
carrying Shea and Flick under these conditions unless we have hel p!'"

Bal i nor nodded sl owly, but nade no comment. He knew their situation. But
he knew as well that stopping now woul d be worse than capture or a second
encounter with the Grones. Nor could they |eave the brothers in these woods and
hope they could find themafter they got help-it was clearly too great a risk.
He notioned the others to their feet. Wthout speaking, they picked up the
stretchers and resuned the wearing narch along the forest path, know ng now that
the Gnomes were in front of themas well as behind. Menion wondered agai n what
had befallen the gallant Hendel. It seened inpossible that even the resourcefu
Dwarf with all his skill in nountain fighting could have nanaged to evade those
enraged Gnones for any length of tinme. In any event, the Dwarf could not be in
much worse shape than they were, wandering about the Anar w th wounded nen and
no help in sight. If the Giones did find them again before they reached safety,
Meni on had little doubt as to the outcone.

Again Durin's sharp ears picked up the sound of approaching feet and
everyone | eaped to the safety of the great trees. They had barely gotten clear
of the open trail and flattened thensel ves am dst the brush of the forest when
figures appeared through the trees ahead. Even in the faint light of the stars,
Durin's sharp eyes i medi ately picked out the | eader of the small party as a
giant of a man cloaked in a long black robe wound | oosely about his |ean body. A
noment |ater the others saw himas well. It was Allanon. But Durin's sudden
warni ng gesture stifled the exclamations of relief that were formng on the |ips
of Balinor and Menion. They squinted through the darkness and saw that the
smal I, white-cloaked figures acconpanying the historian were unm stakably Gnhone.

"He's betrayed us!" whi spered Menion harshly, his hand instinctively
reaching for the long hunting knife at his belt.

"No, wait a mnute," ordered Balinor quickly, notioning themall to lie
flat as the party came closer to their hiding spot.

Al lanon's tall figure approached slowy along the trail in no apparent
hurry, the deep-set eyes turned straight ahead as he wal ked. Hi s dark brow was
furrowed in concentration. Menion knew instinctively that they would be found
and tensed his nuscles for the leap onto the trail where his first bl ow would
destroy the traitor. He knew he woul d have no second chance. The white-garbed
Gnones followed their |eader dutifully, not marching in any particul ar order as
they shuffled along in apparent disinterest. Suddenly Allanon halted and | ooked
around in startled realization, as if sensing their presence. Menion prepared to
spring, but a heavy hand grasped his shoul der, holding himfirmy against the
earth.

"Balinor," called the tall wanderer evenly, noving neither forward nor to
either side as he | ooked about expectantly.

"Rel ease ne!" demanded Menion furiously of the Prince of Callahorn

"They have no weapons!" Balinor's voice cut through his anger, causing him
to scan again the white-robed Ghones at the tall man's side. There were no
weapons Vi si bl e.

Bal i nor stood up slowy and advanced into the clearing, his great sword
gripped tightly in one hand. Menion was right behind him noting the lean figure
of Durin just within the trees, an arrow fitted to his bow in readi ness. Allanon
cane forward with a sigh of relief and reached for Balinor's hand, stopping
qui ckly as he saw the faint distrust mirrored in the bordernman's eyes and the
outright bitterness registered on the face of the highlander. He seened baffled
for a noment, and then | ooked back suddenly at the small figures standing
noti onl ess behi nd hi m



"No, it's all right!" he exclainmed hastily. "These are friends. They have
no weapons and no hatred toward you. They are heal ers, physicians."

For a nmonment no one noved. Then Balinor sheathed the great sword and took
Al'l anon's extended hand in wel cone. Menion followed suit, still distrustful of
the Gnonmes waiting up the trail

"Now tell me what has happened, " ordered Allanon, once again in comand of
the weary conpany. "Were are the others?"

Qui ckly Balinor recounted what had befallen themin the Wl fsktaag, their
i ncorrect choice of the trail at the fork, the battle that had followed with the
creature in the city ruins, their journey to the pass and the plan that had
gotten them past the assenbl ed Gnones. Upon hearing of the Valenen's injuries,
Al l anon i nmedi ately spoke to the Ghonmes who had acconpanied him informng the
suspi ci ous Menion that they could treat the wounds his friends had incurred.
Bal i nor continued his tale while the white-robed Ghones hastened to the side of
the injured Val enmen and hovered over themin obvious concern, applying a liquid
fromsonme vials they carried. Menion | ooked on anxi ously, wondering to hinself
why these Gnhones were any different fromthe rest. As Balinor concluded, Allanon
shook his head in disgust.

"It was my fault, my miscalculation,” he nuttered angrily. "I was | ooking
too far ahead in the journey and not watching closely enough for immediate
dangers. If those two nen die, the whole trip will have been for nothing!"

He spoke again to the scurrying Gnonmes, and one of them departed at a
hasty wal k up the trail toward the Pass of Jade.

"I sent one of them back to see what he could | earn about Hendel. If
anyt hi ng has happened to him I'I|l be the only one to blane."

He ordered the Ghone physicians to pick up the Val emen and the whol e group
noved back onto the trail, heading westward, the stretcher bearers in the |ead
and the weary nenbers of the company trailing behind. Dayel's rib wound had been
attended to, and he was able to wal k without assistance. As the conpany travel ed
al ong the deserted trail, Allanon explained to them why they woul d not encounter
Gnone hunting parties in this region

"W are approaching the land of the Stors, these Ghonmes that cane with
me," he infornmed them "They are healers, separate fromthe rest of the Ghone
nati ons and all other races, dedicated to hel ping those in need of sanctuary or
nedi cal aid. They govern thenselves, |live apart fromthe petty bickerings of
ot her nations-sonething nmost nen coul d never manage to do. Everyone in this part
of the world respects and honors them Their land, which we will enter soon, is
called Storlock. It is hallowed ground that no Gnome hunting party would dare to
cross into unless invited. You may rest assured that invitations are at a
prem umthis night."

He went on to explain that he had been a friend to these harm ess peopl e
for many years, sharing their secrets, living with themfor as |long as severa
nmonths at a time. The Stors could be counted on, he guaranteed Menion, to cure
what ever might be wong with the young Val emen. They were the forenpst heal ers
inthe world, and it was no accident that they had cone along with the historian
when he had returned through the Anar to neet the conpany at the Pass of Jade.
Hearing of the strange events that had taken place froma frightened Ghone
runner he had encountered on the trail at the edge of Storlock, who believed the
spirits of the taboo land had sallied forth to consume themall, he had asked
the Stors to cone with himin search of his friends, fearing that they m ght
have sustained injuries at the pass.

"I had no idea that the creature whose presence | detected in that valley
in the Wl fsktaag woul d have the intelligence to renove the trail markers after
| had passed,"” he admitted angrily. "I should have suspected, though, and |eft
other signs to be certain that you bypassed that place. Wrse still, | passed
right through the Pass of Jade in the early afternoon without realizing that the



Gnonmes woul d be gathering that evening for the purging of the nountain spirits.
It appears | have failed you badly."

"W were all at fault," Balinor declared, although Menion, |istening
silently fromthe other side, was not so willing to believe he was right. "Had
we all been nore alert, none of this would have happened. What natters is curing
Shea and Flick and trying to do sonething about Hendel before the Grone hunting
parties find him"

They wal ked on in silence for a while, dejected nen too tired to think
further on the matter, concentrating only on putting one foot in front of the
next until they reached the prom sed safety of the Stor village. The trai
seened to wind endlessly through the trees of the Anar forest, and after a while
the four lost all sense of tinme and place, their minds dulled into sleepless
exhaustion. The night slowy passed away, and finally the first tinges of the
dawn's |ight appeared unexpectedly on the eastern horizon; still they had not
reached their destination. It was an hour |ater when they finally saw the |ight
of night fires burning in the Stor village, reflecting off the trees encircling
the tired travelers. Al at once they were in the village, surrounded by
ghostli ke Stors, wapped in the same white cl oaks, looking at the men with sad,
unbl i nki ng expressions as they hel ped the exhausted travelers into the shelter
of one of the | ow buildings.

Once within, the nenbers of the conpany coll apsed wordl essly on the soft
beds provided, too tired to wash or even undress. Al were asleep in seconds
except for Menion Leah, whose high-strung tenmperanment fought back the clutches
of a soothing sleep ong enough to allow his bleary eyes to search silently
about the room for Allanon. Upon not finding him he rose sluggishly fromthe
softness of the bed and stunbled wearily to the cl osed wooden door, which he
dimMy recalled led to a second room beyond. Leani ng heavily agai nst the door
his ear pressed closely to the crack in the janmb, he listened to snatches of
conversation between the historian and the Stors. In a daze of half-sleep, he
heard a brief digression concerning Shea and Flick. The strange little people
felt that the Val emen woul d recover with rest and special nedication. Then
abruptly a door beyond opened to admt several people, and their voices bl ended
meani ngl essly in exclamations of dismy and shock. Allanon's deep voice cut
through in icy clearness.

"What have you di scovered?" he denanded. "ls it as bad as we feared?"

"They caught sonebody in the nountains,” cane the tinmd answer. "It was
i npossible to tell who it was or even what it was by the tinme they were
finished. They tore himto pieces!"

Hendel

Stunned, even in his exhausted condition, the highlander pushed hinsel f
upri ght and stunbled back to his waiting bed, unable to believe he had heard
themcorrectly. Deep within him a great enpty space opened. Hel pless tears of
anger welled up, unable to reach his still-dry eyes, and hung poised there unti
the Prince of Leah finally dropped off into conforting sleep

X1
VWhen Shea finally opened his eyes, it was nidafternoon of the follow ng day. He
found hinmself resting confortably in a long bed, tucked in with clean sheets and
bl ankets, his hunting clothes replaced by a | oose white gown tied about his

neck. On the bed next to himlay the still-sleeping Flick, his broad face no
| onger drawn and pale, but alive once nmore with the color of |ife and peacefu
in slunmber. They were in a snmall, plaster-walled roomwith a ceiling supported

by | ong wooden beans. Through the w ndows, the young Val enan could see the trees
of the Anar and the shining blueness of the afternoon sky. He had no idea how
| ong he had been unconsci ous or what had happened during that tinme to bring him
to this unknown place. But he felt certain that the creature of the Wl fsktaag



had nearly killed him and that Flick and he owed their lives to the nmen of the
conpany. Hi s attention was quickly drawn to the opening door at one end of the
smal | room and the appearance of an anxi ous Meni on Leah

"Well, old friend, | see that you' ve conme back to the world of the
living." The highlander smled slowmy as he cane over to the bedside. "You gave
us quite a scare there for a while, you know. "

"W nade it, didn't we?" Shea grinned happily at the famliar joking
Voi ce.

Meni on nodded briefly and turned to the supine figure of Flick, who had
stirred slightly beneath the covers and was begi nning to awake. The stocky
Val eman opened his eyes slowy and | ooked up hesitantly, seeing the grinning
face of the highl ander.

"I knew it was too good to be true," he groaned painfully. "Even dead,
can't escape him It's a curse!™

"dd Flick has fully recovered as well." Mnion |aughed shortly. "I hope
he appreciates the work it took to carry that cunbersone body of his all this
way. "

"The day you do any honest work, 1'll be amazed," munbled Flick, trying to
clear his sleep-fogged eyes. He | ooked over at a smiling Shea and grinned back
with a short wave of greeting.

"Where are we anyway?" asked Shea curiously, forcing hinmself to sit up in
bed. He was still feeling weak. "How | ong have | been unconsci ous?"

Meni on sat down on the edge of the bed and repeated the entire tale of
their journey after escaping the creature in the valley. He told them of the
march to the Pass of Jade and the encounter with the Gnones there, the plan to
get themby, and the results. He faltered a bit retelling of Hendel's sacrifice
to the conpany. Shocked | ooks registered on the Val emen's faces on hearing of
the gallant Dwarf's grisly death at the hands of the enraged Gnonmes. Menion
qui ckly continued with the remai nder of the story, explaining how they had
wandered through the Anar until discovered by Allanon and the strange people
called Stors, who had treated their wounds and brought themto this place.

"This land is called Storlock," he concluded finally. "The people here are
Gnomes who have dedicated their lives to healing the sick and injured. It's
really amazi ng what they can do. They have a sal ve which, when applied to an
open wound, closes it up and heals it over in twelve hours. | sawit work nyself
on an injury Dayel received."

Shea shook his head in disbelief and was about to ask for further details
when the door again opened to adnit Allanon. For the first time he could
renmenmber, Shea thought the dark wanderer actually seemed happy, and detected a
sincere snile of relief on the grimface. The man wal ked qui ckly over to them
and nodded in satisfaction.

"I amcertainly pleased that you have both recovered from your wounds.
was gravely concerned about you, but it appears the Stors have done their work
well. Do you feel recovered enough to get out of bed and wal k around a bit,
per haps to have sone food?"

Shea | ooked inquiringly over at Flick, and they both nodded.

“"Very well, then, go along with Menion and test your strength," the
hi storian suggested. "It is inmportant that you feel well enough to travel again
soon. "

Wthout further word, he left by the sane door, shutting it softly behind
him They watched hi m go, wondering how he could continue to be so coldly fornal
in his attitude toward them Menion shrugged, advising themthat he would find
their hunting clothes which had been taken out and cleaned. tie left and quickly
returned with their clothing, whereupon the Val enen rose weakly fromtheir beds
and dressed while Menion told thema little nore about the Stors. He expl ai ned
that he had m strusted themat first because they were Ghones, but his fears had
rapi dly vani shed upon watching themcare for the Valenen. The others in the



conpany had slept well into the norning before waki ng and were scattered now
about the village, enjoying their brief respite on the journey to Paranor

The three left the roomshortly thereafter and entered another buil di ng
that served as a dining hall for the village, where they were given generous
portions of hot food to appease their ravenous appetites. Even with their
injuries, the Val enen found thensel ves able to put away several hel pings of the
nourishing nmeal. After finishing, Menion | ed them outside where they encountered
a fully recuperated Durin and Dayel, both delighted to see the Val enen back on
their feet. At Menion's suggestion, the five walked to the south end of the
village to see the wondrous Blue Pond that the highlander had been told about by
the Stors earlier in the day. It took only a few mnutes for themto reach the
smal | pond, and they sat at its edge beneath a huge weeping wllow and gazed in
silence at the placid blue surface. Menion told themthat the Stors made many of
their salves and balms fromthe waters of that pond, which were said to have
speci al healing elenents that could be found nowhere else in the world. Shea
tasted the water and found it different from anything he had ever encountered,
but not at all displeasing to drink. The others tried it as well and nurnured
their approval. The Blue Pond was such a peaceful place that for a nmonent they
all sat back and forgot their hazardous journey, thinking about their hones and
t he people they had | eft behind.

"This pond renminds nme of Beleal, ny hone in the Westland."” Durin smled to
hinself as he ran a finger through the water, tracing out sone image fromhis
m nd. "There, you can find the same sort of peace we have here."

"We' || be back there before you know it," Dayel prom sed, and then added
eagerly, alnmost boyishly, "And I'l| be married to Lynliss and we'll have many
children."

"Forget it," declared Menion abruptly. "Stay single and stay happy."

"You haven't seen her, Menion," Dayel continued brightly. "She is like no
one you have seen-a gentle, kind girl, as beautiful as this pond is clear."

Meni on shook his head in nock despair and sl apped the frail EIf on his
shoul der lightly, smling his understanding of the other's deep feeling for the
Elven girl. No one spoke for a few mnutes as they continued to gaze with m xed
feelings at the blue waters of the Stor pond. Then Shea turned to them
guesti oni ngly.

"Do you think we are doing the right thing? | nean going on this trip and
all. Does it all seemworth, it to you?"

"That seens funny conming fromyou, Shea," remarked Durin thoughtfully.
"The way | see it, you have the nost to lose by coming along. In fact, you are
t he whol e purpose of this journey. Do you feel it's worth it?"

Shea considered for a nonent while the others | ooked on silently.

"That's not really a fair question to ask him" defended Flick

"Yes, it is," Shea cut in soberly. "They are all risking their lives for
me, and |'ve been the only one expressing any doubts about what we're doi ng. But

| can't answer my own question, even to myself, because | feel | still don't
know exactly what's happening. | do not think that we have the whol e picture
before us."

| know what you nean," Menion agreed. "Allanon hasn't told us everything
about what we're doing on this trip. There's nmore to this business about the
Sword of Shannara than we know. "

"Has anybody ever seen the Sword?" Dayel asked suddenly. The others shook
t heir heads negatively. "Maybe there is no Sword."

"Ch, | think that the Sword exists, all right," Durin declared quickly.
"But once we get it, what do we do with it? Wat can Shea do agai nst the power
of the Warlock Lord, even with the Sword of Shannara?"

“I think we must trust to Allanon to answer that when the time cones,"
anot her voice said.



The new voi ce cane from behind the five, and they turned around sharply,
breat hi ng an audi ble sigh of relief when it was Balinor who, appeared. Even as
he watched the Prince of Callahorn stroll over to them Shea wondered to hinself

why it was that they all still felt an unspoken fear of Allanon. The borderman
smled a greeting to Shea and Flick and seated hinself with the others.

"Well, it appears that our hardships in comng through the Pass of Jade
were worth it after all. I'"'mglad to see that you're all right."

"“I"msorry about Hendel." Shea sounded awkward to hinmself. "I know he was

a close friend."

"It was a calculated risk that the situation denmanded," replied Balinor
softly. "He knew what he was doi ng and what the chances were. He did it for al
of us."

"What happens next?" asked Flick after a nonent.

"W wait for Allanon to decide on our route for the last |Ieg of the
journey," replied Balinor. "Incidentally, | neant what | said about trusting
him He is a great nman, a good nan, though it nay appear otherw se at tines. He
tells us what he feels we ought to know, but believe ne, he does the worrying
for us all. Do not be too quick to judge him"

"You know that he hasn't told us everything," Menion stated sinply.

"I amcertain he has told us only part of the tale." Balinor nodded. "But
he is the only one who realized the threat to the four lands in the first place.
W owe hima great deal, and the very least of that is a little trust."

The others nodded slowy in agreenent, nore for the reason that they al
respected the borderman than because they felt convinced by his reassurances.
This was especially true of Menion, who recogni zed that Balinor was a man of
great courage, the kind of man whom Meni on | ooked to as a | eader. They spoke no
nore on the matter, but turned to a further discussion of the Stors, their
history as a branch of the Gnhome nations and their long, abiding friendship with
Al l anon. The sun was setting when the tall historian appeared unexpectedly and
joined them by the Bl ue Pond.

"After | amfinished with you |I want the Val emen back in bed for a few
hours' rest. It probably wouldn't hurt the rest of you to get sone sleep as
well. We will leave this place some time around midnight."

"Isn't this a little sudden after the wounds Shea and Flick received?"
Meni on asked cauti ously.

"That cannot be hel ped, highlander." The grimface seened black even in
the fading sunlight. "W are all running out of tine. If word of our nission, or
even our presence in this part of the Anar, reaches the Warlock Lord, he wll
try to move the Sword i medi ately, and without it this journey is pointless.”

"Flick and | can nake it," Shea declared resolutely.

"What will be the route?" Balinor asked.

"W will cross the Rabb Plains tonight, a march of about four hours. If we
are lucky, we will not be caught out in the open, although | amquite sure the
Skull Bearers will still be searching for both Shea and nyself. W can only hope
t hey haven't managed to trace us into the Anar. | hadn't told you before,

because you had enough to concern you, but any use of the El fstones pinpoints

our position to Brona and his hunters. The nystical power of the stones can be
detected by any creature of the spirit world, warning hi mthat sorcery sinilar
to his own is being used."

"Then, when we used the Elfstones in the Mst Marsh. . ." Flick began in
horror.

"You told the Skull Bearers exactly where you were," Allanon finished with
that infuriating smle. "If you hadn't |ost yourselves in the nmist and the Bl ack
Oaks, they mght have had you right there."

Shea felt a sudden chill sweep over himas he recalled how cl ose they had
felt to death at the tine, little realizing how nuch danger they were really in

fromthe creatures they feared the nost.



"I'f you knew that use of the stones would attract the spirit creatures,
then why didn't you tell us?" denanded Shea angrily. "Wy did you give themto
us to use for protection when you knew what woul d happen?"

"You were cautioned, my young friend," cane the slow, growing response
that al ways indicated Allanon's tenmper was shortening. "Wthout them you would
have been at the mercy of other equally dangerous el enents. Besides, they are
protection enough in thensel ves agai nst the wi nged ones."

He waved of f further questions, indicating that the subject was cl osed,
causi ng Shea to becone even nore suspicious and angered. A watchful Durin saw
all the signs and placed a restraining hand on the young Val eman's shoul der
shaki ng his head in warning.

"I'f we nay return to the natter at hand,"” Allanon continued on a nore even
tone, "let ne explain further the chosen route for the next few days wi thout
interruption. The journey across the Rabb Plains will put us at the foot of the
Dragon's Teeth at daybreak. Those nountains offer all the protection we need
from anyone searching for us. But the real problemis getting over them and down
the other side to the forests surroundi ng Paranor. All the known passes through
the Dragon's Teeth will be closely guarded by the allies of the Warl ock Lord,
and any attenpt to scale those peaks w thout using one of the passes woul d get
hal f of us killed. So we'll go through the nountains by a different route, one
that they won't be guarding."”

"Wait a minute!" exclainmed Balinor in astonishnent. "You don't plan to
t ake us through the Tonb of the Kings!"

"There is no other alternative open to us if we wish to avoid being
di scovered. W can enter the Hall of Kings at sunrise and be conpletely through
t he nountai ns and outside Paranor by sundown without the guards at the passes
bei ng any the w ser."

"But the stories say no one has ever gotten through those caverns alive!"
insisted Durin, comng quickly to Balinor's aid in discounting the suggested
plan. "None of us is afraid of the living, but the spirits of the dead inhabit
t hose caves and only, the dead may pass through unharned. No |iving person has
ever done it!"

Bal i nor nodded his head slowy in agreenent, while the others | ooked on
anxi ously. Menion and the Val enen had never even heard of the place of which the
others seenmed so deathly afraid. Allanon was actually grinning strangely at
Durin's last comrent, his eyes dark beneath the heavy brows, his white teeth
showi ng i n nenaci ng fashion

"You are not entirely correct, Durin," he replied after a mnute. "I have
been t hrough the Hall of Kings, and I tell you that it can be done. It is not a
journey to be nmade wi thout risk. The caverns are indeed inhabited by the spirits
of the dead, and it is on this that Brona relies to prevent the entry of hunans.
But nmy power should be sufficient to protect us."

Meni on Leah had no idea what it was about the caverns that could cause
even a man like Balinor to have second thoughts, but whatever it was, he felt
there was a good reason to fear it. Moreover he was through questioni ng what he
had called old wives' tales and foolish | egends, since the encounters in the
M st Marsh and the Wl fsktaag. Wat really concerned hi m now was what sort of
powers the man who proposed to | ead themthrough the caves, of the Dragon's
Teeth m ght possess that could protect themfromspirits.

"The entire journey has been a calculated risk." Allanon was speaki ng once
again. "We all knew what the dangers were before we began it. Are you ready to
turn back at this point, or do we see the matter through to the end?"

"W will follow you," Balinor declared after only a nonent's hesitation
"You knew we would. The risk is worth it if we can |lay our hands on the Sword."

Al lanon smled slightly, his deep-set eyes traveling over the faces of the
ot hers, neeting each gaze piercingly, coming to rest at |last on Shea. The
Val eman stared back unfalteringly, though his heart felt tw nges of fear and



uncertainty as those eyes bored into his innernost thoughts, seem ngly aware of
every secret doubt the Valeman had tried to conceal

“"Very well." Allanon nodded darkly. "Go now and rest."

He turned abruptly and wal ked back toward the Stor village. Balinor
hastened after the departing figure, apparently w shing to ask sonething
further. The others watched both until they were out of sight. Then, for the
first time, Shea realized it was al nbst dark, the sun sinking slowy beneath the
hori zon and the twilight a soft white light in the deepening purple sky. For a
nmonent no one noved, and then silently they clinbed to their feet and retired to
t he peaceful village to sleep until the appoi nted hour of m dnight.

It seenmed to Shea that he had just fallen asleep when he felt the rough
grip of a strong hand shaki ng hi m awake. A nonment later, the sharp glare of a
burning torch flickered through the darkened room causing himto squint
protectively while his sleep-filled eyes adjusted to this new light. Through a
m st of sleep, he saw the determ ned face of Menion Leah, the anxious eyes
telling himthat the hour had cone for themto depart. He rose unsteadily in the
cold night air and, after a nonent's hesitation, hastened to dress. Flick was
al ready awake and half dressed, the stolid face a wel come sight in the eerie
silence of m dnight. Shea felt strong once again, strong enough to nmake the |ong
march across the Rabb Plains to the Dragon's Teeth and beyond if necessary-
anything to reach the end of the journey.

M nutes later, the three conpanions were naking their way through the
sleeping Stor village to neet the other nenbers of the conpany. The darkened
houses were bl ack, squarish bulks in the dimlight of a night sky which was
noonl ess and screened by a heavy bl anket of clouds that nmoved sl uggishly toward
sone undeterm ned destination. It was a good night to travel in the open, and
Shea felt reassured by the idea that any searching em ssaries of the Warl ock
Lord woul d have a very difficult time spotting them As they wal ked, he found
that he could barely detect the tread of their light hunting boots on the danp
earth. Everything seened to be working in their favor.

When they reached the western boundary of Storlock, they found the others
wai ting, except for Allanon. Durin and Dayel appeared |like enpty forns in the
bl ackness, their slight figures only shadows as they paced wordl essly, listening
to the sounds of the night. Passing close to them at one point, Shea was struck
by the distinctive Elven features, the strange pointed ears and. the pencil-thin
eyebrows arching upward onto the forehead. He wondered if other humans | ooked at
himthe way he now | ooked at the Elven brothers. Wre they truly different
creatures? He wondered agai n about the history behind the EIf people, the
history that Allanon had referred to once as remarkabl e, but had never described
further. Their history was his own, he knew now what he had al ways suspected. It
was sonet hing he wanted to know nore about, perhaps if only better to understand
his own heritage and the tale of the Sword of Shannara.

He | ooked over to the tall, broad figure of Balinor standing like a statue
to one side, his face featureless in the dark. Balinor was unquestionably the
nost reassuring thing about the whole expedition. There was sonething very
dur abl e about the borderman, a quality of indestructibility that lent itself
freely to all of the menbers of the conpany and gave them courage. Even All anon
did not inspire themin quite this way, although Shea felt. that he was easily
the nore powerful of the two. Perhaps Allanon, in his seemingly infinite
awar eness of all matters, knew what Balinor did for other nen and had brought
hi malong for precisely that reason

"Quite so, Shea." The soft voice was so close to his ear that the Val enan
| eaped violently in surprise as the bl ack-cl oaked wanderer strolled past him and
noti oned the others to his side. "The journey nmust be made while we have the
cover of the night. Stay together and keep your eyes on the nen ahead. There
will be no talking."



Wthout further greeting, the dark giant led theminto the Anar Forests
along a narrowtrail that ran directly west out of Storlock. Shea fell into step
behi nd Menion, his heart still in his throat fromthe fright he had received
his mnd racing madly back over the past encounters with the strange man,
wondering if what, he had suspected all along were true after all. In any event,
he woul d keep his thoughts to hinself any tine Allanon was cl ose, however
difficult that task m ght prove to be.

The conpany reached the western edges of the Anar Forests and the
begi nni ng of the Rabb Pl ai ns sooner than Shea had expected. Despite the
bl ackness of the night sky, the Val enen could sense the presence of the Dragon's
Teeth looning in the distance; w thout speaking, they | ooked at one anot her
briefly, then turned back to peer anxiously into he darkness. Allanon |ed them
across the enpty plainland without pausing and w thout slackening the pace. The
Plains were conpletely flat, totally free of natural obstructions and visibly
lifeless. The only things growing were small scrub trees and bits of scattered
brush that were bare and skel etonli ke in appearance. The fl oor of the plain was
har d- packed earth, so dry in parts that it split apart in |long, jagged crevices.
Not hi ng noved about the travelers as they marched in silence, their eyes and
ears alert to anything out of the ordinary. At one point, when they were al npst
three hours into the Rabb Pl ains, Dayel brought themup with a quick gesture,

i ndi cating that he had heard sonethi ng behind them far back in the bl ackness.
They crouched soundl ess and i mmobile for several |ong mnutes, but nothing
happened. At |ast Allanon shrugged and notioned them back into Iine, and they
resumed their march

They reached the Dragon's Teeth just before daybreak, the night sky stil
bl ack and cl ouded as they halted at the foot of the forbiddi ng nountains that
spread upward across their path |ike nonstrous spikes on an iron gate. Both Shea
and Flick felt strong, even after the |long march, and quickly indicated to the
others that they were ready to continue without a rest. Allanon seened eager to
nove on i mediately, alnbst as if he were determ ned to keep an appoi ntnent. He
took them straight into the treacherous-|ooki ng nountai ns al ong a pebbl e-strewn
trail that wound-gently upward into what appeared to be a pocket in the face of
the cliffs. Flick found himself |ooking up at the peaks on either side of the
trail as he wal ked, craning his stout neck at right angles to catch occasiona
glinmpses of the jagged tips. The Dragon's Teeth seened an appropri ate nane.

The nountains on either side began to fold about themas they worked their
way toward the cliff pocket. Beyond that shall ow pass, they could glinpse other
nmount ai ns, hi gher than these and clearly insurnountable by anything that could
not fly. Shea paused nonentarily at one point, picked up a piece of the |oose
rock frombeneath his feet, and examined it curiously as he resuned wal ki ng. To
his surprise, it was snooth on its fiat surfaces, alnobst glassy in appearance,
and its color was a deep, mirroring black that rem nded the Val enan of the coa
he had seen burned as fuel in some of the Southland communities. Yet this
appeared to be nore durable than coal, as if it had been pressured and polished
to reach its present state. He handed. it to Flick, who glanced at it, shrugged
disinterestedly and tossed it aside.

The trail began to tw st through huge clusters of fallen boul ders, causing
the travelers nonentarily to lose all sight of the surroundi ng nountains. They
wound about in the tangle of rock for a long tine, still clinbing toward the
pocket, their dark | eader apparently oblivious to the fact that no one had any
i dea where they were going. Finally they reached a clearing in the rocks where
they coul d see enough of the high cliffs about themto tell that they were at
the opening to the pocket and evidently close to the summit of the trail, which
woul d then either have to turn downward or |evel off into the nmountains. It was
here that Balinor broke the silence with a |ow whistle, bringing the conpany to
a halt. He spoke nonmentarily with burin, who had fallen back with the borderman



at the foot of the mountains, then quickly turned to Allanon and the others with
a startle look on his face.

"Durin is certain he heard someone following us on the trail up!" he
informed themtensely. "There's no question about it this tinme-soneone is back
there. "

Al l anon gl anced up hurriedly at the night sky. H's dark brow furrowed in
concern, the |lean face revealing that he was deeply worried by this report. He
| ooked at Durin uncertainly.

“I"'msure there is someone back there," Durin affirned.

"I cannot stop here to deal with this nyself. | have to be in the valley
ahead before the break of day," Allanon declared abruptly. "Watever is back
there nust be delayed until | have finished-it is essential!" Shea had never

heard the nman sound so determ ned about anything, and he caught the | ooks of
consternation on both Flick's and Menion's faces as they glanced quickly at one
anot her. \Watever it was Allanon had to do in the valley, it was critical to him
that he not be interrupted until he had finished.

“I"ll stay behind," Balinor volunteered, drawing his great sword. "Wait
for me in the valley."

“"Not al one, you won't,
in case."

Bal i nor smled briefly and nodded his approval to the highlander. Allanon
| ooked at himfor a noment as if to object, then nodded curtly and notioned the
others to follow him The El ven brothers hastened up the trail behind the tal
| eader, but Shea and Flick hung back uncertainly, until Menion nmotioned for them
to get going. Shea waved briefly, reluctant to desert his friend, but realizing
that he would be of little help in staying. He gl anced back only once and saw
the two nmen positioning thensel ves anong the rocks on either side of the narrow
trail, their swords gleaming dully in the faint starlight, their dark hunting
cl oaks blending with the shadows of the rocks.

Al l anon | ed the remaining four nenbers of the conpany ahead through the
junbl ed mass of boul ders where the cliff face split apart, clinbing steadily
upward toward what appeared to be the rimof the nysterious valley. It was only
a few short mnutes before they stood quietly at its edge, gazing wonderingly at
what |ay before them The valley was a barbaric w | derness of crushed rock and
boul ders strewn about the sides and floor, black and glistening like the rock
Shea had exami ned on the trail, the place was conpletely covered with them
Not hi ng el se was visible except for a snall |ake with nurky waters that
glistened a dull greenish-black and noved in snmall sluggish swirls as if
possessing a life of its own. Shea was i mediately struck with the strange
novermrent of the water. There was no wi nd which m ght cause the slow rippling. He
| ooked at the silent Allanon and was shocked to see a strange gl ow radiating
fromhis dark, forbidding face. The tall wanderer seened nonentarily lost in his
t hought s as he gazed downward at the | ake, and the Val eman could sense a
pecul i ar wi stful ness about the nman's unbroken study of the slowy churning
wat er s.

"This is the Valley of Shale, the doorstep to the Hall of Kings and the
honme of the spirits of the ages." The deep voice rolled suddenly out of the
dept hs of the great chest. "The lake is the Hadeshorn-its waters are death to
nortals. Walk with me to the floor of the valley, and then | must go on al one.

Wthout waiting for a response, he started slowy down the slope of the
val | ey, stepping surefootedly through the | oose rock, his gaze fixed on the
| ake, beyond. The others followed in nystified silence, sensing that this was
going to be an inportant noment for themall, that here nore than anywhere el se
in all the lands, Allanon was king. Wthout being able to explain why, Shea knew
that the historian, the wanderer, the phil osopher, and the nmystic, the nman who
had brought themthrough countless dangers on a wild ganble that only he fully
under st ood, the mysterious nman they knew as Allanon, had at |ast cone hone.

Meni on spoke up quickly. "1'm staying, too, just



Monents | ater, when they stood together on the floor of the Valley of Shale, he
turned to them again.

"You will wait for me here. No matter what happens next, you will not
follow me. You will not nove fromthis spot until | have finished. Were | go,
there is only death.™

They stood rooted in place as he noved away fromthem across the rocky
floor toward the nysterious | ake. They watched his tall, black formwalk
steadily ahead wi thout variation in either speed or direction, the great cloak
billow ng slightly. Shea shot a quick glance at Flick, whose tense face reveal ed
his fear of what woul d happen next. For a split second Shea consi dered getting
out of there, but realized i nmediately what a fool hardy decision that woul d be.
Instinctively he clutched his tunic, feeling the reassuring bulk of the snal
pouch that contained the Elfstones. Their presence made him feel safer, even
t hough he doubted that they would be of nuch use agai nst anything that Allanon
could not handle. He glanced anxiously at the others as they watched the
di m ni shing figure, then turning back, saw that Allanon had reached the edge of
t he Hadeshorn, where he was apparently awaiting sonething. A deathly silence
seened to grip the entire valley. The four waited, their eyes | ocked on the dark
figure who stood notionless at the water's edge.

Slowy, the tall wanderer raised his black-caped arns to the, sky and the
amazed nen saw the | ake begin to stir rapidly and then churn in deep
di ssati sfaction. The valley shuddered heavily, as if some form of hidden
sleeping Iife had been awakened. The terrified nmortals |ooked about in
di sbelief, fearing they were about to be swallowed by the rock-strewn maw of
sone nightmare di sgui sed as the valley. Allanon stood firmat the shoreline as
the water began to boil fiercely at its center, a spray nmist rising toward the
dar kened heavens with a sharp hiss of relief at its newfound freedomfromthe
depths. Fromout of the night air cane the sound of | ow npaning, the cries of
i mprisoned souls, their sleep disturbed by the man at the edge of the Hadeshorn.

The voices, |less than human and chill with death, cut through the raw edge of
sanity of the four who shivered and watched at the valley's edge, straining
their frightened minds and twisting with unnerciful cruelty until it seenmed the

little courage that remai ned nmust surely be wested fromthem |eaving them
stripped conpletely of all defenses. Unable to nove, to speak, even to think,
they stood frozen in terror as the sounds of the spirit world reached up to them
and passed through their mnds, warning of the things that lay beyond this life
and their understanding,

In the midst of the chilling cries, with a | ow runble that sounded from
the heart of the earth, the Hadeshorn opened at its center in the manner of a
t hrashing whirl pool and fromout of its nurky waters rose the shroud of an old
man, bowed with age. The figure rose to full height and appeared to stand on the
wat ers thensel ves, the tall, thin body a transparent gray of ghostlike hue that
shimered like the | ake beneath it. Flick turned conpletely white. The
appearance of this final horror only confirned his belief that their |ast
nonents on earth were at hand. Allanon stood notionless at the edge of the | ake,
his lean arns | owered now, the black cl oak wapped closely about his statuesque
figure, his face turned toward the shade which stood before him They appeared
to be conversing, but the four onl ookers could hear nothing beyond the
continual, maddeni ng sound of the inhuman cries that rose piercingly out of the
ni ght each tine the figure fromthe Hadeshorn gestured. The conversation
what ever its nature, lasted no nore than a few brief mnutes, ending when the
waith turned toward them suddenly, raised its tattered skeletal arm and
poi nted. Shea felt a chill slice through his unprotected body that seened to cut
to the bones, and he knew that for a brief second he had been touched by death.
Then the shade turned away and, with a final gesture of farewell to Allanon
sank slowy back into the dark waters of the Hadeshorn and was gone. As he
di sappeared fromview, the waters again churned sluggishly, and the npans and



cries reached a new pitch before dying out in a low wail of anguish. Then the
| ake was snooth and cal mand the men were al one.

As sunrise broke on the eastern horizon, the tall, black figure on the
| ake' s edge seened to sway slightly and then crunple to the ground. For a second
the four nen watching hesitated, then dashed across the valley floor toward
their fallen | eader, slipping and stunbling on the | oose rock. They reached him
in a nmatter of seconds and bent cautiously over him uncertain what they should
do. Finally, Durin reached down and shook the still formgingerly, calling his
nane. Shea rubbed the great hands, finding the skin ice-cold to his touch and
alarm ngly pale. But their fears were relieved when after a few minutes All anon
stirred slightly and the deep-set eyes opened once nore. He stared at themfor a
few seconds, and then sat up slowy as they crouched anxiously next to him

"The strain nust have been too great," he muttered to hinself, rubbing his
forehead. "Bl acked out after |I lost contact. I'lIl be fine in a noment."

"Who was that creature?" Flick asked quickly, afraid that it m ght
reappear at any noment.

Al l anon seened to reflect on his question, staring into space as his dark
face twisted in angui sh and then rel axed softly.

"A lost soul, a being forgotten by this world and its people,” he decl ared
sadly. "He has dooned hinself to an existence of half-life that may not end for
all eternity.”

"l don't understand," Shea said.

"I't's not inmportant right now " Allanon brushed the question aside
abruptly. "That sad figure to whom | just spoke is the Shade of Brenen, the
Drui d who once fought against the Warl ock Lord. | spoke to himof the Sword of

Shannara, of our trip to Paranor, and of the, destiny of this conpany. | could
learn little fromhim an indication that our fortunes are not to be decided in
the very near future, but that the fate of us all will be decided in days stil

far away-that is, all but one.™

"What do you nean?" Shea demanded hesitantly.

Al lanon clinbed wearily to his feet, gazed about the valley silently as if
to assure hinself that the encounter with the ghost of Brenen was ended, and
then turned back to the anxious faces waiting on him

"There is no easy way to say this, but you ve cone this far, alnmost to the
end of the quest. You have earned the right to know. The Shade of Brenen nade
two prophesies on the destiny of this conpany when | called himup fromthe
linbo world to which he is confined. He promised that within two dawns we woul d
behol d the Sword of Shannara. But he al so foresaw that one nenber of our conpany

woul d not reach the far side of the Dragon's Teeth. Yet he will be the first to
| ay hands upon the sacred bl ade."
"I still don't understand," Shea admitted after a monent's thought. "W've

al ready | ost Hendel. He must have been speaking of himin sone way."

"No, you are wong, ny young friend." Allanon sighed softly. "Upon nmaking
the last part of the prophesy, the shade pointed to the four of you standing at
the edge of the valley. One of you will not reach Paranor!"

Meni on Leah crouched silently in the cover of the boul ders along the path
| eadi ng upward to the Valley of Shale, waiting expectantly for the nysterious
bei ng who had been trailing theminto the Dragon's Teeth. Across from him
hi dden in the bl ackness of the shadows, was the Prince of Callahorn, his great
sword bal anced bl ade downward in the rocks, one big hand resting lightly on the
pomrel . Menion gripped his own weapon and peered into the darkness. Nothing was
novi ng. He could see for only about fifteen yards before an abrupt twist in the
trail conceal ed the remai nder of the pathway behind a cluster of massive
boul ders. They had been waiting for at |east half an hour and still nothing had
appeared, despite Durin's assurance that sonething was follow ng. Menion
wondered for a monent if perhaps the creature who had been trailing themwas one
of the em ssaries of the Warlock Lord. A Skull Bearer could take to the air and



get behind themto reach the others. The idea startled him and he was about to
signal Balinor when a sudden noise on the trail bel ow caught his attention. He
i medi ately flattened hinself against the rocks.

The sound of someone picking his way up the twi sting pathway, threading
slowy anmong the great boulders in the dimlight of the approaching dawn, was
clearly audi bl e. Whoever or whatever it was, he apparently did not suspect they
wer e hi dden above, or worse, did not care, because he was making no effort to
mask hi s approach. Scant seconds later, a dimform appeared on the pathway just
bel ow their hiding place. Menion risked a quick glance and for one brief second
t he squat shape and shuffling gait of the figure approaching rem nded hi m of
Hendel . He gripped the sword of Leah in anticipation and waited. The plan of
attack was sinple. He would leap in front of the intruder, barring his path
forward. In the same nmonment, Balinor would cut off his retreat.

Wth a lightning-quick spring, the highlander shot out of the rocks to
stand face to face with the nysterious intruder, his sword held poised as he
gave a sharp conmand to halt. The figure before himwent into a | ow crouch and
one powerful armcame up slightly to reveal a huge, iron-headed mace, glinting
dully. One second |l ater, as the eyes of the conbatants came to rest on one
anot her, the arns dropped in shocked recognition, and a cry of surprise burst
fromthe lips of the Prince of Leah

"Hendel ! "

Bal i nor canme out of the shadows to the rear of the newconer in time to see
an elated Menion leap into the air with a wild shout and charge down to enbrace
the smaller, stockier figure with unrestrained joy. The Prince of Callahorn
sheat hed the great sword in relief, smling and shaking his head i n wonder at
the sight of the ecstatic highlander and the struggling, nuttering Dwarf they
had presumed dead. For the first time since they had escaped through the Pass of
Jade fromthe Wl fsktaag, he felt that success was within their grasp and that
t he conpany woul d surely stand together at Paranor before the Sword of Shannara.

XV
Dawn hung above the sweeping ridges and peaks of the Dragon's Teeth with a cold,
gray determi nation that was neither cheerful nor welcone. The warnth and
brightness of the rising sun was entirely screened away by | ow cl oud banks and
heavy mist that settled into the om nous heights and did not stir. The w nds
blew with vicious force over the barren rocks, whipping through canyons and
craggy drops, across slopes and ridges, cutting into the scant vegetation and
bending it close to the point of breaking, yet slipping through the m xture of
clouds and mist with elusive quickness, leaving it unexplainably and strangely
noti onl ess. The sound of the wind was |ike the deep roar of the ocean breaking
on an open beach, heavy and rolling, blanketing the enpty peaks in a peculiar
drone that, when one had been envel oped for a while, created its own | evel of
silence. Birds rose and fell with the wind, their cries scattered and nuffl ed.
There were few aninmals at this height isolated, herds of a particularly tough
breed of mountain goat and snall, furry mice that inhabited the innernost
recesses of the rocks. The air was nore than chill; it was bitterly cold. Snow
covered the upper reaches of the Dragon's Teeth, and changes in the seasons had
little effect at this altitude on a tenperature that sel domreached thirty
degr ees.

These were treacherous nountains, vast, towering and incredibly nassive.
On this norning they seened shrouded with a strange expectancy, and the ei ght
men who conprised the little conpany from Cul haven could not ignore the feeling
of uneasi ness that preoccupied their thoughts as they trudged deeper into the
cold and the gray. It was nore than the disturbing prophecy of Bremen or even
t he know edge that they would soon attenpt to pass through the forbidden Hall of
Ki ngs. Something was waiting for them sonething that had patience and cunni ng,



alife force that lay hidden in the barren, rocky terrain they were passing
through, filled with vindictive hatred of them watching as they struggl ed
deeper into the giant nountains that shut away the ancient ki ngdom of Paranor
They trudged northward in a ragged |ine, strung out against the nmisty skyline,
their bodies wapped tightly in woolen cloaks for protection against the cold,
their faces bent before the wind. The slopes and canyons were covered with | oose
rock and split by hidden crevices that nade the footing extrenely hazardous.
More than once, a nenber of the little band went down in a shower of |oose rock
and dirt. But still the thing concealed in the |Iand chose not to show itself,
content nerely to let its presence be known and to wait for the effect of that
know edge to wear away at the resistance of the eight nmen. The hunters woul d

t hen becone the hunted.

It did not take | ong. Doubts began to gnaw quietly, persistently at their
tired m nds-doubts that rose phantonlike from the fears and secrets the men
conceal ed deep within. Locked away from each other by the cold and the roar of
the rising wind, each nan was cut off fromhis conpanions, and the inability to
conmuni cate only hei ghtened the growi ng feeling of uneasiness. Only Hendel was
i Mmune. His taciturn, solitary nature had hardened hi m agai nst sel f-doubt, and
hi s harrowi ng escape fromthe maddened Ghones in the Pass of Jade had drained
himat |east tenporarily of any fear of death. He had cone close to dying, so
close that in the end only instinct had saved him The Gnones had conme at him
fromevery direction, swarmng up the slope in reckless disregard, enraged to
t he point where only bl oodshed woul d quiet their hatred. He had been quick
slipping back into the fringes of the Wl fsktaag, notionless in the brush,
coolly letting the Ghones overextend thenselves until one had cone within reach
It had taken only seconds to stun the unsuspecting hunter, to cloak his captive
in his own distinctive Dvarf habit, and then yell for assistance. In the
dar kness, flushed with the excitenent of the hunt, the Ghomes were unable to
recogni ze anyt hing except the cloak. They tore their own brother to pieces
wi thout realizing it. Hendel had stayed hidden and slipped through the pass the
foll owi ng day. He had survived once again

The Val emen and the Elves did not possess Hendel's strong sense of self-
reliance. The prophecy of the Shade of Bremen had | eft them stunned. The words
seened to repeat themnselves over and over in the how of the nountain w nds. One
of themwas going to die. Oh, the words of the prophecy had phrased it
differently than that, but the inplication was unm stakable. It was a bitter
prospect to face, and none of themcould really accept it. Sonmehow they woul d
find a way to prove the prediction wong.

Far in the | ead, his great frame bent against the driving force of the
nountai n wi nds, Allanon was nmulling over the events that had transpired in the
Val | ey of Shale. He considered for the hundredth tinme his strange confrontation
with the Shade of Brenen, the aged Druid doormed to wander in linbo until the
Warl ock Lord was finally destroyed. Yet it was not the appearance of the driven
waith that so disturbed himnow It was the terrible know edge which he
carried, buried deep anong his blackest truths. His foot struck a projecting
rock, causing himto stunble slightly, and he fought to keep his bal ance. A
wheel i ng hawk screanmed shrilly in the grayness and shot down out of the sky over
a distant ridge. The Druid turned slightly as the thin line follow ng struggl ed
to keep pace. He had |l earned nmore fromthe Shade than the words of the prophecy.
But he had not told the others, those who had trusted him the whole truth, just
as he had not told, themthe whole story behind the | egendary Sword of Shannara.
Hi s deep-set eyes blazed with inner fury at the predicanent in which he had
pl aced hinmself in not telling themeverything, and for a nonent he even
consi dered doi ng so. They had given so much of thenselves, and the giving had
only begun ... But a nonment later, he wenched the idea from his thoughts.
Necessity was a higher god than truth.



The grayness of dawn passed slowy into the grayness of nidday, and the
march into the Dragon's Teeth wore on. The ridges and sl opes appeared and faded
with a dreary saneness that created the inpression in the ninds of the Iaboring
travel ers that no progress was bei ng nade. Ahead, a vast, towering |line of peaks
rose bl eakly against the misty northern horizon, and it appeared that they were
noving directly into a wall of inpenetrable stone. Then they entered a broad
canyon whi ch wound sharply downward into a narrow, tw sting path that broke
bet ween two huge cliffs and faded into the heavy mist. Allanon led theminto the
swirling grayness as the horizon di sappeared and the wind died into stillness.
The silence was abrupt and unexpected, sounding alnost |ike a soft whisper
t hrough the towering mass of rock, speaking in hushed, cautious words in the
ears of the groping travelers. Then the pass wi dened slightly and the m st
cleared to a faint haze, revealing a high, cavernous opening in the cliff face
where the wi ndi ng passage ended.

The entrance to the Hall of Kings.

It was awesone, nmjestic, frightening. On either side of the rectangul ar
bl ack entryway stood two nonstrous stone statues carved into the rock and rising
wel | over a hundred feet against the dark cliff face. The stone sentries had
been fashioned in the shape of arnmor-clad warriors, standing watchfully in the
deep gl oom hands gripping the pommels of huge swords which rested bl ade
downward at their feet. Their weat hered, bearded faces were scarred by tinme and
the wind, yet the eyes seenmed alnost alive, fixed carefully on the eight nortals
who stood at the threshold of the ancient hall they guarded. Above the great
entryway, scrolled into the rock, three words of a | anguage centuries old and
long forgotten served as a warning to those who would enter that this was the
tonb of the dead. Beyond the vast opening, all was blackness and sil ence.

Al l anon gat hered them cl osely around hi m

"Years ago, before the First War of the Races, a cult of nmen whose origins
have been lost in tinme, served as priests for the gods of death. Wthin these
caverns, they buried the nonarchs of the four |ands along with their famlies,
servants, favorite possessions and nuch of their wealth. The | egend grew t hat
only the dead could survive within these chanbers, and only the priests were
pernmitted to see that the dead rulers were interred. Al others who entered were
never seen again. In tine, the cult died out, but the evil instilled in the Hal
of Kings continued to exist, blindly to serve the priests whose bones had years
before returned to the earth. Few nen have ever passed . "

He caught hinmself, seeing in the eyes of his |listeners the unasked
qguesti on.

"I have been through the Hall of Kings-1 alone fromthis age, and now you.
| ama Druid, the last to walk this earth. Like Brenmen, |ike Brona before him |
have studied the black arts, and | ama sorcerer. | do not possess the power of
the Dark Lord-but | can get us safely through these caverns to the other side of
the Dragon's Teeth."

"And then?" Balinor's question cane softly out of the m st.

"Anarrowcliff-trail nmen call the Dragon's Crease | eads downward out of
the nountains. Once there, we will be within sight of Paranor."

There was a | ong, awkward silence. Allanon knew what they were thinking;

di sregarding it, he continued.

"Beyond this entrance, there are a number of passages and chanbers, a mmze
to one who does not know the way. Sone of these are dangerous, some are not.
Soon after we enter, we will reach the tunnel of the Sphinxes, giant statues
like these sentries, but carved as half nman, half beast. If you look into their
eyes, you will be turned to stone instantly. So you must be blindfolded. In
addition you will be roped to one another. You must concentrate on ne, think
only of nme, for their will, their nental command, is strong enough to force you
to tear off the blindfolds and gaze into their eyes."



The seven nen | ooked at one another doubtfully. Already they were
begi nning to question the soundness of this whol e approach

"Once past the Sphinxes, there are several harnm ess passages leading to
the Corridor of the Wnds, a tunnel inhabited by invisible beings called
Banshees after the | egendary astral spirits. They are no nore than voices, but
those voices will drive nortal men insane. Your ears will be bound for
protection, but again the inportant thing for you to do is to concentrate on ne,
et my mind bl anket yours to prevent it fromreceiving the full force of those
voi ces. You rnust relax; do not fight ne. Do you understand?"

He counted seven barely perceptibl e nods.

"Once beyond the Corridor of the Wnds, we will be in the Tonb of the
Kings. Then there will be only one nore obstacle . . ."

He stopped tal king, his eyes turned warily to the cavern entrance. For a
nonent it seened he might finish the sentence, but instead he notioned them
toward the dark entryway. They stood uneasily between the stone giants, the
graying mst clouding the high cliff walls surrounding them the black, yawning
opening before themwaiting |ike the open maw of sone great beast of prey.

Al l anon produced a nunber of wide cloth strips and gave one to each nan.
Uilizing a heavy length of clinbing rope, the little group bound thenmselves to
one anot her, the surefooted Durin taking the |ead position, the Prince of
Cal I ahorn agai n assunming his post as rear guard. The blindfolds were securely
fastened in place and hands were joined to forma chain. A nonent |ater, the
line noved cautiously through the entrance to the Hall of Kings.

There was a deep, hushed stillness in the caverns, magnified by the sudden
dyi ng of the winds and the echoing of their footfalls along the rocky
passageway. The tunnel floor was strangely snoboth and | evel, but the cold that
had settled into the aged stone fromcenturies of constant tenperatures seeped
qui ckly through their tensed bodies and left themchill and shaking. No one
spoke, each man trying to relax as Allanon led themcarefully through a series
of gently winding turns. In the mddle of the groping |line, Shea felt Flick's
hand grip his own tightly in the blackness that surrounded them They had drawn
closer to each other since their flight fromthe Vale, bound now by ties of
experi ences shared nore than by kinship. \Watever happened to them Shea felt
they woul d never | ose that closeness. Nor would he forget what Menion had done
for him He thought about the Prince of Leah for a nmonent and found hinsel f
smling. The highlander had changed so much during the past few days that he was
al nost a different person. The old Menion was still in evidence, but there was a
new di mension to himthat Shea found difficult to define. But then all of them
Meni on, Flick and hinself, had changed in little ways that could not be readily
detected until each man was consi dered as a whole. He wondered if Al lanon had
seen the changes in himAllanon, who had al ways treated hi m sonmehow as | ess than
a nman, nore a boy.

They came to an unsteady halt, and in the deep silence that followed the
conmandi ng voi ce of the Druid | eader whispered soundlessly in the mnd of each
man: Renenber nmy warning, |et your thoughts turn to ne, concentrate only on ne.
Then the Iine noved forward, the booted feet echoing hollowy on the cavern
floor. I'mediately the blindfolded nen could sense the presence of sonething
wai ti ng ahead of them watching silently, patiently. The seconds flitted away as
t he conpany noved deeper into the cavern. The nmen became aware of huge, stil
forms rising up on either side-inmages carved of stone with faces that were
human, but attached to the crouched bodi es of indescribable beasts. The
Sphinxes. In their mnds the nmen could see those eyes, burning past the fading
i mge of Allanon, and they began to feel the strain of trying to concentrate on
the giant Druid. The insistent will of the stone nmonsters pushed into their
brai ns, weaving and tangling into their scattered thoughts, working tenaciously
toward the noment when human eyes would neet their own |ifel ess gazer Each man
began to feel a rapidly growing urge to rip away the restraining cloth which



shackl ed his sight, to strip away the darkness and gaze freely on the wondrous
creatures staring silently down on him

But just when it seened that the probing whisper of the Sphinxes nust at
| ast break through the waning resolve of the bel eaguered nen and draw their
t houghts conpletely away fromthe fading i mage of Allanon, his iron thought cut
through to themwi th the sharpness of a knife, soundlessly calling to them
Think only of ne. Their m nds obeyed instinctively, wenching free of the al nost
overpowering urge to gaze upward into the watching stone faces. The strange
battle wore on without respite as the line of nmen, sweating and breat hing
harshly in the stillness, groped its way through the tangl ed naze of unseen
i mages, bound together by the rope about their waists, the chain of tightly
cl enched hands, and the conmmandi ng voice of Allanon. No one |ost his grip. The
Druid led them steadily down the row of Sphinxes, his own eyes | ocked onto the
cavern floor, his indomtable will fighting to hold the m nds of his sightless
charges. Then at |ast the faces of the stone creatures began to fade and fal
away, |leaving the nortals alone in the silence and darkness.

They kept noving, w nding through a long series of twi sting passages. Then
once again the line stopped, and Allanon's | ow voice cut through the bl ackness,
ordering themto renmove, the blindfolds. They did so hesitantly and found
t hensel ves in a narrow tunnel where the rough stone gave off a peculiar greenish
light. Their drawn faces bathed in the strange glow, the nen gl anced quickly at
one anot her to reassure thenselves that they were all present. The dark figure
of the Druid passed noi selessly down the line, testing the rope that bound their
wai sts and warning themthat the Corridor of the Wnds still lay ahead. Stuffing
bits of cloth in their ears and binding themw th the | oosened blindfolds to
mask the sounds of the invisible beings A lanon had nanmed Banshees, the men
j oi ned hands once nore.

The Iine wound slowy through the faint green |ight of the narrow tunnel
their footsteps barely perceptible to their tightly covered ears. This section
of the caverns ran for nore than a mle, then faded abruptly as the passage
wi dened and grew into a towering corridor that was totally black. The rock walls
drew away and the ceiling rose until both had di sappeared al together, |eaving
t he conpany alone in a strange linbo of darkness where only the snmooth cavern
floor offered any reassurance that the earth had not dissolved entirely. Allanon
led theminto the bl ackness, show ng no signs of hesitancy.

Then abruptly, the sound began. Its incredible fury caught them conpletely
unprepared, and for a nonment there was panic. The initial shock grew to an
enornous roar |like the sound of a thousand wi nds conbined in fury and biting
force. But beneath this was the horrifying cry of souls screaning in anguish,
voi ces scraping and twisting their tortured way through all the imaginable
horrors of inhumanity in utter despair of any hope for salvation. The roar
clinmbed to a shriek, reaching a pitch so far beyond the conprehensi on of the
nortal s' stunned minds that their sanity began to break apart. The terrible
sounds washed over them mirroring their own growi ng despair, driving
relentlessly inward and stripping away the tattered nerve ends |ike |ayers of
skin until the very bone was laid bare.

It had taken only an instant. |In another instant, they would have been
lost. But for the second tinme the hopel essly nunbed humans were saved, this tine
from conmpl ete nadness, as the powerful will of Allanon broke through the crazed
sound to cloak themw th protective reassurance. The screans and the roar seened
to lessen and fade into a strange buzzing as the grim dark face projected
itself into the seven feverish mnds and the iron thoughts spoke soot hingly,
conmandi ngly: Let your minds relax-think only of ne. The nen stunbl ed
mechani cal | y t hrough the heavy darkness of the tunnel, their mnds groping at
the safety line of coherence and calmthat the Druid held out to them The walls
of the corridor reverberated with the still audible shrieks, and the massive
stone of the cavern runbled frighteningly. One final time the voices of the



Banshees rose in feverish pitch, screeching violently in a desperate effort to
break through the subconscious wall erected by the Druid' s powerful mnd, but
the wall would not yield and the power of the voices spent itself and faded into
a deathly whisper. A nmonent |ater, the passageway narrowed once nore, and the
conpany was clear of the Corridor of the Wnds.

Vi sibly shaken, their faces streaked with sweat, the nen stood dunbly as
Al l anon brought the line to a halt. Shaking their scattered thoughts into sone
senmbl ance of order, they renpved the rope about their waists and the cloth
bi nding their ears. They were in a snall cave, facing toward two huge stone
doors laced by iron bindings. The rock walls around themenitted the sane
peculiar greenish light. Allanon waited patiently until everyone had fully
recovered, then beckoned them forward. He paused before the stone portals. Wth
only a slight shove fromthe | ean hand, the massive doors swung silently open
The Druid's deep voice was only a whisper in the stillness.

"The Hall of Kings."

For over a thousand years, none but Allanon had entered the forbidden
tonb. Al that tine it had remni ned ot herwi se undi sturbed-a manmoth, circul ar
cavern, the great walls snooth and polished, the ceiling shimrering in a green
glow sinmlar to that reflected by the tunnels they had al ready passed through
Along the circular wall of the giant rotunda, standing with the sane proud
defiance they presumably had exhibited in |life, were stone statues of the dead
rul ers, each facing toward the center of the chanber and the strange altar that
rose upward in the shape of a coiled serpent. Before each statue was piled the
weal th of the dead, casks and trunks of precious nmetals and jewels, furs,
weapons, all the favorite possessions of the deceased. In the walls inmediately
behi nd each statue were the seal ed, rectangul ar openings in which rested the
remai ns of the dead-kings, their famlies, their servants. Inscriptions above
the seal ed crypts gave the history of the rulers interred there, frequently in
| anguages unfamiliar to any of the wondering nmenbers of the conpany. The entire
chanmber was bathed in the deep green light. The nmetal and stone seened to absorb
the color. Dust covered everything, a deep rock powder that had settled over the
centuries and now rose in small clouds as the footsteps of the nmen disturbed its
long rest. For over a thousand years, no one had violated the peace of this
anci ent chanmber. No one had tanpered with its secrets nor attenpted to unl ock
t he doors that guarded the dead and their possessions. No one but Allanon. And
now. . .

Shea shivered violently, unexplainably. He shouldn't be here; he could
feel a small, distant voice telling himhe shouldn't be here. It wasn't that the
Hal | of Kings was sacred or forbidden. But it was a tonmb-it was a tonb for the
ancient dead. It was no place for the living. Sonething gripped him and with a
start he realized it was Allanon's hand touching his shoul der. The Druid frowned
darkly at him then called softly to the others. They huddled silently in the
greeni sh light as he addressed themin hushed tones.

"Through those doors at the far end of the Hall is the Assenbly." He
directed their gaze to the other end of the rotunda where a second set of huge
stone doors stood closed. "A wide set of stone stairs | eads downward to a | ong
pool fed by a spring sonewhere deep beneath the nountain. At the foot of the
stairs, directly before the pool, stands the Pyre of the Dead, where the
nmonarchs buried here lay in state for a certain nunber of days, depending on
their rank and wealth, presunmably so that their souls could escape to the life
beyond. We nust pass through that chanber in order to reach the passageway that
will take us to the Dragon's Crease on the other side of the nountains.”

He paused and breat hed deeply.

"When | travel ed through these caverns before, | was able to hide nyself
fromthe eyes of the creatures put here to destroy intruders. | cannot do this
for you. There is sonmething in the Assenbly, something whose power may prove to
be greater than my own. Though it could not sense nmy presence, | was consci ous



of it hidden beneath the deep waters of the pool. Below the stairs, to either
side of the pool, are narrow wal kways | eading to the other end of the chanber
and the opening to the passages beyond. These wal kways are the only way past the
pool. Whatever it is that guards the Pyre of the Dead will strike at us there.
Wien we get into the room Balinor, Menion, and I will nbve onto the wal kway to
the left. That should draw the creature out fromhis hiding place. Wen we are
attacked, Hendel will take the rest of you along the right wal kway through the
opening at the far end. Don't stop until you reach the Dragon's Crease. Do you
under st and?"

They nodded slowy. Shea felt strangely trapped, but there was nothing to
be gai ned by tal king about it now. Allanon straightened to his full seven-foot
hei ght and grinned nenacingly, his strong teeth gleaming. The little Val enan
felt a chill run through himthat made himglad ten tinmes over he was not the
eneny of the mystic. In one effortless nmotion, Balinor drew forth his great
sword, the netal blade ringing sharply as it cleared the sheath. Hendel was
al ready noving across the Hall, the heavy mace held tightly in one hand. Menion
started to follow, then hesitated, gazing doubtfully on the stores of treasure
heaped about the tonmbs. Wuld it hurt to take a few? The Val emen and El ves were
novi ng after Hendel and Balinor. Allanon stood watching the highlander, his |ong
arns folded into the black cloak. Menion turned and | ooked questioningly at the
nystic.

"I wouldn't if | were you," the other warned shortly. "It's all coated
with a substance poisonous to the skin of living things. Touch it and you will
be dead in less than a mnute."

Meni on stared at himincredul ously for a noment, shot a quick gl ance back
at the treasure, then shook his head resignedly. He was hal fway across the
chanmber when, on sudden inspiration, he whi pped out two |ong black arrows and
wal ked over to an open chest of gold pieces. Carefully, he rubbed the nmetal tips
in the precious nmetal, naking certain that his hands did not touch anything but
the feathered ends. Grinning with perverse satisfaction, he rejoined the others
across the room Whatever waited beyond the stone doors was going to be given
the opportunity to test its resistance to this poison that woul d supposedly kil
any living creature. In a tight cluster, the company, gathered around All anon,
their netal weapons glinting coldly. A stillness settled over the great room
broken only by the expectant breathing of the eight nen huddl ed about the closed
doors. Shea gl anced back for just a nonent at the Hall of Kings. The tonmb seened
undi st urbed save for the ragged trail of footprints in the dust |eading across
t he chamber. A deep haze of this dust hung swirling in the greenish light,
stirred by the intruders' footsteps, but settling slowy back to the ancient
cavern floor. In time, all evidence of their passing would be erased as the
tracks were covered over entirely.

At Allanon's touch, the stone portals swng open and the conmpany noved
noi sel essly into the Assenbly. They were on a high platformthat ran forward
into a wide al cove and then descended in a series of broad stairs. The cavern
beyond was enornopus, a vast, towering cave that still exhibited the full
unal tered splendor of its rough, natural creation by nature's careful hands.
Fromthe high ceiling hung jagged stal actites, stone icicles formed by water and
m neral deposits over thousands of years. Beneath these scul ptured stone spears
lay a long, rectangul ar pool of deep green water, the surface smooth and
gl asslike. When a single drop of water fell heavily from an overhangi ng stone

projection, the placid surface rippled outward once and was still. The wary nen
noved forward to the edge of the platform and | ooked down on the high stone
altar set at the foot of the stairs before the pool, its ancient surface scarred

and pocked and in places alnost crunbling. The cavern was dimy lit by streaks
of phosphorescence that ran brokenly through its rocky walls, giving an eerie,
fluorescent glow to the ancient chanber.



Slowy the men noved down the stairway, their eyes picking out a single
word inscribed in the stone surface of the altar. A few knew its neaning. Val g-a
word taken fromthe ancient Ghome tongue. It neant Death. Their footsteps
reverberated in muffled echoes through the vast cavern. Nothing noved.
Everyt hi ng was shrouded in age and silence. On reaching the foot of the |ong
stairway, they hesitated for a second, eyes fastened on the silent pool
I mpatiently, Allanon notioned Hendel and his charges to the right, then with
Meni on and Bal i nor follow ng, he noved quickly onto the left wal kway. A m sstep
now woul d prove fatal. From across the pool, Shea watched the three figures edge
their way silently along the rough stone wall, keeping well to the rear of the
open wal kway. There was no novenent in the placid waters. They were about m dway
now, and Shea breathed for the first tine.

Then the still surface of the dark pool surged upward and from out of the
dept hs emerged a ni ghtmare. Serpentine in appearance, the |oathsome nonster
seened to fill the cavern, its slime-covered bul k raising skyward, shattering

the ancient stalactites. Its shriek of fury boonmed through the Assenbly. The
nmassi ve body twi sted and flexed as it reared out of the water. Long front |egs
ti pped with deadly hooked claws clutched the enpty air, and the great jaws

cl ashed sharply, grinding together the blackened, pointed teeth that |lined the
edges. The wide, staring eyes burned red amd a cluster of bunps and stunted
horns that covered the m sshapen head. The entire bulk of the creature was
covered with a reptilian skin that dripped with scum and waste that nust have
been carried fromthe nether world's blackest pits. The mouth oozed venom t hat

fell into the water and rose with faint traces of steam The nonstrous thing
glared at the three humans on the wal kway and hi ssed with unbridled hatred. Jaws
wi de, screeching in anticipation of the kill, it attacked.

Everyone reacted instantly. Menion Leah's great ash bow sounded in
staccato pings as the poisoned arrows flew wi th deadly accuracy, burying
t hensel ves deeply within the unprotected i nner flesh of the serpent's gaping
nout h. The creature reared back in pain, and Balinor quickly seized the
initiative. Mwing to the edge of the wal kway, the giant borderman struck
powerfully at the exposed forearmof the nonster. But to his shock, the great
sword only barely scratched the scaly hide, glancing off the heavy coating of
slime. The second forearm made a quick swi pe at the attacker, missing by inches
as the intended victimdove to one side. On the opposite wal kway, Hendel nmde a
rush for the open passage at the far end of the pool, shoving the Val enen and
the Elven brothers before him But one of themtriggered a hidden rel ease, and a
heavy stone slab collapsed in the opening, sealing off the escape route. In
desperation, Hendel threw his powerful body against the stone barricade, but it
refused to budge.

The serpent had been attracted by the sound of the falling stone. Turning
away fromits battle with Menion and Balinor, it noved eagerly toward these
smal l er foes. That woul d have been the finish if not for the quick reactions of
the battl e-hardened Dwarf. Forgetting the stone slab and disregarding his own
safety entirely, Hendel charged at the huge nonster bearing down on him and
drove the heavy iron nmace directly into the closest burning eye. The weapon
struck with such force that it snashed the glowi ng orb. The serpent reared
upward in excruciating pain, crashing heavily into the jagged stalactites as it
whi pped its bulk fromside to side. Deadly rock fragnents showered the entire
chamber. Flick went down with a sharp blow to the head. At the edge of the pool
Hendel was buried under a cascade of crunbling stone and |ay notionless. The
other three fell back against the bl ocked entryway as the nmssive attacker
| oomed above t hem

At last Allanon joined the unequal battle. Raising both arns, he extended
his | ean hands, and his fingers seened to light up like small gl ow ng balls.
Streaks of blinding, blue flanme shot out of the tips and struck the head of the
ragi ng creature. The force of this new attack conpletely stunned the unprepared



serpent, who thrashed wildly above the boiling water of the pool, shrieking in
pain and fury. Myving quickly ahead on the wal kway, the Druid struck a second
time, the blue flanmes flashing against the head of the enraged beast, twi sting
it conpletely around. This second strike threw the great scal ed body backward
agai nst the cavern wall where, thrashing in an uncontrollable frenzy, it jarred
| oose the stone slab that bl ocked the passageway out. Shea and the El ven
brothers had barely managed to drag the unconscious Flick out of the way in tine
to avoid being crushed by the nassive body. They heard the stone slab drop
forward with an audi ble thud and, spying the open passage, yelled wildly to the
other fighters. Balinor had reattacked the withing nonster as it again cane
within reach, striking vainly for the head as it swng down at him stil
stunned by the force of Allanon's bolts. Allanon had his eyes fixed on the
serpent, and only Menion saw what the others were yelling about and waved them
madly toward t he opening. Dayel and Shea picked up the fallen Flick and carried
himinto the tunnel beyond. Durin started to follow, but then hesitated as he
caught sight of the unconscious Hendel, still buried beneath the shattered stone
rubbl e. Turning back, he rushed to the pool's edge, grasped the Dwarf's linp arm
and vainly attenpted to pull himclear of the debris.

"CGet out!" roared Allanon, who had suddenly spotted the EIf near the
openi ng.

Choosing this monent of distraction, the serpent struck back. Wth one
m ghty sweep of its clawed armit brushed Balinor aside, knocking himwth

crushing force against the chanber wall. Menion |leaped in front of the nonster,
but its sudden rush bow ed the Prince of Leah over, and he was knocked from
sight. The serpent, still in great pain fromits nultiple wounds, could think

only of reaching the tall figure in the black robes and crushing the |ife out of
him The beast had one nbre weapon in its arsenal, and it used it now The
venomtipped jaws gaped wi de at the sight of the intended victim standing al one
and unprotected, and great sheets of flame shot forth, conpletely encasing the
Druid. Durin, who was in position to see everythi ng happeni ng on the wal kway,
gave an audi bl e gasp of dismay. Shea and Dayel, standing just beyond the
entrance to the tunnel leading fromthe Assenbly, watched in nmute horror as the
flames covered the tall nystic. But a second later the fire died, and Allanon
stood untouched before the astoni shed onl ookers. H s hands raised and the bl ue
streaks of flane shot out of his extended fingers, striking the head of the
serpent with terrific force, sending the scal ed body reeling back once again
Steamrose in great clouds fromthe thrashing waters of the pool, mngling in a
heavy mist with the dust and snoke stirred by the battle until everything was
obscured from vi ew.

Then, from out of the haze, Balinor appeared at Durin's side, his cloak
torn and shredded, the shining chain mail chipped and battered, the famliar
face streaked with sweat and bl ood. Together they pulled Hendel from beneath the
rocks. Wth one great arm the Prince of Callahorn lifted the silent form over
hi s shoul der and notioned Durin ahead of himinto the passage where Dayel and
Shea still lingered with the unconscious Flick. The giant bordernman ordered them
to pick up the fallen Val eman, and without waiting to see if they obeyed,

di sappeared down the darkened corridor, Hendel over one shoul der, the great
broad sword held tightly in his free hand. The Elven brothers quickly did as
they were told, but Shea hesitated, searching worriedly for some sign of

Meni on.. The Assenbly was a shanbles, the |l ong rows of stalactites smashed, the
wal kways a nass of rubble, the walls cracked and shattered, and everything
obscured by dust and steamfromthe boiling pool. To one side of the cavern, the

massi ve form of the serpent was still visible, thrashing in agony agai nst the

broken wall, its great bulk a withing nmass of scal es and bl ood. Neither Menion
nor Allanon was in view. But a nonent |ater both appeared fromout of the thick
haze, Menion linping slightly, but still clutching the ash bow and the sword of

Leah, Allanon's dark formtattered and | ayered with dust and ash. Wt hout



speaki ng, the Druid waved the Val eman ahead of them and together the three
stunbl ed through the partially bl ocked opening.

VWhat happened after was vague in everyone's mnd. Nunbly, the battered
group burned al ong the tunnel, carrying the two wounded and unconsci ous nen.
Ti me dragged agoni zingly away, then abruptly they were outside, blinking in the
bright light of the afternoon sun, standing at the edge of a dangerously steep
cliff face. To their right, the Dragon's Crease wound its way downward to the

open hill country bel ow. Suddenly the whole nountain began to runble menacingly,
shaking in short trenmors beneath their feet. Wth a sharp command, Allanon
ordered them down the narrow trail. Balinor |led the way, carrying the still form

of Hendel, Menion Leah a couple of steps behind. Durin and Dayel foll owed,
carrying Flick. Behind themcane Shea and finally Allanon. The sinister runbling
conti nued sonewhere deep within the nmountain. Slowy the little group noved

al ong the narrow pat hway. The trail wound unevenly am d jagged over hangs and
sudden drops, and the nen were forced to flatten thensel ves against the cliff
face at regular intervals to avoid losing their balance and falling to the rocks
hundreds of feet bel ow. The Dragon's Crease was well nanmed. The continual twists
and turns in the path required concentrated skill and caution to navigate
successfully, and the recurring trenors nade the task doubly hazardous.

They had progressed only a short distance al ong the treacherous pathway
when a new sound becane audi ble, a deep roar that quickly drowned out the
runblings in the mountain. Shea, last in line with Allanon, was unable to define
the source of the roar until he was alnpbst on top of its origin. Rounding a
sharp cut in the side of the nmountain, which brought himonto a | edge facing
northward, he discovered an enornous waterfall directly across fromtheir
position on the nmountainside. Tons of cascading water crashed with a deaf ening
roar into a great river hundreds of feet below that swept between the nountain
ranges and poured into a series of rapids than ran eastward to the Rabb Pl ains.
The mighty river swept directly bel ow the | edge on which he stood and the narrow
trail ahead, its white waters churning and sl appi ng agai nst the confining sides
of the two peaks that hemmed it in. Shea |ooked at it for a nonent, and then
hastened on down the trail at Allanon's conmand. The rest of the conpany had
gone a good di stance ahead of themand for a nmoment were lost fromviewin the
rocks.

Shea had gone about a hundred feet past the | edge when a sudden trenor,
nore violent than the others, shook the nountain to its core. Wtho