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Prologue

Storm winds howling off the midnight-shrouded Vilayet Sea clawed at the granite-walled compound of
the Cult of Doom. The compound gave the gppearance of asmall city, though there were no people on
its streets at that hour. More than the storm and the lateness kept them fast in their beds, praying for
deep, though but abare handful of them could have put afinger to the redl reason, and those that could
did not alow themsalvesto think on it. The gods uplift, and the gods destroy. But no one ever believes
the gods will touch them.

The man who was now called Jhandar did not know if gods involved themsalvesin the affairs of mortals,
or indeed if gods existed, but he did know there were Powers benegth the sky. There were indeed
Powers, and one of those he had learned to use, even to control after afashion. Gods he would leave to
those adeep in the compound, those who caled him their Great Lord.

Now he sat cross-legged in saffron robes before such a Power. The chamber was plain, its pearly marble
walls smooth, its two arched entrances unadorned. Simple round columns held the dome that rose above
the shallow pooal, but ten paces across, that was the room's central feature. There was no ornamentation,
for friezes or sculptures or ornate working of stone could not compete with that pool, and the Power
within.

Water, it might seem at first glance, but it was not. It was sharply azure and flecked with argent
phosphorescence. Jhandar meditated, basking in the radiance of Power, and the pool glowed silver-blue,
brighter and brighter until the chamber seemed lit with athousand lamps. The surface of the pool bubbled
and roiled, and mistsrose, solidifying. But only so far. The mistsformed adome, asif amirror image of
the pool below, ddineating the limits that contained the Power, both above and below. Within ultimate
disorder was bound, Chaositself confined. Once Jhandar had seen such apool loosed from its bonds,
and fervently did he wish never to see such again. But that would not happen here. Not now. Not ever.

Now he could fed the Power seeping into his very bones. It was time. Smoothly he rose and made his
way through one of the archways, down anarrow passage lit by bronze lamps, bare feet padding on cool
marble. He prided himself on hislack of ostentation, even to so smal athing as not wearing sandals. He,
like the pool, needed no adornment.

The passage | et into acircular sanctorum, its albescent walls worked in intricate arabesgues, its high
vaulted celling held doft by fluted aabaster columns. Light came from golden cressets suspended doft on
dlver chains. Massive bronze doors barred the chamber's main entrance, their surfaces within and
without worked in a pattern of Chaositsdlf, by an artist under the influence of the Power, before madness
and death had taken him. The Power was not for dl.

Theforty men gathered there, afifth part of his Chosen, did need this show of splendor to reflect the
glory of their cause. Y et the most important single item in that chamber, an dtar set in the exact center of
the circleformed by the room, was of unornamented black marble.



Two-score men turned silently as Jhandar entered, saffron robed and shaven of head asthe laws of the
cult demanded, just asit forbade its women to cut their tresses. Eager eyes watched him; ears trained to
hear hiswords.

" am come from the Pool of the Ultimate," heintoned, and amassive Sigh arose, asif he had come from
the presence of agod. Indeed, he suspected they considered it much the same, for though they believed
they knew the purposes and meanings of the Cult, in truth they knew nothing.

Sowly Jhandar made hisway to the black dtar, and al eyesfollowed him, glowing with the honor of
gazing on one they congdered but a step removed from godhead himsdlf. He did not think of himself so,
for dl hisambitions. Not quite.

Jhandar was atal man, cleanly muscled but dender. Bland, smooth features combined with his shaven
head to make his age indeterminate, though something in his dark brown eyes spoke of years beyond
knowing. His ears were square, but set on his head in such afashion that they seemed dightly pointed,
giving him an other-worldly appearance. But it was the eyes that oft convinced othershewas asage ere
he even opened his mouth. In fact he was not yet thirty.

He raised hisarms above hishead, letting the folds of hisrobesfal back. "Attend me!"
"We attend, Great Lord!" forty throats spoke as one.

"In the beginning was nothingness. All came from nothingness.”

"And to nothingness mugt dl return.”

Jhandar dlowed adight smile touch his mouth. That phrase, watchword of hisfollowers, aways amused
him. To nothingness, indeed, al must return. Eventualy. But not soon. At least, not him.

While he was yet aboy, known by the first of many names he would bear, fate had carried him beyond
the Vilayet Sea, beyond even far Vendhya, to Khitai of near fable. There, at the feet of alearned
thaumaturge, an aged man with long, wispy mustaches and a skin the color of luteousivory, he had
learned much. But alifetime spent in the search for knowledge was not for him. In the end he had been
forced to day the old man to gain what he wanted, the mage's grimoire, his book of incantations and
spdlls. Then, before he had mastered more than ahandful, the murder was discovered, and he
imprisoned. Y et he had known enough to free himsdf of that bare stone cell, though he had of necessity
to flee Khital. There had been other flightsin hislife, but those werelong past. His errors had taught him.
Now hisway was forward, and upward, to heights without end.

"Inthe beginning al of totdity wasinchoate. Chaosruled.”
"Blessed be Holy Chaos," camethereply.

"The naturd state of the universe was, and is, Chaos. But the gods appeared, themselves but children of
Chaos, and forced order-unnatural, unholy order-upon the very Chaos from which they sprang.” His
voice caressed them, raised their fears, then soothed those fears, lifted their hopes and fanned their
fervor. "And in that forcing they gave afoul gift to plan, theimpurity that forever barsthe vast mgority of
humankind from attaining a higher order of consciousness, from becoming as gods. For it isfrom Chaos,
from ultimate disorder, that gods come, and man has within him the taint of enforced order."

He paused then, spreading hisarms asif to embrace them. Ecstasy lit their eyes asthey waited for him to
give the benediction they expected, and needed.

"Diligently," he said, "have you labored to rid yoursel ves of theimpurities of thisworld. Y our worldly



goods you have cast aside. Pleasures of the flesh you have denied yourselves. Now," hisvoiceroseto a
thunder, "now you are the Chosen!"

"Blessed be Holy Chaos! We are the Chosen of Holy Chaos!™
"L et the woman Natryn be brought forth," Jnandar commanded.

From a cubicle where she had been kept waiting the Lady Natryn, wife of Lord Tariman, wasled into
the columned chamber. She did not look now the wife of one of the Seventeen Attendants, the advisors
to King Yildiz of Turan. Naked, she stumbled in the hobble that confined her ankles, and would have
falen had not two of the Chosen roughly held her erect. Her wridts, fastened behind her with tight cords,
lay onthe swell of her buttocks. Her large brown eyes bulged in terror, and her lips worked frantically
around aleather gag. Sender, yet full-breasted and well-rounded of hip, her body shone with the swesat
of fear. No eyesthere but Jhandar's|ooked on her as awoman, though, for the Chosen had forsaken
suchthings.

"Y ou have attempted to betray me, Natryn."

The naked woman shook at Jhandar's words as if pierced with needles. She had dabbled in the teachings
of the cult as did many bored women of the nobility, but her husband made her different, and necessary
to Jhandar's great plan. With his necromancies he had learned every dark and shameful corner of her life.
Most noblewomen of Turan had secrets they would kill to hide, and she, with lovers and vices dmost
beyond listing, was no different. Natryn had wept at his revelaions, and rebelled at his commands, but
seemingly at the last she had accepted her duty to place certain pressures on her husband. Instead, the
sorcerous watch he kept on her revealed that she intended to go to her husband, to revea al and throw
hersdf on hismercy. Jhandar had not dain her where shelay in the supposed safety of her chambersin
her husband's palace, but had had her brought hither to serve her purposein his grand design. It was
degth she feared, but he intended worse for her.

"Prepare her," the necromancer commanded.

The woman flung herself about futilely in the grasp of the men who fastened her by wrists and anklesto
the black altar stone. The gag was removed; shelicked fear-dried lips. "Mercy, Great Lord!" she
pleaded. "L et me serve you!™

"You do," Jhandar replied.

From atray of beaten gold proffered by one of the Chosen, the mage took a silver-bladed knife and
lifted it high above the woman's body. Hisfollower hastily set the tray on the floor by the dtar and
backed away. Natryn's screams blended with Jhandar's chant as he invoked the Power of Chaos. His
words rang from the walls, though he did not shout; he had no wish to drown her wails. He could fed the
Power flowing in him, flowing through him. Silvery-azure, adome gppeared, enveloping dtar, sacrifice
and necromancer. The Chosen fell to their knees, pressed their faces to the marble floor in awe.
Jhandar's knife plunged down. Natryn convulsed and shrieked one last time as the blade stabbed to the
hilt beneath her |ft breest.

Quickly Jhandar bent to take alarge golden bowl from the tray. Blade and one quillon of that knife were
hollow, so that avivid scarlet stream of heart's blood spurted into the bowl. Swiftly the level rose. Then
the flow dowed, stopped, and only afew dropsfell to make carmineripples.

Withdrawing the blade, Jhandar held knife and bowl aoft, caling on the Power in words of ice, caling on
lifethat was not life, death that was not death. Still holding the bowl on high, hetilted it, pouring out
Natryn's heart blood. That sanguinary stream fell, and faded into nothingness, and with it faded the



glowing dome.

A senile of satisfaction on hisface, Jhandar let the implements of his sorcery clatter to the floor. No
longer did awound mar Natryn's beauty. "Awake, Natryn," he commanded, undoing her bonds.

The eyes of the woman who had just been stabbed to the heart fluttered open, and she stared at Jhandar,
her gaze filled with horror and emptiness. "I... | wasdead,” she whispered. "I stood before Erlik's
Throne." Shivering, she huddled into abal onthedtar. "l am cold.”

"Certainly you are cold," Jhandar told her cruelly. "No blood coursesin your veins, for you are no longer
aive. Nether are you dead. Rather you stand between, and are bound to utter obedience until true desth
findsyou."

"No," shewept. "l will not-"
"Besdlent," hesad. Her protests died on the ingtant.

Jhandar turned back to hisfollowers. The Chosen had dared now to raise their faces, and they watched
him expectantly. "For what do you sirike?" he demanded.

From benesath their robes the Chosen produced needle-sharp daggers, thrusting them into the air. " For
disorder, confusion and anarchy, we strikel" they roared. "For Holy Chaos, we strike! To the death!”

"Then grikel" he commanded.

The daggers disappeared, and the Chosen filed from the chamber to seek those whose names Jhandar
had earlier given them.

It wastruly apity, the necromancer thought, that the old mage no longer lived. How far his pupil had
outstripped him, and how much greater yet that pupil was destined to become!

He snapped hisfingers, and she who was now only partly Lady Natryn of Turan followed him meekly
from the sacrificia chamber.

Chapter |

Many cities bore appdlations, 'the Mighty' or 'the Wicked,' but Aghrapur, that great city of ivory towers
and golden domes, sest of the throne of Turan and center of her citizens world, had no need of such.
The city's wickedness and might were so well known that an appellation would have been gilt laid upon

gold.

Onethousand and three goldsmithswere listed in the Guild Halls, twice so many smithsin Slver, haf
again that number dedlersin jewdry and rare gems. They, with avast profusion of merchantsin silks and
perfumes, catered to hot-blooded, doe-eyed noblewomen and deek, sensuous courtesans who oft
seemed more ennobled than their Ssters of proper blood. Every vice could be had within Aghrapur's
lofty dabaster walls, from the dream-powders and passion-mists peddled by oily men from Iranistan to
the specidized brothels of the Street of Doves.

Turanian triremes ruled the cerulean expanse of the Vilayet Sea, and into Aghrapur's broad harbor
dromonds brought the wedlth of adozen nations. The riches of another score found itsway to the
markets by caravan. Emerads and apes, ivory and peacocks, whatever people wanted could be found,
no matter whence it came. The stench of davers from Khawarism was drowned in the wafted scent of
oranges from Ophir, of myrrh and clovesfrom Vendhya, of attar of roses from Khauran and subtle
perfumes from Zingara. Tal merchants from Argos strode the flagstones of her broad streets, and dark



men from Shem. Fierce I bars mountain tribesmen rubbed shoulders with Corinthian scholars, and
Kothian mercenaries with traders from Keshan. It was said that no day passed in Aghrapur without the
meeting of men, each of whom believed the other's land to be afable.

Thetdl youth who strode those teeming streets with the grace of ahunting cat had no mind for the
wonders of the city, however. Fingers curled lightly on the well-worn leather hilt of hisbroadsword, he
passed marble paaces and fruit peddlers carts with equal unconcern, a black-maned lion unimpressed
by pilesof stone. Yet if his agate-blue eyes were dert, there was yet travel weariness on his sun-bronzed
face, and his scarlet-edged cloak was stained with sweat and dust. It had been ahard ride from
Sultanapur, with little time before leaving for saying goodbye to friends or gathering possessions, if he
wasto avoid the headsman'saxe. A small matter of smuggling, and some other assorted offenses againgt

the King's peace.

He had come far ance leaving the rugged northern crags of his native Cimmerian mountains, and not only
in distance. Somefew years he had spent as athief, in Nemedia and Zamora and the Corinthian
city-dates, yet though hisyears still numbered fewer than twenty-five the desire had come on him to
better himsdlf. He had seen many beggars who had been thievesin their youth, but never had he seen a
rich thief. The gold that came from stealing seemed to drip away like water through aseve. Hewould
find better for himsdlf. The fallure of his smuggling effort had not dimmed hisardor in theleast. All things
could befound in Aghrapur, or soit was said. At the moment he sought atavern, the Blue Bull. Its name
had been given him in haste as he | eft Sultanapur as a place where information could be gotten. Good
information was dways the key to success.

The sound of off-key music penetrated his thoughts, and he became aware of astrange procession
gpproaching him down the thronging street. A wiry, dark-skinned sergeant of the Turanian army, in wide
breeches and turban-wrapped spiral helmet, curved tulwar at his hip, wastrailed by another soldier
besting adrum and two others raggedly blowing flutes. Behind them came half a score more, bearing
halberds and escorting, or guarding, adozen young men in motley garb who seemed to betrying to
march to the drum. The sergeant caught the big youth's glance and quickly stepped in front of him.

"The gods be with you. Now | can seethat you are aman seeking-" The sergeant broke off with agrunt.
"Mitral Your eyed”

"What'swrong with my eyes?* the muscular youth growled.

"Not athing, friend," the sergeant replied, raising ahand apologetically. "But never did | see eyesthe
color of the sea before.”

"Where| come from there are few with dark eyes.”

"Ah. A far traveler come to seek adventure. And what better placeto find it than in the army of King
Yildiz of Turan?| am Alshaam. And how areyou cdled?"

"Conan," the muscular youth replied. "But I've no interest in joining your army.”

"But think you, Conan," the sergeant continued with oily persuasiveness, "how it will beto return from
campaign with as much booty as you can carry, ahero and conqueror in the women's eyes. How they'll
fdl over you. Why, man, from the look of you, you were born for it."

"Why not try them?' Conan said, jerking his head toward aknot of Hyrkanian nomadsin sheepskin coats
and baggy trousers of coarse wool. They wore fur caps pulled tightly over grease-laced hair, and eyed
everyone about them suspicioudy. "They look asif they might want to be heroes" he laughed.



The sergeant spat sourly. "Not a haf-weight of disciplinein thelot of them. Odd to see them here. They
generdly don't like thisside of the Vilayet Sea. But you, now. Think onit. Adventure, glory, loct,
women."

"Why." Conan shook his head. "I've no desireto beasoldier.”

"Mayhap if we had adrink together? No?' The sergeant sighed. "Well, I'veaquotatofill. King Yildiz
meansto build hisarmy larger, and when an army's big enough, it's used. Y ou mark my words, there will
be oot to throw away." He motioned to the other soldiers. "L et us be on our way."

"A moment,” Conan said. "Can you tell me whereto find the tavern caled the Blue Bull ?'

The soldier grimaced. "A dive on the Street of the L otus Dreamers, near the harbor. They'll cut your
throat for your boots aslike as not. Try the Sign of the Impatient Virgin, on the Street of Coins. Thewine
ischegp and the girlsare clean. And if you change your mind, seek me out. Alshaam, sergeant in the
regiment of Genera MundaraKhan."

Conan stepped aside to et the procession pass, the recruits once more attempting unsuccessfully to
march to the drum. As he turned from watching the soldiers go he found himsdlf about to trampleinto
another cortege, this a score in saffron robes, the men with shaven heads, the women with braids
swinging below their buttocks, their leader beating atambourine. Chanting softly, they walked asif they
saw neither him nor anyone ese. Caught off balance, he sumbled awkwardly aside, straight into the
midst of the Hyrkanian nomads.

Muttered imprecations rose as thick astherank smell of their greased hair, and black eyesglared a him
as dark lesthery hands werelaid to the hilts of curved sword-knives. Conan grasped his own sword hilt,
certain that hewasin for afight. The Hyrkanian's eyes swung from him to follow the saffron-robed
procession continuing down the crowded street. Conan stared in amazement as the nomads ignored him
and hurried after the yellow-robed marchers.

Shaking his head, Conan went on hisway. No one had ever said that Aghrapur was not acity of
strangeness, he thought.

Y et, as he approached the harbor, it wasin hismind that for dl its oddities the city was not so very
different from the others he had seen. Behind him were the palaces of the wedlthy, the shops of
merchants, and the bustle of prosperous citizens. Here dried mud stucco cracked from the brick of
decaying buildings, occupied for dl their decay. The peddlers offered fruits too bruised or spoiled to be
sold esewhere, and the hawkers shiny wareswere gilded brass, if indeed there was even any gilding.
Beggars here were omnipresent, whining in their ragsto the sailors swaggering by. The strumpets
numbered amost as many as the beggars, in transparent silks that emphasized rather than concedled
swelling breasts and rounded buttocks, wearing peridot masquerading as emerads and carbuncle passing
for ruby. Salt, tar, spices, and rotting offal gave off athick miasmathat permeated everything. The
pleadings of beggars, the solicitations of harlots, and the cries of hawkershung inthe air like asolid
shest.

Above the cacophony Conan heard agirl's voice shout, "I you will be patient, there will be enough to go
around.”

Curious, helooked toward the sound, but could see only amilling crowd of beggarsin front of arotting
building, al seeming to presstoward the same god. Whatever, or whoever, that goa was, it was against
the sone wall of the building. More beggarsran to join the seething crowd, and afew of the doxies
joined in, elbowing their way to the front. Suddenly, above the very forefront of the throng, agirl
appeared, asif she had stepped up onto a bench.



"Bepatient,” shecried. "I will giveyouwhat | have." In her arms she carried an engraved and florentined
casket, dmogt as large as she could manage. Itstop was open, reveding atangled mass of jewelry. One
by one she removed pieces and passed them down to eagerly reaching hands. Greedy cries were raised
for more.

Conan shook his head. Thisgirl was no denizen of the harbor. Her robes of cream-colored silk were
expensvely embroidered with thread-of-gold, and cut neither to reved nor emphasize her voluptuous
curves, though they could not conceal them from the Cimmerian's discerning eye. She wore no kohl or
rouge, asthe strumpets did, yet she waslovely. Waist-length raven hair framed an ovd face with skinthe
color of dark ivory and melting brown eyes. He wondered what madness had brought her here.

"Mine," avoice shouted from the shoving mass of mendicants and doxies, and another voice cried, "l
want minel"

The girl's face showed congternation. "Be patient. Please.”
"More!"
"Now!"

Three men with the forked queues of sailors, attracted by the shouting, began to push their way through
the growing knot of people toward the girl. Beggars, their greed vanquishing their usud ingratiating
manner, pushed back. Muttered curses were exchanged, then loud obscenities, and the snood of the
crowd darkened and turned angry. A sailorshorny fist sent aragged, gap-toothed beggar sprawling.
Screams went up from the strumpets, and wrathful cries from the beggars.

Conan knew he should go on. Thiswas none of his affair, and he had yet to find the Blue Bull. This
matter would resolve itsalf very well without him. Then why, he asked himsdlf, was he not moving?

At that instant a pair of bony, sore-covered hands reached up and jerked the casket from the girl'sarms.
She stared hel plesdy as a swirling fight broke out, the casket jerked from one set of handsto another, its
contents spilling to the paving stones to be squabbled over by men and women with clawed fingers.
Filth-caked beggars snarled with avaricious rage; Slk-clad harlots, their faces twisted with hideous
rapacity, raked each other with long, painted nails and rolled on the street, legs flashing nakedly.

Suddenly one of the sallors, a scar across his broad nose disappearing beneath the patch that covered his
right eye, legped up onto the bench beside the girl. "Thisiswhat | want," he roared. And sweeping her
into hisarms, he tossed her to hiswaiting comrades.

"Erlik take dl fool women," Conan muttered.

Therail of beggarsand harlots, lost in their greed, ignored the massive young Cimmerian as he moved
through them like a hunting beast. Scar-face and his companions, alanky Kothian with agimlet eyeand a
sharp-nosed Iranistani, whose dirty red-striped head cloth hid all but the tips of his queues, were too
busy with the girl to notice his gpproach. She ye ped and wriggled futilely at their pawings. Her flailing
hands made no impression on shoulders and chests hardened by the rigors of sormy, violent Vilayet Sea.
The sailors chegp sriped tunics werefilthy with fish oils and tar, and an odor hung about them of sour,
over-spiced ship's cooking.

Conan's big hand seized the scruff of the Kothian's neck and haf hurled him into the scuffle near the
casket. The Iranistani's nose crunched and spurted blood benegath hisfist, and a back-hand blow sent
Scarfaceto join hisfriends on the filthy stones of the Street.



"Find another woman," the Cimmerian growled. "There are doxies enough about.”
Thegirl stared at him wide-eyed, asif she was not sureif hewas arescuer or not.

"I'll carveyour liver and lights," Scarface spat, "and feed what's | eft to the fish." He scrambled to hisfet,
acurved Khawarismi dagger in hisfist.

The other two closed in beside him, likewise clutching curved daggers. The man in the headcloth was
content to glare threateningly, ruining it somewhat by scrubbing with hisfree hand at the blood that ran
from his broken nose down over his mouth. The Kothian, however, wanted to taunt hisintended victim.
He tossed his dagger from hand to hand, a menacing grin on histhin mouth.

"WEIl ped your hide, barbar,” he sneered, "and hang it in therigging. Y ou'll scream along time before
welet you-"

Among thelessons Conan had learned in hislifewasthat when it wastimeto fight, it waswdll to fight,
not talk. His broadsword |eft its worn shagreen scabbard in adraw that continued into an upward swing.
The Kothian's eyes bulged, and he fumbled for the blade that was a that moment in mid-toss. Then the
first fingerlength of the broadsword clove through hisjaw, and up between his eyes. The dagger clattered
to the paving stones, and its owner's body fell atop.

The other two were not men to waste time over a dead companion. Such did not long survive on the sea.
Even asthelanky man wasfdling, they rushed at the big youth. The Iranistani's blade gashed dong
Conan'sforearm, but he dammed a kick into the dark man's midsection that sent him sprawling. Scarface
dropped to a crouch, his dagger streaking up toward Conan's ribs. Conan sucked in his ssomach, felt the
dagger dicethrough histunic and draw athin, burning line across his midriff. Then hisown blade was
descending. Scarface screamed as stedl cut into the joining of his neck and shoulder and continued two
handspans deeper. He dropped his dagger to paw weakly at the broadsword, though life was aready
draining from him. Conan kicked the body free-for it was a corpse before it struck the pavement and
spun to face thethird sallor.

The Iranistani had gotten to hisfeet yet again, but instead of attacking he stood staring at the bodies of his
friends. Suddenly he turned and ran up the street. "Murder!" he howled as he ran, heedless of the bloody
dagger hewaswaving. "Murder!" The harlots and mendicants who had so recently been logt in their
fighting scattered like leaves before ahigh wind.

Hastily Conan wiped his blade on Scarface's tunic and sheathed it. There were afew things worse than
to be caught by the City Guard standing over acorpse. Most especidly in Turan, where the Guard had a
habit of following arrest with torture until the prisoner confessed. Conan grabbed the girl'sarm and joined
the exodus, dragging her behind him.

"You killed them," she said increduloudy. Sheran asif unsure whether to drag her hedlsor not. "They'd
have run away, an you threatened them.”

"Mayhap | should have let them have you," he replied. "They would have ridden you like a post horse.
Now beslent and run!”

Down side streets he pulled her, startling drunks staggering from seefarers taverns, down cross-aleys
smelling of stale urine and rotting offa. As soon asthey had put some distance between themselves and
the bodies, he dowed to awak-running people were too well noticed-but yet kept moving. He wanted a
very goodly distance between himsalf and the Guardsmen who would be drawn to the corpseslikeflies.
He dodged between highwhed ed pushcarts, carrying goods from harbor warehouses deeper into the
city. Thegirl traled reluctantly at his heds, following only because his big hand engulfed her dender wrist



as securdly asan iron manacle.

Finaly heturned into anarrow aley, pushing the girl in ahead of him, and stopped to watch his
back-path. There was no way that the Guard could have followed him, but his height and his eyes made
him stand out, even in acity the Sze of Aghrapur.

"| thank you for your assistance,” the girl said suddenly in atone at once haughty and cool. She moved
toward the entrance of the dley. "1 must be going now."

He put out an arm to bar her way. Her breasts pressed pleasurably againgt the hardness of hisforearm,
and she backed hastily away, blushing in confusion.

"Not just yet," hetold her.

"Please," she said without meeting hiseye. There wasaquaver in her voice. "l... | an amaiden. My
father will reward you well if you return meto himin the same... condition." The rednessin her cheeks
deepened.

Conan chuckled deep in histhroat. "It's not your virtue | want, girl. Just the answersto aquestion or
three”

To hissurprise her eyes dropped. "I suppose | should beglad,” she said hitterly, "that even killers prefer
dender, willowy women. | know | am acow. My father has often told me | was made to bear many sons
and... and to nurse al of them," shefinished weekly, coloring yet again.

Her father was afool, Conan thought, eyeing her curves. She was awoman made for more than bearing
sons, though he did not doubt that whoever she was wed to would find the task of giving themto her a
pleasurable one.

"Dont beslly," hetold her gruffly. ™Y ou'd give joy to any man.”

"I would?" she breathed wonderingly. Her liquid eyes caressed hisface, innocently, he was certain.
"How," she asked fdteringly, "isapost horse ridden?'

He had to think to remember why she asked, and then he could barely suppressasmile. "Long and
hard," hesad, "with littletimefor ret, if any."

She went scarlet to the neck of her silken robe, and he chuckled. The girl blushed easily, and prettily.
"What isyour name, little one?"

"Y asbet. My father calsme Y asbet.” She looked past him to the street beyond, where pushcarts
rumbled by. "Do you think the casket, at least, would be there if we went back? It belonged to my
mother, and Fatimawill be furious at itsloss. More furious than for the jewels, though shell be mad
enough a those."

He shook his head. "That casket has changed hands at least twice by now, for money or blood. And the
jewdsaswdl. Whois Fatima?'

"My amah," shereplied, then gasped and glared a him asif he had tricked her into revedling the fact.
"Y our amah!" Conan brayed with laughter. "Are you not alittle old to have anursemad?’

"My father does not think so," Y asbet replied in asullen voice. "Hethinks | must have an amah until | am
given to my husband. It isnone of my liking. Fatimathinks| am il five years of age, and father Sdes



with her decisons aways." Her eyes closed and her voice sank to aweary whisper. She spoke asif no
longer redlizing she spoke aoud. "I shall belocked in my room for this, a the least. | shal belucky if
Fatimadoesnot...." Her words drifted off with awince, and her hands stole back to cover her buttocks
protectively.

"You deserveit,” Conan said harshly.

Y ashet started, eyeswide and flushing furioudly. "Deserve what? What do you mean? Did | say
something?'

"Y ou deserve to have an amah, girl. After this| shouldn't be surprised if your father takes two or three of
themin service." He amiled inwardly at the relief on her face now. In truth, he thought she deserved a
gpanking aswell, but saying so would be no way to gain satisfaction for his curiogity. "Now tell me,

Y ashet. What were you doing alone on astreet like that, giving your jewelsto beggars? It was madness,

girl.”

"It was not madness," she protested. "I wanted to do something significant, something on my own. Y ou
have no ideawhat my lifeislike. Every moment waking or deeping isruled and watched by Fatima. | am
alowed to make not the smallest decision governing my own life. | had to climb over the garden wall to
leave without Fatima's permisson.”

"But giving jewelsto beggars and strumpets?”’

"The... the women were not part of my plan. | wanted to help the poor, and who can be poorer than
beggars?' Her face firmed angrily. "My father will know | am no longer achild. | do not regret giving up
the pretties he believes mean so much to me. It isnoble to help the poor.”

"Perhaps hell hire six amahs," Conan muttered. "Girl, did it never occur to you that you might be hurt? I
you had to help someone, why not ask among your own servants? Surely they know of people in need?
Then you could have sold afew of your jewelsfor money to help.”

Y asbet snorted. "Evenif dl the servantswere not in league with Fatima, wherewould | find adeder in
gemswho would give metrue value? More likely hewould smply pretend to dedl with me while he sent
for my father! And he would no doubt send Fatimato bring me home. That humiliation | can do without,
thank you."

"Gem dedlerswould recognize you," he said increduloudly, "and know who your father is?Who is he?
KingYildiz?'

Suddenly wary, she eyed him like afawn on the edge of flight. "Y ou will not take me back to him, will
you?"

"And why should | not? Y ou are not fit to walk the streets without a keeper, girl.”

"But then I'll never keep him from discovering what happened today,” She shuddered. "Or Fatima.”
Wetting her lips with thetip of her tongue, she moved closer. " Just listen to me for amoment. Please?1-"
Abruptly she darted past him into the Street.

"Come back here, you fool girl," heroared, racing after her.

She dashed dmost under the whedls of aheavy, crate-filled cart, and wasimmediately hidden from view.
Two more carts pressed close behind. There was no room to squeeze between them. He ran to get



ahead of the carts and to the other side of the Street. When he got there, Y asbet was nowherein sight. A
potter's apprentice was setting out his master's crockery before their shop. A rug dedler unrolled his
wares before his. Sailors and harlots strolled in and out of atavern. But of the girl there was no sign.

"Foal girl," he muttered.

Just then the tavern sign, painted crudely, cresked in the breeze and caught hiseye. The Blue Bull. All
that had happened, and he had come right to it. Aghrapur was going to be alucky city. Giving his
swordbelt a hitch and settling his cloak about his broad shoulders, he sauntered into the stone-fronted
inn.

Chapter [1

Theinterior of the Blue Bull was poorly lit by guttering rush torches stuck in crude black iron sconces on
the sonewalls. A dozen men, hunched over their mugs, sat scattered among the tables that dotted the
date floor, which was swept surprisingly clean for atavern of that class. Three sallorstook turnsflinging
their daggers at a heart crudely painted on adab of wood and hung on awall. The rough stones around
the dab were pocked from ten thousand near misses. A pair of strumpets, one with multi-hued beads
braided in her hair, the other wearing atal wig in abright shade of red, circulated among the patrons
quietly hawking the wares they digplayed in digphanous silk. Serving girls, their mudin covering little more
than the harlots garb, scurried about with pitchers and mugs. An odor of sour wine and stale ale,
common to al such places, competed with the stench of the Street.

When he saw the innkeeper, a stout, bald man scrubbing the bar with abit of rag, Conan understood the
cleanliness of the floors. He knew the man, Ferian by name. This Ferian had apassion for cleanliness
uncommon among men of his professon. It was said he had fled from Belverus, in Nemedia, after killing
aman who vomited on the floor of histavern. But as asource of information he had aways been
unsurpassed. Unless he had changed his ways he would know all the newsin Aghrapur, not only the
gossip of the streets.

Ferian smiled as Conan leaned an elbow on the bar, though his small black eyes remained watchful, and
he did not cease hiswiping. "Hannuman's Stones, Cimmerian,” he said quietly. "They say dl roadslead to
Aghrapur-at least, they say it in Aghrapur-and seeing you walk in here, | believeit. A year more, and all
of Shadizar will be here.”

"Who else from Shadizar isin the city?" Conan asked.
"Rufo, the Kothian coiner. Old Sharak, the astrologer. And Emilio, too."

"Emilio!" Conan exclaimed. Emilio the Corinthian had been the best thief in Zamora, next to Conan. "He
aways swore hed never leave Shadizar.”

Ferian chuckled, adry sound to come from one so plump. "And before that he swore he would never
leave Corinthia, but he left both for the same reason-he was found in the wrong woman's bed. Her
husband was after him, but her mother wanted him even more. Seems held been bedding her aswell, and
lifting bits of her jewdry. The older wench hired abevy of knifemen to see that Emilio would have nothing
to offer another woman. | hear heleft the city disguised as an old woman and did not stop swesting for
half ayear. Ak him about it, an you want to see aman turn seven colors at once, the while swalowing
histongue. He's upstairs with one of the girls now, though likely too drunk to do ether of them any

good."

"Then they'll betheretill the morrow," Conan laughed, "for helll never admit to fallure." Helaid two
coppers on the bar. "Have you any Khorgjan ae? My throat is dusty.”



"Do | have Khorgan de?' Ferian said, rummaging under the bar. "1 have wines and aes you have never
heard of. Why, | have wines and dles | have never heard of." He drew out adusty clay crock, filled a
leathern jack, and made the coppers disappear as he pushed the mug in front of Conan. "Khorgjan de.
How stand affairsin the Gilded Bitch of the Vilayet? Y ou had to leavein ahurry, did you?'

Conan covered his surprise by drinking deeply on the dark, bitter ale, and wiped white froth from his
mouth with the back of his hand before he spoke. "How knew you | have been in Sultanapur? And why
think you | left hurriedly?"

"Y ou were seen there these ten days gone,” Ferian smirked, "by Zefran the Slaver, who came through
here on hisway back to Khawarism." It was the tavernkeeper's mgjor fault that he liked to let men know
how much he knew of what they had been about. One day it would gain him a knife between hisribs.
"Asfor therest, | know naught save that you stand there with the dust of hard riding on you, and you
were never the oneto travel for pleasure. Now, what can you tell me?”

Conan drank again, pretending to think on what he could tell. The fat man was known to trade
knowledge for knowledge, and Conan had one piece of it he knew was not yet in Aghrapur, unless
someone had grown wingsto fly it there ahead of him.

"The smuggling is much abated in Sultangpur,” the Cimmerian sad findly. "The Brotherhood of the Coast
isindisarray. They swest in the shadows, and stir not from their dwellings. Twill be months before so
much asabale of silk passes through that city without the customs paid.”

Ferian grunted noncommittaly, but his eyeslit. Before the sun next rose, men who would try tofill the
void in Sultanapur would pay him well.

"And what can you tell me of Aghrapur?'
"Nothing," Ferian replied flatly.

Conan stared. It was not the tapster's way to give less than value. His scrupulousness was part and
parcel of hisreputation. "Do you doubt the worth of what I've told you?'

"Tisnot that, Cimmerian." The tavernkeeper sounded faintly embarrassed. "Oh, | can tell you what you
can learn for yoursdlf in aday'slistening in the street. Yildiz casts his eyes beyond the border, and builds
the army accordingly. The Cult of Doom gains new members every day. The-"

"The Cult of Doom!" Conan exclamed. "What in Mitras nameisthat?'

Ferian grimaced. "A foolishness, iswhat it is. They'reall over the streets, in their saffron robes, the men
with shaven heads."

"l saw some dressed s0," Conan said, "chanting to atambourine.”

"Twasthem. But there's naught to them, despite the name. They preach that al men are doomed, and
building up earthly treasuresisfutile." He snorted and scrubbed at his piggish nose with afat hand. "As
for earthly treasure, the cult itsalf has built up quite astore. All who join give whatever they possessto the
Cult. Some young sons and daughters of wedlthy merchants, and even of nobles, have given quite abit.
Not to mention an army of rich widows. Thereve been petitions to the throne about it, from relatives and
such, but the cult paysits taxes on time, which is more than can be said of the temples. And it gives
generous giftsto the proper officids, though that is not well known." He brightened. "They havea
compound, amost asmall city, some small distance north, on the coast. Could | find wherewithin their
treasures are kept... well, you are skillful enough to make your fortunein asingle night.”



"I'm athief nomore,” Conan said. Ferian'sfacefel. "What else can you tdl me of the city?*

The fat man sighed heavily. "These days | know less than the harlots, whose customers sometimestalk in
their deep. In these three months past, two thirds of those who have given me bits and pieces, servants of
nobles and of those high in the Merchant's Guild, have been murdered. What you have told meisthe best
piece of intdligence | have had in amonth. | owe you," he added reluctantly. He was not one to enjoy
indebtedness. "Thefirg thing | hear that you might use to advantage, | will placein your hands."

"And | will hear it before anyone else? L et us say two days before?!

"Two daysl Aswell asayear. Knowledge spoilsfaster than milk under ahot sun.”
"Two days," Conan said firmly.

"Two days, then," the other man muttered.

Conan smiled. Breaking hisword was not among Ferian's faults. But this matter of the murders, now....
"It seems beyond mere chance that so many of your informants should diein so short atime.”

"No, friend Conan." To the Cimmerian's surprise, Ferian refilled his mug without asking payment. That
was not like him. Perhaps he hoped to pay off hisdebt in free drink, Conan thought. "Many more have
died than those who had a connection to me. Thereisaplague of murder on Aghrapur. Morekillingsin
these three months than in the whole year before. Wereit not for the sortswho die, | might think some
plot was afoot, but who would plot against servants and Palace Guards and the like? 'Tis the hand of
chance playing fickletricks, no more."

"Conan!" came ashout from the stairs at the rear of the common room. The big Cimmerian looked
around.

Emilio stood on the bottom step with hisarm around adender girl in gauds of brassand carnelian and a
long, narrow strip of red silk wound about her in such away as amost to conceal her breasts and hips.
She hdf supported him as he swayed drunkenly, which was no easy task. Hewas abig man, astal as
Conan, though not so heavily muscled. He was handsome of face, with eyes dmost too large for aman.
Hiseyesand his profile, he would tell anyone who would listen, drew women as honey drew flies.

"Greetings, Emilio,” Conan caled back. "No longer dressing asan old woman, | see.” To Ferian he
added, "Well talk later." Taking his mug, he strolled to the staircase.

Emilio sent the girl on her way with a swat across her pert rump, and eyed Conan woozily. "Who told
you that tale? Ferian, I'll wager. Fat old sack of offd. Not true, | tell you. Not true. | smply left Zamora
to seek rich-" he paused to belch "-richer pastures. Y ou're just the man | want to see, Cimmerian.”

Conan could sense an offer of cooperation coming. "We no longer follow the sametrade, Emilio,” he
sad.

Emilio did not seem to hear. He grabbed the arm of apassing serving girl, ogling her generous breasts as
he did. "Wine, girl. Y ou hear?' She nodded and sped off, deftly avoiding his attempted pinch; he tottered
and nearly fell. Still staggering, he managed to fal onto astool a an empty table and gestured drunkenly
toward another. "Sit, Conan. Sit, man. Winell be here before you know it."

"Never before have | seen you so drunk,” Conan said as he took the stool. " Are you celebrating, or
drowning sorrows?"'

The other man's eyes had drifted haf shut. "Do you know," he said dreamily, "that a blonde isworth her



weight in rubies here? These Turanian men will kill to have afair-haired mistress. Does she have blue
eyes, they'll kill their mothersfor her."

"Have you turned to daving, then, Emilio? | thought better of you."
Instead of answering, the other man rambled on.

"They have more hesat in them than other women. | think it'sthe hair. Gods put color in awoman's hair,
they must have to take some of her heat to do it. Stands to reason. Davinia, now, she's hotter than
forge-fire. That fat general can't take care of her. Too much army business." Emilio's snicker was at once
besotted and lascivious. Conan decided to let him run out of wind. "So | take care of her. But she wants
things. | tell her she doesn't need any necklace, beautiful as sheis, but she saysasorcerer lad aspell on
it for aqueen. Centuries gone this happened, she claims. Woman wearsit, and she'sirresstible. Thirteen
rubies, she says, each ashig asthefirst joint of aman's thumb, each set on a moonstone-crusted seashell
in gold. Now that'sworth tealing." He snickered and leaned toward Conan, leering. " Thought she'd pay
mefor it with her body. Set her straight on that. | already have her body. Hundred gold pieces, | told her.
Goald, like her hair. Softest ever | tangled my hand in. Softest skin, too. Buttery and deek.”

The serving girl returned to set amug and wine-jar on the table, and stood waiting. Conan made no move
to pay. He had no hundred gold pieces coming to him. The girl poked Emilio in theribswith her fist. He
grunted, and stared at her blearily.

"One of you paysfor thewine," shesaid, "or | takeit back."

"No way to treat agood customer,” Emilio muttered, but he rooted in his pouch until he came up with the
coins. When she had gone he stared at the Cimmerian across the table. "Conan! Where did you come
from? Thought | saw you. It'swell you are here. We have a chance to work together again, as we used
to."

"We never worked together,” Conan said levdly, "And | thieve no more.”

"Nonsense. Now listen you close. North of the city a short distance is an enclosure containing much
wedlth. | have acommission to stedl a-to steal something from there. Come with me; you could stegl
enough to keep you for hdf ayear."

"Isthis enclosure by any chance the compound of the Cult of Doom?"

Emilio rocked back on hisseat. "'l thought you were fresh cometo the city. Look you, those seven who
supposedly entered the compound and were never seen again were Turanians. Theselocal thieves have
no skill, not like us. They'd last not aday in Shadizar or Arenjun. Besides, | think methey did not go to
the compound at al. They hid, or died, or |&ft the city, and men made up this story. People will do that,
to make a place they do not know, or do not like, seem fearful.”

Conan said nothing.

Ignoring his mug, Emilio swept up the clay wine-jar, not lowering it until it was nearly drained. He leaned
acrossthetable, pleading in hisvoice. "1 know exactly where the-the treasure is to be found. On the east
sde of the compound is agarden containing asingle tower, atop which isaroom where jewelry and
rarities are kept. Those fools go there to look at them. The display is supposed to show them how
worthlessgold and gemsare. You see, | know al about it. I've asked questions, hundreds of them.”

"If you've asked so many questions, think you that no one knows what you intend? Giveit over, Emilio."

A fur-capped Hyrkanian stepped up to the table, the rancid odor of hislank, greased hair overpowering



the smells of thetavern. A scar led from the missing lower lobe of hisleft ear to the corner of his mouith,
pulling that side of hisfaceinto ahdf-smile. From the corner of his eye the Cimmerian saw four more
watching from across the room. He could not swear to it, but he thought he had encountered these five
ealier intheday.

The Hyrkanian at the table spared only a glance to Conan. His attention was on Emilio. "Y ou are Emilio
the Corinthian," he said gutturdly. "1 would talk with you."

"Go away," Emilio said without looking a him. "I know no Emilio the Corinthian. Listen to me, Conan. |
would bewilling to give you half what | get for the necklace. Twenty pieces of gold.”

Conan amost laughed. Dead drunk Emilio might be, but he still thought to cheat his hoped-for partner.
"I would talk with you," the Hyrkanian said again.

"And | said go away!" Emilio shouted, hisface suddenly suffusing with red. Snatching the wine-jar, he
leaped to hisfeet and smashed it across the Hyrkanian's head. With the last dregs of the winerolling
down hisface, the scarred nomad collapsed in aweter of clay fragments.

"Crom!" Conan muttered; a deluge of rank-smelling men in fur caps was descending on them.

Conan pivoted on hisbuttocks, hisfoot rising to meet a hurtling nomad in the somach. With agagging
gasp the man stopped dead, black eyes goggling as he bent double. The Cimmerian's massivefist
crashed againgt the side of his head, and he crumpled to the floor.

Emilio was wallowing on the floor benegath two of the Hyrkanians. Conan seized one by the back of his
sheepskin coat and pulled him off of the Corinthian thief. The nomad spun, adagger in his streaking hand.
Surprise crossed hisface as hiswrist dapped into Conan's hand. The Cimmerian's hugefist traveled no
more than three handspans, but the fur-capped nomad's boothed s lifted from the floor, and then he
collapsed beside hisfellow.

Conan scanned the room for the fifth Hyrkanian, but could not find the remaining nomad anywhere.
Emilio was getting shakily to hisfeet while examining abloody gash on his shoulder. Ferian was heading
back toward the bar, carrying aheavy bungstarter. Another instant and Conan saw apair of booted feet
stretched out from behind atable. "Y ou get them out of here," Ferian shouted as he reached the bar and
thrust the heavy mdlet out of sght. ™Y ou dirtied my floor, now you clean it. Get them out of here, | say!"

Conan seized one of the unconscious men by the hedls. "Come on, Emilio," he said, "unless you want to
fight Ferian thistime.”

The Corinthian merely grunted, but he grabbed another of the nomads. Together they dragged the
unconscious men into the street, shadowed with night, now, and left them lying againgt the front of the rug
dedler's shop.

Asthey laid out the last of the degping men-Conan had checked each to make sure he il
breathed-Emilio stared up at the waxing pearlescent moon and shivered.

"I've an evil feding about this, Conan,” he said. "I wish you would comewith me."

"Y ou come with me," Conan replied. "Back insde where wéell drink some more of Ferian'swine, and
perhapstry our luck with the girls.”

"Y ou go, Conan. I-" Emilio shook hishead. "You go." And he staggered off into the night.



"Emilio!" Conan cdled, but only the wind answered, whispering down shadowed streets. Muttering to
himsdf, the Cimmerian returned to the tavern.

Chapter 111

When Conan came down to the common room of the Blue Bull the next morning, the wench with the
beadsin her hair accompanied him, clutching hisarm to her breast, firm and round through itsthin silk
covering, letting her swaying hip bumpinto histhigh & every sep.

Brushing her lips againg his massive shoulder, shelooked up at him smokily through her lashes,
"Tonight?" She bit her lip and added, "For you, half price."

"Perhaps, Zasha," he said, though even at hdf price his purse would not stand many nights of her. And
those accursed beads had quickly gotten to be an irritation. "Now be off with you. I've business." She
danced away with asaucy laugh and asaucier roll of her hips. Mayhap his purse could stand one more
night.

The tavern was amost empty at that early hour. Two men with sailors queuestried to kill the pain of the
past night's drink with still more drink, while morosely fingering nearly flat purses. A lone strumpet, her
worknight done at last and her blue silks damp with swest, sat in a corner with her eyes closed, rubbing
her feet.

At the bar Ferian filled amug with Khorgjan ae before he was asked.

"Has aught of worth come to your ear?' Conan asked as he wrapped one big hand around the leathern
jack. Hewas not hopeful, since the fat tavernkeeper had once more failed to demand payment.

"Lagt night," the stout man said, concentrating on the rag with which he rubbed the wood of the bar, "it
was reveded that Temba of Kassab, a deder in gemswho stands high in the Merchant's Guild, has been
featuring Hammaram Temple Virgins at his orgies, with the result that fourteen former virginsand five
priestesses have disgppeared from the Temple, likely into adaver's kennels. Tembawill no doubt be
ordered to give alarge gift to the Temple. Last night aso twenty-odd murderstook place, that | have
heard of so far, and probably twice so many that have not reached my ears. Also, the five daughters of
Lord Barash were found by their father entertaining the grooms of his stable and have been packed off
into the Cloisters of Vara, as has the Princess Esmira, or so 'tis rumored.”

"l said of worth," the Cimmerian cut off. "What care| for the virgins or princesses? Of worth!"

Ferian gave ahaf-hearted laugh and studied his bit of scrub cloth. "Thelast isinteresting, at least. Esmira
isthe daughter of Prince Roshmanli, closest to Yildizs ear of the Seventeen Attendants. In acity of duts
sheissad to beavirgin of purest innocence, yet sheisbeing sent away to scrub floorsand deepon a
hard mat until a husband can be found.” Suddenly he dammed hisfist down on the bar and spat. The
spittle landed on the wood, but he seemed not to seeit. "Mitras Mercies, Cimmerian, what expect you?
Its been but one night since | told you | know nothing. Am | asorcerer to conjure knowledge where
there was none? An you want answers from the skies, ask old Sharak over there. He-" Suddenly hiseye
lit on the gobule of spit. With astrangled cry he scrubbed &t it asif it would contaminate the wood.

Conan looked about for the astrologer he had known in Shadizar. The bent old man, wearing what
seemed to be the same frayed and patched brown tunic he had worn in Shadizar, was lowering himself
creskily to astool near the door. Hiswhite hair was thinner than ever, and as always he leaned on along
blackwood gtaff, which he claimed was agtaff of power, though no one had ever seen any magicks
performed with it. Wispy mustaches hung below his thin mouth and narrow chin, and he clutched arat's
nest of scrollsin hisbony fingers.



Ferian gave the bar one more scrub and eyed it suspicioudy. "I like not thisowing, Cimmerian,” he
muttered.

"I like not being owed.” Conan'sicy blue eyes peered into the fulvous de. "After atime| begin to think |
will not berepaid, and | like that even less™

"l pay my debts," the other protested. "I'm afair man. 'Tis known from Shahpur to Shadizar. From
Kuthchemesto-"

"Then pay me."

"Black Erlik's Throne, man! What you told me may be worth no more than thewind blowing in the
Srestd”

Conan spoke as quietly asaknifeleaving its scabbard. "Do you cadl mealiar, Ferian?"

Ferian blinked and swalowed hard. Of a sudden, the Cimmerian seemed to fill hisvison. And he
remembered with asickly snking of his ssomach that among the muscular youth's more uncivilized traits
was a deadly touchiness about hisword.

"No, Conan," he laughed shakily. "Of acertainty not. Y ou misunderstand. | meant just that | do not know
itsvaue. Nothing more than that."

"Anyou got no gold for that information last night," Conan laughed scornfully, "I'll become a priest of
Azura"

Ferian scowled, muttered under his breath, and finaly said, "Mayhap | have some dight idea of its
worth."

A smile showed the big Cimmerian's strong white teeth. The tavern keeper shifted uncomfortably.
"Anyou know itsworth, Ferian, we can set some other payment than what wasfirst agreed.”

"Other payment?' Despite his plump cheeks the innkeeper suddenly wore alook of rat-like suspicion.
"What other payment?' Conan took along pull of aeto let him steep. "What other payment,
Cimmerian?"

"Lodgings, to begin."

"Lodgings' Ferian gaped likeafishin surpriseand relief. "Isthat al? Of course. Y ou can haveroomfor...
for ten days."

"A fair man," Conan murmured sardonicaly ™Y our best room. Not the sty | deptin last night.”

Thefat man snickered greasily. "Unless| misread methe look on Zashasface, you did little deeping.” He
cleared histhroat heavily at thelook on Conan'sface. "Very wel. The best room."

"And not for ten days. For amonth.”
"A month!"
"And someamadl information.”

"Thisisin place of theinformation!" Ferian howled.



"Information,” Conan said firmly. "I'll not ask to be the only oneto get it, aswefirst spoke of, but for that
month you must keep me informed, and betimes."

"I have not even agreed to the month!™

"Oh, yes. Food and drink must beincluded. | have hearty appetites,” he laughed. Tipping up hismug, he
emptied it down histhroat. "I'll have more of that Khorgjan."

Ferian clutched a his shiny scalp asif wishing he had hair to pull out by the roots. "Do you want anything
else? Thistavern? My mistress? | have a daughter somewhere-in Zamora, | think. Do you want meto
find her and bring her to your bed?’

"|sshe pretty?' Conan asked. He paused asif considering, then shook his head. "No, thelodgings and
the rest will be enough.” Ferian sputtered, his beady eyes bulging in hisfat face. "Of course,”" the
Cimmerian continued, "you could continue in my debt. Y ou do understand I'd just want the right piece of
information, do you not? Twas good value | gave, and I'll expect the samein return. It would bewell if
you found it quickly." A growl had entered hisvoice, and hisface had dowly darkened. ™Y ou know we
barbars are not so understanding as you civilized men. Why, if atenday or two passed with you silent, |
might think you wished to take advantage of me. Such would make me angry. | might even-" Hisbig
hands abruptly clutched the bar asif he intended to vaullt it.

Ferian's mouth worked for amoment before he managed to shout "No!" and seized Conan'shand in his.
"Done," he cried. "It'sdone. The moll and therest. Done!™

"Dong," Conan said.

Thefat innkeeper stared at him. "A month," he moaned. "My wenches will spend the wholetimein your
bed. Y ou keep your hands off them, Cimmerian, or I'll get not alick of work from the lot of them.
Y ou've taken advantage of me. Of my good nature.”

"I knew not that you had one, Ferian. Mayhap if you take aphysicit will go away."

"Mitra be thanked that most of you Cimmerians like your god-forsaken frozen wastes. Did any more of
your accursed blue-eyed devils come south, you would own the world.”

"Benot so sour,” Conan said chidingly. "I'll wager you got twenty times so much for what | told you as
what my staying herewill cogt.”

Ferian grunted. " Just keep your hands off my serving wenches, Cimmerian. Go away. An | to make up
what you cost me, | cannot stand here all day talking to you. Go talk to Sharak.”

The young Cimmerian laughed, scooping up hismug of dark ae. "At least he can tell me what the ars
say." When heleft the bar, Ferian was till sputtering over that.

The astrologer peered at Conan dimly as he approached the table where the old man sat; then asmile
creased histhin festures. The skin of his visage was stretched taut over hisskull. "1 thought | saw you,
Conan, but these eyes..... | am no longer the man | was twenty years ago, or even ten. Sit. | wish that |
could offer you agoblet of wine, but my purseisasflat aswas my wife's chest. May the gods guard her
bones," he added in the cardlessway of aman who has said athing so many timesthat he no longer
hears the words.

"No matter, Sharak. | will buy thewine."

But as Conan turned to sgnd, one of the wenches bustled to the table and set a steaming bowl of lentil



stew, achunk of coarse bread and a pannikin of wine before the astrologer. The food set out, she turned
questioningly toward the muscular youth. Abruptly her dark, tilted eyes went wide with shock, and she
legped into the air, emitting a strangled squawk. Sharak began to cackle. The wench glared at the aged
man then, rubbing one buttock fitfully, darted away.

Sharak's crowing melded into afit of coughing, which he controlled with difficulty. "It never does™" he
said when he could spesk, "to let them start thinking you're too old to be dangerous.”

Conan threw back his black-maned head and roared with laughter. ™Y ou'll never get old,” he managed
findly.

"I'm adotard,” Sharak said, digging ahorn spoon into the stew. "Ferian says so, and | beginto think heis
right. He gives me abowl of stew twice aday, else| would eat only what | scavenge in the garbage, as
many must in age. Heisamost my only patron, aswell. In return for the stew | read his stars. Every day

| read them, and amore boring tale they could not tell.”

"But why no patrons? Y ou read the stars as a scribe reads marks on parchment. Never once did you tell
me wrong, though your telling was &t times none too clear to me."

"Tisthese Turanians," the old man snorted. "Il wastheday | journeyed here. Half the stars they name
wrongly, and they make other errors. Important errors. Those foolsin this city who cdl themsdves
astrologers had the gd| to charge me with unorthodoxy before the Guild. Twas no more than luck | did
not end at the stake. The end result is the same, though. Without the Guild'simprimatur, | would be
arrested if | opened ashop. The few who deal with me are outlanders, and they come merely because |
will tell their starsfor amug of wine or aloaf of bread instead of the silver piece the others charge. Did |
have asilver piece, | would return to Zamoraon the ingtant.” With arueful grunt he returned to spooning
the stew into his mouth.

Conan was sllent amoment. Slowly he dug into his pouch and drew out asilver piece, diding it across
the rough boards. "Tell my horoscope, Sharak.”

The gaunt old man froze with his spoon haf raised to hisface. He peered a the coin, blinking then a
Conan. "Why?"'

"I would know wheét this city holdsfor me," the young Cimmerian said gruffly. "I hold you better than any
Guildsman of Aghrapur, and so worth at least the footing they demand. Besides,” helied, "my purseis

heavy with coin."

Sharak hesitated, then nodded. Without touching the coin, he fumbled through his scrollswith hisleft
hand, al thewhile absently licking traces of stew from the fingers of hisright. When those scrollshe
wanted were spread out atop the table; he produced awax tablet from beneath his patched tunic. The
sde of astylus scraped the wax smooth. Nose amost touching the parchments, he began to copy arcane
symbolswith deft strokes.

"Do you not need to know when | was born, and such?' Conan asked.

"I remember the details of your natd chart," the other replied with his eyes on the parchment, "asif it
were drawn on the insdes of my eyelids. A magnificent chart. Unbelievable. Hmm. Mitras Chariot isin
retrograde.”

"Magnificent?Y ou have never told me of any magnificence before.”

Sighing, Sharak swiveled his head to gaze at the big youth. "Unbelievable, | cdled it aswell, and you



would not believe did | tell you. Then you did not believe anything else | told you, either, and | could do
you no good. Therefore | do not tell you. Now, will you alow meto do what you have paid mefor?' He
did not wait for areply before turning his eyes back to the scrolls. "Aha. The Bloodstar enters the House
of the Scorpion thisvery night. Significant.”

Conan shook his head and quaffed deeply on hisae. Was Sharak attempting to inflate his payment?
Perhaps the habit of trying to do so was too deeply ingrained to lose.

He busied himsdf with drinking. The common room was beginning to fill, with queued sallors and
half-naked trullsfor the most part. The wenches were the most interesting, by far. One, short,
round-breasted and large-eyed in her girdle of coins and gilded wristlets and torque, made him think of
Y asbet. He wished he could be certain she was safe a home. No, in truth he wished her in his bed
updtairs, but, failing that, it was best if she were at home, whatever her greeting from Fatima. Could he
find her again, it would of a certainty brighten hisdaysin Aghrapur. Let Emilio talk of hisblonde-what
was her name? Davinia?-asif she were the exotic these Turanians thought her. In hisown opinion it was
women with large eyes who had the fires smoldering within, even when they did not know it themselves.

Why-
"l an done," Sharak said.

Conan blinked, pulled from hisreverie. "What?' He looked a the wax tablet, now covered with
scribbled symbols. "What does it say?"

"Itisunclear,”" the old astrologer replied, tugging a one of histhin mustaches with bony fingers. "There
are aspects of great opportunity and great danger. See, the Horse and the Lion are in conjunction in the
House of Dramath, whilethe Three Virginsare-"

"Sharak, | would not know the House of Dramath from the house of arugmaker. What does it mean?"

"What doesit mean?' Sharak mimicked. "Always'what doesit mean? No one wantsto know the truly
interesting part, the details of how. . . Oh, very well. First of al: thereisaneed to go back in order to go
forward. To become what you will become, you must become again what you once were.”

"That'slittle help," Conan muttered. "I have been many things."

"But thisismost important. This branching here, indicatesthat if you fail to do so, you will never leave
Aghrapur dive. Y ou have aready set eventsin motion.”

Theair in the tavern seemed suddenly chill. Conan wished the old man had not been right so often
before. "How can | have set eventsin motion? I've been here barely aday."

"And spoken to no one? Done nothing?'

Conan breathed heavily. "Doesit speak of gold?’

"Gold will comeinto your hands, but it does not seem to be important, and thereis danger attached.”
"Gold isawaysimportant, and there is aways danger attached. What of women?"

"Ah, youth," Sharak murmured caustically. "Y ou will soon be entangled with women-two, it seems
here-but there is danger there aswell.”

"Women are dways at least as dangerous as gold,” Conan replied, laughing.



"Oneisdark of hair, and one pae-haired.”

The Cimmerian'slaughter faded abruptly. Pae haired? Emilio's Davinia? No! That would almost certainly
mean aiding Emilio in histheft, and that had been |eft behind. But he was to 'become what he had been.’
He forced the thought away. He was done with thieving. The astrologer's reading must mean something
dse

"What more?' he asked harshly.
"Tisnot my fault if you likeit not, Conan. | merely read what iswrit in the sars."
"What more, | said!"

Sharak sighed heavily. "Y ou cannot blame meif.... Thereis danger here connected in somefashionto a
journey. This configuration,” he pointed to arow of strangely bent symbols scribed in the wax, "indicates
ajourney over water, but these over hereindicateland. It isunclear.”

"Tisdl unclear, an you ask me of it." Conan muttered.

"It becomes|ess clear. For instance, here the color yellow isindicated as of great importance.”
"Thegold-"

"-isof smdl import, no matter your feding onit. And there is more danger tied to thisthan to the gold.”
The big Cimmerian ground histeeth audibly. "There is danger to breathing, to hear you tdll it."

"I can well believeit so, to look at this chart. Asto the rest, the number thirteen and the color red are of
some ggnificance, and arelinked. Additiondly, thisaignment of the Monkey and the Viper indicatesthe
need of acting quickly and decisively. Hesitate, and the moment will belost to you. And that will mean
your death."

"What will come, will come, old man,” Conan snapped. "I'll not be affrighted by stars, gods or demons.”

Sharak scowled, then pushed the silver piece back acrossthetable. "If my reading is so distasteful to
you, | cannot take payment.”

The muscular youth's anger dropped to asmmer ingtantly. "' Tisno blame of yourswhether | like the
reading you give or no. Y ou take the money, and I'll take your advice."

"I am four score and two-years of age," the astrologer said, suddenly diffident, "and never in al that time
have | had an adventure." He gripped his knobbly staff, leaning againgt the table. "Thereis power inthis,
Cimmerian. | could beof aid.”

Conan hid asmile. "I've no doubt of it, Sharak. When | need such help, | will cal onyou, have no fear.
Thereisonething you might do for me now. Know you where I might find Emilio at thishour?"

"That cankerous boaster?' Sharak said disdainfully. "He frequents many places of ill repute, each worse
than thelast." Hereded off the names of adozen taverns and as many brothels and gaming hdls. "1 could
help you look for him, if you redly think he's needed, though what use he could be | do not know."

"When you finish supping you can search the halls™

"] would rather search the brothdls," the old man leered.



"Thehdls," Conan laughed, getting to hisfeet. Sharak returned grumbling to his stew.

As heturned toward the door, the Cimmerian's eyes met those of aman just entering, hard black eyesin
ahard black face beneath the turban-wrapped spiral helmet of the Turanian army. Of middling height, he
moved with the confidence of alarger man. The striping on histunic marked him as a sergeant. Ferian
hurried, frowning, to meet the dark man. Soldierswere not usually habitues of the Blue Bull.

"l am seeking aman caled Emilio the Corinthian," the sergeant said to Ferian.

Conan waked out without waiting for the innkeeper's reply. 1t had nothing to do with him. He hoped.
Chapter 1V

Conan entered the seventh tavern with never so much asawobble of his step, despite the quantity of
wine and de he had ingested. The large number of wencheslalling about the dim, dank common room,
roughed and be-ringed, their silks casudly disarrayed, told him that a brothel occupied the upper floors
of the squat stone building. Among the long tables and narrow trestle-boards crowding the date floor,
sailors rubbed shoulders with journeymen of the guilds. Scattered through the room were otherswhose
languid countenances and oiled mustaches named them high-born no lessthan their silk tunics
embroidered in gold and silver. Their smooth fingers played as free with the strumpets as did the sailors
callused hands.

The Cimmerian elbowed a place at the bar and tossed two coppers on the boards. "Wine," he
commanded.

The barkeeper gave him arough clay mug, filled to the brim with sour-smelling liquid, and scooped up
the coins. The man was wiry and snakefaced, with heavy-lidded, suspicious eyes and atight, narrow
mouth. He would not be one to answer questions freely. Another drinker caled, and the tapster moved
off, wiping his hands on afilthy gpron that dangled about his spindly shanks.

Conan took a swalow from his mug and grimaced. The winewasthin, and tasted as sour asit smelled.

As he eyed the common room, a strangely garbed doxy caught his gaze. Seek and sinuous, she had
climbed upon atrestle-board to dance for half a dozen sailors who pawed her with raucous shouts,
running their hands up her long legs. Her oiled breasts were bare, and for garb she wore but asingle strip
of sk, no wider than aman's hand, run through a narrow gilded girdie worn low on the roundness of her
hips, to fal to her ankles before and behind. The strangeness was that an opague veil covered her from
just below her hot, dark eyesto her chin. The ssterhood of the streets might paint their faces heavily, but
they never covered them, for few men would take well to the discovery that their purchase was lessfair
of visage than they had believed. But not only was this woman veiled, he now saw no lessthan three

others so equipped.

Conan caught the tavernkeeper's tunic deeve as he passed again. "I've never seen veiled strumpets
before. Do they cover the marks of the pox?'

"New cometo Aghrapur, are you?' the man said, adight smile touching histhin mouth.
"A short time past. But these women?"

"Tisrumored," the other smirked, "that some women highly born, bored with husbands whose vigor has
|eft them, amuse themsdves by disporting as common trulls, wearing veils o those same husbands, who

frequent the brothel s as oft as any other men, will not recognize them. As| say, 'tisbut arumor, yet what
man will pass the chance to have alord's wife beneath him for asilver piece?’



"Not likely," Conan snorted. "There would be murder done when one of those lords discovered that the
doxy he'd bought was his own wife."

"Nay. Nay. The othersflock about them, but not the lordlings. What man would risk the shame of
knowing hiswife had been bought?"

It was true, Conan saw. Each veiled woman was the center of aknot of sailors or dockworkers or
tradesman, but the nobles ignored them, looking the other way rather than acknowledge their existence.

"Try one," the snake-faced man urged. "One silver piece, and you can see for yoursdf if she moves
beneath you like a noblewoman.”

Conan drank deeply, asif consdering. Had he been interested in dalliance, it wasin hismind that better
vaue would come from an honest strumpet than from a nobly-born woman pretending to be such. The
tapster had none of the fripperies of the panderer about him-he did not sniff a perfumed pomander or
wear more jewery than any three wenches-but no doubt he took some part of what was earned on the
meats above the common room. He might talk more easly if he thought Conan apotentia patron. The
Cimmerian lowered hismug.

"It'sathing to think on," he chuckled, eyeing agirl nearby. A true daughter of the mats, thisone, inan
orange-dyed wig with her face as bare as her wiggling buttocks. "But | seek afriend who was supposed
to meet me. | understand he frequents this place betimes.”

The tavernkeeper drew back half astep, and his voice cooled noticeably. "L ook around you. An heis
here, you will see him. Otherwise...." He shrugged and turned to walk away, but Conan reached across
the bar and caught hisarm, putting on asmile he hoped wasfriendly. "1 do not see him, but | ill must
needsfind him. Heis caled Emilio the Corinthian. For the man who can tell mewhereto find him, I could
gpare the price of one of these wenchesfor the night.” If Sharak was correct-and he always was-Conan
had to find Emilio, and what word he had thus far garnered was neither copious nor good.

The tapster's face became even more snake-like, but hislidded eyes had flickered at Emilio's name.
"Few men must pay for the whereabouts of afriend. Mayhap thisfellow-Emilio, did you say hisname
is?-isno friend of yours. Mayhap he does not wish to meet you. Ashral Comerid me of this pae-eyed
fool!"

"| can proveto you that I know him. Heis-"

A massive hand landed on the Cimmerian's broad shoulder, and a gutturd voice growled, "Out with
you!"

Conan turned his head enough to look coldly at the wide hand, its knuckles sunken and scarred. Hisicy
azure gaze traveled back along ahairy arm as big around as most men'slegs. And up. This Ashrastood
head and shoulderstaller even than Conan himself, and was half again as broad with no bit of fat on him.
For al the scarring of his hands, the huge man's broadnosed face was unmarked. Conan thought few
could reach high enough to Strikeit.

He attempted to keep histone reasonable. Fighting seldom brought information. "1 seek a man this skinny
one knows, not trouble. Now unhand me and-"

For an answer the big man jerked at Conan's shoulder. Sighing, the Cimmerian let himsdlf be spun, but
the smile on Ashrasface lasted only until Conan'sfist hooked into his side with aloud crack of splintering
ribs. Shouting drinkers scrambled out of the way of the two massive men. Conan's other fist dammed
into the tall man, and again hefdt ribs break beneath his blow.



With aroar Ashra seized the Cimmerian's head in both of his huge hands and lifted Conan clear of the
floor, squeezing asif to crush the skull he held, but awolfish battle-light shone in Conan's eyes. He forced
his arms between Ashra's and gripped the other's head in turn, one hand atop it, the other beneath the
heavy chin. Sowly hetwisted, and dowly the bull neck gave. Panting, Ashrasuddenly loosed hishold,
yet managed to seize Conan about the chest before he could fall. Hands locked, he strained to snap the
Cimmerian's pine.

The smile on Conan's face was enough to chill the blood. In thetimeit took three grainsof sand tofal in
the glass, he knew, he could break Ashra's neck, yet akilling would of acertainty gag the tapster's
mouth. Abruptly he released his grip. Ashralaughed, thinking he had the victory. Conan raised his hands
high, then smashed them, pamsflat, acrossthe other's ears.

Ashra screamed and staggered back, dropping the Cimmerian to clutch at his bleeding ears. Conan
bored after him, damming massivefigsto the ribs he had dready broken, then athird blow to the huge
man's heart. Adhra's eyes glazed, and his knees bent, but he would not fall. Once more Conan struck.
That never-struck nose fountained blood, and Ashradowly turned, toppling into atable that splintered
beneath him. Once the prostrate man stirred asif to rise, then was till.

A murmuring crowd gathered around the fallen man. Two mere grabbed his ankles, grunting asthey
dragged the massive weight away. More than one wench eyed Conan warmly, licking her lips and putting
an extrasway in her wak, among them those with velled faces. He ignored them and turned back to the
business at hand, to the tapster.

The snake-faced innkeeper stood behind the bar wearing an expression almost as stunned as Ashras. A
bung-starter dangled forgotten in his ham.

Conan took the heavy mdlet from the dack grip and held it up before the man's eyes, fiststouching in the
middle of the thick handle. The muscles of hisarms and shoulders knotted and bunched; therewas a
sharp crack, and he let the two piecesfall to the bar.

The tavernkeeper licked histhin lips. He stared at Conan asif a awonderment. "Never before have |
seen the man Ashracould not break in two with his bare hands,” he said dowly. "But then, even he
couldn't have...." His gaze dropped to the broken mallet, and he swalowed hard. "Have you amind to
employment? The job held by that sack of flesh they're hauling off is open. A slver pieceaday, plusa
room, food, drink, and your choice of any wench who has not a customer. My nameis Manilik. How are
you cdled?'

"l am no hauler of tosspots,” Conan said flatly. "Now tell me what you know of Emilio.”

Manilik hestated, then gave a strained laugh. "Mayhap you do know him. I'm careful of my tongue, you
see. Tdk when you shouldn't, and you're apt to lose your tongue. | don't waggle mine.”

"Waggleit now. About Emilio."

"But that isthe problem, stranger. Oh, | know of Emilio," he said quickly, as Conan's massive fist knotted
atop the bar, "but | know little. And I've not seen him these three days past.”

"Threedays," Conan muttered despondently. Thusfar he had found many who knew Emilio, but none
who had seen the Corinthian these three days past. "That boadting idiot islikely gazing into amirror or
rolling with that hot-blooded Daviniaof his" he growled.

"Davinia?' Manilik sounded startled. "If you know of her, perhapsyou truly do know...." Hetrailed off
with anervous laugh under Conan'sicy eyes.



"Wheat do you know of Davinia, Manilik?'

The innkeeper shivered, so quietly was that question asked. It seemed to him the quiet of the tomb,
mayhap of histomb an he answered not quickly. Words bubbled from him as water from a spring.

"Genera Mundara Khan's mistress, bar-, ah, stranger, and a dangerous woman for the likes of Emilio,
not just for who it isthat keeps her, but for her ambition. Tis said lemans have bodies, but not names.
This Davinias nameis known, though. Not two years gone, she appeared in Aghrapur on the arm of an
ivory trader from Punt. The trader |eft, and she remained. In the house of aminor gem merchant. Since
then she's managed to change her leash from one hand to another with great dexterity. A rug merchant of
moderate wedth, the third richest ship owner in the city, and now MundaraKhan, acousin of King Yildiz
himsalf, who would be a prince had his mother not been aconcubine.”

Theflow of talk dowed, then stopped. Greed and fear warred on Manilik's face, and his mouth was
twisted with the pain of giving away what he might, another time, have sold.

Conan laughed disparagingly and lied. "Can you not tell me more than is known on every street corner?
Why, I've heard strumpets resting their feet wager on whether the next bed Daviniagraceswill be that of
Yildiz." He searched for away to erase the doubt that ill creased the tavernkeeper'sface. "Next," he
sad, "youll tell methat as she chooses her patrons only to improve hersalf, she must risk leaving her
magter's bed for her own pleasures.” How dseto explain Emilio, and this Daviniaso clearly awoman
intent onrisng?

Manilik blinked. "I had no ideaso much was so widdy known. It being 0, there are those who will want
to collect what the Corinthian owes before Mundara Khan has him gelded and flayed. He had better
have the gold he has bragged of, or hell not live to suffer the genera’'s mercies.”

"He mentioned gold, did he?' Conan prompted.

"Yes, he...." The heavy-lidded eyes opened wide. "Mean you to say it'salie? Four or five days, he
clamed, and he would have gold dripping from hisfingers. An you are afriend of the Corinthian, warn
him clear most particularly of one Narxes, aZamoran. His patience with Emilio's excusesis gone, and his
way with aknifewill leave your friend weeping that heis not dead. Narxes likeswell to make examples
for otherswho might fail to pay what they owe. Best you tell him to keep quiet about my warning,
though. I've no wish for the Zamoran to come after me before Emilio finisheshim.”

"I will tell him," Conan said drily. Manilik waslicking his narrow lips, avarice personified. Assoon ashe
could, the tavernkeeper would have a messenger off to this Narxes. Whether it was Narxes or Emilio
who survived, Manilik would claim it was hiswarning that tipped the balance, But Conan did not mean to
add to the Corinthian thief'stroubles. " So far an | know, the gold will be his, asheclams.”

Theinnkeeper shrugged. "If you say it, then | believeit, stranger." But hisvoice carried atotal lack of
conviction.

Conan left with awry smile, but just outside he stopped and leaned againgt the doorjamb. The lowering
sun was abloody ball on the rooftop, Moments later a dender, dark-haired serving wench darted from
theinn, pulling acloak of coarse brown wool about her. He caught the girl'sam pulling her asde. The
wench stared up at him, dark eyes wide and mouth hanging open.

"Y ou are the one Manilik is sending to Narxes," he said.

She straightened defiantly-she came no higher than Conan's chest-and glared. "I'll tell you naught. Loose
rrE."



Releasing hisgrip, he haf pushed her toward the street. "Go then. Never before have | seen anyone run
to have her throat dit."

The girl hestated, rubbing her arm and eyeing the passing carts rumbling over the cobblestones. Sailors
and tradesmen thronged between the highwheeled vehicles. A quick dash and she could be lost among
them. Instead she said, "Why should Narxes wish to harm me? I've never had a copper to wager at his
tables. The likes of me'd never get past the door."

"Y ou mean you don't know?' Conan said increduloudy. "That alters matters.”
"Know what? What matters?"

"l heard Manilik say he was sending agirl to Narxesfor...." Helet hisvoicetrail off, shaking his head.
"No, it's no use. Better you do not know. Y ou couldn't escape, anyway."

Shelaughed shakily. "Y ou'retrying to frighten me. | am just to tell Narxesthat Manilik hasword for him.
What did you hear?' Conan was silent, frowning asif in thought, until she stepped closer and laid a
trembling hand on hisarm. ™Y ou must tell me! Please?’

"Not that it will do you any good,” Conan said, feigning reluctance. "Narxeswill find you no matter how
far yourun."

"My parents have afarm far from the city. Hed never find methere. Tell me!™

"Narxes had been sdlling young girlsto the Cult of Doom for sacrifices,” helied, and invented some
detail. "You'll be strapped to an atar, and when your throat is cut the blood will be gathered in achalice,
then-"

"No!" She staggered back, one hand to her mouth. Her face had a greenish cast, asif she were about to
be sick. "I've never heard that the Cult of Doom makes such sacrifices. Besides, the use of freeborn for
sacrificesisforbidden by law."

"How will anyone ever know, once you're safely dead and your body tossed to the sea?' He shrugged.
"But if you do not believe me, then seek out Narxes. Perhaps hewill explain it to you on your way to the
compound of the Cult."

"What am | to do?' she moaned, taking quick stepsfirst in one direction then another. "I have no money,
nothing but what | stland in. How am | to get to my parents farm?" Sighing, Conan dug afistful of
coppers from his pouch. Emilio would repay him, or he would know the reason why. "Here, girl. Thiswill
seeyou there"

"Thank you. Thank you." Half-sobbing, she snatched the coins from his outsiretched hand and ran.

Not even akissfor gratitude, Conan thought grumpily as he watched her disappear down the teeming
street. But with luck Manilik would not discover for at least aday that his plans had gone awry. A day to
find Emilio without worrying about finding him dead. The story he had concocted for the girl had sounded
even more convincing than he had hoped. With a satisfied smile he started down the Strest.

I n the dimnesses that foreshadowed dusk he did not notice the shaven-headed man in saffron robes,
gtanding in the mouth of an aley beside the inn he had just |eft, aman who watched his going with
interest.

Chapter V



Night filled the ivory-walled compound of the Cult of Doom. No dimmet flicker of light showed, for
those of the Cult rose, worked, ate and dept only by command. No coppers were wasted on tapers. In
an inner room, though, where Jhandar met with those who followed him most faithfully, bronze lion lamps
illumined walls of dabaster bas-relief and floors mosaicked in athousand colors.

The forty saffron-robed men who waited benesth the high vaulted ceiling knelt as Jhandar entered, each
touching adagger to hisforehead. "Blessed be Holy Chaos," they intoned. "Blessed be disorder,
confusion, and anarchy.”

"Blessed be Holy Chaos,” the mage replied perfunctorily. He was, as always, robed asthey.

He eyed the lacquered tray of emerad and gold that had been placed on asmall tripod table before the
waiting men. His hands moved above the two-score small, stone bottles on the tray, fingerswaving like
guesting snakes tongues, asif they could sense the freshness of the blood within those stoppered
containers.

One of the men shifted. "The killswere dl made within the specified hours, Gresat Lord.”

Jhandar acknowledged him only with an irritated flick of an eyelid. Of course those killed had died ashe
had commanded, &t the hour he had commanded. Those who kndlt before him did not know why the
deaths must occur so, nor even why they must collect the blood while their victims hearts fill beet. They
believed that they knew agreat dedl, but what they knew was how to obey. For Jhandar's purposes, that
was enough.

"Go," the necromancer commanded. "Food and drink await you. Then deep. Go."
"Blessed be Holy Chaos," they chanted and, rising, filed dowly from the room.

Jhandar waited until the heavy bronze door had clanged shut behind them before speaking again. "Che
Fan," hesad. "Suitai. Attend me."

Two men, tal, lean, and robed in black, appeared asif materidizing from air. It would have taken aquick
eyeto seetheturning pand of stonein thewall from behind which they had stepped. But then, evena
quick eyewould have stared so at the men as to miss everything ese. Even in Aghrapur, they were
unusud. Thelr black eyes seemed to dant, and their skin wasthe color of parchment left in the sunttill it
yelowed, yet so smooth that it gave no hint of age. Like astwinsthey were, though, the man cdled Che
Fan was perhaps a fingerbreadth the taller. By birth and training they were ns, ableto kill with no
more than the touch of ahand.

Suitai took the tray, while Che Fan hurried to open a small wooden door, lacquered and polished to
mirror brightness. Jhandar swept through, followed by the two men. The passage beyond was narrow,
brightly lit by gold lamps dangling from wall sconces, and empty. The shaven-headed mage kept histame
killers out of sight, for there might be those who would know them for what they were. Even the Chosen
saw them but rarely.

The narrow corridor led to achamber in the center of which was alarge circle of bare dirt, with dead
gerility. Great fluted columns supported the domed aabaster ceiling, and surrounding the barren earth
were thirteen square pillars truncated at waist height.

As he had done many times before, Suitai began setting out the stone bottles on the hard-packed dirt. He
made four groups of five, each group forming a cross.

"Great Lord." Che Fan spoke in ahoarse whisper. "We follow as you command, yet our existenceis



empty.”

Jhandar looked a him in surprise. Thetwo ns never spoke unless spoken to. "Would you prefer
to bewhere| found you?' he asked harshly.

Che Fan recoiled. He and Suitai had been walled up dive within the Khitan fortress where Jhandar had
been imprisoned. Accidentally the necromancer had freed them in his own escape, and they had sworn to
follow him. He was not certain they bdieved he could actudly return them to their dow deeth in Khital,
but they seemed to.

"No, Great Lord,” the Khitan said findlly. "But we beg, Suitai and I, that we be adlowed to use our talents
inyour service. Not since...." Hisvoicetrailed off. Suitai glanced up from placing the last of the bottles,
then studioudy avoided looking at either of the other two men again.

Jhandar's face darkened. To speak of the distant past was one thing, to speak of the near past another.
He didiked being reminded of failure and ignominy. Effort went into kegping hisvoice normd, but it till
came out like the grate of stedl onrock. "Fool! Y our talents, asyou cal them, destroy the essence of the
man, asyou well know. Thereis naught Ieft for me to summon when you kill. When | need your &bilities
again, if | need them again, | will command you. Unless you wish to step within the circle and be
commanded now?"

Suital sumbled hurriedly from the patch of dirt. "No, Grest Lord," Che Fan replied hadtily. "'l beg
forgiveness for my presumption.” Asone, the two ns bowed low.

Jhandar |eft them so for amoment, then spoke. "Rise. In the days ahead there will be laborsto sate even
your desires. Now get you gone until | call again. | have my own laborsto perform.”

Asthey bowed their way from his presence, he put them from his awareness. There were more important
matters which needed dl of hisattention.

From benesath his robes he produced a piece of black chalk. Atop four of the pillars, equidistantly spaced
about the circle, he marked the ancient Khitan ideograms for the four seasons, chanting ashedidina
language not even he understood, though he well understood the effect of the words. Next were drawn
the ideograms for the four humors, then the four eements, and dl the while he intoned the primordia
gpells. But one of the short, square pillars remained. He drew the symboal for life, then quickly, over it, the
symbol of death.

A chill roseintheair, till hiswords came in puffs of white, and hisvoice took on a hollow aspect, as
though he called from avast deep. Mist rolled over the circle of earth, blue and flecked with silver, like
the mist above the Poal of the Ultimate, yet pale and transparent. The hairs on Jhandar's arms and legs
gtirred and rose. He could fed the Power flowing through him, curling around his bones.

In the center of the mist light flashed, argent and azure lightning. In slencethe air of the chamber
quivered, asto amonstrous clap of thunder, Within the circle every stone jar shattered into numberless
grains of duet, and the parched dirt drank blood. The tenuous vapors above began to glow.

Never ceasing hisincantation, Jhandar sought within himsdf for the root of the Power that coursed his
veins, saized onit, bent it to hisbidding. With every fiber of hisbeing he willed asummoning, he
commanded a summoning, he forced asummoning.

Blood-clotted earth cracked and broke, and a hand reached up from the crack to claw at the surface, a
hand withered and twisted, its nails like claws, its skin amottled moldy gray-green. In another
blood-soaked place the ground split, and monstroudy deformed hands dug upward, outward. Then



another, and another. A davering panting begat itsway up from below the surface. Inexorably drawn by
Jhandar's chant, they dug their way from the bowels of the earth, stumpy misshapen creatures bearing
little resemblance to humankind, for al they were the summoned corporeal manifestations of the essences
of murdered men and women. There were no distinctions now between male and female. Neuter dl, they
were, with hairless mottled skin stretched tightly over domed skulls whose opa escent eyes had seen the
gravefrom ingde. Their lipless mouths emitted a cacophony of howls and lamentations.

Jhandar stopped his chant, reluctantly felt the Power pour from him like water from aewer. Asthe
Power went, so did the mist within the circle. The ravening creatures turned to him, seeming to seehim
for thefirg time, their criesrising.

"Bedlent!" he shouted, and al sound was gone asif cut off with aknife.

Heit was who had summoned; they could not but obey, though some glared a him with hellborn fury.
Some few awaysdid.

"Hear you my words. Each of you will return to the house that you served in life" A low moan rose and
was dtilled. "There, in incorpored form, you will watch, and listen. What your former masters and
mistresses do not want known, you will tell to mewhen | summon you again. Nothing esewill you do
unless| command." That last was necessary, he had learned, though there wasllittle they could do without
being told to.

"I hear,” came the muttering moans, "and obey."
"Then by the blood and earth and Power of Chaos by which | summoned you, begone.”
With a crack of inrushing air the twisted shapes disappeared.

Jhandar smiled when he | eft the chamber. Already he knew more of the secrets of Turan than any ten
other men. Already, with awhisper in the proper ear of what the owner of that ear would die to keep
secret, heinfluenced decisions at the highest levels. Nay, he made those decisions. Soon the throne itsdlf
would bow to hiswill. He would not demand that his position astrue ruler of Turan be made known to
al. That he ruled would be enough. First Turan, then perhaps Zamora, and then ...

"Gresat Lord."

Reverie broken, Jhandar glared at the shaven-headed man who had accosted him in amain corridor of
hispdatia quarters. Lamps of gold and slver, made from melted-down jewery provided by new
members of the Cult, cast glittering lights from walls worked in porphyry and amber.

"Why do you disturb me, Zephran?' he demanded. Not even the Chosen were alowed to approach him
unbidden.

"Forgive me, Great Lord," Zephran answered, bowing low, "but | had a most distressing encounter in the
city near dusk.”

"Didressng encounter? What are you blathering about? | have no time for foolishness."

"It was abarbarian, Great Lord, who spoke of sacrifices within the Cult, of the altar and the use of
blood."

Jhandar clutched hisrobesin white-knuckled figts. "Hyrkanian? He was Hyrkanian?'

"Nay, Gresat Lord."



"He must have been."

"Nay, Gresat Lord. His skin was pale where not bronzed by the sun, and his eyes were most strange, as
blueasthe sea"

Jhandar sagged againgt thewall. In Hyrkania, acrossthe Vilayet Sea, he had first founded the Cult, first
created and confined a Pool of Chaos. He would have welded the scattered Hyrkanian tribes of fierce
horsemen into asingle force that moved at hisword. He would have launched such awave of warriors as
would have washed over Turan and Zamoraand dl to the West until it came to the sea. He would
have....

But the spirit manifestations had not been properly controlled. They had managed to communicate to the
living what occurred within the compound he was building, and the tribesmen had ridden against him,
daughtering hisfollowers. Only by loosing the Power, turning a part of the Hyrkanian steppesinto ahell,
had he himself managed to escape. They bdieved in blood vengeance, those Hyrkanians. Deep within
him was the seed of fear, fear that they would follow him across the sea. Ridiculous, he knew, yet he
could not rid himsdf of it.

"Great Lord," Zephran said diffidently. "I do not understand why filthy Hyrkanians should concern you.
Thefew | have seenin-"

"Y ou understand nothing,” Jhandar snarled. "Thisbarbarian. Y ou killed him?'

Zephran shifted uneasily. "Grest Lord, I.... | lost him in the night and the crowd among the taverns near
the harbor.”

"Fool! Roust your fdlowsfrom their beds! Find that barbarian! He must die! No! Bring him to me. | must
find out how many othersknow. Well, what are you waiting for! Go, fool! Go!"

Zephran ran, leaving Jhandar staring at nothing. Not again, the necromancer thought. He would not fail
again. Hewould pull the world down in ruinsif need be, but he would not fail.

Chapter VI

Conan descended to the common room of the Blue Bull taking each step with care. He did not truly
believe that his head would crack if he took a misstep, but he saw no reason to take a chance. The night
before had turned into a seemingly endless procession of tavern after tavern, of tankard after tankard.
And al he had gotten for histrouble was a head like abarrdl.

He spotted Sharak, digging eagerly into abowl of stew, and winced a the old man's enthusiasm. With a
sigh he dropped onto a bench at the astrologer's table.

"Do you have to be so vigorous about that, Sharak?' the Cimmerian muttered. "It'senoughtoturna
man's somach.”

"The secret isclean living," Sharak cackled gleefully. "1 live properly, so | never have to worry about a
head full of wine fumes. Or sedldom, at least. And it brings meluck. Last night, asking about for Emilio, |
discovered that the strumpets of this city fancy Zamoran astrology. And do you know why?'

"Wheat did you find out about Emilio, Sharak?"

"Becauseit'sforeign. They think anything imported must be better. Of course, some of them want to pay
in other coin than gold or slver." He cackled again. "1 spent the night in the arms of awench with the
most marvelous-"



"Sharak. Emilio?"

The gaunt old man sighed. "If you wanted to boast a bit, | wouldn't stop you. Oh, very well. Not that |
discovered much. No one has seen him for at least two nights. Three different people, though-two of
them trolls-told me Emilio claimed he would comeinto agreat dedl of gold yesterday. Perhaps someone
didhiminforit."

"I'd back Emilio againgt any maninthiscity," Conan replied, "with swords, knives or bare hands." But
there was no enthusiasm in his voice. He was sure now that Emilio was dead, had died whiletrying to
stedl the necklace. And while dead drunk, at that. "1 should have gone with him," he muttered.

"Gonewhere?' Sharak asked. "No matter. More than one was counting on his having thisgold. | myself
heard the gamester Narxes make such dire threats against Emilio asto put me off eating.” He shoveled
more stew into his mouth. "Then there's Nafar the Panderer, and a Kothian moneylender named Fentras,
and even a Turanian soldier, asergeant, looking for him. Ashedtill lives, he'sleft Aghrapur, and wisdly
0."

"Emilio intended to stedl from the compound of the Cult of Doom, Sharak. | think me hetried two nights

"Then heisdead," Sharak sighed. "That place has acquired a bad name among the Brotherhood of the
Shadows. Some thieves say 'tisdoom even to think of stealing from them.”

"He meant to steal anecklace of thirteen rubies for awoman with blonde hair. He wanted meto aid
him."

The old astrologer tossed his spoon into the bowl of stew. "Mayhap your chart..." he said dowly. "These
eyesareold, Conan. Tispossiblewhat | saw was merely an effect of your association with Emilio.”

"And it's possible men can fly without magic,” Conan laughed ruefully. "No, old friend. Never havel
known you to make amistake in your star-reading. The meaning was clear. | must enter that compound
and steal the necklace.”

Conan's bench creaked as aman suddenly dropped onto it besde him. "And | must go with you," he
said. Conan looked at him. It was the hard-eyed, black-skinned Turanian army sergeant he had seen
asking after Emilio. "l am caled Akeba," the sergeant added.

The big Cimmerian let his hand rest lightly on the worn leather hilt of hisbroadsword. "' Tisabad habit,
listening to other men's conversation,” he said with dangerous quietness.

"I carenot if you stedl every last pin from the cult,” Akeba said. His hands rested on the table, and he
seemed to take no notice of Conan's sword. " Twas rumored this Emilio did not fear to enter that place,
but I heard you say heisdead. | have need to enter the compound, and need of aman to guard my
back, a man who does not fear the cult. If you go there, | will go with you."

Sharak cleared histhroat. "Pray tell uswhy asergeant of the Turanian army would want to enter that
compound in secret.”

"My daughter, Zorelle." Akebasface twisted momentarily with pain. "Shewastaken by this
Mitra-accursed cult. Or joined, | know not which. They will not alow meto speak to her, but | have
seen her once, a adistance. She no longer looks as she did before falling into their hands. Her faceis
cold, and she does not smile. Zordllewore asmile dways. | will bring her out of there.”

"Y our daughter,” Conan snorted. "1 must needs go with stedlth. The stealth of two men isthe tenth part



that of one. Add the need to drag aweeping girl along ...." He snorted again.
"How will you steal so much asadrink of water if | summon my men to arrest you?" Akeba demanded.

Conan'sfigt tightened on his sword hilt. Y ou will summon no one from your grave," he growled. Akeba
reached for his own blade, and the two men begantorise.

"Benot foold" Sharak said sharply. "Y ou, Akeba, will never see your daughter again if your skull is
cloven inthistavern. And Conan, you know the dangers of what you intend. Could not another sword be
of use?'

"Not that of ablundering soldier,” Conan replied. His eyes were locked with those of the Turanian, blue
and black dike as hard asiron. "Hisfeet are made for marching, not the quiet of thieving.”

"Threeyears," Akebasaid, "l wasascout againgt the Ibarri mountain-tribes, yet | still have my lifeand
my manhood. From the size of you, you look to be quiet asabull."

"A scout?' the Cimmerian said thoughtfully. The man had some skill at quietness, then. Perhaps Sharak
had apoint. It was dl too possible that he could use another blade. Besides, killing a soldier would make
it near impossible for him to remain in Aghrapur.

Conan lowered himsdf dowly back to the bench, and Akebafollowed. For amoment their eyes
remained locked; then, asat asignal, each loosed his grip on his sword.

"Now that is settled,” Sharak said, "there isthe matter of oathsto bind usal together in thisenterprise.”
"Us?' Akeba said with aquestioning look.

Conan shook hishead. "I ill do not know if this soldier is coming with me or not, but | do know that
you are not. Find yoursdlf awench who wants her starsread. | can recommend one here, if you mind not
ahead full of beads."

"Who will watch your horses," Sharak asked smply, "while you two heroes are being heroic insdethe
compound? Besides, Conan, | told you I've never had an adventure. At my age, thismay be my last
chance. And | do havethis." He brandished hiswalking staff. "It could be ussful .

Akebafrowned. "It'sastick." Helooked at Conan.

"Thething has magica powers," the Cimmerian said, and dropped his eydid.

After amoment the dark man smiled faintly.

"Asyou say." Hisface grew serious. "Asto the compound, | would have thisthing done quickly."
"Tonight,” Conan said. ", too, want it done."

"The oaths," Sharak chimed in. "Let us not forget the oaths.”

Thethree men put their heads together.

Chapter VII

Leaving Sharak beneath atree to mind the horses, Conan and Akeba set out through the night ina
crouching run for the alabaster-walled compound of the Cult of Doom. Within those wallsivory towers
thrust into the night, and golden-finialed purple domes were one with the dark amethystine sky. Scudding



clouds cast shifting moon-lit shadows, and the two men were but two shadesin the night. A thousand
paces distant, the Vilayet Sea best itslf to white froth againgt the rocky shore.

At the base of the wall they quickly unlimbered the coiled ropesthey carried acrosstheir shoulders. Twin
grapnels, well padded with cloth, hurtled into the air, caught atop the wall with muffled clatters.

Massive arms and shoulders drew Conan upward with the agility of agreat ape. At thetop of thewall he
paused, feding aong that hard, smooth surface. Akeba scrambled up beside him and, without pausing to
check the top of the wall, clambered over. Conan's dismay that the other had done so-it wasthe error of
agreenling thief-was tempered by the fact that there were no shards of pottery and broken stone set in
thewadll to rip the flesh of the unwary.

Conan pulled himsdlf over the wall and, holding his grapne well out to one side, let himsdf fall. Hetook
the shock of the drop by tucking a shoulder under and rolling, coming to hisfeet smoothly. Hewasina
landscaped garden, exotic shrubs and trees seemingly given life by the moving shadows. Akebawas
hestily coiling hisrope.

"Remember,” Conan said, "we meet at the base of the tallest tower in the compound.”
"l remember,” Akeba muttered.

There had been more than alittle discussion over which man'stask wasto be carried out first. Akeba
feared that, in stealing the necklace, Conan might rouse guards, while Conan was sure the sergeant's
daughter could not be rescued without raising an darm. The women's quarters were certain to be
guarded, while Emilio had intimated that the necklace was unguarded. It had been Sharak who effected a
compromise: Conan would go after the necklace while Akebalocated the women's quarters. Then they
would meet and together solve the problem of getting Zorelle out. Agreement had been more reluctant on
Akebas part than on Conan's. The Cimmerian was not certain he needed a companion on this venture,
for al Sharak'surging.

With alast doubtful glance at the Turanian, Conan hurried away, his pantherine stride carrying him swiftly
through the night. He remember well Emilios description of the necklace's location. The topmost
Chamber of the lone tower in agarden on the east Sde of the compound. They had entered over the east
wall, and looming out of the night ahead was atower, square and tall. He dowed to awalk, approaching
it with silent care. A short distance away he stopped. There was enough light from the moon, barely, with
which to see.

Of smooth greenstone, surrounded by awalk of dark tiles some seven or eight paces in width, the tower
had no openings save an arch at ground level and abal cony around its top. The onion-dome roof
glittered beneath the moon asif set with gems.

It wasthe lack of guardsthat worried the Cimmerian. True, the avowed purpose of the tower room was
to teach the Cult's disciples the worthlessness of wedth, but nothing in Conan's near twenty yearsled him
to believe than any sane man would |leave wedth unwatched and unprotected by iron bars and locks.

The tower walls were polished, offering no crevicesfor fingers or toes, not even those of one familiar
with the sheer dliffs of Cimmeria He looked down. Thetiles of thewak were scribed in an unusua
pattern of tiny crosshatches. Any one of them could be the trigger to atrap, |etting onto pitsfilled with
Kothian vipers or the deadly spiders of the Turanian steppes.

He had seen such before. Y et the place for that sort of device was before the archway. Therea
marble-laid path led toward the tower, sopping at the edge of thetiles. Knedling, he examined thejoining
and smiled. The marble dab stood two fingerwidths higher than thetiles, and itslip was shiny, asif



something were often rubbed againgt it. And from that low angle he could see two lines of wear, spaced
at the width of the marble, stretching toward the tower arch. Here was located the trap-it did not matter
what it was-and something was laid atop these tiles to make away for the members of the cult to enter
the tower. So much, he thought, for the worthlessness of wedlth.

Cocking an ear for sounds €l sawhere in the compound, he strode down the marble walk away from the
tower, counting his steps. Silence. At least Akeba had raised no darm asyet. At forty paces he turned
around. The tower he could see dimly, but the arch that would be his target was no more than a smudge
at its base. Hadtily he refastened his sword belt around his chest and over one shoulder, so the nubby
leather sheath hung down hisback. It would not do to have the blade tangle in hisfeet a the wrong time.

With adeep breath he began to run, legs driving, broad chest heaving like abellowsin the effort for
speed and more speed. The width of tiles was clear, then the archway. Almost on theingtant hefelt the
edge of the marble beneath hisboot and sprang, flying through the night air. With athump histoeslanded
just insde the arch. He tottered on the edge of toppling back, fingers scrabbling for therim of the
archway. For an infinite moment he hung poised to drop into the trgp. Then, dowly, he drew himsdlf into
the tower.

Laughing softly, he drew his sword and moved deeper inside. Try to keep a Cimmerian out, he thought.

Ontheground leve of the tower were severa rooms, but the doorsto al of them were locked. Still,
what he wanted was above, and aspiraling stone stair led up from a central antechamber. Sword
questing ahead, he climbed careful step by careful step. Thefirst trap did not mean there were not others.
Without incident, though, he came to the top of the stair and to the chamber atop the tower.

Hammered silver on the domed roof reflected and magnified the moonlight, turning it into palely useful
illumination that filtered into the chamber. Half-a-dozen archways, worked in delicate filigree, let onto the
narrow-railed balcony. Open cabinets, lacquered over gilded scrollwork, stood scattered about the
mosai cked floor, displaying priceless jewels on velvet cushions. A crown of rubies and pearls, fit for any
king. A singleemerald asbig asaman'sfist. A score of finger-long matched sapphires, carved in erotic
figures. More and moretill the eyes of amendicant priest oath-sworn to poverty would have lit with
greed.

And there was the necklace, with its thirteen flawless rubies glowing darkly in the slvery light. Conan
appraised it with a practiced eye before dipping it into his pouch. Perhaps it would make the woman who
woreit irresstible to men, but then, most women seemed to believe gems of great-enough cost would do
that, magic or no. This Daviniawould get abargain for her hundred gold pieces, in any case. Hisgaze ran
around the room once more. Here was treasure worth ten thousand gold pieces. Ten times ten thousand.
Ferian had been right; he could carry enough from this place to make him arich man.

With difficulty but no regret, he put the thought firmly asde. He had turned from thieving, and what he did
this night made no differencein that. But if he looted this chamber of al he could carry, he knew it would
not be so easy to leave that life again. And he did not doubt that whatever gold he got for these things
would last no longer than the gold he had received for other thefts. Such coin never stayed long.

"l hoped you would not come.”

Conan spun, sword raised, then lowered it with agrin. "Emilio! | thought you were dead, man. Y ou can
have this Mitra-accursed necklace, and be welcometoit.”

Thetall Corinthian came the rest of the way up the stairsinto the towertop chamber. He had sword and
dagger in hand. "'Tisafit punishment, do you not think, guarding forever that which | intended to sted ?'



Hair stirred on the back of Conan's neck. "Y ou are ensorceled?’
"l am dead,” Emilio replied, and lunged.

Conan dodged aside, and the other's blade passed him to shatter the treasure-laden shelves of a cabinet.
Snake-like, Emilio whirled after him, but he circled to keep cabinets between them.

"What foolishnessisthis you spesk?' he demanded. "I see aman before me, not ashade.”

Emilio'slaugh was hollow. "I was commanded to kill al who cameto thistower in the night, but naught
was said againgt speaking.” He continued to move in dow deadliness; Conan moved the other way,
keeping alacquered cabinet between them. "'l wastaken in this very chamber, with the necklacein my
hand. So near did | come. For my pains a hollow poniard was thrust into my chest. | watched my heart's
blood pump into abowl, Cimmerian.”

"Crom," Conan muittered, tightening hisgrip on hissword. To kill afriend wasill, even one spdl-caught
and commanded to day, yet to kill was better than to die at that friend's hands.

"Jhandar, whom they call Great Lord, took life from me," Emilio continued, neither speeding nor dowing
his advance. "Having taken it, he forced some part of it back into this body that once was mine." Hisface
twisted quizzicdly. "And this cresture that once was Emilio the Corinthian must obey. It must... obey"

Abruptly Emilio's foot lashed out against the lacquered cabinet. In a crash of snapping wood it toppled
toward the young Cimmerian. Conan legped back, and Emilio charged, boots splintering delicate
workmanship, carelesdy scattering priceless gems.

Conan's blade flashed upward, striking sparks from the other's descending stedl. Dagger darting to dide
beneath Conan'sribs, the Corinthian'swrist dapped into his hand and was seized in aniron grip. Locked
chest to chest they staggered out onto the balcony. Conan's knee rose, smashing into Emilio's crotch, but
the reanimated corpse merdly grunted. Risking freeing the Corinthian's sword, Conan struck with hishilt
into Emilio'sface. Now the other man fell back. Conan's blade dashed the front of hisold friend'stunic,
and Emilio leaped back again. Abruptly the backs of hislegs struck therailing, and for an instant he hung
there, arms waving desperately for balance. And then he was gone, without acry. A sickening thud came
from below.

Swallowing hard, Conan stepped to the rail and looked toward a ground that seemed dl flitting shadows.
He could make out no detail, but that Emilio had lived through thefdl-if, indeed, he had lived before he
fell-was beyond hisbdlief. 1t wasill to kill afriend, no matter the need. Therewould be no luck init.

Resheathing his sword, he hurried down the gairs. At the archway he stopped. Emilio's body lay
sorawled just outside, and itsfal had triggered the trap. From the archway to the marble path, thin metal
spikesthe length of a man's forearm had thrust up through the tiles. Four of them transfixed the
Corinthian.

"Takeapull on the Hellhorn for me," Conan muttered.

But there was till Akebato meet, and no time for mourning. Quickly he picked hisway between the
spikes and set out at adead run for the landmark they had chosen, the tallest tower in the compound, its
high golden domewell visble even by moonlight.

Abruptly awoman's scream pierced the night, and was cut off just as suddenly. With an oath Conan
drew his sword and redoubled his speed. That cry had come from the direction of the gold-topped
tower.



Deep in the compound a gong sounded its brazen alarm, then a second and athird. Distant shouts rose,
and torchesflared tolife.

Conan dashed into the shadows at the base of the tower, and stopped to stare in amazement. Akeba
was there, holding adender sable-skinned beauty in saffron robes, one arm pinning her arms, hisfree
hand covering her mouth. Large dark eyes glared fiercely at him from above the soldier's forgers.

"Thisisyour daughter?' Conan asked, and Akeba nodded, an excited smile splitting hisface.
"Zordle. | could not believe my luck. She was fetching water to the women's quarters. No one saw me."
The shouts had grown louder, and the torches now seemed to riva the starsin number.

"That does not seem to matter, at the moment,” Conan said drily. "It will be no easy task to remove
oursalves from this place, much lessa girl who doesn't seem to want to go.”

"l am taking her out of here," the Turanian replied, hisvoice hard.

"I did not suggest otherwise." He would not leave any woman to the mercies of Emilio's destroyer. "But
we must... hsst!" He motioned for silence.

An atavistic ingtinct rooted deep ingde the Cimmerian shouted that he was being watched by inimical
eyes, eyesthat drew closer by the moment. But his own gaze saw nothing but deceptively shifting
shadows. No. One shadow resolved itself into aman in black robes. Even after Conan was certain,
though, he found it difficult to keep his eyes on that dim figure. There was something about it that seemed
to prevent the eye from focusing on it. The hairs on his neck rose. There was sorcery of akind here,
sorcery most foul and unnatural throughout this place.

"Mitral" Akebaswore suddenly, jerking his hand from his daughter's mouth. " She bit me!™

Twigting in hisloosened grasp, sheraked at hisface with her nails. At the distinct disadvantage of
struggling with his own daughter, he attempted to keep his grip on her while avoiding being blinded.
Under the circumstances it was an unegua fight. In an ingtant she was free and running. And screaming.

"Help! Outsiders! They aretrying to take me! Help!"

"Zorellel" Akebashouted, and ran after her.

"Zandru's Hell9!" Conan shouted, and followed.

Of asudden the black-robed man was before the girl. Gasping, she recoiled.

The strange figure's hand reached out, perhaps to brush against her face. Her words stopped on the
instant, and she dropped asif her bones had melted.

"Zorelle!" The scream from Akebaheld al the anguish that could be wrung from aman'sthroat.

Primitive ingtinct, primed now, reared again in Conan. Diving, he caught Akeba about the waist and
pulled him to the ground. The air hummed asif athousand hornets had been loosed. Arrows diced
through the space where they had stood, toward the man in black. And before Conan's astounded gaze
the man, hands darting like lightning, knocked two shafts aside, seized two more from the air, then
seemed to dide between the rest and disappear.

Close behind their arrows came half-a-score Hyrkanians, waving short horn bows and curved yataghans
asthey ran. Two veered toward Conan and Akeba, but another shouted gutturally, "No! Leave them!



"Tis Baalsham wewant!" The squat Hyrkanians ran on into the night.

Shaking his head, Conan got dowly to hisfeet. He had no notion what was happening, and was, in fact,
not sure that he wanted to know. Best he got on about his business and |eft the rest to those aready
involved. Screams had been added to the shouts in the distance, and the pounding of hundreds of
panic-stricken feet. Fire stained the sky asabuilding exploded in flame.

Akeba crawled on hands and kneesto his daughter. Cradling her in hisarms, he rocked back and forth,
tears streaming down hisflat cheeks. "Sheis dead, Cimmerian,”" he whispered. "He but touched her, yet
se..."

"Bring your daughter,” Conan told him, "and let us go. We have no part in what el se happens herethis
night.”

The Turanian lowered Zorelle carefully, drew histulwar and examined the blade. "I have blood to
avenge, aman to kill." Hisvoice was quiet, but hard.

"Revenge takes a cool head and acold heart,” Conan replied. "Y ours are both filled with heet. Remain,
and you will die, and likely never see the man who killed her."

Akeba twisted to face the Cimmerian, his black eyes codsin afurnace. "I want blood, barbar,” he said
hoarsdly. "If need be, | will begin with yours."

"Will you leave Zordlefor the worms and the ravens, then”?”

Akeba squeezed his eyes shut and sucked in along, hissing breath. Sowly he returned hisblade to its
sheath and, stooping, gathered his daughter in hisarms. When he straightened his face and voice were
without expression. "L et us be gone from this accursed place, Cimmerian.”

A score of saffron-robed men and women appeared out of the dark and fled past asif terror driven.
None glanced at the two men, one holding agirl'sbody in hisarms.

Twice more asthey headed for thewall they saw clusters of cult members, running mindlessy. Behind
them the shouts and screams had become a solid wave of sound. Two fires now licked at the sky.

They ran into the bushes near where they had crossed the wall, and, like acovey of quail, cult members
burst from hiding. Somefled shrieking; otherstried to dash past the two men, almost trampling them.

Conan cuffed apair of shaven-headed men aside and shouted, "Go Akebal Take her on!" He knocked
another man sprawling, seized awoman to toss her aside... and stopped. It was Y asbet.

"You!" she shouted.

Without pausing, Conan threw her over his shoulder and scrambled on, scattering the few who remained
to try to hinder him. Y asbet's feet fluttered in futile kicking, and her small fists pounded at his broad
back.

"L et me down!" she screamed. ™Y ou have no right! Loose me!" They reached the wall; helet her down.
She stared at him with the haughtiness of adowager queen. "1 will forget thisif you go now. And for the
kindnessyou did me earlier, I'll not tell-" She broke off with ashriek as he bent to cut astrip from her
robe with his dagger. In atrice her hands were bound behind her, and before she could more than begin
another protest he added a gag and a hobble between her ankles.

Akeba had taken care of the grapnels. Two ropes dangled from the top of thewall. "Who isshe?' he



asked, jerking his head toward Y asbet.

"Another wench who should not be l€ft to this cult,” Conan replied. "Climb up. I'll atend to your daughter
S0 you can draw her after you."

The Turanian hesitated, then said, "Thelive girl first. There may not be timefor both." Without waiting for
areply he scrambled up one of theropes.

Despite her struggles, Conan fastened the end of the rope about Y asbet beneath her arms. In moments
her muffled squedswererising into the air. Hurriedly he did the sameto Zorelle's body with the other
rope. As hewas pulled up, he waited, watching and listening for Hyrkanians, for cult members, for
amogt anything, cons dering the madness of the night. He listened and waited. And waited. Akeba had to
climb down on the outside, he knew, and free one of the girls before he could return atop the wall and
lower aropeto Conan, but it seemed to be taking avery long time.

The rope end dapped thewall in front of hisface, and he could not stop asigh of relief. At thetop of the
wall he found himself face to face with Akeba. "For atimethere,” hesaid, "I dmost thought you'd left
me."

"For atime," Akebareplied flatly, "on the ground outside with my daughter, | amost did.”
Conan nodded, and said only, "L et us go while we can.”

Dropping to the ground they picked up the women-Conan Y asbet and Akeba Zoredlle-and ran for
Sharak and the horses. The cacophony of conflict till rose within the compound behind them.

Chapter VIII

Thered glare of firein the night glinted on Jhandar's face as he turned from the window. The shouts of
initiates carrying water to fight the blazes rang through the compound, but one building, at least, wastoo
far gonein flameto be saved.

"Wd|?" he demanded.

Che Fan and Suitai exchanged glances before the first-named spoke. "They were Hyrkanians, Great
Lord."

The three men stood in the antechamber to Jhandar's apartments. The austerity of decoration that the
necromancer invoked for his garb was continued here. Low, unadorned couches dotted the floor that
was, if marble, at least plain and bare of rugs, asthe walls were bare of tapestries and hangings.

"I know they were Hyrkaniang!" Jhandar snarled. "1 could hear them shouting, 'Degth to Bad sham!'
Never did | think to hear that name again.”

"No, Grest Lord."

"How many were there?'

"Two score, Great Lord. Perhaps three.”

"Three score," Jhandar whispered. "And how many yet live?'

"No more than ahandful, Great Lord," Che Fan replied. "Well over ascore perished.”

"Then perhaps ascore il live to haunt me," Jhandar said pensively. "They must be found. Therewill be



work for the two of you, then, you may be sure.”

"Great Lord," Suital said, "there were othersin the compound tonight. Not Hyrkanians. One wore the
helmet of a Turanian soldier. The other wasatal man, paeof skin."

"A barbarian?' Jhandar asked sharply. "With blue eyes?’

"Blue eyes?' Suital asked increduloudly, then recovered himsdlf. "It was dark, Greet Lord, and with the
fighting | could not draw near enough to see. But they robbed the Tower of Contemplation, taking the
necklace of thirteen rubies and daying the thief you set there as guard.” He heditated. "And they killed
oneof theinitiates, Greet Lord. Thegirl Zordle."

The necromancer made adismissve gesture. He had marked the girl for hisbed, in time, but her life or
death was unimportant. But the necklace, now. Thethief had come for that same bit of jewelry. There
had to be alink there.

"Wait here)" he snarled.

Carefully shutting doors behind him, he made hisway to the columnlined outer hall, where waited haf a
score of the Chosen, Zephran among them. They thought they stood as his bodyguard, though either of
the Khitan assassins could have killed al ten without effort. They bowed as he appeared. He motioned to
Zephran, who approached, bowing again.

"Go to the Tower of Contemplation,” Jhandar commanded. "There you will find the body of the one | set
to guard that place. Bring the body to the Chamber of Summoning.”

"At once, Great Lord." But Zephran did not move. He wished to ingratiate himsalf with the Grest Lord
Jhandar. "It was the Hyrkanians, Great Lord. Those | spoke to you about, | have no doubt.”

Jhandar's cheek twitched, but otherwise hisface was expressionless. ™Y ou knew there were Hyrkanians
in Aghrapur?' hesaid quietly.

"Yes, Great Lord." Swest broke out on Zephran's forehead. Suddenly he was no longer certain it had
been agood ideato speak. "Those... those | spoke to you of. Surely you remember, Great Lord?”"

"Bring the body," Jhandar replied.
Zephran bowed low. When he straightened the necromancer was gone.

In his antechamber Jhandar massaged his temples as he paced, momentarily ignoring the Khitans. The
fool had known of the Hyrkanians and yet said nothing! Of course, he had set no watch for them, warned
none of the Chosen to report their appearance. To guard against them was to expect them to come, and
did he expect them to come, then they would. It wastheway of such things. The proof wasin himsaif.
He had not been able to destroy his own belief that they would appear. And they had come.

Carefully Jhandar gathered the powders and implements he would need. Dawn was but afew hours
distant, now, and in the light of the sun he had few abilities beyond those of other mortals. He could not
cal on the Power at dl while the sun shone. He could not summon the spirit manifestations then, though
commands previoudy given still held, of course. Perhagps he should summon them now, set them to find
the Hyrkanians. No. What he intended would sap much of his strength, could it be done at al. He was
not certain he would be physically able to perform both rituas, and what he intended was more
important. He knew something of the Hyrkanians, nothing of thetall barbarian. The unknown threat was
aways more dangerous than the known.



He motioned the Khitansto follow. A diding stone pand inthewall |et into a secret passage, dim and
narrow, that led down to the chamber containing the circle of barren earth. The Chamber of Summoning.

Quickly the corpse was brought to him there, asif Zephran thought to mitigate histransgressonswith
haste, and arranged by the Khitans under Jhandar's direction, spreadeagled in the center of the circle. At
aword the Chosen withdrew, while the mage studied on what he was about. He had never donethelike
before, and he knew no rituasto guide him. There was no blood to manifest the spirit of the man; there
had been no blood in that body sinceitsfirst desth. After that there had been atenuous connection
between that spirit and the body, a connection enforced by his magic, but the second death, at the tower,
had severed even that. Still, what he intended must be attempted.

While the Khitans watched Jhandar chose three pillars, spaced equidistantly around the circle. On the
first he chalked theideogram for death, and over it that for life. On the second, the ideogram for infinity
covered that of nullity. And on the last, order covered chaos.

Spreading hisarms, he began to chant, words with meaningslogt in the mists of time ringing from the
walls. AlImost immediately he could fed the surge of Power, and the near uncontrollability of it. His
choice of symbolsformed adissonance, and if inchoate Power could know fury, then therewasfury in
the Power that flowed through Jhandar's bones.

Silver-flecked blue mist codesced within the circle, railing, swirling away from the posts he had marked.
Hewilled it not to be so, and fdlt the resistance ripping at his marrow. Agony most torturous and
exquiste. It would be as he willed. It would be. Through ared haze of pain he chanted.

Sowly the mists shifted toward, rather than away from, those three truncated pillars, touching them, then
rushing toward them. Suddenly there was a snap, as from a spark legping from afingertip on acold
morning, but ten thousand times louder, and bars of slver-bluelight, as bright as the sun, linked the pogts.
Chaos, forced into atriangle, the perfect shape, three sides, three points-three, the perfect number of
power. Perfect order forced on ultimate disorder. Anathema, and anathema redoubled. And from that
anathema, from that perversion of Chaos, welled such Power that Jhandar felt at any moment he would
riseand float inthe air. Swest rolled down his body, plastering his saffron robes to his back and chest.

"Y ou who caled yourself Emilio the Corinthian,” Jhandar intoned. "1 summon you back to this clay that
was you. By the powers of Chaos enchained, and the powers of three, | summon you. | summon youl. |
SUummon you."

Thetriangle of light flared, and within the circle the head of Emilio's corpse rolled to one side. The mouth
worked raggedly. "Noooo!" it moaned.

Jhandar smiled. " Speak, | command you! Speak, and speak true! Y ou came to sted a necklace of
rubies?’

"Yes." Theword wasapain-filled hiss.
"“Why?"

"For... Da-vin-ia"

"For awoman?Who isshe?'
"Mis-tress... of... Mun-da-ra... Khan."

The mage frowned. He had tried for sometime to 'obtain’ one of General Mundara Khan's servants, so
far without success. The man stood but a short distance from the throne. Could he be taking an interest in



Jhandar, as the necromancer took in him? Impaossible.

"Do you know atal barbarian?' he demanded. "A man with pile skin and blue eyeswho would aso try
to stedl that necklace."

"Co-nan," came the moaned reply. The head of the corpse twitched and moved.

Jhandar felt excitement rising in him. "Where can | find this Conan®?'

"Noooo!" The head rolled again, and one arm jerked.

"Speak, | command!" Thetriangle of chaotic light grew brighter, but no sound came from the body.
"Speek!" Brighter.

"Speek!" Brighter.

"Speak! | command you to speak! " Brighter, and brighter till.

"I... am... amaaan!"

Asthewall came, thelight suddenly flared, crackling like lightning and wildfire together. Jnandar
staggered back, hands thrown up to shield his eyes. Then the light was gone, and the Power, and the
body. Only awisp of oily black smoke drifting toward the ceiling remained.

"Freeee...." Thelone, thin word dissipated with the smoke, and naught remained of Emilio the
Corinthian.

Weariness rolled into Jhandar's bones as the Power |eft. Despite himself, he sagged and nearly fell. There
would be no summoning of spirit manifestationsthis night. That meant afull day must pass before he
could send those incorporea minions searching for the Hyrkanians, and for the barbarian. Conan. A
strange name. But there was the woman, Davinia. There could be usein her, both for finding the
barbarian and beyond. General MundaraKhan's mistress.

With atired hand he motioned the Khitansto help him to his chambers.

Chapter 1X

The palace of Mundara Khan was of gray marble and granite, relieved by ornate gardens from which
rose towers of ivory and porphyry, while aabaster domes whitely threw back the sun. The guardswho
stood before its gates with drawn tulwars were more ceremonia than otherwise, for an attack on the
residence of the great Generd Mundara Khan was as unlikely as one on the Roya Paace of King Yildiz.
But the guards were numerous enough to cause trouble, especidly if a handsome young man should
announce that he had come to see the genera's mistress.

Conan had no intention of entering by aguarded gate, though. Finding atall, spreading tree near the
garden wall, well out of the guards sight, he pulled himsdlf up into itsthick branches. One, asthick ashis
leg, ran straight toward the garden, but it was cut cleanly, abit higher than the wall but well short of it.
Thetop of thiswall wasindeed set with razor shards of obsidian. Within the garden, date waks and
paths of red brick wound through the landscaping, and in the garden's center was asmdll round
outbuilding of citron marble, cupolaed and columned, gossamer hangings stirring in the breeze at its
windows and archways.

Armsheld out to ether sde for balance, heran dong the limb, legped, and dropped lightly insde the



garden.

Moving carefully, eyes watchful for guards or servants, he hurried to the yellow structure. It was of two
dories, the ground level walled about entirely with gauze-hung archways. Within those arches, the glazed
white tiles of the floor were covered with silken pillows and rare Azerjani rugs. Face down on acouchin
the center of the room lay awoman, her pale, generous curves completely bare save for thelong golden
hair that spilled across her shoulders. Above her awhed of white ostrich plumes revolved near the
ceiling, astrap of leather disgppearing through a hole above.

Conan sworeto himsdf. A servant must be occupying the floor above, to turn the crank that in turn
rotated the plumes. Still, he would not turn back. His calloused hand moved aside ddlicate hangings, and
he entered.

For atime he stood enjoying hisview of her, awoman of satiny rounded places. "Be not darmed,
Davinia" hesad at las.

With ayelp of surprise the blonde rolled from the couch, long legs flashing, and snatched up alength of
pale blue silk that she clutched across her breasts. The nearly transparent silk covered her ineffectualy to
the ankles.

"Who are you?' she demanded furioudy. High cheekbones gave her face avulpine cast.
"I am cdled Conan. | comein the place of Emilio the Corinthian.”

Fury fading into consternation, she wet her full lips hesitantly. "I know no one of that name. If you come
from MundaraKhan, tdl him hissuspicionsare-"

"Then you do not know this, either,” Conan said, fishing the ruby necklace from his pouch and dangling
its goldmounted length from hisfingertips. He chuckled to watch her face change again, deep blue eyes
widening in shock, mouth working wordlesdy.

"How...," shefumbled. "Where...." Her voice dropped to awhisper. "Whereis Emilio?'
"Dead," hesad harshly.
She seemed neither surprised nor dismayed. "Did you kill him?"

"No," he replied with only partia untruth. Emilio's true death had come before their meeting in the tower.
"But heisdead, and | have brought you the necklace you want."

"And what do you wish in return?' Her voice was suddenly warm honey, and her arm holding the strip of
blue had lowered until pink nipples peered at him, seeming nestled in the silk. He did not think it an
accident.

Smiling inside, Conan replied, "Emilio spoke of one hundred pieces of gold.”

"Gold." Her tinkling laughter dismissed gold astrivia. Rounded hips swaying, she moved closer. Then,
suddenly, she was pressed tightly againgt his chest. In some fashion the silk had disappeared. "There are
many things of more interest to aman like you than gold," she breathed, snaking an arm around his neck.
"Of much moreinteres.”

"What of hewho turnsthefan?' he asked.

"He has no tongueto tell what he hears" she murmured. "And no one will enter without being



commanded, except Renda, my tirewoman, who isfaithful to me.”
"MundaraKhan?'
"Isfar from the city for two nights. Can you only ask questions, barbarian?'

Shetried to pull hishead down for akiss, but helifted her, kissing her instead of being kissed. When she
moaned softly deep in her throat, he let her drop.

"What," she began as her hedl's thudded to the floor, but he spun her about, and his hard palm flattened
her buttocks. With a shrill squeal she tumbled head over hedls among the cushions, long, barelegs
windmillinginthear.

"Thegoldfirdt, Davinia," he laughed.
Struggling to her knees, she threw acushion a his head. "Gold?' she spat. "I'll summon the guards and-"

"-And never see the necklace again,” hefinished for her. Shefrowned fretfully. "Either | will escape,
taking it with me, or the guards will take me, and the necklace, to Mundara Khan. He will be interested
to find hisleman isrecaiving jewery from such asme. Y ou did say he was suspicious, did you not?"

"Erlik blast your eyes" Her eyeswere bluefire, but he met them coolly.
"Thegold, Davinia"

She glared a him atimelonger, then, muttering to herself, crawled over the cushions. Carefully keeping
her back to him shelifted atile set in the floor and rummeaged benegth.

She need not have bothered, he thought. With the view he had as she kndlt there, he would not have
looked away to survey the treasure rooms of King Yildiz.

Finaly she replaced thetile and turned to toss a bulging purse before him. It clanked heavily when it hit
thefloor. "There," she snarled. "Leave the necklace and go."

That was an end to it. Or dmost, he thought. He had the gold-the amount did not matter-the tellings of
Sharak's starcharts had been fulfilled. But the woman had thought to use him, as she had tried to use
Emilio. She had threatened him. The pride that only ayoung man knows drove him now.

"Count it," he demanded. She stared a him in disbelief, but he thrust afinger a the purse. "Count it. It
would pain me, and you, to discover you'd given me short weight.”

"May the worms consume your manhood,” she cried, but she made her way to the purse and emptied it,
rondels of gold ringing and spinning on the whitetiles. "One. Two. Three...." Asshe counted each coin
shethrugt it back into the small sack, asvicioudy as though each coin was adagger that she was driving
into hisheart. Her acid eyesremained on hisface. "One hundred,” she said at last. Tying the cords at the
mouth of the purse, she hurled it at him.

He caught the gold-filled bag easily in one hand, and tossed the necklace to her. She clutched it to her
breasts and backed away, till on her knees, eyeing him warily.

He saw no shimmers of magic when she touched the necklace, but by al the gods she was abit of flesh
to dry aman's mouth and thicken histhroat.

Heweighed the pursein hishand. "To fed this" he said, "no one would suspect that you counted five
coinstwice."



"Itis... possible| made an error," she said, still moving away. "Anit so, I'll give you thefive gold pieces
more."

Conan dropped the purse on the floor, unbuckled his sword belt and let it fall atop the gold.
"What are you doing?"' she asked doubtfully.

"Tisaheavy priceto pay for awench,” hereplied, "but asyou do not want to pay what you agreed, I'll
take therest in your stock in trade.”

A srangled squawk rose from her throat, and she tried to scramble away. He caught her easily, scooping
her up in hismuscular ams. She attempted to fend him off, but he pulled her to him aseadily asif she had
not tried at dl. Her hands were caught insde the circle of hisarms, her full breasts flattened againgt his
broad chest.

"Think you," she gasped, "that I'll lie with you after what has passed here? After you've struck me, caled
me strumpet, manhandled me...." Her angry words gave way to protesting splutters.

"MundaraKhanisold,” Conan said softly. Hetrailed one finger down her spine to the swell that began
her buttocks. "And fat." He brought the finger up to toy with astrand of golden hair that lay on her cheek.
"And he often leaves you done, as now." She sighed, and softened against him. Blue eyes peered into
blue eyes, and he said quietly, "Speak, and | will go. Do you want meto go?'

Wordlessly she shook her head.

Smiling, Conan laid her on the couch.
Chapter X

Conan was gtill smiling when he grolled into the Blue Bull much later in the day. Davinia had been very
lonely indeed. He knew it was madness to daly with the mistress of agenera, but he knew hisown
weakness where women were concerned, too. He was beginning to hope the army took Mundara Khan
from Aghrapur often.

The common room was haf-filled with the usual crowd of sailors, laborers and cutpurses. Sharak and
Akeba shared atable in one corner, conversing with their heads close together, but instead of joining
them, Conan went to the bar.

Ferian greeted him with ascowl, and began scrubbing the bar top even faster than before. "I've nothing
for you yet, Cimmerian. And | want you to get that wench out of here.”

"Isshe till secured in my room?" Conan demanded. Y ashbet had become no more reasonabl e about
being rescued for finding hersdf in awaterfront tavern.

"She'sthere," the innkeeper said sourly, "but I'd sacrifice in every templein the city if she disappeared.
She near screamed the roof off not aglass gone. Thank al the gods she's been quiet since. That's no trull
or doxie, Cimmerian. Men areimpaled for holding her sort against their will."

"I'll seeto her," Conan replied in a soothing tone. ™Y ou keep your eyes and ears open.”

He hurried upgtairs, listening to what suddenly seemed an ominous silence from hisroom. The latch-cord
on hisdoor was dtill tied tightly to astout stick. A man might break the cord and lift the latch insde, but
for Y asbet it should have been as good as an iron lock. Unless she had managed to wriggle through the
window. Surely that small opening wastoo narrow even for her, but.... Muttering oaths benegth his



breath, Conan unfastened the cord and rushed in.

A clay mug, hurled by Y asbet's hand, shattered against the door beside his head. He ducked beneath the
pewter basin that followed and caught her around the waist. It was difficult to ignore what a pleasant
armful she made, even while her small fists pounded at his head and shoulders. He caught her wridts,
forcing them behind her back and holding them there with one hand.

"What's gotten into you, girl? Did that cult addle your wits?'

"Addlemy... " She quivered with suppressed anger. "They thought | had worth. And they trested me
well. Y ou brought me here bound across a horse and imprisoned me without so much as word. Then you
went off to seethat strumpet.”

"Strumpet? What are you taking about?"

"Davinia" She growled the name. "Isn't that what she's called? That old man-Sharak?>-came up to try to
quiet me. Hetold me you'd gone to see this... woman. And you have the same smug look on your face
that my father wears when he'sjust visited his zenana."

Mentdly Conan caled down severd dflictions, dl of them painful, on Sharak's head. Aloud he said,
"Why should you careif | visit twenty women? Twice now |'ve saved your foal life, but there's naught
between us”

"I did not say therewas," she said stoutly, but her shoulders sagged. Cautioudy he released her wridts,
and she sat down dgectedly on the roughly built bed, no more than straw ticking covered with a coarse
blanket, with her hands folded in her [ap. ™Y ou saved my life once," she muttered. "Perhaps. But this
other was naught but kidnap."

"You did not seewhat | saw in that place, Y asbet. There was sorcery there, and evil."
"Sorcery!" She frowned at him, then shook her head. "No, you lieto try to stop me from returning.”

He muttered under his bresth, then asked, "How did you end up with them? When you ran away from
me | thought you were going home." He grinned in spite of himself. ™Y ou were going to climb over the
gardenwal."

"I did," she muttered, not meeting his eye. " Fatima caught me atop the wall and locked mein my room."
She shifted her seet uncomfortably, and the remnants of an unpleasant memory flitted across her face.

Conan was suddenly willing to wager that locking her in her room was not dl that the amah had done.
Bardly suppressing his chuckle, he said, "But that's no reason to run away to something like this cult.”

"What do you know of it?" she demanded. "Women labor on an equa footing with men there, and can
riseequaly, aswell. Thereare no rich or poor in the cult, either.”

"But the cult itsdf isrich enough,” he said drily. "I've seen some of itstreasures.”
"Because you went there to stedl!"

"And | saw aman ensorceled to his death.”

"Lied" shecried, covering her earswith her pdms. "Y ou'll not op mereturning.”

"I'll leave that to your father. Y ou're going back to himif | haveto leave you at his door bound hand and
foot."



"Y ou don't even know who heis," she said, and he had the impression that she just stopped hersalf from
gticking her tongue out a him.

“I'l find out," he said with an air of findlity.

Ashe got to hisfeet she caught hiswrist in both of her hands. Her eyes were large with pleading. "Please,
Conan, don't send me back to my father. He... he has said | am to be married. | know the man. | will be
awife, yes, honored and respected. And locked in his zenanawith fifty other women.”

He shook his head sympathetically, but said only, "Better that than the cult, girl."

He expected her to make abreak for the door as he left, but she remained sitting on the bed. Retying the
latch cord, he returned to the common room. Akeba and Sharak barely looked up when he took a stool
at their table.

"...Andso| tdl you," Sharak said, tapping the table with abony finger for emphas's, "that any attempt at
direct confrontation will be disaster.”

"What are you two carrying on about?' Conan asked.

"How we are to attack the Cult of Doom," Akebareplied shortly. His eyes bore the grim memory of the
night before. "There must be away to bring this Jhandar down." Hisface twisted with digtaste. "I am told
they call him Grest Lord, asif hewereaking.”

"And the Khitan, of course,”" Sharak added. "But Jhandar-he isleader of the cult-must have given the
man orders. His sort do not kill for pleasure, asarule.”

Conan was more than alittle bewildered. "Khitan? His sort? Y ou seem to have learned agreat dedl inthe
ghort time I've been gone.”

"Twas not such ashort time," Sharak leered. "How was she?' At thelook on Conan's face he hastily
cleared histhroat. "Y es. The Khitan. From Akeba's description of the man who... well, I'm sure he was
from Khital, and amember of what is called the Brotherhood of the Way. These men are ns of
great kill." A frown added new creasesto hisface. "But | till cannot understand what part the
Hyrkaniansplayed.”

"I've never heard of any such Brotherhood," Conan said. "In truth, I no more than haf believe Khitai
exigs”

"They were strange to me, d<o," Akeba said, "but the old man insststhey arered. Whatever heis,
though, I will kill him."

"Oh, they'rered, dl right," Sharak said. "By the time your years number twice what they do now, youll
begin to learn that more exists benesth the sky than you concelve in your wildest flights of fancy or
darkest nightmares. The two of you must be careful with this Khitan. They of the Brotherhood of the
Way arewell versed in the most subtle poisons, and can day with no more than atouch.”

"That | believe,” Akebasaid hoarsdy, "for | saw it." Hetilted up hismug and did not lower it till it was
dry.

"Y ou, especidly, must take care, Conan,” the astrologer went on. "1 know well how hot your head can
be, and that fever can kill you. This n-"

Conan shook his head. "This matter of revengeis Akeba’s, not mine."



Sharak squawked a protest. "But, Conan! Khitan assassins, revenge, Hyrkanians, and the gods aone
know what else! How can we turn our backs on such an adventure?"

"Y ou speek of learning," Conan told him. "Y ou've il to learn that adventure means an empty belly, a
cold place to degp, and men wanting to put adagger in your ribs. | find enough of that smply trying to
live, without seeking for it."

"Heisright," Akebasaid, laying ahand on the old man'sarm. "I lost adaughter to the Gravedigger's
Guild thismorn. | have reason to seek vengeance, but he has none."

" il think it apoor reason to stand aside," Sharak grumbled.

Conan shared asmile with Akeba over the old man's head. In many ways Sharak quaified as a sage, but
in some he wasfar younger than the Cimmerian.

"For now," Conan said, "l think what we must do isdrink." Nothing would ever make Akebaforget, but
at least the memory could be dulled until protecting scars had timeto form. "Ferian!" he bellowed. "A
pitcher of wine! No, abucket!"

The innkeeper served them himsdlf, a pitcher of deep red Solvanian in each hand and amug for Conan
under hisarm. "'l have no buckets" he said drily.

"Thiswill do,” Conan said, filling themugsdl around. "And take something up to my room for the girl to

"Her food isextra," Ferian reminded him. Conan thought of the gold weighting his belt, and smiled.
"Youll bepaid." The tapster left, muttering to himself, and Conan turned his attention to the astrologer.
"You, Sharak," he said sharply.

Sharak spluttered into hiswine. "Me? What? | said nothing."

"Y ou said too much,” the Cimmerian said. "Why did you tell Y asbet | was going to see Davinia? And
what did you tell her, anyway?"

"Nothing," the old man protested. "1 wastrying to quiet her yelling-you said not to gag her-and | thought
if she knew you were with another woman she wouldn't be afraid you were going to ravish her. That's
what women are dways afraid of. Erlik take it, Cimmerian, what was wrong with that?'

"Just that she'sjedlous,” Conan replied. "I've talked to her but twice and never laid ahand on her, but
she'sjedous.”

"Never laid ahand on her? Y ou tied her like asack of linen," Akebasaid.
"It must be hischarm,”" Sharak added, hisface impossibly straight.

"Tisfunny enough for you two," Conan said darkly, "but | was near brained with my own washbasin.
She...."

Asrude laughter drowned Conan's next words, Ferian ran panting up to the table.

"She's gone, Cimmerian!™ the tavernkeeper gasped. "'l swear by Mitraand Dagon | don't believe she
could squeeze through that window, but she did.”

Conan sprang to hisfeet. " She cannot have been gone long. Akeba, Sharak, will you help me look?”



Akeba nodded and rose, but Sharak grimaced. "An you don't want her, Cimmerian, why not leave her
for someone who does?"'

Without bothering to reply Conan turned to go, Akebawith him. Sharak followed hastily, hobbling with
his saff.

Oncein the street, the three men separated, and for near aturn of the glass Conan found nothing but
frustration. Hawkers of cheap perfumes and peddlers of brass hairpins, fruit vendors, potters, street
urchins-none had seen agirl, so tal, large-breasted and beautiful, wearing saffron robes and possibly
running. All he found were blank looks and shaken heads. No few of the strumpets suggested that he
could find what he was|ooking for with them, and some men cackled that they might keep the girl
themsalves, did they find her, but their l[aughter faded to nervous swesting under hisicy blue gaze.

As hereturned to the stone-fronted tavern, he met Akeba and Sharak. At the Turanian's questioning
glance he shook his head.

"Then she'sdone with," the astrologer said. "My throat needs cool wine to sootheit after al the people
I've questioned. I'll wager Ferian has given our Solvanian to someonedse.”

The pitchers remained on the table where they had |eft them, but Conan did not join in the drinking.

Y ashet was not done with, not to hismind. He found it strange that that should be so, but it was. Davinia
was awoman to make aman's blood boil; Y asbet had heated his no more than any other pretty wench
he saw in passing. But he had saved her life, twice, for dl her denids. In hisbdlief that made him
responsiblefor her. Then too, she needed him to protect her. He was not blind to the attractions she had
for aman.

He became aware of a Hyrkanian approaching the table, stooped and bowed of leg, hisrancid smell
preceding him. His coarse woolen trousers and shegpskin coat were even filthier than was usud for the
nomads, if such was possible. Two paces short of them he stopped, hislong skinny nose twitching asif
prehensile and his black eyes on the Cimmerian. "We have your woman," he said gutturaly, then
sraightened in darm at the blaze of rage that lit Conan'sface.

Conan was on hisfeet with broadsword haf-drawn before he himsdf redized that he had moved.

Akebagrasped hisarm. Not the sword arm; he was too old acampaigner for that. "Hear him out before
you kill him," he urged.

"Tak!" Conan'svoice grated like stedl on bone.

"Tamur wantsto talk with you," the Hyrkanian began dowly, but hiswords came faster as he went. ™Y ou
fought with some of us, though, and Tamur does not think you will talk with us, so we take your woman
until you talk. Y ou will talk?"

"I'll talk," Conan growled. "And if she's been harmed, I'll kill, too. Now take meto her."
"Tonight," wasthethick reply.
"Now!"

"Oneturn of the glass after the sun sets, someone will comefor you." The Hyrkanian eyed Akeba and
Sharak. "For you aone.”

The last length of Conan's blade rasped from its worn shagreen shegth.



"No, Conan," Sharak urged. "Kill him, and you may never find her again.”

"They would send another," Conan said, but after amoment he tossed his sword on the table. "L eave me
before | change my mind," he told the nomad, and, scooping up one of the wine pitchers, tilted back his
head in an effort to drain it. The Hyrkanian eyed him doubtfully, then trotted from the tavern.

Chapter XI

Daviniastretched luxurioudy as gray-haired Rendas fingers worked perfumed ailsinto the smooth
muscles of her back. There was magic in the plump woman's hands, and the blonde woman needed it.
The big barbarian had been more than she bargained for. And he had intimated that he would return. He
had not named time but that he would return was certain. Her knowledge of men told her so. Though it
was but afew turns of the glass since Conan had |eft her, atingling frisson of anticipation rippled through
her at the thought of long hours more in his massive arms. To which gods, she wondered, should she
offer sacrificesto kegp Mundara Khan from the city longer?

A tap at the door of Davinias tapestry-hung dressing chamber drew Renda's hands from her shoulders.
With a petulant Sigh, the deek blonde waited impatiently until her tiring woman returned.

"Migress," Rendasaid quigtly, "thereisaman to seeyou.”

Cardless of her nakedness, Daviniasat up. "The barbarian?' She confided everything in her tiring woman.
Almost everything. Surely Conan would not dare enter through the gates and have himsalf announced, yet
samply imagining the risk of it excited her more than she would have believed possible.

"No, mistress. It is Jhandar, Great Lord of the Cult of Doom."

Daviniablinked in surprise. Shewas dimly aware of the existence of the cult, though she did not concern
hersalf unduly with matters of religion. Why would a cult leader come to her? Perhaps he would be
amusing.

"A robe, Renda," she commanded, rising.
"Mistress, may | be so bold-"
"Y ou may not. A robe.”

She held out her arms as Renda fastened about her ared silken garment. Opaque, she noted. Renda
aways had more thought for her public reputation--and thus her safety-than did she.

Daviniamade agrand entrance into the chamber where Jhandar waited. Slaves drew open thetall,
ornately carved doorsfor her to sweep through. As the doors were closed she posed, one foot behind
the other, one knee dightly bent, shoulders back. The man haf-reclined on a couch among the columns.
For just an ingtant her pose lasted, then she continued her advance, seeming to ignore the man whilein
fact she studied him. He no longer reclined, but rather sat on the edge of the couch.

"You are... different than | expected,” he said hoarsely.
She permitted herself abrief smile, till not looking directly a him. Exactly the effect she had tried for.

He was not an unhandsome man, this Jhandar, she thought. The shaven head, however, rather spoiled his
looks. And those ears gave him an unpleasantly animalistic countenance.

For thefirst time she faced him fully, lips carefully dampened with her tongue, eyes on hisin an adoring



caress. She wanted to giggle as she watched his breath quicken. Men were so easily manipulated.
Except, perhaps, the barbarian. She hastily pushed aside the intruding thought, Carefully, she made sure
of abreathy tone.

"Youwish to seeme... Jhandar, isit not?"

"Yes" hesaid dowly. Visbly he caught hold of himsdlf. His bresth till camerapidly, but therewas a
degree of control in hiseyes. A degree. "Have you enjoyed the necklace, Davinia?'

"Necklace?'
"The ruby necklace. The one stolen from me only last night.”

Hisvoice was cam, so conversationa that it took a moment for the meaning of hiswordsto enter her.
Shock raced through her. She wondered if her eyes were bulging. The necklace. How could she have
been so stupid as not to make the connection the moment Jhandar was announced? It was that accursed
barbarian. She seemed able to concentrate on little other than him.

"l have no idea of what you speak,” she said, and was amazed at the steadiness of her voice. Insde she
had turned to jelly.

" wonder what Mundara Khan will say when he knows you have a stolen necklace. Perhaps he will
inquire, forcefully, into who gave such athing to his mistress.”

"I bought-" She bit her tongue. He had flustered her. It was not supposed to happen that way. It was she
who disconcerted men.

"I know that Emilio wasyour lover," he said quietly. "Has Conan taken his place there, too?"

"What do you want?' she whispered. Desperately she wished for amiracle to save her, to take him
away.

"One piece of information,” he replied. "Where may | find the barbarian called Conan?"
"I don't know," shelied automatically. The admission aready made was one too many.
"A pity." Hebit off the words, sending a shiver through her. A very grest pity."

Daviniasearched for away to deflect him from his purpose. All that passed through her mind, echoing
and re-echoing, was 'avery grest pity.'

"Y ou may keep the necklace," he said suddenly.

She stared a him in surprise. He did not have complete control of himself ill, she saw. He had
continudly to lick dry lips, and hiseyes drank her in asaman in the desert drank water. "Thank you. |I-"

"Wear it for me"
"Of course," shesaid. Therewas still achance.

She left the room asregally as she had entered, but once outside, before the daves had even closed the
doors, sheran-despite the fact that to be languid at al times was one mark of a properly cared-for
mistress.

Renda, arranging the pillows on Davinia's bed, legped, as her mistress dashed into the chamber.



"Migtress, you startled me!™

"Tell mewhat you know of this Jhandar,” Davinia panted, as she dropped to her knees and began rooting
in her jewd chest. "Quickly. Hurry!"

"Littleisknown, mistress," the plump tirewoman said hesitantly. "The cult professes-"

"Not that, Rendal" Tossing bits of jewelry left and right, she came up with the stolen necklace clutched in
her fist. Despite hersdlf, she breathed a sigh of relief. "Mitra be thanked. Tell me what the servants and
daves know, what their masterswill not know for haf ayear more. Tell me!™

"Midgtress, what hashe...." She broke off a Davinids glare. "Jhandar isapowerful manin Turan,
mistress. So it iswhispered among the servants. And 'tis said he grows more powerful by the day. Some
say theincreasein the army was begun by him, by histelling certain men, who in turn convinced the king,
that it should be so. Of course, it iswell known that King Yildiz has long dreamed of empire. Hewould
not have taken agreat ded of telling.”

"Still," Daviniamurmured, "it isadisplay of power." Mundara Khan had never swayed the king for dl his
blood connections to the throne. "How does he accomplish it?’

"All men have secrets, mistress. Jhandar makesit hisbusinessto learn their secrets. To keep their
secrets, most men will agree to any suggestion Jhandar makes." She paused. "Many believeheisa
sorcerer. And the cult does have immense wedlth.”

"How immens=?'
"It may rivd thet of King Yildiz."

A look of intense practicdlity firmed Daviniasface. This Stuation, which had seemed so frightening, might
yet be turned to her advantage. "'Fetch me acloak," she commanded. " Quickly."

When she returned to Jhandar, surprise was plain on his countenance. A cloak of the fine scarlet wool
swathed her from her neck to the ground.

"l do not understand,” he said, anger mounting in hisvoice. "Where is the necklace?'

"I wear it for you." She opened the cloak, revealing the rubies caressing the upper dopes of her breasts.
And save for the necklace, her deek body was nude.

Only for an ingtant she held the cloak so. Even as he gasped, she pulled it closed. But then, risng on her
toes, she spun so that her hips flashed whitely benesth flaring crimson. Around the room she danced,
offering him brief tantalizing glimpses, but never so reveding asthefirg.

She finished on her knees before him, the scarlet cloth lowered to bare pale shoulders and the rubies
nestled in her sweat-dick cleavage. Masking her triumph with care, she met his gaze. Hisface was
flushed with desire. And now for the extrastroke.

"The man Conan," she said, "told me that he says at the Blue Bull on the Street of the L otus Dreamers,
near the harbor."

For amoment he stared at her, uncomprehending; then he lurched to hisfeet. "I have him," he muttered
excitedly. "An the Hyrkaniansarefound ...." All expression fled from hisface as he regarded her. "Men
have no usefor lemanswho lie" he said.



Shereplied with asmile. "A mistress owes absol ute truth and obedience to her master.” Or at least, she
thought, amistress should make him believe he had those things. "But you are not my magter. Yet."

"I will take you with me" he said thickly, but she shook her head.

"The guards would never let me go. Thereisan old gate at the rear of the palace, however, unused and
unguarded. | will be there with my serving woman oneturn of the glass past dark tonight.”

"Tonight. | will have men there to meet you." Abruptly he pulled her to her feet, kissng her brutally.

But not so well as Conan, she thought as he lft. It was a pity the barbarian wasto die. She had no doubt
that was what Jhandar intended. But Jhandar was a step into her future; Conan was of the past. As she
did with al things past, she put him out of her mind asif he had never existed.

Chapter XII

The common room of the Blue Bull grew crowded as the gppointed hour drew near, raucous with the
laughter of doxies and drunken men. Conan neither laughed nor drank, but rather sat watching the door
with histwo friends.

"When will the man come?' Sharak demanded of the air. " Surely the hour has passed.”

Neither Conan nor Akeba answered, keeping their eyes fastened to the doorway. The Cimmerian's hand
on hissword hilt tightened moment by long moment till, startlingly, his knuckles cracked.

The old astrologer flinched at the sound. "What adventure isthis, itting and waiting for Mitraknows how
long while-"

"Heishere" Akebasaid quietly, but Conan was aready getting to hisfeset.

The long-nosed Hyrkanian stood in the doorway beckoning to Conan, casting worried glances out into
the night.

"Good luck bewith you, Cimmerian,” Akebasaid quietly.
"And with you," Conan replied.

As he strode across the common room, he could hear the astrologer's querulous voice. "Why thistak of
luck? They but wish to talk."

Hedid not listen for Akebas answer, if answer there was. More than one man taken to amesting in the
night had never left it dive.

"Lead on," hetold the Hyrkanian, and with one more suspicious ook up and down the street the nomad
did so.

Twilight had gone, and full night was upon the city. A pale moon hung like asilver coin placed low above
the horizon. Music and laughter drifted from a score of taverns as they passed through yellow pools of
light spilling from their doors, and occasiondly they heard shouts of afight over women or dice.

"Where are you taking me?' Conan asked.

The Hyrkanian did not answer. He chose turnings seemingly at random, and aways he cast awary eye
behind.



"My friendswill not follow," Conan told him. "'l agreed to come done.”

"Itisnot your friends| fear,” the Hyrkanian muttered, then tightened his jaws and looked sharply at the
muscular youth. Thereafter he would not speak again.

Conan wondered briefly who or what it was the man did fear, but his own attention was split between
watching for the ambush he might be entering and unraveling the twists and turns through which he was
taken. When the fur-capped man motioned him through a darkened doorway and up aflight of wooden
dairs, he was confident-and surprised-that for al the roundabout way they had gone the Blue Bull was
amost due north, no more than two streets away. It waswell to be oriented in case the meeting cameto
afight after dll.

"You gofirg," Conan said. Expressionless, the nomad complied. Loose steps cresked alarmingly
beneath histread. Conan eased his sword in its scabbard, and mounted after him.

At thetop of the stairsadoor let into aroom lit by two guttering tallow lamps set on arickety table. The
rancid smdll of greasefilled the room. Including his guide, half a score shegpskin-coated Hyrkanians
watched him warily, though none put hand to weapon. One Conan recognized, the man with the scar
across his cheek, he over whose head Emilio had broken thewine jar.

"l am cdled Tamur," Scarface said. "Y ou are Conan?' With his guttural accent he mangled the name
badly.

"l am Conan," the young Cimmerian agreed shortly. "Whereis the woman?'

Tamur gestured, and two of the others opened alarge chest Sitting against awall. They lifted out Y asbt,
bound in aneat package and gagged with atwisted rag. Her saffron robes were mud-stained and torn,
and dried tracks of tears traced through the dust on her cheeks.

"l warned thisone," Conan grated. "'If sheishurt, I'll-"

"No, no," Tamur cut in. "Her garments were so when we took her, behind the inn where you deep. Had
we ravaged your woman, would we show her to you so and yet expect you to talk with us?*

It was possible. Conan remembered the narrowness of the window through which she had had to
wriggle. "Loose her feet."

Producing a short, curved dagger, one of the nomads cut the ropes at Y asbet's ankles. Shetried to stand
and, with a gag-mufed moan, sat on the lid of the chest in which she had been confined. The Hyrkanian
looked questioningly at Conan, and motioned with the knife to her till-bound wrists, and her gag, but the
muscular youth shook his head. Based on past experience he would not risk what she might say or do if
freed. She gave him an odd look, but, surprisingly, remained till.

"Y ou were recognized in the enclosure of Badsham," Tamur said.
"Badsham?' Conan sad. "Who is Baalsham?'

"Y ou know him as Jhandar. What histrue nameis, who can say?' Tamur sighed. "It will beeasier if |
begin at the beginning.”

He gave quick orders, and aflagon of cheap wine and two rough clay mugs were produced. Tamur sat
on one side of the table, Conan on the other. The Cimmerian noted that the other nomads were careful
not to move behind him and ostentatioudy kept their hands far from swords. It was a puzzlement.
Hyrkanians were an arrogant and touchy people, by al accountslittle given to avoiding trouble in the best



of circumstances.
He accepted amug of wine from Tamur, then forgot to drink as he listened.

"Fiveyearsgone,” the scar-faced nomad began, "the man we cal Baal sham appeared among us, he and
the two strange men with yellow skins. He performed some small magicks, enough to be accepted
among the tribal shamans, and began to preach much as he does here, of chaos and inevitable doom.
Among the young men histeachings caught hold, for he caled the western nations evil and said it wasthe
destiny of the Hyrkanian people once more to ride west of the Vilayet Sea. And thistime we wereto
sweep theland clean.”

"A man of ambitions," Conan muttered. "But failed ambitions, it seems.”

"By thethickness of afingernail. Not only did Badsham gather about him young warriors numbering in
the thousands, but he began to have strange influence in the Councils of the Elders. Then crestures were
seenin the night like demons, or the twisted forms of men-and we learned from them that they were
spirits of murdered men, men of our blood and friendship, conjured by Baa sham and bound to obey him.
Their pying was the source of his powersin the Councils."

Y asbet made aloud sound of denia through her gag, and shook her head violently, but the men ignored
her.

"I've seen his sorcery” Conan said, "black and foul. How was he driven out? | assume he did not leave of
his own accord."

"Inasinglenight,” Tamur replied, "ten tribesrose againgt him. The very spiritsthat had warned us,
shackled by hiswill, fought us, as did the young warriors who followed him." He touched the scar on his
cheek "This | had from my own brother. The young warriors-our brothers, our sons, our cousins-died to
the last man, and even the maidens fought to the degth. In the end our greater numbers carried the
victory. Badsham fled, and with hisfleeing the spirits disappeared before our eyes. To avoid bloodshed
among the tribes, the Councils decreed that no man could claim blood right for the desth of one who had
followed Baalsham. Their names were not to be spoken. They had never existed. But some of us could
not forget that we had been forced to spill the same blood that flowsin our own veins. When traders
brought rumors of the man called Jhandar and the Cult of Doom, we knew him for Baalsham. Two score
and ten crossed the seato seek our forbidden vengeance. Last night we failed, and now we number but
nineteen.” Hefdl glent.

Conan frowned. "An interesting tale, but why have you told it to me?’
The nomad's face twisted with reluctance. "Because we need your help," he said dowly.
"My help?' Conan exclamed.

Tamar hurried on. "When the pa ace Bad sham was building was overrun, powers beyond the mind were
loosed. The very ground melted and flowed like water. That placeis now called the Blasted Lands. For
three days and three nights the shamans labored to contain that evil. When they had constructed barriers
of magic, the boundaries of the Blasted Lands were marked, and ataboo laid. No one of the blood may
pass those markers and live. There must be devices of sorcery within, devicesthat could be turned
againg Bad sham. He could not have taken al when hefled. But no Hyrkanian may go to bring them out.
No Hyrkanian." Helooked at the big Cimmerian with intengty.

"] am done with Jhandar," Conan said.



"But is he done with you, Conan? Baal sham's enmity does not wither with time.”

Conan snorted. "What care | for hisenmity? He does not know who | am or where | am to be found.
Let hisenmity eat a him likefoxes."

"You know littleof him," Tamur said indgtently. "He-"

With aloud crack the floorboards by Conan's feet splintered, and a twisted gray-green hand reached
through the opening to grasp hisankle.

"The spirits have come!" one of the nomads cried, eyes bulging, and Y asbet began to scream through her
gag. The other men drew wespons, shouting in confusion.

Conan scrambled to hisfeet, trying to pull hisleg free, but those lesthery fingers held with preternatura
strength. Another deformed hand broke through the boards, reaching for him, but his sword leaped from
its sheath and arched down. One hand dropped to the floor; the other till gripped him. But at least, he
thought, steel would dicethem.

With his sword point he pried the fingersloose from his ankle. Even asthat hand fell free, though, the
head of the creature, with pointed ears and dead, haunted eyes above alipless gash of amouth, smashed
up through the floor in a shower of splintered wood. Handless arms stretched out to the handslying on
the floor. The mold-colored flesh seemed to flow, and the hands were once more attached to the arms.
The creature began to tear itsway up into the room, ripping the sturdy floor apart asif its boards were
rotted.

Suddenly another set of hands smashed through awal, seizing a screaming Hyrkanian, tearing at hisflesh.
Conan struck off the head of the first creature, but it continued to scramble into the room even whileits
head spun glaring on thefloor. A third head broke through the floor, and ahand followed to seize

Y ashet's leg. With a shriek, shefainted.

Conan caught her as shefél, cutting her free of the creature that held her. There was naught to do in that
room but die.

"Heel" he shouted. "Get out!"

Tossing Y asbet over his shoulder like asack of medl, he scrambled out the window to drop to the street
below.

Struggling Hyrkanians fought to follow. Screams from that suddenly hellish room rose to a crescendo,
pursuing the big Cimmerian as he ran with his burden. As abruptly asit had begun, the screaming ceased.
Conan looked back, but he could see nothing in the blackness.

A low moan broke from Y asbet, gtirring on his shoulder. Remembering the tenacity of the hand, he
placed her on the ground and bent to fed along her leg. Hisfingers encountered the lump of leathery skin
and sinew; it writhed at histouch. With an oath hetoreit from her flesh and hurled it into the night.

Y asbet groaned, and opened her eyes. "I... | had anightmare,” she whispered.
"Twas no dream," he muttered. His eyes searched the dark for pursuit. "But it isdone." He hoped.

"But those demons... you mean that they werereal ?* Sobswelled up in her. "Where did they come from?
Why? Oh, Mitra, protect us," she wailed.

Clamping ahand over her mouth, he growled, "Quiet yoursdf, girl. Were | to wager onit, I'd stack my



coin on Jhandar's name. And if you continue screeching like afishwife, hisminionswill find us. We may
not escape so easily again.”" Cautioudy he took his hand away; she scrambled to her feet, staring at him.

"I do not believeyou," she said. "Or those smelly Hyrkanians." But she did not raise her voice again.

"Thereisevil intheman,” he said quietly. "I've seen the foulest necromancy from him, and | doubt not this
ismore of hisblack art.”

"It cannot be. The cult-"
"Hss!"

The thump of many feet sounded down the street. Pulling Y asbet deeper into the shadows, Conan waited
with blade at the ready. Dim figures appeared, moving dowly from the way he had come. The smell of
old grease drifted to him.

"Tamur?' he called softly.

There were mutters of startlement, and the flash of bare bladesin the dark. Then onefigure came closer.
"Conan?'

"Yes" the Cimmerian replied. "How many escaped?’

"Thirteen,” Tamur sighed. "Therest were torn to pieces. Y ou must come with us, now. Those were
Baalsham's spirit creatures. He will find you eventualy, and when he does...."

Conan fat Y ashet shiver. "He cannot find me," he said. "He does not even know who to look for."
Suddenly another Hyrkanian spoke. "A fire" he sad. "To the north. A bigfire.”

Conan glanced in that direction, adeathly chill inhisbones. It was abig fire, and unlesshe had lost his
way entirely the Blue Bull wasin the center of it. Without another word he ran, pulling Y asbet behind
him. He heard the nomads following, but he cared not if they came or stayed.

The street of the Lotus Dreamers was packed with people staring at the conflagration. Flames from four
structures whipped a the night, and reflected crimson glints from watching faces. One, the furthest gone,
was the Blue Bull. Someone had formed achain of bucketsto the nearest cistern, Ferian among them,
but it was clear that some goodly part of the district would be destroyed before the blaze was contained,
most likely by pulling down buildingsto surround thefire and letting it burn itself out.

As Conan pushed through the crowd of onlookers, avoice drifted to him.

"I hit it with the staff, and it disappeared in acloud of black smoke. | told you the staff had magical
powers."

Smiling for what seemed thefirst timein days, Conan made hisway toward that voice. He found Akeba
and Sharak, faces smudged with smoke, sitting with their backs against the front of a potter's shop.

"You arereturned,” Sharak said when he saw the big Cimmerian. "And with the wench. To think we
believed it was you who would be in danger thisnight. | killed one of the demons.”

"Demons?' Conan asked sharply.

Akeba nodded. " So they seemed to be. They burst through the walls and even the floors, tearing apart
anyonewho got in their way" He hesitated. "They seemed to be hunting for someone who was not



there”
"Meg" Conan sad grimly.
Y ashet gasped. "It cannot be." The men paid her no mind.

"| said that he would find you," Tamur said, appearing at Conan's side. "Now you have no choice but to
goto Hyrkania"

"Hyrkanial" Sharak exclamed.

Regretfully Conan nodded agreement. He was committed, now. He must destroy Jhandar or die.

Chapter XII1

In the gray early morning Conan made hisway down the stone quay, aready busy with lascars and
cargo, to the vessd that had been described to him. Foam Dancer seemed out of place among the
heavy-hulled roundships and large dromonds. Fewer than twenty pacesin length, shewasrigged with a
sngle lateen sail and pierced for fifteen oarsasidein single banks. Her sternpost curved up and forward
to assume the same angle as her narrow stem, giving her the very image of agility. He had seen her like
before, in Sultanagpur, small ships designed to beach where the King's Custom was unlikely to be found.
They claimed to befishing vessdls, to the last one, these smugglers, and over thisone, asover every
smuggler he had seen, hung afoul odor of old fish and stale ship's cooking.

He walked up the gangplank with awary eye, for the crews of such vessalsinvariably had astrong
didike for strangers. Two sun-blackened and queued seamen, stripped to the waist, watched him with
dark unblinking eyes as he stepped down onto the deck.

"Whereisyour captain?' he began, when a surreptitious step behind made him whirl.

His hand darted out to catch a dagger-wielding arm, and he found himself staring into a sharp-nosed face
beneath a dirty red-striped head scarf. It was the Iranistani whose companions he had been forced to kil
hisfirst day in Aghrapur. And if he was acrew member, then aslike as not the other two had been as
wdll. The Iranistani opened his mouth, but Conan did not wait to hear what he had to say. Grabbing the
man's belt with hisfree hand, Conan took arunning step and threw him screaming over therail into the
harbor. Sharp-nose hit the garbage-strewn water with a thunderous splash and, beating the water
furioudy, set out away from the ship without a backward glance.

"Hannuman's Stones!" roared a bull-necked man, climbing onto the deck from below. Bald except for a
thin black fringe, he wore afull beard fanning across his broad chest. His beady eyeslit on Conan. "Are
you the cause of dl the shouting up here?’

"Areyou the captain?' Conan asked.
"l am. Muktar, by name. Now what in the name of Erlik's Throneisthisall about?'

"| came aboard to hire your ship," Conan said levelly, "and one of your crew tried to put adagger in my
back. | threw himinto the harbor."

"You threw himinto the....." The captain's bellow trailed off, and then went on in aquieter, if suspicious
tone. "Y ou want to hire Foam Dancer? For what?"'

"A trading voyage to Hyrkania."



"A trader! You?' Muktar roared with laughter, dapping his stout thighs.

Conan ground histeeth, waiting for the man to finish. The night before he, Akebaand Tamur had settled
on thetrading story. Never atrusting people, the Hyrkanians had become less tolerant of strangers since
Jhandar, but traders were till permitted. Conan thought wryly of Davinias gold. When the cost of trade
goods, necessary for the disguise, was added to the hiring of this vessdl, there would not be enough left
for agood night of drinking.

At last Muktar's mirth ran its course. Hisbelly shook alast time, and cupidity lit hiseyes. "Wdll, the
fishing has been very good of late. | don't think | could giveit up for solong for lessthan say, fifty gold
pieces.”

"Twenty," Conan countered.

"Out of the question. Y ou've already cost me a crewman. He didn't drown, did he? An he did, the
authorities will make me haul him out of the harbor and pay for his buria. Forty gold pieces, and |
condder it chegp.”

Conan sighed. He had little time to waste. If Tamur was right, they had to be gone from Aghrapur by
nightfal. "I'll split the differencewith you," he offered. "Thirty gold pieces, and that ismy find offer. If you
do not likeit, I'll find another vessd."

"Thereisn't another in port can put you ashore on aHyrkanian beach,” the captain sneered.
"Tomorrow, or the next day, or the next, there will be." Conan shrugged unconcernedly.
"Very wdl," Muktar muttered sourly. "Thirty gold pieces.”

"Done," Conan said, heading for the Sde. "We sail as soon as the goods are aboard. The tideswill not
matter to this shallow draft."

"| thought there was no hurry," the bearded man protested.

"Nor isthere," Conan said smoothly. "Neither isthere any need to wastetime." Inside, he wondered if
they would get everything done. There smply was no timeto waste.

"Speak on," Jhandar commanded, and paced the bare marble floor of his antechamber while he listened.

"Yes, Great Lord," the young man said, bowing. "A man wasfound in one of the harbor taverns, an
Iranistani who claimed to have fought one who must be the man Conan. This Iranistani wasasalor ona
smuggler, Foam Dancer, and it seemsthat this ship sailed only afew hours past bearing among its
passengers anumber of Hyrkanians, ahuge blue-eyed barbarian, and a girl matching the description of
theinitiate who disappeared the night of the Hyrkanians attack." He paused, awaiting praise for having
ferreted out SO much so quickly.

"The destination, fool," Jhandar demanded. "Where was the ship bound?'
"Why, Hyrkania, or soitissaid, Greet Lord."

Jhandar squeezed his eyes shut, massaging histempleswith hisfingers. "And you did not think this
important enough to tell me without being asked?"

"But, Great Lord," the disciple fatered, "snce they havefled... that is...."

"Whatever you discover, you will tell me," the necromancer snapped. "It isnot for you to decide what is



important and what is not. Is there aught else you have omitted?”
"No, Gresat Lord. Nothing."
"Then leave me!"

The shaven-headed young man backed from Jhandar's presence, but the mage had already dismissed
him from his mind. He who had once been known as Baal sham moved to awindow. From there he
could see Daviniareclining in the shade of atreein the gardens below, adave stirring abreeze for her
with afan of white ostrich plumes. He had never known awoman like her before. She was disturbing.
And fascinating.

"I but listen at corners, Great Lord,” Che Fan said behind him, "yet | know that aready thereistalk
because sheisnot treated asthe rest.”

Jhandar suppressed a start and glanced over his shoulder at the two Khitans. Never in dl the yearsthey
had followed him had he gotten used to the slence with which they moved. "If wagging tongues cannot
be kept ill," hesaid, "I will seethat there are no tonguesto wag.”

Che Fan bowed. "Forgive me, Gresat Lord, if | spoke out of my place.”

"There are more important matters afoot,” Jhandar said. " The barbarian has sailed for Hyrkania. He
would not have done so were he merdly fleeing. Therefore he must be seeking something, some weapon,
to use againg me."

"But thereis nothing, Great Lord," Suitai protested. "All was destroyed.”

"Areyou certain of that?' Jhandar asked drily. "Certain enough to risk dl of my plans?| amnot. | intend
to secure the fastest galley in Aghrapur, and the two of you will sail on the next tide. Kill this Conan, and
bring me whatever it is he seeks.”

"Asyou command, Great Lord," the Khitans murmured together.

All would bewdl, Jhandar told himsdaf. He had cometoo far to faill now. Too far.

Chapter XIV

Gray seasrolled under Foam Dancer's pitching bow, and amist of foam carried across her deck. The
triangular sail stood taut againgt the sky, where apae ydlow sun had sunk hdfway from zenith to western
horizon. At the stern a seaman, shorter than Conan but broader, leaned his not incons derable weight
againgt the steering oar, but the rest of the crew for the most part lay sprawled among the bales of trade
goods.

Conan stood easily, one hand gripping astay. He was no sailor, but his time among the smugglers of
Sultanapur had at least taught his ssomach to weather the constant motion of aship.

Akebawas not so fortunate. He straightened from bending over the rail-as he had done often since the
vess left Aghrapur-and said thickly, "A horse does not move so. Doesit never stop?'

"Never," Conan said. But at agroan from the other he relented. " Sometimesit will beless, and in any
case you will become used to it. Look at the Hyrkanians. They've made but a single voyage, yet show no
illness”

Tamur and the other nomads squatted some distance in front of the singletail mast, their quiet murmurs



melding with the creak of timbers and cording. They passed among themsalves clay wine jugs and chunks
of ripe white cheese, barely interrupting their talk to fill their mouths.

"I do not want to look at them," Akeba said, biting off each word. "I swear before Mitrathat | know not
which smdlsworsg, rotted fish or mare's milk cheese."

Nearby, in the waist of the ship, afew of the sailorslistened to Sharak. "... Thusdid | strike with my staff
of power," he gestured violently with hiswalking staff, "daying three of the demonsin the Blue Bull. Great
were their lamentations and criesfor mercy, but for such foul-hearted crestures asthey | would know no
mercy. Many more would | have transmuted to harmless smoke, blown away on the breeze, but they fled
before me, back to their infernal regions, casting bdls of fire to hinder my pursuit, asl...."

"Did hetruly manage to harm one of the creatures?' Conan asked Akeba. "He has boasted of that staff
for years, but never have | seen more from it than support for atired back.”

"I know not,” Akeba said. He was making avisible effort to ignore his ssomach, but his dark face borea
greenish pdlor. "l saw him at thefirgt, legping about like a Farthii fire-dancer and flailing with hisstick at
whatever moved, then not again till we had fled to the street. Of thefire, however, | do know. Twas
Ferian. Hethrew alamp at one of the demons, harming the creature not at al, but scattering burning oil
acrossawall."

"And burned down his own tavern,” Conan chuckled. "How it will pain him to build anew, though | little
doubt he hasthe gold to do it ten times over.”

Muktar, making hisway aft from the necessary-a plank held out from the bow on a frame-paused by
Conan. His beady eyesrolled to the sky, then to the Cimmerian'sface. "Fog," he said, then chewed his
thought amoment before adding, "by sunset. The Vilayet istreacherous.” Clamping his mouth shut as
though he had said more than he intended, he moved on toward the stern in awalk that would have
seemed rolling on land, but here exactly compensated for the motion of the deck.

Conan grimly watched him go. "Thefurther we sail from Aghrapur, thelesshetaksand theless| trust
him."

"Hewantsthe other half of hisgold that you hold back. Besides, with the Hyrkanians we outnumber his
crew.”

Mention of the gold was unfortunate. After he paid the captain, Conan would have exactly eight pieces of
goldin his pouch. In other times it would have seemed atidy sum, but not so soon after having had a
hundred. He found himself hoping to make aprofit on the trade goods, and yet thoughts of profitsand
trading left ataste in hismouth asif he had been eating the Hyrkanians ripest cheese.

"Mayhap," he said sourly. "Y et he would feed usto the fish and return to his smuggling, were he able.
He- What's the matter, man?"'

Eyes bulging, Akeba swalowed rapidly, and with force. "Feed usto-" With agroan he doubled over the
raill again, retching loudly and emptily. There was naught Ieft in him to come up.

Y asbet came hurrying from the stern, casting frowns over her shoulder as she picked her way quickly
among coiled ropes and wicker hampers or provisons. "l do not like this Captain Muktar," she
announced to Conan. "Heleersa me asif he would see me naked on adave block."

Conan had declared her saffron robe unsuited for a seavoyage, and she had shown no reluctanceto rid
hersdf of that reminder of the cult. Now she wore ashort leather jerkin, laced hafway up the front, over



agray wool tunic, with trousers of the same material and knee-high red boots. It wast man's garb, but
the way the coarse woal clung to her form left no doubt there was awoman inside.

"You've no need to fear,” Conan said firmly. Perhaps he should have atalk with Muktar in private. With
hisfists. And the captain was not the only one. Hisicy gaze caught the leering glances of adozen sailors
directed at her.

"I've no fear of anything so long as you are with me," she said, and innocently pressed afull breast against
hisarm. At leadt, he thought it wasinnocently. "But whét is the matter with Akeba, Conan?' She hersdlf
had showed no effects from the roughest sees.

"Hesill."
"l am so sorry. Perhapsif | brought him some soup?'
"Erlik take thewoman," Akeba moaned faintly.

"| think not just now," Conan laughed. Taking Y asbet'sarm heled her away from the heaving form on the
rail and seated her on an upturned keg before him. His face was serious now.

"Why look you so glum, Conan?' she asked.

"Anthereistrouble" he said quietly, "here or ashore, stay closeto me, or to Akebaif you cannot get to
me. Sick or not, hell protect you. Does the worst come, Sharak will help you escape. Heisno fighter,
but no man lives so long as he without learning to survive.”

A smadll frown creased her forehead. WWhen he was done, she exclaimed, "Why do you spesk asif you
might not be with me?

"No man knows what comes, girl, and | would see you safe.”
"| thought s0," she said with awarmth and happiness he did not understand. "'l wished it to be s0."

"Asalast resort, trust Tamur, but only if thereis no other way" He thought the nomad was the best of the
lot, theleast likely to betray atrugt, but it was best not to test him too far. Asthe ancient saying held, he
who took a Hyrkanian friend should pay hisburid fee beforetime. "Put no trust in any of the rest, though,
not even if it meansyou must find your way done.”

"But you will be hereto protect me,” she smiled. "I know it."

Conan growled, a alossto make her listen. By bringing her dong, for dl he had doneit for the best, he
had exposed her to danger as great as Jhandar's, if different in kind. How could he bring that hometo
her? If only she were capable of her own protection. Her own....

Rummaging in the bales of trade goods, the Cimmerian dug out a Nemedian sica, its short blade
unsharpened. The Hyrkanian nomads liked proof that asword came to them fresh from the forge, such
proof aswould be given by watching the first edge put on blunt stedl.

He flipped the shortsword in the air, catching it by the blade, and thrust the hilt at Y asbet. She stared at it
wonderingly,

"Takeit, girl," hesad.

Hesitantly she put a hand to the leather-wrapped hilt. He released his grip, and she gasped, dmost
dropping the weapon. "'Tisheavy," she said, haf-laughing.



"You'velikely worn heavier necklaces, girl. Y ou'll be used to the weight in your hand before we reach
Hyrkania"

"Usad toit?'

Her yelp of consternation brought chortles and hoots from three nearby sailors. The Hyrkanians looked
up, diill egting; Tamur'sface split into an open grin.

Conan ignored them as best he could, firmly putting down the thought of hurling one or two over the sde
asalesson for the others. "The broadsword istoo heavy," he said, glowering at the girl. "Tulwar and
yataghan are lighter, but thereis no time to teach the use of either before we land. And learn the blade
youwill."

She stared a him slently with wide, liquid eyes, clutching the sword to her breasts with both hands.

Raucous laughter rolled down the deck, and Muktar followed close behind the sound of his merriment.
"A woman! Y ou intend to teach awoman the sword?'

Conan hit back an oath, and contented himsdlf with growling, "Anyone can learn the sword.”

"Will you teach children next? Thisone,” Muktar crowed to his crew, "will teach sheep to conquer the
world." Their mirth rose with his, and their comments became ribald.

Conan ground histeeth, hisanger flashing to the heat of ablade in the smith-fire. Thisfat, lecherous ape
cdleditsdf aman?"A gold piece saysin the tenth part of aglass| can teach her to defeat any of these
goatswho follow you!"

Muktar tugged a his beard, the smile now twisting his mouth into an emblem of hatred. "A gold piece?’
he sneered. "I'd wager five on the ship's cook.”

"Five," Conan snapped. "Done!™

"Tak to her, then, barbar." The captain's voice was suddenly oily and treacherous. "Talk to the wench,
and well seeif she can uphold your boasting.”

Already Conan was wishing hiswords unsaid, but the gods, as usual in such cases, did not listen. He
drew Y asbet aside and adjusted her hands on the sword hilt.

"Hold it so, girl." Her hand was unresisting-and gripped with as much strength as bread dough, or so it
seemed to him. She had not taken her eyesfrom hisface. "Mitre blast your hide, girl," he growled. "Clasp
the hilt as you would ahand.”

"Youtruly believethat | can do this" she said suddenly. Therewaswonder in her voice, and on her face.
"You believethat | can learn to use asword. And defeat aman.”

"I'd not have wagered on you, else," he muttered, then sighed. "I have known women who handled a
blade aswell as any man, and better than most. 'Tis not awegpon of brute muscle, asisan axe. The
need isfor endurance, and agility and quickness of hand. Only afool denies awoman can be agile, or
quick."

"But-to defeat aman!™ she breathed. "1 have never even held asword before.” Abruptly she frowned at
the blade. "Thiswill not cut. Swords are supposed to cut. Even | know that.”

Conan mouthed asilent prayer. "1 choseit for that reason, for practice. Now it will serve you better than



another. The point can il draw blood, but you'll not kill this sailor by accident, so I'll not have to kill
Muktar."

"l see" she said, nodding happily. Her face firmed, and she started past him, but he seized her arm.

"Not yet, wench," he laughed softly. "First listen. These smugglers are deadly with aknife, especidly in
the dark, but they are no warriorsin the daylight." He paused for that to sink in, then added. "That being
30, werethisatruefight, he would likely kill you in the space of three bresths.”

Dismay painted her face. "Then how-"
"By remembering that you can run. By encouraging his contempt for you, and using it."
"l will not," she protested hotly. "1 have as much pride as any man, including you."

"But no skill, asyet. Y ou must win by trickery, and by surprise, for now. Skill will comelater. Strike only
when heis off balance. At al other times, run. Throw whatever comesto hand, at hishead or at hisfeet,
but never at his sword for those objects hewill easily knock aside. Let him think that you are panicked.
Scream if you wish, but do not let the screaming seize you.”

"l will not scream,” shesaid sullenly.

He suppressed asmile. "It would but make him easier to defest, for he would see you the moreasa
woman and the less as an opponent.”

"But the sword. What do | do with the sword?'

"Beat himwithit," he said, and laughed a her look of complete uncomprehension. "Think of the sword as
adgtick, girl," Understanding dawned on her features; she hefted the sicawith both handslike aclub. "And
forget not to poke him" he added. " Such as these usudly think only to hack forgetting asword hasa
point. Y ou remember it, and you'll win."

"How long will you talk to the wench?' Muktar shouted. ™Y our minutes are gone. An you talk long
enough, perhaps Bayan will grow old, and even your jade can defeat him."

Beside the bearded sea captain stood awiry man of middle height, his sun-darkened torso stripped to
the waist. With hisbare tulwar he drew gleaming circles of sted, first to one side then the other, atight
amile showing yellowed teeth.

Conan's heart sank. He had hoped Muktar would indeed choose hisfat ship's cook, or one of the bigger
men of the crew, so asto intimidate Y asbet with her opponent's sheer size. Thus Y asbet's agility would
count for more. Evenif it meant eating hiswords, he could not dlow her to be hurt. A bitter taste on his
tongue, he opened his mouth to end it.

Y asbet strode out to meet the seaman before Conan could spesk, shortsword gripped in her two small
hands. Shefixed the man with adefiant glare. "Bayan, are you cdled?' she sneered. "From the look of
you, it should be Baya, for you have about you awomanish air.”

Conan stood with his mouth still open, staring at her. Had the wench gone mad?

Bayan's dark eyes seemed about to pop from his narrow head. "1 will make you beg meto prove my
manhood to you," he snarled.

"Muktar!" Conan called. Y asbet looked at him, pleading in her eyes, and despite himsalf he changed



what he had been about to say. "Thisis but ademonstration, Muktar. No more. Does he harm her, youll
die a heartbesat after he does."

The bearded man jerked his head in arductant nod. Leaning close to Bayan he began whispering with
low urgency.

Thewiry sailor refused to listen. Raising his curved blade on high, he legped toward Y asbet, asnarling
grimace on hisface and aterrible ululating cry rising from his mouth.

Conan put ahand to his sword hilt.

Bayan landed before her without striking, though, and it wasimmediately obvious that he thought to
frighten her into immediate surrender. His grimace became agloating smile,

Y ashet's face paed, but with ashout of her own she thrust the sword into the seaman's midsection. The
unsharpened blade could not penetrate far, but the point was enough to start a narrow stream of blood,
and theforce of the blow bulged Bayan's eyes.

He gagged and staggered, but she did not rest. Clumsily, but swiftly, she brought the blunted blade down
like aclub on the shoulder of hissword arm. Bayan's scream was not of his choosing, thistime. Hisblade
dropped from ahand suddenly useless. Before the tulwar struck the deck Y asbet caught him aglancing
blow on the side of the head, splitting his scalp to the bone. With a groan Bayan sank to his knees.

Conan watched in amazement asthe wiry sailor tried desperately to crawl away. Y asbet pursued him
across the deck, beating at his shoulders and back with the edgeless stedl. Y e ping, Bayan found himself
againg therail. At one and the sametime hetried to curl himsalf into aball and claw hisway through the
wood to safety.

"Surrender!" Y asbet demanded, standing above him like afury. She stabbed at Bayan's buttocks,
drawing ahowl and astain of red on his dirty once-white trousers.

Hand on his dagger, Muktar started toward her, agrowl rising in histhroat. Suddenly Conan's blade was
ashining barrier before the captain's eyes.

"Shewon, did shenot?' the young Cimmerian asked softly. "And you owe mefive gold pieces. Or shdl |
shave your beard at the shoulders?”

Another shriek came from Bayan; the other buttock of histrousers bore a spreading red patch aswell,
now.

"Shewon," Muktar muttered. He flinched as Conan caressed his beard with the broadsword, then amost
shouted, " Thewench won!"

"See that this goes no further,” Conan said warningly. He got areluctant nod in reply. When the
Cimmerian thrugt out his palm, the gold coins were counted into it with even greeter reluctance.

"I won!" Y asbet shouted. Waving her shortsword above her head, she capered gaily about the deck "
won!"

Conan sheathed his blade and swept her into the air, swinging her inacircle. "Did | not say that you
would?'

"Youdid" shelaughed. "Oh, you did! On my oath, | will believe anything that you tell mefromthis
moment. Anything."



He started to lower her feet to the deck, but her arms wove about his neck, and in some fashion he found
himsdf kissing her. A pleasant armful, indeed, he thought. Soft round breasts flattened againgt his broad
chest.

Abruptly he pulled her loose and et her firmly on the deck. "Practice, girl. Theré'samort of practice to
be done before | grind an edge on that blade for you. And you did not fight as | told you. | should take a
switch to you for that. Y ou could have been hurt.”

"But, Conan," she protested, her facefaling.
"Place your feet s0," he said, demondrating, "for balance. Dot girl!"

Sullenly she complied, and he began to show her the exercisesin the use of the short blade. That wasthe
problem, he thought grimly, about setting out to protect awench. Sooner or later you found yourself
protecting her from you.

Chapter XV

Squatting easily on his hed's againgt the pitching of the ship asit breasted long swells, Conan watched

Y asbet work her blunted blade against aleather-wrapped bale of cloaks and tunics. Despite afreshening
wind, swest rolled down her face, but already she had gone ten times aslong as she had managed the
first day. She il wore her mannish garb, but had left off the woolen tunic, complaining that the coarse
fabric scratched. Thefull curves of her breasts swelled at the lacings of her jerkin, threatening to burst the
rawhide cords a her every exertion.

Sword arm dropping wearily, shelooked at him with artistic pleading in her eyes. "Please, Conan, let me
retireto my tent." That tent, no more than arough structure of grimy canvas, had been hisidea, both to
keep her from the constant wetting of sudden squalls and to shelter her deep from lustful eyes. "Please?
Already | will be sore.”

"Therésplenty of liniment," he said gruffly.

"It smells. And it stings. Besides, | cannot rub it on my back. Perhapsif you-"
"Enough rest," he said, motioning her back to the bale,

"Slaver," she muttered, but her shortsword resumed its whacking against lesther.

Wl over haf their voyage was done. The coast of Hyrkaniawas now adark line on the eastern horizon,
though they had yet away north to sail. Every day since placing the sicain her hands he had forced

Y asbet to practice, exercising from gray dawn to purple dusk. He had dragged her from her blankets,
poured buckets of water over her head when she whined of the midday heat, and threatened keelhauling
when she begged to stop her work. He had tended and bandaged blisters on her small hands, aswell,
and to his surprise those blisters seemed at once amark of pride to her and a spur.

Akeba dropped down beside him, eyeing Y asbet with respect. " She learns. An you teach so well, and to
awoman, thereis need of you in the army, to rain the many recruits we take of late."

"She has no ideas of swordplay to unlearn,” Conan replied. "Also, she does exactly as| say”

"Exactly?" Akebalaughed, lifting an eyebrow. At the look on Conan's face he pulled his countenance into
an expression of exaggerated blandness.

"Does your ssomach till trouble you?' the youthful Cimmerian asked hopefully.



"My head and my legs now ignore the pitching,” Akebareplied with afixed grin.

Conan gave him adoubtful look. "Then perhaps you would like some well-aged mussels. Muktar hasa
keg of the ripest-"

"No, thank you, Conan," the Turanian said in haste, a certain tautness around his mouth. Asthough eager
to change the subject, he added, "I have not noticed Bayan about today. Y ou did not drop him over the
sde, did you?"

The Cimmerian's mouth tightened. "I overheard him discussing his plansfor Y asbet, and | spoketo him
about it."

"In friendly fashion, | trust. "Tisyou who mutters that these sea rats would welcome an excuse to dit our
throats."

"Infriendly fashion," Conan agreed. "Heisnurang hisbruisesin his blanketsthisday.”
"Good," the Turanian said grimly. "Sheis of an agewith Zorelle"

"A tasty morsdl, that girl," Sharak said, sitting down on Conan's other Sde. "Were | but twenty years
younger | would take her from you, Cimmerian.”

Y ashet's sword clanged on the deck, drawing all three men's eyes. She glared at them furioudy. "I am no
trained ape or dancing bear that you three may squat like farm louts and be entertained by me!™

She stalked away, then back to snatch up the sica-her eyes daring them to speak, as she did-and
marched down the deck to disappear within her small tent before the mast.

"Y our wench beginsto develop atemper, Conan,” Sharak said, staring after her. "Perhagps you have
made amistake in teaching her to use aweapon.”

Akeba nodded with mock gravity. "Sheisno longer the shy and retiring maiden that once shewas,
Cimmerian, thanksto you. Of course, | redlize that sheisno longer amaiden at dl, aso thanksto you,
but at least you could gentle her before she begins chalenging us dl to mortal combat.”

"How can you talk s0?' Conan protested. ""But moments gone you likened her to your own daughter.”

"Aye" Akebasaid gravely, hislaughter gone. "I was much concerned with Zordll€s virtue while she
lived. | seethings differently now. Now sheisdead, | hope that she had what joy she could of her life.”

"I have not touched her,” Conan muttered reluctantly, and bridled at their disbelieving stares. "'l rescued
her. She'sinnocent and aone, with none to protect her but me. Mitras Mercies! Aswell ask a huntsman
to pen agazellefawn and day it there for sport.”

Sharak hooted with laughter. "Thetiger and the gazelle. But which of you iswhich? Which hunter, which
prey? The wench has you marked, Cimmerian.”

"Tistrue," Akebasaid. He essayed adight smile. "The girl isamong those aboard this vessdl who think
her your wench. Zandru's Nine Hells, do you think to be a holyman?

"I may let the pair of you swim therest of theway,” Conan growled. "I tell you...." Hiswordstrailed off
as Muktar loomed over the three men.

The bull-necked man tugged at his beard, spread fan-shaped across his chest, and eyed Conan with
gpeculation. "We arefollowed,” hesaid findly. "A gdley.”



Conan rose smoothly to hisfeet and strode to the stern, Akeba and Sharak scrambling in his wake.
Muktar followed more dowly.

"I see nothing but water," the Turanian sergeant complained, shading his eyes. Sharak muttered
agreement, squinting furioudy.

Conan saw the follower, though, seeming no more than a chip on the water in the distance, but with the
faint sweep of motion at its Sdesthat told of long oars straining for speed.

"Firates?' Conan asked. Although there were many such on the Vilayet Sea, he did not truly believe
those who foll owed were numbered among them.

Muktar shrugged. "Perhaps.” He did not sound asif he believed it ether.
"What e se could they be?" Akeba demanded.

Muktar glanced sideways at Conan, but did not speak.

"| ill seenothing,” Sharak put in.

"How soon before they come up on us?' Conan said.

"Near dark," Muktar replied. Helooked at the gray-green water, itslong swells festhering whitely in the
wind, then peered at the sky, where pale gray clouds were layered against the afternoon blue. "We may
have a storm before, though. The Vilayet isatreacherous bitch.”

The Cimmerian's eyes |ocked on the approaching ship, one huge fist thumping therail as he thought. How
to fight the battle that must come, and win? How?

"If wehaveastorm,” the old astrologer said, "then wewill hidefromtheminit.”
"If it comes," Conan told him.

"I have counted their oarstroke," Muktar said abruptly, "and they will kill davesif they do not dackenit.
Yet | do not believe they will. No one cares enough about Hyrkanians to chase them with such vigor.
And Foam Dancer isasmall ship, not adromond loaded to the gunnelswith ivory and spices. It must be
you three, or the wench. Have you the crown of Turan hidden in your bales? Is your jade aprincess
golen from her father? Why do they follow s0?"

"Wearetraders,"” Conan said levelly. "And you have been paid to carry usto Hyrkaniaand back to
Turan."

"I've gotten no coin for thelagt.”

"Y ou will get your gold. Unlessyou let pirates take our trade goods. And your ship. Then al you'l
receveisadaver'smanacles, an you survive."

Motioning the othersto follow, the big Cimmerian left Muktar muttering into his beard and peering at the
ship behind.

In the waist of the ship Conan took a place by therail where he, too, could watch the galley. It seemed
larger, now. Tamur joined them.

"It followsus," Conan said quietly.



"Badsham," the Hyrkanian snarled at the same ingtant that Akeba, nodding, said, "Jhandar.”

Sharak shook his gaff at the galley with surprising fierceness. "L et him send hisdemons. | am reedy for
them."

Tamur'sdark eyes shone. "Thistimewe will carve him as a haunch of beef if he has athousand demons.”
Conan met Akeba's gaze. It seemed more likely that those on Foam Dancer would be meat on a spit.
"How many men does such avessd carry?' the Turanian asked. "'l know little of naval matters.”

Conan's own knowledge of the seawas limited to his short time with the smugglersin Sultanapur, but he
had been pursued by such vessels before. " There are two banks of oarsto aside, but the oar-daves will
not be used to fight. A vessdl of that Size might carry five score besidesthe crew.”

Therewas amoment of silence, broken only by the rigging lines humming in the risng wind. Then Sharak
sad hollowly, "So many? This adventuring beginsto seemiill-suited for aman of my years.”

"By the One-Father, | shdl die happy,” Tamur said, "an | know Baalsham goes with meinto thelong
night.”

Akeba shook his head bleskly. "He will not be on this ship. Such men send othersto do therr killing. But
at least we shdl find blood enough to pay our ferryman's fee, eh, Cimmerian?”'

"It will beagloriousfight inwhichto die," Tamur agreed.
"l do not intend to die yet," the Cimmerian said grimly.

"The gorm," Sharak said, hiswords holding anew excitement. "The stcorm will hide us™ The cloudswere
thicker now, and darker, obscuring the lowering sun.

"Mayhap," Conan replied. "But we will not depend on that.”

The god of the icy peaks and wind-ravaged crags of Conan's Cimmerian homeland was Crom, Dark
Lord of the Mound, who gave aman life and will, and nothing more. It was given to each man to carry
hisown fatein his hands and his heart and his head.

Conan strode aft to Muktar, who till sood gazing at the galley. The bronze glint of itsram could be seen
plainly now, knifing through gray swells. "Will they reach us before night falls?* Conan asked the captain.
"Or before the storm bresks?"

"The storm may never break," Muktar muttered. "On the Vilayet lightning may come from asky where
the sun was bright an instant before, or clouds may darken for days, then lift without adrop of rain. Do
you lose me my ship, Cimmerian, I'll see your corpse.”

"It wasin my mind you were a sea captain,” Conan taunted, "'not an old woman wanting only to play with
her grandchildren.” He waited for Muktar's neck to swell with anger and his face empurple, then went on.
"Listen. We may dl be saved. For aslong aswe are able, we must run before them. Then...."

As Conan spoke the dark color dowly left Muktar's face. Once he blanched, and tried to stop the
Cimmerian's flow of words, but Conan would not pause for the other's objections. He pressed on, and
after atime Muktar began to listen intently, then to nod.

"It may work," he said findly. "By Dagon's Golden Tail, it may just work. Seeto your nomads,
Cimmerian." Whirling with more agility that would have seemed possible, the bulky captain roared, "To



me, you whoreson dogs! To me, and listen to how I'll save your worthless hides till another time!™
"What in Mitras nameisthat al about?" Akeba asked when Conan was back at therail.

AsMuktar'svoice rose and fell in waves, haranguing the crew in the stern, Conan told his companions
what he planned.

A grin appeared on Sharak's thin face, and he broke into a little dance. "We have them. We have them.
What agrand adventure!”

Tamur's smile was wolfish. "Whether we escape or die, thiswill be athing to be told around the
campfires. Come, Turanian, and show usif any remnant of Hyrkanian blood remainsin you.” With awry
shake of his head Akebafollowed Tamur to join the other nomads.

It was done then, Conan thought. Nothing remained but... Y asbet. Even as her name came into his head,
shewasthere before him. Her soft round eyes caressed hisface.

"l heard," shesad. "Whereismy placein this?"

"l will make you aplacein themidst of the bales" hetold her, "where you will be safe. From archersor
dingers, at least.”

"I will not hide." Her eyesflashed, suddenly no longer soft. "Y ou've taught me much, but not to bea
coward!"

"Youll hideif I must bind you hand and foot. But if it comesto thet, | promise you'll not Sit without
wincing for atenday. Give me your sword," he added abruptly.

"My sword? No!"

She clutched the hilt protectively, but he snatched the blade from her and started down the deck. She
followed in sllence, hurt, tear-filled eyes seeming to fill her face.

Infront of the mast the ship's grindstone, where the crew sharpened axes and swords dike, was fastened
securdly to the planking. Working the foot treadle, Conan set the edge of the blunt sicato the spinning
stone. Sparks showered from the meta. With hisfree hand he dripped oil from aclay jug onto the whesd!.
The heat must not grow too greet, or the temper of the blade would be ruined.

Y asbet scrubbed ahand across her cheek, damp with tears. 1 thought that you meant to... that you...."

"You are nowoman warrior," he said gruffly. "Not in these few days. But you may have need to defend
yoursdlf, an theworst comes.”

"Then you will not make me," she began, but he quelled her with anicy glance. The blood of battle was
risng in him, driving out what small softness he had within. When stedl was bared, the dightest remnant of
gentleness could day the onewho boreit. Fiery sparks fountained from sted that was no harder than him
who sharpened it.

Chapter XVI

About Foam Dancer's deck men rushed, readying the parts of Conan's plan. The clouds darkened above
asif dusk had come two turns of the glass before itstime, and wind strummed therigging like alute, yet
no moisture fell on the deck save spume from wave shattering on the bow.



Bit by bit the galley closed the distance, adeadly bronze-beaked centipede skittering across the water,
seemingly unimpeded by the rising waves through which Foam Dancer now labored, wallowing heavily
from trough to trough. Foam Dancer seemed a duggish water beetle, waiting to die.

"They busy themsalvesin the bowd" Muktar bellowed suddenly.

Conan finished tying the line around Y asbet's waist where she lay between stacked bales, themselves
lashed firmly to the deck. "Y ou've no fear of being washed overboard now," hetold her, "no matter how
violent the storm becomes.”

"It'sthe catapult!" Muktar cried.

Conan started to turn away, but Y asbet seized hishand, pressing her lipsto hiscalused pam. "I shdl be
waiting for you," she murmured, "when the bettleis done." Shetugged his hand lower, and he found his
fingersinsde her leather jerkin, aswelling breast nestled in his hand.

With an oath he pulled his hand free, though not without reluctance. "Thereisno timefor that now," he
sad roughly. Did she not redize how difficult it wasfor him aready, he wondered, protecting awench he
longed to ravish?

"They prepareto fire!" Muktar shouted, and Conan put Y asbet from his mind.
"Now!" theyoung Cimmerian cried. "Cut!"

In the stern Muktar raced to the steering oar, roughly shoving aside the burly steersman to seize the thick
wooden shaft himself. In the bow two scruffy smugglers drew curved swords and chopped. Lines parted
with loud snaps, and the bundles of extrasailcloth Conan had put over the sde were loosed. The deek
vessd |egped forward, al but jumping from wave-top to wave-top.

Almost beneath her tern agtone fell, half-aman-weight of granite, railsng afountain that drenched
Muktar.

"Now, Muktar!" Conan shouted. Snatching an oilskin bag, he ran aft. "1 said now! The rest of you watch
the potgl”

The deck was dotted with scores of covered clay pots, scavenged from every corner of the ship. Some
hissed as foaming water swirled around them and ran across the planking.

Curging at thetop of hislungs, Muktar heaved at the steersman's oar, its massive thickness bowing from
the strain. Slowly Foam Dancer responded, coming around. The crew dashed to run out long sweeps,
stroking and backing desperately to aid the turn.

Thiswasthe point that had made Muktar's face pale when Conan told him of it. Turned broadside to the
line of waves, the vessel heded over, further, further, till her rail lay nearly on the surface. Faces twisted
with fear, the smugglers worked their oars with feverish intensity. Akeba, Sharak, and the Hyrkanians
scrambled to keep the clay containers from toppling or washing over the sde. For afroth-peaked gray
mountain of water now rolled over therail, till it seemed that men waded in shalows.

Among those laboring men Conan's eyes suddenly lit on Y asbet, free of her bonds, struggling among the
rest of the pots. His curses were borne away by the wind, and there was no time to do anything about
her.

Sluggishly but certainly Foam Dancer's bow came into the waves, and the vessdl lifted. She did not ride
easly, as she had before-there was likely water enough below decksto float alaunch-but still she crested



that first wave and raced on. Back toward the galey.

On the other ship, the catapult arm stood upright. If another stone had been launched, the splash of itsfall
had been lost in the rough seas. On the galley's decks, seeing their intended prey turn back on them, men
raced about like antsin acrushed anthill. But not so many men as Conan had feared, unlessthey kept
others below. Mogt of those he could make out wore the twinned queues of sailors.

"Wevelost hdf the pots" Akeba shouted over the howling wind. "Gone into the seal”

"Then ready what we havel" Conan bellowed back. "In full haste!" The Hyrkanianstook up oilskin
sacks, like that Conan carried.

Thaose on the other ship, apparently believing their quarry intended to cometo grips, had now provided
themselves with wegpons. Swords, spears and axes bristled dong the galley'srail. Inits bow, men
labored to winch down the catapults arm for another shot, but too late, Conan knew; Foam Dancer was
now too close.

Undoing the strings that held the mouth of his sack, Conan drew out its dry contents: aquiver of arrows,
each with ragstied behind the head, and a short, recurved bow. Near him aHyrkanian, aready holding
his bow, knocked the top from aclay crock. Within cods glowed dully, hissng from the spray that fell
ingdethe container. A few quick puffs fanned them to crackling flame, and into that fire Conan thrust an
arrow. Theclothtied to it burst into flame,

In one swift motion the big Cimmerian turned, nocked, drew and released. The fire arrow flew straight up
tothegdley, lodging in amast. Hiswasthe signd. A shower of fire arrows followed, peppering the

gdley.

Conan fired again and again as the two ships drew closer. Though now the galley tried to veer away,
Foam Dancer gave chase. On the galley men rushed with buckets of sand to extinguish points of flame,
but two blossomed for each that died. Tendrils of fire snaked up tarred ropes, and a great square sall
was suddenly aflame, the conflagration whipped by shrieking wind.

"Closar!" Conan cdled to Muktar. "Close under the stern!™

The bull-necked man muttered, but Foam Dancer curved away from her pursuit, crossing the galley's
wake a short spear-throw from its stern.

Hastily Conan capped the pot of cods, edging it into the oilskin bag with ginger respect for its blistering
heat. Once the sack whirled about his head, twice, and then it arced toward the galey, dropping to its
deck unnoticed by men frantically cutting away the flaming sail.

"Theail!" Conan shouted even asthe sack fell. He seized another jar, thiswith itslid sealed in place with
pitch, and threw it to smash aboard the galley. "Quickly, before the distance widend™

More sedled pots flew toward the other vessel. Half fdll into tossing water, but the rest [anded on the
gdley's stern. The two ships diverged, but now the galley's burning sail was over the side, and her men
were turning to Foam Dancer.

Conan pounded hisfigt on therail. "Whereisit?' he muttered. "Why has nothing-"

Flame exploded in the stern of the galley as spreading ol at last reached the coa s that had burned out of
the sack. Screams rose from the galley, and wild cheers from the men of Foam Dancer.

In that ingtant the rains came at last, a solid sheet of water that cut off al vision of the other ship. Wind



that had howled now raged like amad beast, and Muktar's vessdl reeled to the hammer blows of waves
that towered above her mast.

"Keep us sailing north!" Conan shouted. He had to put his mouth close to Muktar's ear to be heard, even
0.

Straining at the steering oar, the bearded man shook his head. ™Y ou do not sail astorm of the Vilayet!"
he bellowed. "Y ou surviveit!"

And then the wind rose, ripping away even shouted words as they |eft the mouth, and talk was
imposshle

Thewind did not abate, nor did the furious waves. Gray mountains of water, their peaks whipped to
violent white spray, hurled themselves at Foam Dancer asif the gods themsdlves, angered by her name,

would prove that she could not dance with their displeasure. Those who had dared to pit this cockleshell
againg the unleashed might of the Vilayet could do naught but cling and wait.

After an endless age, the rains began to dacken and, at last, were gone. The wind that flogged choppy
waves to whitecaps became no more than stiff, and whipped away the cloudsto reved abright gibbous
moon hung in ablack velvet ky, its palelight half changing day for night. There was neither sight nor hint
of thegdley.

"Thefire consumed it,” Sharak gloated. "Or the gorm.”

"Perhaps," Conan answered doubtfully. An the fire had not been well caught, the storm would have
extinguished it. And if Foam Dancer could ride that tempest, then the gdley, if well handled, could have
too. To Muktar, who had returned the steering oar to the steersman, he said, "Find the coast. We must
find how far we've gone adiray.”

"By dawn," the bearded man announced confidently. He seemed to fed that the battle with the sea had
been hisaone; the victory had put even more swagger into hiswalk.

Y ashet, approaching, laid ahand on Conan'sarm. "I must speak with you," she said softly.
"And | withyou," hereplied grimly. "What in Mitrals name did you mean by-"

But she was walking away, motioning for him to follow, stepping carefully among the night-shrouded
shapes of men who had collapsed where they stood from exhaustion. Growling fearsome oaths under his
breath, Conan stalked after her. She disappeared into the pae shadow of her sagging tent, its heavy
fabric hanging low from the pounding of the ssorm. Furioudly jerking aside the flap, he ducked inside, and
had to knedl for lack of headroom.

"Why did you leave where | put you?" he demanded. "And how? | made that knot too firm for your
fingersto pick. Y ou could have been killed, you fool wench! And you told me you'd stay there. Promised
it"

Shefaced hisanger, if not calmly at least unflinchingly. "Indeed your fingers wove a strong knot, but the
sharp blade you gave me cut it nicely. Asto why, you have taught me to defend mysdlf. How could | do
that |ashed like abundle for the laundress? And | did not promise. | said | would be waiting for you when
the battle was done. Did | not better that? | cameto find you."

"l remember apromise!" he thundered. "And you brokeit!"

Disconcertingly, she smiled and said quietly, "Y our cloak iswet through.” Delicate fingers unfastened the



bronze pin that held the garment, and soft arms snaked about his neck as she pushed the cloak from his
shoulders. Sensuous lips brushed the line of hisjaw, hisear.

"Stop that," he growled, pushing her away. "Y ou'll not distract me from my purpose. Had | aswitch to
hand, you would think yoursdlf better off in your amah's grasp.”

With an exasperated sigh she leaned on one arm, frowning at him. "But you have no switch," shesaid. As
he stared in amazement, she undid the laces of her jerkin and drew it over her head. Full, rounded
breasts swung free, shimmering satin flesh that dried histhroat. "Still," she went on, "your hand is hard,
and your arm strong. | have no doubt it will suffice for your purpose, did you call it?' Boots and trousers
joined the jerkin. Twisting on her kneesto face away from him, she pressed her face to the deck.

Conan swallowed hard. Those lush buttocks of honeyed ivory would have brought sweet to the face of a
statue, and he was dl too painfully aware at that moment that he was flesh and blood. "Cover yoursdf,
girl," he said hoarsdly, "and stop thisgame. Tis dangerous, for | an no girl'stoy.”

"I play no game," she said, knedling erect again, her kneestouching his. She made no move toward her
garments. "1 know that al aboard thisvessd think | am your... your leman." Her cheeks pinkened; tht,
more than her nudity, made him groan and squeeze his eyes shut. A brief look of triumph flitted across
her face. "Have | not complained to you before," she said fiercely, "about protecting me when | did not
want to be protected?'

Unclenching white-knuckled fists, he pulled her to him; she gasped as she was crushed againgt his chest.
"Thetoying isdone, wench," he growled. "Say go, and | will go. But if you do not...." Hetoppled them
both to the deck, her softness a cushion under him, his agate blue eyes gazing into here with unblinking
intengty.

"l amno girl," she breathed, "'but awoman. Stay." She wore atriumphant smile openly now.

Conan thought it strange, that smile, but she was indeed awoman, and hismind did not long remain on
gmiles

Chapter XVII

From arocky headland covered with twisted, stunted scrub, waves crashing at its base, Conan peered
inland, watching for Tamur's return. The nomad had claimed that he would have horsesfor them dl in
three or four turns of the glass, but he had |eft at dawn, and the sun sat low in itsjourney toward the
western horizon.

On ashort stretch of muddy sand north of the headland Foam Dancer lay drawn up, heding over dightly
on her kedl. An anchor had been carried up the beach to dunes covered with tall, sparse brown grass, its
long cable holding the vessel against the wavesthat tugged at her stern. Cooking fires dotted the sand
between the ship and the dunes. Y asbet's tent had been pitched well away from the blankets of the
Hyrkanians and the sailors, scattered among their piles of driftwood.

As Conan turned back to his scanning, aplume of dust inland and to the south caught hiseye. It could be
Tamur, with the horses, or it could be... who? He wished he knew more about this land. At least the
sentry he had set atop the highest of the dunes could see the dust, too. He glanced in that direction and
bit back an oath. The man was gone! The dust was closer, horses plain at its base. Tamur? Or some
other?

Making an effort to appear casual, he walked up the headland to where a steep downward slope led to
the beach, dotted with wind-sculpted trees, their gnarled roots barely finding agrip in the rocky soil.



Between the dunes and the plain lay thickets of such growth. He half-did down that dope, till making an
effort to show no haste.

At the fires he leaned over Akeba, who sat cross-legged before afire, honing his sword. "Horsemen
gpproach,” he said quietly. "1 know not if it is Tamur or others. But the sentry is nowhere to be seen.”

Stiffening, the Turanian did hishoning stone into his pouch and his curved blade into its scabbard. He had
removed hisdigtinctive tunic and spira helmet, for the Turanian army wasllittle loved on this side of the
Vilayet. "l will take awalk in the dunes. Y ou can see to matters here?' Conan nodded, and Akeba,
taking up aspade asif answering acall of nature, strolled toward the dunes.

"Y asbet!" Conan cdled, and she appeared at the flap of her tent. He motioned her to cometo him.

She made agreat show of buckling on her sword belt and adjusting itsfit on her hips before making her
way dowly across the sand. As soon as she wasin arm'sreach of him, he grabbed her shoulders and
firmly sat her down in the protection of alarge driftwood bole.

"Stay there," he said when she madeto rise. Turning to the others, scattered among the campfires, he
sad, asquietly as he could and still be heard, "None of you move." Someturned their facesto him
curioudy, and Muktar got to hisfeet. "I said, don't movel™ Conan snapped. Such was the tone of
command in his voice that the bearded captain obeyed. Conan went on quickly. "Horsemen will be here
any moment. | know not who. Be dtill!" A Hyrkanian drew back the hand he had stretch forth for his
bow, and asailor, who had risen with alook of running on hisface, froze. "Besidesthis, the sentry has
disappeared. Someone may be watching us. Choose your place of covet and when | give the word-not
yet!-seize your weapons and be ready. Now!"

In an instant the beach seemed to become deserted as men rolled behind piles of driftwood. Conan
snatched abow and quiver, and dropped behind the bole with Y asbet. He raised himsdlf enough to
barely look over it, searching the dunes.

"Why did you seeto my safety before telling the others?' Y asbet demanded crosdy. "All my lifel have
been wrapped in swaddling. | will be coddled no longer.”

"Areyou the hero in asaga, then?' Wasthat the drumming of hooves he heard? Wherein Zandru's Nine
Hellswas Akeba?" Are you imperviousto sted and proof against arrows?”

"A heroine," shereplied. "l will beaheroine, not ahero.”

Conan snorted. "Sagas are fine for telling before afire of acold night, or for entertaining children, but we
are made of flesh and blood. Steel can draw blood, and arrows pierce the flesh. Do | ever seeyou
attempting to be ahero-or aheroine you'll think your bottom has suddenly become adrum. Be till,

Without taking his eyes from the dunes hefdt the arrowsin his quiver, checking the fletching.
"Will we die then, Conan, on this pitiful beach?' she asked.

"Of course not," he said quickly. "I'll take you back to Aghrapur and put pearls around your neck; if |
don't return you to Fatimafor a stubborn wench first." Of acertainty the sound of galloping horseswas
closer.

For along moment she seemed to consider that. Then suddenly she shouted, " Conan of Cimmeriais my
lover, and | hidl | glory in sharing his blankets!™



Conan stared at her. "Crom, girl! | told you to be still!"
"If | antodie, | want theworld to know what we share."

As Conan opened his mouth, the drumming abruptly became athunder, and scores of horses burst over
the dunes, spraying muddy sand benesth their hooves, roiling in agreet circle on the beach. Conan
nocked an arrow, then hesitated when he saw that many of the horses had no riders. Tamur appeared
out of the shifting mass of riders.

"Do not loose!" Conan shouted, striding out to meet the Hyrkanian, who swung down from hishorse as
Conan approached. "Erlik take you, Tamur! Y ou could have ended wearing more feathers than a goose,
riding in that way."

"Did not Andar tell you who we were?' The scarred Hyrkanian said, frowning. "l saw you set him to
watch."

"Hewasreieving himsdf," Akebasad disgustedly, joining them, "and did not bother to set another in his
place." Hewastrailed by anarrowjawed Hyrkanian, greased mustaches framing his mouth and chin.

Tamur glared at the man, who shrugged and said, "What isthere to watch for, Tamur? These scavenging
dungrollers?* Andar jerked his head at the mounted men, who sat their small, shaggy horsesin aloose
circle about those they herded.

"Y ou did not keep watch as you weretold,” Tamur grated. He turned and called to the other Hyrkanians,
"Does any here stand for thisone?' None answered.

Alarm flashed onto Andar's face, and he grabbed for his yataghan. Tamur spun back to the mustached
man, his blade flashing from its scabbard, striking. Andar fell, sword haf-drawn, his nearly severed neck
spurting blood into the sand.

Tamur kicked the till-jerking body. "Take this defiler of his mother'swomb into the dunes and leave him
with the offal he thought was more important than keeping watch.”

Two of the Hyrkanians seized the dead man by his ankles and dragged him away. None of the others so
much as twitched an eyebrow: Behind him Conan could hear Y asbet retching.

"At least you got the horses," Conan said.
"They look more like sheep,” Akeba muttered.

Tamur gave the Turanian a pained look. " Perhaps, but they are the best mounts to be found on the coast.
Hark you now, Conan. These horse traderstell me they have seen other strangers. Give them what they
ask for the mounts, and they will tell what they know."

"What they ask," Conan said drily. "They would not be blood kin of yours, would they, Tamur?"

The Hyrkanian looked astonished. ™Y ou are an outlander, Cimmerian, and ignorant, so | will not kill you.
They are the scavengers and dung-rollers Andar named them, living by digging roots and robbing the
nests of seabirds. From time to time they loot aship driven ashore by astorm.” He thrust hisblade into
the sand to clean away Andar's blood. "They are no better than savages. Come, | will take you to their
leader.”

The men on the shaggy horseswere aragged lot, their shegpskin coats moth-eaten, their striped tunics
threadbare and even filthier than when they were worn by seamen whose luckless vessels had ended on



this coast. The leader was a stringy, weather-beaten man with one suspicious, darting eye and asunken
socket where the other had been. About his neck he wore a necklace of amethysts, half the gilding worn
from the brass. It seemed one of those ships had carried atroll.

"Thisis Baotan," Tamur said, gesturing to the one-eyed man. "Baotan, thisis Conan, atrader knownin
far landsand awarrior feared by many."

Baotan grunted and shifted his eye to Conan. ™Y ou want my horses, trader? For each horsg, five
blankets, a sword and an axe, plus aknife, acloak, and five pieces of silver.”

"Too much," Conan said.

Tamur groaned. For Conan's ear done, he muttered, "Forget the trading, Cimmerian. 'Tisthe meansto
destroy Baalsham we seek."

Conan ignored him. Poor traders were little respected, and alack of respect would mean poor
information, if not outright lies. "For every two horses, one blanket and one sword.”

Baotan showed the ssumps of yellowed teeth in agrin, and climbed down from hishorse. "Wetdk," he
sad.

Thetak, Baotan and Conan sguatting by one of the campfires, was more leisurely than Conan would
have liked, yet he had to maintain his pose as atrader. Tamur produced clay jugs of sour Hyrkanian beer
and lumps of mare's milk cheese. The beer made Baotan's eyes light up, but the one-eyed man gave
ground grudgingly, and often stopped bargaining entirely to talk of the weether or someincident in his
camp.

At last, though, the bargain was struck. The sky was beginning to darken; men dragged in more
driftwood to pile on thefires. For the pack horses they needed, one sword and one blanket. For the
animasthey would ride, one axe and one blanket. Plus aknife for every man with Baotan and two pieces
of gold for the tringy man himsdif.

"Done," Conan said.

Baotan nodded and began to produce items from beneeth his coat. A pouch. A smal pair of tongs. What
appeared to be acopy of abulls horn, half-sized and molded in clay. Before Conan's astonished gaze,
Baotan stuffed herbs from the pouch into the clay horn. With the tongs, the one-eyed man deftly plucked
acod from thefire and used it to puff the herbs to asmoldering burn. Conan's jaw dropped as the man
drew deeply on the horn, inhaling the pungent smoke. Tilting back his head, Baotan expelled the smoke
in along stream toward the sky, then offered the horn to Conan.

Tamur leaned closeto speak in hisear. "'Tisthe way they seal abargain. Y ou must do the same. | told
you they were savages.”

Conan was prepared to believe it. Doubtfully he took the clay horn. The smoldering herbs smelled likea
firein arubbish heap. Putting it to his mouth, he inhaled, and barely suppressed agrimace. It tasted even
worsethan it smelled, and felt hot enough to blister histongue. Fighting an urge to gag, he blew astream
of smoke toward the sky.

"They mix powdered dung with the herbs" Tamur said, grinning, "to insure even burning.”

From across the fire Akebalaughed. "Would you like some aged mussels, Cimmerian?' he called, near
to rolling on the sand.



Conan ground his teeth and handed the clay horn back to Baotan, who stuck the horn in his mouth and
began to emit smal puffs of smoke. The Cimmerian shook his head. He had seen many strange customs
snce leaving the mountains of hishomeland, but, sorcery aside, thiswas certainly the strangest.

When his mouth no longer felt asif he were attempting to eat acod from the fire-though the taste yet
remained-Conan said, "Have you seen any other strangers on the coast? Y ou understand that | must be
concerned with other traders.”

"Strangers,”" Baotan said through teeth clenched around the clay horn, "but no traders." Each word came
out accompanied by apuff of smoke. "They bought horses, too. No trade goods. Silver." He grinned
suddenly. "They paid too much.”

"Not traders,”" Conan said, pretending to muse. "That is strange indeed.”

"Strangers are strangers. Their boat was much charred at the back, and some of them suffered from
burns.”

The gdley. It had survived both fire and storm after al. " Perhagps we might help these men,” Conan said.
"How far off arethey, and in which direction?'

Baotan waved a hand to the south. "Half aday. Maybe aday.”

Far enough that they might not know Foam Dancer had aso survived. But if that was so, why the
horses? Perhaps there was something here that Jhandar feared. Conan felt excitement rising.

"Use our campfiresthisnight,” he said to Baotan. "Akeba, Tamur, werideat first light.”

Y ashet gppeared from the dark to nestle her hip against Conan's shoulder. "It grows cold,” she said.
"Will youwarm me?' Ribad laughter rose froth the listening men, but, oddly, aglare from her silenced
them, even Tamur and Baotan.

"That | will," Conan said, and as he rose flipped her squedling over his shoulder.

Her squeals had turned to laughter by the time they reached her tent. "'Put me down, Conan,” she
managed between giggles. "Tisunseemly.”

Suddenly the hair on the back of his neck rose, and he whirled, staring into the dark, at the headland.
"Areyou trying to make me dizzy, Conan? What isit?'

Imaginings, he told himsalf. Naught but imaginings. The galey and thoseit carried were far to the south,
sure Foam Dancer and al aboard had perished in the storm.

""Tisnothing, wench," he growled. She squealed with laughter as he ducked into the tent.

Che Fan rose dowly from the shadows where he had dropped, and peered at the beach below, dotted
with campfires. There was no moreto learn by watching. The barbarian was abed for the night. He made
hisway across the headland and down the far dope, gliding surefooted over the rough ground, awraithin
the night.

Suital waswaiting a their smal fire-well shielded by scrub growth-along with the six they had chosen
from the uninjured to accompany them. The men huddled slently on the far sde of thefirefrom the
Khitans. They had seen just enough on the voyage to guess that the two black-robed men carried a sort
of deadlinessthey had never before encountered. Thusthey feared greatly, and wisgly, athough il



ignorant.
"What did you see?' Suitai asked. He Sipped at a steaming decoction of herbs.

Che Fan squatted by the fire, filling a cup with the same bitter liquid as he spoke. "They are there. And
they have obtained horses from that dungbeetle Baotan."

"Then let usgo down and kill them," Suital said. "It may be moredifficult if we must find them again.” The
sx who had accompanied them from the galley shifted uneasily, but the Khitans did not appear to notice.

"Not until they have found what they cameto seek," Che Fan replied. "The Great Lord will not be
pleased if we return with naught but word of their desths." He paused. "We must be careful of the
barbarian caled Conan.”

"Heisbut aman,” Suitai said, "and will die aseasly asany other.”

Che Fan nodded dowly, uncertain why he had spoken such athing aoud. And yet.... In his boyhood had
he learned the art of appearing invisble, of hiding in the shadow of aleaf and becoming one with the
night, but there was that about the muscular barbarian's gaze that seemed to penetrate al such subterfuge.
That was nonsense, he told himsdlf. He was of the Brothers of the Way, and this Conan was but a man.
Hewould die as easly asany other. Y et... the doubts remained.

Chapter XVIII

Tugging his cloak closer about him againgt the brisk wind, Conan twisted on his sheepskin saddle pad to
look behind for the hundredth time since dawn. Short-grassed plain and rolling hills, so sparsely grown
with asingle stunted tree was a startlement, revealed no sign of pursuit. Disgruntled, he faced front. The
paeydlow sun, giving little warmth in the chill air, rose ahead of them toward itszenith. The V layet lay
two nights behind. No matter what his eyestold him, deeper ingtinct said that someone followed, and that
inginct had kept him dive at times when more civilized sensesfailed.

The party rode well bunched, haf of the Hyrkanians leading strings of pack horses, cursing. The small
beasts, seeming little larger than the hampers and bales lashed to their pack saddles, tried to turn their
taillsinto the wind whenever they found dack in the lead ropes. The men not so encumbered kept hands
near wegpons and eyes swiveling in constant watch. 1t was not unknown for travelersto be attacked on
the plains of Hyrkania. Traders were usudly immune, but more than one had lost his head.

Tamur galoped his shaggy horse between Conan and Akeba. " Soon we shdl be at the Blasted Lands.”

"Y ou have been saying that since we | eft the sea,” Conan grumbled. His temper was not improved by the
way hisfeet dangled on either Sde of hisdiminutive mount.

"A few more hills, Cimmerian. But afew more. And you must be ready to play the trader. One of the
tribesis sure to be camped nearby. Each takesitsturn guarding the Blasted Lands.”

"Youvesadthat aswdl."

"I hope we find avillage soon," Y asbet said through clenched teeth. She half stood in her stirrups then,
seeing the amusement that flitted across the men'sfaces, sat again hadtily, wincing.

Conan managed to keep astraight face. "Thereisliniment in one of the packs," he offered. It was not his
first timeto do 0.

"No," she said brusquely, the same answer she had given to his other offers. "I need no coddling.”



"Tisnot coddling,” he snapped, exasperated. " Anyone may use liniment for asore... muscle.”

"Let him rub someon,” Sharak chortled. The astrologer clung to his horse awkwardly, like astick figure
placed on apony by children. "Or if not him, wench, then let me."

"Still your tongue, old man,” Akebasaid, grinning. "'l see you ride nonetoo easily yoursdf, and | may
takeit in mind to coat you with so much liniment that you run ahead of ustherest of theway."

"Y ou have donewdl, woman," Tamur said suddenly, surprising everyone. "1 thought we would haveto
tie you across your saddle before the sun was high, but you have the determination of a Hyrkanian."

"| thank you," shetold him, glaring at the Cimmerian. "1 wasnot dlow... that is, | have never ridden
before. | walked, or was carried in apalanquin.” She eased hersalf on her saddle pad and muttered an
oath. Sharak cackled until he broke into afit of coughing. "1 will usethe liniment thisnight,” Y asbet said
diffly, "though | am not certain the cure won't be worse than the disease.”

"Good," Conan said, "else by tomorrow you'll not be able to walk, much less" He broke off asthey
topped arise. Spread before them was a great arc of yurts. More than a thousand of the domed felt
sructures dotted the ralling plain like gray mushrooms. "There's the encampment you predicted, Tamur. |
suppose 'tistime for usto begin acting the part of traders.”

"Wait. Thiscould beill," the nomad said. "There are perhaps four tribes camped here, not one. Among
so many there may well be one who remembers that we swore vengeance on Baal sham despite the ban.
Do they realize we have brought you here to break the taboo on the Blasted Lands...." A murmur rose
from the other Hyrkanians.

From the tents two score of fur-capped horsemen galloped toward them, lance points glittering in the
rising sun.

"It istoo late to turn back now." Conan kicked his mount forward. "Follow me, and remember to ook
liketraders."

"For violating ataboo,” Tamur sad, trailing after the Cimmerian, "aman isflayed dive, and kept so for
dayswhile other partsimportant to aman are removed dowly. Burning divers are thrust into hisflesh.”

"Hayed?" Sharak said hollowly. " Other parts? Burning divers? Perhaps we could turn back after al?”

Y et hefollowed aswell, asdid the others, Y asbet riding with shoulders back and hand on sword hilt,
Akebain an apparently casua douch above the cased bow strapped ahead of his saddle pad. Therest
of the Hyrkanians came more dowly, muttering, but they came.

Tamur raised his sword hand in greeting-and no doubt to show that he did not intend to draw the
weapon-as they approached the other horsemen. "I seeyou. | am called Tamur, and am returned to my
people from across the sea, bringing with me thistrader, who is called Conan.”

"l seeyou," the leader of the mounted nomads said, lifting hisright hand. Squat and dark, mustaches thick
with grease dangling below his chin, he eyed Conan suspicioudy from benegth the fur cap pulled down to
his shaggy brows. "l am cdlled Zutan. It islate in the year for traders.”

Conan put on abroad smile. "Then there will be no others to compete with me.”

Zutan stared at him, expressionless, for along moment. Then, whedling his horse, he motioned them to
follow.



The riders from the encampment spread out in two lines, one to either sde of Conan and his party,
escorting them-or guarding them, perhaps-into the midst of the yurts, to alarge open spacein the center
of the crescent. People gathered around them, men in fur caps and thick sheepskin coats, womenin long
woolen dresses, dyed in arainbow of colors, with hooded fur cloaks held close about them. Those males
who had reached an age to be caled men were uniformly surrounded by the rankness of rancid grease,
and those of middle years or beyond were so weathered and |eather-skinned as to make their agesdl

but impossibleto tell. The women, however, were another matter. There were toothless crones among
them, and wrinkled hags, but one and dl they seemed clean. Many of the younger women were pretty
enough for any zenana. They moved lithely to thetinkle of ankle bells benesth their skirts, and more than
one st of dark, kohled eyesfollowed the young giant above full, smiling lips.

Sternly Conan forced himsdlf to ignore the women. He had come for ameansto destroy Jhandar, not to
disport himsaf with nomad wenches. Nor would the need to kill father, brother, husband or lover help
him. Nor would trouble with Y asbet.

As he swung down from his wooly mount, Conan leaned close to Tamur and spoke softly. "Why do the
women not greasether hair dso?"

Tamur looked shocked. "'Tisathing for men, Cimmerian." He shook his head. "Hark you. | have meant
to speak on thisto you for sometime. Many traders adopt this custom while among us. It would aid your
disguise to be seen to do so. Perhaps you could grow a mustache aswell? And thiswashing you indgst on
isawomanly thing. It sapsthe strength.”

"I will think on these things," Conan said. He noticed Akeba, awry smile on hisdark face, peering a him
over hishorse.

"Long mustaches,”" the Turanian said. "And mayhap a beard like that of Muktar."

Conan growled, but before he could reply a sharp cry broke from Y asbet. He spun to see her half fall
from her saddlepad in attempting to dismount. Darting, he caught her before she collapsed completely to
the ground.

"What allsyou, wench?'

"My legs, Conan,” she moaned. "They will not support me. And my... my...." Her face reddened. "My...
muscles are sore," she whispered.

"Liniment," he said, and she moaned again. The crowd about them gtirred. Hastily he lifted her back to
her feet and put her hands on her sheegpskin saddle-pad. "Hold to that. Y ou must keep your feet a
moment longer." Half-sobbing, she tangled her handsin the thick wool; he turned immediately from her to
more pressing matters.

Zutan pushed hisway to the forefront of those watching. Four squat, bow-legged eldersfollowed him,
and the murmurs of the onlookerswere stilled. "I present to you,” Zutan intoned, "the trader called
Co-nan. Know, Co-nan, that you are presented to the chiefs of the four tribes here assembled, to
Olotan, to Arenzar, to Zoan, to Sibuyan. Know that you are presented to men who answer only to the
Great King. Know this, and tremble.”

It was near impossibleto tell the age of any man above five-and-twenty in those tribes, but these men
had surely each amassed three times so many years, if not four. Their faces were gullied rather than
wrinkled, and had the color and texture of aboot |eft ten yearsin the desert sun. The hair that straggled
from under their filthy fur caps was as white as bleached parchment, beneath a coating of grease, and
their mustaches, just as pale, werelong and thin. One had no teeth at al, muttering through his gums,



while the other three showed blackened stumps when they opened their mouths. Y et the eight black eyes
that peered at him were hard and clear, and there was no tremor in the bony hands that rested lightly on
the hilts of their yataghans.

Conan raised hisright hand in the greeting Tamur had used. What did traders say at thesetimes, he
wondered. Whatever he said, though, it had best come fast. Zutan was beginning to tug at his mustache
impatiently. "l seeyou. | am honored to be presented to you. | will trade fairly with your people.”

Thefour stared a him unblinkingly. Zutan'stugging at his mustache became more agitated.

What &l se was he supposed to say, Conan thought. Or do? Suddenly he turned his back on the chiefs
and hurried back among the pack animals. Mutters sounded among the tribesmen, and the Hyrkanians
who held the guide-ropes eyed him with frowns. Hastily he unroped awicker hamper and drew out four
tulwars, their hiltsivory and ebony. The blades had been worked with beeswax and acid into scenes of
men hunting with bows from horseback, with silver rubbed across the etchings hammered till the
argentine metal shone. Conan had raised a storm when he found the blades among the trade goods-he
was gtill of amind that Tamur had meant them for himsalf and hisfriends-but they had aready been paid
for. Now hewas glad of them.

Asthe Cimmerian returned, two swordsin each hugefist, Tamur groaned, "Not those, northerner. Some
other blades. Not those."

Conan reached the four chiefs and, after amoment, awkwardly sketched abow. "Accept these, ah,
humble giftsas g, ah, token of my admiration.”

Dark eyes sparked avaricioudy, and the blades were snatched as if the squat men expected them to be
withdrawn. The etched sted was fingered; for atime Conan wasignored. At last the chief nearest
him-Conan thought he was the one caled Sibuyan-looked up. Y ou may trade here," he said. Without
another word the four turned away, till fingering their new swords.

Akeba put ahand on Conan'sarm. "Come, Cimmerian. We traders must display our wares.”
"Then display them. | must seeto Y asbet.”

As hereturned to her, Conan ignored the bustle of hampers being lifted from pack saddles, of potsand
knives, swords and cloaks being spread for eager eyes. The throng pressed close, many caling offers of
furs, or ivory, or gold as soon as items gppeared. Some of Tamur's followers began gathering the
horses.

Y asbet had sagged to her hands and knees on the hard-packed ground beside her mount. Muttering an
oath Conan stripped off his cloak and spread it on the ground. When he had her lying on it, face down,
he removed the shegpskin saddle-pad from her horse and put it beneath her head.

"Areyou al right?" he asked. "Can you sand a al?"

"I do not need to be wrapped in swaddling,” she replied between clenched teeth.

"Hannuman's Stones, wench! | do not swaddle you. Y ou must be ableto ridewhen it istimeto go."
She sghed, not looking at him. "I can neither stland nor ride. | cannot even St." Shelaughed mirthlesdy,

"It is possible we may haveto leave suddenly,” he said dowly. "It may be needful to tie you acrossa
saddle. And again | do not mean to mock you by that."



"I know," she said quietly. Suddenly she grasped hishand and pulled it to her lips. ™Y ou have not only my
body," she murmured, "but my heart and soul. | love you, Conan of Cimmeria."

Brusquely he pulled his hand awvay and stood. "I must seeto the others" he muttered. ™Y ou will bedl
right here? It may be some time before your tent can be put up.”

"| am comfortable.

Her words were so soft he barely heard them. With aquick nod he strode to where the trade goods
were displayed. Why did women dways have to speak of love, he wondered. The most calloused trull
would do it, given afingerbreadth of encouragement, and other women took even less. Then they
expected aman to act like agiddy boy with hisfirst hair on his chin. Or worse, like a poet or abard.

He glanced back at Y asbet. Her face was buried in the sheepskin, and her shoulders shook asif she
cried. No doubt her rump pained her. Growling wordlesdy under his breath, he joined hisfellows acting
the trader.

Sharak bounced from nomad to nomad, aways gesticulating, here offering lumps of beeswax, there
pewter cups from Khauran or combs of tortoise shell from Zamboula or lengths of Vendhyan silk. Akeba
was more sedate in his demongtrations of the wegpons, tulwars bearing the slamp of the Roya Arsend of
Turan, glaivesfrom far Aquilonia, and even khetens, broad-bladed battleaxes from Stygia. Tamur and his
men, on the other hand, squatted to one Sde, passing among themselves clay jars of the dethey had
gotten from men of the tribes.

Conan walked among the goods, stopping from time to timeto listen to Akeba or Sharak bargain,
nodding asif he agreed with what was being done. A merchant who had two men to do the actua
peddling surely was not expected to do more.

The trading was brisk, but Conan was soon thinking more of quenching histhirst with acrock of alethan
of hisplayacting. It was then that he noticed the woman.

Past her middle years, she was yet a beauty, tall and well-breasted, with large dark eyes and full red lips.
Her fur-trimmed blue cloak was of finewool, and her kirtle of green was dashed with pands of blue silk.
Her necklace of intricate links was gold, not gilded brass;, the brooch that held her cloak wasalarge
emerad; and the bracelets at her wrists were of matched amethysts. And she had no eyefor the
perfumes or gilded trinkets that Sharak bartered away. Her gaze never left the muscular Cimmerian. An
interested gaze.

Conan judged her to be the woman of awedthy man, perhaps even of a chief. That made her just the
sort of woman he should avoid, even more so than the other women of the tribe. He made sure there was
nothing in his expression that she could read asinvitation, and turned away to make a show of studying
the goods laid out on a nearby blanket.

"Y ou areyoung to be atrader,” adeep female voice said behind him.

He turned to find himself face to face with the woman who had been watching him. "I am old enough,” he
sadinaflat tone. Hisyouth was atouchy point with him, especidly with women.

Her amilewas hdf mocking, hdf... something more. "But you are fill young.”
"A man must begin at some age. Do you wish to trade for something?'

"I would think you would be demonstrating the swords and spears to the men, youngling." Her gaze
caressed the breadth of his shoulders, trailed like fingers across the tunic strained by the muscles of his



deep chest.

"Perhaps kohl for your eyes." He snaiched asmall blue-glazed jar from the blanket and held it out to her.
His eyes searched the crowd for aman taking an unfriendly interest in their conversation. Thiswoman
would have men after her when she was agrandmother.

"From the way that sword sits on your hip, | would name you, not merchant, but..." she put afinger to
her lipsasif inthought "... warrior."

"l am atrader," he sad emphaticaly. "If not kohl, perhaps perfume?”

"Nothing," she sad, anusement in her eyes. "For now, a least. Later | will have something from you.”
She turned away, then stopped to look at him over her shoulder. "And that is perfume. Trader.” Her
laughter, low and musical, hung in the air after she had disappeared into the crowd.

With a sudden sharp crack the small jar shattered in Conan's grip.

"Erlik take dl women," he muttered, brushing shards of glazed pottery from his hand. There was nothing
to be done about the smell of jasmine that hung about him in acloud.

Grumbling, he resumed his pacing among the trade goods. Occasionaly aman would glanceat himin
aurprise, nose wrinkling, or awoman would eye him and smile. Each time he hurried furioudy e sewhere,
muttering ever more sulphurous oaths under his breath. A bath, he decided. When their camp was set he
would bethe, and Mitrablast dl the Hyrkaniansif they thought it unmanly.

Chapter XIX

Throughout the day the trading continued briskly, goods from the west for goods |ooted from eastern
caravans. Astwilight empurpled the air Zutan returned. The bargaining tribespeople began to trail away
a his appearance.

"1 will show you to your deeping place,”" the greasy-mustached Hyrkanian said. "Come." And he stalked
off in therolling walk of one more used to the back of a horse than to his own feet.

Conan set the others to repacking the trade goods, then scooped Y asbet into hisarms. Shewasin an
exhausted deep so deep that she bardly stirred as he carried her after Zutan, to aspot afull three
hundred paces from the yurts.

"You deep here," the nomad said. "It would be dangerousto leave your fires after dark. The guards do
not know you. Y ou might be injured." That thought apparently caused no pain in hisheart. Traders might
be necessary, his expression said, but they warranted neither the hospitality of shelter nor trust.

Conan ignored him-it was better than killing him, though less satisfying-and commanded Y asbet's tent to
be erected. As soon as the stakes were driven and the ropes drawn taut, he carried her inside. She gave
but a deepy murmur as he removed her garments and wrapped her in blankets.

Perhaps deep would help her, he thought. His nose twitched at the scent of jasmine that was beginning to
fill the tent. Slegp would not help him.

When he went outside, Zutan was gone. The sky grew blacker by the moment, and fires of dried dung

cast smdll poolsof light. The yurts could have been haf aworld away, for their lamps and fireswere dl
insde, and the encampment of the tribeswas lost in the dark. The horses had been tied to a picket line,
near which the hampers of trade goods were shadowy mounds.



Straight to those mounds Conan went, rummaging through than until he found alump of harsh soap.
Thrusting it into his belt pouch, he hefted two water bagsin each hand and stalked into the night. When
he returned an odor of lye came from him, and it was all he could do to stop his teeth from chattering in
the chill wind that whipped acrossthe plain.

Settling crossegged beside the fire where a kettle of thick stew bubbled, he accepted ahorn spoon and a
clay bowl filled to the brim.

"l am not certain that lye improveson jasmine" Akebasaid, sniffing theair pointedly.

"A fine scent, jasmine," Sharak cackled. "Y ou are alittle large for adancing girl, Cimmerian, but | do
believe it became you more than your new choice." Tamur choked on stew and laughter.

Conan raised hisright hand, dowly curling it into amassivefist until hisknuckles cracked. "'l smell
nothing." Helooked chalengingly a each of the other threein turn. "Does anyone e se?"

Chuckling, Akeba spread his hands and shook his head.

"All thiswashing is bad for you," Tamur said, then added quickly as Conan madetorise, "But | smell
naught. Y ou are aviolent man, Cimmerian, to act so over ajest among friends."

"Wewill talk of other things," Conan said flatly.

Silence reigned for amoment before Sharak spoke up. "Trade. Well talk of trade. Conan, it isno
wonder merchants are men of wealth. What we bargained for today will bring at least three hundred
pieces of gold in Aghrapur, yet afull two-thirds of the trade goods remain. Mayhap we should give up
adventuring and become tradersin truth. | have never beenrich. | think | would find it pleasing.”

"We are here for more important matters than gold,” Conan growled. He set aside hisbowl; his hunger
had |eft him. "Know you that we have been followed since the coast?*

Tamur looked up sharply. "Baotan? | thought he had an eye for more than he recelved for the horses.”
"Not Baotan," Conan replied.
"Y ou looked back often,” Akeba said thoughtfully, "but said nothing. And | saw no one."

Conan shook his head, choosing hiswordswith care. "Nor did | see anyone. Still, someone was
following. Or something. Therewasafed... not human about it."

Sharak laughed shakily. "An Jhandar, or Baalsham, or whatever he choosesto cal himsalf, has come
after usto these wastes, | will think on journeying to Khitai. Or further, if thereisany place further.”

"Badshamisaman,” Tamur said nervoudy. He eyed the surrounding darkness and edged closer to the
fire, dropping hisvoice. "But the spirits-if he has sent dead men after us...."

A footstep sounded beyond the smal poal of light from the fire, and Conan found himself on hisfeet,
broadsword in hand. He was somewhat mollified to see that the others had drawn weapons aswell.
Even the old astrologer was shakily holding his staff out like aspear.

Zutan stepped into the light and stopped, staring at the bared sted!.
Conan sheathed his blade with agrunt. "It is dangerousto leave your firesin the dark,” he said.

The Hyrkanian's mustache twitched violently, but all he said was, " Samarrawill see you now, Co-nan."



"Samarral" Tamur'svoice was adry speek. "Sheishere?'

"Who isthis Samarra?' Conan demanded. "Mayhap | do not wish to see her.”

"No, Conan," Tamur said inggtently. "Y ou must. Samarrais a powerful shamaness. Very powerful.”
"A shamaness," Sharak snorted. "Women should not be alowed to meddle in such matters.”

"Hold your tongue, old man," Tamur snapped, "else you may find your manhood turned to dust, or your
bonesto water. Sheis powerful, | say." He had turned his back to Zutan and was grimacing vigoroudy at
Conan.

The young Cimmerian eyed him doubtfully, wondering if Tamur'sfear of thiswoman was enough to
unhinge him. "Why does Samarrawish to seeme?' he asked.

"Samarradoes not give reasons,” Zutan replied. " She summons, and those she summons come. Even
chiefs”

"I will goto her," Conan said.
Tamur's groan was loud as Conan followed Zutan into the dark.

They walked to the yurtsin silence. The nomad would not deign to converse with atrader, and Conan
had his own thoughts to occupy him. Why did this Samarra wish to spesk with him? Her sorcerous arts
could havetold her the true reason for his presence in Hyrkania, but only if she had purposely sought it
out. In his experience of such things nothing was found unsought, and nothing was sought casudly.
Knowledge had its price when gained by thaumaturgical means, and though he had met sorcery and
magic in many forms, never had he known it used to satisfy mere curiosity.

Had this Samarra been aman he could have first explained, then, an that did not work, dain the fellow.
But it was not in him to kill awoman.

Lost in theworkings of his mind, Conan started when the other halted before a huge yurt and motioned
him to enter. The structure of felt stretched on wooden frames was at least twenty paces across, fit for a
chief. But then, hetold himsdlf, a shamaness who could summon chiefswould certainly liveaswell as
they. Without another glance at Zutan, he pushed open the flap and went in.

Hefound himsdf in alarge chamber within the yurt, its"wals' brocaded hangings. The ground was
covered by Kasmiri carpetsin ariot of colors, dotted with cushions of silk. Gilded lamps hung on golden
chains from the wooden frames of the roof, and a charcod firein alarge bronze brazier provided warmth
againg the chill outsde.

So much he had time to note, then his eyes popped as eight girls burst from behind the hangings. From
lithe to full-bodied they ranged, and their skinsfrom a paleness that spoke of Aquiloniato Hyrkanian
brownnessto the yellow of well-aged ivory. Gilded bellstinkled at their ankles asthey ran giggling to
surround him; such was the whole of their costume.

Hisvision seemed filled by rounded breasts and buttocks as they urged him to a place on the cushions
before the brazier. A scent of roses hung about them.

No sooner was he seated than two darted away to return with damp cloths to wipe his face and hands.
Another set achased slver tray of dates and dried apricots by his side, while afourth poured wine from
acrystd flagon into agoblet of beaten gold.



The music of flutes and zithersfilled the chamber; the remaining girls had taken up the instruments and,
seating themselves cross-legged, played. The four who had served him began to dance.

"Whereis Samarra?' he asked. "Wdl? Answer mel Whereis she?' The music soared, and the dancers
with it, but none spoke.

He picked up the goblet, but put it down again untouched. Strong powders could be put in wine; he
wagered that this shamaness knew of them. Best he neither eat nor drink till he was gone from Samarras
dwelling place. And best he not eye the girlstoo closaly, either. Mayhap the shamaness had areason for
wishing his attention occupied. He kept a close watch on the hangings, and ahand on his sword.

But despite hisintentions he found his eyes drifting back to the dancing girls. Graceful as gazdllesthey
leaped, legs striding wide on air, then rolled to the carpets, hips thrusting in abandon. Sweat beaded his
forehead, and he wondered if perhaps the firein the brazier made the yurt too hot. Did this Samarra
remain away much longer, he might forget himsdlf. Even though they would not talk, these girls might be
willing to digport themsalves with ayoung northerner.

A sngle sharp clap sounded above the music. Immediatdy the girls|eft off playing and dancing, and
dashed behind the hangings. The grin that had begun on Conan's face faded, and his hand returned to his
sword as he sprang to hisfeet. The hangings parted, and the woman who had taunted him earlier
appeared. The cloak was gone now, and long hair as black as night hung in soft waves about her
shoulders. Her long kirtle clung to her curves.

"| prefer the dancing of young men,” she said, "but | did not think you would share my taste.”
"You?' Conan sad increduloudy. "Y ou are Samarra?”'

She gave athroaty laugh. "Y ou are disgppointed that | am not an aged crone, with abeak of anose and
warts? | prefer to remain as| am for aslong asthe arts of woman and magic combined can keep me s0.”
Her hands smoothed the bosom of her kirtle, pulling it tight over full round breasts. "Some say | am il
beautiful.” Delicately wetting her lips, she moved closer. "Do you think s0?"

The woman had no need of sorcery for distraction, Conan thought. The musk of her perfume seemed to
snare his brain. With no more than what was known to every woman she had his blood inflamed, his
throat thick with desire. "Why did you send for me?" he rasped.

Her dark eyes caressed his face more sensuoudy than hands might have done, did lingeringly across his
broad shoulders and massive chest. Her nostrilsflared. ™Y ou washed the scent away,” she said, atouch
of mocking disappointment in her tone. "Hyrkanian women are used to men who smell of sweeat and
horse and grease. That scent would have gained you many favorable looks. But even so you are an
exotic, with your muscles and your size and that pale skin. And those eyes." Her dender fingers stopped
ahair's breath from hisface, tracing along his cheek. "The color of the sky," she whispered, "and as
changeable. The spring sky after arain, the sky of afal morning. And when you are angry, asky of
thunder and storms. An exctic giant. Y ou could have your pick of haf the women in this encampment,
perhapsthree or four at atime, if suchisyour taste.”

Angrily hewrapped an arm about her, lifting her from the ground, crushing her softness againgt his chest.
Hisfree hand tangled in her hair, and the blue eyesthat stared into hers did indeed have much of the
gormin them. "Taunting meisadangerous game,”" he said, "even for asorceress.”

She stared back unperturbed, a secretive smile dancing on her lips. "When do you mean to enter the
Blasted Lands, outlander?!



Involuntarily his grip tightened, wringing agasp from her. There was naught of the sky in his gaze now,
but rather ice and stedl. "It isafoolish timeto reveal your sorceries, woman."

"I am at your mercy." With asigh that smacked of contentment she wriggled to a more comfortable
position, shifting her breasts disturbingly againgt hishard chest. "Y ou could break my neck merely by
flexing your arm, or sngp my spinelike atwig. | can certainly perform no magic held as| am. Perhaps|
have made mysdlf helpless before your strength to prove that | mean you no harm.”

"| think you are as helplessas atigress,”" he said wryly. Abruptly he set her heels on the carpets; there
was atinge of disappointment in her eyes as she patted her hair back into place. " Speak on, woman.
What suspicions caused you to bend your magic to the reason of my coming?”

"No magic except that of themind," shelaughed. "Y ou came in company with Tamur and otherswho |
know crossed the Vilayet to find and day Baasham. | know well the horror of those days, for | was one
of those who laid the wards that contain what lieswithin the Blasted Lands.”

Conan redlized why Tamur had been agitated at hearing her name. "Perhaps |, wishing to tradein
Hyrkania, merely took Tamur into service."

"No, Conan. Tamur has many faults, but he, and the others, swore oaths to defy the ban on Baalsham's
memory and avenge their blood. That they returned with you merely meansthat they think to find success
in the Blasted Lands. Though their oaths led them to defiance, they know that violating the taboo means
death for one of Hyrkanian blood, and so sought another to do the deed.”

"Thenwhy am | not fighting for my life againgt your warriors?'

She answered dowly, her voicetense, asif her words held import below the surface. Asif therewas
danger in them for her, danger that she must carefully avoid. "When the barriers were erected, | alone
among the shamans believed that they were not enough. | spoke for pursuing Baa sham and destroying
him, for surdly if he managed to establish hisevil dsewhereit would eventudly return to haunt us. The
others, fearing another confrontation with him, forced me-" She stopped abruptly.

"Forced you to what?' he growled. "Swear oaths? What?*

"Yes," shesaid, nodding eagerly. "Both oath and geas. Do | bresk that oath, | will find mysdlf the next
dawn scrubbing potsin the yurt of amost repulsive man, unable to magic the pain from a sore tooth or
think beyond adesireto obey. Many takeit ill that thereisaline of women who use the powers, and
they would as soon see it end with me." Again her words hated, but her eyes begged him to question
further.

"What holds your tongue, woman? What oath did you swear?'

"It took long enough to bring you to it,” she Sighed, tightness draining visibly from her face. "Firdly, | can
speak to no one of the oaths unless asked, and no Hyrkanian but another who, like me, sits Guardian on
the Blasted Lands would ask. Betimes one or another of them likesto taunt mewith it."

"So you must trick meinto asking," Conan muttered.

"Exactly. For therest, | can aid no Hyrkanian to enter the Blasted Lands or act against Baalsham, nor
can | seek out any man to do those things.”

A broad smile spread over hisfeatures. "But if aman who isnot a Hyrkanian seeksyou out ... ."

"... Thenl can hdp him. But he must be the right man, outlander. | will not risk failure." Her mouth



twisted as at afoul taste. "Anator, the repulsive toad of whom | spoke, waitsfor meto fall into his hands.
Death | would risk, but not alifewith him till | an old and shriveled.”

"But you will hdp me?' he asked, frowning.

"If you are the right man. | must consult the Fire that Burns Backwardsin Time. And | must have alock
of your hair for that."

In spite of himsdlf, he took astep back. Hair, spittle, nail parings, anything that came from the body could
be used in thaumaturgies that bound the one from whom they came.

"Do you think | need magicksto bind you?' Samarralaughed, and swayed her hips exaggeratedly.

"Takeit, then," he said. But agrimace crossed hisface as she deftly cut afew strands from histemple
with asmal golden knife.

Swiftly then she opened a series of smdl chests againgt ahanging, removing her pargphernaia. The hair
was ground inasmall hand-mill, then mixed in an unadorned ivory bowl with the contents of haf a score
of viads-powders of violent hue and powerful stench, liquids that seethed and bubbled-and stirred with a
rod of bone. Setting up asmall golden brazier on atripod, Samarrafilled it with ashes, smoothing them
with the bone rod. Chanting words unintelligible to Conan, she poured the contents of the bowl onto the
dead ash, and set the bowl aside.

Her voicerose, not in volume, but in pitch, till it pierced his ears like red-hot needles. Strange flamesrose
from the ash, blue flames, not flickering like ordinary fire, but rolling dowly like waves of alazy sea.
Higher that unnatural fire rose with Samarra'swords, to the reach of aman's arm. Unblinking she stared
into its depths as she spoke the incantations. A rime of frost formed on the outside of the golden dish that
held theflames.

The other firesin the chamber, the flickering lamps and blazing charcod, sank low, asif overawed, or
drained. The Cimmerian redized that hisfingernailswere digging into his pams. With an oath he
unclenched hisfists. He had seen sorcery before, sorcery directed a him with deadly intent. He would
not be affrighted by this.

Abruptly Samarras chanting stopped. Conan blinked as he looked into the golden dish; half-burned
pieces of wood now nestled among ash that waslessthan it had been. Then Samarraset agolden lid
atop the brazier, closing off the bluefire.

For along time she stared at the brazier before turning to him. "An you enter the Blasted Lands, scores
will die," she said bleakly, "among them perhaps Bad sham. And perhaps you, aswell. Y our bones may
feed the twisted beasts that dwell trapped in that accursed place.”

"Perhagps?’ he said. "What means of divining isthis? Even Sharak does not so hedge his star-readings
about.”

"The fire shows the many things which can be. Men choose which will be by their decisions. What is, is
likealine, but at every decison that line branches, in two directions or ten, and each of those will also
branch until numbers beyond counting are reached. | will tell you this: if you enter, you, or Badsham, or
both, will stare Erlik's minionsin the eyes. But if you do not, you will surdly die. A hundred lines|
examined, hoping to find an escape for you, and ahundred times | saw you die, each time more horribly
than the last. And if you do not enter, not only will you die. Tens upon tens of thousands will perish
fighting the spread of Badlsham'sevil, and every day hundreds more will walk willingly to their deathsfor
his necromancies. Kings and queenswill crawl on their belliesto worship at hisfeet, and such adarkness



will cover the earth as has not been seen these many thousands of years, not since the attainted days of
foul Acheron."

Conan laughed mirthlessly. "Then it seems| must try to save theworld, whether | will or no." Hisblade
leaped into his hand; he tested the edge carefully. "If | must wager my life, the odds will grow no better
for waiting. | will go to these Blasted Lands now."

"No," she said sharply. He opened his mouth, but she hurried on. "Nigh isbest, it istrue, but not this
night. Think of the girl with you. When you have done thisthing, you must go immediately, for others St
Guardian besides me, and they will soon know what has been done. But she cannot stand, much lesssit a
saddle”

"Then I'll tie her acrossit," he answered roughly. Already the battle rage wasrising in him. If hewasto
diethisnight, hewould not die esslly.

"But if you let me bring her here, | can cure her sore flesh in aday. She will be able to ride by tomorrow
night." Samarrasmiled. "Many women have asked meto take the pain from asmarting rump, but thiswill
bethefirg timel have used my powersfor so low a purpose.”

"Thelonger | wait, the greater the chance that someone e se will remember Tamur."

"But you gtill cannot enter the Blasted Lands without any help. The barrier of the Outer Circlewill day
only those of Hyrkanian blood, but thet of the Inner Circle, where you must go if you are to find what you
seek, will destroy anything that lives. | must give you specia powdersto spread, and teach you
incantetions, if you areto survive."

"Then givethem to me," he demanded.

Instead she untied her silk sash and tossed it asde. "No Hyrkanian man,” she said, saring him inthe eye,
"will look at a shamaness asawoman. | have daves, young men, full of vigor, but full of fear, too." She
began to undo the silver pinsthat held her garment. " They touch me because | command it, but they do
so asif | might shatter, afraid of hurting or angering. Until you put your hands on me, no man in my entire
life has touched me as awoman, who will not bresk for alittle roughnessin acaress. | can wait no
longer." Thelong kirtle did to the carpets and she stood in lush nudity, al ripe curves and womanly
softness. Feet gpart she faced him, defiancein her eyes, fists on the swelling of her hips, shouldersthrown
back so that her breasts seemed even fuller. "Thereisapricefor my aid. If that makes me a harlot, well,
that is something | have never experienced. And | want to experience everything that aman and awoman
can do to each other. Everything, Conan.”

Conan let hissword fal to the ground. Baitle rage had changed to adifferent sort of firein hisblood.
"Tomorrow night will betime enough,” he said hoarsdly, and pulled her into his embrace.

Chapter XX

Early the next morning Conan sent a message to Akeba that the Turanian was to see to the trading that
day. Soon after, Y ashet was brought to the shamanesss yurt on alitter borne by two of Samarras
muscular young male daves. Samarra scrambled red-faced to her feet, hagtily pulling asilk robe around
her nudity. The daves glared a Conan with covert jealousy.

"Conan, why am | here?" Y asbet a most wept. Lying face down on the litter, she winced at every
movement. "1 hurt, Conan.”

"Y our pain will soon begone" hetold her gently. "Samarrawill seeto you."



Still blushing furioudy, the shamaness led the litter-bearers to another part of the yurt. Haf aturn of the
glass later she returned, with high color yet in her cheeks. Conan lay sprawled on the silken cushions,
occupying himsdlf with aflagon of wine.

"| gave her adeeping potion aswdl," she said. "The spdll took her pain away immediately, but she needs
rest, and it isbest if that does not come from magic. If | relieved her fatigue so, shewould repay it ten
times over, later. The powers dways demand repayment.”

All the while she spoke she remained across the chamber from him, rubbing her hands together asif in
nervousness. He motioned her to him. "Come Sit, Samarra. Do not make me play host under your roof."

For amoment she hesitated, then kndlt gracefully beside him. "Everything, | said,” she murmured ruefully,
"but | did not mean to have my own daves enter while | lay naked in astupor of lust. Not to mention the
woman of theman | am lying with. | feel strange to have your lover but afew paces avay.”

Her ardor had surprised Conan initsfierceness. "What she does not know will not harm her," he said,
tugging her robe from a smooth shoulder.

She dapped hishand away. "Isthat dl women areto you? A tumble for the night, and no more?"

"Women are music and beauty and delight made flesh." He reached for her again. She shrugged him
away, and he sighed. So much for poetry, even when it wastrue. "Someday | will find awoman to wed,
perhaps. Until then, | love al women, but I'll not pretend to any that sheismoreto methan sheredly is.
Now, are you ready to remove that robe?’

"Y ou know not your own vigor," she protested. Attempting to stretch, she stopped with awince. "l am
near as much in need of aid for sore muscles asthat poor girl."

"Inthat case, | might aswell return to Akeba and the others," he said, getting to hisfest.

"No," she cried. Ripping the robe from her, she scrambled on her knees to throw her ams around his
legs. "Please, Conan. Stay. 1.... | will keegp you here by bruteforce, if | must.”

"Bruteforce?' he chuckled.
She gave adetermined nod. Laughing, helet her topple him to the pillows.

By two glasses after sunfal he was ready to go. Briefly helooked in on Y asbet. She dept naturaly now;
the potion had worn off. He brushed her cheek with hisfingers, and she smiled without waking.

When hereturned to the large chamber Samarra had donned her kirtle, and put on asomber mien as
well. "Y ou have the powder?' she demanded. "Y ou must take care not to lose it.”

"Itishere," hereplied, touching the pouch that hung from his belt dong with sword and dagger. Within
were two small legther bags containing carefully measured powders that would wesken the barrier of the
Inner Circle enough for him to passit, one portion for entering and one for leaving.

"Theincantation. Y ou remember the incantation?"
"I remember. Do not worry so0."

Hetried to put hisarms around her, but she stepped back out of his embrace, her faceamask. "The
gods be with you, Conan." She swallowed, and whispered, "And with al of us.

Therewas more help in stedl than in gods, Conan thought as he went into the night. The moon hung bright



in acloudless sky, bathing the countryside in paelight, filling the camp with shadows. It seemed aplace
of the dead, that camp. No one was about, and even the guard dogs huddled close to the yurts, only
lifting their heads to whine fretfully as he passed. He gathered his cloak againgt the chill of thewind, and
againg achill that was not of thewind.

Akeba, Sharak and Tamur were waiting, asthey had agreed, east of the crescent of yurts. The rest of the
Hyrkanians remained in their smal camp, so that it should not be found empty. The horsesremained in
camp aswell; the sound of hoovesin the night might attract unwanted attention.

Tamur peered beyond Conan nervoudy and whispered, " She did not come with you, did she?'

"No," Conan said. Tamur heaved aheavy sigh of relief. "Let'sdo thisand be done," he went on. "Tamur,
you lead.”

Hesitantly, the Hyrkanian started to the east. Akeba followed, horsebow in hand and arrow nocked, to
one sde of Conan. Sharak |abored on the other, leaning on his staff and muttering about the footing
despite the bright moonlight.

"Tamur amost did not come," Akebasaid quietly, "so afraid is he of Samarra. Did he hate Jhandar one
iotaless, he would have ridden for the coast, instead.”

"But he does hate Jhandar,” Conan replied. "Hewill lead ustrue.”

"I wonder you have energy for this night, Conan,” Sharak snickered, "after aday and anight with this
witch-woman. | saw little of her, not nearly so much asyou,” he paused to cackle shrilly, "but I'd say she
was awoman to sap aman's strength.”

"Watch your step, old man,” the big Cimmerian said drily. "I've not seen you read your own stars of late.
This could be the night you break your neck."

"Mitral" Sharak swore, sumbled, and dmost fell. "I have not," he went on in ashaken voice. "Not since
Aghrapur. The excitement, and the adventure, and the...." He stumbled, peered at the sky and muttered,
"The brightness of the moon blindsme. | cannot tell one star from another.”

They traveled without words, then, following the dim shape of Tamur until abruptly the Hyrkanian
stopped. "There," he said, pointing to two tall shadows ahead. "Those are the marks of the barrier. | can
go no closer.”

Samarra had described the shadowy objects as well astelling Conan what she knew of what lay beyond
them. Around the perimeter of the Outer Circle huge pillars of crude stone had been st, thrice the height
of aman and four times asthick. To pass those stelae meant death for one of Hyrkanian blood.

"Thereis no need for me to accompany you, Conan,” Sharak said. "My eyes. | would be more hindrance
than help. No, | must remain here and learn what | can of our prospects from the stars.” He suddenly
clutched the arm of a surprised Tamur, and though the Hyrkanian tried to shake himself free, Sharak
clung tightly, pulling on the other man. "Can you tell one star from another, Hyrkanian? No matter. | will
tell you what to look for. Come." The two moved off to the sde, Tamur il jerking futilely a hisarm.

"|, at least, will come with you," Akebasaid, but Conan shook his head.

"Samarratold me that any who enters other than myself will die." She had said no such thing, but what
shedid say convinced him that two men, or fifty, would have no better chances of survival than one, and

perhaps less.



"Oh. Then | will await your return, Cimmerian. Y ou are an odd fellow, but | like you. Fare you well."

Conan clapped the dighter man on the shoulder. "Take apull at the Hellhorn, an you get there before me,
Akeba."

"What? Tisasrangething to say."

"Other countries, other customs," Conan said. "It isaway of saying fare you well." His amusement faded
abruptly as he eyed the stone pillars. It wastime to be on with it. Hisblade did from its scabbard, steel
rasping on leather.

"Strange, indeed, you pae-eyed barbarians," Akeba said. "Well, you take apull at the... whatever it was
yousad."

But Conan was dready moving forward. Without pausing, the Cimmerian strode by the crude pillars,
sword at theready. As he did, atingle passed through his body, asif nails and teeth had al been dragged
across date at once. The greatest tinglewas a hiswaist, beneath the pouch at his belt. Samarra had
warned him of this, and told him to ignoreit, but he fumbled for the two smdler sacks anyway. Both
were intact.

There was no growth of any kind, not even the tough grassthat covered the plains of Hyrkania. The
ground was smooth, yet ridged, asif it had flowed then hardened in waves. He had seen such before,
where fissures had opened and the bowel s of the earth had spewed forth molten rock. The moonlight
here was tinged with the xanthous color of flesh gone to mold. Shadows moved furtively in that nacreous
light, though no clouds crossed the moon.

Had he been the hero of a saga, he thought, he would seek out those creatures and hack hisway to the
Inner Circle. But the heroes of sagas always had the luck of ten men, and used it all. He went on, deeper
into the Blasted Lands, moving with pantherine grace, yet carefully, asif avoiding seeking eyes. That eyes
werethere, or something that sensed movement, he was certain. Strange ditherings sounded from the
rocks around him, and clickings, as of chitinous claws on stone. Once he did indeed see eyes, three
unblinking red orbs, set close together, peering at him from the dark beside a boulder, swiveling to follow
his passage. He quickened his pace. The sound of scraping claws came closer, and more quickly. A
piping hissrose, behind and either Sde, like the hunting cry of apack.

Abruptly there was silence. Did the shadow creatures attack in silence, he wondered, or had they ceased
their pursuit? And if they had, why? What could lie ahead that would frighten ....? The answer came ashe
skidded to a halt, a bare pace from a pillar marking the deadly Inner Circle.

Despite himsdlf he let out along bresth. But he still lived, and perhaps fear of the barrier would hold
whatever followed at bay for atimelonger. Behind he heard the hissing begin again. Hagtily he pulled one
leather sack from his pouch and sprinkled the scintillating powder in along line by the stone pillar. With
great care he spoke the words Samarra had taught him, and a shimmering appeared in the air above the
line, aswide as aman's outstretched arms and reaching nearly as high asthe stone marker. Within that
shimmer the barrier was weakened, not destroyed, so Samarrasaid. A strong man could survive passing
through it. So she said.

The scraping claws were louder, and the hissing. Whatever made those sounds was amost to him.
Taking adeep breath, he leaped. The hisses rose to a scream of frustrated hunger, and then he struck the
shimmer. Every musclein hisbody knotted and convulsed in agony. Back arched, he was hurled into the
Inner Circle.

Head spinning, he staggered to hisfeet. Somehow he had retained his sword. If that was aweakened



barrier, he thought, he wanted no part of it at full strength. He checked his pouch again. The second sack
was dill safe.

Whatever had hunted him had gone, sucked back into those writhing shades outsde the Inner Circle. The
shimmer in the barrier yet held, but by the time he could count to one hundred the force of its protection
would be gone. That second portion of the powder was his only way of crossing the barrier again, unless
he went now. Turning his back on the shimmer, he went deeper into that twisted country.

Blasted Lands they were indeed. Here hillswere split by gaping fissures, or stood in tortured remnants as
if parts had been vaporized. Fumaroles bubbled and steamed, and the air was heavy with the stench of a
decay so old that only sorcery could have kept it from disappearing long since. Foul vaporsdriftedin
shests, like noxious clouds hugging the ground; they left afed of dampness and filth on the skin they
touched.

Samarrahad told him where Jhandar's unfinished palace had stood on that day when nightmares were
loosed. What he might find there she could not say-the forces unleashed had been more than even the
shamans could face-but it was the only place she could suggest for his search. In the midst of these hills
the land had been leveled for the palace. Ahead he saw the hills end. It must be the location.

He hurried forward, around a sheer cliff where haf ahill had disgppeared, out onto the greet leveled
gpace... and stopped, shoulders sagging in defest.

Before him marble steps led up to a portico of massive, broken columns. Beyond, where the palace
should have stood, a huge pit opened into the depths, a pit that pulsed with red light and echoed with the
bubbling of boiling rock far below.

There could be nothing there, he told himself. And yet there must be. Samarra had foretold that his entry
into the Blasted Lands would bring at least the chance of Jhandar's destruction. Somewhere within that
blighted region something must exist that could be used against the necromancer. He had to find it.

A davering roar soun him around, an involuntary, "Crom!™ wrenched from hislips.

Facing him was a creature twice the height of aman, its gangrenous flesh dripping phosphorescent dime.
A singlerubiate eye st in the middle of its head watched him with ahorrifying glimmer of inteligence, but
with hunger aswell. And that gaping fanged maw, the curving needle claws that tipped itsfingers, told
what it choseto est.

Even asthe creature faced him, Conan acted. Waving his sword, he screamed asif about to attack. The
beast reared back to take his charge, and Conan darted for the cliff. A being of such size could not be his
equa a scaling sheer heights, he thought.

Thrusting his blade into its scabbard as he ran, he reached the cliff and climbed without dowing, fingers
searching out crevices and holds with a speed he had never matched before. Chances he would have
eschewed if men had pursued him he now took asamatter of course, hooking hisfingernailsin cracks he
could not even see, planting hisfeet on stonethat crumbled at hisweight, yet moving with such desperate
quickness that he was gone before its crumbling was complete. Catching the top of the cliff, he heaved
himsdf over, lay with chest heaving.

A dime-covered, clawed hand dammed down a handsbreadth from his head. Cursing, Conan rolled to
hisfeet, blade whispering into his grip. Its eye above the rim of the dliff, the beast saw him and roared,

clawing with itsfree hand for him instead of securing its hold. Burnished stedl blazed an arc through the
air, severing the hand that held the ground. With a scream like dl the fiends of the pit the beast toppled
back, and down, into the fetid mists. The crash of itsfall sent ashiver through the cliff that Conan could



fed through his boots.

The clawed hand, faintly glowing, till lay where he had severed it. Glowing dime oozed fromiit like
blood. Hewasredlieved, after the sendingsin Aghrapur, to seethat it did not so much astwitch by itsdf.
With thetip of his sword he flipped it into the vapors bel ow.

Even through the clouded gloom Conan could yet see the broken pillars of Jhandar's paace; from his
vantage point they were outlined in the fiery glow from the pit. No use could he seein returning there,
however. His search must lead el sewhere. He started down the steep dope that backed the cliff, leaping
to cross the fissures that dashed and re-dashed the terrain, dodging among boulders, crazed with a
thousand lineslikeill-mended pottery, aruptly lost in fetid gray curtains of drifting mist then as suddenly
revedled again.

Stone clattered against stone behind him, toward the top of the precipitous dope. Weighing the
broadsword in his hand, Conan peered back, attempting in vain to pierce the sheets of fog. He could
have missed seeing some smdl creature on the dlifftop in the mists. A thud, as of heavy body faling,
drifted down to him. He could not have missed something large enough to .... Then the one-eyed beast
was rushing a him out of the vapors, clawed hand and the stump of its severed wrist both raised to
grike.

Conan legped back. And found himsdlf faling into agaping fissure. Twigting like agreat cat he caught the
rock rim, dammed againgt it supported only by aforearm. Didodged stone rattled into the depths of the
broad crack, the sound dwindling away without striking bottom, asif the drop went on forever.

The beast was moving too fast to stop. With aroar of frustrated rage it lesped for the far sde of the
fissure, itslonered eye glaring a the big Cimmerian. Awkwardly Conan thrust up at the creature with his
broadsword asit passed over him. Snarling, the beast curled into aball to avoid the blade, hit heavily on
the other sde of the wide crack, and went rolling down the steep dope, its cries of fury ripping through
thefog.

Hurriedly Conan pulled himsdlf out of the fissure. Silence descended abruptly, but he took that for no sign
of the beast's demise. Not now.

Asif to confirm hisdire suspicions came the sound of scrabbling claws and hungry panting. The creature
yet survived, and was climbing toward him.

Being above on the dope might give him dight advantage-perhaps-but the young Cimmerian had not
cometo thishellish place to day monsters. He began to run down the length of the crevice, cursaing under
his breath at every stone that turned beneath his boot and clattered downhill. Sheer distance from where
the thing had last seen him would be his safeguard. At least, it would be so long as the beast did not hear
him and follow. Had he half the luck of those ill-begotten heroes of the thrice-accursed sagas, the
creature would make bootless search of the hill while he completed his own quest.

Halting, he pricked his ears for sounds of the one-eyed beadt... and heard it still directly below him, but
nearer now. Black Erlik's Bowels and Bladder! He wished he had half a score of those feckless spinners
of talestherewith him, to see what trids men of flesh and bone faced when confronted with the mongters
s0 easily despatched with words in amarket square. He would have fed two or three of them to the
beadt, feet firdt.

An he was forced to face the creature-and he could see no other way-the time and the place were as any
others. Did he continue to run, the facing would merely be a another place, perhaps when he had run
himself to exhaustion. Mayhap it would be off balance for amoment, legping across the fissure from
down dope. If he attacked then .... At that moment he noticed that the fissure he had followed had



dwindled to a handspan crack.

For amoment the Cimmerian was too angry even to curse. For asmplelack of keeping his eyes open he
had placed himsdlf in worse danger. The great beast was no more than fifty paces straight down the
dope, with only the steepnessto dow it and naught between it and ... Straight down the dope. He
peered toward the climbing beast. Itsred eye was visible, glowing, aswasthe pale, leprous
phosphorescence of its body; and it was making better going of the shattered hillside than any human
could have. It seemed to move with the speed and tenacity of aleopard.

Conan knew he needed along headstart on the creature if he was to escape it long enough to carry out
his search; gill, the merest breath of a chance had cometo hisbrain, asfresh air in the foulness about
him.

He cast about hurriedly for what he needed, and found it but ten paces away, a shadowy bulk near astdll
as he, but seeming squat for its thickness, obscured by acurtain of fog that clung rather than drifted.
Quickly his eyes sought the beast. Some forty paces bel ow, the glowing mass edged sideways until it was
once more directly below the Cimmerian. Forty paces. Conan waited.

The davering beast clawed itsway nearer, nearer. Thirty-five paces. Thirty. Conan could hear its rasping
pant now. Ravenous hunger wasin it aswell, and in that sanguinary eye was something else, apure
desreto kill divorced from the need for mest. The hairs on the back of his neck stirred. Twenty-five
paces. Twenty. Conan drifted back, through the sheet of filthy gray mist behind him. Screaming with
rage, not to be denied, the creature quickened its climb.

Knees bent, Conan set his broad back to the uphill side of the boulder he had chosen and heaved.
Shrieks of primordia rage echoed over the hills. The Cimmerian's every thew strained, great muscles
corded and knotted till they seemed carved from some more obdurate substance than the stone with
which hefought. The boulder shifted afingerwidth. The howls came closer. In momentsthe foul creature
would be upon him. The sweat of effort at the limits of human ability rolled down Conan's face and chest.
The great scone moved again. And then it wasrolling free.

Conan spun in time to see the boulder strike the now narrow crack in the hillsde, bound into the air, and
catch the monstrous creature full in the chest. Even as the beast was borne backward down the dope,
screaming and clawing a the massive stone asif it were aliving enemy, Conan et off a adead run
diagonally down the hill, legping crevices with reckless disregard for the dangers of faling, racing toward
the barrier.

Hedid not intend to leave the Inner Circle yet, but neither did he believe the boulder would day the
one-eyed beast. He would not believe that being could die until he had seen it dead. Or perhapsit
aready was, he had seen stranger things. But in the Outer Circle, the unseen things with claws had feared
to approach the barrier. Could he reach those deadly wards before the one-eyed creature freed itsdlf, it
was possible the monstrous being would not search for him there.

Through curtains of noxious mist Conan ran like aghostly panther past pools of bubbling, steaming mud
and geysersthat sprayed boiling fountain' into the night. The columns marking the barrier gppeared ahead
in the Sckly sallow moonlight.

Inaslent rush the one-eyed beast hurtled from the fog, lunging for Conan. Desperately the Cimmerian
threw himself asde; scythe-like clawsripped acrossthe front of histunic, dashing it to tatters. Herolled
to hisfeet, broadsword &t the ready, facing the towering cresture. Rumbling growls sounded deep in the
beast'sthroat asit edged toward him. It had learned respect for the stedl that had taken its hand.

Blood trickled down Conan's chest from four deep gashes, but that was not what concerned him at the



moment, nor even the fangs that hungered for hisflesh. Fumbling at hisbelt with hisfree hand, he
swallowed hard.

The pouch was gone, torn away by those dagger claws, and with it the powder he needed to crossthe
barrier. With the thought his eyes drifted toward the marking columns... and there, at the base of a
rough-hewn monoalith, lay the pouch and his hope of escape.

Sowly, keeping the point of his sword directed at the glowing beast, Conan began to edge sdeways
toward the crude pillar. The creature hesitated, and atwisted intelligence shonein itseye asit, too, saw
the pouch. Asif divining the importance of what lay within, the dime-covered giant dared to stand over
the smal leather sack, amost touching the deadly barrier. Itsfanged mouth twisted in what seemed
amost amocking smile.

Thusfor the beast fearing the barrier, Conan thought. An it could reason so, it would not leave the pouch
for himto find, even did he manageto lead it away. It seemed that Erlik was enfolding his Cloak of
Unending Night about him, yet a man was not meant to accept his own death meekly.

"Crom!" Conan roared and attacked. "Crom and sted|!"

Fangs bared in a snarl the cresture dashed to meet him, but Conan did not mean to cometo gripswith
thefoul beast. At thelast instant he dropped into a crouch, still moving, blade dashing acrossabelly of
deethly argentine flesh covered with glowing dime, and ducked beneeth dicing clawsthat struck only his
cloak. For an instant Conan was snubbed short, then cloth ripped, and he was beyond the beast with the
tatters of the garment dangling down his back.

Barely dowing, Conan bent to snatch his pouch from the ground, pivoted on one foot, and raced down
the line of barrier sones. Stones grated close behind, and the Cimmerian whirled, broadsword striking at
aclawed hand descending toward his head. Three crud-tipped fingersfdll, severed, but the mutilated
hand dammed into Conan, driving him dazed to hisknees,

Then hewas enveloped in adamantine arms, being drawn toward the grest flesh-rending teeth. Only
Conan's sword arm was free of the unyielding grip, and with it he thrust his blade into that fanged mouith,
the point knifing through flesh, grating on bone, bursting through the back of the beast's great head.

The creature snarled and snapped at the blade, trying with unabated fury to reach the Cimmerian, the
stench of its breath flowing into Conan's nodgtrils. Like the iron bands of atorture device those huge arms
tightened, till Conan thought his spine would snap. No longer could hefed hislegs, or histragpped hand.
Hedid not even know if he ill held the pouch that contained his sole hope of leaving the Blasted Lands.
All he could do was fight with his last measure of strength to keep that ravenous mouth from histhroat.

Suddenly there was a greater worry than the beast in Conan's mind. Over the creature's shoulder he
could seethe marking pillars; its struggles were carrying them closer to that deadly shield. And closer. At
least he would die with sword in hand, and not alone. Uncertainty flickered in the beast's blood-red eye
asgrim laughter burst from Conan's mouth. Contact with the barrier.

Pain ripped through the Cimmerian, pain such as he had never known. Skin flayed from muscle, muscle
torn from bone, bone ground to powder and the whole thrown into molten metd, then the torturous cycle
began again. And again. And....

Conan found himsdlf on the ground, on hands and knees, every muscle quivering with the effort of not
faling flat on hisface. Through blurred eyes he saw that he till clutched his pouch in adeath-grip. He il
had his means of escape from the Inner Circle, and in some fashion he had survived touching the barrier,
but one thought dominated his swirling brain, the desperate need to regain hisfeet, to be ready to face the



monster's next attack. His broadsword lay before him. Lurching forward, he grabbed the worn leather
hilt, and amogt let the blade fall. The leather was cracked and blistering hot.

Abruptly sound crashed in on him, crackling and hissing like athousand chained lightning bolts, and
Conan redlized that he had been deaf. Shakily he scrambled to hisfeet... and stood staring.

The beast lay across the barrier, twitching as scintillating arcs of power rose from one part of its body to
grike another. Flamesin ahundred hueslanced from the dready blacking hulk.

A grin began on the Cimmeriansface, and died as he stared at the barrier. He was no longer within the
Inner Circle. How he had survived crossing the barrier-perhaps the monstrous vitality of the beast had
absorbed the greater part of the deadly force, partialy shielding him-did not matter. What mattered was
that he had but enough of the required powder to cross that boundary once. Did he enter again, he would
never leave.

In slence he turned his back on the still-jerking body of the beast, on the Inner Circle, adark light in his
eyesthat bodedill.

Chapter XXI

Akeba and the others were huddled around atiny fire when Conan strode out of the Blasted Lands,
wiping glittering black blood from his blade with the shredded remnants of his cloak. The Cimmerian
announced his presence by tossing the bloody rag into the fire, where it flared and gave off thick, acrid
smoke.

All three men legped, and Sharak wrinkled his nose. "Phhaw! What Erlik-begotten stench isthat?*

"Wewill return to the yurts," Conan said, damming his sword homein its shagreen sheeth, "but only
briefly, | must get Samarras help to reenter the Inner Circle.”

"Then you found nothing,” Akeba said thoughtfully. He eyed the dried blood on Conan'stattered tunic,
the pouch crudely tied to his swordbelt, as he added, "Are you certain you want to go back, Cimmerian?
What occurred in there?"

Tamur spoke. "No!" Everyone looked at him; he scrubbed at his mouth with the back of his hand before
speaking further. "It isataboo place. Do not speak of what happened within the barriers. It istaboo."

"Nonsense," Sharak snorted. "No harm can there be merdly in the hearing. Speak on, Conan.”

But the Cimmerian was of no mind to wastetimein talk. The night was hdf gone. With acurt, "Follow
me," he started off into the night. The otherskicked dirt over thefire and hurried after.

As soon asthey arrived at Samarra's yurt, Conan motioned the rest to wait and ducked insde.

Theinterior was dark; not so much asasingle lamp waslit, and the big charcod fire was cod ash.
Strange, Conan thought. Samarra, at least, would have remained awake to hear what he had found. Then
the unnatural silence of the yurt struck him. There was a hollow emptinessthat denied the presence of life.
His broadsword eased into his hand amost of its own accord.

He started across the carpets, picking hisway among the scattered cushions. Suddenly hisfoot struck
something firmer than acushion, yet yidding. With asinking of hisssomach, he kndlt; hisfingersfet dong
awoman's contours, the skin clammily cold.

"Conan! Look out!" Akeba shouted from the entrance.



Conan threw himsdlf into adiving roll, striking something that bounced away with a clatter of brass, and
came up in awary crouch with his sword at the ready. Just as he picked out the shadow of what could
have been aman, something hummed from the entrance and struck it. Stiffly the dim shape toppled to the
ground with athud.

"Itsaman,” Akebasaid uncertainly. "At leadt, | think it'saman. But it did not fall asaman fdls.”

Conan fdt around him for what he had knocked over. It was alamp, with only hdf the oil spilled.
Fumbling flint and sted from his pouch, he lit the wick. Thelamp cast its light on the body he had
sumbled over.

Samarralay on her back, dead eyes staring up at the roof of the yurt. Blended determination and
resignation were frozen on her features.

"She knew," Conan murmured. "She said if | entered the Blasted Lands many would die.”

With asigh he moved the light to the shape that had fallen so strangely. Akeba's arrow stood out from
the neck of ayellow-skinned man in black robes, his amond eyes wide with disbelief. Conan prodded
the body with his sword, and started in surprise. The corpse was as hard as stone.

"At least shetook her murderer with her," Conan growled. "And avenged your Zordle."

""Tisnot he, though heisvery like" Akebasaid. "I will remember to my tomb the face of the man who
killed my daughter, and thisisnot he."

Conan shifted the light again, back to Samarra. "'l could have saved her," he said sadly, though he had no
ideaof how. "Had shetold me... Y asbet!"

Leaping to hisfeet, he searched furioudy through the other curtained compartments of the yurt. The
structure was a charnel house. Saves, mae and femae alike, lay in tangled hegps of cold flesh. None
bore awound, any more than did Samarra, but the face of each wastwisted in horror. Nowhere did he
find Y ashet.

When he returned to Akeba, Conan was sick to his somach. Many would dieif he entered the Blasted
Lands. Samarrahad said there were many branchings of the future. Could she not have found oneto
avoid this?

"Jhandar sent more than thisoneto follow us," hetold the Turanian. ™Y asbet is gone, and the others are
dead. All of them.”

Before Akeba could speak, Tamur stuck hishead into the yurt. "There are ftirrings...." Hiseyeslit on
Samarrasbody in the pool of lamp light. "Kaavan One-Father protect us! Thisisthe cause! Wewill all
be gelded, flayed dive, impaed-"

"What are you taking about?' Conan demanded. "The cause of what?'

"The yurts of the other shamans,” Tamur replied excitedly. "Men are gathering there, even though none
liketo venture into the night this close to the Blasted Lands.”

Akebagrunted. "They must have sensed the death of one of their own.”

"But they'll not find us standing over the bodies,” Conan said, pinching the lamp wick between hisfingers.
The dark seemed deeper once that small light was gone. He started for the door flap.



Outside, Sharak leaned on his staff and peered toward the distant torches that were beginning to move
toward Samarrasyurt. The mutters of the men carrying those lights made a congtant, angry hum. The old
agtrologer jumped when Conan touched his shoulder. "Do we return to the Blasted Lands, Conan, we
must do it now. Thislot will take it unkindly, our wandering their camp at night.”

"Y asbet isgone,” Conan told him quietly, "taken or dain. Samarrais dead." Sharak gagped. Conan
turned away, and Sharak, after one quick glance at the approaching torches, fell silently in behind the
others.

Asfour shadows they made they made between the dark yurts, out onto the plain, and hurried toward
their camp, ignoring as best they could the rising tumult behind them. Then agreat shout rose, acry of
rage from a hundred throats.

Akeba quickened his pace to come abreast of Conan. "They have found her," the Turanian said, "but
may not think we dew her."

"Weare grangers,”" Conan laughed mirthlessy. "What would your soldiersdo if aprincess of Aghrapur
were murdered, and there were outlanders close to hand?’

The Turanian sucked air between histeeth. "Mitra send ustime to get to our horses.”

With no more words the four men broke into arun, Conan and Akeba covering the ground with
distance-eating strides. Tamur ran awkwardly, but with surprising speed. Even Sharak kept up, wheezing
and puffing, and finding breeth to complain of hisyears.

"Awekel" Tamur cried asthey raninto their dark camp. Thefireshad burned low. "To your horses!™
Nomads rolled ingtantly from their blankets, booted and clothed, seized their weapons, and stared at him
blankly. "Wemust fleel" Tamur shouted to them. "We stand outsde the laws!" Legping asif pricked,
they darted for the horses. Tamur turned to Conan, shaking his head. "We shall not escape. Weride
reedy coastal stock. Those who pursue will be astride war mounts. Our animals will drop before dawn,
while theirs can maintain a steedy pace dl the way to the sea.”

"The pack horses,” Conan said. "Will they carry men?"
Tamur nodded. "But we have enough mounts for everyone.”

"What if,” Conan said dowly, "when our horses are about to fal, we change to horsesthat, if tired
somewhat from running, have at least not carried aman? And when those areready to fdl...." Helooked
at the others questioningly. He had heard of thisin atavern, and tavern taleswere not always overly filled
with truth. "We have severa extramountsfor each man. Even these war mounts cannot outrun them all,
can they?'

"It could work," Tamur breathed. "Kaavan One-Father watch over us, it could work."
Akebanodded. "I should have thought of that. I've heard thisis done on the southern frontier.”
"But the trade goods,” Sharak complained. ™Y ou'll not abandon-"

"Will you diefor them?* Conan cut him off, and ran for the hobbled pack horses. The othersfollowed at
his hedls, the old astrologer last and dowest.

The nomads wasted no time once Conan's ideawas explained to them, hastily fumbling in the dark with
bridles, finishing just as roaring horsemen burst from among the Hyrkanian yurts. Conan wasted but a
single moment in thought of the gold from their trading, and the greater part of hisown gold, hiddenina



bale of tanned hides, then he scrambled onto his mount with the others, lashing it into a desperate gallop.
Desgth rode on their hedls.

Asthey entered the tall, scrub-covered sand dunes on the coast, four men rode double, and no spare
horses were |eft. The swest-lathered mounts formed a straggling line, but no man pressed his horse for
fear of the anima's collapse. In the sky before them the sun hung low; the two-days journey had
consumed |essthan one with the impetus of saving their lives.

Conan's shaggy mount staggered under him, but he could hear the crash of waves ahead. "How much
lead do we have?' he asked Akeba.

"Perhaps two turns of the glass, perhapsless,” the Turanian replied.

"They held their animas back, Cimmerian, when they saw they would not overtake us easily,” Tamur
added. His breath came in pants amost as heavy asthose of his mount. He labored the beast with his
quirt, but without real force. "Ourswill not last much longer, but theirswill be near fresh when they come
uponus"

"They'll come up on empty sand,”" Conan laughed, urging his shaggy horseto the top of adune, "for
we've reached the ship.” Words and laughter trailed away as he stared at the beach beyond. The sand
was empty, with only the cold remains of firesto show he had cometo the right place. Far out on the
water ashape could be seen, ahint of triangularity speaking of Foam Dancer's lateen sall.

"I never trusted that dime-spawn Muktar,” Akeba muttered. "The horses are played out, Conan, and
we're little better. This stretch of muddy sand is nofit placeto die, if any placeisfit, but ‘tistimeto think
of taking afew enemieswith usinto the long night. What say you, Cimmerian?"'

Conan, wrestling with his own thoughts, said nothing. So far he had comein his quest for ameansto
destroy Jhandar, and what had come of it? Samarradead, and all her daves. Y asbet taken by Jhandar's
henchmen. Even in small matters the gods had turned their faces from him. The trade goods for which he
had spent his hundred pieces of gold-and hard-earned gold it was, too, for the daying of afriend, even
one ensorceled to kill-were abandoned. Of the gold but two pieces nestled in his pouch with flint, stedl,
Samarras pouch and abit of dried meet. And now he had falen short by no more than half aturn of the
glass. Muktar had not even waited to discover that Conan lacked the coin to pay for hisreturn voyage.
Though, under the circumstances, a show of steel would have disposed of that quibble.

"Areyou listening?' Akeba demanded of him. "Let uscircle back on our trail to the sart of the dunes.
We can surprise them, and with rest we may give agood account of oursalves." Muttering rose among
the Hyrkanians.

Still Conan did not speak. Instead he chewed on athought. Y asbet taken by Jhandar's henchmen. There
was something of importance there, could he but seeit. A faint voice within him said that it was urgent he
did seeit.

"Let usdieasmen,” Tamur said, though histone was hesitant, "not struggling futildly, like dungbeetles
seized by ants™ Some few of hisfdlows murmured approvd; the rest twitched their reinsfretfully and
cast anxious backward glances, but kept silent.

The Turanian's black eyesflicked the nomad scornfully; Tamur looked away. "No one who cals himsdf
aman diesmeekly," Akebasad.

"They are of our blood," Tamur muttered, and the soldier snorted.



"Mitras Mercies! Thistalk of blood has never stayed one Hyrkanian's steel from another'sthroat that |
have seen. It'll not stay the hands of those who follow us. Have you forgotten what they will do to those
they take alive? Gelded. Flayed dive. Impaled. Y ou told us so. And you hinted at worse, if there can be
worse."

Tamur flinched, licking his lips and avoiding Akebas gaze. Now he burgt out, "We stand outside the
lav!" A mournful sigh breathed from the other nomads. Tamur rushed breathlesdy on. "We are no longer
shielded by the laws of our people. For usto day even one of those sent by the shamanswould be to
foul and condemn our own spirits, to face an eternity of doom."

"But you didn't kill Samarra,”" Akeba protested. " Surely your god knows that. Conan, talk to thisfool."
But the Cimmerian ignored dl of them. The barest glimmerings of hope flickered in him.
"We will face the One-Father having broken no law," Tamur shouted.

"Erlik take your laws! Y ou were willing to disobey the edict againgt revenging yoursdf on Jhandar.”
Akebasthin mouth twisted in asneer. "I think you are smply ready to surrender. Y ou are al dogs!
Craven women whining for an easy death!"

Tamur recoiled, hand going to the hilt of hisyataghan. "Kaavan understands revenge. Y ou Turanians,
whose women have watered your blood for athousand years with the seed of western weaklings,
understand nothing. | will now teach you!"

Sted did from scabbards, and was arrested haf-drawn by Conan's abrupt, "The ship! Wewill usethe
ship.”

Akeba stared at him. Some of the Hyrkanians moved their horses back. Madmen were touched by the
gods, daying one, even in sdlf-defense, wasasure path to ill luck.

Sharak, clinging tiredly to his mount with one hand and his staff with the other, peered ogtentatioudy after
Foam Dancer. The vessal was but amote, now. "Arewe to becomefish, then?' he asked.

"The gdley," Conan said, his exasperation clear at their stupidity. "How much before us could Jhandar's
henchmen have |eft the camp? And they had no reason to ride as we did, for no one was pursuing them.
Their galey may till be waiting for them. We can rescue Y asbet and use it to crossthe seaagain.”

"I'd not wager acopper onit,” Akebasaid. "Most likely the galley isdready at sea”

"Arethe odds better if you remain here?' Conan asked drily. Akebalooked doubtful. He ran an eye over
the others, haf the nomads still watched him warily. Sharak seemed lost in thought. "I'll not wait here
meekly to be daughtered,” Conan announced. "Y ou do what you will." Turning his horse to the south, he
booted it into a semblance of atrot.

Before he had gone ahundred paces Sharak caught up to him, using his staff like aswitch to chivy his
shaggy mount dong. "A fine adventure,” the astrologer said, afixed grin on his parchment face. "Do we
take prisoners when we reach the galley? In the sagas heroes never take prisoners.”

Akebajoined them in agdlop; his horse staggered as he reined back to their pace. "Money is one thing,”
the Turanian said. "My life I'm willing to wager onlong odds.”

Conan smiled without looking at either of them, a smile touched with grimness. More hooves pounded
the sand behind him. He did not look around to see how many others had joined. One or dl, it would be
enough. It had to be. With cold eyes he led them south.



Chapter XXII

One horse sank to its knees, refusing to go on, asthey passed the first headland, and another fell dead
before they were long out of sight of thefirst. Thick scrub grew herein patchestoo large to ride around.
There were no paths except those forced by the horses.

Conan grimaced as yet another man mounted double. Their pace was dower than walking. Keeping their
strength was important if they wereto face the galley's crew, or Jhandar's henchmen, but the horses were
at the end of theirs. And time wasimportant aswell. They must reach the ship before Y asbet's captors
did, or at least before they sailed, and before the pursuing Hyrkanians overtook them. The nomads
would have little difficulty following their tracks down the coadt.

Reaching a decision, he dismounted. The others stared as he removed his horse's crude rope bridle and
began to walk. Sharak pressed his own mount forward and dropped off beside the big Cimmerian.

"Conan," Akebacdled after him, "what-"

But Conan strode on; the rest could follow or not, asthey chose. He would not spend precious moments
in convincing them. With the old astrologer struggling to keep up he plunged ahead. Neither spoke.
Breath now wasto be saved for waking.

Where the horses had struggled to pass there were spaces where aman might go more easily. Akeba
and the Hyrkanians were soon lost to sight, had either chosen to look back. Neither did.

There was no smooth highway for them, though. Even when the sandy ground was levd, their boots sank
to the ankles, and rocks lay ready to turn underfoot and throw the unwary into thornbushes boasting
black, fingerlong spikes, that would rip flesh like talons.

But then the ground was seldom level, except for occasional stretches of muddy beach, pounded by
angry waves. For every beach there were apair of headlands to be descended on one side and scaled
on the other, with steep hills between, and deep gullies between those. Increasingly the land became
amost vertical, up or down. One hundred paces forward took five hundred stepsto travel, or one
thousand. The horses would have been usdess.

Of course, Conan reasoned, swest rolling down hisface, gritin hishair and eyes and mouth, he could
move inland to the edge of the plain. But then he would not know when he reached the beach where the
gdley lay. Hewould not let himsdf consider the possibility that it might no longer be there. Too, on the
plain they would leave even clearer traces of his passage for their hunter, and most of the time gained by
traveling there thus would be lost in struggling to the beaches when they were sighted.

A crashing in the thick brush behind them brought Conan's sword into his hand. Cursing, Akeba
stumbled into sight, his dark face coated with sweat and dust.

"Two more horsesdied,” the Turanian said without preamble, "and another went lame. Tamur isright
behind me. HEll catch up if you wait. The others were arguing about whether to abandon the remaining
horseswhen | |€ft, but they'll follow aswell, sooner or later."

"Thereisno timeto wait." Resheathing his blade, Conan started off again.
Sharak, who had no breath for speaking, followed, and after amoment Akebadid aswell.

Three men, the young Cimmerian thought, since Tamur would be joining them. Three and ahdf, an he
counted Sharak, the old astrologer would be worth no more than half Akebaor Tamur in afight, if that



much. Mayhap some of the other nomads would catch up in time, but they could not be counted on.
Three and a hdf, then.

As Tamur joined them, plucking thorns from his arm and muttering cursesfit to curl asalor's hair, fat
raindrops splattered againgt the back of Conan's neck. The Cimmerian peered up in surprise at thick,
angrily purple clouds. His eyes had been of necessity locked to the ground; he had not noticed their

gathering.

Quickly the sprinkling became adeluge, ahail of heavy pounding drops. A wind rose, ripping down the
coadt, tearing at the twisted scrub growth, howling higher and higher till it rang in the eearsand dirt hung in
the ar to mix with therain, splashing the four men with rivulets of mud. Nearby, athick-rooted
thornbush, survivor of many storms, tore lose from the ground, tangled briefly in the branches around it,
and was whipped away.

Tamur put his mouth close to Conan's ear and shouted. "It isthe Wrath of Kaavan! We must take shelter
and pray!"

"Tisbut asorm!" the Cimmerian shouted back. "Y ou faced worse on Foam Dancer!"

"No! Thisisno ordinary sorm! It isthe Wrath of Kaavan!" The Hyrkanian's face was afrozen mask,
fear warring plainly with his manhood. "It comes with no warning, and when it does, men die! Horses are
lifted wholeinto the air, and yurts, with al in them, to be found smashed to the ground far distant, or
never to be seen againl We must shelter for our lives!”

Thewind wasindeed rising, even yet, shaking the thicketstill it seemed the scrub was trying to tear itself
free and flee. Driven raindrops struck like pebbles flung from dings.

Akeba, haf-supporting Sharak, raised his voice againg the thundering wind and rain. "We must take
shelter, Cimmerian! The old manisnearly done! Hell not last out this storm if we don't!™

Pushing away from the Turanian, Sharak held himsdlf erect with his saff. His straggly white hair was
plastered wetly to hisskull, "If you are done, soldier, say so. | am not!"

Conan eyed the old man regretfully. Sharak was clinging to his saff asto alifeline. The other two, for all
they were younger and hardier, were not in greetly better condition. Akeba's black face was lined with
weariness, and Tamur, hisfur cap asodden mass hanging about his ears, swayed when the wind struck
him fully. Y et therewas Y ashet.

"How many of your nomadsfollowed, Tamur?' he asked findly. "Will they catch up if wewait?"

"All followed,” Tamur replied, "but Hyrkanians do not travel in the Wrath of Kaavan. It is degth,
Cimmerian.”

"Jhandar's henchmen are not Hyrkanian," he shouted against the wind. "They will travel. The storm will
hold the galley. We must reach it before they do and they put to sea. They, and Y asbet, will surely be
aboard by then. If you will not go with me, then | go done.”

For along moment there was no sound except the storm, then Akeba said, "Without that ship | may
never get Jhandar.”

Tamur's shoulders heaved in asigh, sllent in the storm. "Baalsham. Almost, with being declared outlaw,
did | forget Bad sham. Kaavan understands revenge.”

Sharak turned southward, ssumping adong leaning heavily on his staff. Conan and Akeba each grabbed



one of the old man'sarmsto help him over the rough ground, and though he grumbled he did not attempt
to pull free. Sowly they moved on.

Raging, the storm battered the coast. Stunted, wind-scul pted trees and great thornbushes swayed and
leaned. Rain lashed them, and grit scoured through the air asif in adesert sandstorm. The wind that
drovedl beforeit drowned al sound in ademonic cacophony, till no man could hear the blood pounding
inhisown ears, or even his own thought.

It was because of that unceasing noise that Conan looked back often, watching for pursuit. Tamur might
claim that no Hyrkanian would venture abroad in the Wrath of Kaavan, but it was the Cimmerian's
experience that men did what they had to and let gods sort out the rights and wrongs later. So it was that
he saw his party had grown by onein number, then by two more, and by afourth. Rain-soaked and
wind-ravaged, the grease washing from their lank hair and thefilth from their shegpskin coats, the rest of
Tamur's followers staggered out of the storm to join them, faces wreathed in joyous relief a the sight of
the others. What had driven them to struggle through the storm-desire for revenge on Jhandar, fear of
their pursuers, or terror of facing the Wrath of Kaavan aone? Conan did not care. Their numbers meant
abetter chance of rescuing Y asbet and taking the galley. With astony face that boded ill for those he
sought, the huge Cimmerian struggled on into the storm.

It was while they were scaling the dope of athrusting headland, a straggling file of men clinging with their
fingernails againgt being hurled into the sea, that the wind and rain abruptly died. Above the dark clouds
roiled, and waves il crashed againgt cliff and beach, but comparative silencefilled the unnaturaly ill
ar.

"Tisdone," Conan called to those below, "and we've survived. Not even the wrath of agod can stop
lJSIII

But for al hisexuberant air, he began to climb faster. With the storm done the galley could sail. Tamur
cried out something, but Conan climbed even faster. Scrambling atop the headland, he darted across,
and amogt let out a shout of joy. Below a steep drop was alength of beach, and drawn up on it wasthe

gdley.

Immediately he dropped to hisbelly, to avoid watching eyes from below, and wriggled to the edge of the
drop. The vessd's twin masts were dismounted and firmly lashed on frames running fore and aft. No
doubt they had had time to do little more before the storm broke on them. Two linesinland to anchorsin
the dunes, to hold the ship against the action of the waves, and the galley had been winched well up the
beach, yet those waves had climbed the sand aswell, and till clawed at the vessdl's sides. Charred
planks at the stern, and the blackened stumps of railing, spoke of their first mesting.

As each of the others reached the top of the headland they threw themselves to the ground beside
Conan, until aline of men stretched dong the rim, peering a the ship below.

"May | roast in Zandru's Hells, Cimmerian," Akeba breathed, "but | did not think we'd do it. The end of
the storm and the ship, just asyou said.”

"The Wrath of Kaavan isnot spent,” Tamur said. ""That iswhat | wastrying to tell you."

Conan rolled onto one el bow, wondering if the nomad's wits had been pounded loose by the storm.
"Thereisno rain, no wind. Where then isthe sorm?”

Tamur shook his head wearily. ™Y ou do not understand, outlander. Thisis called Kaavan's Mercy, atime
to pray for the dead, and for your life. Soon the rain will come again, as suddenly asit left, and thewind
will blow, but thistimeit will come from the other direction. The shamans say-"



"Erlik take your shamans,” Akeba muttered. The nomads stirred, but were too tired to do more than
curse. "If he speaks the truth, Cimmerian, were finished. Without rest, atroupe of dancing girls could
defeat us, but how can we rest? If we don't take that ship before this accursed Wrath of Kaavan
returns....” He dumped, chin on hisarms, peering a the gdley.

"Werest," Conan said. Drawing back from the edge, Conan crawled to Sharak. The aged astrologer lay
like asack of sodden rags, but he levered himself onto his back when Conan stopped beside him. "Lie
essy," the Cimmerian told him. "Weéll stay hereatime.”

"Not on my account,” Sharak rasped. He would have gotten to hisfeet had Conan not pressed him back.
"This adventuring isawet business, but my courage has not washed away. The girl, Conan. We must see
to her. And to Jhandar.”

"Wewill, Sharak."

The old man subsided, and Conan turned to face Akeba and Tamur, who had followed him from the rim.
The other nomads watched from wherethey lay.

"What isthistak of waiting?' the Turanian demanded. " Seizing that gdley isour only hope."
"Soitis" Conan agreed, "but not until the storm comes again.”
Tamur gasped. "Attack in the face of the Wrath of Kaavan! Madness™

"The ssormwill cover our approach,” Conan explained patiently. "We must take the crew by surpriseif
we are to capture them.”

"Capture them?' Tamur said increduloudy. "They have served Bad sham. Wewill cut their throats.”
"Can you sail aship?' Conan asked.

"Ships! | am aHyrkanian. What care| for...." A pole-axed expression spread over the nomad's face,
and he sank into barely audible curses.

In quick words Conan outlined his plan. "Tell the others," hefinished, and lft them squeatting there.

Crawling back to the rim, he lowered himsdlf full-length on the hard, wet ground, where he could watch
the ship. The vessdl could not sail until the storm had passed. With the patience of agrest cat watching a
herd of antelope draw closer, he waited.

Therain returned firgt, a pdting of large dropsthat grew to aroaring downpour, and the wind followed
close behind. From the south it screamed, as Tamur had predicted, raging with such fury that in moments
it was hard to believe it had ever diminished.

Wordlesdy, for words were no longer possible, Conan led them down from the height, each man
gripping the belt of the man ahead, sumbling over uneven ground, struggling againgt the wind with grim
purposefulness. He did not draw his sword; thiswould be amatter for bare hands. Unhesitatingly Conan
made his way across the sand, through blinding rain. Abruptly his outstretched hand touched wood. The
Sde of the ship. A ropelashing in the wind struck his arm; he seized the line before it could whip away
from him, and climbed, drawing himself up hand over hand. As he scrambled over therail onto the
forepart of the galley he felt the rope quiver. Akebawas starting up.

Quickly Conan's eyes searched the deck. Through the solid curtain of rain washing across the vessd, he
could see naught but dim shapes, and none looked to be aman, yet it was hisfear that even in the height



of the storm awatch was kept.

Akeba thumped to the deck beside him, and Conan started aft with the Turanian close behind. He knew
the rest would follow. They had nowhere elseto go.

A hatch covered the companionway |eading down into the vessal. Conan exchanged a glance with
Akeba, hunched againgt the driving rain. The Turanian nodded. With a heave of hisarm Conan threw the
hatchcover back and leaped, roaring, down the ladder.

There were four men, obvioudy ship's officers, in the snug, lantern-lit cabin, swilling wine. Goblets
crashed to the deck as Conan landed in their midst. Men legped to their feet; hands went to sword hilts.
But Conan had landed moving. Hisfist smashed behind an ear, sending its owner to the deck atop his
goblet. A nose crunched benegth abackhand blow of the other fist, and his boot caught athird manin
the belly while he ill attempted to come fully erect.

Now hissword came out, its point stopping a fingerbreadth from the beaked nose of the fourth man. The
emerald at his ear and the thick gold chain about his neck named him captain of the vessdl assurdly as
their twin queues named dl four sailors of the Vilayet. The dab-checked captain froze with his blade half
drawn.

"l do not need al of you," Conan snarled. ""Tsyour choice."

Hegtantly licking hislips, the captain surveyed hisfdlows. Two did not sir, while the third was
attempting to heave his guts up on the deck. ™Y oull not get away with this," he said shakily. "My crew
will hand your heartsin therigging." But he dowly and carefully moved his hand from hisweapon.

"Why you needed me," Akeba grumbled from a seat on the next-to-bottom rung of the ladder, "I don't
seadl”

"There might have been five," Conan replied with a smile that made the captain shiver. "Get Sharak,
Akeba. It'swarm in here. And see how the others are doing.” With asigh the soldier clattered back up
the ladder into the storm. Conan turned hisfull attention on the captain. "When are those who hired you

returning?'

"I'm atrader here on my own-" Conan's blade touched the captain's upper lip; the man went cross-eyed
saring at it. He swallowed, and tried to move his head back, but Conan kept alight pressure with the
edged stedl. "They didn't tell me," the sailor said hadtily. "They said | wasto wait until they returned,
however long it might be. | was of no mind to argue.” Hisface paled, and he clamped hislipstight, asif
afraid to say more.

While Conan wondered why the galley's passengers had affected the captain so, Akeba and Tamur
scrambled down the ladder, drawing the hatch shut on the storm behind them. The Turanian haf-carried
Sharak, whom he settled on abench, filling agoblet of wine for him. The astrologer mumbled thanks and
buried hisfacein the drink. Tamur remained near the ladder, wiping his dagger on his shegpskin coat.

Conan's eyes it on that dagger, and he had to bite his tongue to keep from cursing. Putting a hand on the
captain's chest, he casudly pushed the man back down in hisseat. "I told you we need these sailors,
Tamur. How many did you kill?'

"Two, Cimmerian," the nomad protested, spreading his hands. "Two only. And one carved atrifle. But
they ressted. My people watch therest." A full dozen remain.”

"Figtsand hilts, | said," Conan snarled. He had to turn away lest he sty too much. "How do you fed,



Sharak?"

"Much refreshed,” the astrologer said, and he did seem to be sitting straighter, though he, like all of them,
dripped pools of water. "Y asbet is not here?"

Conan shook his head. "But we shall be waiting when sheis brought.”
"Then for Jhandar," Sharak said, and Conan echoed, " Then for Jhandar."

"They ressted,” Tamur said again, in injured tones. " There are enough | eft to do what they must.” No one
spoke, or even looked at him. After amoment he went on. "1 went down to the rowing benches, Conan,
to seeif any of them were hiding among the daves, and who do you think | found? That fellow from the
other ship. What is he called? Bayan. That isit. Chained to abench with the rest." Throwing back his
head, the nomad laughed asif it were the funniest story he had ever heard.

Conan'sbrow knitted in afrown. Bayan here? And in chains?"Bring him here, Tamur," he snapped.
"Now!" Histone was such that the Hyrkanian jumped for the ladder immediately. "Tie these others,
Akeba," Conan went on, "so we do not have to worry about them." With his sword he motioned the
captain to lie down on the deck; fuming, the hooknosed seaman complied.

By the time thefour ship's officers, two still unconscious, were bound hand and foot, Tamur had returned
with Bayan. Other than chains, the wiry sailor from Foam Dancer wore only welts and afilthy twist of
rag. He stood head down, shivering wetly from his passage through the storm, watching Conan from the
corner of hiseye.

The big Cimmerian straddled abench, holding his sword before him so that ripples of lantern light ran
aong the blade. "How came you here, Bayan?"'

"I wandered from the ship," Bayan muttered, "and these scum captured me. There's a code among
sailors, but they chained meto an oar,” heraised his head long enough to spit at the tied figure of the
captain, "and whipped mewhen | protested.”

"What happened at Foam Dancer? Y ou didn't just wander away.” The wiry man shifted hisfeet with a
clank of iron links, but said nothing. "Y oulll talk if | haveto let Akebahegt hisironsfor you." The
Turanian blinked, then grimaced fiercdly; Bayan wet hislips. "And you'l tell the truth,” Conan went on.
"The old man isa soothsayer. He can tell when you lie" Helifted his sword asif studying the edge. "For
thefirst lie, ahand. Then afoot. Then.... How many lies can you stand? Three? Four? Of a certainty no
more."

Bayan met that glacia blue gaze; then words tumbled out of him asfast as he could force them. "A man
cameto the ship, aman with yellow skin and eyesto freeze your heart in your chest. Had your... the
woman with him. Offered a hundred pieces of gold for fast passage back to Aghrapur. Said this ship was
damaged, and he knew Foam Dancer was faster. Didn't even bother to deny trying to sink us. Muktar
wastired of waiting for you, and when this one appeared with the woman, well, it was plain you were
dead, or it seemed plain, and it looked easy enough to take the woman and the gold, and-"

"Sow down!" Conan commanded sharply. "Y asbet is unharmed?’

Bayan swallowed hard. "1.... | know not. Before Mitraand Dagon | swear that | raised no hand against
her. Shewas divewhen | left. Muktar gave asigna, you see, and Tewfik and Marantesand | went at the
stranger with our daggers, but he killed them before a man could blink. He just touched them, and they
were dead. And then, then he demanded Muktar dit my throat." He made a sound, half laughter, half
weeping. "Evidence of future good faith, he called it. And that fat spawn of a diseased goat was going to



doit! I saw it onhisface, and | ran. | hope he's drowned in this accursed storm. | pray he and Foam
Dancer are both at the bottom of the sea.”

"Anill-chosen prayer,” Conan said between clenched teeth. "Y asbet is on that vessdl." With adespairing
wail Bayan sank groveling to hisknees. "Put him back where he was," Conan spat. Tamur jerked the
wiry seaman to hisfeet; the Cimmerian watched them go. "Isthis galley too damaged to sail?* he
demanded of the captain.

The hook-nosed man had lain with his mouth open, listening while Bayan talked. Now he snorted. "Only
adirt-eater would think so. Once this storm isgone, give me haf aday for repairsand I'll sail her
anywhere on the Vilayet, in any wegther."

"The repairsyou need, you'll make at sea," Conan said levely. "And we sail as soon asthe storm abates
enough for usto get off this beach without being smashed to splinters.” The captain opened his mouth,
and Conan laid his blade againgt the seaman's throat. " Or mayhap one of these other three would like to
be captain.”

The captain's eyes bulged, and his mouth worked. Findly hesaid, "I'll doit. Tislikely well dl of us
drown, but I'll doit.”

Conan nodded. He had expected no other decision. Y asbet was being carried closer to Jhandar by the
moment. The storm drumming againgt the hull seemed to echo the sorcerer's name. Jhandar. Thistime
they would meet face to face, he and Jhandar, and one of them would die. One or both. Jhandar.

Chapter XXI1I

Jhandar, lounging on cushions of multicolored sk soread beside afountain within awalled garden,
watched Daviniaexclaming over hislatest giftsto her, yet histhoughts were e sewhere. Three days more
and, as matters sood, al his plans would come to naught. Could the wench not sense the worry in him?

"They are beautiful," Daviniasaid, stretching arms encircled by emerad bracelets above her head.
Another time he would have felt siweat popping out on hisforehead. Her brief, golden silks|eft the inner
dopes of her rounded breasts bare, and her girdle, two fingerwidths of sgpphires and garnets hung with
the bright feathers of rare tropic birds, sat low on the swelling of her hips. Sultry eyes caressed him. "'l
will haveto think of away to show my gratitude,” she purred.

He acknowledged her only with a casuad wave of hishand. In three days Yildiz, that fat fool, would meet
with his advisorsto decide where to use the army he had built. Of the Seventeen Attendants, eight would
Spesk for empire, for war with Zamora. Only eight, and Jhandar knew that Yildiz merely counted the
number of those who supported or opposed, rather than actually weighing the advice given. Jhandar
needed one more to speak for war. One of the nine other. Who could have believed the nine lived lives
which, if not completely blameless, still gave him no lever to use againgt them? One more he needed, yet
al the nine would spesk for peace, for reducing the numbers of the army. Short of gaining Yildiz'sown
ear, he had done dl that could be done, yet three days would see ayear's work undone.

It would take even longer to repair matters. He must first arrange the assassination of an Attendant,
perhaps more than oneif his efforts to guide the selection of the new Attendant failed. Then it would take
timeto build the army again. If things were otherwise, three days could see the beginnings of an empire
that would be hisin al but name. Kingswould journey to him, kned at hisfeet to hear his commands.
Instead, he would have to begin again, wait even longer for that he had awaited so long.

And that wait added another risk. What had the man Conan sought in Hyrkania? What had he found that
might be used againgt the Power? Why did Che Fan not return with the barbarian's head in a basket?



"Youwill et me have them, Jhandar?'
"Of course" he said absently, then pulled himsdlf from hisgrim ruminations. "Have what?'

"The daves." There was petulance in Davinias voice, athing he had noticed more often of late. "Haven't
you been ligening?"

"Certainly I've been ligening. But tell me about these daves again.”

"Four of them," she said, moving to stand straddle-legged beside him. Now he could fed swest on his
face. Sunlight surrounded her with nimbus, awoman of golden silk, glowing hot. "Well-muscled young
men, of course,”" she went on. "Two of blackest hue, and two as pale as snow. The one pair | will dress
in pearls and rubies, the other in onyx and emerads. They will be asaframefor me. To make me more
beautiful for you," she added hadtily.

"What need have you for dave boys?' he growled. "Y ou have davesin plenty to do your bidding. And
that old hag, Renda, to whom you spend so much time whispering.”

"Why, to bear my paanquin,” shelaughed, tinkling musica notes. Huidly she sank to her knees, bending
till her breasts pressed againgt his chest. Her lips brushed the line of hisjaw. "Surely my Gresat Lord
would not deny my bearers. My Gresat Lord, who it ismy grestest pleasure to serve. In every way."

"l can deny you nothing,” he said thickly. "Y ou may havethe daves."

In her eyes he caught afleeting glimpse of greed satisfied, and the moment soured for him. Shewould
leave him did she ever find one who could give her more. He meant to be sure there could never be such
aone, but ill ... He could bind her to him with the golden bowl and her heart's blood. None who saw
or talked with her would ever know she did not in truth live. But he would know.

Someone cleared histhroat diffidently. Scowling, Jhandar sat up. Zephran stood on the marble path,
bowing deeply over folded hands, eyes carefully averted from Davinia

"What isit?" Jhandar demanded angrily.
"Suital isreturned, Grest Lord," his shaven-headed myrmidion replied.

Instantly Jhandar's anger was gone, aong with histhoughts of Davinia. Cardess of hisdignity, he
scrambled to hisfeet. "Lead,” he commanded.

Dimly he noted that Daviniafollowed aswell, but matters not of the flesh dominated his mind once more,

Suital waited in Jhandar's private audience chamber, its bronze lion lamps unlit at this hour. A large sack
lay on the mosaicked floor at the Khitan's feet.

"Whereis Che Fan?' Jhandar demanded as he entered.
"Perished, Great Lord," Suital replied, and Jhandar hesitated in his stride.

Despite his knowledge to the contrary, Jhandar had begun to think in some corners of his mind that the
two nswereindestructible. It was difficult to imagine what could day one of them.

"How?"' hesaid shortly.

"The barbarian enlisted the aid of a Hyrkanian witch-woman, Great Lord. She, also, died.”



That smile meant that Suital had been her killer, Jhandar thought briefly, without interest. "And the
barbarian?'

"Conanisdead aswell, Great Lord."

Jhandar nodded dowly, fedling astrange relief. This Conan had been but a straw in the wind after dl,
catching the eye asit flashed by, yet unimportant. Suitai's smile had faded at the mention of the barbarian,
no doubt because Che Fan had actually dain the fellow. At times he thought that Suitai‘s thirst for blood
would eventudly prove aliability. Now he had no time for such petty worries.

"The crew of the galley was disposed of as| commanded. Suitai? | wish no links between mysdlf and
Hyrkania" Not until he was able to control that region the shamans had blasted, thus containing whatever
might be of danger to him within. Not until his power was securein Turan.

Thetdl Khitan hesitated. "The galey was damaged, Gresat Lord, and could not put to sea. | left its crew
waiting for me. Without doubt the coastal tribes have attended to them by now. Instead | hired the vessdl
the barbarian used, and came ashore well north of the city."

"And the crew of thisship?"

"Dead, Great Lord. | dew them, and guided the ship to the beach myself.” An unreadable expression
flickered across the assassin's normally impassive face, and Jhandar eyed him sharply. Suitai shifted
uneasily benegth that gaze, then went on dowly. "The captain, Great Lord, afat man caled Muktar,
legped into the sea, surely to drown. | have no doubt of it."

"Y ou have no doubt of agreat many things, Suitai.”" Jhandar's voice was silky, yet dripped venom likea
scorpion'stail.

Swest appeared on Suitai's brow. The mage had a deadly lack of patience with those who did not
perform exactly as he commanded. Hurriedly the Khitan bent to the large sack at hisfeet.

"I brought you this gift, Great Lord." The lashings of the sack came loose, and he spilled agirl out onto
the mosaicked floor, wrists bound to elbows behind her back, legs doubled tightly against her breadts,
the thin cords that held her cutting deeply into her naked flesh. She grunted angrily into her gag asshe
tumbled onto the floor, and attempted to fight her bonds, but only her toes and fingerswriggled. "The girl
the barbarian stole from the compound, Great Lord," Suital announced with satisfaction.

Jhandar snorted. "Don't think to make up for your shortcomings. What isone girl more or lessto-"
"Why, it'sEsmira," Daviniabrokein.

The necromancer scowled irritably. He had forgotten that she had followed him. "That's not her name.
Sheiscdled....” It took amoment, though he did remember marking the wench for hisbed, long ago it
seemed. ". . . Yasbet. That'sit. Now return to the garden, Davinia. | have mattersto discuss here that do
not concern you."

Instead the lithe blonde squatted on her heels by the bound girl, using both handsto twist the struggling
wench's gagged face around for a better look. "1 tel you thisisthe Princess Esmira, Prince Roshmanli's
daughter.”

Jhandar's mouth was suddenly dry. "Areyou certain? The rumors say the princessis cloistered.”

She gave him awithering look that would have dicited instant and painful punishment for anyone ese.
From her, at thismoment, he ignored it. The prince was Y ildizs closest advisor among the Attendants, of



the nine, aman who seduced no woman with a husband and gambled only with hisown gold. Yet it was
said his daughter was hisweakness, that he would do anything to shelter her from the world. For the
safety of his Esmira, would Roshmanli send Turan to war? He had had men dain for casting their eyes
upon her. If handled carefully, it could be done.

Then hiseyesfel on Davinia, smiling smugly as he examined the bound girl, and anew thought cameto
him.

He pulled the blonde to her feet. Y ou say you want only to serve me. Do you speak the truth?!
"Toyou," shereplied dowly, "I speak only truth.”

"Then this night there will be aceremony. In that ceremony you will plunge adagger into the heart of this
girl." He gazed deeply into her eyes, searching for hesitation, for vacillation. There was none.

"Asmy Great Lord commands me," Daviniasaid smoothly.

Jhandar felt the urge to throw back his head and laugh wildly. She had taken thefirst step. Once she had
wielded the knife, she would be bound to him more firmly than with iron chains. And by the same stroke
he would gain the ninth voice among the King's Attendants. All of his dreams were taking shape. Empire
and the woman. He would haveit dl.

Chapter XXIV

Dark seasrolled beneath the galley's ram, phosphorescence dancing on her bow wave, as the measured
sweep of three score oars drew it on. Ahead in the night the darker mass of the Turanian coast was
marked by white-breaking waves glinting benesth the pale, cloudchased moon.

Echoes of those crashing breakersrolled across the waters to Conan. He stood in the stern of the galley,
where he could keep close watch on both captain and steersman. Already they had attempted to take the
ship other than as he directed-perhaps into the harbor at Aghrapur, so that he and the rest could be
seized as pirates-and only the scanty knowledge he had gained with the smugglers had thus far thwarted
them. The rest of the vessdl's crew, sullen and disarmed, worked under the watchful eyes of Akeba,
Tamur, and the nomads. Sharak clung to the lines that supported the foremast, and gazed on the heavens,
seeking the configurationsthat would tdll their fatesthat night.

Conan cared not what the starsforetold. Their destinies would be as they would be, for he would not
ater what he intended by so much asahair. "There," he said, pointing ahead. "Beach there.”

"There's nothing there," the captain protested.

"There," Conan repeated. "'Tis close enough to where we're going. 1'd think you would be glad to see
our backs, wherever we wanted to be put ashore.”

Grumbling, the dab-checked captain spoke to his steersman, and the galley shifted a point to larboard,
toward the stretch of land at which the big Cimmerian had pointed.

With scanty information had Conan made his choice. The distant glow of lamps from Aghrapur to the
south. A glimpse a the stars. Ingtinct. Perhaps, he thought, that |ast had played the most important part.
He knew that on that shore stood the compound of the Cult of Doom, Y asbet's place of imprisonment,
and Jhandar, the man he must kill even if he died himself.

Sand grated benegth the galley's kedl. The vessdl lurched, heded, was driven further forward by the
motion of long sweeps. Findly motion ceased; the deck tilted only dightly.



"It'sdone," the hook-nosed captain announced, anger warring with satisfaction on hisface. Y ou can
leave my vessd, now, and I'll give burnt offerings to Dagon when you're gone.”

"Akebal" Conan cdled. On receiving an answering hail he turned back to the captain. "1 advise you to go
south along the coast, you and your crew. | do not know what will happen here thisnight, but | fear
powerswill be unbound. One place | have seen where such bonds were cut; there nightmare walked,
and some would count desth a blessing."

"Sorcery?' Theword was a hiss of indrawn bresth in the captain's mouth, changing to shaky, blustering
laughter. "An sorceries are to beloosed, | have no fears of being caught in them. | will be clear of the
beach before you, and | will go south asfast as whips can drive my oar-d-" Hatch covers crashing open
amidships cut him off, and the clatter of men scrambling on deck, whip-scarred, haf-naked men faling
over themsavesin their eagernessto dash to the rail and drop to the surf below. The hook-nosed man's
eyes bulged as he stared at them. "Y ou've loosed the oar daves! Y ou fool! What-" He spun back to
Conan, and found himself facing the Cimmerian's blade.

"Three score oars,”" Conan said quietly, "and two men chained to each. | have no love for chains on men,
for I've worn them around my own neck. Normally | do not concern myself with freeing daves. | cannot
grike off dl the chainsintheworld, or in Turan, or eveninasingle city, and if | could, men would find
waysto put them back again before they had a chance to grow dusty. Still, the world may end this night,
and the men who have brought me to my fate deserve their freedom, asthey and dl the rest of usmay be
dead before dawn. Y ou had best get over the side, captain. Y our own life may depend on how fast you
can leave this place.”

The hook-nosed captain glared at him, face growing purple. "Sted my daves, then order me off my own
vessel? Rambig!” He bit it off as he stared at the vacant spot by the steering oar. Conan had seen the man
dip quietly over therailing as he spoke.

Discovery of the defection took what was left of the captain's backbone. With a strangled yelp he leaped
into the sea

Sheathing his sword, Conan turned to join his companions, and found himsalf facing some two dozen
filthy gdley daves, gathered in adifferent knot amidships. Akeba and the Hyrkanians watched them
warily.

A tall man with along, tangled black beard and the scars of many floggings stepped forward, ducking his
head. "Y our pardon, lord. | am cdled Akman. It is you who has freed us? We would follow you."

"I'm no lord," Conan said. "Be off with you while you have time, and be grateful you do not follow me. |
draw my sword againgt a powerful sorcerer, and thereis dying to be donethisnight." A handful of the
former daves melted into the darkness, splashes sounding their departure.

"Still there are those of uswho would follow you, lord,” Akman said. "For onewho haslived as adead
man, to die asafree man isagreater boon than could be expected from the gods.”

"Stop cdling melord," Conan growled. Akman bowed again, and the other rowers behind him. Shaking
his head, Conan sighed. "Find weapons, then, and make peace with your gods. Akebal Tamur!
Sharak!"

Without waiting to see what the freed daveswould do, the big Cimmerian put ahand to therailing and
vaulted into wai st-deep seas that broke against his broad back and sent foam over his shoulders. The
named men followed as he waded to shore, a stretch of driftwood-covered sand where moon-shadows
dirred.



"They'll be more hindrance than help, those daves," Sharak grumbled, attempting to wring seawater from
his robes without dropping his saff. "Thisisamatter for fighting men.”

"And you are the soutest of them al," Akebalaughed, clapping the old astrologer on the shoulder and
amogt knocking him down. Hislaughter sounded wild and grim, the laughter of a man who would laugh
in the face of the dark gods and was doing so now: "And you, Cimmerian. Why so somber? Even if we
diewewill drag Jhandar before Erlik's Black Throne behind us."

"And if Jhandar looses the magicksthat he did when he was defeated before?' Conan said. "There are
no shamansto contain them here.”

They stared at him, Akebas false mirth fading. Sharak held acorner of hisrobesin two hands, his
dampness forgotten, and Conan thought he heard Tamur mutter a prayer.

Then the men from the galley were clambering up the beach, the half score who had not succumbed to
fear or good sense, led by Akman with aboarding pikein his calloused hands. The Hyrkanian nomads
cametoo, cursing at the wet asthey waded through the surf. A strange army, the Cimmerian thought,
with which to save theworld.

He turned from the sea. They followed, afile of desperate men snaking into the Turanian night.
"Mugt | actudly put aknifein her heart?'

Davinias question jangled in Jhandar's mind, which had been dmost settled for his period of meditation.
"Do you regret your decison?" he demanded. In his thoughts, he commanded her: have no regrets.
Murder a princessin sorcerous rites. Be bound to me by ties stronger than iron.

"No regrets, my Greet Lord,” she said dowly, toying with the feathers of her girdle. When she lifted her
gazeto his her sapphire eyeswere clear and untroubled. "She haslived ausdesslife. At least her death
will beto some purpose.”

Despite himsdf he could not stop the testing. "And if | said there was no purpose? Just her deasth?' Her
frown dmost stopped his heart.

"No purpose? | do not like getting blood on my hands." She tossed her blonde mane petulantly. "Thefed
of it will not wash away for days. | will not doitif thereisno purpose.”

"Thereisapurpose,” he said hadtily, "which I cannot tell you until the proper time." And to forestal
questions he hurried from the room.

His nerves burned with how close he had come to dissuading her. Almost, he thought, there would be no
joy inachieving al hisambitions without her. Some rationa corner of hismind told him the thought was
lust-soaked madness. The fruition of his planswould hold her to him, for where would she then find one
of greater power or wealth? With the taking of Y asbet-if she choseto cal hersdf so, so hewould think
of her-all would bein place. His power in Turan would be complete. But Davinia....

Hewas 4till struggling with himself when he settled in the smple chamber, before the Poal of the Ultimate,
That would not do. He must be empty of emotion for the Power to fill him. Carefully he focused on his
dreams. War and turmoil would fill the nations, disorder hastened by his overgrowing band of the
Chosen. Only hewould be ableto cdl ahdlt toit. Kingswould kned to him. Slowly the pool began to
glow.

From the branches of the tree, Conan studied the compound of the Cult of Doom. Ivory domes gleamed
in the dappled moonlight, and purple spiresthrust into the sky, but no hint of light showed within those



high marble walls, and no one stirred. The Cimmerian climbed back down to the ground, to the men
waiting there.

"Remember," he said, addressing himsdf mainly to the former gdley daves, "any man with awegpon
must be dain, for they will not surrender.” The Hyrkanians nodded somberly; they knew thiswell.

"But the black-robed one with the yellow skinismine," Akebareminded them. Time and again onthe
short march he had reiterated his right to vengeance for his daughter.

"The black-robeisyours,” Akman said nervoudy. "I but wish you could take the demons aswell."

Sharak shook his gaff, gripping it with both hands asif it were alifdine. "I will handle the demons," he
said. "Bring them tome." A wind from the seamoaned in the treetops asif in answer, and he subsided
into mutters.

"Let usbeonwithit," Tamur said, fidgeting whether with eagerness or nervousness, Conan could not
tell.

"Stay together,” the Cimmerian said by way of alast ingtruction. "Those who become separated will be
easy prey" With that he led them down to the towering white wall.

Grapnels taken from the galley swung into the air, clattered atop the wall and took hold. Men swarmed
up ropes like ants and dropped within.

Onceingde the compound Conan barely noticed the men following him, wegponsin hand, falling back
on either Sde so that he was the point of an arrow. His own blade came into his hand. Jhandar. Ignoring
other buildings, Conan strode toward the largest structure of the compound, an aabaster palace of
golden onion-domes and columned porticos and towers of porphyry. Jhandar would betherein his
palace. Jhandar and Y asbet, if she dtill lived. But first Jnandar, for there could be no true safety for

Y asbet until the necromancer was dead.

Suddenly there was a saffron-robed man before him, staring in astonishment at the intruders. Producing a
dagger, he screamed, "In the name of Holy Chaos, die!™

A fool to waste time with shouts, Conan thought, wrenching his blade free so the man's body could fal.
And in Crom's name, what god was this Chaos?

But the noise produced another shaven-headed man, thiswith aspear that he thrust a Conan, sounding
the same cry. The Cimmerian grasped the shaft to guide the point clear of hisbody; the point of his
broadsword ended the strange shout in agurgle of blood.

Then hundreds of saffron-robed men and women were rushing into the open. At first they seemed only
curious, then those nearest Conan saw the bodies and screamed. In an instant panic seized them by the
throat, and they became a boiling mass, seeking only escape, yet dmost overwhel ming those they feared
in atide of numbers.

Forgetting his own ingtructions to stay together, Conan began to force hisway through the pack of
struggling flesh, toward the palace. Jnandar, was the only thought in his head. Jhandar.

"Gresat Lord, the compound is under attack.”

Jhandar stirred fretfully in his communion with the Power. 1t took amoment for him to pull hiseyesfrom
the glowing pool and focus them on Suital, andingill a easein the unnatura glow that filled the
chamber.



"What? Why are you disturbing me here, Suitai?'Y ou know it isforbidden.”
"Yes, Great Lord. But the attack....”
That time the word got through to Jhandar. "Attack? The army?' Had disaster come on him yet again?

"No, Great Lord. | know not who they are, or how many. The entire compound isin an uproar. It is
impossible to count their numbers. | dew one; he wasfilthy and half-naked, and borethe welts of a
lash."

"A dave?' Jhandar asked queruloudly. It was hard to think, with his mind attuned to the communion and
that communion not fully completed. "Take the Chosen and dispose of these interlopers, whoever they
are. Then restore order to the compound.”

"All of the Chosen, Great Lord?'

"Yes, dl of them,” the necromancer replied irritably. Could the man not do as he wastold? He must sttle
his mind, complete his absorption of the Power.

"Then you will delay the ceremony, Grest Lord?"

Jhandar blinked, found his gaze drifting to the Pool of the Ultimate, and jerked it back. "Deay? Of
course not. Think you | need those fools rapturous gazes to perform the rite?" Desperately he fought to
stop his head spinning, to think clearly. "Take the Chosen as| commanded you. | will myself bring the girl
to the Chamber of Sacrifice and do what is necessary. Go!"

Bowing, the black-robed K hitan sped away, glad to be gone from the presence of that which was bound
inthat room.

Jhandar shook his head and peered into the pool. Glowing mistsfilled the limits of the wards, an unearthly
dome that seemed to draw him into its depths. Angrily he pushed that fedling aside, though he could not
rid himsdf of it. He wastired, that was dl. There was no need to compl ete the communion, he decided.
Disturbed as he was, completion might take until dawn, and he had no time to wait. The girl must be his
tonight. Asit was the Power flowed aong his bones, coursed in hisveins. Hewould perform therite
now.

Gathering hisrobes about him, he left to fetch Y asbet and Daviniato the Chamber of Sacrifice.
Chapter XXV

Warily, sword at the ready, Conan moved aong onewall of a palace corridor, with no eyefor rich
tapestries or ancient vases of rare Khitan porcelain. Akeba stalked adong the other, tulwar in hand. Asa
pair of wolfhounds they hunted.

The Cimmerian did not know where the others were. From time to time the clash of stedl and the cries of
dying men sounded from outside, or echoed down the halls from other parts of the palace. Who won and
who died he could not tell, and at that moment he did not care. He sought Jhandar, and instinct told him
he drew closer with every step.

Silent as death three saffron-robed men hurtled from a side corridor, scimitars dashing.

Conan caught ablade on his broadsword, sweeping it toward the wall and up. As his own blade came
parale to the floor he dipped it off the other in adashing blow that half-severed his opponent's heed.
Flashing swiftly on, his sword axed into the second man's head a heartbeat before Akeba's stedl buried



itsdlf in the man'sribs. Twice-dain, the body fell atop that of he who had faced the Turanian at the first
attack.

"Youwork well," Akeba grunted, wiping his blade on a corpsesrobe. "Y ou should think of thearmy if
weliveto leavethis. . ." Hiswordstrailed off as both men became aware of anew presencein the
corridor. The blackrobed Khitan n.

Unhurriedly he moved toward them, with the casua confidence of agreat beast that knowsitskill is
assured. His hands were empty of weapons, but Conan remembered well the dead in Samarrasyurt,
with no wound on any but looks of horror on every face, and Zorelle, dead from atouch.

Conan firmed his grip on the worn leather hilt of his broadsword, but as he stepped forward Akebalaid a
hand on hisarm. The soldier's voice was as cold asfrozen iron. "He ismine. By right of blood, heis
mine"

Re uctantly Conan gave way, and the Turanian moved forward done. Of necessity the big Cimmerian
waited to watch hisfriend do battle. Jhandar was still uppermost in hismind, but the way to him led
deeper into the palace, past the murderoudy maneuvering pair before him.

The Khitan smiled; hishand struck like a serpent, and, like amongoose, Akebawas not there. The

n flowed from the path of the soldier's flashing stedl, yet the smile was gone from hisface. Like
mal efic dancers the two men moved, lightning blade against fatal touch, each aware of the other's
deadliness, each intent on daying. Abruptly the Khitan deciphered the pattern of Akebas moves, the
maevolent hand darted for the soldier's throat. Desperately Akeba blocked the blow, and it struck
ingtead his sword arm. Crying out, the Turanian staggered back, tulwar faling, arm dangling, clawing with
his good hand for his dagger. The n paused to laugh before closing for the kill.

"Crom!" Conan roared, and legpt.

Only the Khitan's unnatural suppleness saved him from the blade that struck where he had been. Smiling
again, he motioned the Cimmerian to cometo him, if he dared.

"l promised to let you kill him," Conan said to Akeba, without taking his eyes from the black-robed man,
"not the other way around.”

The Turanian barked apainful laugh. He clutched his dagger in one hand, but the other twitched
helplesdy &t his sde and only the tapesiry-covered wall kept him from falling. "Asyou'veinterfered,” he
sad between clenched teeth, "then you must kill him for me, Cimmerian.”

"Yes," the assassin hissed. "Kill me, barbarian.”

Without warning, Conan lunged, blade thrusting for the black-robed one's belly, but the killer ssemed to
glide backward, stopping just beyond the sword's point.

"Y ou must do better, barbar. Che Fan waswrong. Y ou are just another man. | do not think you truly
entered the Blasted Lands, but even if you did, you survived only by luck. I, Suital, will put an end to you
here. Come to me and find your death.”

Asthe tall man spoke Conan moved dowly forward, diding hisfeet aong the marble floor so that he was
at no time unbalanced. His sword he held low before him, point flickering from sdeto sdelikethe
tongue of aviper, light from the burnished brass lamps. on the wals glittering dong the stedl, and though
the Khitan spoke confidently, he kept an eye on that blade.

Abruptly, asthe n finished his speech, Conan tossed his sword from right hand to left, and Suitai's



gaze followed involuntarily. In that instant the Cimmerian jerked atapestry from thewall to envelop the
other man. Even as the hanging tangled about the K hitan's head and chest Conan lunged after, stedl
ripping through cloth and flesh, grating on bone.

Sowly the n heaved aside the portion of the tapestry that covered his head. With glazing eyeshe
stared in disbdlief at the blade standing out from his chest, the dark blood that spread to stain his robes.

"Not my death," Conantold him. "Y ours."

The Khitan tried to speak, but blood welled from his mouth, and he toppled, dead as he struck the
marble floor. Conan tugged his blade free, cleaning it on the tapestry as he might had it been thrust into
offd.

"I giveyou thanks, my friend," Akebasaid, pushing unsteadily away from the wall. Hisface gleamed with
the swest of pain, and hisarm still dangled at his side, but he managed to stand erect as he looked on the
corpse of hisdaughter's murderer. "But now you have hunting of your own to do.”

"Jhandar,” Conan said, and without another word he was moving forward again.

Like agreat hunting cat he strode through halslit by glittering brass lamps, but bare of life. The gods
smiled on those who did not meet him in those passages, for he would not now have dowed to seeif they
bore wegpons or not. His blood burned for Jhandar's death. Any who hindered or dowed him now
would perishin apoal of their own blood.

Then great bronze doors stood before him, doors scribed with a pattern that seemed to have no pattern,
that rejected the ey€'s attempt to focus on it. Setting hands against those massive meta dabs, muscles
cording with gtrain, he forced the portals open. Sword at the ready, he went through.

In an ingtant the horror of that great circular chamber engraved itself on hisbrain. Y asbet lay chained and
gagged on ablack dtar, to one sde of her Davinia, knife upraised to plunge into the bound girl's heart, to
the other Jhandar, an arcane chant rising from his mouth to pierce the air. Over the entire blood-chilling
tableau a shimmering slvery-azure dome was forming.

"No!" Conan shouted.

Y et even as he dashed forward he knew he would not reach them before that knife had doneitsterrible
work. He fumbled for his dagger. Daviniafroze a his cry. Jhandar's incantation died as he spun to
confront the man who had dared interrupt the rite; the glow disappeared as his words ceased.
Desperately Conan hurled his dagger-toward Davinia, for she till held her gleaming blade poised above
Y ashet-but Jhandar turning, moved between them. The mage screamed as the needle-sharp stedl diced
into hisarm.

Clutching hiswound, blood dripping between hisfingers, Jhandar turned a frightful glare on Conan. "By
the blood and earth and Powers of Chaos| summon you,” he intoned. "Destroy this barbarian?' Davinia
shrank back, asif she would have fled had she dared.

The floor trembled, and Conan skidded to ahalt as chunks of marble erupted amost beneath hisfeet.

L eather-skinned and fanged, a sending such as those he had faced before clawed itsway clear of dirt
and gone. With awild roar, the Cimmerian brought his blade down with dl hismight in an overhead
blow, dicing through the demoniac skull to the shoulders. Y et, unbleeding and undying, it struggled to
reach him, and he must needs chop and chop again, hacking the monstrous thing apart. Even then its
fragments twitched in unabated fury. More creatures tore through stone between him and the altar, and
gill moreto elther sde of him, snarling in bloodlust. Asaman might regp hay Conan worked his sword,



gted risng and fdling tirdesdy. Severed limbs and heads and chunks of obscene flesh littered the floor,
yet there were more, aways more, ripping passage from the bowels of the earth. Cut off from Y asbet
and the dtar, it was but amatter of time before he was overwhelmed by sheer numbers.

A smile, pained, yet tinged with satisfaction at the Cimmerian's coming doom, appeared on Jhandar's
face. "So Suitai lied," herasped. "I will settle with him for it. But now, barbar, pause amoment in your
exertions, if you can, to watch the fate of thiswoman, Esmira Davinial Attend therite as| commanded
you, woman!"

Terror twisting her face, Daviniaraised the silver-bladed dagger once more. Her eyes bulged when they
strayed to the deformed creatures battling Conan, but her hand was steady. Jhandar began again his
invocation of the Power.

Raging, Conan tried to clear a path to the atar with his sword, but for each diabolic attacker he hewed to
thefloor, it seemed that two more appeared.

There was acommotion behind the Cimmerian, and a saffron-robed man staggered into hisview, blood
streaming down hisface, weakly attempting to lift hissword. After him followed Sharak. Conan was so
amazed that he hesitated with sword raised, staring. In that momentary respite the creatures tightened
their circle about him, and he was forced to redouble his efforts to stop their advance.

Sharak's staff cracked down on his opponent's head; blood splattered from that shaven skull, and its
owner fell, hissword diding across the floor to stop against the dtar. Irritably Jhandar looked over his
shoulder, but did not stop his chant.

Conan lopped off afang-mouthed head and kicked the headless body, now clawing blindly, into the path
of another creature. His sword took an arm, then aleg, diced away haf of askull, but he knew his sands
had almost run out. There were just too many.

Abruptly Sharak was capering beside him, waving his staff wildly.
"Be gone from here," Conan shouted. "Y ou are too old to--"

Sharak's staff thumped a leathery skull, and the creature screamed. At the dtar Jhandar jerked asif he
had felt the blow. Even the other beings froze as sparks ran aong the struck creature's blue-gray skin.
With aclap, as of thunder, it was gone, leaving only aily, black smoke that drifted upward.

"I told you it had power!" the old astrologer cried wildly. He struck out again; more greasy smoke rose
toward the vaulted ceiling.

Now those hell-born backed warily from Conan and Sharak rolling fearsome red eyes at Jhandar. For
that moment at least, the way to the altar was clear, and Conan dashed for the black stone.

For but a heartbeat Jhandar faced that charge, then howled, "There are Powers you have not seenin
your nightmares! Now face them!" and darted across the floor and down asmall arched passage. With
his departure the creatures, yet whole, ssemingly freed of his command, vanished a so.

Indecision racked Conan. For al he had sworn the necromancer would be dedt with first, Y asbet lay
chained before him, with Davinia....

Ashisgazefel on her, the lithesome blonde backed away, wetting her lips nervoudy. "I heard you had
sailed away, Conan,” she said, then quickly abandoned that line as his face did not soften. "I was forced,
Conan. Jnandar is a sorcerer, and forced meto this." She held the dagger low in the
thumb-and-forefinger grip of one who knew how to gut aman, but she did not move toward Conan.



One eye on Davinia, Conan stepped up to the dtar. Y asbet writhed in her chains. Four times his blade
rang againgt her bonds, and steel conquered iron.

Ripping the gag from her mouth, Y asbet scrambled from the atar and plucked the dead Cult member's
sword from thefloor. Her hair lay wildly on her shoulders and breasts, she looked a naked goddess of
battles. "1 will dedl with this...." Wordsfailed her asshe glared a Davinia.

"Fool wench," Conan snapped. "1 did not free you to see you stabbed!"

"TisaCimmerianfool | see,” Sharak caled. He dtill legped about like a puppeteer's stick figure,
disposing with his aff of the portions of cresturesthat littered the chamber floor. "The necromancer must
bedain, or dl thisisfor naught!"

The old man spoke true, Conan knew. With alast ook at Y asbet, closing grimly in on asnarling Davinia,
he turned into the small passage Jhandar had taken.

It was not long, that narrow corridor. Almost immediately he saw a glow aheed; the same silver blue that
had shone about the dtar, yet athousand times brighter. Quickening his pace, he burst into asmall,
unadorned chamber. Inits center, surrounded by plain columns, a huge bubble of roiling mist burned and
pulsed. Bardly, through the brightness, Conan could make out Jhandar beyond the pool, arms outspread,
his voice echoing like abronze bell in words beyond understanding. Y et it was the brilliantly shining mass
that held hiseye, and hammered a him asit did. From those pulsating mists radiated, neither good nor
evil, but the antithesis of being, beating a his mind, threatening to shatter dl that wasin himintoa
thousand fragments.

Paeimages, washed out by the blinding glow, moved at the edge of hisvison, then resolved themsalves
into two of the leather-skinned beings from the grave, sdling toward him along thewall asif they feared
that shining. He knew that he must deal with the creatures and reach Jhandar, reach him quickly, before
he completed whatever sorceries he was embarked upon, yet within the Cimmerian there was struggle.
Never had he given in while he had strength or meansto resist, but a thought strange to him now crept
into hismind. Surrender. The mist was overpowering. Then, asif the words were aspark, rageflared in
him. Asaboy in theicy mountains of Cimmeria he had seen men, caught in an avaanche, hacking a
towering waves of snow and dirt asthey were swept away, refining to accept the thing that killed them.
He would not surrender. He-would-not surrender!

A wordless scream of primal rage burst from Conan'sthroat. He spun, swinging his sword like an axe.
Head and trunk of the foremost creature toppled, diced cleanly fromits hips and legs. Jhandar, rang in
the Cimmerian's brain, and he was moving even as his sted broke free of that unnaturd flesh.

But such a creature could not be dain like amortal. The upper portion twisted asit fell, seized Conan
about the legs, and together they crashed to the stone floor. Jagged teeth dashed Conan'sthigh, yet inthe
beserker rage that gripped him he was as much beast asthat he fought. Hisfisted hilt smashed into the
creature's kull, again and again, till he pounded naught but dimy pulp. Y et those mindless arms gripped
him ill.

And Jhandar's chant continued unabated, as if he were too enmeshed in the Power to even be aware of
another's presence.

Claws clattering on marble warned the Cimmerian that the second cresture drew near. Wildly,
half-blinded by the everbrightening glow, Conan struck out. His blade caught but an ankle, yet the thing
sumbled, flailed for baance... and fell shrieking againgt the shining dome. Lightnings arced and crackled,
and the creature was gone.



Theway to Jhandar was open. Grim determination limning hisicy eyes, Conan crawled. Animd fury
burned in his brain. Now the sorcerer would dig, if he had to rip out histhroat with bared teeth. Yetina
gmall, sane corner of hismind there was despair. Jhandar's ringing incantation was rising to a crescendo.
The necromancer's foul work would be done before Conan reached him. Powers of darknesswould be
loosed on the land.

Something about the way the last beast had disappeared tugged at him. It reminded him of... what? The
barrier to the Blasted Lands. Feverishly he dug into his pouch-it had to be there!-and drew out the small
leather bag of powder Samarra had given him. Almost did he laugh. If nightmares were loosed to walk,
gl thistime Jnandar would not escape. Undoing the rawhide strings that held the bag closed, he carefully
tossed it ahead of him, toward the oblivious, chanting sorcerer. On the very edge of the burning domethe
bag fell, open, contents spilling broadly. It had to be enough.

"Y our vengeance, Samarra," Conan murmured, and dowly, coldly, spoke the words the shamaness had
taught him. Asthe last syllable was pronounced, a shimmer sprang into being above the powder.

Jhandar'swords of incantation faltered. For abrief moment he stared at the shimmer. Then he screamed.
"No! Not yet! Not till I am gone!"

Through that shimmer, that weakened area of the wards that held the Pool of the Ultimate, flowed
something. The mind could not encompassit, the eye refused to seeit. Silver flecksdanced in air that
was too azure. No more did it seem, yet an ever-degpening channel was etched into the marble floor asit
came from the poal. It touched pillars about the circumference of the pool; abruptly haf pillarsdangled in
theair. The celling creaked. It washed against awall, and stones ceased to exist. Thewall and part of the
celling above collgpsed. Therubblefell into that inexorable tide of nonexistence, and was not.

Some measure of sanity returned to Conan in the face of that horror. Part of it moved toward him, now.
Desperately he diced with his broadsword &t the undying armsthat gripped hislegs.

Jhandar turned to run, but as he ran the fringes of that flowing thing touched him. Only the fringes, the
outer migts, yet full-throated he screamed, like awoman put to torture or asoul damned. Saffron robes
melted like dew, and on hislegs flesh disappeared at every touch of that mist. Bone gleamed whitely, and
he fell shrieking to match the cries of dl the victims he had ever laid on hisblack dtar.

With agroan the far end of the chamber collgpsed into vapor, though with less sound than Jhandar's
screams. Conan redoubled his efforts, hacking at the tough flesh. The last snew was severed; the
unnatura grip was gone,

Asthe Cimmerian rolled to hisfeet and dove for the entrance passage, theinvisible silver-flecked tide
washed over the spot where he had been. Ignoring his gashed thigh, Conan ran, the sounds of Jhandar
shrieking to the gods for mercy echoing in hisears.

When the Cimmerian reached the dtar chamber, Sharak was peering down the passage. From a safe
distance. "What wasthat screaming?’ the astrologer asked, then added thoughtfully, "It's stopped.”

"Jhandar's dead,” Conan said, looking for Y asbet. He found her dicing the dead cult member'srobesinto
some sort of garment, using the very dagger Daviniahad intended for her heart. The blonde knelt fearfully
nearby, bruised but unbloodied, gagged with the remnants of her own golden silks. A strip of the same
material bound her hands; another circled her neck asaleash, with the end firmly in Y asbet's grasp.

Suddenly the earth moved. Thefloor heaved, twisted, and sagged toward the chamber from which
Conan had fled.



"It's egting itsway into the bowel s of the earth,” he muttered.
Sharak eyed him quizzicaly. "1t? What? Nothing could-"

Again the ground danced, but thistimeit did not stop. Lamps crashed from the ceiling, splattering
patches of burning oil. Dust rose, beaten into the air by the quivering of the floor, afloor that wastilting
more with every heartbeat.

"No time," Conan shouted, grabbing Y asbet's hand. "Run!" And he suited his actionsto hiswords,
drawing Y asbet behind him, and perforce Davinia, for the dark-eyed woman would not loosen her grip
on the blonde'sleash. With surprising swiftness Sharak foll owed.

Down crumbling halsthey ran, past flame-filled rooms, pricdessrugs and rare tapestries the fud. Dust
filled theair, and shards of stone from collapsing cellings.

Then they were outside, into the night, but there was no safety, The rumblings of the ground filled the air
asif Erlik himself walked the face of the earth, making it tremble benegath his footsteps. Grest trees
toppled like weeds, and tal spiresfell thunderoudy inruin.

Here there were people, hundreds of them, fleeing in dl directions, furcapped Hyrkanians mixed with
saffron-robed cult members. But safety did not always come with flight. Ahead of him, Conan saw arift
open in the earth beneeth the very feet of four running men, three with shaven heads, onein abulky
sheepskin coat. When the Cimmerian reached the spot the ground had closed again, sedling al four ina
common tomb.

Other fissureswere opening aswell, great crevassesthat did not close. A tower tilted dowly, shaking
with the earth, and did wholeinto agreat chasm that widened and lengthened even as Conan looked.

At thewadll there was no need to climb. Gresat lengths of it had fallen into rubble. Over those piled stones
they scrambled. Conan would not let them dow. Memories of the Blasted Lands drove him on, away
from the compound, into the forest surrounding, further and further, till even his great muscles quivered
with effort and he half-carried and half-dragged Y asbet and Davinia.

With shocking abruptness the land was till. Dead slence hung inthe air. A new sound began, ahissing
roar, building.

Hanging onto atree, Sharak looked aquestion at Conan.

"The sea," Conan panted. The women gtirred tiredly in hisencircling grasp. " The fissures have reached
the sea”

Behind them the sable sky turned crimson. With aroar, fiery magmaerupted, scarlet fountains mixed with
roaring geysers of steam as the sea sought the bowels of the earth. The air stirred, became a zephyr, a
gde, awhirlwind rushing in to battle with the ultimate void.

Conan tried to hold the women against the force of that wind, but the strength of it grew seemingly
without end. One moment he was standing, the next he was down, his hold on the women gone, clutching
the ground lest he be sucked back toward the holocaust. Dirt, leaves, branches, even stones, filled the air
inahal.

"Hold on!" hetried to shout to them, but the fury of the wind drove the words back in histeeth.

Then the earth began to heave again. The Cimmerian had only an instant to see a broken branch flying
toward him, and then his head seemed to explode into blackness.



Epilogue

Conan woketo daylight. Theflat coastal forest had become rolling hills, covered with atangle of
uprooted trees. Y asbet. Scrambling to hisfeet, he began to pick hisway among treestossed like
jackgtraws, caling her name without reply. Then, as hetopped a hill, hefell silent in amazement.

The hillswere not the only change that had been wrought upon the land. A bay now cut into theland, its
surface covered thickly with dead fish. Wisps of steam rolled up from that water, and he was ready to
wager that despite dl of the seato cool it the watersin that bay would remain hot for al time.

"The compound stood there," a hoarse voice said, and Sharak limped up to stand beside him. Somehow,
he saw, the astrologer had kept his staff through al that had occurred. Now heleaned onit tiredly, his
tubes torn and hisface muddy.

"I do not think fishermen will often cast their netsin those waters,” Conan replied. Sharak made asign
agang evil. "Have you seen Y asoet?'

The astrologer shook his head. "1 have seen many, mainly cult members leaving this place asfast asthey
can. | have seen Tamur and haf adozen of the Hyrkanians, wanting only to be gone from Turan, yet
unsure of their welcome at home. | wager well find them in atavern in Aghrapur. | saw Akman, hurrying
west." Hisvoice saddened. "Y ashet, | fear, did not survive."

"l did, too, you old foal," the girl's voice called.

A broad smile appeared on Conan's face as he watched her clamber up the hill, ill leading Daviniaon
her leash, and Akebafollowing close behind. All three were streaked with mud, a condition the
Cimmerian redized for the first time that he shared.

"I lost my sword," she announced when she reached them. A narrow length of saffron was her only
garment, affording her little more covering than the tavern girls of Aghrapur, but if anything her costume
seemed to add to her jauntiness. "But I'll get another one. Y ou owe me more lessons, Conan.” Her smile
became mischievous. "In the sword, and other things."

Akeba coughed to hide agrin; Sharak openly leered.

"Youll get your lessons,” Conan said. "But why are you il pulling Davinia about? Set her free, or kill
her, if that's your wish. Y ou have theright, for she would have killed you."

The blonde's knees buckled. She crouched weeping at Y ashet's feet, her beauty hidden by layers of
filth.

"I'll do neither," Y asbet said, after studying the cringing woman. "I'll sell her to abrothdl. ‘Tisdl she'sfit
for, and afitting place for her." Daviniamoaned into her gag; the horror in her eyesindicated she might
rather bedain. "And thus," Y asbet added, "will | get the wherewitha for my sword.”

"l am asglad asany to seetherest of you," Akebasaid, "but | would as soon be gone from this place.”

"Yes," Sharak said excitedly. "I must return to Aghrapur. With the powers of my staff proven, | can
double, no, triple my fees. Y ou will atest to it, will you not, Akeba?"

"Attest towhat?' the soldier demanded. " Are you making claims about that stick again?'

Offering ahelping hand to Y asbet, Conan started down the hill, away from the bay, toward Aghrapur.
"Jhandar called you by another namethan Y asbet,” he said as she scrambled after him. "What wasit?!



"Y ou must have misheard,” shetold him blandly. "Y asbet isdl the name | have." Davinia pressed
forward, making urgent sounds at Conan through her gag. Y asbet glared over her shoulder. "Do you
want a sound switching before you're sold?' Eyeswide with shock, the blonde fell silent, and thereafter
would not even meet the Cimmerian's gaze.

Conan nodded to himsdlf. Clearly Y ashbet was lying, but some said that was awoman's right. He would
not press her oniit.

Snatches of conversation drifted forward from the two men behind.
"If Conan saw it, let him attest to it. | saw nothing.”

"But you are a sergeant, an officia asit were. Can you not see how much better your word would be?
I'm certain Conan will tell you what he saw."

The smile Conan had worn since seeing Y asbet dive widened even further. For dl the days before, there
was much to be said for thisday. He was dive, with alittle gold-he checked his pouch to seeif the two
coins still rested there; they did-good friends, and a pretty woman. What more could any man ask for?
What more?



