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Conan drew back as far as the hdl would dlow. When he plunged forward, he was like an avdanche
on a steep dope. The bolt was made to resst common men, not Cimmerians of Conan's Sze and
grength. The bolt snapped like atwig and the door crashed open.

Conan flew into the room, nearly sumbling over lllyana, who kndt a the foot of the bed. She
clutched the bedclothes with both hands and had a corner of the blanket suffed into her mouith.

She wore only the Jewel of Khurag inits ring on her left am. The Jewe seared Conan's eyes with
emerdd flame.

"Dont touch her!" Raihna cried.
"She needs hdp!”
"Youwill hurt, not help, if you touch her now!"

Conan hedtated, torn between desre to hdp someone dealy auffering and trust in Rahnas
judgment. lllyana settled the question by dumping into afaint. As she fdl sensdless, the flame in the Jewe
died.
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Prologue

SUNSET TINTED GOLD and crimson the snows of the Lord of the Winds, monarch of the Ibars
Mountains. Twilight had aready swalowed its lower dopes, while night shrouded the valeys.

Bora, son of Rhdfi, lay behind a boulder and studied the valeys before him. Three stretched away
from the foot of the Lord, like the spokes of a cartwhed. Mig rose from dl. Had he been citybred, given
to such fancies. Boramight have discerned monstrous shapes dready forming out of the migt.

Instead, Bora's family had been shepherds and wolf-hunters in the village of Crimson Springs, when
the forebears of King Yildiz of Turan were petty lordlings. These mountains held no strangeness for him.

Or rather, they had not, until two moons before. Then the tales began. In one vdley, the migts turned
green each night. Those who ventured into the valey to see why did not return, except for one who
returned mad, babbling of demons unleashed.

Then people began to disappear. Children at firs—a girl filling water jugs by a londy sream, a
shepherd boy taking food to his father in the pasture, a baby snatched while his mother bathed. Never
was there any trace of the reavers, save for a foul sench that made the dogs turn awvay howling and
sometimes a footprint that might have been human, if humans had claws a finger long.

Then grown men and women began to vanish. No village was spared, until people dared not leave
thelr houses after dark and went about even in daylight in stout, armed bands. It was sad that caravans
gruggling over the passes and even patrols of YildiZ's soldiers had lost men.

Mughra Khan, YildiZ's military governor, heard the tales but doubted them, at least where the villages
were concerned. He saw nothing but rebellion looming and his duty clear: to put it down.

He was not such afoadl as to arrest men at random and try to persuade the Seventeen Attendants that
they were rebels. The Seventeen were not fools either. Mughra Khan strengthened his outposts, arrested
the few men who protested, and waited for the rebels to ather strike or skulk back into ther lairs.

Nether rebels nor anything ese human did ether. But entire outposts began to disappear. Sometimes
afew bodies remained behind, gutted like sheep, beheaded, dismembered by more than human strength.
Once, two men reached safety—one dying, both mad and babbling of demons.

Thistime, the tales of demons were bdieved.

Of course Mughra Khan continued to believe in rebels as well. He saw no reason why both could not
be menacing the peace and order of Turan. Messengers rode posthaste to Aghrapur, with requests for
advice and ad.

What fae those messengers might meet, Bora did not know, and hardly cared. He was more
concerned about the fate of his father, Rahfi. Rahfi accused some soldiers of seding his sheep. The next
day the soldiers comrades arrested him as "a suspected rebd.”

What fate suspected rebels might meet, Bora knew too well. He dso knew that pardons often came
to those whose kin had well served Turan. If he learned the secret of the demon reavers, might that not
procure his father's release?

It would be good if Rahfi could be home in time to attend his daughter Arimas wedding. Though not
asfar as her younger sster Caraya, Arima would bear the carpenter of Last Tree many fine sons, with



Mitra's favor.

Bora shifted dightly, without didodging so much as a pebble. It might be a long wait, sudying these
nighted valeys.

Magter Eremius made a peremptory gesture. The sarvant scurried forward, holding the
ornately-shaped chased slver vids of blood in ether hand. Thos hands were filthy, Eremius noted.

Eremius snatched the vids from the servant and plunged them into the slk pouch hanging from his belt
of crimson leather. Then he struck the rock at his feet with his gaff and threw up his left hand, pdm
outward. The rock opened. Water gushed, lifting the servant off his feet, then casting him down, gasping
and whimpering for mercy. Eremius let the water flow unil the servant was as dean in person and
garments as was possible without flaying him.

"Let that be alesson to you," Eremius said.
"Itisalesson, Magter," the man gasped, and departed faster than he had come.

The wet rock dowed Eremius not at dl as he descended into the valey. His long-toed feet were bare
and hard as lesther, seeking and finding safe holds without the least spdl bringing light. At the foot of the
path two more servants stood holding torches. The torches were of common rushes, but burned with a
rubicund light and a hissng like angry serpents.

"Alliswdl, Master."
"So beit"

They followed him as he dimbed the other sde of the valey to the Altar of Transformation. He
wished to arrive in time to correct whatever was not indeed well. The assurances of his servants told him
little, except that the Altar had not been carried away by vultures or any of tonight's Transformations

escaped.

Ah, would that lllyana was ill friend and dly, or that he had snatched the other Jewe of Kurag from
her before she fled! Then it would have mattered little whether she escaped or not. Before she found any
way to oppose him, the twin Jawels would have given him irresstible power, both in his own right and
through human dlies.

Eremius nearly thought a curse upon Illyana. He quickly banished the impulse. The magic he used in a
Transformation was unforgiving of anything less then totad concentration. Once, he had sneezed in the
middle of a Transformation and found its subject legping from the Altar, partly transformed and whally
beyond his control. He had to summon other Transformations to day it.

The Altar seemed part of the hillsde itsdf, asin truth it was. Eremius had conjured it into being out of
the very rock, a seamless dab as high as a man's waist and twelve paces on a Side. Around the edge of
the dab ran in high rdief the runes of a powerful warding spell.

Like the runes on the great golden ring on Eremiuss left forearm, these runes were an ancient Vanir
trandation of a dill more ancient Atlantean text. Even among sorcerers, few knew of these or any of the
other godlls concerning the Jewels of Kurag. Many doubted the very existence of the spells.

Eremius found this to his advantage. What few believe in, fewer dill will seek.

He stepped up to the Altar and contemplated the Transformation. She was a young village woman,
fuly of marriageable age and exceedingly comedy, had Eremius been concerned about such things. The
whole of her dathing was a slver ring about her roughly-cropped dark har and dlver chains about her
wrids and ankles. The chains hed her spread-eagled on the dab, but not so tightly that she could not
writhe from side to side in an obscene parody of passon. In spite of the night chill, sweat glazed her



upthrust breasts and trickled down her thighs Her eyes hdld shifting tints that made them look now ebony
dark, now dlver gray, then thefiery tint of a cat's eyes seen by firdight.

Indeed, dl seemed wel. Cetanly there was nothing to be gained by waiting. Eight more
Transformations awaited him tonight, nine more recruits for his army.

Soon he could bargain from strength, with the ambitious or the discontented at the court of Turan. No
court ever lacked for such, and the court of Turan had more than most. Once they were his dlies he
could set them in search of the other Jawd. Illyana could not hide forever.

Then the twin Jewels would be his, and bargaining a an end. It would be time for him to command
and for the world to obey.

He raised hisleft hand and began to chant. As he chanted, the Jewd began to glow. Above the Altar
the migts took on an emerdd hue.

Bora's breath hissed between his teeth. The mig in the westernmost valey was turning green. It was
a0 the nearest valey. In daylight he could have reached it in an hour, for he was as keen-gghted by
night as by day. Tonight, speed was not his god. Stelth was what he needed, for he was a wolf seeking
prey—an odd fate for a shepherd, but Mitra would send what Mitra chose.

Bora sat up and unwrapped the ding from around his waist. In the dry mountain air, the cords and
leather cup had not stretched. In the mist-shrouded valley, it might have been otherwise; ill, he could
face anything but heavy rain. He had practiced dmog dally with the ding, ever snce he was no tdler than
it was long.

From a goatskin pouch he drew a piece of dry cheese and five stones. Since he was fourteen, Bora
could tdl the weight and baance of a stone by tossing it thrice in éther hand. He had studied and chosen
these five stones as carefully as if he were going to wed them.

His fingers told him that none of the stones were chipped. One by one he eased them back into the
pouch, dong with the last crumb of cheese. Then he tied the pouch back at his wast, picked up his g&ff,
and started down the mountain.

It was no marve that the mig turned the color of emerads. The light pouring from the great stone in
the ring was of such a hue. The stone itsdf might have been taken for an emerald the Sze of a baby's fid.
Some men had done so. Two had been thieves, both would have preferred King Yildiz's executioners to
whet actudly befell them.

Whether the Jewds of Kurag were natura or creetions of sorcery, no living man knew. That secret
lay benegth the waves, among the coral-armored ruins of Atlantis For Master Eremius, it was enough to
know the secrets of the Jewels powers.

He chanted the firg spell in a high-pitched singsong that might have been mistaken for the tongue of
Khita. As he chanted, he fdt the vids of blood grow warm againg his skin, then cool again. Thar
preservation odls were set aside. Now to make them his ingruments of Transformation.

He st the firg vid on the Altar beside the young woman. The herb-steeped doth forced into her
mouth had sapped her will but not destroyed it. Her eyes rolled back, wide with terror, as she saw the
blood in the vid begin to glow. A faint moan forced its way through the cloth.

Eremius chanted three gutturd monosyllables, and the lid of the vid flew into the ar. He struck the
Altar, five timeswith his gaff, and chanted the same syllables twice more.

The vid floated into the air and drifted over the girl. Eremius daff rose like an asp ready to gtrike.



The light from the Jawd became a Sngle beam, bright enough to dazzle any mortd eye unshidded by
megic.
With a flick of his wrigt, Eremius directed the beam draight at the vid. It quivered, then overturned.

The blood rained down on the girl, weaving a pattern like Slver lace across her skin. Her eyes were now
wider than ever, but no thought now lay behind them.

Holding his gaff levd, Eremius passed it and the beam of light over the girl's body, from head to toe.
Then he stepped back, licked his dry lips, and watched the Transformation.

Thegirl's skin turned dark and thick, then changed into scales, overlgpping like plates of fine armor.
Great pads of muscle and bone grew across her joints. Her feet and hands grew hard edges, then ridged
backs, and claws afinger long.

The spdl did not dter the structure of the face as much as the rest of the body. Scaly skin, pointed
ears, pointed teeth, and eyeslike a cat's dill turned it into a grotesque parody of humanity.

At lagt, only the eyes moved in wha had been a woman. Eremius made another pass with his saff
adone, and the chains fdl from wrists and ankles. The creature rose uncertainly to its hands and knees,
then bowed its head to Eremius Without hestation or revulson, he lad his hand upon the head. The harr
fdl away like dust, and the slver ring clattered upon the stone.

Another Transformation was accomplished.

From the darkness beyond the Altar stalked three more of the Transformed. Two had been
purchased as daves, one a captured caravan guard; dl had been men. It was Eremiuss experience that
women fit for a Trandformation were s8dom found unguarded. Girls to yidd up their blood for the
Transformation of others were easier to come by.

The three Transformed lifted their new comrade to her feet. With awordless snarl she shook off ther
hands. One of them cuffed her sharply across the cheek. She bared her teeth. For a moment Eremius
feared he might have to intervene.

Then afamiliar recognition filled the new

Transformed's eyes. She knew that for better or for worse, these beings were her chosen comrades
in the sarvice of Master Eremius. She could not deny them. Whatever she had worshipped before, she
now worshipped only Eremius, Lord of the Jewe.

Eyes much less keen than Bora's could have made out the sentries at the head of the vdley. Although
no soldier, he dill knew that they would bar entry that way. Nor was he surprised. The master of the
demon light in the vadley would not be hospitable to visitors.

With sure, steady paces, Bora passed dong the ridge to the south of the valey. He reached a point
hafway between the mouth and the source of the light. It seemed to lie in the open, not within one of the
caves that honeycombed the vdley's wdls.

Bdow Boras feet now lay a diff two hundred paces high and steep enough to daunt the boldest of
godats. It was not enough to daunt Bora. "You have eyesin your fingers and toes," they said of himin the
village, for he could dimb where no one ese could.

To be sure, he had never dimbed such adiff in the dark, but never had he hoped to win so much or
hed <0 little to lose. The family of a convicted rebd would be fortunate indeed if Mughra Khan did no
worse than to exile them.

Bora studied the diff as far as he could see, picking out the firg part of his route. Then he lowered
himsdf over the edge and began his descent.



By the time he was hdfway down, his hands were swesting and dl hislimbs had begun to tremble. He
knew he should not be so tired so soon. Was the sorcery of the light-maker sgpping his strength?

He drove the thought away. It could only bring fear, which would sap his strength and wits dike. He
found a foothold, shifting firgt hisright and then hisleft foot to it, then sought the next.

Below, the emerad light came and went. It now seemed to be a beam, like a lantern's. When it
shone, he thought he saw dim figures in a ragged circle. Thar form seemed other than human, but that
might be the mig.

At lagt he reached a ledge of rock wide enough for stting. To the right, toward the light, the diff
plunged straight to the vdley floor, and the ledge vanished. Only a bird could find its way down there.

To the l€ft, the dope was much easier. A carrion reek hinted of a lion's den, but lions were hard to
rouse at night. Hafway down the dope, a sentry paced back and forth, a short bow on his shoulder and
atulwar in his hand.

Bora unwound the ding from ingde his shirt: That sentry had to die. Unless he were deaf, he would
hear Bora dimbing down behind him. Even if Bora passed him going down, he would be well-placed to
Cut off retrest.

A stone dropped into the cup. The ding rose and whirred into motion, until no humean eye could have
seen it. Nor could any human ear more then fifty paces away have heard its sound.

The sentry was thrice thet far. He died between one heartbeat and the next, never knowing what flew
out of the night to crush his skull. His tulwar flew out of his hand and clattered down the dope.

Bora dtiffened, waiting for some Sgn that the sentry's comrades might have heard the clatter. Nothing
moved but the mist and the emerad light. He crept dong the ledge, haf-crouching, the loaded dingin one
hand.

The carrion reek grew, dawing at his nose and chest. He took shdlow breaths, which helped little
There was more than carrion in that reek. Ordure and filth he dared not name lay behind it. No lion laired
here. The thought of sorcery returned, thistime not to depart.

Perhaps that thought saved his life by sharpening his ears. He heard the clawed feet on the rocks
while their owners were dill insde their cave. He was aready recoiling when they burgt into the open.

There was nothing dim about those shapes, for they shone with their own light. It was the same
emead demon-light that had drawn Bora into the vadley. Now it showed mongrous travesties of
men—tdler, broader, scded and clawed, their eyes blazing and fanged mouths gaping wide.

They neither spoke nor made any sound as they rushed toward Bora. They did something far worse,
reeching into his very thoughts.

Say a while, lad. Say a while, and have the honor of serving us who serve the Master. Say,
Stay.

Bora knew that if he obeyed for even a moment, he would lose the will to leave. Then he would
indeed serve the servants of the Master, as the lamb serves the wolf.

His ding moved as if his aam had its own will. The being's skull was of more than human thickness,
but then, the range was short. The stone drove in deep above the right eye, flinging the being into the
ams of the one behind it. They toppled together.

The rearmogt leaped over hisfdlen comrades. Bora fdt hiswill attacked once more:
Obey me, or lose pleasures and treasures undreamed of by those who do not serve the Master.

In truth, Bora had never dreamed that being eaten dive could be a pleasure. He saw no cause to
think otherwise now. His feet and hands carried him up the diff asif they were wings.



The beng hissed like a snake. Raw rage tore a Boras mind. Almogt, his fingers abandoned ther
search for holds.

Thebeing leaped high, its clawed hands searching for Boras ankles, its clawed feet scrabbling for a
hold. 1t found nether. The being did down, overbalanced, and toppled backward off the ledge. A find
desperate hiss ended in a thud and the diding of a body on stone.

Bora did not stop, and bardly breathed until he reached leve ground. Even then, he only stopped long
enough to reload hisding. He had heard in tales the words "as if demons were after him." Now he knew
their meaning far too well.

If he lived to return home and find anyone to believe his tale, he would have the secret of the mountain
demons.

Unseen behind him, the beam of emerad light abruptly died.

When Eremius stood at the Altar, he closed his ears. He remained deaf to the fdling tulwar. Only the
cdl of the Trandformed reached him, gppeding to whomever they saw before them. Thar apped, then
the desath cries of firgt one, then the second.

Eremius shivered as if he were sanding naked in the wind from a glacier. The syllables of the
Trandformation Spell grew muddled. On the dab, the nearly-complete Transformed writhed. Muscles
writhed and heaved, strengthened by magic and driven by madness.

The ankle chains snapped firgt. Hying links scattered like ding stones. The Transformed rolled, freeing
firs one wrigt, and then the other. It was on its hands and knees when Eremius launched his g&ff like a
spear, amiting the Transformed across the forehead.

Eremius flinched at the cry in his mind. The Transformed sprang to its feet in one convulson, then
toppled off the Altar. It rolled over on its back, kicking and writhing. Then its outlines softened, as scales
and claws, muscle and bone sagged into red- and green-streaked jelly. The jdly turned to liquid, and the
liqud sank into the rock, leaving a greenish-black stain. Even with his human senses dulled, Eremius
gagged at the stench.

He turned from the Altar, letting his ams fdl to his sides. His concentration was broken, his pdls
uncontrolled, the night's Transformations ended.

A captain of sentries hurried forward and kndlt. "Revered Master, Kuris has been found dan. A
gone fdl from the diff and struck him on the head. Two of the Tranformed are dso dan, one by
another stone and the other by afdl."

"A sone—?"' Rage and contempt drove Eremius beyond speech. Those dead Transformed were
pursling some intruder when they died. One now probably beyond reach, thanks to this witling's
blindness.

The g&ff came down on the captain's shoulders, twice on each side. He only flinched. Unless Eremius
willed it so, the g&ff held no magic. The captain would ill have bruises.

II@!II

Alone, Eremius raised both hands to the sky and shrieked curses. He cursed the sorcerers of ancient
Atlantis, who found or made the Jewels of Kurag so strong together and so weak apart. He cursed the
weakness of his Jewd, that forced him to use such human servants. If they were not witlings by nature,
they had to be made such lest they escape his contral.

Above and beyond dl dse, he cursed Illyana. Had she been more loya to him, or less shrewd in her
escape—



Such thoughts were as futile now as ever. Bossonia was ten years gone and as unchangegble as the
Ibars Mountains. It was the future that held hope—hope of humen dlies, who might dill crown his quest
with victory.

Bora stalked out of the gray dawn and into Crimson Springs before anyone was awake to see him.
Before his own house, he stopped. Did he hear the sound of lamentation from within?

He knocked. The door opened a crack. His sger Caraya appeared. Red eyes and a puffy,
tear-streaked face marred her beauty.

"Boral Where have you been?'

"In the mountains. Caraya, what isit? Have they executed—7?"
"No, no! It isnot Father. It is Arima The demons took her!"
"The demons—"

"Bora, have you been out dl night? | said, the demons took Arima™ Suddenly she was pressing her
face into his shoulder, weeping again.

He patted her hair awkwardly and tried to urge her ingde. It findly took both him and Y akoub: Bora
helped her to a chair, while Y akoub shut the door. From the other room, the sound of lamentation began

agan.
"Your mother mourns,” Y akoub said. "The other children—the neighbors have taken them in."

"Who are you, to play host in this house?' Bora asked. He had never quite trusted Y akoub, who was
too handsome and too dearly city-bred, adthough a good man with the stock. He had come to Crimson
Sorings two years before, speaking of enemies in Aghrapur. His skill with the animas had made him
welcome enough, and not only in Crimson Springs. Nor had he gone againg the customs of his hogts.

"Who are you, to turn away hep?' Caraya snapped. "Will you play master in this housg, if it takes
bread from the mouths of your kin?'

Bora raised his hands, feding more helpless than usud in the face of his sgter's tongue. It was not the
fird time he agreed with Iskop the Smith, who said that Caraya’s tongue was deadlier than any weapon
he had ever forged.

"Forgive me, Cara. I—I have not dept this night, and my wits are dulled.”
"You look weary," Y akoub said. He grinned. "I hope she was worth it."
"If you spent the night with—" began Caraya, her voice tight with rage.

"I spent the night learning the secret of the demons” Bora snarled.

After that he lacked no attention. Caraya heated water and wiped his face, hands, and feet while
Y akoub listened intently.

"Thisis not easy to bdieve™ Y akoub said findly.
Bora nearly choked on a mouthful of bread. "Are you cdling me alia?'

"Nothing of the kind. | but state an important truth. What good does it do you to have seen this, if no
one bdlieves you?'

Bora fdt ready to weep. He had thought of that as he left the valey, but had somehow forgotten it
during the long walk home.

"Do not fear. I—I do not know if | have friends in Aghrapur, after two years. | am sure that my
enemieswill have enemies, who may lisen to me. May | bear word of this to the aity?'



Bora gathered his wits. He dill did not whally trust Yakoub. Yet who with the power to send the
amy into that demon-haunted valey would believe the son of a suspected rebel? A city-bred man with
knowledge of Aghrapur the Mighty's mightier intrigues might be heard.

"By the bread and the sdt | have eaten in this house," Y akoub said, "by Erlik and Mitra, and by my
lovefor your sster Caraya—"

Agan Bora nearly choked. He stared at Caraya. She amiled defiantly. Bora groaned.

"Forgive me" Yakoub said. "l could not make an offer for Caraya until Arima was wed. Now you
are atroubled house, in mourning. | will wait until | return from—wherever | mugt go, to find those who
will believe. | swear to do nothing to dishonor the name of the House of Rahfi, and to do everything to
secure hisrelease and your reward. Has it struck you, Bora, that you are blessedly lucky to be dive and
sane?'

The only reply was a snore. Bora had fdlen adeep on the rug, with his back pressed againg the wall.

One

AGHRAPUR BEARS MANY names. Some are fit to be written down. Among these are "Aghrapur
the Mighty."

"Aghrgpur the Splendid,” and "Aghrgpur the Wedthy." None is a lie, but none is the whole truth,
ether.
Among men who know this royd dty well, one name is thought the mog truthful. It is a trandation

from the tongue of Khita, for the man who firg uttered it was a Khitan. He cdled Aghrapur "The City
Where Anything That Cannot Be Found Does Not Exig Under Heaven."

An unwiddy name, as even its inventor admitted. But aso the mog truthful name ever given to
Aghrapur.

The sun was long down, dthough the warmth of the day dill dung to the stones and tiles. Those who
could grolled inthelr courtyards or opened shutters to catch the breeze from the Vilayet Sea. Few were
on the streets, save for the watch or those who had urgent business.

Much of that urgent business was less than lavful. Anything that could be found in Aghrapur could be
found by day or by night, but if it was unlawful, it was easier to find it by night.

The captain of mercenaries, known as Conan the Cimmerian, sought nothing unlavful as he loped
through the dark streets. He sought only a tavern cdled the Red Falcon, some of its best wine, a med,
and awench for the night. Among them, they should take away the sour taste of the day's work.

To himsdf, Conan admitted that High Captain Khadjar had the right of it, when he said, "Just because
you travel to Khita and escort royd ladies doesn't mean your stones are rubies. You've a company to
train. That means taking your share of the new recruits.”

"Isaful score of witlings, ploughboys, and thieves redly my share, Captain?”

"If you think yours are witlings, talk to ltzhak." Khadjar pushed the wine jug across the table to
Conan. "By Black Erlik's beard, Conan, | show my trust in you! | know no captain twice your age who
could knock more sense into recruitsin lesstime. You owe it to those poor wretches to teach them what
will keep them dive in the face of a Kozaki charge or an Iranisani ambush! Now drink up, hold your
tongue, and go pay your debt.”

Conan obeyed. He owed Khadjar not only obedience but respect, even when the Captain spoke asiif



Conan himsdf were but a recruit. It was Khadjar who had urged his promotion, put hm forward for the
secret journeys that made his name, and taught him much of what he knew about dvilized warfare.

Cimmeriadid not breed men who gave ther loydty eadly. Its chiefs led by their own prowess and by
the consent of the warriors who chose to falow them. Only the vaor of those warriors and the
remoteness and harsh dimate of Cimmeria had kept it free of the rule of some more disciplined race.
Cimmeriadso did not breed fools who refused loydty where it was deserved and earned. Khadjar had
earned Conan's loydlty, but there was an end to it—for dl that, Conan took as much pleasure in drilling
recruits as he did in deaning stables.

The Red Falcon stood near the top of the Street of the Twelve Steps, on the Hill of Madan. Conan
climbed the hill with the ease of a hillman on a dope and the Snewy grace of a panther on the prowl. His
eyes never ceased to roam from shadowed doorway to dley to rooftop, seeking lurkers. Twice he saw
them; each time they let him pass. Robbers might take their chances with the watch; only fools chalenged
amean they could neither day nor flee.

Conan's rank would have entitled him to a paanquin, but he never used them, save for when duty
required it. He trusted neither the legs nor the tongues of daves. Besides, he had been a dave himsdf on
the winding road that brought him to Aghrapur.

A patrol of the watch trotted out of the shadows.
"BEvening, Captain. Have you seen any trouble abroad?"
"None"

Another professon Conan had followed was thet of thief. Thief-catchers, he believed, should do ther
own searching.

The patrol tramped off. Conan took the dairs a the Eleventh Step in two bounds, splashed water
from a fountain on his hands and face, then turned in a the door of the Red Falcon.

"Ho, Conan! Y ou look like aman who logt gold and found brass!™

"Mati, you've drunk too much of your own came swest to see anything clearly. Have you never spent
aday breaking in new recruits?'

The scarred former sergeant of cavary grinned. "Enough so that | pray to be an officer in my next life
asasoldier.”

Conan crossed the room, skirting the center where a pae-skinned Iranigani gl danced to
tambourine and drum. She wore only a black slk loinguard, a belt of copper coins, and a shimmering
coat of jasmine-scented ail. The rythmic swirling of her hips seemed about to divest her of even these
scant garments. Waiching her appreciaively, Conan noticed that the nipples of her firm young breasts
were rouged. She dso seemed able to move those breasts independently of one another.

Moati thrust a massive siver cup inthe Vanir syle at Conan. It came to the Red Falcon as a pledge for
its owner's debt, which he never returned to pay. He was bones bleaching on the Hyrkanian shore, and
the cup was Conan's when he drank a the Red Falcon.

"To worthy opponents,” Conan said, lifting the cup. Then he pointed at the girl. "New, isnt she?'
"What of our Pyla, Conan?'
"Wdl, if she's free—"

"I am never freg" came a chearful voice from the gtairs. ™Y ou know my price, and stop trying to besat
it down, you son of a Cimmerian bog-troll!"



"Ah, the beautiful Pyla, as gracious as ever,” Conan said. He raised his cup to the raven-haired
womean swaying down the gtairs. She wore crimson slk pantaloons and carved mother-of-pearl plates
over her breasts. Only the ripe curves of those breasts hinted that she was any older than the girl.

"I hardly know why | am gracious, ether,” Pyla said, with a mock pout. "Everyone insults me,
daming that | am worth no more than a wharfsde trull.”

"You are worth more, of course" Mati said. "But not as much as you think. Indeed, you would be far
richer if you charged much less. | doubt not that thinking of your price unmans hdf of those who would
otherwise knock on your door—"

Moti broke off as five men entered from the street. Four wore leather tunics and trousers, with mall
dinting a throats and wrids. Ther heavy bronze-studded belts carried swords and short clubs.

Thefifth man aso wore tunic and trousers, but his were dark green sk, richly embroidered in gold.
Gold likewise covered the hilt of his sword. Conan dismissed the party as some young nobleman and his
bodyguards, wandering the dty in search of pleasure. He doubted they would spoil an honest soldier's
drinking if they did not overstay their welcome.

Moti and Pyla seemed to think otherwise. Pyla vanished like smoke, and when Conan turned around
it seemed she had taken the dancing girl with her. Moati pulled out his own cure for unruly customers, a
shipyard maul that even Conan needed two hands to swing easly. Then he poured wine into Conan's cup
until it dopped over the edge.

Very surdy the five were not what they seemed to Conan. Jugt as surdy, nothing short of torture
would loosen Mati's tongue. Conan moved until he could see the whole room while he spoke to Mati,
then drank until the cup no longer overflowed.

"You said you hoped to be an officer the next time?," he prompted the innkeeper.

"I I remember whet | learned this time, yes. Otherwise, smdl honor in being like im." Moti made a
slent and subtle gesture at the silk-clad man.

"Begt hope you serve under High Captain Khadjar in his next life" Conan said. "He could teach a
shark or a hyena"

"I thought he was the one who had you sweeting the recruits.”

"S0 he is He says it's a compliment. Perhaps it is" Conan drank again. "Is there food to be had
tonight? Or has your cook been carried off by demons? I'll not take kindly to gnawing oats with your
horses—"

Asif in answer, Pyla and the Iraniani appeared with loaded trays for the newcomers. Conan saw
that both wore loose, nearly opague robes covering them from throat to ankles, and did not take ther
eyes off the five men. Neither did Moti, until they were served. Without moving more than his hand,
Conan made sure that his sword rested lightly in its scabbard.

"There is no 'perhaps about it," Mati said. "Conan, if Khadjar thinks you worth teaching, the gods
have been generous. Too generous to an outlander, by my way of thinking."

"Yes yes, O son of a Vendhyan dancing girl," Conan replied. Moti's voice was as brittle as an
ill-tempered sword. A sense of danger crept up the Cimmerian's spine like a spider.

"My mother was the greatest dancer of her day,” Moti said, "as Khadjar is the greatest soldier of
ours." He looked a Conan. "You are—how old?’

"By the Turanian reckoning, twenty-two."

"Ha The same age as Khadjar's bastard son. Or the age he would have been, had he not died two
years ago.



Perhaps Khadjar seeks another son in you. He had no other kin and few friends, save for the boy. It
was said, too, that the boy—"

The door opened and a woman entered. She could hardly have drawn more eyes had she risen from
the floor ina cloud of crimson smoke, to the blare of trumpets.

She was tdl and of a northern fairness, with wide gray eyes and scattered freckles under a tan. In age
she was clearly awoman rather than agirl, and her figure could contest honors with Pylas. Conan's eyes
followed the line of her thigh up to the dender waist, then marched across the breasts that strained the
brown woolen tunic and rested on the long fine neck.

When he had done this, he saw that the eyes of every other man in the room had marched with his.

The woman took no notice. She strode across the room with a grace that few dancers could have
equaled. The men's eyes followed her, but they might have been the eyes of mice for dl she seemed to
care. Conan doubted that this woman would have broken stride crossing the room even if she had been
as bare as a babe.

She reached the bar and said, in accented Turanian, "Honorable Matild, | would have busness with
you." Bawdy laughter rippled around the room. She went on, as if blushing was benesth her. "I would
buy ajug of wine, bread, cheese, and smoked meet. Any you have ready will do, even horse—"

"Do not insult Mati by thinking he serves horsemest, good lady,” Conan said. "If your purse is
somewhat scant..."

The woman's amile did not reach her eyes. "And how am | to repay you?'
"By drinking some of that wine with me, no more."

Thiswoman looked like a goddessin disguise, and could hardly be given to sporting with Cimmerian
mercenary officers. She would give no pleasure save to his eyes, but that would be enough.

"If your purse is empty, girl, we canfill it before dawn," a bodyguard said. His comrades joined in the
bawdy laughter. Few others did, least of dl Conan. They saw the ice in the woman's eyes.

Moati struck the bar with the handle of his maul. The drummer pulled his drums into his lap and began
pounding out a sensuous Zamoran beat. "Pyla Zarid" Moti shouted. "To work!"

The women whirled onto the floor. The shouting and clgpping rose, until the drummer was swegting to
meke hmsaf heard. First Pyla, then Zaria, threw off ther robes. The man in green sk drew his sword
and caught Zarias on the point, without taking his eyes off the northern woman.

Conan consdered the man anew. A fop he might be, but likdy enough a dangerous one.

A kitchen girl appeared with a rush basket of food and a jug of fine Aquilonian wine. Moti handed
them to the woman, counted the coins she drew from indde her belt, then dapped the girl on the rump.

"No more cooking tonight, Thebia. Dancers are what we need!"

In spite of the din, Conan heard in Mati's voice the tone of a man ordering a rearguard to stand and
die. Thetickling spider-legs of danger on Conan's pine became sharp hooves. Two years ago he would
have drawn his sword.

Pyla cast asde her breast plates. They clattered to the floor amid cheers, as the northern woman
turned for the door. Conan followed her with his eyes, and saw tha the slk-clad man was doing the
same. Pyla, Zaria,

and Thebiamight have been carrion birds pecking a ox bones for dl he saw of them.

The woman could avoid the dancers only by passng close to her watcher and his guards. The man
saw that in the same moment as Conan. His fingers did a dance of their own. Conan had taken two steps



when one of the guards thrust a thick leg into the woman's path.

In the next moment Conan knew she was a warrior. She dropped both jug and basket to free her
hands and save her balance. When she knew that her balance was logt, she twisted in midair and crashed
down with both hands free. Ralling, she drew a dagger from one boot and uncoiled like a snake.

The lordling leaped from his chair, one hand on his sword hilt and the other held out in what Conan
much doubted was friendship. As his guards dso rose, the woman gripped the lordling's hand, then held
on as she twisted again. The man's pearl-sewn shoes were no ad on the wine-dick floor. He sat down
with a thump.

Conan was now close enough to hear the woman say, "Forgive me, my lord. | only wished—" Two
of the guards turned toward him. Conan's indinct to draw his sword seethed and bubbled beneath a skin
of dvilization.

Thelordling contemplated the ruby stains on his clothes, then he contemplated the woman. His voice
rose to a screech. "She attacked me! My clothes are ruined! Do your duty!”

The woman had her back to one of the guards. As his comrades drew swords, he drew a club. It
came down to meet the fla of Conan's out-thrust sword. Conan's massive right am essly .held the
sword, as the dub did down to drike the woman a glancing blow to her shoulder, ingtead of a sunning
one to her head.

The womean rolled again, giving Conan fighting room. For amoment he had no need of it. The lordling
and his guards seemed bemused at being opposed. Conan shot a quick glance a Moti. Sweat streamed
from the innkeeper, and his white-knuckled hands gripped the handle of the maul.

Conan much doubted that he would drink again at the Red Falcon. The lordling had put Mati in such
fear that he would see an honest customer attacked. Conan would cdl no man a coward without proof,
but neither would he be bound by his host's fears.

"Thiswoman no more attacked you than a sheemouse,” Conan growled. "If were to tak of attacks,
what about that great barge of afoot | saw thrust at her?!

The woman unwisdy turned to smile at Conan. One guard had recovered his wits. His sword rasped
free, thrugting dumsly but hard at the woman. She whirled, enough o that sted intended to pierce her
belly only raked her ribs. A red stain spread across the Sde of her tunic.

The guard nearest to Conan owed hislife to the Cimmerian's scruples about cutting down a man who
had not yet drawn. A stoal, flung like a stone from a catapult, took the guard's legs out from under him.
Conan's boot crashed into hisribs, then into his belly. The guard doubled up, trying to spew and breathe
and scream Al at the same time with precious little success.

By now, more than hdf of Moti's customers had recdled urgent business e sawhere. One guard
retreated among the empty tables and benches. Two others and their master charged Conan, daying
close together rather than spreading out. They dso took ther eyes off the woman.

Bloody ribs and dl, the woman sprang onto a vacant table. The closest guard turned on her, his
sword snaking toward her thigh.

"Dont kill her, you foal!" the lordling screamed.

The guard's reply was hardly respectful. Conan knew a moment's sympathy for the man. No order
could be harder to obey than to take a she-lion dive. No man but a fool gave it, save for better cause
then wounded vanity.

The woman drew a second dagger from her boot, then sorang down. She landed so close to the
guard that he lacked room to use his sword. Before he could open the distance she locked his sword arm
with one dagger, then thrust the point of the other up under his chin. His outraged scream turned into a



gurgle as blood sprayed from his nose and mouth.
"Look out, woman! Behind you!"

The guard who had retreated was advancing as his dead comrade took dl the woman's attention.
Conan could only shout a warning. The lordling and one guard were coming & him. Both seemed to
know the curved Turanian sword wel enough to demand the Cimmerian's full attention. Greater speed
and longer reach could too eeslly be set a naught by ill-luck.

Hiswarning to the woman might gill have been too late. By the gods favor, the guard tried to obey
hislord's orders to take the woman dive. He closed and grappled her from behind, one am around her
throat, one gripping her right am. She wriggled like an ed, trying to stab backward. His mal turned
away one dagger, and he hammered her wrist againg the edge of a table until she dropped the other.

Conan's own fight of two againgt one would have been easer if the three women of the Red Falcon
hadn't gone on dancing. They had no one to dance for now, or & least none with eyes to spare for them
save for Moti behind the bar and the drummer on his stool. Pyla and Zaria were now whally nude. The
kitchen gifl Thebia was bare to the waist Her skirt did farther down her thighs with each wriggle of her
hips They had been commanded to dance, and would do so until the command came to stop.

"Crom, women! Either give me room or give me hep!”

Suddenly the girl's skirt dipped its moorings, did to the floor, and tangled around her feet. She
sumbled and would have fdlen, save that she sumbled againg the lordling. He thrust her back savagdly,
forgetting that his free hand now held a dagger. The keen edge scored a long, bloody furrow across her
thigh.

She gave a high, shrill wall, cdapping one hand to the wound while she cast the skirt whally aside with
the other. This drew the lordling's attention again, a mistake for which his guards paid dearly.

Conan closed with the fird and dashed his am off at the elbow. The second had the woman
disarmed and was discovering that was only hdf the victory when Mati charged out from behind the bar.
His maul swung, griking the guard with a glancing blow on the hip. That broke the guard's grip on the
womean, freeing her to ram an elbow into his throat. The guard redled back, clear of another swing of the
meul, fdl backward over a chair, and crashed to the floor at the feet of the drummer. The drummer lifted
one of his drums—Kushite ebony bound with brass—and dammed it down on the fdlen man's head. He
lay ill.

"Now, son of more fathers than you could count with your shoes on—" Conan began.

Thelordling looked a Conan as he might have a a horde of demons, dropped his dagger, and bolted
out the door. The northern woman stayed just long enough to retrieve her daggers, then dso vanished
into the night. Still nude, Pyla and Zaria set themsdves to binding Thebias wounds, then turned to the
guards.

“No doubt the watch will catch him, if she does not," Conan said.

Moti shook his head. He was now as pde as the Iranistani. The maul thudded to the floor, his hands
suddenly unable to grip it.

Conan frowned. The expresson had made new recruits tremble. Moti turned paler, if such was
possible. "Or isour departed friend in the green sSlk aroyd prince or some such?'

"He—heis not far from that," Moti sammered. "He is the son of Lord Houma."

That name was not dtogether unknown to Conan. Houma was one of the Seventeen Attendants, a
proven soldier and a great partisan of alarger amy and an expanded Turanian empire,

"Then he needs to thrash some mannersinto that little cockerel. That, or dse gdd him and sdl him for



aeunuch, to get some profit from him."
"Conan, | had to be sure the matter was past sitling peacefully. 1t—"

"It was past sitling peacefully the moment they laid hands on that woman!™ Conan growled. "I'll say
S0 to the watch and anyone else wholl listen, up to King Yildiz hmsdf! If Thebia hadn't been attacked, |
might be chaang Houmas pretty pimp of a son through the streets now, hoping to finish him off before
the woman did!"

Moti drew in breeth like a frog. "That was no attack,” he sad dowly. "She ddiberately drew that
stroke, so that | would have to fight.

"By Hanuman's stones, girl, I'll have you out on the streets with a name to make you stay there! And
you, Pylal Sheld never have thought of it without you. Y ou're no longer—gkkkhhhh!"

Conan lifted Mati to the top of the bar, picked up the maul, and hdd the handle in front of the
innkeeper's nose.

"Mati, my former friend and host, you have two choices. | can ram this up your arse Sdeways and
leave you that way to explain tonight's matters to the watch. | can dso leave you intact and hdp explan
them, in return for afew favors.”

Moti licked hislips. "Favors?'

"Your best room free whenever | want it, with food and wine as wdl. Not the best wine, I'l dlow,
but enough for me and any company | keep. Oh, yes—and any womean | entertain doesn't have to pay
you asngle brass piecel”

Moti squaled asif he were dready being impaded. Conan's frown and the women's giggles silenced
him. He tried to throw up his hands in disgust, but they were sheking too hard to make the gesture
convinang.

"Wdl?'

"As you wish, miner of my name and destroyer of my house. May you have much joy in it, before
Lord Houma's men burn it over your heed.”

"Lord Houma may have fewer but wiser men if he tries that,” Conan said. "Now, | want a room
tonight, and food and wine fo—" He looked at the women.

"One" with anod to Pyla
"Two," amiling a Zaria.

Thebiagrinned and put her hands behind her back. Her young breasts rose, quivering. Conan pointed
a her bandaged thigh. "You want to be the third, with that? Oh, very well. I'm no great hand at arguing
with women.”

"Jud as well, then, that our northern friend took hersdlf off," Pyla said. "Otherwise, she might be
joining us. I much doubt that even a Cimmerian can do justice to four !

Two

"THAT'S A BOW inyour hands, you son of a cull!" Conan snapped. "It's not a snake. It won't bite
you. Evenif it did, that's not haf of whet Il do to you if you don't gring it now!"

The gangling youth turned the color of the dust underfoot. He looked at the cerulean sky overhead, as
if imploring the gods for mercy. Conan drew breath for more advice. The youth swallowed, gripped the
bow, and managed to dring it, gracelesdy but without dropping it again.




One by one, Conan took his recruits through the art of dringing the powerful curved Turanian
horsebow. Certainly, some were destined to be midden-sweepers. Others aready knew everything that
Conan proposed to teach them.

He would not ask how they had learned the bow. Among the mercenaries of Turan, the life of a
soldier began the day he took the copper coin of enligment. What he had been before, no one asked. It
was a custom that Conan thought wise, and not only because his own past would not have borne the
weght of too much curiosty.

At lagt Conan spat into the dust and scowled a the men. "Why the gods addled your wits, making
you think you could be soldiers, they only know. | don't. So | have to do what King Yildiz pays me for.
That's turning you into soldiers, whether you like it or not. Sergeant Garasm! Take them on a run, ten
times around the range!”

"You heard the Captain,” shouted Garam, in a voice that could have been heard in King Yildiz's
paace. "Run!" He flourished his stick urtil it whigled, then fdl in behind the recruits with a wink to
Conan. Although Garam could have been grandfather to some of the recruits, he could eedly outrun any
of them.

As the recruits vanished through the gate, Conan sensed someone behind him. Before he could turn,
he heard Khadjar's voice.

"You tak to those men as though you have heard your own words from others.”
"I have. Captain. Sergeant Nikar said much the same when he was teaching me archery.”

"So old Nikar was your ingructor? | thought | saw his touch in your draw. What happened to him, by
the way?"

"He went home on leave, and never reached it. A band of robbers disappeared that same month. I'd
wager Nikar won afine escort.”

"Would you wager on your archery againg mine? Five arrows a turn, three turns?'
"Widl, Ceptain—"

"Come, come, oh defender of dancing girls. Did | not hear of your winning free hospitdity at the Red
Facon two nights ago? Y our purse should be ready to burst with the weight of unspent coin!™

Conan was ready to burst with curiosity, as to how the Captain had learned so much so soon. He
only said, "It was no dancing girl | defended, at least a the start. It was a northern woman, and a fine
fighter if atrifle overmatched againg four."

Khadjar laughed. "Most would be, save yoursdf. | trust the lady was grateful?'

"Not so amean would noticeit,” Conan said. He grinned. "The dancing girls were, though. So grateful
that | much doubt | am fit to shoot againgt you."

"Conan, you say a mere three dancing girls have drained your strength? Go back to your hills, then,
for Turan ismaking you old before your time!"

"Take a bow, Captain. Then we shdl see who may cal whom ‘old'."
"Asyou—Mitral Who let her in?'

Conan whirled a Khadjar's words. The woman from the Red Facon was griding toward them from
the gate. She walked as she had that night, dthough the gate guards were openly sripping her with their
eyes. If her wound hurt, none could have told it from her gait

She wore the same cut of tunic and trousers, in fine blue linen with vines and trees embroidered in red
a the wrigs and throat. She aso wore a well-sheathed broadsword and a dagger just too short to be



cdled a second sword. A headdress of white Slk in the Turanian manner shidded her northern fairness
from the sun.

"You look asif you know the wench, Conan,” Khadjar said
"No wench she, Captain. That's the woman from the Red Facon.”

"Oho! Wdl and good. You learn what brought her here. | shdl learn why those camels bastards at
the gate let her in!"

Conan undrung his bow and waited impassvey for the woman's arriva. By the time she was within
gpesking distance, Khadjar was shouting a the guards.

"He will learn that | showed them this"" the woman said camly. Dark againg her freckled pdm and
long fingers lay an ancient gold coin, cast in the reign of King Ibram two centuries ago. Over Ibram's
fork-bearded face were stamped three letters in the Zamoran script.

Such stamped coins were the mark of Mishrak, lord of King Yildiz's spies, and those who went about
his business. It did not occur to Conan to doubt the sgn, curious as it might be for this woman to be
carying it. Those who disobeyed the command of Mishrak were wise to be far from Aghrapur by
sunrise of the next day.

"So Mishrak sent you. Why?'

"To bring you, Captain Conan."

"To bring me where?'

"“To Mighrak, of course.”

"l see your tongue is as well guarded as ever."
"Give me one reason why it should be otherwise.”

Perhaps this woman knew little, which would be much like Mishrak. The spy lord never told any of
his servants enough to let them piece together any of his secrets. Whether she knew much of little, she
would clearly tdl Conan nothing.

At this moment Khadjar returned, in an evil temper. A look at the coin did nothing to soothe him. He
growled like a winter-waked bear and jerked a hand toward the gate.

"Go, Conan. Neither of usisthe kind of foal to quarrel with Mishrak. I'll have Garam finish the day's
arill.”

"Asyou wish, Captain. Now, woman, if youll let me wash and am mysdf—"

"Arm yoursdf as you wish, Captain Conan. Otherwise, Mishrak says tha you will lack nathing if you
make hage.”

"Nothing?' Conan said with a laugh. His eyes ran lightly over a figure that lacked only garb fit to
disolay it properly. Or perhaps lacking dl garb would display it best?
The woman blushed. "Nothing that his hospitdity can supply.”

"I will not be long." No longer than it would take to don mail under his clothes and secrete a few
daggersin unexpected places, a any rate.

"MidraK liesin the Saddlemakers Quarter,” the woman said, as she led Conan out the gate. The
Cimmerian was a head and more tdler, but found the pace she set no child's play to match. Hillfolk blood
in her, perhaps?

In the Coopers Square Conan started to turn south. The woman planted hersdf by the fountan,



ignaring a cartload of staves that dl but ran her down.
"Captain, the Saddlemakers lie to the north.”
"Anyone would think you were no stranger to Aghrapur.”
"Anyone who thinks would know that a stranger can learn if she meets those willing to teach.”

"Then teach me what you learned,” Conan growled. The Saddiemakers Quarter did in truth lie to the
north. HeEd hoped to lead the woman some distance by devious routes, where none could easly follow
or lay ambushes.

If she would not follow where he led, though, there was nothing to do but follow where she led.
Otherwise held earn her wrath, lose her guidance, fal Mishrak, and thereby earn a wrath more to be
feared than any in Turan save perhaps that of King Yildiz.

Besides, any ambush was mogt likdy to come within the rat's warren of the quarter itsdf. Conan
trusted to his sword and mal to make that ambush a most unhappy afar for any who took part,
beginning with the woman hersdif.

"One moment,” the woman said. She lifted her headdress, drank from the fountain, then darted into
the nearest dley.

Alleys and byways and reeking dark flights of stairs where Conan had to stoop were their road
deeper and deeper into the quarter. Conan followed three paces behind and to the right, hand on the hilt
of his sword. Eyes and ears searched for Sgns of danger, meding only the din of fifty saddlemakers
shops hard a work. Turning lesther and wood and metd into saddles made one din. Masters roaring a
their gpprentices made a second.

Anather turn. Conan had a good view now of the woman's dagger. The pommed was a slver-washed
iron apple, and the quillions were double, set a right angles to each other. He resolved to ask the woman
to show him the dagger's usg, if the laws and customs of sted ever alowed.

They came forty paces from the last turn when the attackers swarmed out of an dley to the left and a
window to the right.

Conan counted six opponents as his sword legped into his hand. One was the guard who'd fled the
Red Facon. Odds enough to make the best careful, unless the woman was better than shed been that
night

Right now she seemed struck witless by fear as the three from the dley closed.

At least she was no foe, if a poor friend. Conan cut down the odds a trifle by hamgringing the last
men out of the window. The man dropped farther and harder than held planned, going to hands and

knees. A Cimmerian boot in the bdly lifted him like a dog, hurling him againg a comrade. The second
men was rigng when a Cimmerian broadsword split his skull from crown to the bridge of his nose.

A scream danced off the stones. The guard reded back, blood streaming from blinded eyes. The
same blood dripped from the woman's dagger. Conan grinned as he redized the woman's craft. She'd
fagned fear, to draw the three men close. There she had two blades againg their three, one more agile
then any of theirs.

Two more men darted from the dley. The woman had the wdl to guard her left and two opponents at
her front. The newcomers ran to take her from the right. Conan faced the last man from the window.

Taking his opponent's measure, Conan feinted high. He took the man's riposte on his mall, then
followed the same line again. The second cut tore into the sde of the man's neck. His haf-severed head
lolled on his shoulders. He reded backwards into his comrades, drenching them in his blood.

They were men of stout nerve, cagting the dying man aside without breaking stride. This took just long



enough for Conan's sword to fdl like an executioner's ax. The righthand man gaped as his swordarm
dangled ruined and bloody. Conan freed his sword and gave ground with a backward legp that took him
clean over the fdlen men behind him.

He landed in a half-crouch. The cut amed by an upright opponent whistled over his head. His own
cut took the man's right leg off just below the knee. The man contrived one more desperate dash, then
toppled.

With time at lagt to think of the woman, Conan saw she needed little thought and hardly more help.
Sheld thrust one opponent through the throat. He sat againg the wall, fingers laced around his neck. As
Conan watched, the fingers unlaced and the eyes rolled up in the pae face.

The woman no longer used her dagger as a weapon. Instead sheld made it into invisble, swift-moving
armor, catching every cut on the quillions. Her opponent wore mail, so her own dashes had shredded his
coat but not his flesh.

"Mind" she shouted, as fierce asif Conan were ancther foe.

"Yours" Conan replied. That pride demanded more than a nod. So did those sharp, ready,
deadly-swift blades.

The woman stepped back, freeing her dagger and her opponent's sword. Doubtless she expected an
atack. Instead he turned and plunged into the dley. In a moment he was only the fading sound of
pounding feet.

"Gods, woman! Why did you do that? Y ou think he'd have done as much for you?"

"l suppose not. There's dill time to remedy matters, if you choose.”

"Chase a man through this maze when he may have been born here? Every time you open your
mouth, more of your wits seem to fly out of it!"

"If you're afraid—" She blanched at Conan's face, as she had not at the ambush. "Forgive me. Truly. |
merdy thought to give him an honorable end, not butcher him like ahog." *

"Shake off your whims about honor, woman, if you want to live long in Turan. Mishrak will tdl you
that, if you won't ligen to me"

"He did. But—Master Barathres taught me wdll. Gratitude to him, old habit—they will make me think
of honor when perhaps | should not." For the firgt time agmilelit her whole face. "You are not so free of
honor yoursdf. Else why did you take my part a the Red Facon?!

"I hate to have a quiet night's drinking spoiled. Besides, | took your part only after | saw that Mati
was too afraid of that lordling's kin to lift a finger for you. That's the firg time | had to brawl at the Red
Fdcon. If it isn't the last, Moti will pay more than he did that night!"

"What did he pay, if you think it fit to tdl me?'

No woman likes to hear of a man's explaits in bedding others. Learning that lesson had nearly cost
Conan his manhood. "He paid dearly enough, but I'd rather tdl you when weve put a few streets
between us and our late friends. The man you let flee may be summoning help.”

"I pray not."
"Pray dl you wish, but the sooner Mishrak's door closes behind us, the better.”

The woman nodded, grimaced at the nicks in her dagger, then sheathed it. Conan kndlt, to examine
the bodies, fromning as he recognized another. The man whose leg held dashed off was a soldier in
Captain ltzhak's company. He'd seen the men at the Red Falcon once or twice, gambling and losing. Had
he hired out his sword to pay his debts, or did his secret lie deeper than that?



Well, the woman was leading him to the manin dl Turan most likdly to know, if least likdy to tell. She
was dready turning down the dley, sword in hand. Conan followed, consdering that this was twice held
fought shoulder to shoulder with the woman without knowing her name.

Three

"WHO SEEKS ENTRANCE to this House?' sad a soft voice. It seemed to come from the ar
above the greet iron gate in the whitewashed stone wall.

"Cgptain Conan and she who was sent for him," the womean replied.

They waited, while the owner of that voice studied them. At last Conan heard a series of dangs like a
blackamith a work, then afant scrape of metd on metd as the gate did open.

"You may enter this house," came the voice again.

Entry was through a gateway more deserving of the name of tunnd. The walls of Mishrak's house
were two men thick and solid stone every finger of the way. Conan counted four arrow dits and two
dropholes in the walls and caling. At the far end lay another gate, this one of Vendhyan teak, lavishly
carved with dragons and tigersin the Khitan style.

Beyond the second gate they entered a guardroom. Two of the guards were black, one of Vanahem,
and the last dearly a native of Shem. None but the Shemite was as smdl as Conan, and that one wore
enough knives to let out the blood of 9x men before his own flowed.

The four exchanged looks, then elaborate gestures. Conan judged them dl to be mutes. At lagt one of
the blacks nodded and pointed to a door in the far wal, plated in mirror-bright silver. It snmung open, as if
the black had cast a el oniit.

A digtaste for sorcery lay deep within dl Cimmerians, and Conan was no exception. Moreover, his
experience with the breed of magic-widders had taught hm that magic ate a a man's honor and
judgment faster than gold. Mot of that breed held met had ended in seeking to rule dl who would obey
them and ruin dl who would not. Beng little indined to be ruled or ruined a another's whims, Conan
could hardly be other than afoe of such wizards.

Reason told him that if Mishrak had magic a his command, he would hardly need the guards. The
lord of spies dearly had other resources, beginning with a house built like a fortress.

How like a fortress, Conan began to learn as he and the woman penetrated deeper into it. Their route
seemed to have as many turns and windings as the Saddiemakers Quarter. At every turn was some
digolay of splendo—Aquilonian tapestries, Vendhyan statues of dancing gods, rich ebony carvings of
asps. Conan's danger-sharpened senses picked out oy holes in the tapestries, the sharpened daggers
held ready in the hands of the gods, the live asps nesting among the carved ones.

From time to time they passed iron-bound doors set in deep recesses. Conan pitied any man foolish
enough to think they offered a safer way to the heart of Mishrak's kingdom. They would lead any
stranger nowhere except to death—and probably not a quick one.

At lagt the way grew sraight. No longer was the floor done tiled. Wals and celling shone with gilded
maosaic work or dripped with tapestries done in doth of dlver and the finest Slk. They ended in another
guardroom, with an open arch beyond it and the sounds of olashing water and aflute,

"Who conies?' demanded the chief guard.

This room hdd sx instead of four, one another Shemite and the rest with an Iranisani cast to thar
features. Neither mutes nor giants, the ax dl wore slvered mal and hdmes and the planes and



most-used swords Conan had seen in Turan.

"Captain Conan of the King's mercenaries and a lady sent to bring him to Mighrak,” Conan sad
before the woman could speak. She started.

"l am no mute, like our friends at the first gate,”" Conan went on. "I am a Cimmerian and a soldier, and
both have a certain quaint custom. When we have twice fought side by side with someone and they owe
usther lives we enjoy knowing their names. | know not what barbarous land you cdl home, but—"

The woman's nodrrils flared and she had the grace to flush. "I an Rahna of the Stone Hill in the
Marches of Bossonia. | serve the Migtress lllyana”

Which, Conan reflected, answered his question without teling him much.

He st his wits to devisng a new question. Before he found words, a voice like a bull's bellow filled
the room.

"Come and let us be about our business. We do not have the whole day!"
Conan took Raihnafirmly by the arm and led the way into Mishrak's innermost refuge.

From the splendor of the way in, Conan expected more of the same beyond the arch. Instead
evarything was bare, whitewashed stone walls and celing. Only on the floor did rich Iranistani carpets
and dyed Hyrkanian fleeces offer softness to both the eye and the foot. On the floor—and around the
pool in the middle of the room.

Fve women and aman sat on benches around the pool. Four of the women were a pleasure to any
man's eye, the more so as they wore only sandals, gilded loinguards, and siver collars set with topazes. It
took nothing from Conan's pleasure in the women to detect smdl daggers hidden in the sandals and
loinguards. He wondered what wegpon might lurk in the collars. Like much ese in Mishrak's house, the
women were both a ddight to the senses and a menace to unsugpecting enemies.

Thefifth woman had the air of a guest rather than a guard. She wore a white robe, held a wine cup,
and seemed older than the others.

Before Conan saw more, the bull's bellow came again. "Well, Captain Conan? Will you be once
more a thief, and of women thistime?'

The below came from the man on the bench. Conan doubted that he could rise from it unaided;
below the knees hislegs were shrunken nightmares, seamed and ravaged with scars. Above the wais, he
was as thick as the magt of a gdley, with ams like tree-roots. The harr of ams and chest was gray shot
with white. So were the few sirands of beard and hair thet escaped the black lesther mask covering
Mighrak from crown to chin.

Conan grinned. "Keeping stolen gold is hard enough. Keeping what has legs to run with, if it likes not
your company or your manner in bed... Do | look so great afool?!

"Y ouve been ggping about you like one, | mugt say.”

"Cdl it gaping if you will, Lord Mishrak. | cal it admiring fine work. | know now why you have so
many enemies, yet live to serve King Yildiz so wel."

"Oh? And wha magic do | have to perform this miracle?’

"It's neither magic nor miracle. It's meking ready to kill your enemies faster than their courage can
endure. Most men can be brave if they have some hope of life or victory. Losng dl hope of either would
turn mogt into cowards.”

"Save yoursdlf, no doubt, Cimmerian?'



"I have not tested the defenses of your house, Mishrak. Nor do | have any cause to do so. | am not
yet your enemy, and | doubt you plan to make me so. Killing me here might do injury to your rugs and
ladies”

"So it would. Yet | would suggest that you learn why | have summoned you, before you cdl me
friend."

"It will be arare pleasure to be told something, for once," Conan said.

"I predict the pleasure will be brief,” Mighrak said, in a tone that told of a grim smile under the mask.
"Yet your life might be even more s0, if you do not accept whet | offer you."

"No men lives as long as he wants to," Conan sad. "That's the way of the world, just as no men can
have every woman he desires,” he added, grinning at Raihna. She flushed again. "What is going to shorten
my days thistime?'

"Lord Houma. Ah, | see | havefindly driven a dart deep enough in that thick Cimmerian skull to gan
your atention.”

Conan wasted no breath denying it. "l understand he's rather fonder of his son than the young witling
deserves. You should understand that Raithna and | met his firgt band of hired swords on our way here.
Only one of them Ift dive, and he only because he fled." Conan would have sworn Raihna threw him a
grateful look for not mentioning her mistake.

"Asyou say, they were the firs band sent againg you. They will not be the last. Your eye is keen, but
can it stay open forever? Who will guard your back when you deep?’

Almogt imperceptibly, Raihna shook her head. Conan shrugged. "I could take leave for atime. Or are
you going to tdl methat Lord Houma is one of those men with short tempers and long memories? Such
have sought my life before, with what success you can see”

"You could not be away from Aghrapur long enough to foil Lord Houma without bresking your oath
of service. Are you ready to give up your cgptaincy?'

"Out of fear of Houma? Lord Mishrak, you can make your offer or not, as you choose. Do not inault
mein the bargain.”

"l would insult you more by implying that you are too stupid to be afraid. Houma has not the strength
he once had, but he is dill more than a match for you."

Conan did not doubt the firg part of that statement. Houma had owed some of his former strength to
his friendship with the Cult of Doom. Conan himsdf had cast the Cult down to utter and find destruction
the best part of two years ago.

Asfor the rest—
"Granting that Houma might be my match, how would you change that?"

"I you will leave Aghrapur on—a task—for me, | will find ways to change Lord Houmas mind. The
task. should not take you more than a month. By then you can return to Aghrapur and deep in peace.”

"And this task?'

"In amoment. While you are traveing, | will dso protect those you leave behind, who might also fed
Houmas vengeance. | do not imeagine that you care much what happens to Sergeant Matild, but—would
you see Pylas face turned into something like my legs?'

Conan cursed himsdf for a witling. Houma was dearly the kind of coward who would hurt a foe
however he could, whether honorably or not. He should not have forgotten the women.

"I would not like that at dl," Conan said, then grinned a the look in Raihnas eyes. So let the



swordwench be jedlous! He owed Pyla and her friends more than he owed Rahna of Bossonia "If you
can protect them, it would indeed make your offer worth hearing.”

"Although," Conan added more cadmly then he fdt, "I imagine you have plans for Lord Houma
whether I'm part of mem or not. You might be keeping him too busy to worry about taverns and ther
gifsanyway. He has morein hand than letting his son misbehave, doesn't he?'

In the slence that followed, Conan dearly heard the snik of a crossbow being cocked. He laughed.
"Bedt tdl that archer to cock his bow while people are 4ill taking. When everyone's ggping like dead
fish, it's too easy to heer—"

The white-robed woman broke the slence with warm if high-pitched laughter. "Mishrak, | told you
severd times. | have heard Raihna speak of thisman and | have studied his aura. He is not one to be led
by the nose, or by any other part of his body. Lead him by his sense of honor, and he will go where you
will. Otherwise do not waste your bresth."

A choking noise crept from under the leather hood. Conan suspected that if Mishrak could have
drangled anyone, he would have started with Conan and gone on to the woman. Beside Conan, Raihna
was pressing her face into a pillar to hide her blush and what 1ooked remarkably like laughter.

"May | deserve your praise, lady,” Conan said. "Would | be spesking to Mistress lllyana?'
"You would."

The woman aso seemed to have northern blood in her, but her hair was brown with tints of auburn.
She wore a smple flowing gown of white slk with saffron borders and silver-decorated sandas. The
gown was too loose to show much of her body, but from the lines in the long face Conan judged her to
be upwards of thirty. A trifle thin-flanked for his tastes, but not unhandsome.

lllyana accepted Conan's scrutiny in dlence for a moment, then smiled. "With Lord Mishrak's
permission, | will tel you whet is asked of you. But first | will thank you for saving Raihna from desth or
shame. She began as a hired sword, but the years have made us spirit-agers.”

Conan frowned. "Auras’ and "spirit-kin" were things of priestcraft if not wizardry. Wha was this
woman?

"l ask your ad in a search for the missng Jewd of Kurag. It is a thing of ancient Atlantean magic, set
inan am-ring of Vanir work—"

She went on to describe the history of the Jewels, as much as was known of it, from their mysterious
originsin Atlantis to the present day. It seemed they had along and bloody history, for the spells needed
to use them safdy were hard to learn even for the most accomplished sorcerers.

"Then why bother with the Jewels at dl?' Conan asked.

"Even separately, they confer great power on a skilled user. Together, no one knows whét limits there
might be on the magic of thelr possessor.”

Conan reflected that he had learned nothing about sorcerers he had not long since known.

lllyana continued with the possession of the Jewels by her magter Eremius, his growing ambition to
use the powers of the Jewels to rule the world, their quarrd, her flight with one of the Jewels, and much
else. She ended by saying that the tales of demons coming out of the Ibars Mountains hinted of Eremiuss
presence.

"With dl in fear of him, his srength will grow seadily. Soon it will make him a vadugble dly to
amhbitious men like Lord Houma. They will aid him, thinking to use his powers againg therr enemies. They
will only be buying themsalves the strongest chains of dl, forged by the most ancient and evil magic.”

"Andent and evil magic..." Conan heard those words with icy darity, dthough he had heard mogt of



what went before with only haf an ear.

Mishrak was not only asking him to flee like a thief from Aghrapur and Lord Houma's vengeance. He
was asking a Cimmerian to guard the back of a sorceress on a quest for a menace no honest stedl could
face. He would aso have wagered his sword that Illyana was tdling less than the whole truth about the
Jewels,

No honor in any of this. But even less in leaving Pyla and Zaria and young Thebia (who might grow
no older) to the mercy of those who had none, either.

Curse dl women and whatever god created them as a joke on men! They might be a mydery
themsalves, but they certainly knew how to bring a man to them, like a trainer with a haf-grown hunting

dog!

"By Hanuman's stones!" Conan growled. "l never thought lisening could be as dry work as taking.
Bring me and Rahna some wine, and Il promise to fly to the moon and bring back its queen's
loinguard!™

Two of the guardswomen sprang up without an order and vanished like hares fleang the wolf. Conan
sat down cross-legged and drew his sword. Sghting dong the blade for nicks, he concluded held best
put it in the hands of a smith before setting out on serious business.

When he knew he had everyone's atention, he laughed. "You want me to run off to the Ibars
Mountains, with a half-mad swordwench and a more than half-mad sorceress. Then we hunt for a magic
jewe and gted it from a completdly mad wizard, fighting our way through whatever magic-spawned
mongters we find. If we snatch the jewd, youll win, whether we live or die”

Mishrak laughed for the firg time snce Conan mentioned Houma. "Conan, you should be one of my
spies. | have none who could say hdf as much in twice as many words."

"I'd rather be gelded!”

"Why not do both? A fighting eunuch would be a vauable ear and eye in Vendhya. I'm sure you
would rise highin my service"

Raihna gave up trying to difle her laughter and buried her face in Conan's shoulder. He put an am
around her and she did not resist, only shaking the harder until tears streamed down her face.

By the time she was sober, the guardsvomen had returned with the wine. Mishrak poured out the
fird cup, drank from it, and then watched in slence until the others were served.

"Wdl, Conan?' he sad et last.

"Wdl, Mishrak. It's not to my taste, running like a thief because | didn't want my drinking spoiled by
seeing awoman mishandled. It's less to my taste going anywhere in the company of a wizard.

"But you don't have the name of afool, Mishrak. If you want me for this nonsense, | suppose you can
have me."

Rahna threw her arms around Conan. From the look on lllyanas face, she would have liked to do
the same. From under the black lesther hood came only a harsh laugh.

Four

"Now HERE'S A finer mount than I'll wager you thought | had,” the horse dedler said exuberantly.
"Look at those legs. Look &t that depth of chest. Look at thet noble—"

"How ishiswind?' Raihna said.




"He's no colt, Il not deny that. He's better. A seasoned, trained mount fit to carry ether of you
wherever you might want to go. Begging your pardon, Captain, my lady, but neither of you has the ook
of dwarfs to these old eyes. To be sure, I'm a better judge of horses than of men, but—"

Rahnaignored the dedler and stepped up to the horse. He gave her what seemed to Conan a wary
look, but showed no obvious skittishness or Sgns of migreatment. He stood patiently for Raihnas
examination, then tossed his head and whinnied when she patted his neck.

"No colt indeed,” Raihna said. "Were he aman, I'd say he was mod fit to St in the sun until his days
were finished.”

"My lady!" The deder could hardly have seemed more outraged if Raihna had questioned his lawful
birth. "Thisfine, long-sriding beast has many more years—"

"A few more years, perhaps. Not enough to be worth hdf what you ask for him."

"Lady, you insult both my honor and this horse. What horse so insulted will bear you willingly? If |
reduce the price by asngle brass piece, | will be insuiting him. Mitra strike me dead if | wouldnt!"

"I'm surprised that someone you sold a vulture's dinner disguised as a horse hasn't saved Mitra the
trouble!” Conan said. He was far from sure why Raihna was spending so much time bargaining for a huge
gdding dearly a home only on level ground. He did know that if the dedler thought he could apped to
Conan, he would do so and dl would waste more time.

The bargaining waxed hot and eager. Conan was reminded of a game he had seen among the
Iranigtani, where men on ponies batted a dead cdf about with long-handled mdlets. (He had heard tdes
that sometimes a dead enemy's head took the place of the caf.)

At lagt the dedler cast up his hands and looked much as if he would gladly go and hang himsdf.
"When you see me begging for dms in the Great Square, remember that it was you who made me a
beggar. Y ou will offer no more?'

Rahna licked dusty lips. "By the Four Springd | will have precious little to put in your begging bowl if
| pay more! Would you have me sdling mysdf in the streets because you know not the true vadue of a
horse?"

The dedler grinned. "You are too fine alady for the likes of those you would meet in the Streets. The
watch would also demand ther share. Now, if you wished some time to come privily to me, | am sure—"

"Your wife would notice what was missng, the next time she bedded you,” Conan growled. " Shape
more respectful words on your tongue, or carry it homein your pursel”

"There will be litle dse in that purse” the dedler grunted. "Oh, wel and good. For what you're
offering, | can hardly throw in much beyond the bridle and hit."

That was no loss. Mighrak had ordered Conan and Raihna to scatter his gold widdy about Aghrapur.
They would purchase their remaining horses from other dedlers, their saddles and tack from dill others,
and so on.

Conan was prepared to obey. Reluctantly, because he knew little of Mishrak's reasons and those he
suspected he much didiked. But he would obey. To make an enemy of both Mishrak and Houma would
mean leaving Aghrapur with more haste than dignity.

Conan was footloose enough not to mourn if that was his fate. He was proud enough to want a
worthier foe than Houma to drive him forth.

The dedler was dill cdling on the gods to witness his imminent ruin when Conan and Raihna led the
horse out the gate. In the street beyond, she stopped, gripped the bridle with one hand and the mane with



the other, and svung hersdlf on to the horse's back.

"S0 you can mount unaided and ride bareback,” the Cimmerian growled. Raihna had managed no
gmdl feat, but hed be cursed if sheld know it from him! "Smadl help that will be, when we take this great
lump into the mountains. Hell starve in a week, if he doesn't break a leg or maybe his rider's neck
sooner.”

"l know that, Conan."
"Then why take him at dl?'

"Theres a good long ride across open country before we reach the mountains. If we took mountain
horses dl the way, it would take longer. Time is something we may not have.

"Also, mountain horses would tdll those watching us too much about where we are going. We would
be followed and perhaps run down, because those who followed would surdy ride heavy mounts Do
you deny that we are being watched?'

"I think that fruitsdler over there—and don't look, for Erlik's sakel—is the same man as the painter
who followed us yesterday.”

"You told me of neither.”
"Crom! | didn't think you needed tdling!"
Rahna flushed. "Y ou were hiding nothing from me?*

“I'm not that big a fool. You may not know Agh-rapur, but youll be fighting beside me until this
witling's errand is done!"

" am grateful, Conan.”
"How grateful, may | ask?' he grinned.

The flush deepened, but she smiled. "You may ask. | do not swear to answer." She sobered. "The
next time, remember that what | know of Aghrapur, | know from Mishrak. Anything you can teach me
about this city will be something | need not learn from the lord of spied!”

"Now I'll ligen to that. 1'd teach a serpent or a spider to spare him needing to learn from Mishrak!"

Rahna reached down and gripped Conan's massve shoulder. Her grip was as drong as may a
man's, but no man could have doubted that those fingers were a woman's.

They passed on down the street in Slence for another hundred paces. At last Conan lifted his water
bottle, drank, then spat the dust from his mouth into the street.
"I'd lay ayear's pay on Mishrak having it in mind to use us as bait," he said. "What think you?'

"Much the same," Raihnareplied. "l would be less easy if lllyana were not so determined to come to
grips with Eremius. It is not just ending the danger of the Jewds of Kurag that she seeks. It is vengeance
for what she suffered at hishands"" Her tone made it plain she would not speak of those sufferings

"If your midtress is going to join us on Mishrak's hook, shed best be able to ride anything we put
under her. Thisisno grall in a country garden!™

"My midress is a better rider than | am. Remember that Bossoniaisin greet part hill country.” That
explained her gride, so familiar and so pleasing to Conan's eye.

Raihnds voice hardened. "Also, her father was a great landowner. He kept more horses than | saw
before | left home" Her voice hinted of atale Conan would have gladly heard, if hed dreamed she would
tdl hm aword of it.

Conan sought a subject more pleasing to both of them. "Will bringing the Jewels together end the



danger? Perhaps they'll be safer gpart.”
"Thereis no corruption in lllyana™ Raihna snapped.

" didn't say it was her | doubted,” Conan replied. At least he doubted her no more than any other
wizard, and perhaps less than some. "'l was thinking of other wizards, or even common thieves. Oh well,
once we have the Jewels they'll be a boil on Mishrak's arse and not ourd™

"Hssst! Ranid" Y akoub whispered.

"Tamur!" The guard called him by the name under which Y akoub had dedlt with him.

"Softly, please. Are you done?'

Ranis shrugged. "One man only. | could hardly travel done to this quarter without arousing suspicion.”

"True enough." Y akoub covertly studied Raniss companion. Given no time to flee or cdl for help, he
would be even less trouble than his master.

"S0, Ranis. What brings you here? | dready know that you failed.”

Ranis could not dtogether hide his surprise. He had the sense not to ask how Yakoub knew this
Indeed, he suspected Y akoub would not have needed Houmas ad to hear of a fight thet Ieft saven men
dead or maimed in an dley of the Saddiemakers Quarter.

"l want to try again. My honor demands that | try again.”

Y akoub swalowed bligering words about the honor of those who flee and leave comrades dead
behind them. Instead he amiled his mogt charming amile. "That speaks wel of you. What think you will be
needed, to once more face the Cimmerian? Remember, the tae in the streets runs that any man who
faceshimis cursed for self-destruction!”

"I can believe that. I've seen im fight twice. But by dl the gods, no barbarian is invinable Evenif he
were, he's insulted my lord and me twice over!"

So Ranis had enough honor to recognize an insult when it was given? A pity he had not enough to
recognize the need of dying with his men, thereby saving Yakoub a trifle of work. Not that the work
would be dangerous, save for the odd chance, but there was dways that.

Part of Yakoub's disuise as a crippled veteran was a gaff nearly his own height. A sngle thrust
crushed the throat of Raniss companion before he knew that he faced an armed foe.

The gaff whirled, then swept in alow arc as Y akoub sought to take Raniss legs out from under him.
Ranis legped high and came down on Yakoub's unguarded left Sde. Or at leadt, the Sde he thought
unguarded. The gaff seemed to legp into his path and that of his sword. The blade sank into wood, met
ged, and rebounded. Before Ranis could recover, one end of the gaff smashed againg his temple. He
staggered, sword hand loosening its grip but desperation rasing his arm once more to guard.

He was too dow to stop the lead-shod end of the st&ff from driving into his skull squardly between his
eyes. Ranisflew backward as if kicked by a mule, riking the wal and diding down to dump lifdessin
thefilth of the tavern's rear yard.

Y akoub saw that Raniss companion had died of his crushed throat and would need no mercy sted.
Kneding beside each body in succession, he closed their eyes and placed their wegpons in their hands.
Such was honorable trestment. Also, to any who did not look too dosdy at the wounds, it would seem
that they had dain each other in some petty quarrel.

Doubtless Mishrak would be suspicious, when word reached him. By tha time, however, the bodies
would be too far gone to tdl anyone without magic a his command very much. Not less important to



Y akoub, he himsdf would be some distance on the road back to the mountains and his work there. His
sving Bora's father Rhdfi should assure him, if not a hero's wel-come, at least freedom from awkward
questions.

"You know what to do,” Conan sad to the four tribesmen. "Have you any questions, besides when
you will be paid?'

The men grinned. The eldest shrugged. "Thisis no matter for pay, as you wdl know. But—we cannot
kill those who would stedl whét is yours?"

"Hewhom | now serve wishes live prisoners, who may tel him what he needs to know."

"Ah," the man said. He sounded much relieved. "Then you have not grown weak, Conan. Those who
live may yet be killed afterward. Do you think your master will let us do the work for him?"

"l will tdl him dl thet the gods will permit me to say," Conan replied. "Now, is anything ese lacking?'

"Thisfood of the aity falk is hardly food for men,” the youngest man said. "But | do not suppose it will
turn us into weeklings or women in afew days."

"Itwill not. And if you are needed for longer than that, | shdl see that you have proper food. By what
isknown but may not be talked of, | swear it!"

The tribesmen made ther gesture of respect as Conan turned and led a mydified Rahna out of the
gable. In the courtyard between the stable and the inn, she turned to him with a bemused expression.

"Those were Hyrkanians, were they not?'

"Your eye improves each day, Rahna"

"They look as likdly to stedl our goods as to guard them.”

"Not those, nor any of ther tribe. We owe each other blood debts.”
"The Hyrkanians honor those, or so | have heard.”

"You have heard the truth.”

Much to Conan's rdief, Ralhna did not seem disposed to pursue the matter further. His beattle againg
the Cult of Doom in company with the tribesmen was not for the ears of anyone who might tdl Mishrak.

Rahna strode across the courtyard and into the inn with her back even straighter than usud. As they
cimbed the gtairs, Conan heard the jingle of her purse.

"How much have you left?' Shetold him. "I'd be happier with more, if were going to buy horses for
the mountains”

"Mishrak expects us to find them at the army outpogts.”

"Meaning he has his own men in the outposts? Likey enough. I'd gill much rather have a second
choice, one that won't take us close to the outposts. If Mishrak can put his men into them, why can't
Houma do the same?’

"You see clearly, Conan.”

"I'm dill dive, Raihna 1've aways thought being dive has it over being dead. If Mishrak will spend a
little more of his gold, we may not have to spend our blood. Tdl that to your misiress, snce she seems to
have his ear!"

They were at the door of her room. Mishrak's gold had bought them not only horses and gear, but
Separate rooms at one of Aghrapur's best inns. Of a certainty their enemieswould hear of their presence,
but could hope to do nothing. Between the watch and the inn's own guards, nothing could be attempted



without a pitched battle.
Why attack a bear in his den, when you knew he would soon have to leave it?

"Seep well, Rahna" She turned to unlock her door. As dways, Conan's blood gtirred at the swdl of
breasts and hips, the long graceful lines of back and leg. Well, theinn did not ask a man to degp alone—

Rahna gripped his hand and led him through the door. She kicked the door shut, and before he could
speak had lifted her tunic over her head. The upper dopes of her breasts were lightly freckled; ther firm
fullness seemed to cry out for a man's hand.

Conan's blood no longer stirred. It seethed, on the verge of bailing over.

"You wished me a sound deep, Conan. Wel, come here and let us both find it. Or must | disrobe you
aswdl as mysdf?1 warn you, if | must do that | may be too weary for bedsport—"

"Hah!" Conan said. His arms went around her, lifting her off her feet. Desire thundered in him, and he
fdt the samein her. "If it's weary you want to be, Raihna, then | can give you the soundest deep of your
lifel”

Five

"ENTER IN MITRA'S name" lvram said. Hinges long unoiled screamed as the priest opened the
door for Bora. Borafollowed Ivram insde. In the center of the chamber a hearth of bricks was a work
on lvram's dinner. Pungent smoke tickled Boras nogdrils, as did the more gopetizing odors of baking
bread and bubbling stew. They reminded Bora that he had eaten not a bite Snce morning.

Around the hearth lay dyed fleeces and rugs of smple design but exquisite workmanship. More rugs
hung on the wall above arichly-carved chest. The figure of Mitra on the lid had eyes of amber and coral.

From beyond the door to an inner chamber floated the soft murmur of a flute. The priest's "niece”
Maryam was playing for the night's devotions and for whatever else might be expected of her during this
night. Few in Crimson Springs could name her "niecg’ without amiling, & least when Ivram was
elsawhere. Most suspected that she had learned the art of the flute in the taverns of Aghrapur.

"St, son of Rhdfi," Ivram said. He clgpped his hands and the flute was dlent. "Maryam, we have a
gues.”

The woman who emerged from the inner room was bardy hdf the priest's Sze or age. She bore a
brass tray covered with a piece of embroidered linen. On the linen rested honeycakes and bits of smoked
lamb. She kndlt gracefully before Bora, contriving to let her robe fal away from her neck and throat. The
neck was dender and the dark-rose throat firm and unlined. Bora knew other sensations than hunger.

"Wine?' Maryam asked. Her voice was rich and soothing. Bora wondered if this was another art of
pleasng she had learned in taverns. If so, she had learned it well.

"Forgive meif | seem ungrateful for your hospitaity,” Bora said unesslly. "l need wise counsd more
then anything e

"My ears are open and my heart a your sarvice” lvram said. In another priest's mouth the ritud
words might have rung hollow. In Ivram's, they could hardly be doubted. The villages around his shrine
forgave im gluttony and a "nieceé’ and would have forgiven him fa more, because he listened.
Sometimes he dso gave wise counsd, but as often, the mere knowledge that he listened eased those who
cameto him.

"l know the secret of the mountain demons,” Bora said. "Yet none will believe me. Some cdl me
med, some aliar. A few have sworn to have my blood if | do not cease to put them in fear.



"They say it istheir women and children they do not wish frightened, but | have seen their faces. They
think that if they do not know what the danger is, it will not come near them!”

"They are fools" Ivram said. He laughed, so that his jowls danced. "They adso do not care to have a
boy be more of aman than they are”

"Do you believe me, ihen?"
"Something stalks these mountains, something reeking of uncleanness and evil magic. Any knowledge

of that is more than we have had before” He took a honeycake between thumb and forefinger. It
vanished in two bites.

Bora looked at the plate, to discover it haf-empty dready. "Maryam, | will be grateful for that wine"

"Itisour pleasure” she replied. Her amile made Bora's head spin as though he had aready emptied a
cup.

Now that he had found someone of the hills ready to believe him, Bora could hardly credit his good
fortune. Nor could he muster the courage to speak, without strengthening himsdf with drink.

Ivram scanted neither his guests nor himsdf in the matter of wine. By the time the second cup was
haf-empty, Bora had done more then tdl his story. He had begun to wonder why he had ever been
reluctant to tdl it. Maryam was looking a him with wide, worshipful eyes. He had never dreamed of
having such awoman look a him so.

"If you saw half what you describe, we are in more peril than | had dared imagine” Ivram sad & lag.
"I dmogt understand those who did not care to hear you. Have you told anyone outside the village? This
isnot our secret, | think."

"l—widl, there is one. Not quite outside the village, dthough he has gone to Aghrapur—" The wine
now tangled Bora's tongue rather than freaing it. Also, he did not much care to tak of his Sster Carayds
unmaidenly passion for Y akoub.

"Itis Yakoub the herdsman, is it not?" Ivram said gently. Bora nodded without rasing his eyes, from
the floor.

"You do not trust im?* Bora shook his head. "Who else do you know who would both ligen to you
and bear your tae to Aghrapur? Mughra Khan's soldiers have arrested your father. They will be dow to
ligen to you.

"The friends of Y akoub may not be in high places. Yet they will not be the men of Mughra Khan.
Y akoub is your best hope."

"He may be our only onel" Bora dmost shouted. The wine on a nearly empty stomach was making
him light-headed. "'Besides the gods, of course,” he added hadtily, as he remembered that he was guest to
apriest of Mitra

"The gods will not thank us for gtting like stones upon the hillsde and waiting for them to rescue us”
Ivram said. "Yakoub seems a better man than those who seek only rebels when they should seek
wizardry. Perhaps hewill not be good enough, but—"

"Ilvram! Quickly! To the south! The demon fire burng”
Maryam's voice was hdf a scream and whally filled with terror. She stood in the outer doorway,

daing into the night. Bora took his place beside her, seeing that her dark-rose face was now pae as
goat's milk.

Emerdd fire climbed the dopes of the Lord of the Winds. The whole mighty peak might have been
gnking in alake of that fire. At any moment Bora expected to see the snowcap mdt and waft away into
the night as green-hued steam.



Ivram embraced Maryam and murmured to her. At last she rested her head on his shoulder in slence.
He looked beyond her, to the demon light. To Bora he seemed to be looking even farther, into another
world.

When he spoke, his voice had the ring of prophecy. In spite of his wine-given courage, Bora
shuddered & the priest's words.

"Thet is the light of our doom. Bora, | will join my words to yours. We mug prepare oursaves, for
what is about to come upon us”

"I cannot lead the villaged™
"Cannat, or will not?'
"l would if they listened to me. But | am a boy!"

"You are more of a man than those who will not hear you: Remember that, speak as you have spoken
to me tonight, and the wise will ligen.”

A witling's thought passed through Boras mind. Did Ivram mean tha he should stay drunk until the
demons had passed? The idea tempted him, but he doubted that there was so much wine in dl the

villages

Eremiusflung his arms toward the night sky, asif seeking to conjure the stars down from the heavens.
No stars were to be seen from the valey, not through the emerdd mist around the Lord of the Winds.

Agan and again his arms legped high. Again and again he fdt the power of the Jewd pour from them
like flames. Ah, if he could unleash such power with one Jewel, what might he do with both?

Tonight he would take a step toward possessing both. A long step, for tonight the Transformed would
pour out of the mountains to strike far and wide.

Thunder rolled down the sky and echoed from the vdley wadls. The ground shuddered beneath
Eremiuss feet.

He took a deep breath and with the utmost reluctance reined in the power he had conjured. With his
senses enhanced by the Jewd, he had seen the flaws and faults in the walls of the valey. One day he
would cast it dl down in rubble and ruin to show the world his power, but not tonight.

"Magter! Master! Hear me” It was the captain of the sentries.
"Slencd" A peremptory gesture hedd menace.
"Madgter! You put the menin fear! If they are to fallow the Transformed—"

"Fear? Fear? | will show you fear!" Ancther gesture. Eremiuss Saff legped into his hand. He raised i,
to amite the captain to the ground in a pile of ashes.

Agan he took a deep breath. Agan he reined in the power he would have gloried in unleashing. Near
witless as they were, his human fighters had their part in everything he did urtil he regained the second
Jewd.

The Transformed could be unleashed only when Eremius was. awake to command them. When he
dept, so did they. Then the spellbound humans mugt do the work of guarding and foraging, however
bedly.

With both Jewels, one like Eremius could command the loydty of the finest soldiers while leaving their
wits intact. With only one, he could command only those he had made near-kin to Ssmpletons.

The thousandth curse on lllyana shrieked through his mind. His aff danced in the ar, panting a



picture between him and the captain. lllyana appeared, naked, with nothing of the sorceress about her.
Rather, it was her younger sdif, ready to receive aman as the red Illyana never had (though not for want
of effort by Eremius).

The g&ff twitched. lllyanasimage opened its mouth and closed its eyes. Its hands curved into claws,
and those claws began to twigt in search of the man who had to be near.

At Eremiuss command, the image did dl that he had ever seen or imagined awoman doing in the grip
of lus. Then the imege surpassed lug, entering relms of blood and obscenity beyond the powers of
most men even to imagine.

They were dso beyond the powers of the captain to endure. He began by licking his lips at the
digolay of lust. Then swest glazed his face, except for dry lips. Under the swest the face turned pale.

At lagt hiseyes ralled up in his head and he crashed to the ground. He lay as sensdess as if Eremius
truly had smitten him with the staff. Eremius waved the staff, now to conjure sense back into the captain
ingead of out of him. The man lurched to his knees, vomited, looked wildly about him for the image, then
knelt and kissed the ground at Eremiuss feet.

For the moment, it seemed to Eremius that the man had learned enough of fear.

"Go and send your men up to the valey mouth,” Eremius said. "They are to hold it until the last of the
Transformed are past. Then they are to fdl in with the pack animals™

The human fighters were not as the Transformed, able to endure for days between their meds of
flesh. They would need rations until the raiders reached inhabited farms. Pack horses would serve, their
scents dtered by magic so that they would not rouse the hunger of the Transformed.

"l go in obedience to the Master of the Jewd," the captain said. In spite of his fear, he vanished
awiftly into the darkness. Or perhaps his fear gave wings to his feet. Eremius hardly cared, as long as he
was obeyed.

Oh, for the day when he would hear "I go in obedience to the Master of the Jewes' from a soldier
worthy of the name! A soldier such as High Captain Khadjar or even his obedient son Y akoub.

The thought that this day drew closer hardly consoled Eremius. To punish only an imege of lllyana
ingteed of the real woman reminded him of how far he had to go.

S0 beit. Only afool feared to unrall the parchment, lest he miscast the spdl!
Eremius cast his thoughts up and down the vdley, in a sillence more complete than the tomb's.
Come forth. Come forth at your Master's command. Come forth and seek prey.

The Transformed came forth. A carrion reek rode the wind ahead of them, thickening until the stench
seemed a living, papable entity. Eremius conjured a bubble of clean ar around himsdf. As an
afterthought he added the scent of Illyands favorite bath all to the air.

The Transformed filed past. They shambled, lurched, and seemed perpetudly about to sumble. This
was as Eremius wished it, when they were close to him. Unleashed and ranging free, the Transformed
could overtake a gdloping horse.

Emerdd light glowed on scales and red eyes. Here and there it shone on the spikes of a dub dung
from a crude rope bdt or on a brassbound cestus encasng a clawved hand. Even after the
Transformétion, the Transformed were not whally dike. Some had the wits to chose and wield weapons.
Others lacked the wits, or perhaps were too proud of ther vast new strength.

At lagt the Transformed were gone into the night. Eremius chanted the words that would bind the spell
of control into the gtaff. For some days to come, he would need no other magic, unless matters went
awry. Evenif they did, asngle Jewel of Kurag was no mean weapon in the hands of a sorcerer such as



Eremius. Those who doubted this might find themsdves learning otherwise before long, dthough they
would hardly live to profit by this lesson.

Six
To THE EAST, the foothills of the Ibars Mountains crept upward toward the blue sky. Somewhere
among them the Shimak River had its birth. In those hillsit swelled from a freshet to a stream. Howing
onward, it turned from a stream to ariver before it reached the plains of Turan. Here it was hdfway to its
junction with the llbars River. Already its width and depth demanded a ferry rather than a ford.

Theferry herdd blew the sgnd on a brass-bound ivory horn the length of Conan's arm. Three times
the harsh blast rolled across the turbid waters. Three times the pack animas rolled their eyes and pecked
uneegly.

Rahna dismounted to gentle them, leaving Conan to tend to her mount. Illyana remained mounted,
eyes cast on something only she could see. Without looking closdy, a man might have thought her
haf-witted. After looking closely, no man would care to do so again.

She rode as wdl as Raihna had promised and made little extra work, for dl that she did less than her
share of what there was. No one caled sorcerer was easy company for Conan, but lllyana was more
endurable than most.

It did not hurt that she was comdlier than most sorcerers Conan had met! She dressed as though
unaware of it, but a handsome womean lay under those baggy traveling gowns and embroidered trousers.

A handsome woman, whose magic required that she remain a maiden even though of an age to have
marriagesble daughters. It was wisdom for her to be companioned by another woman—who was no
maiden.

Indeed, Raihna was enough woman for any man. After a sngle night with Raihna, Conan could hardly

think of Illyana as a woman without some effort. Doubtless this was Raihnas intent, but Conan hardly
cared.

Three hundred paces away, the farry |eft the far bank and began its return across the Shimak. To
describe the craft as bargelike would have insulted any barge Conan had ever seen in Aghrapur's teeming
port. Amidships a platform alowed human passengers to stand clear of their beasts and baggage. On
ather Sde daves manned long sweeps, two on each.

Behind Conan other travelers assembled—a peasant family loaded with baskets, a solitary peddier
with his mule and dave' boy, a haf-dozen soldiers under a scar-faced sergeant. The peasants hardly
looked able to buy aloaf of bread, let done ferry passage, but perhaps they would trade some of their
baskets.

The fearry crept across the river until what passed for its bow scrunched into the gravel by the pier.
Conan sprang on to the pier, which creaked under hisweight.

"Come dong, ladies. We werefird at the landing, but that won't count for much if were dow off the
mark!"

Raihna needed little urging. She helped her migtress dismount, then led the three riding mounts on to
the ferry. It had two gangplanks, and the one for beasts was stout enough to support eephants, let done
horses.

Conan stood on the pier until Raihna had loaded and tethered dl five animas. No one sought to push
past him, nor did he need to draw his sword to accomplish this. The thickness of the arms crossed on the
broad chest and the unblinking stare of the ice-blue eyes under the black brows were enough to daunt



even the soldiers.

lllyana sat down on the platform under the canopy. Conan and Raihna stood in the open. The soldiers
and the peddler watched Raihna appreciatively.

Conan hoped they would confine themsalves to watching. He and the women were traveling in the
guise of a merchant's widow, her younger sister, and the merchant's former cagptain of caravan guards.
That deception would hardly survive Raihnds shedding the blood of even the most importunate
fellow-traveler.

The peasants and the peddier joined Conan's party aboard the ferry. Two deckhands heaved the
animads gangplank aboard. Then the soldiers tramped onto the pier, leading thar mounts. The
ferrymaster gasped in horror and turned paer than the muddy river.

"By the gods, no! Not dl of you! The ferry cannot bear the weight. The gangplank il less. Sergeant,
| beg you!"
"l give no ear to beggars,” the sergeant growled. "Forward, men!™

Conan sprang off the platform. The planks of the deck groaned as if a catgpult stone had struck. He
strode to the edge of the deck and put his foot on one end of the passenger gangplank. The sergeant put
hisfoot on the other end. He was only aftrifle shorter than Conan, and quite as broad.

" Sergeant, the ferrymaster knows what he can carry and what he can't.”

"Wdl and good. You can get off. Just you and the livestock, though. Not the ladies. My men and |
will take care of them. Won't we, lads?"

A robust, lewd chorus of agreement drowned out sulphurous Cimmerian curses. Conan spread his
ams wide.

"Sergeant, how wdl can you svim?'
IIE,]?I
"Perhaps you should take a svimming lesson or two, before you try overloading aferry.”

Conan leaped, soaring hdf his own heght into the air. He came down on the gangplank. He was out
of swordreach of the sergeant, but that mattered not at all.

The gangplank writhed like a serpent. The sergeant staggered, fighting for balance, then logt the fight.
With a mighty splash he plunged headfirgt into the river. 1t was shdlow enough that he landed with his
legs waving franticdly in the air.

Conan pushed the passenger gangplank clear of the ferry, to discourage the soldiers from teking a
hand. Then he bent, grasped the sergeant by both ankles, and swung him back and forth until he coughed
up dl the water he had swallowed.

When the coughs gave way to curses, Conan set the sergeant down. "You need more lessons,
sergeant. No doubt of that. My lady's younger sister will be glad to teach you, if you've a mind to be
polite to her. Svimming only, mind you, and nothing e se—"

More curses, thistime on "the lady's younger sster” as wdl as Conan. The Cimmerian frowned.

"Sergeant, if | can't mend your manners with water, Il try sted the next time. Meanwhile, do you
want to cross with us or do your men need you to change ther smdlclothes—?"

The sergeant threw out afind curse, then lurched off the deck into the water. This time he managed to
land on his feet. Findly too breathless to curse, he splashed to the pier. His soldiers helped him up,
gaing a Conan dl the while.

"Ferrymadter, | think we'd best push off,” Conan said.



The ferrymadter, even paer than before, nodded vigoroudy. He waved to the drummer amidships,
who raised his mdlet and began pounding out a beet for the daves. Gravel scraped and growled under
the ferry, then she was once more afloat and underway.

Compared to the ferry, a snal had wings. In the time needed to reach the middle of the river, Conan
could have eaten dinner and washed it down with de worth savoring.

The ferrymaster stood on the platform, eyes roaming between the daves and the receding bank with
its curang soldiers. Instead of fading, his palor seemed to be growing on him. Had he taken a fever?

"Hi, ha, ho, hey!"

Frantic shouts erupted from aft Conan whirled, to see hdf of one of the Seering oars vanish over the
sde A deckhand made to strip and swim after it, but it vanished before he could leap.

"Vendhyan teek," the ferrymaster said, as if the words were a curse. "Heavy as iron and sinks like it
too. Anill-favored day, this one. We mugt turn about in midstream and make our bow our stern. | hope
you arein no great haste, you and your ladies”

Nothing in those words made other than good sense. They dill rang srangdy on the Cimmerian's
ears. Since he could put no name to that strangeness, he watched the ferrymaster hurry aft, cdling to the
hands.

"How long do we spend out here because some sailor was fumble-fingered?”’ 1llyana snapped.

"Aslong asit takes to turn this drunken sow of aferry,” Conan said. "How long that will be, the gods
know. Maybe the ferrymaster, too. Best not look at me. I'm no sallor.”

"Perhaps. But can you at least ask the master?”
"Asyou wish, my lady."

Conan turned to head aft, where the master and two hands were now wrestling with the ferry's light
skiff. Raihna put a hand on his arm in what to dl eyes would seem a gesture of affection. Her whisper
was fierce but unheard by anyone se, induding her mistress.

"Be careful, Conan. | would go with you, but Illyands back needs guarding more than yours.”
"That's the truth. But who from?"

"l don't know. But what the master said—I've s8ldom heard a speech that smelled more of long
practice. He spoke like an old beggar who's been asking for dms on the same temple steps for twenty
years."

"Maybe this happens every third crossng,” Conan grunted. "With this floating lumberpile, anything's
possible”

"I need no reassurance!” Raihnas whisper was fiercer yet. "l need to know that you're not afool."

"Woman, you can warn me without insult. If the master's plotting anything, he's outnumbered.”

"How s0?'

"Y ou're worth two of him, and as for me—" He shrugged. "Y ou be the judge.”

"You great Cimmerian oaf—" Raihna began. Then she laughed softly. "The gods be with you."

"With dl of us, if the master has any friends aboard,” Conan said. He was rugfully aware of the help
the soldiers might have given. Well, only the gods had foreknowledge, and they only if the priests told the
truth, which likdy as not meant ma no one knew wheat lay before him!

Loosening his sword inits scabbard, Conan strode &ft to join the master.



By the time Conan reached the stern, the two hands were lowering the kiff into the water. The
madter, paer than ever, stood watching them. Watching the master, Conan saw tha his hand did not
dray far from his dagger. Nor did his eyes stray far from the peasant family. In their turn the peasants had
their eyes on the magter, with the attention of a cat watching a bird's nest. Gone were the dull-witted
stares with which they had come aboard.

Conan felt more than sweat cregping down his spine. Raihna had most likely seen clearly. Something
was afoot.

The kiff splashed into the river. One of the hands set the oars into thelr locks, while the other held the
line The magter turned to Conan.

"With two stout fdlows at the oars, the skiff will turn us about in good time. Then we can Steer again,
and seek alanding.”

In the shdlows by ether bank the Shimak had hardly more current than a millpond. Here in
middtream matters were otherwise. The ferry was dready wel downstream from the pier on the far Side.

Not far downstream, Conan saw that the banks rose steep and high on ether sde. A man landing
there would have a fine scramble before he reached open ground. In that time he would be an easy target
for archers on the river. Farther downstream 4ill, if Conan remembered rightly, lay rapids, their fangs
modly drawn & this season of low water but not harmless to thisferry...

The second hand dimbed into the skiff and took his oar. The master reached into the shadows
beneath the platform. He came out with a stout purse in one hand. A hooded peasant woman stepped
forward, hands raised asif to beg for dms.

Conan drew his sword and raised it hilt-first. He and Raihna had agreed on that Sgnd to be ready for
afight but let others begin it. The master scurried for the edge of the deck, thrugting his purse into the
bosom of his shirt as he ran. At the edge of the deck he drew his dagger and |eaped.

As he legped, s0 did the peasant woman. The hood flew back, reveding a gap-toothed, hook-nosed
brown face whose curling black beard no woman had ever grown. A long knife legped from under the
robes to dash at Conan.

It reached only where Conan would have been. A backward legp took him clear of danger. He
tossed his sword. It came down with hilt deaving to his hand asif it had grown there.

From over the sde came the crunch of wood and gill curses. Eager to escape, the master had
legped too swiftly and come down too heavily. One foot had gone draight through the bottom of the
iff.

"l hope you swim better than the sergeant,” Conan shouted. Then it was time to think of his own
opponents, three "peasants’ advancing with the air of trained fighting men.

Not only trained but trained to fight together. Conan saw this in their movements and in that saw
danger. Three men were not enough to overcome him swiftly, or indeed at dl. They were doomed. They
could adso well take long enough dying to let their comrades reach Illyana and Raihna

Firgt of all, let us make this one and not two. Agan Conan legped backward, his sword deaving
the ar to discourage too close a pursuit. He hoped for no more, a swordsman could hardly strike
accurately without his feet firmly planted.

Theacing gray sed did its work. The three let Conan open the distance. One tried to close, drawing
a second dagger. A desperate parry brought the dagger up as Conan's sword descended. The dagger
flaw with adang and a clatter. A moment later the man sagged to his knees, dutching at his usdess arm.
Clear 9ght left his eyes as the blood left his body.



One of the man's comrades used his death wdl. He dipped past Conan to block the Cimmerian's
passage forward. Another "peasant” joined the remaining man. If Conan tried to pass the fird man, the
other two would have time to come up behind him.

A sound stratagem, againgt any other man than Conan. They should have learned more about
hillfolk before they tried to fight one, was his thought.

Conan legped to the edge of the deck, then dropped onto the fird sweep. The daves eyes grew
round and their hands loosened ther grip. The sweep danted down and trailed, but Conan had adready
shifted hisweight to the next one.

The man who'd thought to block Conan waited too long to believe what the Cimmerian had done.
Rahna came legping aft, like a she-lion upon prey. Her sword split the man's skull and her dagger drove
into his bowels. He collgpsed without a sound, dead too swiftly even to foul himsdf. Conan heaved
himsdf back aboard, to stand beside Rahna

"Leave these to me" she cried. "L ook to lllyana™

Frantic braying and the drumming of hooves sounded on the far Sde of the ferry. Hard on their heds
came curses, then a gill scream from lllyana

Ancther cry hammered at Conan's ears as he pushed through the baggage and animds undernegth the
platform. He reached the open in time to see a "peasant” legp overboard, frantic to flee the peddier's
mule. The beast was thrashing about madly, panic-stricken out of what wits he had. In another moment
the panic would spread through dl the animas aboard. Then Conan and his ladies would have more than
Lord Houmd's hired swords to concern them.

lllyana was backed againg one of the platform's supporting posts, facing three foes. In his mind
Conan both cursed her for coming down from comparative safety and praised her courage. She hdd a
long dagger, the twin of Raihnas, with a trained grip. Her dow movements would gill have done little
agang even one opponent, had they been free to come at her. For lllyana, the mule was as good as
another guard. The men feared to come within reach of its hooves and teeth.

Thet fear gave Conan time he put to good use. One man died with his skull split before he knew a foe
stood behind him. The second whirled, sword legping up to guard. He was both subtle and strong.
Conan knew that he had the edge on the man, but would have to take care.

The medting of two expert swordsmen drove the maddened mule back. The last man found a ggp and
dipped through it. He had no sword, but his two knives danced with swift assurance agang Illyands
dumsy parries. He might have been playing with her, seeking to put her in fear and see her cringe and
swest before taking her life

Conan cursed and shouted for Raihna, neither of which he expected to do much good. Something
thet lllyana could do, on the other hand—

"Put agpdl on him, can't you?' he roared. "Or what good is your magic?'

"Better than you would dare to bdieve, Cimmerian!" lllyana shouted. A lucky parry held one knife
away from her left breast. She gripped the man's other am and held on with desperate strength.

Conan knew that neither her strength nor her desperation would be enough for long. If ether faled
before he could ded with this opponent—

"Thenif it's so cursed good!—"

"lt—is—not swifter—than—uhhh!" as the man tore his am free. lllyana drove her knee up toward
hisgroin but he shifted his footing so that she only struck his hip. A moment later one hand was wound in
her hair while the other raised a knife toward her throat.



In that same moment Conan's sword found his opponent's life. Shoulder and chest poured blood onto
aready-stained robes. The man neither cried out nor fell. Instead he lurched toward Conan, Hill a barrier
between him and Illyana, who had only afew heartbesats of life left to her.

As the knife blade touched Illyands throat, a loop of iron chain tightened around the knife wielder's
foot.

He kicked to clear his foot, sending himsdf off balance. The chain tightened again, pulling him away
from Illyana He threw out an am to save himsdf— and Conan's sword came down on that arm.
Severed am and knife wielder fdl to the deck at the sametime.

lllyana stood, gripping the post with one hand. The other she hed to her throat, stroking it as if she
could scarcely believe it was not ggping from ear to ear. Her dagger lay unheeded on the deck. Conan
picked it up and handed it to her.

"Dont ever let loose of your stedl unttil the last enemy's dead!”

She swdlowed and licked full lips. Her face would have made fresh milk look brightly colored, and a
van pulsed in the side of her long neck. She swallowed again, then sagged forward into Conan's arms.

It was not fainting. She babbled words that would have made no sense even in a language Conan
understood and gripped him with arms seemingly turned to iron. Conan freed his sword arm and put the
other around her, holding her as he might have held a puppy or a kitten.

Under the sorceress was enough womean to crave a man's touch when she needed assurance. Conan
would leave matters there. To sted her maidenhood would be the kind of theft he had aways disdained
even as a new-fledged thief in Zamora. 1t was dill not unpleasant to find in lllyana more kinship with
ordinary folk than held ever expected to find in a sorceress.

"Come" he sad a last. "Embracing men is like dropping your stedl. Best save it until we've heard
from our last enemy.” Gently he pushed her away, then followed the chain around the dead man's leg to
the edge of the deck and looked down.

One of the daves stood on tiptoe, saring over the edge of the deck. There had been just enough
dack in the chain that held him to his sweep to let him use it as a weapon.

"My friend," Conan said. "I don't know if you've earned yoursdf freedom or impaement.” From the
dave's gaunt face and lash-marked back, it seemed unlikdly that he cared grestly.

The eyesin the gaunt face were dill steady. So was the voice. "The master was plotting, and | owed
him nothing. Y ou be the judge of your debt to me, you and your woman."

“I'm not—" lllyana began indignantly, then found the strength to laugh. She was 4ill laughing when
Rahna appeared, wiping blood from her sword.

"The two you left me are both down, Conan. One may live to answer questions if you have any. Oh,
our friend speaks the truth about the master. He was to join the fight, too, but logt his courage at the last

"Whereis he?'

"Clinging for hislife to the end of the skiff's ling" Raihna said with a wicked grin. "The two hands
threw him overboard and cut it loose. They were dill wel short of the bank when it sank under them.
One of them could svim. | saw him dambering up the bank."

Conan wished sunstroke, snakebite, and thirgt upon the treacherous hand and strode aft. The master
was no longer pae, but red asif scalded with the effort of hanging to the line

"For the love of the gods, don't let me drown!" he wheezed. "I can't svim.”
"The gods don't love traitors and neither do |," Conan said. "Nor does Lord Mishrak.”



The magter nearly logt his grip on the line. ™Y ou serve Mighrak!"
" can make him interested in you or not, as| choose. It liesin your hands”
"Then have mercy! To name me to Mishrak—would you day me and dl my kin?'

"I'd see you drown without blinking," Conan said brusquely. "Your kin may be worth more. Tdl me
what you know about these knifeman and | may hold my tongue.”

For aman nearly a hislast gasp, the master managed to tdl a great ded in a short time. It appeared
that the knifeman were indeed Lord Houmas. The master had never heard of Master Eremius or the
Jewels of Kurag, nor did Conan choose to inform him.

At lagt the master began to repeat himsdf. Conan decided that there was little more to be heard
worth the danger of logng the man to theriver.

He reached down, heaved the man aboard, then shook him over the side like a wet dog. When he
finelly set the master down, the man's knees buckled. Conan tied his hands behind his back with his own
belt.

"You swore—" the master began.

" didn't swear athing. You don't need hands to give orders. All you need is a tongue you had best
shape to something like respect. Or | may kick you overboard and not trouble Mishrak with the work of
learning any more from you."

The master turned pale again and sat mute as a stone, watching Conan turn forward and stride away .

It was awhile before they could bring the ferry to a safe landing on the far bank of the Shimak. The
mester could bardy speak at dl. The peddler and his boy seemed concerned only that their mule was
unhurt.

"Demons take you!" Conan swore at their fifth refusa to help handle the ferry. "Will it help your
precious pet if he dies of thirst or drownsin the rapids?’

"When we know Lotus iswell, then you can cdl on us”" the peddler said. "Until then, leave us”

"Please, lady,” the boy added, addressing lllyana. "If you can do magic, can you do a heding on
Lotus? We couldn't pay very much, but wed misshim alot.”

Conan wrestled notions of spanking the boy or throwing the mule overboard. It helped that Illyana
was gniling at the boy.

"My magic it the kind that can hdp animds” she said. "But my sgter was raised around horses.
Perhaps she can help you."

Conan strode away with a curse, as Raihna kndlt to take the mules left hind foot in both hands.

It was Massouf, the dave who'd saved Illyana, who findly brought them to safety. Freed from his
chainswith a key Conan found in the master's purse (along with a good sum in gold that he decided the
master had no further use for), Massouf put his comrades to some sort of regular stroke. With Conan to
lend strength if not skill to the steering oar, they eventualy crunched ashore some ways downstream.

"We're in your debt once more” lllyana said, as she emerged from behind a boulder in clean garb.
"You dready have your freedom. Is there more we can give? We are not ill-provided with gold—"

"Bedt not say that too loudly, my lady,” Massouf said. "Even the rocks may have ears. Butif you have
gold to spare—" For the fird time he seemed to lose his self-assurance, so unlike a dave's.

"If you have gold, | beg you to take it to the house of Kimon in Gaa and buy the dave girfl Dessa.



They will ask much for her, comedly as sheis But if you free her, | will be your daveif | can repay you no
other way."

"What was she to you?' Raihna said. "We are not uwilling—"

"We were betrothed, when—what made us both daves came abouit. It was ordered that we be sold
separately, and each serve as hostage for the other. Otherwise, we would long since have fled or died
together."

Conan heard an echo of his own thoughts as a dave in the young man's words. "What made you turn
agang your master thistime? If Dessais dill adave—"

"If you perished, Captain, | would not long outlive you. All the daves would have been impaed as
rebels. That is the law. With no hold over Dessa, Kimon might have sold her to Vendhya, or dan her
outright." He straightened. "I had nothing to lose by ading you."

"Mishrak didn't send us out here to rescue dave girls” Conan growled.

"He didn't send you out here to be rescued by daves, dther,” Massouf said chearfully. "But that's
been your fate. Take it as asgn from the gods, Captain.”

"You may take this as a 9gn to hold your tongue” Conan said, rasing one massve fig. "I'm a good
ded closer than the gods, too. Never fear. WEll pay avigt to Gaa and free your Dessa. Well even pay
for her out of your master's gold." Conan hefted the master's purse. "If Kimon thinks this isn't enough, I'l
show him reason to change his mind.

"But don't think you can jaunt dong with us beyond Gaa Or Il send your name to Mishrek, for
keeping us from going about his busnessl”

Seven

THEY RODE INTO Gaa as sunset flamed in the west. The Three Coins, where Dessa had worked,
lay shuttered and slent, its garden arank tangle of weeds. Inquiries of passing villagers took them to the
Horned Walf a the far end of the village lllyands nodtrils flared in distaste as she contemplated the
second inn.

"Isthat the best we can hope for?"

"That depends, midtress,” Conan said. Tdes of the battle at the ferry might well have reached Gada
dready. It dill seemed best to continue their masquerade until they knew it was usdless.

"On what?'

"On how comfortable you find degping in open fields anong sheep turds. The Horned Wolf may offer
only lice-ridden straw, but—"

"You lied Not the smdlest louse ever found a homein my inn!”

A broad, florid face topped by a haystack of gray har thrust itsdf out the nearest window. The
womean shook her fig at Conan and drew in breath for another accusation.

"Midress" Conan said, in achill voice. "Perhaps the sheep will offer better hospitdity. Turds and dl,
theyll not cdl usliars™

Ruddiness turned to pdlor at the prospect of loang a customer.

"Forgive me, my lord and ladies. | meant no insult, You'd have a cold hard bed with the sheep. |
swear | can offer better than that.”



"We're nather lords nor ladies™ Rahna snapped. "We're honest merchants, who know what a thing's
worth. We can aso recognize lice when we see them. Now, what are your prices?'

Conan let Raihna do the bargaining, with accustomed skill. He used the time to study the village, with
an eye to where the houses might let foes wait in ambush. He aso took a moment to counse Massouf to
stop fidgeting.

"Youll make the whaole village remember you without freeing Dessa a moment sooner. Shell not
thank you if that keeps her captive.”

From Massouf's horror-stricken gape, this was dearly a new idea. Conan's curses were slent; they
owed Massouf too much.

At last Raihna struck a bargain that Conan suspected was nothing of the kind, from the glee on the
old woman's face. Louse-ridden straw dill offered more comfort than stones. Perhaps the woman dso
knew where Dessa was.

They ate their own food but drank the inn's wine, near kin to vinegar. Two women brought it, both
looking old enough to be Pylas mother.

At lagt Conan fdt he could cease inqulting his scomach without insulting their hostess.

"Goodwife" he cdled. "Thelagt time | was here | stayed at the Three Coins. They had a fine dancing
ar who went by the name of Dessa. She wore rose scent and precious little ese. 1t would be worth
much, to see her dance again."

"Ah, youll have to guest with Lord Achmai. Not that he's much of alord, but he does have the Hold.
Hed long had his eye on Dessa too. When Master Kimon died, he left so many debts that his kin were
glad to sl dl they could. Dessa went up to the Hold, and Mitra only knows what happened to her then.”

Conan ignored strangled noises from Massouf. "What's this 'Hold"? | saw no such thing, the last time"

"Oh, perhaps you did. But it was only a ruin then. Achmai's put it to rights. Even in the old days it
couldn't have been hdf so fine Lord Achma sruts around now, like he was one of the Seventeen
Attendants.”

Conan made some ill-natured sounds of his own. This part of Turan was dotted with the old forts of
the robber lords who'd infested the countryside before the early kings put them down. From time to time
some lordling would bribe a governor to let him move back into one of them.

Doubtless Achma would overreach himsdf one day. Then Mughra Khan would descend on the Hold
with an army and an executioner. That would help neither Dessa nor those who wished to rescue her
tonight.

"Wdl, | sdl seeif Lord Achmai's hospitdity is worth having,” Conan said, feigning doubts. "Who
knows? If he's open-handed, perhaps Il come back to serve him when my mistress and her sgter are
safe with ther kin."

"Oh, hell not refuse afine stout young soldier like yoursdf,” the innkeeper said. She giggled lewdly.

"Nor will the women he keeps, Il wager. Haf the men in his service are old enough to be father to
such asyou.”

"How can you stand here taking, when Mitra only knows what Dessa may be suffering?' Massouf
shouted. "Migress, you owe me—ukkkh!"

A massve Cimmerian hand closed on the neck of Massouf's tunic. An egualy massve arm lifted him
until his feet were kicking futildy in the air two hands above the floor.

With a harsh ripping, the filthy tunic gave way. Massouf thumped in a heap on the floor. He glared at
Conan but the look on the Cimmerian's face froze the words on hislips.



"Outsgde!” Conan snarled. Massouf regained his feet and bolted as if the inn had caught fire. The
women followed at a more dignified pace.

Conan said only the smdlest part of what he wanted to say, nor did he raise his voice. He ill left
Massouf looking much like a recruit caught steding. At last the young man fdl to his knees, not to beg
mercy but because hislegs would no longer support him.

lllyana turned her gaze from the sable sky above to Conan. "I wonder now about the wisdom of
trying to rescue Dessa.”

Massouf legped up, with a choking cry. "Lady, for the love of dl the gods—!"

"Leave the gods in peace, and us as wdl," lllyana snapped. "Because | say | wonder about
something, does not mean | will not do it. | use my wits before | use my tongue. Do not think thet | have
aslittle honor as you have discretion!”

"What will you do if | think otherwise?' Massouf said uneasily. "Turn meinto a frog?"

"Turm you into something usdess to Dessa or any other woman, more likdy," lllyana said. Her amile
grew wicked. "If you spend less of your few wits on women, you will have more to spend on other
matters.

"Now be dlent. You can hardly help us rescue your Dessa. Have the goodness not to hinder us.
Now, | must seek something in my baggage. | shall return as swiftly as | can.”

Conan much doubted that anything short of duffing Massouf into a sack would slence him.
Nonetheless, he and Raihna took places where they could see each other, Massouf, and al approaches
to Horned Wolf. They would aso have a quick and safe way to the stables.

Thelast glimmers of light died in the village and the west. Even the cries of the night birds fdl slent, as
one by one they found ther nests. In the stables a horse stamped restlesdy; another whickered softly.

"Raihng,?'
"You fear for lllyana?'
"She's been indde a good while. Our innkeeper may have decided to settle matters hersdf.”

"Her and what army, Conan? I've seen only lads and women indde. lllyanas no foal. If she's to be
taken, it will need more than our hostess—"

The inn door creaked open and a woman appeared. She moved with the diding step of an
accomplished dancer and the sway of a woman who knows everything about exciting men. She was of
lllyanals height but a trifle less dender in those places where it mattered, fairer of skin and with harr that
fdl in a crimson cascade over freckled shoulders. Conan could see dl the freckles, for the woman wore
only a brief slk garment that covered her from breasts to loins.

Massouf stared asif he had indeed become afrog. At lagt he closed his mouth and stepped forward,
reeching for the woman. Her hand leaped toward his, then batted it playfully aside.

"Come, come, Massouf. Have you forgotten Dessa so swiftly?!

Massouf swallowed. "I have not. But if she isin the Hold, perhaps | should. Will you help me forget
her? | have—"

"Massouf, my friend,” the woman said again. "I will do better then that. | will hep her escape from
Lord Achma and dl his old soldiers. She deserves a—"

"By Crom!" Conan growled. He'd findly recognized the voice and set aside the evidence of his eyes.
"Midress lllyana, or have my ears been spdled as wdl as my eyes?



"Ah, Conan, | thought you would not be long in seeing through the glamouring. | do not imagine that
Lord Achma or hismenwill be as keen of ear or wits."

"Veay likdy not," Conan said. "But what good is that going to do us?'

"Conan, we do not know what we face in the Hold. | much doubt that even you could snatch Dessa
from within it unaided.”

That doesn't mean your help will be better than none. If | had Raihnals—"

"Oh, we both will. 1 will go with you and use this glamouring. When Achma and his men are
thoroughly bemused, you will seek and rescue Dessa. Raihna and Massouf will await us outside, to help
usif we need it and cover our retreat.”

Rahna had her mouth open to protest, but Massouf silenced her by fdling on his knees before Illyana
He threw his arms around her waist and pressed his face into her supple bely.

"Midress, oh, mistress, forgive me that | doubted you! Forgive me—"

"I will forgive you much and that swiftly if you stop blubbering and stand like a man. Dessa will need
one when sheis free, not a whimpering child." Sowly Massouf obeyed.

"I've heard worse schemes” Conan said. "Il go as a soldier looking for work. You can enter the
Hold disguised as a man. Or will that glamouring hold for a whole day?"

"Not without more effort than | could make and dill be fit for other work," Illyana admitted. "I am not
usng the Jewd for this Not unless dl dse fals. Together, the Jewels build each other's srength. Apart,
each Jawd mug be rested between pdls”

"Il leave the magic to you," Conan said, resting a hand on his sword hilt. "Now 1'd best find out
where the Hold lies. If it's close enough, | can spy it out tonight and return before dawn. If we know
beforehand—"

"Oh, you have no need to trouble yoursdf, Conan." lllyands smile hed a sensuousness that Conan
much doubted was dl the glamouring.

"How isthat? Did you read our hostess's thoughts?"

"Jug s0. She came by and asked what | wanted in our chambers. While she was close, | read in her
thoughts that she would send warning and where she would send it. Then | dtered her thoughts. She will
send warning only of those who will come to the Hold tomorrow night—you and 1."

"Wl and good.” That sounded grudging and mean, even to Conan's ears. By Crom, good work was
good work, even if a sorceress did it! Why complain about your sword because the amith was
loose-living?

“I'm grateful, Migtress Illyana. Now, let's agree on a place to meet if you mugt flee thisinn. Then I'll be
off to the Hold—"

"You have little need to roam this nighted land, Conan. The innkeeper has been at the Hold. What |
took from her mind, | can show you."

Icefilled Conan's bowels. Put himsalf at the mercy of a gl reaching into his mind?

"It is my spell, Conan. Surely you can trust me? And no, | did not read your thoughts. You spoke
aoud without knowing it."

"Captain Conan, if | might speak—" began Massouf.

"Would you careif | said no?'

Massouf laughed. "It is only that you do not know what you may face there. | am sure Mistress



lllyanawill do dl that she can. But unless she can conjure up dragons and trolls, you will have much hard
work. Why not save your strength for it?"

" suppose your firg post as a free man will be advisng King Yildiz on strategy,” Conan growled.
"There may be some sense in what you say, if our hostess can tel a gate tower from a privy!”

"Trug her, Conan,” Raihna said. "Everything the innkeeper has ever seen, you will see as dearly asif
you were there yoursdf. You can learn enough and dill deep tonight.”

All three of them were right, much as Conan didiked admitting it. Rescuing Dessa a dl was
crackbrained enough; why make matters worse?

His eyes met Raihnas, and she amiled. Conan had no art of reading thoughts, but hers were plan on
her face. She was not saving his strength entirely for fighting, and as for deep, she did not intend to dlow
him much.

Eight

GRAVEL RATTLED UNDER the hooves of the hired horses as Conan and Illyana reined in before
the frowning gate of Achmai's Hold. The stout timbers were yet unweathered and the massive iron hinges
showed only afant tinge of rus.

Otherwise the ruddy stone wals stood much as they had for centuries. Conan had seen afew of these
old bandit-lords strongholds and heard tales of many. This seemed larger than most. When it rose on the
hill, the looting must have been good.

From atower to the right of the gate, a voice haled them.
"Who comes?'

"Two soldiers, seeking speech with Lord Achma.”

"Why should he speak with soldiers?"

"Does he then hire men unseen and unheard?'

"You wigh to enter his service?!

"I his service seemsfit for us, yes™"

Two heads thrugt out of the tower. One was shaven, the other wore an old cavary' hdmet Under the
scrutiny, Conan saw unease in lllyands eyes. He could see nothing else, so thoroughly did her man's garb
conced her. Had he not known she was a woman, he himsdf would have taken her for a youth.

"Isthiswise?" she whispered. " Speaking as though we do Achma afavor by seeking his service?'

"No soldier with pride in his sword does otherwise," Conan assured her. "If | spoke otherwise, they
grow suspicious.”

Before Illyana could reply, the voice hailed them again.

"Enter, and be welcome."

The sze of the courtyard within the walls told Conan that indeed this had once been a mighty fortress.
Now the courtyard was haf-filled with outbuildings, stout but roughly-built stables, sheds, and. barracks.
Only the keep had been restored to its origind strength, and the Great Hall to at least some of its origind
splendor.



Sx men met them in the center of the courtyard. Their ams were well-kept and their clothes clean, if
ragged. Their fegtures bore the slamp of more different races than Conan could have numbered on the
fingers of both hands.

"WEell take your horses™ one said. He seemed to be modly a Shemite, with a hint of Vanir in the
farness of his beard.

"Show us the stable, and well lead them there oursdves," Conan said. Like the horses, the saddles
were hired. The saddlebags bore certain items best not closely examined.

The fair-bearded Shemite seemed to hesitate, then shrugged. "As you wish.”

The quick yidding made Conan more suspicious than a long argument. He sgned lllyana to dtay
mounted. The gate was dill open. If the worst came, sheld have a hope of flight.

The Cimmerian siwung lithdy from his saddle and strode to the head of the horses. As he took the
reins, he fdt a hand on the hilt of his sword.

The reins flew from Conan's hands as he whirled. One hand seized the sword hilt and the intruder's
hand, imprisoning it asif a boulder had fdlen upon it. The other hand paused only long enough to clench
into a fist. Then it crashed into a beardless jaw. The intruder flew backward to spread-eagle himsdf on
the stones.

Conan glared down at him. "Learn to keep your hands off other men's swords, my young friend. The
next lesson may cost more than a sore jaw."

Only then did the Cimmerian notice that Fairbeard and the rest were watching him with catlike
attention. He dmogt drew his sword. Then Fairbeard laughed.

"Wdl done, my friend. It will be worth Lord Achmai's while to speak with you.”

"That's as may be" Conan sad. "Now, what test shdl | set him, to be sure it's worth my spesking
with him?'

Agan the sky outsde hdd only stars. The men gathered in the Great Hdl had better light. Torches
blazed in iron sconces aong the walls, and lamps filled with scented ail glowed on the high table.

Lord Achmai grinned at Conan and arranged his aily black beard with a beringed hand.
"You should have come to me at once, after your old master's death. You'd have been high in my
service long since”

"I had to see the widow and her sster safe to ther kin," Conan replied. His fingers were making short
work of afat quail, dow-roasted and suffed with succulent fruit and herbs. "My oath would have bound
me, if common sense had not.”

"Ahyes. You Cimmerians put much stock in your oaths, when you bother to take them.”

Conan knew achill dong his spine. To be recognized as a Cimmerian was not a common experience.
Was Achma playing with him again?

"Will you tdl me that | was mistaken, in cdling you Cimmerian?' the man added. "If tha blood
shames you—"

"Ha | know my forefathers and kin as wel as you do."

Probably better, in truth. The innkeeper said that Achmai's family had been lords for five generations.
Perhaps they had, if one counted lordship of another's kitchen or stables.

"Doubtless. It isonly that one seldom sees a man of your coloring who is not a Cimmerian. And one



sees few Cimmeriansin Turan.”

"Mog of us have the sense to stay at home, where we need not ligen to insults”" Conan growled, with
agrim amileto set Achma at ease.

"Wl if you have the greater sense to come to me, when you have no more duty to your ladies, there
will be a place for you. Likewise for your comrade.

"Asfor Dessa, whom you sought—-Yyou need seek no further.”

Once more Conan contemplated the serving girls, clad only in nearly transparent trousers with bells
on wrigts and ankles. Once more he saw none who could be the Dessa Massouf had described.

Then a drum began a swift, ingstent beat, and a gl danced into the room. She wore only a short
robe of trangparent red slk, and that cut so that it flew out like wings as she whirled. Otherwise she wore
only bels, not just a wrigts and ankles but at her throat, in her ears, and on a siver chain & her wag.
The torchlight played on her oiled skin, sometimes wregthing her in light, sometimes reveding her more
Clearly.

Back and forth across the room she wove a path of tinkling bells, light, and lush beauty. Conan had
Seen fairer women, but never one so likely to make a man forget them.

Her path wove closer to the high table. Closer gill—and Achmai's am shot out like a javein. The
beringed fingers snatched the robe from Dessa's shoulders, waving it like a trophy.

The men cheered. Dessa grinned and executed a somersault that dapped her feet down on ether side
of Conan's plate. Then she legped up, flowed down, and flung her arms around Conan.

Two perfumed breasts enveloped his face, but his ears were free to hear the roars of laughter. He
aso caught aglimpse of lllyana Again he could see only her eyes, but they told hm clearly enough that
shewasin acold rage. The Cimmerian contemplated what might happen if that rage turned hot.

Conan wondered if it would have been wiser to come here openly, invoking Mighrak's name to gain
Dessas release. Mogt likdy, disguise had been the best course. Achma had gold from somewhere far
beyond this province, perhaps beyond Turan. He would not enjoy having Mishrak learn where, and he
hed two-score wdl-trained and well-armed men to guard his secrets.

Dessa turned a back somersault off the table, landing on the piled rugs, flaning scarlet and orange
with threads of gold woven into their swirling patterns.

Almog as eadly asif sheld risen to her feet, she stood on her hands, waved a foot at the drummer,
and began once more to sway to his beat.

As Dessas geaming body blazed againg the rugs, Conan fdt as if he sat between two blazing
hearths.

A drangled cry burst from lllyana. She legped up from the table, knocking her plate to the floor. She
clutched her wine cup as she fled, but dropped it as she vanished out the door of the Hal. The guards
were too bedazzled by Dessa to stop her.

"What means this?* Achma said. His voice was even, but his hand was close to his sword hilt. "Is
your companion so young he cannot bear the Sght of a woman?”

"Or would he prefer the dght of aman?' shouted someone. "No doubt Pahlos could oblige him—"
"Oh, hite your tongue out and your cods off," snarled someone else, likdy enough Pahlos.
"Slencd” Achmal roared. His eyes drifted back to Conan.

"Oh, you will find little to complain of in my companion,” Conan said. "Perhaps the flux he had last
year isreturning. We shdl doubtless learn soon enough. If you have any potions—"



"Oh, we know how to ease the flux," Achma said. His amile did not reach his eyes. "We dso know
how to cure liars and fools.”

"You will not need those cures tonight,” Conan said, with an ease he did not atogether fed. Erlik
take the woman, what is she planning? Or have the wits to plan deserted her now, of all times?

"I hope not,” Achma said. "Dessa has given us dl too much pleasure, to have the evening end in a
quarrd.”

Dessa had indeed given pleasure. Conan began to doubt that returning the girl to her betrothed was
going to be hdlf as smple as he'd expected.

Dessa knew the power her dancing gave her over men. Knew it and savored it like fine wine. Conan
could not imegine her putting al that behind her to settle down as the wife of a clerk and the mother of a
pack of sgudling brats.

Wi, that was Massouf's problem. Conan had his own, awell-formed one named Illyana. Where had
that magic-widding wench taken hersdf, and how long would it take before Achma sent his men in
search of her?

At least Dessa was dill dancing. If Achma ordered his men out of the hal before she stopped, he'd
have a mutiny on his handd!

Dessa's dancing now grew dower, as her srength at last began to flag. She kndlt, swaying her torso
back and forth until it was dmogt level and her breasts rose dmog draight up. Her bely rippled, her
ams curved and recurved, her bels made wicked music, and the light gleamed 4ill brighter as sweat
joined the ail on her skin.

At lagt she found the strength to execute a find somersault. She landed on her back, feet resing on
the high table. Achmai pushed a cup of wine between them. The long toes curled, then gripped. Sowly,
without Soilling a drop, Dessa rocked back on her haunches. Still more dowly, usng her hands only for_
balance, she brought the cup to her lips. Sllence as thick as afog on the Vilayet Seafilled the room.

Then the Slence shattered, as the door guards sorang aside and Illyana returned.

She returned with the glamour upon her, so that she seemed as she had when firg Conan saw it. He
was proof againg the surprise that sunned every man in the room.

He was not proof againg the sensudity wafting like perfume from Illyanas magicd image. No woman
he had ever bedded had so heated his blood. He gulped wine, and found it odd that the wine did not bail
in his throat!

All this, with lllyana only standing in the doorway. To be sure, she was clad only in a gilded loinguard
and a dlver ring about her red hair, from which flowed a long red vell. Hrm young breasts with rouged
nipples, afantly curved bely, legs that seemed to go on without end—all lay bare to the eye, dl glowed
with all or magic or both.

"You rogue!” Achma growled. He seemed to be having difficulty bresthing, for it was some moments
before he could say more. Then he added, "Were you traveing with that ?*

"Kindly refer to the woman as her,” Conan said with a broad grin. "Or do you think she is some
wizard's cregtion?"

"Ah—wdl, thereé's magic in her, more than in most women. But—to think of hiding her!"
"Does awise man show a purse of gold to a band of robbers?!

Achma was too bemused by lllyana to reply for a moment. Conan used that moment to study the
room. If lllyana truly needed her maidenhood to work her magic, shed best have ready to hand ether



mighty spdlls or afleet pair of heds.

"Such a woman—it's an insult to compare her to gold,” Achma said at last. Something seemed to be
stuck in his throat. He was trying to clear it with wine when Illyana began dancing.

Clearly there was only Illyanas own suppleness and skill under the glamouring. She did not vie with
Dessain somersaults and other feats. Nor did any music folow her, except the beat of the drum when
the drummer stopped gaping like athirsy camd.

Instead she whirled across the floor, her feet moving too fast for even Conan's eye to follow. She
wove a complex path among the rugs, over and around the piles, swaying from head to toe like a blade
of grassin a suring breeze. Her head swung from sSde to Sde, tossng the vel. Not that it concealed
anything even in those rare moments when it hung straight.

Conan fdt his head pounding with more than the firein his blood and the beat of the drum. He turned
his wine cup mouth down and searched for Dessa. She stood by the doorway, ignoring one of the
guards arms reting lightly across her shoulders. She stared at Illyana with the look of a bardly-fledged
journeyman watching a master display her art.

Now Illyana bent down, one leg thrust out gracefully for balance, swaying as she gripped a rug. A
howl of outrage rose as she lifted the rug and wrapped it around hersdlf from neck to knees. Then it died
as she whirled across the room again.

Far from concedling her movements, the thick rug seemed to make them more provocative. Crimson
and wine patches leaped like flames under the thrust of hips and breasts.

A spearlike thrust of lllyands head cast the val aside. It floated across the hdl as if a breeze blew it.
Conan knew magic lifted it. No one ese knew or cared. Tables tilted, ailling their loads, or toppled
entirdy as men legped for the vel. A hdf-score reached it in the same moment. Without drawing sted,
they rent it into a piece for each man.

Or had the val rent itsdf, before the men reached it? Conan could not have sworn one way or the
other.

lllyana now essayed a somersault. The rug stayed dmost in place. Magic, of a certainty. Again Conan
saw none who seemed to ether understand or care.

The headring leaped free of Illyands flame-hued hair. It rolled across the floor, chiming with an
inggtent, maddening music, avoiding al the rugs. It rolled dmost to Achmai's feet before anyone thought
to catch it.

Before any could move, Achmai's hand snatched up the ring. Conan noted the sureness and grace of
the man's movement. He would dill be clear of wit and swift of sword if matters came to afight.

Then everyone surged to his feet as lllyana cast off the rug and the loinguard in the same movement.
Therug rolled itsdf up asit crossed the floor. The loinguard flew like an arrow to Conan's outthrust hand.

"Cimmerian, my friend," Achma said. "l offer you and your—friend—a place in my service. Now,
next year, five years from now. What me gods dlow me to give you, you shdl havel

"Only—tha woman..I want her for anight. Just one night. By dl that either of us holds sacred, | will
not force her or hurt her. No other shal so much as give her an unseemly |ook—"

"I cdl you friend too,” Conan said, laughing. "But | aso cdl you mad, if you think your men will cast
no longing looks. Indeed, the lady would be much offended if they did otherwise. Only promise what the
gods will dlow you to do, and one thing more."

"Anything—if the gods dlow it," Achmai said, without taking his eyes from Illyanas sinuous writhings.
She now lay on the rugs, describing a serpentine path toward the high table,



"Dessg, for tonight.”

For a moment both wine and desire left Achmai's eyes and a shrewd bargainer looked out a Conan.
Then the man nodded.

"Asyou wish." He clapped his hands. The guard removed his aam from Dessa's shoulder, patted her,
and gave her alittle shove. She strode across the room, head high, too proud to show that she knew
every man's eye was on lllyana

"Tonight, be a friend to this new friend of ming" Achma said. "l did not think you found him
unpleas-ing, and certainly no man ever found you s0."

"Asyou wish, my lord," Dessa said, with a amile that widened as she saw Conan now had eyes only
for her. "Sinceit is no secret that thisis my wish too..."

She vaulted over the table and settled on Conan's lap. lllyana showed no sign of ending her dancing.
Sill less did she show any 9gn of tdling Conan what her plans were—if any.

Conan had asked for Dessa with the notion that the closer she was to him, the easier their escape
would be if matters went awry. Of course they might now go awry from lllyanas jedousy, but Conan
knew no cure for jed ous women and expected to find none tonight!

He shifted Dessa to a more comfortable position on one knee and picked up lllyanas discarded
loinguard. As hisfingers tightened on it, he felt a tingling. Surprised, he nearly dropped the garment. His
fingers would not obey his will. The chilling presence of sorcery drove out both wine and pleasure in
Dessd's company.

Then afamiliar voice spoke in hismind:
Be at ease, Conan. | have other glamourings besides

this one. One of them will make Achmai think he has taken more pleasure from me than he
could have imagined from six women. Neither of uswill lose anything we yet need.

When | am done, | shall come to you. Be ready, and Dessa likewise.

Thevoice fdl glent. Thetingling ceased. Conan's fingers obeyed his will, and he suffed the loinguard
into histunic.

Dessa ran her fingers up hisarm and across his cheek. "Ah, you will soon forget her. That | swear.”

Conan tightened his grip. Illyana seemed to have her wits about her, he had a willing bedmate for the
night, and the rest could be left to chance.

Nine
DESSA LAY SNUGGLED on Conan's shoulder like a kitten. Had they been elsewhere, her gentle
bresthing might have lulled him as deeply adeep.
Instead he was as dert asif he had been anding sentry on the Hyrkanian frontier. Only afool dept in
the house of aman who might swiftly become an enemy, in spite of good wine and willing women.

A fant knocking sounded at the door. Conan listened for the rhythm until he heard three strokes, then
one, then two. He pulled his sword out from under the blankets, padded catlike to the door, and drew
the bolt.

lllyana stood in the doorway. She wore her man's dothing save for the headdress. Deep indigo circles
beneath both eyes made them look twice as large as before, and her face was pale.




She stepped into the room, pushed the door shut, then dumped onto the chest beside the bed. Conan
offered her wine. She shook her head.

"No. | am only atrifle weary. | would like to deep, but not as soundly as our friend Achmai. He will
have sweet dreams of what he thinks happened between us, as sweet any man could wish."

"How does amaiden sorceress learn of men's dreams after bedding a woman™?'

lllyana shivered, then bowed her head. Her throat worked. For a moment Conan thought she was
about to spew.

The moment passed. She drew in arasping bresth and stared a him without seeing.
"l have learned. That isdl | can tdl you."

With that look on her face, Conan would not have asked her more for the Crown of Turan. After a
moment he drank the wine himsdf, donned his clothes, and set about weking Dessa.

From the wal outside, a sentry cdled.
"Thefifth hour, and dl's wdl!"

The sentry could bardy be heard over the drunken snores of the men in the Great Hdl. He dso
sounded aftrifle drunk himsdf. He was dill on duty, though, ready to give the darm.

Conan led the way to the outer door of the hdl, to find the door locked from the ingde. lllyana
stepped forward, holding up the arm bearing the Jewd of Kurag.

The Cimmerian shook his head. He had never studied under the magter thieves of Zamora, men to
whom no lock held many secrets for long. He could ill open a crude lock such as thisin less time and
with less uproar than any spell.

Outsde, the courtyard was deserted and seemingly lifdess. Only the fant glow of a brazier outsde
the stables showed a humean presence. Conan gave the ruddy glow a sour look. Well, it was a soldier's
luck, to find that the only place guarded was the one he wanted.

The cool night ar awoke Dessa from her near-degpwalking. She looked about her, and her dark
eyes widened.

"What—where are you taking me? Thisis not the way to Lord Achmai's—"

"You will not be going back to him," Conan said. "We have come to take you to Massouf, your
betrothed. He iswalling for you."

"Massouf? | thought he was long dead!™

"You recaeived no messages from him?" Illyana asked. "He sent dl he could.”

"Oh, some reached me. But how could | believe them?"

lllyana looked bewildered.

"Bdieveme" Conan said. "It's easy to believe everyone's lying to you when you're adave. Most do.”

Dessa amiled, as if he had praised her dancing or beauty. Then her face changed to a mask of
determination. She opened her mouth and drew in breath for a scream.

None but the Cimmerian could have silenced Dessa without hurting her. His massve arms held her as
gently as an eggshd|, but she could make no more sound than a man entombed.

As Conan shifted his grip, lllyana stepped close. One hand rested on Dessd's forehead. Conan fdt a
tingling in hisarms, his head swam, and Dessa dumped boneless and sensdess againg him.



"Wha—what did you do?' The effort to stand and speak made his voice grate harshly. As through a
mig, he saw light fading from within the Jewdl.

"A smple degping spdl.”
"Cast s0 quickly?

"Agang Dessa, yes. Againg someone dert and strong-willed, it would not be so easy. | would not
careto cast it agang you at dl."

"So you say."
"Conan, you dill see evil inmy magic? What can | do to persuade you otherwise?"

The Cimmerian amiled grimly. "If your magic made me King of Aquilonia, | wouldn't cdl it good. |
wouldn't cdl you evil, though.”

Illyana contrived a amile. "With such crumbs | must be content, | suppose.”

The brazier dill glowed before the stable door when Conan's party reached it. The stable guards
were nowhere to be seen. lllyana vanished into the stable to retrieve ther mounts, while Conan lad
Dessaon abde of straw and drew his sword.

He had begun to think of searching for Illyana when the stable guards returned. Neither was quite
sober, and they supported between them a gigdiing girl, less than hdf-clad and rather more than
haf-drunk.

"Ho, Cimmerian," one man cdled. "Come to join our sport?”

"t will be better sport if there's some wing" Conan replied.

“Intruth,”" the second man said. "Faroush, go and find that jug you—"

"You go and find your jug," the first man began indignantly.

"Whét, and leave you done with Chira?" the second man growled.

Faroush was about to reply when Illyana emerged from the darkness, leading the horses.
"Ho, ha, sweet lady. Have you come to dance for us?' said Faroush.

“In truth, no," Illyana said. "l beg you to excuse me" Her voice was steady, but to Conan her eyes
hed the look of a trapped animd's.

"Beg dl you want," the second man said. Hisvoice was dl at once levd, and his hand on the hilt of his
sword. Conan marked him as the more dangerous.

"Agan, | mugt say no," lllyanawent on. "l am far too weary for any dancing that would please you."
"Thet | much doubt,” said the second man. "It's the kind of dancing best done lying down, and—"

The man had taked a moment too long and not drawn his sword fast enough. A Cimmerian fig
hammered into his jaw like a boulder. He flew backward, crashing into the stable door and diding down
to sorawl sensdless in the dung-laden straw.

Faroush drew his sword, gpparently sobered by his comrade's fate. Conan saw fear in his eyes, but in
his stance and grip a determination to fight even againgt such an opponent.

Mishrak will want to know how Lord Achmai commands such men, was Conan's thought. For
that matter, sodo .

Meanwhile, the girl had been swaying as she pulled her clothes into order. At last she drew a deep
breath, and Conan cursed. From where he stood, he could only slence the girl by cutting her down, and



thet he would not do.
A moment later, the girl let out dl her breath in awild shriek.
"Hdp! Hep! Guardd! Thievesin the stables! Help! Help!"

Then she turned and ran. Faroush seemed to consder the darm given and did the same, sword in
hand.

Conan turned to lllyana "Do you have a gpdl to speed our way out of here, by chance?'

lllyana frowned. "I cannot fly us dl. Not the horses, certainly, and we will need them to outstrip—"
"Curse you, woman! Isthis atime for bantering? Y es or no?"

"Yes. If you can give me atrifle of time and find some way to dow the pursuit.”

Conan looked at the stable door. It looked stout enough to defy anything short of a battering ram or
fire. Achmai's men would hardly burn the stable over the heads of their own horses.

Conan bent to pick up Dessa and jerked his head toward the stable. "Inside, and be quick about it."

The door crashed shut. Darkness embraced them. Conan fumbled for the bar. Ashe did it into place,
figs began pounding on the outside.

A dim emerald glow swdlled behind him. He turned, to see the Jewe glowing on lllyanas wrist. She
was taking off her tunic.

"What in Erlik's name—?"

lllyana drew her tunic off and bared dl her teeth in a grin. "Have you never heard that one must be
unclothed to cast a spdl?!

"I've seen a good many women who could indeed cast spells unclothed, but they weren't your kind."
"Wdl, Cimmerian, you learn something new of magic every day you arein my company.”
"Whether | wishit or not!"

Conan ligened to the din outside the door, the shouts, the curses, the rasp of drawn swords, and &'
few men trying to make ther orders heard. By the time he knew they faced no immediate danger, lllyana
was bare save for the Jewd on one wrist and a rune-carved ivory bracelet on the other.

The emerdd light from the Jewd flowed over her far skin, turning the hue of bronze long under the
sea

She might have been some Atlantean goddess, risen from the waves to strike at those who overthrew
her city.
Conan drew his dagger and stalked down the line of horses, cutting their tethers or opening tharr gdl

doors. By thetime dl were free, lllyanawas sanding by her mount, wearing an impatient look as well as
the Jewel and bracelet.

"All that | can do here has been done. It istime to ride."

Conan heaved Dessa over the neck of his horse and swung into the saddle. lllyana lifted the Jewe
and chanted.

"Chaos, thrice-cursed, hear our blessng—" followed by something about twice as long in a tongue
Conan neither knew nor wanted to know.

A whirlwind burst the straw and hay baes apart. The loose straw and hay rose above Conan's head,
then fdl back into a corner, piled as high as a man. As if kicked, the brazier toppled over, scattering
burning cods into the straw and hay. Flames ran up the pile, touched the pitch-laden walls, and leaped



toward the caling.

Then lllyana made a fig of the hand bearing the Jewd and brought it down like a blackamith's
hammer. The stable door burst apart asif a battering ram had indeed struck it.

"Hiyaed"

Conan screamed the war cries of hdf a dozen races as he spurred his horse into the ranks of
Achmai's men. His broadsword leaped and flashed in the firdight, dashing to ether Sde.

He giill made poor practice. His mount was hardly war-trained, besides carrying double. It mattered
little, snce his foes were scatering even as he reached them. A good many had fdlen to the scything
timbers of the stable door. The rest might have fought agangt men, but not agang meagic. lllyands
appearance, nude and blazing with emerad light, finished them.

It was as wdl that the courtyard was swiftly clear. lllyana had to ride thrice in a circle, chanting more
arcane words, before flame legped once more from the Jewe. It struck once, twice, a each hinge and
fadening of the gate. At each stroke of fire, metd smoked, then meted and ran. A find stroke pushed the
gates down dtogether, like a child pushing down a sand castle.

Over the smoldering ruins of the gates, Conan and Illyana rode into the night.

They stopped about hdfway back to the meeting place with Rahna and Massouf, to rest the horses
and ligen for sounds of pursuit. Conan heard none, nor was Illyana much surprised.

"Few of the horses will take much harm, if the men lead them out of the stable in time. Fewer Hill will
be fit for work tonight."

"They won't be coming after me?* Dessa sounded haf-outraged, haf-relieved.

"With no horses and their chief so sound aseep an earthquake couldn't wake him? Those are men,
not wizards!" Conan growled.

"She's awizard," Dessa said, pointing at lllyana. "And you're some kind of soldier. Why did you take
me away from the Hold?'

"Wetold you. We are returning to your betrothed.”

lllyana burrowed into her saddlebags and started pulling out clothes. She had ridden naked from the
Hold, uncaring of the night chill.

Dessa was less enduring. She snatched the clothes from Illyana, then dropped them asiif they were an
amful of nettles.

"Now what?' Conan growled.
"l won't wear her clothes. They might be tainted with her magic.”

"Then wear mine" Conan said. One of his tunics came down nearly to Dessa's knees, but it did more
or less clothe her.

"I suppose | should thank you," Dessa said at lagt. "But—did you ever think | might have wanted to
day? | did, you know."

Conan's and lllyanas eyes met above Dessa's head. The sorceress was the fird to find her tongue.
"Dessa, Massouf loves you. Or so he says™ she added.

"What he says and what he does are two different things lady. His red love is gold. That's why he
was endaved. Even if held succeeded at his schemes, he wouldn't have given me hdf as much as Achma
and hismen. | was better off even at the Three Coins, for Mitras sake!"



She looked beseechingly a Conan. "Captain, if | might have something for my feet, I'll trouble you no
more. | can make my own way back to—"

"Crom!" The oath flaw out of Conan's mouth like the flame from the Jewd. Both women flinched.
Conan drew breath.

"Dessa, we swore an oath to bring you back to Massouf. We're somewhat in his debt. The gods do
not love unpad debts." Dessa opened her mouth but a glare from Conan pushed the words back into it
unuttered.

"You won't find yoursdf welcome back at the Hold, ether,” Conan went on. "They can't be sure you
didn't want to escape. Youll be scrubbing the pots and being scrubbed out by the potboys if you go
back."

Dessa dill looked obgtinate. "If you don't fear the gods or Achmai's men, try fearing me" Conan
finished. "Dessa, if you take one step toward the Hold, youll have to meet Massouf standing. Il leave
you in no date to St down!”

Slently conggning dl women to a place as far as possible from him, Conan unhooked the water
bottles and went in search of a ring.

Ten

THEY RODE OUT a dawn, as the Iranisanis measured it—when aman could tdl a black horsehair
from awhite one.

For awhile Conan and Raihna led their mounts, to ease their way across the broken ground. With the
two hired horses for Dessa and Massouf, no one needed to ride double for lack of mounts.

Lack of riding skill was another matiter. Dessa rode like a sack of grain and Massouf hardly better. If
it came to swift flight, Conan and Raihna would be taking ther saddie-shy charges up on ther own
mounts.

So far they had seen no sgn of pursuit, and Conan aimed to put off that moment as long as possible.
They kept away from the man roads and indeed from the greater part of the mountan byways. Sheep
tracks or bare hillade saw them pass, and of men only an occasona herdsman and once a hermit.

"They are a close-mouthed breed, these mountain folk," Conan said. "Oh, gold or torture can open
their mouths like any man's. But it takes a while. Besides, torturing free Turanians is a fine way for
Achma to lose whatever good will he hasin Aghrapur.”

"Thar flocks can see anything the herdsmen seg” lllyana said.

"All the sheep and goats I've known were even more close-mouthed than the herdsmen,” Conan
replied, with a grin. It was afine far morming and dthough tired he was in high good humor. A battle
farly fought and splendidly won dways left im so.

"There are ways to make even the dumb speak," lllyana said soberly.

"How?' Conan laughed. "I can just imagine Achma shouting a a ram—Who passed this way
yesterday? Answer, or I'll roast you for our dinner!" | can't imagine him getting an answer."

"Not that way, no."

Conan's grin twisted. "Are there spells for making anima's speak?"

"For learning whét they have seen, yes."

"Does Achma command them?' The upland morning suddenly seemed as cold as a Cimmerian



autumn.

"Neither he nor anyone who serves him commands any magic. But if he wished vengeance enough
and knew of Eremius—the Magter of the other Jewe knows dl the pdlls. He might even have learned to
cast them over such a distance. It has been ten years snce we met. | no longer can be sure | know
everything he does.”

She forced a amile "At least there is one consolation. He can no longer be sure that he knows
evarything | know. And | have not spent those ten yearsin idleness or debauchery.”

The amile widened. "Why, Conan, | truly begin to think you are curious about magic. Are you
becoming willing to live with it?'

"Maybe, when | cant live without it," Conan growled. "Of course, | can live with the kind of magic
you danced up, any day or night. | wonder if your whole scheme came from wanting to show yourself
like that—"

The amile vanished and the fair skin flushed. lllyana dropped back to ride beside Dessa and Massouf.
Conan spurred forward, to ride levd with Raihna, muttering rude remarks about women who could be
neither chaste nor unchaste.

"That was an ill-spoken jest," Raihna said, when the Cimmerian fdl slent.

"Am | to learn why, or mugt | guess?'

"Youwill learn if Illyana chooses to tdl you. Not otherwise. It is not my secret to tell.”
"Not tdling me dl | need to know is sending me into thisfight blind."

"Ah, Conan. Surely not that. One-eyed a wors."

"That's bad enough, againgt an opponent with two eyes. Or didn't Master Barathres teach you that? If
he didn't, you should go back to Bossonia and get your fees back from him, at the point of a—"

Raihnas hand leaped at his cheek so swiftly he had no time to saize it. Instead he blocked the blow,
then gripped Raihnas arm just above the elbow.

"Ancther ill-timed jest?'
“Let me go, curse you!"
"I've been cursed by a good many men and women, and I'm hedthier than mogt of them.”

Then he saw that tears were sarting from her eyes. He released her and guided his horse to a safe
distance, while she reined in and sat in sllence, shaking and weeping slently.

At lagt she pushed her figsinto her eyes, sghed, and faced Conan once more.

"Conan, forgive me. That was a crud jest indeed, but you could not have known how much so. | am
an exile from Bossonia. | have no home save where Illyana chooses to leed me. lllyana or someone
worse.

"So | owe her slence about her secrets and perhaps a trifle more. Tdl me, my Cimmerian friend.
What would you say to a jest, that High Captain Khadjar was in the pay of Lord Houma?'

Conan fdt the blood rush to his face. Raihnalaughed, pointing at afis held raised without redizing it.

"You see. | owe lllyana as much or more as you owe Khadjar. Let's follow an old Bossonian
saying—if you won't burn my haystacks, my cattle won't befoul your well. Truce?"

Conan guided his horse close again and put an am around her. She nestled into it for a moment.

"Truce"



From the ravine, the lagt frantic belowings had died. So had the last of the herd of cattle. Even
Master Eremius heard only the gobbling, tearing, and cracking as the Transformed dismembered the
bodies. From time to time he heard growls and squeds as they quarrded over some paticularly
Succulent piece.

He did not fear the quarrels would turn bloody. The Transformed were no disciplined army, but the

elders among them had ways of keeping the peace. At times, Eremius suspected, those ways meant the
disappearance of one or two of their number. A waste, but not a greet one.

Today nothing of that nature would happen. The Transformed had a feast under their claws. They
aso had foreknowledge of a greater feast tonight, with humean flesh to rend and humean terror to savor.

Captain Nasro scrambled up to Eremiuss perch and knelt.
"Madter, the stream at the foot of the ravine grows foul. Blood and ordure make it unfit for drinking."
"It matters not a dl to the Transformed. Or have you forgotten that?"

"I remember, Magter.” He swalowed, sweat bresking out on his face. "Yet—do you—I dso
remember —that our men, those not Transformed—they need clean water."

"Then let them go upstream from the ravine and drink therel” Eremius snarled. The force of his anger
mede his gaff lift from the ground and whirl toward the captain's head. Eremius let the saff come so
close that the man flinched, then made it tap him lightly on the cheek.

"Think, man. Would | have |t your men go thirsty? | have left you and them dike enough wits to find
food and water. Go use them, and leave mein peacel”

Nasro flinched again, bowed again, and retreated.

Alone save for his thoughts and the din of the Transformed feeding, Eremius sat down, S&ff across his
knees. It was a pity he could not hope that Nasro and dl his men would perish in tonight's battle among
the villages. The villagers would hardly offer enough resistance.

Besdes, he dill needed Nasro and the rest of his witlings Only when both Jewes were a his
commeand could he amuse himsdlf by disposing of them.

That promised to be a most agreeable day. So did another, the day he made the Transformed able to
breed and breed true. Transformed and commanded by the powers of a Sngle Jewe, they were barren.
When Eremius held both Jewes, matters would be otherwise. Then he would dso command a regular
tribute of women to be Transformed and bear more such.

It was said that the children of those Transformed by both Jewd's reached their full growth in a angle
year. Eremius would most assuredly put thet to the proof at the earliest moment. If it was true, he would
have one more irresdtible gift to offer hisdlies

Of course, with Illyands aid or at least her Jewd he could have proved the matter and offered the gift
ten years ago! That thought no longer ruled hismind, as the day of open battle and victory drew closer. It
dill lurked in his spirit, snarling like a surly watchdog and able to darken the brightest day.

"The stream's turned dl bloody!"
"The demons have cursed it!"

"Who brought their wrath upon us?'
"Hnd him!"



At those last words Bora broke into a run. He wanted to reach the stream before the crowd decided
he was the one they should find and turned into a mob searching for him.

The shouting swelled. Bora had never run so fast in his life, save when fleeing the mountain demons.
He burst out of the village and plunged through the crowd. He was on the bank of the stream before
anyone saw him coming.

There he stopped, looking down into water commonly as cool and clear as his Sger Carayas eyes.

Now it was turning an evil, pustulant scarlet. Bits of namdess filth floated on the surface and an evil reek
smote Bord's nodtrils.

Around him the villagers were giving way. Did they fear im or wasiit only the gtink of the stream? He
laughed, then swalowed hard. He feared that if he began laughing now, he would not eesily stop.

Holding his breath, he kndlt and scooped up abit of floating filth. Then he smiled.

"Now we know what became of Perek’s caitlel" he shouted. "They mus have fdlen into some ravine
upstream. Hard luck for Perek.”

"Hard luck for us, too!" someone shouted. "Can we dl drink from the wels, until the stream runs clear
agan?'
"What dseisthere to do?' Bora asked, shrugging.

This reasonable question made some nod. Others frowned. "What if the cattle died—in a way aganst
neture?" one of these said. None dared say the word "demons” asif their name might cdl them. "Wiill the
water ever run clean agan?'

"lf—anything againg nature—had a hand in this, it will show in the water," Bora said. He had to take
a deep breath before he knew he could say the next words in a steedy voice. "l will step into the water. If
| step out unharmed, we need fear no more than rotting cattle.”

This speech drew both cheers and protests. Severa arguments and a least one fight broke out
between the two factions. Bora ignored both and began gripping off his clothes. If he did not do this
quickly, he might well lose the courageto do it at dl.

The water was chill as dways, biting with sharp, angry teeth that began on his toes and ended at his
chest. He would not sink his face and head in that filthy water.

Bora stayed in the stream until numbness blunted the water's teeth. By then the crowd was Slent as
the mig in the demons vdley. He stayed a trifle longer, until he began to lose feding in his toes and
fingers Then he turned toward the bank.

He needed help to dimb out, but enough villagers rushed forward to help a dozen men. Others had
brought towels. They surrounded him, to chafe and rub until his skin turned from blue to pink and his
teeth stopped chattering.

Caraya came, with a seaming posset cup and a look he had s8dom seen on her face. Her tongue
was no more gentle than usua, however. "Bora, that was a foolish thing to do! What would have become
of usif the demons took you?'

"I didn't think there were any demons. But | could hardly ask anyone to believe me, unless | proved
it. If I hadn't—what would have become of you if they thought I'd brought the demons and stoned me to
death!"

"They wouldn't darel" If her eyes had been bows, hdf the crowd would have dropped dead with
arrows in them.

"Caraya, menin fear will dare anything, if it lets them strike back at thet fear.” It was one of Ivram's
pieces of wisdom. Now seemed a good time to bring it forth.



Ancther charitable soul brought a bucket of hot water and a sponge. Bora sponged himsdf into a
semblance of deanliness, then pulled on his clothes. The crowd dill surrounded him, many gaping as if he
were agod come to earth.

Anger sharpened hisvoice.

"Is there no work that needs doing? If nothing el se, we mugt bring water from Winterhomeif our wells
cannot give enough. Doubtless they will share if we ask. Not if we stand about gaping until the birds build
nests in our mouthg!”

Bora hdf-feared that he had findly said too much. Who was he, a sxteen, to order men old enough
to be his grandfather?

Instead he saw nods, and heard men offering to walk to the other village with a message. He refused
to decide who should go. He took one of the towels, dipped it into the stream, then wrung it out and tied
it around his left arm.

"I will take this to Ivram," he shouted, raisng the am. "The demons were too weak to harm me, so
thereislittle to fear. There may be much to learn, and Ivram will know how to learn it."

Bora hoped that was true. The priest was said to know many odd bits of arcane lore, without being
truly a sorcerer. Even o, Ivram might not be able to answer the most urgent question.

How close were the demons? To send men out to seek them would be murder. To wait and let them
come a atime of their own choosing would be fally. What else could be done? Bora did not know, but
Ivram could at least help him hide this ignorance.

Also, lvram and Maryam were the two people in the whole village to whom Bora could admit thet he
was frightened.

By mid-afternoon Conan judged it safe to leave the hills and press on to the next town. He would
have fdt safer pressng dl the way to the garrison a Fort Zheman, but that would have meant riding by
night.

Also, Dessa and Massouf were near the end of their strength.

"They might go farther if they hadn't spent so much time quarrding,” Conan told Raihna. "I won't turn
that young lady over my knee, but I'll pray Massouf does and soon. For dl our sakes, not just hig"

"I much doubt hell find it in himsdf to do that,” Raihna said. "He sounds like a man who it quite
sure now he wanted his dream to come true

"If he doesn't know what he wants, then he and Dessa will be well-matched,” Conan growled. "Il
even pay for ther wedding, if they have no kin left. Anything, just so we don't have to carry those
witlings into the mountaing”

Unmoved by Conan's opinion, the reunited lovers were dill quarrding when the party rode into
Haruk. They fdl slent while Conan found rooms at an innwith stout wals, a back door, and good wine.
Then their quarreling began again, when Illyana announced thatlthey would share a room to themsdves.

"l won't!" Dessa said Smply.
"I won't touch you, Dessa," Massouf said. He sounded genuindy contrite. "Don't be afraid.”
"Afrad! Of you?A red man I'd fear, but—"

Glares from lllyana, Raihna, and Conan sllenced her, but not soon enough. An angry flush crept up
into Massouf's face and his voice shook as he spoke.

"I'm not man enough for you? What are you, Dessa? Did you find atrull's heart in—"



The dgp Dessa amed would have floored Massouf if Conan hadn't stepped between them. He hed
one hand over Dessa's mouth while he opened the door of her room with the other. Then he shifted his
grip, to the collar and hem of her borrowed tunic, svung her back and forth a few times, and tossed her
negtly on to the bed.

"Now, Massouf,” Conan said with elaborate courtesy. "Would it be your pleasure to wak into the
room? Or would you prefer to imitate a bird?'

Massouf cursed but walked. Conan kicked the couple's baggage in after them, then pulled the door
shut and bolted it from the outside.

"Here" lllyana said. She held out a cup of wine. Conan emptied it without taking it from hislips.

"Bless you," he said, wiping his mouth. He stopped short of adding that she knew wdl what a man
might need. Such jests dearly reached some old, deep wound. If he could give her no good memoaries,
he could at least not prod the scabs and scars.

"I don't know if they'll have a peaceful night," Raihna said. "But | intend to." She put an am around
Conan's was.

"If it's peace you want, Raihna, you may have to wait awhile for it."

"Oh, | hope so. A long, long while" Her attempt to imitate a worshipful young girfl was so ludicrous
that even lllyana burst out laughing.

"If you're that hot, woman," Conan said, "then let's see what thisinn has for dinner. Man or horse, you
don't ride them far on an empty stomach!"

Eleven

SOMEWHERE NEARBY A woman was screaming. Pleasantly entangled with Raihna, Conan was
dow to spare the woman a angle thought. Even then, his thought was that Dessa and Massouf had findly
come to blows. Dessa, in Conan's opinion, could well take care of hersdlf without hep from people who
had more important matters at hand—

The screams grew louder. Raihna diffened, but not in passion. She stared at the door.
"Woman—!" the Cimmerian muttered.
"No. Tha—it's lllyana. Sheisin pain or fears danger.”

Rahna flung hersdf out of bed and dashed to the door. She stopped only to snatch up sword and
dagger. Smilarly clad, Conan followed.

In the hdll, Dessa and Massouf stood before Illyanas door. Dessa was clad as Conan and Raihna,
without the weapons. Massouf had a blanket wrapped around his waist. As Conan reached them, the
Screaming ceased.

"Dont just stand there!" Conan snarled.

"We tried the door," Massouf said. "It is bolted from within, or perhaps spell-bound.” His voice was
steady, dthough his eyes ran up and down Raihna

Thank the gods the lad isn't so besotted with Dessa that he sees no other woman!
From behind Illyanas door came the mewling of someone in pain or fear, now fighting to hide it.

"Give me room!" Conan snapped. "And Massouf— find the innkeeper if he isn't dready summoning
the watch!"



Conan drew back as far as the hdl would dlow. When he plunged forward, he was like an avdanche
on a steep dope. The bolt was made to resst common men, not Cimmerians of Conan's Sze and
grength. The bolt snapped like atwig and the door crashed open.

Conan flew into the room, nearly sumbling over lllyana, who kndt a the foot of the bed. She
clutched the bedclothes with both hands and had a corner of the blanket suffed into her mouth.

She wore only the Jewel of Khurag inits ring on her left am. The Jewed seared Conan's eyes with
emerdd flame

"Don't touch her!" Rahna cried.
"She needs hdp!"
"Youwill hurt, not help, if you touch her now!"

Conan hedtated, torn between desire to hdp someone dealy suffeing and trust in Raihnds
judgment. lllyana settled the question by dumping into afaint. As. shefdl sensdless, the flamein the Jewe
died.

Rahna kndt beside her midress, ligening for a heartbeat and breath. Conan mounted guard at the
door, while Dessa pulled blankets off the bed to improvise garb for everyone.

"Youve your wits about you, girl," Rahna said grudgingly.
"You think awitling could have lived as | have?'

"No," Conan said, laughing harshly. If Dessa truly wanted to queen it over a tavern, best send her to
Pyla In Aghrapur, any friend of Pyla had few enemies. If that friend was a woman, she was off to a fine
dart in the taverns.

At this moment Massouf returned. The innkeeper and two stout-thewed manservants either followed
or pursued him. Conan showed them stedl and they hdted, while Massouf darted into the room.

"What is this din?" the innkeeper bellowed. He contemplated everyone's improvised garments and
lllyands lack of any. "Il have you know | keep a quiet house. If it's a woman you want—"

"Oh, go play with your women!" growled Conan. "If you're man enough, thet is. My lady midress has
been having a nightmare. She's awidow, and her husband met a hard death.”

The landlord seemed mallified. He was turning, when lllyana began to mutter, "The Transformed. No
hope—stopping them—this far away. Try to—weaken —power over them. Try—everyone (something
wordless) doomed—"

"Witchcraft!" one of the servants screamed. He clattered off down the stairs. His comrade followed.
Rahna ran to her mistresss sde, dropping her blanket in her haste. The innkeeper remained, his mouth
agape, whether a Raihna or the witchcraft Conan didn't know.

"Thewatch!" the man findly gasped. "I'll cdl the watch. If they won't come, I'll raise the town. Theré€ll
be no witcheries done in my house. No, not by dl the gods—"

"Go raise the town and much good may it do you!" Rahna shouted. Her sword nearly dit the
innkeeper's nose. He backed away, reached the top of the stairs, and would have fdlen backward down
them if Conan hadn't gripped hisarm.

"Look you, my witless friend," the Cimmerian said. He would have gladly flung the man after his
servants, but a amdl chance of peace remained. "My midtress does have some magic & her command.
That's true. She can adso sense others cagting pells. The one she's sensed is old and evil. Leave her be,
and perhaps she can protect you!"

The man frowned, but some of the panic left his face. When Conan released him, he walked down



the gairs, instead of running.

"I may have won ustime™ Conan said. "Then again, | may not. Those fools of servants will have the
town here before you can spdl a pot of soup to bailing!”

"I must do what | can," lllyana said, shaking her head. "Horror is on the march, and | must do whét |
cantofight it

"I it's not close—" Conan began.

"That matters nat,” Illyana said, drawing hersdf up with a queen's dignity. "When | fled from Eremius,
| swore to fight Eremius whenever | had the dightest hope of doing so. Now | have more than a hope, if
you will give me time, you and Rahna."

She dearly had her mind made up, and Raihna would stay, fight, and if needs be die whether Conan
stayed or not. The matter was settled.

"Asyou wish," Conan said. "Get on with it, while Raihna.and | pack what can't be left behind. Dessa,
you and Massouf need not come with us. | much doubt they'll blame you—"

"Before this, perhaps not," Dessa said. "But as you sad lagt night—now it's too late. I'l be accused
whether | deserve it or not." She grinned wickedly, then stuck out her tongue & Conan.

The soft night wind carried the carrion reek, the growls, the shuffling feet of the Transformed to
Eremius. Ears sharpened by magic judged that they were close to the village's sentries.

Those sentries had not long to live Doubtless they would not die slently, but that would hardly
matter. In fact, their dying would begin the sowing of fear in the village. Enough of that, and Eremius
would hardly need to—

A horse's scream sundered the night. The Transformed howled in triumph. Raw with fear came a
humen cry.

"Demond Demondg The demons are upon ud Fy, fly—yaaaagggh!" as cdaws and teeth tore the
man's life from him.

Eremius alowed himsdf a frown of displeasure. Had the village contrived to mount their sentries? Or
hed the Transformed stumbled upon a man riding out on some entirdy different matter? Y et once more,
Eremius would have sworn to guard Illyanas maidenhood, to have the services of a good war captain at
his command!

At least he needed no captain's advice to know that the village had been warned too soon. The
villagers would have more time to flee. The Transformed could pursue them only so far before they
escaped from Eremiuss command.

A village hurled into panic-stricken flight would send a powerful message to would-be dlies. A village
reduced to rubble and corpses would send one ill more powerful.

Eremius raised his gaff. For tonight, the Jewel flamed from its head, bound there by a slver ring and
carefully-hoarded strands of Illyands hair. Eremius had proven severa times over that the Jewe was not
bonded to the ring. He had long known the spells for removing it from the ring and returning it, but tonight
was the firg time he had removed it for serious work.

Eremius began to chant, cdling on every craftsman of ancient Atlantis whose name was known. It
was along list. He then passed on to dl the Atlantean gods and demons, alig nearly as long.

One day he would receive a clear 9gn of who had made or found the Jewels, and wha had aided
him. Perhaps it would even happen before the other Jewe came into Eremiuss hands. For now the
sorcerer knew only that thisinvocation wearied him exceedingly and could make the spell uncertain—or



vadly more powerful.
"Chyar, Esporn, Boker—"

Over and over again, more than two-score names of power. As he chanted, Eremius thrugt the daff
and Jewe dternately to the left and to the right. On either Sde of him a space in the air began to glow
with emerdd fire

The Spel of the Eyes of Mahr could enthrdl a dozen men even at its common power. Enhanced, it
would hold the village as motionless as the stones of ther huts while the Transformed descended upon
them.

"Boker, ldas, Gezass, Ayrgulf—"

Ayrgulf was no Atlantean, but he had a place in the history of the Jewels. History, not legend, named
him the firg Vanir chief who had possessed the Jewds. More higory and much bloody legend told of
what befel him, when the Jewd s filled im with dreams of power he had no art to command.

Higtory and legend dike would speak otherwise of Eremius the Jewelmaster.
To left and right, the glowing green spheres began to flatten into the ovd shapes of immense eyes.

Bora saw the eyes take form as he ran from Ivram's house. As he reached the head of the path
downhill, the eyes seemed to Stare directly at him.

His legs seemed to have a will of ther own, and that will was to turn and flee. It would be so
easy—much easer than descending the path to the doomed village and dying when the demon behind the
eyes swooped.

But—what would men say of him? What would he think of himsdf, for that matter?

Bora had never known before so much of the truth about courage. Little of it was-freedom from fear.
Some of it was madering your fear. A great part was fearing other men's tongues more than whatever
menaced you, and the rest was wishing to deep soundly at night the rest of your days.

Not that he would have many more days or nightsif he went down that hill.

Bora descended the four steps Ivram had carved into the rock at the top of the path. As his feet
struck bare ground, he redized that the eyes seemed to be fallowing him. Moreover, they were drawing
him on down the hill.

He had not fled because he was being ensorceled not to flee! Like a snake charming a bird, the eyes
were drawing him, a helpless prey, toward what awaited a the bottom of the hill.

Feet thumped on the gairs behind him. A pungent powder floated about him. ft sung nose and mouth
like pepper. Bora's face twisted, he clapped hands over hisface, his eyes streamed tears, and he sneezed
convulgvdly.

"Go on sneezing, Bora," came lvram's voice. "If you need more—"

Bora could not speak, hdf-strangled as he felt. He went on sneezing until he feared that his nose might
legp from his face and rall down the hill. His eyes streamed as they had not snce he wept for his
grandfather's degth.

At lagt he could command his breath again. He dso discovered that he could command his feet, his
senses, hiswill—

"What spdl did you put on me, lvram?"* he shouted. The shout set off another fit of coughing.

"Only the counterspdl in the Powder of Zayan," Ivram said mildly. "The Spell of the Eyes of Hahr is



one of those easly cast on an unsuspecting, unressting subject. It isjust as easlly broken by the Powder.
Once broken, it cannot be recast on the same subject—"

“I'm grateful, Ivram,” Bora said. "More than grateful.” In his worst nightmares, he had not imagined
that what menaced the village would widd such powers. "But can we hep the whole village in time?' He
was fidgeting to be off down the hill, haf-afraid that the urge to flee would rise again if he waited.

"Thereis ample Powder. | have been making it Snce you told me of the demons.”
"Then giveit to me!”

"Pdtience, young Bora—"

"Oh, the demons devour patience and you too!

Crimson Springsisdying, priest! Can't your Mitratdl you that much, you—!"

"Bora, never abandon patience. | was about to say, that many in the village may wel have been
desping or had their eyes averted when the Eyes appeared. The spdl will not bind them.

"Also, | am going down to the village with you. Two of us cagting the Powder—"
"lvram!" Maryam squdled like a scalded cat. ™Y ou're too old to die fighting demons—!"

"Life or death arein Mitras hands, sweetling. No oneis ever too old to pay a debt. Crimson Springs
has sheltered us for many years. We owe them something.”

"But—your life?"
"Even that."

Bora heard Maryam swalowing. "I should have known better than to argue with you. Am | losing my
power to understand men?'

"Not at dl, and Mitra willing, youll have many years to practice it on me. For now, I'd rather you
loaded up the mules. Take the dhrine, but don't forget dean dothing in your haste."

Now Bora heard afant 9gh. "lIvram, I've fled in more haste, and from places | was happier to leave.
I've had atraveing pack ready since Borawarned us”

"Mitra bless you, Maryam, and keep you safe”

After that Bora heard only an eoquent silence. He hastened down the hill, having aready heard too
much of the farewdl for his peace of mind.

Ivram caught up with hm hafway down the hill. For the firg time Bora saw the man clearly. He
carried his gaff of officein hisright hand and a straight-bladed short sword on his belt. Over his shoulder
hung a bag of richly-worked leather, with images of Mitra sawn in semi-precious stones.

"There's enough Powder in this sack to unbind the whole village, if we just have time" Ivram said.
"We may. If whoever is cadting this spdll thinks he has dl the timein the world—"

"l once heard Y akoub say that 'if is a word never to be used in war," Bora said.

"Inthat much, Yakoub iswisg" the priest said. "If this is not war, the gods only know what it is" He
lengthened his stride, until for dl his youth and strength Bora had to srain to keep pace with him.

The Spdll of the Eyes of Hahr took dl of Eremiuss strength and attention. Unguided, the Transformed
milled about short of the village, squabbling over the last scraps of the horse and its rider.

Before those squabbles could turn bloody, their Master took command again. The human guards had
dready pressed on beyond the village, to cut off the retreat of any not bound by the Eyes. Eremius sent a



firm message to them, not to enter the village
If you do, you are at the mercy of the Transformed, and you know how much of tha they
possess!

As he finished that message, he heard one of the Transformed howl in rage or pan. Into his mind
flooded dI it felt—the pain of being struck in the eye by aflung sone. No, by a valley of them, as though
ascore of men were throwing.

Eremiusfdt outrage equd to his creation's. There could not be so many people in the village so free
of the Eyes that they could throw a straw, let done a sone! He opened his mind wider, likewise the
senses of his body.

His hearing gave him the firgt clue, and the only one he needed. The streets of Crimson Springs were
thronged with people, hurrying away from the Trans-formed or sanding and sneezing violently.

Who among these wretched villagers could know the arcane secret of the Powder of Zayan? Who?
He amogt screamed the word adoud, a the unsympathetic sky.

It mattered little. Clearly the intruder to the vdley some days ago had done more than escape. He had
warned the maker of the Powder. Crimson Springs was defended in away Eremius had not expected.

That dso would matter little. If they thought they could fight the Master of even one Jewe, it would
be their last misteke.

Eremius cast his mind among the villagers, counting those bound by the Eyes of Hahr. Enough of
those, and he could ill sow chaos by sending yet another spdll into their minds.

Unnoticed by an Eremius intent on his counting, the strands of Illyands har binding the Jewd to his
gaff began to writhe, then to glow with a ruby light.

Twelve

EMERALD LIGHT CREPT around the edge of the door to Illyanas chamber. The light held no hest,
but Conan could not rid himsdf of the notion that he stood with his back to a blazing furnace.

That was dill better by far than seeing such magic with his own eyes. He would have refused to do
50, even had not lllyana and Raihna both warned him that it was no dght for eyes unaccustomed to

sorcery.
"If this seems to be doubting your courage—" 1llyana had begun.

"Y ou're not doubting my courage. Y ou're doubting that I'm the biggest fool in Turan. Go do your best
with the magic. I'l do my best to keep anyone from ramming a sword through your—" Conan sketched a
gesture that made Illyana blush.

The door rattled. Conan took a cautious step away from it. As he did, the innkeeper stamped up the
dairs, puffing and red-faced.

"Has your lady witch set my house &fire, besides everything ese?' the man muttered. He looked as if
no answer would surprise him.

"Not that | know," Raihna said. She had clothed hersdf in trousers and tunic. The landlord's eyes sad
this was no improvement over her previous étire.

"Has the cursed spdl worked?'
" don't know that elther.”



"Mitraand Erlik ddiver ud Do you know anything about what's going on in there?"
"Asmuch as you do."
"Or aslittle” Conan added.

The innkeeper looked ready to kill everyone in Sght, induding himsdf. His hands clutched at the
remnants of hishair. His bad spot and the rest of his face shone with swedt.

"Widl, | know that there's a mob on the way, to burn thisinnif your lady witch doesn't!"

Conan and Rahna cursed together. Even Dessa added a few rough jests about some people's
manhood.

"If your servants had the courage of lice, no one would have known of our work until it was done,"
Rahna snapped. "Asit is, I'll be cursed if | let my mistress work in van.”

Her hand darted toward her siwvord but Conan hated her draw. "No reason to harm this man. He did
warn us."

"That won't save usif the mob gathers before we can fleg" the swordswoman replied.

"No, but our friend can do more." Conan turned to the innkeeper. "I much doubt thisinn has no hiding
places or secret ways out. Keep the mob out until 1llyanas done, let us use the secret way, and well
make it seem you were our prisoner. If they think you're afraid of us—"

"Theyll know the gods own truth!" the man blurted. "I don't know why I'm doing this Redly | don't."

"Either you're too brave to betray guests or too cowardly to want your throat dit," Rahna said. "l
care little Now go downgtairs and do your work while we finish ourd"

"Yes, and have some food sent up,” Conan added. "Cold mest, bread, cheese—travelers fare"
"Il do my best," the innkeeper said, with a shrug. "If the cooks haven't dl run off aswdl!"

From ingde the house a child screamed like a mad thing. Bora tried the door and found it locked.
"Tome Zakar, try your axel"

The village woodcutter was one of the firs men Bora had freed with the Powder. His head was clear
and his body at his command. He came running, swinging an axe as if he would cleave not just the door
but the house.

A few strokes shattered the door. Bora and Zakar dashed insde. Bora snatched up the abandoned
child, to find it a gifl unhurt but witless with fear. As he ran to the door, he saw a basket of bread and
smoked goat meet, dso left behind in the family's panic.

"Zakar, take that as well. The gods only know where well next egt.”

"Not in thisworld, likdy enough,” Zakar replied, shouldering his axe. "But | won't go aone, because
my friend here will est fird. | don't care if we face every demon in creation. There's no demon can do
much harm with his skull salit!"

Bora could only hope Zakar was right. Something was holding back the demons from the village,
gving its people a reprieve. Most of them were now free of the spdlls and flesing west. Could they flee
far enough before the demons were unleashed again? Bora knew how fast the demons could cover
ground.

Outsde, Bora looked for someone to care for the child. It was along search, for the village was now
dl but deserted. Those who remained were more likdy to be held by fear than by magic, and againg that
the Powder had no strength.



At lagt two girls a trifle younger than Caraya appeared, leading an aged man between them. "Here)"
Bora said without ceremony. The little gifl began squaling again as she was handed over, but Bora took
no heed.

"Your own home's not far now,” Zakar sad. "We could be there and back before anyone missed
you."

"Ilvram said he freed them at once." Everything in Bora cried out to be Rhafi's son and not the village's
leader, judt for alitle while. "What he did will have to be enough.”

"The gods keep me from—what in Mitras nameis that ?"

A cloud of dust danced at the far end of the Street, where the village gave way to orchards. Out of the
dust loped a stooped figure, a mongtrous caricature of a man. In the green light its thick limios shimmered.

One of those arms snatched at a branch. Thick as Boras arm, the branch snapped like a twig. A
second branch armed the demon's other hand. Brandishing both clubs, it broke into a shambling run.

Zakar met it hafway down the street. One club flew into the air, chopped in hdf by the axe. The
second swung. It crashed into Zakar's ribs as his axe came down on the demon's head.

Came down, and bounced off. Not without effect— the demon staggered, and Bora saw blood run.
But without daying—or saving Zakar. One clawed hand drove into his bely and ripped upward. He
bardy had time to scream before the demon's fangs were in his throat.

The demon threw the dying woodcutter down and looked about for fresh prey. For a moment Bora
would gladly have sold his whole family for a spdl of invighility.

Then heavy footsteps thudded behind him. A robed arm flung a smdl day vid down the Strest. It
landed at the demon's feet, shattering and spraying the Powder of Zayan.

"I don't know if it will work againgt whatever spdls bind those—creations,” Ivram muttered. "A good
pair of hedls might work better."

"But—there mus be—"

"Only the gods can hdp them now," Ivram said. "Your kin are safe. The village needs you as a live
leader, not a dead memory!”

"As you wish," Bora said. He recognized in his own voice the same note hed heard in the priest's.
They both spoke lest chattering teeth otherwise betray ther fear. The demon was kneding, swiffling at
the Powder on the ground, as they turned and ran for the other end of the village.

With a sharp ping, the strands of Illyanas hair parted. The Jawd arched down from the head of
Eremiuss g&ff.

Never indl hisyears of sorcery had Eremius cast a spdl so quickly. The Invishble Hand gripped the
Jawd hdfway to the ground and lowered it the rest of the way as lightly as a feather.

To dow his heart and breathing, Eremius told himsdf that the Jewd would not have shattered in a fdl
from such a height. The message accomplished nothing. Heart and lungs knew that it was a lie. He had
contrived a narrow escape from disaster as well as defest.

He reached for the Jewd, to rebind it with strands of his own hair. His fingers seemed to drike
invigble glass a hand's breadth on dl sdes of the Jawd. He prodded the barrier with his s&ff, and fdt the
same sensation.

As he consdered his next counter to Illyands spdls, his saff suddenly flew from his hand. Before he
could regain his grip, it plummeted down to the Jewd, into it, and into the earth benesth the Jewd!



Eremius was 4ill ggping when the ground erupted with a crash and roar of shattering stone. Dugt and
rock chips sung as his g&ff flew into the air, part of a geyser of stone and earth. Eremius lunged for the
daff, plucked it out of the air, and hedtily backed away from the Jewel.

The Jawd itsalf now seemed to dissolve into a pool of emerad light, flowing like some thick liquid in
aninvisble bowl. A disagreeably high-pitched whine rose from it. Eremius cringed, as he would have a
an insect trapped in his ear.

Then he sghed, stepped back, and began to test the fitness of his daff for use. Asit passed one test
after another, his confidence began to return.

With the gaff done, he could sill command the Transformed wel enough to doom Crimson Springs.
He could not command the Jewd, for lllyana had bound his Jewd and hers into a spdl of mutud
opposition. She dso could not command her Jewel, and had no more power againg him than he againgt
her.

Did that matter to her? Had she sought to destroy his

Jewd, even a the risk of her own? She had dways seemed as ambitious as himsdf to possess both
the Jewels. Was she now ready to abandon supreme power for a modest prize? Being known as she
who destroyed the Jewels of Kurag would certainly bring little, compared to what might come from
possessing them both!

Enough. The Transformed awaited his commands. Eremius composed himsdf and began forming a
picture of the villagein his mind.

The door of Illyands chamber quivered, then fdl off its hinges Conan and Rahna legped back.
Rahna nearly knocked the innkeeper back down the stairs he had just mounted.

The innkeeper looked at the ruined door, rolled his eyes to the ceiling, then handed Raihna a basket.

"Modlly bread and cheese. The cooks not only fled, they took mogt of the larder with them!" The
innkeeper sat down and buried his head in his hands.

lllyana staggered out of her chamber and nearly fdl into Conan's arms. After a moment she took a
deep breath, then knelt and tore the cover off the basket. Without bothering to don any garments, she
began walfing bread and cheese.

Conan waited until she stopped for breath, then handed her a cup of wine. It vanished in two gulps,
followed by the rest of the basket's contents. At last Illyana sat up, looked ruefully a the empty basket,
then stood.

“I'm sorry, but—Cimmerian, what are you laughing a?'
"You're the fird sorceress I've ever seen who'd admit to being hungry!"

A brief amile was the only reply. Raihna went to gather Illlyands clothes, while Conan handed the
empty basket to the innkeeper.

"Agan?| suppose | can expect to be paid by the time King Yildiz's grandson ascends the—"

A furious pounding on the street door broke into the man's speech. The innkeeper rose and handed
the basket to Conan.

"Timeto go down and play my part. Ahwell, if I can no longer keep an inn, there are aways temple
pageants needing actors! Best make haste, though. | heard some outside say that Lord Achma had
reached town. If he takes a hand, | will not make an enemy—"

"Achma?’



"So they said. He's a great name in these parts. I've heard—"

"I've heard dl the tdes told of him, and more besides,” Conan snapped. "Now—is there a place on
the roof where | can overlook the town without being seen”?’

"Yes But what—7?'
"If thisisagaing Lord—"

"It'sfor dl of ud Now choose. Show me to the roof, keep the rest of your promises, and take your
chances with Achmai. Or be stubborn, fear im more than me, and die here.”

The innkeeper looked a Conan's drawn sword, measured his chances of escagping it, and judged
wisdy.

"Down the hdl and to the right. Il show you."

From downgtairs, the pounding redoubled, and curses joined it.

Boras own rasping breath drowned Out the struggles of those around him to dimb the hill. He was
younger and stronger than mogt, but tonight he had run five times as far as any.

Any, that is, except the demons, and they knew not human limits Most of them, at least—the demons
could be dain, hurt, or made cautious. Otherwise, they seemed as insensate as an avadanche or an
earthquake.

Stopping to look downhill, Bora saw mogt of the laggards had somebody heping them. Thank Mitra,
the Powder had done its work well. The people of Crimson Springs might be homedess, but they were
dill avillage, not a mob ready to fight each other for the smdlest chance of safety.

Bora waited until most of the laggards had passed him. Then he waked downhill, to meet the
hdf-dozen strongest youths and men who'd formed themsdves into a rearguard. To his surprise, Ivram
was among them.

"I thought you were long gone," Bora nearly shouted.

"You thought an old fat man like me could outstrip a youth with winged feet like yours? Truly, Bora,
your wits are deserting you."

"He came back down to join us" Kemd said. "We spoke as you doubtless will, but he would not
ligen.”

"No, s0 best save your breath for dimbing the hill again,” Ivram added. "I confess | had hopes of
taking one more look a a demon. The more we know—"

"He hoped to make one sensdless with the last of the Powder, so we could carry it to Fort Zheman!™
one of the men shouted. "Ivram, have you gone mad?'

"I don't think so. But—would anyone but a madman have imagined those demons, before—?"
"For the Magter!”
Four robed shapes plunged down the hill toward

Bora and the rearguard. Their human speech and their robes told him that they were not demons. The
swords gleaming in their hands showed them to be dangerous foes.

Boras hands danced. A stone legped into the pouch of hisding. The ding whined into invighility, then
hurled the stone at the men. Darkness and haste baffled Boras eye and am. He heard the stone clatter
futildy on the hillsde

Then the four swordsmen were among the rearguard, dashing furioudy a men who had only one



sword for dl seven of them. The man who had complained of Ivram's plans was the firg to fdl, face and
neck gaping and bloody. As he fdl, he rolled under the feet of a second swordsman. His ams twined
around the man's legs and his teeth sank into a booted caf. The swordsman howled, a howl cut off
abruptly as adub in Kemd's hands smashed his skulll.

A second swordsman died before the others redized they faced no easy prey. Tough hillmen with
nothing to lose were not a contemptible foe at two to one odds.

The third swordsman's flight took him twenty paces before three villagers caught him. All four went
down in a writhing, cursng tangle that ended in a choking scream. Two of the villagers rose, supporting
the third. The swordsman did not rise.

The fourth swordsman mugt have thought himsdf safe, in the last moment before a stone from Boras
ding crushed his skulll.

Bora was counting the stonesin his pouch when afant voice spoke his name,
"Bora Take the rest of the Powder."
"Ivram!"

The priest lay on his back, blood trickling from his mouth. Bora held his gaze on the man's pde face,
away from the gaping woundsin bely and chest.

"Takeit. Please. And—rebuild my shrine, when you come back. You will, I know it."

Bora gripped the priest's hand, wishing that he could at least do something for the pain. Perhaps it had
not yet struck, but with such a wound, when it did—

Asif Bora's thoughts had been written in the air, Ivram smiled. "Do not worry, Bora We servants of
Mitra have our ways."

He began to chant versesin a strange guitturd tongue. Hafway through the fourth verse he bit his lip,
coughed, and closed his eyes. He contrived a few words of afifth verse, then his breething ceased.

Bora kndt beside the priest until Kemd put a hand on his shoulder.
"Come dong, Bora. We can't stay here until the demons get hungry.”
"l won't leave him here for them!"

"Who said we would do anything of the kind?'

Bora saw now that the other unwounded men had taken off ther cloaks. Kemd was teking off his
when Bora stopped him. "Wait. | heard a horse on the hill. Did you save Windmaster?*

"I freed him. The rest he did himsdf. | dways said that horse had more wits than most men!”

Not to mention more strength and speed than any other mount in the village "Kemd, we need
someone to ride to Fort Zheman. Can it be you?"

"Let me water Windmagter, and I'll be off."

"Mitra—" The words died in Boras throat. He would not praise Mitra tonight, not when the god had
let his good servant Ivram die like a dog.

Conan crouched behind the chimney of the inn. Enough of the mob now carried torches to show
cearly dl he needed to see. Too many, perhaps. If he could see, he might dso be seen, for dl that held
blacked his skin with soot from the hearth in lllyanas chamber.

Both the mob and Achmai's men were where they had been the lagt time he looked. Most likdy they
would not move further—until he made them move.



Timeto do jud that.

Conan crawled across the roof to the rear of the inn and shouted, "All right! We hold the stables.
They won't be in any danger from there!”

As he returned to the front, Conan heard with pleasure a shout from Achmai's ranks.

"Who said that? Sergeants, count your men!”

Conan alowed the counting to be wel begun, then shouted, imitating a sergeant's voice, "Hal I've two
missng.”

Then, imitating the captain:

"These town pigs have made away with them. Draw swords! That's two inaults to Lord Achmal!”

Angry, confused shouting ran dong the line of Achmai's men. Conan raised his voice, to imitate a
youth.

"Achma's hired swords want to save ther witch friends. Well, take that, you sheep rapers!”

A roof tile placed ready to hand flew over the heads of the mob, driven by a sout Cimmerian arm. It
plummeted into the ranks of Achmai's riders, driking a men from his saddle.

"Foold" the captain screamed. "We're friends. We want—"

His protests came too late. Stones followed Conan's tile. A horse reared, tossng his rider from the
saddle. Comrades of the falen men drew their swords and spurred their mounts forward. When they
reached the edge of the mob, they began laying about them.

The mob in turn writhed like a nest of serpents and growled like a den of hungry bears. One bold
goirit thrust a torch a a swordsman's horse. It threw its rider, who vanished among dozens of hands
dutching a him. Conan heard his screams, ending suddenly.

The fight between Achmai's men and the mob had drawn enough blood now. It would take the
leaders on either Side longer to stop it than it would take Conan and his people to flee Haruk.

Conan ran to the rear of the inn, uncaring of being seen. "Ridel" he shouted at the stable door. It
suealed open, and Raihnaled the others toward the street.

lllyana came last. As she reached the gate, curses and shouts told Conan that the Street was not
whally deserted. lllyana waved, then put her head down and her spursin.

Conan lesped from the roof of the inn to the roof of the woodshed and landed ralling. He let himsdlf
roll, draight off the woodshed on to straw bales. His horse was dready free; he flew into the saddle
without touching the gtirrups.

He had the horse up to a canter and his sword drawn as he passed the gate. To the people in the
street, it must have seemed that the blackfaced Cimmerian was a demon conjured up by the witch. They
might hate witcheraft, but they loved their lives more. They scattered, screaming.

Conan took a street opposite to the one lllyana had used and did not dow below a gdlop until he
was out of town. It was as wdll, for he had not gone unseen by men with their wits about them. Torches
and fires showed hdf a dozen men riding hard after him.

Conan sheethed his sword and undung his bow. Darkness did not make for the best practice. He ill
crippled three horses and emptied one saddle before his pursuers saw the wisdom of letting him go.

Conan dung his bow, counted his arrows, then dismounted to let his horse blow and drink. His own
drink was the lagt of the innkeeper's wine. When the leather bottle was empty, he threw it away, mounted
again, and trotted away across country.



Eremius raised his gaff. The slver head bore gouges and scars from its passage through rocks and
earth, but its powers seemed undiminished.

From his other wrig the Jewd glowed, its fire subdued by the dawn light but steady as ever. Once
agan he consdered whether lllyana sought harm to his Jewel, even a cost to her own? That was a
question he would surdly ask, when the time came to wring from her dl her knowledge.

This morning, it was only important that his Jewel was intact. Now he could regain some part of his
victory. Not dl, because too many of the villagers yet lived. But enough to give new heart to his human
servants and even the Transformed, if their minds could grasp what they were about to see.

Eremius rested the head of his g&ff on the Jewd. Fire blazed forth, stretched out, then gathered itsdlf
into a bl and flew across the village. It flew onward, up the hill beyond the village and over its crest.

"Long livethe Master!"

Humen shouts mingled with the raw-throated howls of the Transformed. The crest of the hill
shuddered, heaved itsdf upward, then burst apart into a hundred flying boulders, each the Sze of a hut.

The end of that thrice-cursed priest's shrin!

If the man lived, he would have an end nearly as hard as lllyands. He and the youth who helped him
cast the Powder and free the villagerd

Eremius would recognize them if he saw them again, too. He had torn their faces out of the prisoners
minds before letting the Transformed tear their bodies. Sowly, too, with both minds and bodies. The
Transformed had not learned to love the agony of their prey, but they could be taught.

Mearnwhile—

Saff and Jewd met again. Once, twice, thrice bals of emerdd fire legped forth. They formed a
triangle encompassing the village, then settled to the roofs of three houses.

Where they settled, flames spewed from the solid stone. Eremius lifted staff and Jewd a find time,
and purple smoke rose above the flames.

Stonefire was smokeless by nature. Eremius wanted to paint Crimson Spring's fate across the sky, for
dl to see.

Maryam lifted her eyes from Ivram's dead face to the eastern sky. Those eyes were red but dry.
Whatever weeping she had done, it was finished before Bora came.

"A child" she said in arasping voice.

"Who?' Bora knew his own voice was barely a croak. Sleep had begun to seem a thing told of in
legends but never done by morta men.

"The demons master. A vidious child, who can't win, so he smashes the toys."
"Just—just 0 he can't smash us™" Bora muttered. He swayed.

Two strong arms came around him, steedying him, then lowering him to the ground. "Sit, Bora. | can
do wdl enough by a gues, aslitle as | have."

He heard as from a vast distance the dink of metd on metd and the gurgle of liquid pouring. A cup of
wine seemed to float out of the ar before his face. He amdled herbsin the wine.

"Only a posset. Drink."
"l can't deep. The people—"



"You mugt deep. We need you with your wits about you." One hand too strong to resist gripped
Bora's head, the other hdld the cup to his lips. Sweet wine and pungent herbs overpowered his senses,
then hiswill. He drank.

Seep took him long before the cup was empty.

Conan reached the meeting place as dawn gave way to day. Raihna was adeep, Dessa and Massouf
hed found the strength for another quarrel, and only lllyana greeted him.

She seemed to have regained dl her strength and logt ten years of age. Her step as she came downhill
was as light as that of her dancer's image, and her amile as friendly.

"Wdl done, Conan, if you will accept my praise. That was such good work that even a sorceress can
recognize it."

In spite of himsdf, Conan amiled. "I thank you, lllyana. Have you any new knowledge of our friend
Eremius?'

"Only that he once more commands his Jewd, as |

do mine That is not dtogether bad. Some part of—of what | sensed last night—told me his Jewe
hed been in danger.”

"Wouldn't smashing Eremiuss Jewd be winning the baitle?’

"At too greet a price. The Jewds are among the supreme creations of dl magic. To grind them to
powder asif they were pebbles, to lose dl that might be learned by using them wisdly together—I| would
fed undeanif | had ahand init."

Conan would not trust his tongue. He aready fdt unclean, from too long in the company of too much
magic. Now he fdt a sharp pang of suspicion. Perhaps the Jewels could teach much, to one fit to learn.
Likely enough, though, it would be whet their crestors or discoverers wanted learned.

Something of Conan's thoughts must have shown on his face. 1llyana feigned doulbt.

"Alsp, it is sad that destroying one Jewel without destroying the other makes the survivor far more
dangerous. No one can command it."

"A fine mess of it is saids the Jewels carry with them! Didn't you learn a little truth while you studied
with Eremius?'

Illyanas face turned pale and she seemed about to choke. Conari remembered Raihnas advice and
started to gpologize.

"No," lllyana said. "Y ou have the right to ask, aright | grant to few. | dso have the duty to answer. |
learned as much as | could, but Eremius gave me little help. What he wished me to learn was—other
metters.”

She shook hersdf like a wet dog, and the nightmares seemed to pass. "Where do we go now,
Conan?'

"Fort Zheman, and swiftly."
"A garrison may show us scant hospitdity, unless we use Mishrak's name.”

"Timewe did that anyway. We're close to country where we need mountain horses. Besides, we owe
it to Dessa to |leave her among enough men to keep her happy!”

At lllyands laugh, Raihna stretched ceatlike and began to waken.



Thirteen

THE WESTERING SUN glowed a hand's breadth above the horizon. Fingers of blue shadow
gripped the commander's garden in Fort Zheman. Beside one of his predecessor's rose bushes, Captain
Shamil turned to face Y akoub.

"There has to be more than you're tdling me, my young friend,” Shamil growled.

Y akoub spread his handsin a gesture of dismay that was not dtogether feigned. Was this fool about
to seek wisdom at a most inconvenient time?

"Why should | lieto you? Evenif | did, isnot afar woman in your bed worth much?'
"If she's asfar as you say. | remind you thet | haven't yet seen the woman, even clothed.”

A whiplash of anger cracked in Yakoub's voice. "Mugt | need to remind you of how long youve
served us? Of how this would seem to Mughra Khan? Of how easy it would be for him to learn?!

Thereply was not what Y akoub expected. It was a dour amile, spread hands and a shrug.

"I have forgotten none of these things. There is something you may have forgotten. My under-captain
Khezd isnot of our party. If | were removed, he would command Fort Zheman."

"Who cares what a wdll-born lapdog like that may do or leave undone?"

"Khezd's less of the lgpdog and more of the walf than you think. The men know it, too. They'd follow
him where he led, even if it was agang us™"

If I could only be sure he was telling the truth!

Khezd seemed no more than a nobleman's foppish son doing a term on the frontier before returning
to a more comfortable post close to court. Having such a man commanding Fort Zheman would be no
gmd| victory. Under him the fort would surdly fal to Master Eremiuss servants.

Then the whole province would be ablaze with rebdlion or fleeing in fear. The greater the menace, the
larger the army sent to ded with it. The larger the army, the more men under Lord Houmals command.
The more men, the more power in Lord Houma's hands on the day he chose to act. If Shamil told the
truth, however, Kheza would lead Fort Zheman wel enough, besides being no part of Lord Houmas
faction. Yakoub pretended to contemplate a creamy ydlow rose with a deep russet heart while he
weighed risks. He remembered his father's words, "Remember that decison in war is dways a gamble.
The difference between the wise cgptain and the foolish one is knowing how much you're gambling.”

Y akoub chose to be awise captain. He could not gamble away power over Fort Zheman.

"I won't command or beg. I'l just offer my help in keeping Raihnas guardians away. Once she knows
they're looking the other way, shell be hot for your bed.”

"Now you begin to tak sense. What kind of hep? If you're trying to make me think you can fight off a
whole merchant family—"

"Am| afool? Have | seemed to think you one?’
"Better if | didn't answer that, | think."

Yakoub sghed. The fear of falure was giving way to weariness a deding with such as Shamil.
Caraya was <0 different, so dean in heart and mind and body. It was impossible not to love her.

It was impossible, o, not to wonder. When victory crowned Houma's banners, he could offer her
more than she could have ever dreamed of. Would she forgive what he had done, to reach the place



where he could offer it?

Y akoub shook off the forebodings. "Wel, | don't think you a fool, and the gods grant | am none
ather. | can make free with my purse. That should keep the lady's guards looking the other way for a
night and slent afterward. Can you have some of your men ready to hand, in case my gold does not do
dl that it should?'

"If youll pay them."

"That's within reason.”

The price they findly negotiated was not. Y akoub considered that if matters went on in thisway, Lord
Houma might face taking the throne as the only dternative to being imprisoned for debt!

To be sure, Shamil's price had to be considered in the light of what the men would face. Y akoub did
not expect many of the men to survive the Cimmerian's sword. This did not matter, as long as the
Cimmerian himsdf did not survive ether.

With Conan dead and Raihna the plaything of the garrison, Illyana would be easy prey. To gan the
Jewd of Kurag and ddiver it to Eremius would be at least imaginable for one swift of blade, foot, and
wit. Evenif Y akoub could not himsdf snatch the Jewel and earn Eremiuss reward, victory would be far
closer.

The shadow fingers gripped amog the whole courtyard when Y akoub Ieft the garden. He turned
toward his quarters under a darkening sky and a rigng wind. By the time he pulled the shutters of his
room, he could hear it whining above. On the keep, the banner of Turan stood iff and black againg the
flaming hues of sunset.

"All'swdl," came Rahnds voice from behind Conan.

The Cimmerian finished his turn more dowly than he had begun it. "Don't dip up behind anyone ese
here, Raihna. They might finish their turn with sword in hand, ready to push through your guts.”

"The men wouldn't be such fools."

"The veterans, no. The others, | don't know. Not the kind to ligen to tales of demons on the march
without seeing enemies everywhere. And even the veterans logt friends in those outposts that vanished.”

"Il take care." She stood on tiptoe and kissed Conanin a way that might have looked chaste from a
distance. It set the Cimmerian's blood seething. With awill of their own, his arms went around her.

Sdf-command returned. "Come, my lady's sdter,” he said with a grin. "We mug not make anyone
uspicious.”

"Indeed, no. The family's pride—it would not countenance a caravan guardsman's suit.”

"l shdl not dways be what | am, Raihna Conan said, dill grinning.

"That's as certain as anything can be" Raihna replied. She gently pushed him away, with hands not
dtogether steady in spite of the amile on her face.

Both knew that being welcomed at the fort without having to mention the name of Mishrak was either
unexpected good fortune or a subtle trap. Until they knew, they were dl determined to play out their
masquerade as long as possible. If they could play it out for their entire sojurn a Fort Zheman, it might
even confuse those who had set any trap, until they sprang it too late.

With the garrison under strength, this wing of the barracks was nearly deserted. Conan and Raihna
met no one on their way to her room. From the stairway floated the sound of crude revery, as the



soldiers drinking hdl on the ground floor began its evening's work.

Conan threw the bolts on Illyanas room and likewise that of Dessa and Massouf. Then he shifted one
of hisknives from boot to belt.

“I'm going down for a cup of wine or two. It's what I'd be expected to do. | may dso learn more
about the demons.™

"Learn more about where to find mountain horses, if you can. I'd rather buy them somewhere dse
then the fort. It's easier to Slence tongues with gold.”

"You have your wits about you, Raihna.'s'
"Alas, he praises only my wits. Yet | have heard not one word of complaint about—"

"l wouldn't dare complain about the other matters, woman. You'd leave me fit only for that work
Mishrak promised me, in the Vendhyan haremd”

He dapped her on the rump and gave her akiss without the least flavor of chegtity. She returned it in
the same manner, then unbolted her door and dipped insde.

The barracks roof rose higher than the wadls of the fort. That it hedd no sentries was a pleasant
aurprise to Yakoub. Either the garrison was even more dack than he had expected, or Shamil had
removed the sentries to ease his own way to Raihna

Y akoub would be the victor, in ether case.

Black dothing and a soot-blackened face made Y akoub one with the night as he crouched at the
edge of the roof. Setting the hook took little time; unralling the knotted rope took less. From his belt he
hung the tools he hoped he would not need. They had been made for him and others like im by a master
thief, as payment for a gold-paved road out of Agh-rapur.

Entering the chambers of a sorcerer could be a chancy undertaking. Always in legend and often in
truth, they used ther arts to defend themsdves and their possessions in ways difficult to imagine and
impossble for common men to defeat. Sometimes the defenses gave intruders a horrible desth.

Jugt as surely, sorcerers had thisin common with ordinary men: they could grow forgetful or careless.
If tonight Y akoub could at least learn what [llyanamight have left undone. ..

And if she has left so much undone that you may snatch the Jewel tonight?
Then Captain Shamil and his men need not look for reward or protection.

Hope lifted Y akoub for a moment. He fought it down. He would not dimb down that rope with a
head full of dreams. That would only end with him shattered on the stone of the courtyard, with the flies
fighting for space on his eydids.

Conan joined the soldiers with the resolve to drink little and lisen much. The wine was better than his
resolve and the tales he heard were equa to ether.

Rumors of demons swarmed like flies on a dungheap, and some taes went beyond rumor. There
could be no doubling green lights in the sky and a pillar of smoke where there was neither forest nor
volcano.

Conan drew out of hisfdlow drinkers the times of both. The hour of the green lights was the same as
[llyands battle againg her old Master's demon-conjuring.

No patrols had gone out from the fort, to seek what lay behind these portents. The greater part of the



recruits seemed relieved, not to be facing demoncraft without the ad of stone walls.

Conan was tempted to tdl them how little the wals would ad them, if half of what lllyana said was
true. He recognized the temptation as a child of the wine and held his tongue.

The veterans seemed less content with the decision about patrols. They dso seemed to blame it more
on Shamil than on Khezd. That the veterans should trust an degant lordling of the same stamp as Lord
Houmas son was curious. It was dso a matter on which Conan could think of no questions subtle
enough to be safe.

It was then that he knew he had drunk enough. Best to seek his bed and a trifle of deep, if Rahna
was not to watch dl night!

Besides, the veterans were outnumbered two to one by the recruits. Fort Zheman would stand or fdl
on what the recruits could do or be led into. Conan resolved to give whoever led them as much hdp as
he would accept, emptied his cup in afind toast to King Yildiz, and marched out.

Conan took no pleasurein being awakened by a barnyard dinin the hdl. It seemed that he had bardly
closed his eyes. He dashed water in hisface as the din swelled. He was fully clothed save for boots and
sword. Snatching his blade from under the blankets, he flung the door open.

As he did, Raihna's door crashed open. Captain Shamil seemed to fly through it, sword in hand but
otherwise helpless. Had Conan not caught him by the deeve as he shot past, Shamil would have bashed
his head into the opposite wall.

"Unhand me, you Cimmerian dog!" the man snarled. "I have somewhat to settle with your mistresss
oh-so-chaste sgter!”

Conan frowned. "Perhaps | should have let you knock yoursdf againgt the wall. Then you wouldn't be
gpesking in riddles™

"You know what | mean!" the captain shouted, loud enough to raise echoes. "Or are you a eunuch
without knowledge of when a woman will open her bed to a man?'

Conan was not too drunk to know a question best left unanswered. Also, he would have had to
outshout Raihna had he wished to speak.

"Heis no eunuch, and | can—give you the names of a half-score women who know it!"

Conan was glad of Raihnas discretion. He would have been gladder ill, had she not been standing in
the doorway of her room, wearing only her sword and a look of fury.

"Heis no eunuch, any more than | am atoy for such as you!" she went on. "Be off, Captain. Be off,
and | will cal this only a misunderstanding and say no more of it. Otherwise—"

"Otherwise what, you brazen bitch? Your Cimmerian ape may be no eunuch, but | am no witling. |
know that you play the chaste woman only when he may bear tales. Let me settle with him, and you will
not cal this night ill-spent.”

Conan had his sword drawn before the captain's speech was haf-uttered. The Cimmerian crouched,
parrying with fla againgt edge while drawing his dagger. The subtleties of Raihna's two-blade style were
beyond him; he amply thrust his dagger upward into Shamil's am. A howl, a momentary loosening of
grip, broadsword amiting tulwar like the wrath of 9x gods —then the captain's sword clanged on the
floor and he was holding his bloody forearm.

He was dso curang a great many things and people, not least someone unnamed who had mided him
about Raihnas willingness to share a bed. He only stopped curang when Raihna stepped up behind him
and rested the point of her sword on the back of his neck.



"Asthe lady said, it seems there's been a misundergtanding,” Conan said soothingly. "No harm to her
and little to you. If we leave it—"

Four soldiers pounded up the stairs. Had they been eephants, they could not have given Conan more
waning or been dumger in therr attack. He gave ground, letting them crowd together around ther
captain. Thear efforts to both fight Conan and aid the man left Raihnawith time to dart into her chamber.

She returned wearing loinguard and mal shirt over aming doublet, with dagger added to sword.
Conan laughed. "I thought you would fight as you were. Y ou might have distracted these donkey's sons”

"Sashesin my skin might have distracted me't't" Raihna replied, tossing her head. Then she lunged at
the nearest man, driving him away from both captain and comrades.

Conan noted that she seemed to be fighting to defeat without killing. He had hoped she would do this,
for killing these fools would be no victory. They might be the only four soldiers loyd enough to their
captain or auffidently well-bribed to come to his ad. If they died, though, their comrades would dl be
cdled on to avenge them. Not dl of Illyanas spdls together could stand off the whole garrison of Fort
Zheman.

Conan chose a piece of wall to guard his back, stood before it, and raised his sword. "Ho, children of
Fort Zheman. Who wants to be the firg to become a man by facing me?'

The shutter swung open and Y akoub peered over the windowsll. Illyands room lay exposed to his
gaze.

So did Illyana. She wore no bedgown, and the blankets had dipped down to her waist. The curves of
her breasts were subtle but enticing. They cried out for the hands of aman to roam over them.

Between those breasts shone a great emerdd. For a moment, Y akoub wondered a her wearing such
ajewd to bed. Then the breath left him in a sngle gasp as he redized what he behed. The Jewd of
Kurag lay within his grasp, as defensdess as its midtress.

Seemingly as defenseless. Y akoub reminded hmsdf of sorcerous defenses, to quel arisng sense of
triumph. He climbed over the windowsll and crouched in the shadowed corner. Illyana did not Hir.

From the hdl outside rose the uproar spawned by

Captain Shamil's vist to Raihna. If that did not wake Illyana, no sound Y akoub intended to make
would do so. He rose to hisfeet and stalked toward the bed.

Hve paces from the bed, a fly seemed to creep into his ear. He shook his head angrily, ressing the
urge to dap it. The buzzing grew louder, then faded into Slence.

Y akoub looked at the woman on the bed and shook his head. He had been deceived about her
wedth. That was no emerdd on a gold chain gently rigng and faling with her breasts. It was a mere piece
of carved glass, deverly mimicking an emerdd to the careless eye. Its chan was only brass, no richer
than the pommd of a common sword.

Such a woman would hardly pay wel for a night of pleasure. Nor indeed would she have need to.
Thetades of her being fat and ugly were even less truth than the tales of her wedth. She was past youth,
but not past fairness, even beauty. She would hardly be buying men for her bed. Rather would she have
them seeking to buy her for theird

Best leave now, and seek her again knowing what she was and how dender his hopes were. As
dender as the long fingers of the hands that rested lightly on the edge of the blanket, or the fine har that
flowed across the pillow.

The desire to leave with dignity filled Y akoub. He drew a slver ring from a finger of his left hand and



placed it next to the green glass. It rolled down between the woman's breasts, to rest on her bely just
above the navel. The curves of that bely were dso subtle and exquisite.

Boldly, Yakoub rested one hand on the curves of bely. Bending over, he kissed both nipples. They
filled his mouth with sweetness, as if they were smeared with honey.

lllyana sighed in her deep, and for a moment one hand crept across her baly to rest on his. Yakoub
knew no fear. Had he seen his degth gpproaching in that ingant, he would not have moved from its path.

Another sgh, and the hand rose. Y akoub withdrew five paces, haf-expecting to hear the fly again.
He heard nathing. In slence he retraced his steps to the window, gripped the rope, and began to dimb.

Between them, Conan and Raihna dedt with Shamil's four loyd friends or fdlow plotters in as many
minutes. All were disarmed and only one wounded.

By then some dozen or more additiona soldiers had mounted the stairs. Few were fully sober, fewer
dill eager to close with Conan and Raihna. Some seemed full of zed for tending the wounded, a a safe
digance from the fight. Most contented themsdlves with standing about, swords raised and ferocious
looks on their bearded faces.

“If black looks could kill, we'd vanish like a puddie in the noon sun,” Conan taunted them. "If that's dl
you can muster, what are we fighting about? If you have morein your arsend, let's seeit!”

This brought a couple of the laggards forward, to be disarmed swiftly and painlesdy. Conan spared a
glance for the doors to his comrades chambers. Both remained shut and bolted.

Conan hoped Dessa and Massouf would have the wits to stay indde and lllyana to not only stay
ingde but cast no spdls. He would not see honest soldiers enmeshed in magic without good cause.
Besdes, the smdlest andl of magic about the party would lead to more questions than Conan was happy
about answvering.

The lack of any will to press the fight was becoming plain. Some of the veterans Conan remembered
from the evening's drinking appeared, to lead away the wounded and some of those befriending them. As
long as they fdt their captain's eye on them, however, a few soldiers were determined to make at least
the appearance of fighting.

Conan was now prepared to meet and disarm every one of them if it took until dawn. The wine was
entirdy out of him. Raihna, on the other hand, had worked hersdlf into a fine fighting passion.

"What do we face here, my friend?' she shouted at Conan. "If thisis the best Fort Zheman can do,
well only die from gumbling over their falen swordd!™

Taunted into rage, a man dashed at Raihna She twigted clear and his rage blinded him to his open
flank. Conan's fig took him behind hisright ear and he crashed to the floor.

"Thiswill soon pass beyond ajest,” Conan said. "l have no quarrel with any of you save your captain
and not much with him. He's been led astray—"

"No woman lies to me without paying!" Shamil roared, waving his bandaged arm.
"Who says otherwise?' Conan asked. "But | wonder. Isit Rahnawho lied? Or isit someone s

Caught off-guard, Shamil let his face show naked confuson for a moment. He could have no notion
thet he had been overheard, curang his deceiver. Then the arm waved more furioudy.

"Thewomean lied, and so did this man! They may not be the only ones, but they're here! Avenge the
Fort's honor, you foals, if you can't think of ming!"

The veterans, Conan observed, were dtogether unmoved by this argument. The recruits were not. Six



of them were pushing forward to within sword's reach of the Cimmerian when a voice roared at the foot
of the sairs.

"Ho, turn out the guard! Captain to the wald Turn out the guard! Captain to the wald"

A leather-lunged veteran mounted the stairs, dill shouting. Behind him ran Under-captain Khezd,
sword belted on over an embroidered Slk chamber robe that left his arms and chest half-bare.

The scars revealed made Conan think anew of the man, for dl his glk clothes and scented beard. It
was awonder he ill had the use of hisarm, or indeed hislife Conan had seen men die of lesser wounds
then the one that scarred Khezd's chest and bely.

"What in the name of Erlik's mighty member—?" Shamil began.

"Captain, there's a messenger outside, from Crimson Springs. He says they were attacked by demons
lat night. Some of the villagers died. Mot fled, and are on their way here.”

"Demons?’ The captain's voice was a frog's croak.
"Youd best go ask him yoursdf, Captain. | can settle matters here, at least for now."

Duty, rage, wine, and pain seemed to battle for Captain Shamil. Duty a lagt carried the fidd. He
sumbled off down the stairs, muttering curses until he was out of hearing.

With afew sharp orders, Kheza emptied the hdl of dl save himsdf and Conan. Raihna had returned
to her room, to finish dothing hersdlf. The others dill dept or hid.

"Will you keep the peace from now on?' Kheza asked.
"It wasn't us who—" Conan began.

" don't care a bucket of mule piss who began what!" the man snapped. "We're fading either demons
or peoplein fear of them. Either is enough work for one night. I'll not thank anyone who gives me more.”

"Youll have no trouble from us™ Conan sad. "By my lady's honor | swear it."

Khezd laughed. "I'm glad you didn't swear by your—maid's—honor. That little brazen's been eyeing
everyonein the garrison, from the captain on down. 1'd ask you to keep her leashed too, if there was any
way to do so with such awoman.”

"When the gods teach me one, youll be thefirg | tdl,” Conan said.

As Khezd vanished down the gairs, Raihna emerged from her chamber, fully clothed and more than
fuly armed.

"Isthat dl the stisfaction we have, being asked to keep peace we didn't break?' Her face twisted, as
if she had bitten a green fig.

"Its dl well have tonight,” Conan said. "Kheza's not whet | thought him. He's not on Shamil's side.
That's as good as being on ours. Besides, we do indeed have enough work for one night.”

Rahna nodded. "Il go waken Illyana"

"I'm going down to the gate. | want to hear this te of demons mysdf, not what somebody says
somebody dse said they heard!”

Fourteen

CONAN REACHED THE gate as the messenger from Crimson Springs began the redling of his
nightmare tale. The Cimmerian heard Kemd tdl everything, from Boras foray into the valey of the




demons to the flight of the villagers.
"Theyll need shelter when they come," Kema added.

This messenger could be scarcely more than eighteen. A man, though. Conan remembered what he
hed survived by the time he was eighteen. War, davery, escape, treachery, and battles with a score of
opponents, human and otherwise.

"Sheter? Here? What do you think we are, the Royd Pdace of Turan?' Captain Shamil's temper
seemed little improved. "Even if we were, no pack of smdly hillmen will overrun—"

Kemd glared. The captain raised a hand to the archers on the wal. Conan sdled to the I€ft, ready to
fling the messenger clear of the arrows. He would happily have flung Shamil over the wadls like a dead
goat from a sege engine. Had he and his charges not so dirdy needed peace with Fort Zheman and dl in
it—

"Captain, I'd wager we can bring a least the women and children indde" Kheza said. He must have
conjured his armor on to his body by magic, for he was now fully dressed for the fidd. His hdmet and
mal were slvered, but both showed an admirable array of patches and dents.

"We have room," Khezd continued. "Or at least we will, once we have formed a column to march
upcoun-try. If we guard their women and children, will the men of the village join us? We shdl need
guides, and dl the stout arms we can find."

Conan observed that Khezd said nothing of the garrison being well under strength. His opinion of the
man's wisdom and prudence rose further.

"By Mitra and Erlik, | swear to ask." Kemd swalowed. "I cannot swear thet dl will follow. If Bora
lends his voice, however—"

"We don't need to bribe cowards with our own roof and rationd" Shamil shouted. It seemed to
Conan that, foiled in his designs againg Raihna, the captain sought someone to bully.

Conan was equdly determined to defeat him. "Are the other villages in the areain flight as wel?' he
asked Kemdl.

"I rode to none, for Bora's orders were to come here a once. | am sure Bora has sent messengers on
foot or on lesser horses than Windmaster to dl he thinks in danger.”

"Mitral We are to follow the whims of a gtripling, who may be mad or atraitor for dl | know. Indeed,
it he the son of the Rhafi who liesin Aghrapur, suspected of—"

"Rhdli isinnocent of everything except quarrding with your greedy louts of soldierd” Kemd shouted.
His hand leaped to the hilt of hisknife. Shamil's hand rose to Sgnd the,archers.

Nether hand completed its motion. Conan gripped both wrists and twisted, until he had the complete
atention of both men.

"Are you demons in disguise, or what? If there are demons, we're fools to fight anong ourselves. If
there are none, something besides too much wineis frightening people!”

"Exadly s0," Khezd sad, like a mother seeking to cam fractious children. A second glance told
Conan that the man was baanced and ready to draw his sword, againg whoever might need it.

"If dl the villages come down, we can pick the best men to march with us. The rest can help garrison
the fort, or escort those who travel on to Haruk."

"Theyll find scant hospitdity in Haruk, after last night's riot," Shamil said. "Scanter here, though,
unless we feed them dl the rations well need for the march." He shrugged. "Do as you wish, Khezd. You
speak with my voice. | go to see to my armor and horses.”



The captain turned away. Before he could depart, a dulcet voice spoke up.

"Captain, permit me to hep you. | know it is not easy to garb onesdf with a wounded arm. | have
some experience in heping men in such trouble.”

It was Dessa, sanding between and dightly in front of Illyana and Raihna. Massouf stood behind the
women, wearing trousers and a ferocious look. The girl wore an ankle-length robe, but, Conan judged,
not a gitch under it. Certainly Shamil could not have been daring a her more intently had she been
naked.

Then he amiled. "Thank you—Dessa, isit not? If you will hdp me arm, | have some wine too fine to
jounce about in a saddlebag. We can share it before we march.”

"All I can do for you, shdl be done” Dessa said. She dipped her am through Shamil's and they
walked off together. Massouf's glare followed them, and the man himsdf would have done so but for
Conan's grip on hisarm and Raihnas dagger pointed at his belly.

"Youfilthy panderers,” Massouf hissed, sruggling vanly to escape the Cimmerian's iron grip.

"We send Dessa nowhere she does not gladly go," Raihnareplied.

Conan nodded. "Use your wits and not your tool, Massouf. The gods made Dessa a free-spirited

wench. You won't make her a.quiet little wife. There's a woman somewherefit for that, if you redly want
her. Spend your time seeking her, not trying to change Dessa."

Massouf shook himsdf free and stalked off, muttering curses but at least traveing in the opposite
direction to Dessa and Shamil. Khezd looked after him.

"Il have a watch kept on that young man," he said. Conan grinned. Khezd was probably a year or
more younger than Massouf, but seemed old enough to be his father. "Best you keep a watch on your
own backs, too. At least until Captain Shamil's been so wel bedded héll not be thinking of women for a
while”

"Dessas the one to do that," Raihna said.

"I bedieve you," Khezd said. "She puts mein mind of a younger Pyla"

"You know Pyla?" Conan exclamed.

"Did she never speak of the young officer she spent a week with, last year?' Khezd's scarred chest
seemed to swdl with pride and pleasurable memory.

"No. She's never been one to bed and brag. But if she endured your company for a week—" Conan
made a parody of the court bow.

Khezd nodded, his smile fading. He stepped closer to Conan and said, voice pitched barely above a
whisper, "In truth—what are you? I'll not say you told us tales without reason, but..."

"Rahna?' Conan said.

The swordswoman nodded and drew from between her breasts the coin badge of Mishrak's service.
Khezd studied it for a moment, then nodded again, his face dill more sober.

"As wdl you told us taes. Nor will | tdl the captain, unless it's life or death. I've heard things of
him—no, I'll hold my peace on that, too, unless it's life or death. But | would ask you to give whatever
hep you can, dl three of you. Were scantily supplied with leaders even for the traned men. With the
recruits and Mitra knows how many villagers thrown in...."

"WEell help,” Conan said. "I've served—the owner of that coin—just long enough to want a good
fight, sword in hand!"



By night, stonefire could be turned to any color, none, or a hideous travesty of a rainbow. It dl
depended on the spdll.

Eremius chose a spdl that would make the stonefire in Winterhome not only colorless but invishle
Until he fdt the heat, anyone who wandered close would have no idea what he faced. If he drew back in
time and fled, he would flee with his mind reding with fear and run until his body redled with exhaustion.

The more fear, the better. Too many villagers had dready fled beyond the reach of the Transformed.
Only fear would keep them flesing, until they brought the garrison of Fort Zheman out to destruction.
Then the land would be defensdless and the villagers could be rounded up at leisure. Their fear would
feed what the Transformed used in place of souls, before their flesh fed the Transformed's hunger.

Eremius hdd his gaff at waist height and sweypt it in a haf-circle, across the whole front of the village.
Fve times he stopped the movement. Each time, a globule of stonefire legped from its head, soared
across the hillsde, and plunged into the village. Each globule glowed briefly, then settled down to invisbly
devour dl inits path.

By dawn Winterhome would be smoking rubble like Crimson Spring. So would the other three
villages denuded of their inhabitants by fear of the Transformed.

Eremius turned and snapped his fingers at his Jewel-bearer. The prisoner had knelt throughout the
firecading, eyes wandering mindlesdy. Nor had Eremius cdled on the power of the Jewd. He had
magtered sonefire years before he had touched either of the Jewds of Kurag.

The prisoner now lurched to his feet. Then his eyes rolled up in his head and he began to toss hisarms
and flgp his hands. Like some impossbly dumsy bird, he actudly rose a finger's breadth into the air.
Eremius raised his gaff in front of him and hedtily gave ground.

The Jewel-bearer rose higher. Smoke boiled from either edge of the great am ring. The stench of
burning flesh assaulted Eremius. Only iron will kept him from spewing like a woman newly with child.

The Jewel-bearer now floated a man's height above the ground. His mouth gaped so wide that it
seemed his jaws could hardly remain in their sockets. His eyes had turned the color of sour milk.

Suddenly his body arched, lungs and chest and mouth together hurled out a single gurgling scream,
and the Jewd-ring burned through the arm holding it. It clattered to the rocky ground. Eremiuss heart
seemed to legp from his breast in the moment before he saw tha the Jewel was intact. He knelt and
hooked the ring clear of danger with his gaff.

Bardy had he done this when the Jewel-bearer crashed to the ground. He sprawled aslimp as an ed,
every bonein his body save for the severed arm ssemingly broken. Eremius hedtily left off his prodding of
the Jewd-ring and once more gave ground.

Only when he saw the man dill dead and the Jewd dill intact did he approach either. Not for some
minutes after that did he venture to pick up the Jewd. Some minutes after that, he found courage to call
his humen servants to attend.

As they scrambled up the hill toward him, he contemplated the Jewe glowing on the ground &t his
feet. All sorcerers who knew of the Jewels dso knew the tales of what they had ssemingly done (and
whom they had seemingly dain) of their own will.

Eremius was no exception. Until tonight, like mogt sorcerers, he had dso bdieved the taes were
modly that. Now he wondered. Had lllyana contrived the fate of the Jewel-bearer, he would have
sensed her efforts, perhaps defeated them. He had sensed nothing.

What did soldiers do, when they found ther swords coming dive in their hands? Eremius doubted
that even such as Khadjar would be equd to that question.



By dawn Conan had finished hiswork. The last pack mule had been loaded with ration bread and st
pork and led to the corra just beyond the north gate.

The Cimmerian broke his fagt with wine and a stew of onions and smoked goat's meat. Time enough
to burden his bdly with fidd rationsl As he poured a second cup of wine, he considered how little he
would have cared for his present work afew years ago.

Cimmerian war bands could live off the land for a month. Conan had despised the men of avilized
lands for needing to bring food with them. Khadjar and experience dike had taught him the error of that.

lllyana took shape out of the grayness, so subtly that for a moment Conan wondered if shed come by
magic. At the look on hisface, she laughed softly.

"Fear not, Conan. | use no arts where they might put menin fear. | would ask you, though—have you
Seen anyone wandering about as if mazed in his wits? Besides Captain Shamil?'

"Hal That's nothing to what helll be, when Dessa lets him out of bed!" Conan frowned. "Not thet |
can remember. But I've had other work at hand, and in the dark it's enough to tell man from woman!”

"Ahwdl. You and Raihna were the only ones | could ask, except perhaps Khezd. Raihna had seen
no one."

Conan sensed an explanation forthcoming, if he would give lllyana time to find the words for it. He
hoped she would be swift. The column had to be on the road before midmorning, to have the smalest
hope of reaching the villagers before the demons did.

"You are right to suspect a plot last night. Someone sought to enter my chamber and sted the Jewd.”
"None of us heard any sound.”

"You were not expected to. | contrived a spdl in the Jewel, to make whoever entered my chamber
lose dl memory of why he came. He might not have regained dl his wits yet. He was confused enough to
leave thisring."

She held out aring of findy-wrought slver, but
Conan had never seen it on the hand of anyone in the fort. He shook his head.
"Why not contrive a spell to kill or sun him?!

"Conan, | think as do you and Raihna. The fewer who know what | truly am, the better. Not even
Khezd has been told, has he?'

"No. But I'd not wager a cup of poor wine on his remaining ignorant. That's a very long-headed man
well have leading us™

"Two long-headed men, Conan. If Kheza alows you to do dl you can, as he must if he's no fool.”

Conan amiled palitdy at the flattery, but no more. He sensed things dill unspoken, and perhaps best
left s0. Except that if you went ignorant into battle you might aswell cut your throat beforehand and save
your enemies the trouble—

"I did work another spdll. It was to make the Jewd hold a picture of who sought to sted it. From that
picture, | could have recognized the man a a glance.”

"That would have meant reveding your powers, but | suppose one less enemy is never a bad thing.
Aml| to take it that the pdl didn't work?!

lllyana colored dightly. "It did not. | thought | was past making such a foolish mistake. | believe | am.
Y e the spell was not wrought as | intended. Was it my falure—or the Jewel's own will?"

The dawn sky seemed to darken and the dawn wind grow cold. No gesture of averson Conan could



think of seemed adequate. He emptied his cup a a gulp, poured it ful again, and held it out to lllyana
After a moment, she took it. Although she only seemed to sip, when she handed the cup back it was
two-thirds empty.

The wine gave more color to Illyands cheeks. It aso seemed to strengthen her own will, to say no
more of what might be happening to her Jewd—lill less that held by Eremius.

Conan st the wine cup down and rose. If lllyana wished to say no more, it was not a whim. He
would honor her judgment thet far.

For no sorcerer before her would he have done this. lllyana, though, had her wits about her more
than any other sorcerer, besides a true sense of honor.

It was dill a cold thought to take to war, that sorcerers might not truly be masters of dl the magic they
cdled to their service.

Fifteen

IN THE TWILIGHT behind Bora, a child wailed. Was it the same one he had rescued in the village,
after her parents fled in panic? Bora was too weary to care,

Indeed, he was now too weary to flee evenif being the new leader of his village had not chained him
like an ox to amillsone. It was a burden to put one foot in front of another swiftly enough to stay ahead
of the women and children.

To dough off that burden, to St upon a rock and watch the village file past—he was dmost ready to
pray for it. Almost. Each time he was ready for that prayer, he thought of the whispers of the villagers.
Bora knew he was one of those men who became heroes because they feared whispers behind them
more than swords and bows in front.

Thetwilight crept up from the valey, degpening from blue to purple. Even finding good footing would
be hard work before long, Yet they could not stop. With darkness, the demons master might unlessh
them again. Even now they could be on the prowl dong the villagers trail, thirding for blood—

"Hoaaal Who agpproaches?’

The shout came from the archer sent ahead to strengthen the scouts. The other archers of the village
marched in the rear, where the demons were mogt likdy to attack.

Bora was loading his ding when the reply came, in an unexpectedly familiar voice.
"Kemd here. I'm with soldiers from Fort Zheman. Y ou're safel™

Anything dse Kemd said was logt in the cheers and sobs of the villagers. Bora himsdf would have
danced, had he possessed the strength. He had just wit enough to walk, not run, down the path to
Kemd.

Hisfriend sat agtride a strange horse. "Where's Windmaster?' was Boras first question.

"He was too blown to make the return journey. Captain Conan procured him a gdl and fodder, and
anew mount for me"

Bora saw that hisfriend was not done. A massve dark-haired man sat adtride a cavary mount, and
behind him a fair-hared woman in mae dress, with a warrior's array of weapons openly displayed.
Beyond them, the hoof-fdls and blowing of horses told of &t least part of atroop a hand.

Rdief washed over Bora like a warm bath, leaving him light-headed and for a moment wearier dill.
Then he gathered from somewhere the strength to speak.



"I thank you, Captain Conan."

The big man dismounted with catlike grace and faced Bora. "Save your thanks until we're well clear
aof this hill. Can your people march another mile to water? Have they Ieft anyone behind on the road?
How many armed men do you have?'

|—
"Curse you, man! If you're leading them, it's your duty to know these thingd"

"Conan, be easy with him," the woman said. "Thisis hisfirg battle, and againg no humen foe. You've
no cdl to behave like your chief Khadjar with a drunken recruit!”

Even in the twilight, Bora recognized the looks passng between Conan and the woman as those
between bedmates. He blessed the woman for giving him &t least a chance not to make a fool of himsdf.
Captain Qonan could hardly be more than five or Sx years older than Bora, and his accent showed him
no Turanian. Bora il felt a greater desire to win the gpprova of this man than he had felt with any other,
save his father Rhefi.

"We catanly will march on to water. We have few waterskins and those modly empty. We dso
need food. At sunset, dl those who left the village last night were Hill with us. Above forty of our men
and some half-score women are armed. Only a dozen or so have bows or good swords.”

Conan jerked his head in what Bora hoped was a nod of approva. "Good. Then we won't be having
to send patrols up the hills into the demons jaws, to save your laggards. What of the other villages in
your land?'

"What—oh, will they need rescuing?'
"Of course!” The captain bit off something surely impalite.

"Here" The woman handed Bora a waterskin. The water was cool with evaporation and pungent
with unknown herbs. Bora fdt the dust in his mouth dissolve and the fog blow from his head.

"Blessyou, my lady."

"I am hadly a lady. Cdling me Rahna the Bossonian will be enough. My Cimmerian friend is
plain-spoken but right. We need to know the fate of the other villages™

Water or herbs or both seemed to be filling Bora with new strength, with tiny thunderbolts griking
each limb in turn. "I sent messengers to dl the villages | thought within reach. Three returned, three did
rﬂl

"What of the demons?' The way the man sad the word, he seemed to know tha they were
something quite different.

"They burned our village with their magic. We saw the smoke. They did not pursue us. That proves
little about the other villages, though. We would have been on the road many hours before they were."

"If they believed your messengers at dl, before it was too late,” Conan said. His lips curled in a amile
thet to Bora seemed better suited to the face of a demon.

Then the smile warmed. "Bora, you've done wdl. I'll say so, and I'll say it where I'll be heard.”

"Will you speak for my father Rhafi, againg those who accused him of rebelion? Our carpenter
Y akoub went to Aghrapur to speak aso, but he has not yet returned.”

"What did your father do? Or was it something he left undone?”

Bora retold the tde briefly. The Cimmerian listened, with the air of someone smdling a midden-pit.
Then he looked at the Bassonian woman. She seemed to be amdling the same pit.



"Our friend Captain Shamil has ared art of charming people,” she said. "Bora, can you ride?"

He wanted to say "Of course.” Prudence changed his words to, "If the horse is gentle enough.”

"I think you will find Morning Dew's gait pleesng. Mount and ride among your people, urging them
onward. Captain Conan and | will post our men here until you have passed, then join your rearguard.”

"Why can't you join them now?" Bora knew he was nearly whining, but could not help himsdlf.

Conan stared hard a him. Perhaps it was meant to be only a curious look, but the Cimmerian's eyes
were an unearthly shade of ice-blue. Bora had never imagined, let done seen, eyes of such a shade. Ther
regard made him fed about ten years old, sanding before his father ready for a whipping.

"Smple enough, Bora," the captain said at last. "There's scarcey room on this trall for your people,
let done them and my troop. Would you rather have them taking to the fiddsin the dark, or trampled by
our horses?"

"Forgive me, Captain. As you sad, it is my firg battle. | dill don't know why the gods chose me,
m_ll

"If the gods want to answer our questions, they'll do it in their own good time. Meanwhile, Raihna's
offered you a horse. Are you fit to ride?"

Bora stretched and twisted. All his limbs pained him, but each had enough life to make riding a
posshility if not a pleasure.

"I I am not, we shdl learn soon enough.” He reached for the reins the Bossonian woman held out to
him.

As Boras fingers touched the leather, he stopped as if conjured into stone. Borne by the night wind
and perhaps more, a nightmare chorus of screams tore & his ears.

Screams, from the throats of men, women and children in morta agony. Screams—and the howls of
the demons.

Bora bit hislip until he tasted blood, to keep from screaming himsdf.

Conan and Rahna might dso have been statues guarding the gates of a temple. When they findly
spoke, however, their words hed a cam courage that seemed to flow out of them like water and wash
away Bords fear.

These folk could be put to death. They could not be put in fear. Bora started to thank the gods for
sending them. Conan had to shake him to gain his ear.

"l said, the demons mug have overtaken a band of your neighbord Either they were closer than we
thought, or someone is—sending—the sounds of that battle to us. Raihna has a—friend—who can learn
which."

"With the help of the gods, yes. I'm sorry, Bora, but I'll have to ask for my horse back.”

Without further words or touching the stirrups, Raihna was in the saddle. In another moment she had
turned her mount and was trotting off downhill.

"Bora," Conan said. "Get your people off thistrail. All except the rearguard. My men are coming up.
Move, by Erlik's beard!"

Bora was dready griding back uphill. He would have hung by his fingers from the top of a diff, if it
offered the smdlest chance of shutting out those screams.

Two of the Transformed were quarrding over a man from Wl of Peace. Over the body of a man,



rather. No one could live with his bowels lad open and aleg sundered from his trunk.

One of the Transformed brandished the leg like a club. It cracked hard againg his opponent's
shoulder. The other Transformed howled more in rage than in pain and sought some other part of the
vidim to use as his own weapon.

A guard ran up to the Transformed, thruding a them with his spear. Eremius could not hear his
words, but saw his mouth working as he doubtless tried to make them hear reason. He looked down at
the Jewel, lying on the ground at his feet. Only with the aid of the Jewe could he hope to save that fool of
aguard.

In the next moment, the guard's fate passed beyond even a sorcerer's power to dter. The lunge of a
taloned hand sent the spear flying. The guard halted, eyes now as wide as his mouth. The second lunge
reduced those eyes and the face around them to bloody ruin. The guard had time for only one scream
before the other Transformed rent open his chest and began feeding on the heart and lungs laid bare by
shattered ribs.

Eremius shrugged. His guards were not so numerous that he could cast them away like worn-out
sandds. Nether were they so few that he needed to keep such utter witlings among their ranks. Anyone
who had not learned by now to stand clear of the Transformed while they fed needed no spells to render
him mindless. He had never possessed amind to begin with!

The two quarrding Transformed now seemed loyd comrades as they devoured the guard. When they
turned back to ther previous victim, they seemed amog satiated. All around them, other Transformed
were reaching the same state.

Nor was Eremius surprised. The Transformed had fed on most of the men, women, and children of
Wl of Peace. It was hard to imagine that any had not fed full.

With their bdlies packed to repletion, the Transformed were like any great flesh-eater. Ther one
thought was deep. Eremius watched them drifting away from the fidd of carnage in twos and threes, to
seek comfortable deeping places. When he was not watching them, his eyes were on the Jewd a his
feet.

He was unsure of the safest course to follow with it, other than to wear it as little as possible and use
it dill less. Tonight he had used it only to send the sounds of Wl of Peace dying across the miles to dl
those who might hear and be frightened. Then he had lad it down, ring and dl, and kept close watch
upon it without so much as thinking of usng it.

Sowly dawn lad bare the little vdley, splashed hdfway up ether sde with blood and littered with

reeking fragments. The carrion birds circled high overhead, black againg the pdlid sky, then plunged.
Thar cries swiftly drowned out the full-bdlied snores of the Transformed.

When the red valley had turned black with the scavengers, Eremius sought his own deeping place.
Hislast act was to cautioudy pick up the Jewd, ring and dl, and drop it into aslk pouch. The spells cast
by the runes on that pouch should at least give im time to snatch it from his belt and fling it away!

Eremius did not know which will, other than his was now a work in his Jewel. He would have given
his chance of vengeance againd lllyanato know.

Sixteen

CONAN UNSLUNG HIS bow and nocked an arrow from the quiver on his back. For his target he
chose a vulture feeding on some unidentifidble scraps of carrion. The smears of blood on the vultures
sable breast showed that it had long been feeding here.



Shot from a Turanian horsebow drawn by massve Cimmerian arms, the arrow trandfixed the vulture.
It squawked, flopped briefly, and died. A few of its mates turned to contemplate its fate, then resumed
feeding. Others lacked even the will to notice. They sat as motionless as the blood-spattered stones, too
gorged even to croak.

Conan turned away, resding the urge to empty his quiver. Even the gods could now do no more than
avenge the people of the sadly misnamed village, Wdll of Peace. When the time came for men to avenge
them, there would be better targets than vultures for Conan's arrows.

From behind a boulder came the sounds of Bora spewing. Hard upon his silence came booted feet
crunching upon the gravel.

Kheza emerged from behind the boulder. "Your lady lllyana says that this was demon work. Has
she—arts—to learn this?'

Conan would rather not have answered that question. With a man of Khezd's shrewdness, a lie
would be even worse. The death of Well of Peace had taken the matter out of his hands.

"It takes no art to see who mug have done this" Conan said, sweeping his am over the vdley. "All
the tigers of Vendhya together couldn't have done it. But to answer you—yes, she has certain arts.”

" confess mysdf hardly surprised,” Khezd said. "Well, we shdl place the lady in the middle of the
column. There can be no safety, but there may be less danger. Also, Raihna can guard Illyands back
when she isn't guarding her own.”

"Did Dessa leave your captain il hungry for awoman? Or is he only short of wits?'

Khezd's answer was a dlent shrug. Then he sad, "If my father dill lived, | might long snce have
arranged matters better at Fort Zheman. With no resources save my own..." He shrugged again.

"Who was your father?'
"Lord Ahlbros”
"Ah"

Ahlbros had been one of the Seventeen Attendants, and in the eyes of many the shrewdest of them.
As soldier, diplomat, and provinca governor, he had served Turan long and well. Had he lived a few
years longer, he might have discerned the menace of the Cult of Doom and left Conan with no battles to

fight againdt it.
"Your father left amighty name," Conan said.
"But you are on the road to making one yoursdf, | judge.”

"If I live through tonight, perhaps. And if 1 do, | will owe much to High Captain Mekreti. In his days
as a soldier, my father was Mekreti's favorite pupil.”

Conan nodded, his opinion of Khezd rigng 4ill higher. Mekreti had been to his generation of
Turanian soldiers what Khadjar was to this one, the teacher, mentor, and modd for dl. Had he not fdlen
in battle againg the Hyrkanians, he would doubtless have commanded the whole army of Turan. Anyone
whose father had passed on to him Mekreti's teachings had been well taught indeed.

They looked once more at the scene of carnage, then Conan walked behind the boulder to dap Bora
on the shoulder. He found him companioned by a man of Conan's own age, whom the Cimmerian had
Seen about the fort lagt night.

"Bora—7?"
"My nameis Y akoub," the young man said. "How may | serve you, Captain?'
"If Boraisfinished—"



"At least until my next med,” Bora said, with a travesty of asmile. "And that next med may be along
time away."

"Wadl, then. Bora, return to those of your people who march with the soldiers. Everyone whao's not fit
to face the demonsin a pitched battle, send back to guard the women and children.”

"No one will admit that they are other than fit, Conan. Not even the women. Besides, are not some of
the Fort's recruits also to be sent back?'

"Turanian soldiers go where they are ordered!" Kheza snapped.
"Yes, but if heisnot afoal, their captain will order the weak ones out of the bettle. Is that not s0?"

Khezd looked upward, as if imploring the gods for patience. Then he cast a less friendy look at
Bora, which suddenly dissolved into a grin.

"Traned to arms, you would be a formidable foe. You have an eye for an opponent's weak spots.
Y es, the recruits will be going back. But there are too many women and children for my men done. Each
village will need to send some of its fighters with their kin, and some forward with us™

He gripped Bora by both shoulders. "Come, my young friend. If you dispute with me, you will only
gve Captain Shamil the chance to make mischief and leave your friends and kin weekly defended. Is that
your wish?'

"Gods, no!"

"Thenitis settled.”

"What of me, noble Captains?' Y akoub said.

"Y akoub, if it will not shame you—please go with the women and children,” Bora said. "Il—my family
lives yet. With you watching over them..."

"I understand. It does not please me, but | understand.” Y akoub shrugged and turned away.

Conan's eyes followed him. Did his ears lie, or had Y akoub only pretended reluctance to seek safety?
Also, Conan now remembered seeing Y akoub wandering about Fort Zheman at dawn after the attempt
on Illyands Jewel. Wandering about, asif astray in hiswits.

Hiswits, or perhaps his memory?

Conan saw nho way to answer that, not without revealing more than he could hope to learn. Seen by
daylight, however, he noticed that Y akoub showed sgns of soot or grease in the creases of his neck and
behind his ears.

Men who blacked their faces often found the blacking dow to wash off.

More intriguing dill was Y akoub's profile. It was a youthful rendering of High Captain Khadjar's,
complete even to the shape of the hose and the deft chin. Coincidence, or a blood tie? And if a blood tie,
how close—if Yakoub was as he seemed, about the age that Khadjar's dead bastard son would have
been—

A horseman rode up. "Captain Khezal, we have met the people of Sx Trees. Thar armed fighters
wigh to join us" He looked at the ground and seemed rductant to speak further.

"Captain Shamil ressts this, of course?' Khezd said.
"Yes, Captain.”
"W, it seems we have duties too, Captain Conan. Shdl we go down and do them?'

Conan followed Khezd. Yakoub was a mydery but not a menace. He could wait. Captain Shamir
and hisfallies were no mystery but a dire menace. They could not.



Y akoub would gladly have run like a fox, to escape the eyes of that Cimmerian wolf. By the utmost
effort of will, he hdd his feet to a brisk wak until he was out of Conan's Sght.

Then he ran mogt of the way back to the improvised camp of the villagers and dog-trotted the rest.
On passng the sentries, he went draight to Boras family.

"I greet you, Mother Merisa™
"Where is Bora?'
"Hewill march with the soldiers. All those nat fit to fight are returning to Fort—"

"Alyeee! Is it not enough that the gods have taken my Arima and may take my husband? Will they
tempt Bora to his doom also? What will become of us without him?'

Merisa clutched the two youngest children to her as she wailed. She did not weep, however, and in a
minute or S0 was slent, if pae. Y akoub was about to ask where Caraya was, when he saw her returning
from the soring with a dripping waterskin.

"Yakoub!" Burdened as she was, she seemed to fly over the ground. Merisa had to snaich the
waterskin to safety as Caraya flew into Y akoub's ams.

When they could speak again, they found Merisa regarding them with a mixture of fondness and
indignation. Y akoub's heart leaped. Now, if Rhafi would be as kindly disposed toward his suit, when he
was free—

"Y akoub, where is Bora?'

"Your brother is so determined to prove himsdf to the soldiers who took away his father that he will
march with them tonight,” Merisa said.

Y akoub nodded. "We tossed pebbles, to see who would go and who would not. Bora won the toss."
He prayed thislie would not be found out. If the gods ever dlowed him to wed Caraya, he would never
agantdl her alie

"A good thing, then, that | went for the water,” Caraya sad practicaly. "If the younglings can go to
the jakes, well be ready to march.”

Yakoub kissed Caraya again and blessed the gods. They had sent good blood to both Rhafi and
Merisa, and they had bred it into ther children. Saving such a man was a gift to the land. Marrying his
daughter was a gift to himsdlf.

Eremius raised both saff and Jewel-ring to hdt the mounted scout. The man reined in so vidlently that
his mount went back on its haunches. Forefeet pawing the air, the horse screamed ghrilly. The messenger
sawed desperately a the reins, his face showing the same panic as his mount.

The sorcerer spat. "Is that how you manage a horse? If that is your best, then your mount is only fit to
feed the Transformed and you hardly better.”

The scout went pale and clutched at the horse's neck, burying hisface initsill-kept mane. The release
of the reins seemed to cadm the frantic beast. It gave one find whinny, then stood docildy, blowing
heavily, head down and foam dripping from its muzzle.

Eremius held the gaff under the scout's nose. "I would be grateful if you would tdl me what you saw.
| do not remember sending you and your comrades out merdly to exercise your horses.”

"|—ah, Magter. The soldiers come on. Soldiers and the fighters of the village”



"How many?'
"Many. More than | could count.”
"More than you cared to count?'
"|—Magter, no, no—!"

The Jewd blazed to life, flooding the hillade with emerad light dazzling to any eyes not shielded by
sorcery. With a scream, the scout clapped both hands over his eyes. The movement unbaanced him, and
he toppled from the saddle, to thump down at Eremiuss feet.

Eremius contemplated the writhing man and listened to his cries and wails. The man seemed sure he
was blinded for life

Capturing a few horses in the village and saving them from the Transformed now seemed a smdl
victory. The horses could move farther and faster than the Transformed, save when Eremius was usng
the Jewel to command his creations. The Jewd seemed less sdf-willed of late, but save when rage
overwhemed him, Eremius continued to be prudent in using it.

As adways, however, the human servants he could command with only a sngle Jewe lacked the
resourcefulness, courage, and quick wits heeded for scouting. They were better than usng the Jewe
promiscuoudy, wearying the Transformed, or marching in ignorance. No more could be said for them.

Eremius adlowed the Jewd's light to die and raised the scout to his feet. "How many, agan? More
then a thousand?'

" ess”
"Where?'
"Coming up the Sdit Vdley."
Eremius tried to learn more, but the man was dearly too frightened of blindness to have his wits about
him. "By my will, let your Sght—returnl”

Theman lowered his hands, redized that he could see, and knelt to kiss the hem of Eremiuss robe.
The sorcerer took a modest pleasure in such subservience. He would a thousand times rather have had
lllyana knedling there, but a wise man took those pleasures that came to him.

At lagt he dlowed the man to rise and lead his horse away. Forming a picture of the countryside in his
mind, Eremius considered briefly where to send the Transformed. Victory would not redly be enough.
The utter destruction of everyone marching againg him would be better.

Could he achieve that destruction? The Trandformed were nather invulnerable nor invinable. Enough
soldiers could stand them off. Still worse might happen, if [llyana (or the Jewels themselves, but he would
not think of that) struck back.

The Transformed had to be able to attack together, and retreat together. That meant attacking from
one Sde of the valley—

Bora was kneding tofill hiswater bottle at a stream when he heard voices. He plugged the bottle and
crept closer, until he recognized the voices.

A moment later, he recognized a conversation surdy not meant for his ears. An argument, rather, with
Lady Illyana, Shamil, and Khezd arrayed againgt one another.

"My lady, if you're sure the demons are coming, why don't you use your magic againg them?' Shamiil
was saying.



"l am not complete master of dl the arts that would be needed.” Asif it had been written across the
twilight Sky, Bora understood thet the lady was tdling less than she knew.

"You mean you don't have any arts worth more than pissing on the demons, if there are any!™ Shamiil
growled. "All weld haveisalot of shrieking and dancing that'd scare the men.” He contemplated Illyana
inamanner Bora recognized even in the fading light. "Of course, if you were to dance naked, it wouldn't
meatter wha else you did.”

Bora hoped that Illyana redly did have the power to transform Captain Shamil into a pig. From the
look on her face, she wished the same. Khezal sought to play peacemaker.

"Captan, if Lady lllyana needs privacy, she needn't stay in the middle of the column. | can take a
troop back aways, to guard her while she works. Or Captain Conan can take some of the villagers—"

Shamil spat an obscenity. "The villagers would run screaming if Lady lllyana sneezed. And | won't
pare any of our men. What do you think this is, the Royd Lancers? Well set sentries and build
watchfires as usud, and that's the end of it. You do anything more without my orders, and you go back
to Fort Zheman under arrest.”

"Asyou command, Captain.”

Shamil and his second in command walked away, gtiff-backed and in opposite directions. Bora was
about to creep away, when he heard more people gpproaching. He lay ill, while Conan and Raihna
emerged into the glow of the fire. The woman wore short trousers, like a sailor's, that left her splendid
legs half-bare. The Cimmerian wore nothing above the waist, in spite of the chill upland air. Illyana, Bora
redlized, had tears in her eyes. Her voice shook as she gripped Conan by one hand and Raihna by the
other.

"Isthere nothing we can do about Captain Shamil?"

"Waich our backs and hope the demons will come soon to keep him busy,” Conan said. "Anything
ese is mutiny. Bad enough if we do it, twice as bad if Khezd does it. We sdlit the men, and we're
handing the demons master victory dl trussed up and spiced!”

"You ligen too much to lawbound men like Khadjar and not enough to—"

"Enough!” The one word from Conan slenced lllyana. After a moment, she nodded.
"Forgive me. I—have you never fdt helplessin the face of danger?'

"More often than you, my lady, and I'd wager more helpless too. Mutiny is gill mutiny.”
"Granted. Now, if | can have my bedding—?"

"Not your tent?' Raihna asked.

"l think not. Tonight a tent is more likdy a trap than a protection.”

"Il pass that on to anyone wholl ligen,” Conan said.

Thetak turned away from matters Bora fdt he needed to know. Staying low, he crossed the stream,
then trotted back to the camp of the villagers.

Bora now led only the men of Crimson Springs, and Gelek of Sx Trees had done everything
necessary by way of posting sentries and the like. With a clear conscience if an uneasy mind, Bora
wrapped himsdf in his blankets and sought the softest rocks he could find.

Seep would not come, though, until he swore a solemn oath. If Captain Shamir's fally dew the men
he led, and the gods spared the man, Bora would not.

Unless, of course, the Cimmerian reached Shamil fird.



Seventeen

CONAN HAD SLEPT little and lightly. Now he inspected the sentries under a star-specked sky.
Somewhat to his surprise and much to his pleasure, he found them dert. Perhaps Khezd's discipline
counted for more than the laxness of Captain Shamil. Or did the ghogts of comrades dead in vanished
outposts whisper caution?

Toward the end of hisingpection, Conan met Kheza on the same errand. The young officer laughed,
but uneesily; Illyanas warning was in both their minds. Even without it, Conan had the sense of invisble
eyes watching him from deep within the surrounding hills

"Let us stay together, Captain,” Khezd sad. "If you ingpect the men with me, none will doubt your
authority. Except Shamil. He would doubt the difference between men and women!™

"Il wager your friend Dessa taught him better!"
"She's hardly afriend of mine"
"I've never seen awoman look at an enemy the way she looks a—"

"Captaind" came awhisper from beyond the camp-fire. "Weve seen something moving on the crest
of that hill." Conan saw a soldier, pointing with his drawn sword into the night.

Conan stepped away from the fire and stared into the darkness urttil his eyes pierced it. The sky hed
no moon, but as many dars as he had ever seen. On the crest of a hill to the south of the camp,
something was indeed obscuring the stars. More than one, indeed, and dl of them moving.

The Cimmerian drew his sword. Kheza sought to stop him. *Conan, we may need you—"

"You do indeed need me, to scout tha hill. Thereés no demon yet conjured who can outfight a
Cimmerian. Or outrun him, if it comes to that.”

He left no more time for argument, but stalked away into the darkness.

Eremius sat cross-legged atop a boulder on the far Sde of the valey from his Transformed. With the
Sod| of Unvaling, he could see them crouching, ready to swoop upon the soldiers like hawks upon quall.
He dso saw one man dready dimbing the hill toward the Transformed, asif eager to embrace his doom.

Eremius would do nathing to deny the man hislagt pleasure.

Looking toward the head of the valey, he sought a glimpse of the human fighters sent there. He saw
nothing. Had the men lost ther way, gone too far, or merdy found places to hide in until they saw the
Transformed attacking? It would do little harm if the humans sumbled on the villagers—at least little harm
to Eremiuss cause. What it would do to the villagers was another matter.

It would dill be better if the men could take the soldiers in the rear, as Eremius planned. With the
Transformed on one sde and the humansin thar rear, the soldiers would fed themsdlves mightily beset.

With Eremiuss spells on the other side, they might well fed themsdves surrounded. Oh, they would
have one road open, one that led into a waterless wilderness of hills They would learn this only too late,
and a the same time they would dso learn that the Transformed were on ther trall.

Eremius contemplated the coming hours with a pleasure dmost as gresat as he could have gained from
contemplating a suppliant lllyana. If his plan gained the victory it deserved, perhaps he would have no
need of a captain for his wars. A few underlings, to spare him the tedious work of training the men, but
none to command in battle. He would be equd to that task himsdf!



Eremius scrambled down from the boulder and stepped behind it, then drew the Jewe from its
pouch. It would be best if he began the necessary spells now. They gave off atrifle of light, though, and
for alittle while longer the soldiers would not have a horde of demons to draw ther attention.

The g&ff resting againg the boulder quivered, straightened, then floated into its master's hand. Three
passes of the slvered head over the Jewe, and Eremius stood in a circle of emerdd light as wide as he
was tdl.

He thrugt the g&ff into the ground and began to chant softly.

Conan mounted the dope standing upright. Haste was needed. Also, it was for once desirable that he
be seen by the enemy, perhaps to draw them into attacking too soon. He trusted Boras judgment that
the demons did not know archery.

Hafway up the hill, Conan scrambled to the top of alarge flat boulder that let him seeindl directions.
The crest of the hill now seemed empty of movement. He would not have sworn that dl the rocks on that
crest had been there a sunset, but none moved.

Lighted torches did move in the camp. Conan saw two men joining the nearest sentry post, then two
more. Had Kheza awakened his captain over this reinforcing of the sentry posts, or was he leaving the
men to dreams of Dessa?

The hills on the north side of the valey were lower than those on Conan's. The Cimmerian could ook
down upon the crests of severd. On one, he saw a faint glow, more like a dying campfire than anything
else. He watched it, waiting for it to fade.

Instead it grew brighter. Nor had Conan ever seen cods glowing with the emerad hue of the Jewds
of Kurag.

Conan redized he had made a mistake, dimbing the hill done. With a companion, he could have sent
a slent warning to the camp, that the magic of the Jewels was about to be unleashed. Alone, he could
only dert both sides a once.

"Camp ho! Magic a work on the crest of the white hilll This is Conan the Cimmerian!” He turned
toward the crest of hisown hill. "You heard me, you spawn of magic and camd dung! Come down and
let's seeif you have the courage to fight a man who's ready for you!"

Torches danced in the camp as men began to run. A hum of voices rose, like bees from a disturbed
hive. Before Conan heard any reply, he saw the crest of his hill sprout dark shapes. For the space of a
sangle deep breath they remained motionless.

Then they spread their arms, howled like lost souls, and plunged downhill toward Conan. A carrion
reek rode the night breeze before them.

Nature had given the Cimmerian the art of being able to move backward nearly as fast as he could
move forward. Since he had learned that retreating was not dways the act of a coward, it had saved his
life saverd times.

Tonight it did so again. Before the onrush of the demons was wel begun, Conan had reached the
boulder. He legped over it and landed on the downhill Sde. The two foremost demons ran past the
boulder, one on ether side. Conan dashed at one's legs, with a strength that would have amputated any
humen leg.

The demon howled, sumbled, clutched at a ggping wound, but did not fdl. Instead it came a Conan
from the front. In the same moment the Cimmerian sensed the other demon coming a him from behind.

He leaped clear, fdt his feet dip on loose stone, and turned the fdl into a rall. He came up in the



perfect postion for two quick dashes. One took the second demon in the groin, the other disabled the
fird one's other leg. Once again Conan would have expected one or both to go down, but drew only
howls of agony.

The demon struck in the groin clapped one taloned hand to its wound. The other lashed out a Conan
as he closed, with terrible speed and srength. Conan twisted so that the tdons only cut the ar. His
twiding lent extra force to his riposte. The demon's am should have flown from its shoulder; instead it
only sagged limp and torn.

Seaing that arm from close a hand, Conan ceased to be surprised a the dight damage he was doing.
The arm was armored thickly in overlgpping scales. His sword had hewn flesh, but bardly touched bone
or snew. Asfor blood, only now wasiit flowing into the wound.

Fear swept through the Cimmerian like a gugt of winter wind. It was not fear of the demon itsdf.
Hideoudy transformed though its flesh might be, no flesh could stand up againgt a well-wielded sword.
Archery, too, should have its effect, if the archers hands were steady and ther eyes clear.

Conan feared the magic that had conjured these creatures into being. It stank of ancient evil, for dl
that lllyanadso used it. Must use it tonight, if the soldiers and villagers were not to die screaming under
taons and teeth.

The demon wounded in the groin now hurried off down the hill, crouching low but moving a the pace
of aman walking briskly. The demon with the two disabled legs had findly toppled to the ground. It lay
hissng and growling at Conan's feet. Clearly it was past fighting for tonight, and too many demonsin rude
hedth had dready passed between Conan and the camp.

He gave the fdlen demon one last look, and his somach writhed as he saw the shape of its groin and
chest. Whatever this demon was now, it had been born into the world a woman.

Conan didiked torturing enemies as much as he didiked killing women. As he passed his sword over
the fdlen she-demon, he knew it would take an iron will for him to give Eremius an easy death.

From downhill, the howls of the demons now mingled with the voices of soldiers, shouting the darm,
aying out in fear, or screaming as teeth and taons rent ther flesh. Conan looked to ether side, then
plunged downhill like a boulder unleashed in a land-dide.

Bora had heard any number of soldiers tdes and survived the demons attack on Crimson Springs.
He had 4ill never imagined that a battle was so loud.

The war cries and desth cries of both men and demons, the clash of weapons, the hiss of arrows from
those few archers who had unlimbered their bows and found targets—all smote his ears savegdy and
endlesdy. He forced both the sounds and the Sghts of the battle out of his awareness, turning dl his
atention to rdlying the men of Crimson Springs.

Only afew needed rdlying. This handful had exhausted their courage in the firg battle and were now
empty wineskins. They might have fled, had they not encountered 1skop the Smith.

"You puling jackal-spawn!™ he roared. "Choose now! The demons or me" He flourished a hammer in
ether hand.

One man tried to brush past 1skop. He migudged the length of the smith's aam. A hammer lunged,
catching him on the side of the head. He threw up hisarms and fdl asif pole-axed.

The rest of the would-be fugitives chose the demons as the lesser danger.
"My thanks, Iskop!" Bora shouted.
Then there was no time for speech, as the demons closed dl dong the lines of the villagers. Arrows



thrummed, axes and swords rose and fdl, spears legped and thrust. A handful of the demons fdl. More
hed flesh torn and pierced, but came on. Far too many bore no wound at dl when they reached the line
of the villagers

The men of Crimson Springs dill held their ground.

Some died, but few as easy victims, and more of the demons suffered. When three or four men faced
one demon, they might dl take wounds. Sooner or later one would dash or thrust hard enough to pierce
even the scdy armor.

Bora ran back and forth behind the ling, ding in hand. As clear targets offered themsdves, he
launched stones. Quickly he exhausted his supply of picked stones and was reduced to scrabbling on the
ground for more. Few of these flew truly. He shifted his am to the demons coming downhill behind the
ones fighting the villagers. They were a target that even the most misshapen, ill-baanced stone could
scarcdy miss.

Once while he sought fresh stones Bora wondered why he did not fed fear dawing a his mind. In the

bettle at the village, only the Powder of Zayan had lifted the burden of fear. Now he and his people
seemed to be fighting the demons with no more fear than if they had been misshgpen men.

A quick look behind him told Bora that if he fdt no fear, it was not for lack of someone's efforts. On
the north sde of the vdley, a manrhigh wal of green fire danced dong the crests. Sometimes long
tongues licked downward, dmost reaching the camp.

The flames were dazzling and terrible, but were they doing what their master intended? To Borg, it
seemed that they were filling the men around him with an iron will to stand and fight. Better the demons
who could be dain than the fire that could not!

Three demons flung themselves in a wedge a the men of Sx Trees. The line sagged, bent, came
apart. Headman Gelek ran to raly hismen. A demon leaped completely over the head of the menin front
of Gelek. It landed before him, as he thrust with his spear. A tdoned hand snapped the spear like a
straw. A second raked across Gelek's face. His scream turned Boras bowels to water.

Its victim disarmed and blinded, the demon gripped him with both hands. Gelek rose into the air, and
there he was pulled apart like a rag doll. Stopping only to gnaw on a piece of dangling flesh, the demon
flung the body into the ranks of the villagers.

Gedek's death was beyond enduring, for many of those who witnessed it. They broke and ran
screaming, throwing awvay weapons and boots.

Borafdt his own courage beginning to fray. Desperately he sought to calm himsdlf by seeking another
gone and atarget for it.

Agan Iskop the Smith saved the villagers. "On the left, there! Pull back. Pull back, | say, or the
bastards|| be behind you. Oh, Mitral"

Sill curang, Iskop flung himsdf into the ranks of the demons. Their armor of scaes served wdl
enough againg swords and spears, not ill againg arrows. Smitten on the head by hammers wielded by a
men who could lift a haf-grown ox, the demons were as helpless as rabbits.

Iskop smote four of them to the ground before he went down himsdf. Bora and an archer killed two
more out of those tearing at 1skop's body. By then the men of Crimson Springs no longer presented a
naked flank to the foe.

The demons dill came on. They were fewer, though. At their rear, Bora now saw a towering figure,
tdler and broader than any demon. A bloody sword danced in his hand, and he roared curses in hdf a
score of tongues and invoked thrice that many gods or what Bora hoped were gods.

"Hold! Hold, people, and we have them! Mitra, Erlik, defend your folk!" Bora cried. He knew he



was screaming and did not care. He only cared that the Cimmerian was driving a least some of the
demons draight into the arms of the villagers

The gods willing, it would be the demons turn to fed doomed and terror-stricken.

Conan knew that he must be making a splendid show in the eyes of the villagers. The mighty warrior,
driving the demons before him!

The mighty warrior knew better. Few of those demons had taken serious hurts. Too many remained
not only dive but fighting. If enough passed through the lines to reach Illyana, al would know how little
the demons had been hurt. Also what magic ther master could bring to bear, where his servants falled!

Conan's legs drove him forward. He hurled himsdf through the demons without stopping to sirike a
blow. A wild cut here and there was dl he dlowed himsdf. Even the preternaturd swiftness of the
demons did not alow them to Strike back.

As Conan passed the ranks of Crimson Springs, he saw Bora unleash hisding. The stone flew like an
arrow from a master archer's bow. A demon clutched at its knee, homling and limping.

"Go on, go on!" Conan shouted, by way of encouragement. He had seldom seen a boy becoming a
men more splendidly than Bora son of Rhdfi.

Conan heard no reply. Stopping only to cut at the head of a demon gtting done, he reached the little
rise where lllyana stood.

Had stood, rather. Now she knelt, one hand supporting hersdlf, fingers splayed across the rock. The
other hand clutched &t her bare breast, as though the heart within pained her.

Two paces in front of her, the Jewed glowed in its ring. Glowed, and to Conan's eyes seemed to
quiver fantly.

“[llyand"
"No, Conan! Do not approach her! | tried, and look a me!™

Rahna came over the rise, sword in one hand, the other hand dangling a her side. Conan looked,
and saw that the dangling hand was clenched into a fis, with the muscles jumping and twidting like mice
under a blanket. Sweat poured off Raihnds face, and when she spoke again Conan heard the agony in
her voice.

"I tried to approach her,” Raihna repeated. "I thrust a hand too close. It was like dipping it in molten
metd. Isit—do | yet have a hand?'

"It's not burned or wounded, that | can see” Conan said. "What did Illyana mean by cadting such a
spel, the fool 7"

"She—oh, Conan. It isnot her spdl that commands here now. It is the Jewd itsdlf—perhaps both of
them together!"

What Conan might have said to that remained forever unknown. The demons he had outrun reached
the foot of the rise and swarmed up it. At the same moment, so did Captain Shamil and a haf-score of
his veterans, seeking to cut off the demons.

Demons and men dike died in uncounted numbers in the time needed to gulp a cup of wine. Conan
shouted to Raihna to guard her mistress and plunged down into the fight. He was not in time to keep one
demon from gutting Shamil. The captain screamed but kept flaling with his sword, until a second demon
twisted his head clean off his shoulders.

Conan caught the first demon as it bent over Shamil, to feed on his tralling guts. Even benegth the



scae armor, the spine gave way to a Cimmerian sword-stroke. The demon dumped on top of its prey as
its comrade dashed up therise.

Conan knew that he would be too late to save Raihna from having to meet the demon one-handed.
Prudently, Rathna did not try. She legped back, loang only most of her tunic and some skin from her left
breast. The demon lunged again, and this time Raihna feinted with her sword to draw its gaze, then
kicked it hard in the thigh.

Its dutching talons scored Raihna's boot deeply. A trifle closer, and it would have gained a degth-grip
on her leg. Raihna had made no mistake, however. Off balance, the demon staggered and fdl, within a

pace of Illyana

It never reached the ground. A child's height above the ground, an invisble hand caught it. A spasm
wracked the demon's body, as if every musdle and snhew was being twisted and tretched at once. It
screamed, then flew through the ar, landing among its comrades just as they overcame the last of
Shamil's men. Conan turned to face the demons, suspecting this might be hislast fight.

Instead the demons turned and ran. They ran back through the gap in the line before anyone could
think to close it and cut them off. Bora sent afind stone after them, but hit nothing.

Wiping sweset and blood from his eyes, Conan gazed about the valey. Everywhere the Jewd-fire or
camp-fires let m see dearly, the demons were retregting. They were not running, save when they
needed to evade enemies. They were retregting, some limping, others supporting comrades who could
not walk, fpr the most part in good order.

Conan turned his eyes back to lllyana She now lay curled up like a child, eyes closed. After a
moment he held out his hand for Raihnds tunic. He kndlt beside the sorceress and cautioudy thrust a
hand toward her. A fant tingle ran from the tips of hisfingers to his shoulder, but that was dl.

He thrugt the hafld farther. The same tingle was his reward. He gripped Illyands har with one hand,
lifted her head, and pushed the tunic in under it.

Then he had to hold Raihna, while she wept on his shoulder. It was not until life returned to her hand
and Khezd's voice sounded from the bottom of the rise that she redized she was haf-naked and her
mistresswhally so.

"Bedt think of some clathing, yes?' she said.

"Unless you're hurt—" He fingered the red talon-wed on her left breast. She amiled and pushed his
hand away.

"Not hurt at dl. Quite fit for whatever your hands do, when were done” She swdlowed. "Aslong as
my migressis not hurt. If you can find some daothing while | see to her—"

"Conan, there's atime for fondling wenches and atime for taking counsd!" Kheza shouted.

"Coming, Captain,”" the Cimmerian replied.

Eremius dlowed the Jewd-fire to burn on the hillade until the Transformed were safdly clear of the
valey. He needed to see the battle out to the end. Had the soldiers the will to pursue, they might put the
Trandformed in some danger. They might dso worsen their own defeat, letting the Transformed turn on
gmdl bands of pursuers.

Magic could have pierced any darkness, but such magic meant drawing gill more on the Jewd. This
seemed unwise. Indeed, Eremius could not avoid wondering if his quest to reunite the Jewels was a fodl's
undertaking. Their will gpart was becoming worrisome. Ther will together—

No. He was the master of Jewe-magic. He might not make daves of the Jewels, but surey he would



not dlow them to make daves of him!

Nor did his own fate bear contemplation, if by abandoning his quest to reunite the Jewels he alowed
lllyana success in hers. Consummating his desire for her, and avenging her theft of the Jewe, were gods
he could abandon without feding thet his life was & an end. It was otherwise, with lllyanas desire for
vengeance on him.

The lagt of the Transformed fled over the crest of the far side of the valey. Eremius cast his mind
among them and regjoiced at what he learned.

Fewer than a score of the Transformed were dan. Thrice that many had greater or lesser hurts, but
nothing that could not be heded in afew days. They had taken no captives to strengthen their ranks, but
they had dain severd times their own strength.

He had not won the sort of victory that ends awar at a stroke, but he had made a good beginning to
the campaign. With this, Eremius was prepared to be content for one night.

He willed the Jewe-fire to blaze higher yet for a moment, then dlowed it to die. Then he set about
cdling the Jawd to him. He had not quite mastered the art of casing amighty spel in the form of a polite
request to a greater than he. Indeed, it was not an art he had ever expected to need!

He dill contrived wel enough. The Jewd rode peacefully in his pouch as he hurried down the far Sde
of his hill. He sensed no magic on his trall, but human foes were another matter. If that towering
Cimmerian who rode with lllyana were to stalk him, even the Jawd might not be enough!

Y akoub cast his gaze to the right and the left. As cat-eyed as Bora, he could dill make out no other
enemies flanking the man he faced.

Either the man was a fool who had strayed apart from his comrades or he was the bait in a trap.
Y akoub much doubted it was the second. From dl he knew of the demon-master's humean servants, they
lacked the wits for such subtleties.

Y akoub lowered himsdf over the edge of the little diff until he hung by his fingers, then dropped. His
feat did on the gravel. The man whirled a the sound, but too late. Yakoub clamped a hand over his
mouth and drove the knife up under his guard and his ribs. His heds drummed franticaly on the stones
for a moment, then he went limp.

The man did have comrades, close enough to hear hisfateif not to prevent it. They shouted, and one
rose into view. The shouts derted the other sentries around the villagers camp. Feet thudded on stony
ground and arrows hissed in high arcs, to fdl as the gods willed.

Y akoub crouched in such shdter as the diff offered. He feared the demon-master's men little, the wild
shoating of "friendly” archers rather more.

Screams hinted of arrows finding their marks. Scurrying feet interspersed with shouts told Y akoub
planly that the demon-magter's men were fleeing. He remained below the diff until the guards reached
him.

The old sergeant in command looked at the body, then grunted gpprovingly. "Good work, knife
agand sword."

"It would have been better, if | hadn't had to kill im so soon. That may have warned the rest.”

"Maybe. Maybe his friends wouldve got in close, too. Then hdf the recruits and dl the hillfolk
wouldve been wetting themselves and screaming their heads off. No way to fight a battle. You saved us
that. Sure you don't want to take King Yildizs coin?'

“Not when I'm betrothed.”



"Ahwdl. A wifes an old soldier's comfort and a young soldier's ruin.”

They walked back to the camp together, under a sky bleached gray in the east with hints of dawn.
Once parted from the sergeant, Y akoub made his way draight through the deeping villagers to where
Borasfamily lay.

Like mogt of the villagers, they were too exhausted to have awakened during the brief fight. Caraya
lay on her 9de, one am flung over her two younger brothers. Y akoub kndt beside her, and he nether
knew nor cared to what gods he prayed when he asked that she be kept safe.

Prayers or not, she was likdly to be safer than he was, at least for some days. The Transformed had
not swept dl before them, that was certain. Otherwise fleaing soldiers would long snce have awakened
the camp. As they were, Eremiuss human witlings could not stop the march of a coumn of ants. The
villagers would have a safe journey to Fort Zheman.

Yakoub, son of Khadjar, on the other hand, would be marching in the opposite direction. If he
survived the march, he would then have to persuade Eremius that he was the man to lead the humen
fighters and turn them into soldiers.

In slence, he dlowed himsdf another prayer, that

Eremius might be easier to persuade than the normd run of sorcerers. Then he kissed Caraya, forcing
himsdf not to take her in his ams. With eyes singing from more than the dawn breeze, he rose and
turned his face toward the mountains.

It took the rest of the night to put the camp in order, count the dead, care for the wounded, and scout
the surrounding hills. Only when dl the scouts brought back the same report, of a land empty of demons
if not of ther traces, did Kheza cdl his council of war.

"I'd say we won avictory, if we hadn't logt three to their one" he said. "Perhaps they carried off more
dead and hurt, perhaps not. Also, I'd wager that was a retreat ordered by whoever gives those mongers
orders, not being driven off."

"You see dealy, Captain,” lllyana said. She was paer than Conan cared to see, and from time to
time a gpasm would shake her body. Her voice was steady as she continued. "The orders were given,
because of the fight we gave the Transformed. Had the full powers of our enemy been unleashed, we
could not have done so well.”

"Then we have you to thank for a far number of lives, if you set bounds on the master of the
Transformed.”

lllyana shuddered. "Forgive me, Captain, but | cannot accept that praise. | did what | could, and |
know | had some effect. Yet | could not use dl the srength of my Jewd. We owe our livesin great part
to the fact that neither could Eremius.”

Khezd looked a the ground as if he expected mongters to erupt from it & any moment. Then he
stared hard at lllyana "l fed | am being told other than the truth. Thet is not well done.”

"There are matters you and your soldiers could not understand without—" Raihna began. Conan laid
ahand heavily upon her shoulder and Kheza glared. Between them shefdl slent.

"Captain, | do not know as much as | might in a day or two,” lllyana said. "When | know it, or learn
that | shal not know it, then will be the time for us to speak frankly. | shdl hold nothing back. By the
Seven Shrines and the bones of Pulag | swear it."

"A cursed lot of good your hesitation will do usif the Transformed attack again!™
"They will nat, if we return to Fort Zheman."



"Retreat with our tals between our legd Who's the cgptain here, Lady lllyana? | don't remember
seeing your commission from King Yildiz—"

"You may remember seeing one from a certain Lord Mishrak," Conan growled. "Or did some buffet
on the head lagt night take your memory?'

The slence gave Conan time to reach for his sword, time to fear he might need to draw it. Then dl
Khezd's bregth left imin a gusy sgh.

"Dont tdl anyone, but I've been thinking of returning to the Fort aso. There are too cursed many
villagers to guard in the open fidd. Behind wadls, at least those mongters will have to dimb to come at
"

Eighteen
THE TOWER OF Fort Zheman had thrust itsdf above the horizon, when Bora rode up on
Windmedter.

Raihna patted the gray's neck. "A fine steed. | am glad heisin fettle again. Also, that he 4ill has a
mester worthy of him."

All were dlent for amoment. Kemad had survived the battle, but with wounds that took his life before
dawn. He had some measure of good fortune; he was sensdess and fdt no pain.

"Thank you, Rahna" Bora said. "But | did not ride up here to seek praise for Windmaster. | seek
Y akoub. He seems to have vanished.”

Conan and Raihna exchanged looks that did not incdlude Illyana. This was no matter for her, they had
both agreed. Moreover, she was in the saddle at dl by sheer force of will. The less she was troubled
without cause, the better. "'l thought you did not much care for him," Conan said.

"l did not and | do not," Bora replied. "My sster Caraya thinks otherwise."

"Y ou're the head of the family, until your father isfreed,” Conan said. "I thought that gave you the right
to say yea or nay to anyone's courting your Sster.”

Bora laughed harshly. "You do not know Caraya. She can amite as heavily with her tongue as
Midress Raihna can with her blades”” He frowned. "Also, Yakoub has labored to secure my father's
release. He has not yet succeeded, but who knowsif thisis his fault?!

"You have a great sense of judicein you, Bora," Rahna said. "The gods love such.”

"Bedt pray the gods keep you dive long enough to practice that judice” Conan said. "And spare a
prayer or two for Yakoub as wel. He may have Igft the villagers once the demon master's scouts were
driven off, hoping to join the soldiers. If he met some of those scouts on the road—well, | am sure the
scouts are fewer, but I'd not wager on your Sster marrying Y akoub.”

"Yes, and that means you do not ride about done, ather,” Raihna said. "We have some cheese and
bread, if you have not eaten.”

Bora devoured hdf a cheese, then took his place in the column behind Raihna. Conan mused on the
mystery of Yakoub. Could he redly be what his face hinted, Khadjar's bastard son? If so, one mystery
lay behind his being dive, another behind what he was doing. Best if honest folk like Bora and Caraya
kept wdl clear of ether mysery, particularly with a father dready arrested as a suspected rebd.

Best a0 to say nothing of that to Bora. And best of dl for Conan not to think too much on the matter
himsdf. If the mysery was deep enough for High Captain Khadjar to be part of it—



Very surdy, best to think of other matters, such as how to make some of the Powder of Zayan and
how to contrive a night with Raihna,

Agan Y akoub lowered himsdf down a smdl diff. Thistime he landed slently, on firm ground, behind
those he sought. He aso left his knife and sword sheathed and held out his empty hands.

"Hssst! Servants of the magter.”

Had he stabbed them, the two scouts could not have whirled faster. Both drew thar swords, but did
not advance. Instead they stood in silence, gape-jawed and dull-eyed.

The slence went on so long that Y akoub haf-expected to see the sun touching the western horizon.
At lagt one of the men spoke. His words were durred and indistinct, as though he spoke with a mouthiul
of nutmests.

"We sarve the master. You do not."
" wish to serve him."

This brought on another long slence. Y akoub began to consder whether decent fighting men could
be made out of such dullards. Perhaps they were only tired, or some had more wits than others?

"Show usasdgn,” onesad at lag.

What they would take as a 9gn, Yakoub could only guess. It hardly mattered, as he had only one
thing that might serve. He opened the secret pouch in his belt and held out the ring with his father's sedl.

The scout who had spoken took the ring, with such fumbling hands that Y akoub half-expected him to
drop it. At last he returned it to Y akoub.

"We do not know thissgn."

"Your master will know it."

"Our magter is not here”

"Is there some reason | cannot go to him?"
"We would have to lead you."

"Isthat forbidden?' Yakoub knew that to shout a these wretches would gan little and might lose
much. He 4ill fdt his patience being rubbed thin.

The two scouts looked at each other. At last they shook their heads together, like two puppets with
the same madter.

"It isnot forbidden."
"Then | ask you, in the name of the master's victory, to take meto him."

Yet another long slence followed. This time it ended without words. The two scouts grunted and
together turned away eastward, beckoning Y akoub to follow.

Khezd pushed himsdf back from the table and began to pace up and down the chamber. Outside,
the villagers camped in Fort Zheman had begun to lose ther fear and find their tongues. Women
quarrded over aplacein the line for water, children shrieked in ddight or walled for ther parents, dogs
barked and howled.

"Thank the gods we were able to keep what livestock they brought outsde,” Khezd said. He strode
to the window and dammed the shutter. “They may not survive the coming of the de—the Transformed.



But thisisafort | have to defend, not the Royd Menagerie!

"Il have to send them on to Haruk when I've cdled indl the outpost garrisons. There won't be room
and wed be courting fevers and fluxes. The gods have spared us that, so far .

"What does Mughra Khan say to dl this?' lllyana asked. "Not that | complain, you understand. You
are agift from the gods, compared to Captain Shamil.”

Khezd's face twisted. "I have looked into Shamil's letters. He was so deep in the tails of those who
plot with Lord Houma, the gods themsalves could not have pulled him out! Hie Transformed gave him a
more honorable end than he deserved.

"Asfor Mughra Khan, anything he sayswill be said &fter | have done what | know is needed. | have
sent the messengers to the outpodts this very afternoon. A messenger to Mughra Khan will follow
tomorrow."

Conan laughed. "1'd wager youll one day command an army, Khezd. If not, then Turan's wasing a
good man."

"I could do with less praise and more wegpons fit to stand agang magic,” Khezd sad. "But the
Powder of Zayan will be better than nothing. How long will Lady Illyana need, to make enough of it?'

"I will need two days, to enspdl sufficient bowls for mixing the Powder," lllyana said. "Once the
bowls are fit, | mug then mix the firs bowlful and test it. If that proves fit, | can leave matters in other
hands for a month or more. | would urge Maryam, the niece of Ivram, as the best hands.”

"S0 you cast the spells on the cooking pots, not on the food?' Khezd said.

"Wdl put. The spdl of the Powder islittle-known, otherwise we would have much less peril from evil
meagic. Also, to place it upon the bowlswill cal less heavily upon the Jewd.”

"What if it doesn't play a dl?' Conan put in. The four in the chamber had no secrets, induding the
Hf-will of the Jawels.

"Then Fort Zheman mugt trugt to the vaor of its men under the leadership of Captain Khezd," Raihna
sad.

"Remember what | said about less praise and more wegpons?' Kheza shrugged. "How long do you
need after the Powder is done, before you march into the mountains?'

"A day for the Jewd to regan its strength, another day for gathering mounts and supplies” lllyana
sad.

"Tdl me what you will need and | will see about gathering it now," Khezd said. "The faster you move,
the better your chances of caching Eremius before he returns to his stronghold. If that makes any
differencein thiskind of war?"

"It does. Thank you, Captain.”

"I'm a'so sending ten picked veterans with you. Yes, | know the smdler the party, the less chance of
discovery. Once you reach the mountains, you can order them to stay behind. But Eremiuss scouts,
bandits, garving villagers, wild animas—you need guarding againg dl of these."

"We do?' Conan growled.

"You do, and more of it than even a Cimmerian can offer,” Khezd said. He rang a bel on the table.
From outside the door came a girl's voice.

"Yes, Captan?"
"Wine and four cups. Then go heat me a bath, with enough water for two."



"At your pleasure, Captain.”
Thistime Conan recognized the voice as Dessa's. He looked a question at Kheza. The man grinned.
"I've inherited Shamil's respongiilities. Why shouldn't | inherit afew of his comforts as wdl?*

Bora shifted the sack of charcod to hisleft am and knocked on the door.
"Mayam, itisBora. | have the charcod."

The sound of bare feet gave way to a bolt beng dravn. Maryam peered out. She wore only a
chamber robe of scarlet Sk, belted lightly about her with a gold-tasseled cord. The color went wel with
her dark skin, Bora noticed. He aso noticed how much of that skin was revealed. He knew he should
not savor such an immodest display, but found it hard to turn his eyes away.

"Comein, come in. Put the charcod by the north wdl."

Bora nearly sumbled over the dyed fleeces on the floor as he entered. Crimson, indigo, a rich green
horribly like the emerdd fire of the Jewels, they dazzled the eye but lad traps for unwary fet.

At least he needed no guidance to the north wdl. It was piled high with sacks of charcod and sdlt,
pots of spices and herbs, and stacks of brass bowls. He dropped the charcod on top of the nearest pile
and draightened up, sretching to untwist his muscles.

"How much Powder do they plan to make? This looks like enough to baffle every spdl from here to
the Iranigtani frontier!”

Maryam samiled. "Midress lllyana keeps her tongue between her teeth, as wedl she should. Certainly
no onewill have an easy time, sending magic againgt Fort Zheman.”

She kndt to open a smdl chest. As she did, her robe dropped away, to expose yet more skin,
helfway down the ripe curves of her breasts. Bora twisted again, to look away.

When he looked back, Maryam was holding out two cups of wine. "Shdl we drink a toast, to your
victory?'
"Best make it to my safe return.”

She embraced him, dumsily because she was ill holding the wine cups. Her lips nuzzled the side of
his neck and caressed his throat.

"S0 they have the sense to take you with them? The gods be praised!”

"I never thought they were fools, Maryam. That big Cimmerian above dl. I'm the best guide they
could find, without usng megic.”

They drank. It seemed to Bora that Maryam was usng a trifle of magic of her own, for a Sngle cup
seemed to make his head lighter than usud. He noted that she only sipped her wine, and had yet to finish
her firs cup when he was nearly done with his second.

He would have drunk a third, but she put a hand over the mouth of his cup. "No more, Bora. No
more. Young as you are, wine can 4ill do you harm.”

She set down her own cup and put her other hand over Borals mouth. She drew her fingers dong his
lips and across his cheek, then thrust a hand into the open throat of his shirt.
"Maryam. Thisis not proper.”

At least those were the words that formed themsdlves in Boras mind. They seemed to tick in his
throat, so that only a croak came out. Then he gasped asif he had run miles as Maryam undid the sash of
her robe.



As she stood, she shrugged hersdlf out of it. Bora had never imagined that a woman's breasts could
be s0 splendid. Breasts, and dl the rest of the dark lushness now reveded.

"Bora," she said, and the word itsdf was a caress. "Bora, you have never lain with a woman, have
you?"

He had no words, but his eyes seemed to speak cearly. Maryam moved to him and pressed hersdlf
agang him, from shoulder to knee.

"Then you musgt have a chance, before you ride into the mountains”” She continued to press hersdf
agang him, while her hands went deftly to work on his clothes.

Presently he had the wits to help her with that work, and a last to follow her to the bed.

Rahna rolled over in the bed as Conan entered. Bare shoulders done showed above the blankets.
He sat on the bed and ran his hand dong the curves under the blankets. He knew that Raihna usudly
dept naked.

His hand ran back up to the edge of the blankets and started to dive under them. Rathnarolled on her
back, letting the blankets dide down to her waist. Before Conan could touch what this movement
exposed, she caught his hands and held them againg her breadts.

"You'redl but healed, from that gash at the Red Falcon,” Conan said.

"I hed quickly, Conan. | wish the same could be said of Massouf.”
"Hiswound is elsewhere. Has he been whining again?'

"l would not cdl it that, Conan. He wants to come with us, into the mountains.”
"He does?'

"He spoke to both me and Illyana™

"Supposing that he did, what will 1 hear that you said to him?'

"Wewill let im come.”

"Crom! Where's the Powder?' Conan started to rise.

Raihna shifted her grip, so that he could not do so without some discomfort. She looked a his
discomfited expression and laughed.

"Rahna, thisis a poor jest. Massouf wants to kill himsdif."
"So we surmised. Since Dessa jumped lightly into Kheza's bed, he has known she is not for him.”

"Then why, by Erlik's yard, can't he find another woman? That little trull isn't the only bedmate in the
whole world for alad like Massouf. He's afoal. It's like my pining away because | can't bed Illyanal”

Something passed over Raihnas face a those words. Jedousy? No, something different, more
complicated, and likdly to be reveded only in Raihnas own good time. Conan gently disengaged himsdf
from Raihnas grasp and sat down at the foot of the bed.

"You don't love lllyang" Rahna sad at last. "Massouf—well, he would not believe what you just
sad. He loves Dessa too much.”

"Conan, lllyana and 1—we have never been dlowed love. It is our fate. How could we spit in
Massouf's face? How, | ask you?' She turned her face to the pillow and wept softly.

Conan cursed under his breath. He could not imegine a world without women, and he would hardly
want to livein it anyway. Certainly, though, such aworld might be atrifle smpler!



All the sympathy in the world didn't make a man who seemed determined to die a good companion
on a dangerous journey. Conan vowed he would do everything in his power to send Massouf back with
the soldiers, when they I€ft.

He dso vowed that he would do everything in his power to make Raihna remember this night.
Gripping her by the shoulders, he turned her over. Her tear-filled eyes widened, but when his lips came
down on hers her ams rose. Strong, sword-caloused hands locked behind his neck and drew him to
her.

Nineteen

THE MOUNTAIN STREAM plunged from the little diff, splashed on a flat rock, then flowed into a
deep 4ill pool. Where it went after that Conan neither knew nor cared. He knelt by the pool and lifted a
cupped hand to hislips.

"Good and clean. Drink up, people, and rdfill your waterskins too."

"If it is so clean, | think we should bathe as wel,” lllyana said. She sat down, pulled off her boots, and
flexed her long toes with a look of bliss.

"We had no chance to bathe while we marched with the soldiers. Nor will we have any between here
and thevdley, | fear.”

Conan looked beyond the little vdley, toward the peaks of the Ibars Mountains. Well to the fore, the
Lord of the Winds rose silver-helmeted, its snowcap blazing in the noonday sun.

The Cimmerian sensed no danger lurking close by, but knew that it could not be far away. Precious
little they could do about it, either. These mountains could hide enough enemies to overcome them had
they dill been guarded by a thousand soldiers instead of ten. The sergeant commanding their escort had
awiftly redized this, and made no protest againg his dismissd two days before. He had made none
agand their leaving their horses, either. Hill-born himsdf, he knew a horse in such country gave neither
speed nor gedth.

Speed, gedth (dl were magters of it save Massouf, and he was learning), the mountains, and Illyanas
magic—together these gave them a chance of reaching Eremius and defeating him.

How good that chance was, Conan would not have cared to wager.
"Wdl enough. Women firg, then Bora and Massouf, then me”

The two young men hurried to posts a opposite ends of the pool. Raihna was the firg to drip and
plunge in. She vanished completely, then rose spluttering and cursing like a drillmaster.

"Gods, thisis cold!"

lllyanalaughed. "Have you forgotten our Bossonian streams? They were not quite Vanir bathhouses,
as | remember.”

Raihna ducked under again. This time when she came up, she was in reach of Illyands bare legs. A
mighty splash, and water cascaded over Illyana. She yelped and jumped up.

ny o
"I had not forgotten, mistress. But | thought you had, so | would remind you.”

lllyana uttered what Conan suspected was an impolite description of Raihnain an unknown tongue.
Then she stood up and drew off her tunic, her last garment. Clad only in sunlight and the Jewel-ring, she
started to bind up her hair with her neck ribbon.



Conan sat sword across his lgp, contemplating both women with pleasure but without desire. Apart
from being younger, Raihna was definitdy the comdlier. Yet had Illyana not been obliged to reman a
maiden, she would not have had to deep done more often than she wished.

Certainly she could have had Massouf for sngpping her fingers. He was trying so hard not to stare
that it was more evident than if he had been doing so openly. Bora was finding it easer to be a
gentleman, or at least an dert sentry. Conan would have wagered a month's pay tha the toothsome
Maryam had something to do with this

lllyanafinished binding up her hair and started to pull off the Jewe-ring. Conan reached for it, to put it
inhis belt pouch. Illyanalooked down at hisleft hand and drew back.

“No, Conan. Your other hand. Y ou've cut this one"

"So | have," the Cimmerian said. He hdld up the bleeding hand. From the look of the cut, it must have
been an edged stone, o sharp that he had not fdt it. "Il wash it out and bind it up. I've cut mysdf worse
shaving. It will be heding before we reach the mountains.”

"Thet isnot so important. Even were it far deeper, | could hed it with little use of the Jewel. No, the
danger isleting blood fdl on the Jawd."

"Doesit get drunk if that happens, or what?' Conan's light tone hid fear crawling through him. lllyana
hed spoken in a deadly sober tone.

"One might call it getting drunk. It is certain that when blood fdlsonit, a Jewel becomes much harder
to control. It is said that if a blood-smeared Jewe then falsinto water, it cannot be controlled at all.”

Conan shrugged and reached for the ring with his right hand, then suffed it into his pouch. It was in
his mind to ask how lllyana proposed to keep the Jewel free of blood while they were baitling the
Trandformed or whatever € se Eremius might send againgt them.

The words never reached hislips. lllyana sat on the edge of the pool, thrusting her long legs over the
edge until her feet dabbled in the water. She raised her arms to the sun and threw her head back. Her
breasts and belly rose and tautened, as fine and fair as ayoung girl's.

She held the pose and Conan held desire for a long moment. Then she dipped into the poal, to bob
up on the far Sde, next to Raihna.

Conan rose and began to gtride back and forth dong the edge of the pool. Another such display by
lllyana, and he was going to find it a burden to be a gentleman!

As desire left Conan's mind, an idle thought entered it. Suppose the Jewes were indeed living beings,
with their own wills? And suppose they offered Illyana magic and bedmates, in return for her obedience?

Never mind the Jewds. Suppose Master Eremius had the wits to offer such a bargain?

Conan's thoughts ceased to be idle, and the mountains about him ceased to look peaceful. Unessly
and suspicioudy, he pondered whether he had just guessed Illyands price.

"Now fallow me. Run!" Y akoub shouted.

The twelve men obeyed more swiftly than they would have even two days ago. Once more Y akoub
knew that until now Eremiuss captains had been the one-eyed leading the blind. By himsdf, he could do
only so much to change this.

But if he taught twelve men everything he knew, then each of them taught it to Sx more and they to Six
beyond that—wadl, ingde of two months dl of Eremiuss men would be decent soldiers. Not the equas
of the Golden Spears or other crack units of foot, but as good as most irregulars.



If only he could train them with the bow! But Eremius had passed judgment on that idea.

Y akoub writhed within as he remembered Eremiuss words. The sorcerer had been surprised to see
Y akoub appearing and offering to train his men. He had even dlowed his pleasure to show, when the
training started to bear fruit.

Gratitude was beyond him, however. So was what Y akoub considered military wisdom.
"In these mountains, Master, an archer is worth three men without a bow."

"We dhdl not be in the mountains much longer.”

"Evenin the plains, an archer has vaue againg horsemen.”

"No horsemen will dare close with the Transformed.”

"Perhaps. But if you have to retrest, a rearguard of archers—"

"There shdl be no retreats when we march again.”

"You are—you have high hopes, Magter."

"As indeed | should. You have brought me your own skills, which are considerable. You have aso
brought me news which islill better. The Jewels of Kurag are about to be reunited.”

Eremius turned his back, in a manner that told Yakoub the matter was seftled. Not wishing to
provoke the sorcerer into usng magic to frighten him, Y akoub departed.

He had wondered then and he wondered now what afflicted Eremius. Wasiit as ample as not wishing
to give his human fighters a weapon that could strike down the Transformed from a distance? If so, what
did that say about Eremiuss trust in the humans, even when he had made them nearly witlings to keep
them from rebelling?

Or had Eremius given over thinking like a captain of human soldiers, and become entirdly a sorcerer
who might soon have the Jewes of Kurag in his power? If hdf of the taes about the Jewels Eremius told
were true, it was no surprise that Eremius had falen into this trap.

A trap it was, however, and one that Y akoub son of Khadjar must dig him out of!

Y akoub looked back at the running men. Most were pacing themselves as he had taught, rather than
exhauging themsalvesin a swift frenzy. He increased his own pace, to put himsdf wel out in front.

When he had done this, he suddenly whirled, saff raised. Without waiting for him to sngle out a man,
the nearest five dl raised their staves to meet him. He darted in, driking shoulders, thighs, and shins in
rapid successon.

Doggedly, the men fought back. Y akoub took athrug to his knee and another close to hisgroin.

| would do well to wear some padding the next time. These men are indeed learning.

Then a g&ff cracked him across the shoulders. He whirled and leaped. The other runners had come
up behind him.

For amoment fear and rage twisted his face. Those fools could have killed him by accident!

Then he redlized that the men who had come up behind were amiling.

"We did as we would have done with a red enemy,” one of them said. "We came up behind him
while others fought himin front. Is that not what is to be done?"

"Indeed itis" Not just padding, but a helmet as well. He clapped the man who had spoken on the
shoulder. "You have done well. Now let usfinish our run.”

Y akoub waited for dl the men to pass before he began to run again. For today at least, he would be



happier without any of them behind him!

For the days to come, though, he saw much pleasure. He had often heard his father speak of how the
gods gave men no greater joy than teaching the arts of the soldier. He had not understood how true this
was, until today.

"Conan, will Dessa come to any harm—as she is now?' Massouf dill could not bring himsdf to say
"asatavern girl.”

Conan shrugged. The truth would depend on what she was made of. He did not suppose Massouf
would enjoy hearing it. The young man had not given up Dessa so completdly that he refused to worry
about her.

Even for a man not careless of his life, being worried about someone ese was a good way to get
killed. As he was, Massouf was less than ever someone Conan cared to have a hisSde in afight.

"If she lived as well as she did & Achmai's Hold, | doubt that anywhere in Turan will hold many
terrors for her." A thought came to him. "I have a friend in Aghrapur by the name of Pyla Sheisadso a
friend to Captain Khezdl. If we both urge her to hdp Dessa find her feet in her new life, | am sure that
help will come.”

It might need aftrifle of Slver, because Pyla did little even for friends without asking payment. Besides,
launching Dessa properly would not be cheap.

Worth it, though. If Dessa began her career known as a friend of Pyla, she would have few enemies.
Therest could be left, as he had said severd times, to the girl's naturd talents.

Remembering those tdents made Conan's blood race. He muttered a polite farewd| to Massouf and
returned to the pool. The stone where he had been gtting was wet and dark. There was no 9gn of ether
womean.

Either they were playing ill-timed jests, or—
Conan was ganding on the edge of the pool when Illyana burst from the water. She rose hdf her

height out of it, like a water prite seeking to fly. Her arms wrapped around Conan's knees and she flung
hersdf backward.

Shemight aswel have tried to upset the Lord of the Winds. When she rediized her mistake, Conan
hed aready gripped her by the shoulders. He lifted and she rose, until her long legs were twined around
Conan's waist. She lay back in hisarms and smiled invitingly. Hislips crushed hers.

For a long moment nothing existed for the Cimmerian, save lllyana in his ams, naked, wet, and
beginning to writhe in pleasure. Pleasure was not a sufficient word for what he fdt. Madness would have
been closer.

Even when Illyana untwined her legs and stood, she pressed againg Conan. His hands ran down her
back, pressing her tighter. He fdt her breasts againgt his chest, as ddightfully firm as they had seemed—

"No," lllyana said, or rather gasped. Her voice was husky with desire. She stepped back, forgetting
that they were on the edge of the pool. With a splash and a shriek she plunged into the water again, to
come up coughing.

Conan helped her out of the poal, careful to grip only her hands. lllyana hersdf kept a pace away
from him as she began to dry hersdf with her clothes.

"Thet isnot a no for dl time, the Jewels—the gods willing. It is only for now, tha we cannot—" Her
voice was dill unsteady, and her eyes seemed glazed. The desire was leaving Conan, but he Hill judged it
wise to turn his back until lllyana was dressed.



It was not until Conan had finished his own bathing that he had a chance for words done with Raihna
"Aremy wits draying, or was your mistress trying to make me desire her?"

"Trying?' Raihnds laugh was harsh, both frightened and frightening. "I judged she was succeeding
admirably. That's as wdl. The gods only know what she might have done, if she had thought she was
undesirable”

"If she ever thinks that, | hope some man will have a chance to prove how wrong sheig”

"Not you?' Raihna asked, with a twisted grin.

"l think | was safer as a thief in the Tower of the Elephant than 1'd be in lllyands bed. Less pleasure
there, but less peril "

Rahna stood close againgt him, and ran one hand lightly down his back. "But she did make you want
awoman?'

Conan did not need the message carved in stone. He returned the embrace,

"Yes. | hope it dso made you want a man!”

Raihnas happy cries echoed from the wdls of the valey. Nonetheless, Conan could not shake off the
memory of Illyanas eyes and voice, ill less her mention of the Jewels.

Twenty

THEY REACHED THE Vdley of the Demons so early in thair last day's march that Conan ordered
them back.

"We want a place beyond the reach of Eremiuss scouts, to lie up for the day. Everybody should try
to deep.”

"Indeed. It may be our lagt,” Massouf said. He sounded rather asif he welcomed the prospect.

Conan's urge to shake some wits into the man rose again. He forced it down. Massouf might want to

die, but he had proved himsdf hardy and careful, not to mention a good hand with the bow and the
spear. If he died, he would likely enough take some of the enemy with him,

Bora found them a refuge that Conan himsdf could not have bettered. It had a oring of clear water,
shdlter from the sun, and concedment from the enemy. It even offered a safe way of flight, if needed.

"Bora, if you ever join the army, I'll wager you're a captain before you can turn around,” Conan said.

"You are not the firg to say so0, and | thank you dl," Bora said soberly. "But | cannot think of that
until | know my father is pardoned and safe. Even then, | will be needed for the rebuilding of Crimson
Springs”

Conan found himsdf exchanging |ooks with the two women. Boras optimism was easer to hear than

Massouf's grim despair. It atered not a whit their dim chances of both winning and surviving to enjoy
ther victory.

The night migs swirled up from the valey in thar naturd slver-gray. No magic or a least no
Jewd-spdlls were at work. Conan crawled to the crest and looked at the scree-strewn dope plunging
away into the migt.

"If thisis the best way down,” he whispered, "Erlik spare me seeing the worgt!"



"l am not a god, to arrange these mountains to make our task eader,” Bora sad. "I can only tdl you
how they are arranged.”

"Without any thought for us, that's certain,” Raihna said.

The banter kept their spirits up, but it took time. Conan sgned for slence, then one by one led the
party to the crest.

"Can you dimb down that?' he whispered to each one. "Can you dimb up it again, with the
Transformed at your heds?'

He did not ask Bora, who could have taught dimbing to goats. The others dl nodded, save Massouf,
who shrugged.

"If you can't dimb, we may not be able to carry you,” Conan said, in afind effort to wean Massouf
from his dark intent.

"If I am not dimbing, | can make better practice with spear and bow," Massouf replied. His eyes
dared Conan to press him further.

"Likdy enough there will be places we can defend lower down,” Bora said. "If the sentries are dert,
they will give the darm before we reach the heart of Eremiuss domain.”

"Pray that it is not too soon,” lllyana said. "The necessary spells mug be cast with the two Jewels as
close as we can contrive.”

"Youve persuaded us of that," Conan said. "Otherwise why would we be dicking our head into a
wasp's nest to count the wasps?"

What they were doing was in fact many times worse than that. 1t was dso utterly necessary. lllyana
had said a wearying number of times that she could no longer fight Eremiuss megic from a distance.
Before the Jawels will grew in them, it might have been otherwise. Now, however, they had to draw
Eremius close. Otherwise she might exhaust her srength and her Jewd with nothing accomplished,
leaving them with no magica protection againgt Eremius.

"Besdes, if Eremius unleashes the Transformed, he mugt use some of his power to command them. |
will have no such burden.”

"No, you've a band of thick-witted sword-wielders to save you from it!" Conan had growled. "Proof
that my wits are thicker than the mig isthat I'm herel”

"Thank the gods for that," lllyana said, softly but with unexpected passion.

Even Massouf managed the dimb down with little trouble. Conan was sure they had made enough
noise to awaken sentries in Stygia, but no one barred ther path.

"Could Eremius be resting his men while he hed's the Transformed?" Illyana asked.
"Perhgps,” was Conan's whispered reply. "I'd wager he's resting them by patralling a smdler area.
Sooner or later, well find somebody ready to welcome vistors."

They moved on in dlence. No more words were needed, and the mis seemed to eerily distort
gpeech. It was dso thick enough to make their bows and Bora's ding tar less useful.

Conan no longer despised the bow as a coward's wegpon, but it was dill not his favorite. He would
gladly have given up his sword, however, in return for not having to trugt to lllyanas spdls. If he could
have been dtogether certain they would be hers aone, it would have been different. With the Jewels
friends or foesin therr own right—

"Hssst!" came from Bora, in the lead. " Somebody ahead.”



Before Conan could reply, he heard the whirr of the ding winding up, then a hiss, a thump, and a faint
clatter.

"That's one—" Bora began.

"Hoyaaaa! Guard! Turn out the guard!" came a scream from the left. Whoever was screaming was
frightened nearly witless, but giving the darm like a soldier.

Conan cursed. It was dl very wdl to speak of drawing the enemy after you, but when you could not
see each other in this cursed mis—

Hdf a dozen humen fighters sormed out of the migt, spears and swords raised. Conan and Raihna
met them head-on, to keep them from Illyana. In the flurry of sted that followed, Conan had no eyes for
anyone save those in sword's reach of him. Two men went down before his blade, then suddenly the migt
lay empty before him. Silence returned, save for the diminishing hammer of panic-stricken feet.

"l had one," Raihna said. "Bora picked off another with that ding of his Will you teach me to use it?'

"The gods willing. How is Massouf?"

The young man raised a bloody spear. He looked asif he did not know whether to dng in triumph or
gpew in horror. At least firg-kill fright was better than black despair!

"Let's be on our way back,” Conan said.

"The Transformed are not yet unleashed,” lllyana said. She had one hand pressng the other am
where the Jewd-ring sat. It let her make some use of the Jewd without reveding hersdf with its emerald
light.

"They will be, when somebody finds these bodies," Conan said. "Come dong. Best we don't let
oursalves be surrounded.”

"That's putting it ddlicatdly,” Raihna began.

Then the whole world seemed to turn an eye-searing green, of no hue Conan had ever seen or
imagined. A moment later the mig vanished, as if a giant mouth had sucked it out of the vadley. The light
turned the familiar emerdd of the Jewels.

As the vanishing mig revedled the valey around Conan's party, it dso reveded a leadt fifty of the
Transformed swarming down the north side.

"Eremius comes!” lllyana screamed.

"Sat to devour Eremiud” growled Conan, unding-ing his bow. "Stop taking and start shooting,
woman. We've a chance to improve the oddd!"

Raihna was aready unlesshing arrows. The range was long even for her stout Bassonian bow, but the
target was hard to miss Every arrow from her bow, then from Conan's, then from lllyands and
Massouf's, struck Transformed flesh.

Struck, but did not pierce. At this range the scales of the Transformed were as good as the finest
mail. Conan saw humean fighters running downhill on the flanks of the Transformed and shifted to them.
He killed four of them before their courage broke. By then he was nearby out of arrows.

The Transformed reached level ground. With arrows jutting from them, the Transformed looked even
more mongtrous than before. Jewd-light seared Conan's eyes again, as lllyana dung her bow, flung back
her deeves, and began widding her magic.

When he could see dearly again, the Transformed had ceased their advance. Instead they huddled
together, gaing in dl directions. Some snatched arrows from their hides, others bit their taloned hands
and whimpered like garving dogs.



"I have turned the fear back againgt them,” lllyana cried exultantly. "l did not think to do thig"

"W, start thinking what comes next!" Conan shouted. "Make them run around in circles until they're
dl too dizzy to fight, for dl | carel"

Raihna sent her last two arrows into the motionless target. One struck a Transformed in the eye. His
dying scream made Conan's flesh legp on his bones. Not all the fear was returning to the Transformed!

The light diminished, until it flowed from a sngle source, gimmeing like a giant bonfire behind the
Transformed. It seemed that the Master of the Jewe had indeed come forth.

"Back, and they will follow!" Illyana cried.

Conan turned to see her fleaing with a doe's grace and swiftness, breasting the dope with ease. Was
the Jewd giving her strength and speed, and if so a what price?

Meanwhile, the Transformed were rdlying and starting across the valey, in no particular order but at
agood pace. Even the wounded ones moved as fagt as a man could walk.

Ther carrion reek marched ahead of them. So did a hideous cacophony of hisses, growls, whimpers,
clawed feet on stones, even belches and gulpings.

Conan had seen more then his share of unclean magic in his life, but the Transformed were a whole
new order of nightmare. Once more he knew he might not eadly find it in him to give Eremius a clean
desth.

Then he had to think about his own desth and how to prevent it. His comrades were dl on their way
up the dope. Two of the Transformed hurled themsdves forward. Perhaps they hoped to overtake Bora
or Massouf.

Instead, they faced Conan. He hewed a a hand, dashing deep into the webbing between the fingers.
Whirling, he dashed the second Transformed across the face, taking its 9ght. A thrust between the ribs
with his dagger reached vitd organs.

Conan had to legp backward to avoid the grip of the firs Transformed. With sword and dagger at the
guard, he watched it stop and stand over its falen comrade. Then it knelt beside the fdlen, trying to
gtanch the blood from the belly wound and the ruined face.

So the Transformed were not lower than the beasts. Conan thought no better of Master Eremius, but
he vowed to give the Transformed warriors desths whenever possible.

Conan retreated again. He had nearly overtaken his comrades before the Transformed started
mounting the dope. Bora was cadting back and forth like a dog for atral. "I andl a cave around here
somewhere.”

“If you samdl it, perhaps the Transformed are dready a home" Conan said. "I doubt if they will
welcome us to dinner.”

"No. For dinner, perhaps," Massouf said. He was limping but held his spear jauntily on one shoulder.

"Thereitid" Bora shouted. He pointed uphill to the right. Conan had just time to see a dark mouth,
before the Transformed broke into a run.

Light from both Jewels at once seared Conan's eyes. Dimly, he saw Massouf seemingly turned to a
datue of jade. Even his eyes glowed green, as though he had become a creature of the Jewd.

Had hein truth become one? Were the Jewels reaching out for others besides their wearers?

Those uneasy thoughts had bardly left Conan's mind when Massouf stripped off his quiver and bow,
tossng them to Conan. The Cimmerian caught mem as Massouf charged downhill toward the
Transformed.



“Crom!"

The Transformed were giving way before Massouf's charge. They hissed and cringed and cried as if
Massouf had been awhole army.

Massouf actudly contrived to spit one of the Transformed like a chicken, before they regained their
courage. A moment of dawing and trampling, and Massouf was gone.

From fird to last, he had not made a sound.

Conan stormed up the dope, to where Illyana stood before the cave mouth. Raihna was aready piling
gonesto narrow it

"Conen!" the hill boy cried. "There will be room indde for me to use my ding. If you will stand to
ather—"

"Did you kill Massouf?" Conan roared.
lllyana had been drawing off her boots. Now she flinched and stood barefoot, a boot in ether hand.
"Did you? Answer me, woman!"

"Conan, | did not command him. | heard no command from the Jewels. | can only say that under the
sod| cast, the Transformed might be more eeslly frightened.”

"Massouf couldn't have known thet!”

"I may have told him without remembering it. Or—"

"Or the Jewels might have told him," Conan finished for her.

lllyana shook her head, asif beset by singing insects. Suddenly she flung hersdf into Conan's arms.

"l beg you, Conan. Bedieve me, that | meant Massouf no harm. He came here seeking death and
found it."

That at least was the truth, and for the moment Conan was ready to be content with it. Not that he
hed any choice, ether. The Transformed were hdfway up the hill, some gill gnawing fragments of
Massouf.

lllyana contemplated them, dl her unease of a moment before gone. "Good. We have them closing
swiftly. If we can hold until they have closed just atrifle more—"

"And how long will that be?" Conan asked.

lllyana stripped off her tunic and waved it like a flag. "Look, Eremius Look and dream, but know
that you will die before you touch!™

"Haw long?"
"l do not know," lllyana said. Then she ran toward the cave, with Conan at her heds.

Twenty-one
CONAN LOWERED A rock the sze of a newborn cdf onto the pile in the cave mouth. Then he
stepped back, dusting off his hands and looking into the cave for any more loose stones.

He had dl the light he could wish, pouring from Illyands Jewd. Unclothed save for the Jewd, the
sorceress stood forty paces ingde the cave, chanting in an unknown tongue. The world beyond her dud
with Eremius might have ceased to exis.

Conan saw no more stones worth adding to their barricade. He was about to tdl Raihna when a




gone went wheeet between them. Conan whirled, glaring a Bora
The boy was reloading hisding and grinning. "As | said, there is room to send a stone between you."
"Warn us the next time, you young—"

"Captain, | might not be able to warn you. What if you and Raihna are close-grappled with the
Transformed? Best you trust me to hit them and not you.”

Conan couldn't hdp laughing. The boy was right, of course. And anyone who could grin like that, in
what might indeed be his last minutes of life—

"Bora, perhaps you shouldnt join the army after dl. In five years, you would be giving me ordersl”
"They would never make a hillman—" Bora began soberly. Raihna's shout interrupted him.
"Here they come!™

Conan sprang to his post by the barricade. Eremius had taken longer than they expected to form up
his creations for battle. What Illyana had done with that time, Conan did not know. He and Raihna had
narrowed the cave mouth so that only two or three of the Transformed could attack at once. He had aso
placed a few throwing stones ready to hand.

The Transformed stormed up the hill in two ragged lines At Raihnas sgnd Bora sent a stone hurtling
low through the cave mouth. It struck a Transformed in the chest, without so much as knocking him
down. Conan flung a fis-9zed stone. He amed for eyes and struck a forehead. Agan the Transformed
did not even fdl. It howled in rage and pain and seemed to dimb faster.

"I think we have the pick of the Transformed coming up,” Conan said.

"The pick of Bossonia and Cimmeria stand here” Rahna replied. She tossed her head. The
Jewd-light shimmered on her har as it flowed about her shoulders. Then she tossed her sword and
caught it by the hilt.

A Trandformed flung a stone. It drove chips and dugt from the barricade into Conan's face. As he
blinked, Bora replied. The dingstone struck a Transformed in the knee, hard enough to leave it limping.

Then the spearhead of the attack reached the defenders. Conan and Raihna had practiced together
gnce the return to Fort Zheman. Now Conan's training in the rude school of surviving and Raihnas
training from Master Barathres merged as eedly as ther bodies did in love,

Conan feinted high to draw the atention of a Transformed upward. His sword crashed into a scay
am. That upraised am left an armpit exposed. Raihnas dagger legped upward into the armpit, finding
the expected weak spot where the scales were thin to dlow free movement.

The Transformed reded back, holding a crippled arm. A human would have been dead, and this one
a least was out of the fight.

Anacther Transformed gripped the top of the barricade. Conan hewed at the nearest hand, three, four,
five cuts, asif chopping firewood with his sword. At the fifth stroke, the hand flopped limply. At the Sixth
it fdl off entirdy, landing on Conan's side of the barricade. Reeking blood sprayed into Conan's face,
neither looking nor amdling anything like human gore. The Transformed's howls echoed around the cave.

Conan's fight againg the dimbing Transformed left Raihna to hold the opening single-handed. Two
Transformed who came a her jammed in the opening, letting her dash and thrust until they recled away
bloody and daunted. The next enemy was swifter.

Conan turned to find Raihnain the clutches of a Transformed, being drawn toward it. She had blinded
it and thrust deep into its chest, without reaching its unnaturd life. The taons were dready gashing her
flesh. The fangs would reach her throat before the creature died.



They had not done so, when Conan's sword came down across the bridge of the creature's nose.
Under the scale armor, the bones there were dill thin enough to be vulnerable. Shaitering under the
Cimmerian's sword, they drove splinters into the Transformed's brain. It convulsed, arching backward.
Rahria leaped free, kicking out. The Transformed crashed into an gpproaching comrade. Both went
down.

Rahna stripped off her tunic, used it to roughly wipe her oozing wounds, then tossed it asde. Bare to
thewalst, she raised her weapons again.

"You won't distract them that way,” Conan said, laughing. "Y ou might distract Bora, though.”

Bora certainly seemed not to mind fighting in the presence of two splendid and nearly unclothed
women. His eye for targets was dill keener than his eye for the women. As the Transformed knocked
down by the latest kill Sruggled to its feet, a tone caught it in the eye. The stone was sharp and reached
the brain. The Transformed fell, kicked wildly, but did not rise. Other Transformed hed back until the
kicking ceased.

"That's five down or out againg your scratches and tunic,” Conan said. "How many left?”
"Oh, not more than forty or so0."

"Then we should be finished by breskfagt.”

"Yes, but whose breskfast?'

With howls and scrabbling feet, the Transformed came on again.

Eremius suspected that his face was sreaming swest, asif he had been in a seam bath. He knew that
pain racked hisjoints so that it needed red effort to stand.

Nealy dl his magic was pouring into the dud with lllyana The litle he could spare for the
Transformed was barely enough to keep them attacking without turning on one another. Those who took
wounds or logt their courage had to do without his help.

Thisshould not be. It could not be, unless Illyana had become greater than he. That was impossible.
She did not have it in her to become so.

Eremius turned againg Illyana even the little magic he was sparing to ease the pan in his joints. He
amog cried out, like aman on the rack. He eased his pain with the thought thet this addition of strength
might be enough to let him try piercing the vell around 1llyanas Jewd.

He tried and failed.

Only after he abandoned the effort, when he could barely stand, did he rediize that the falure had told
him what he wanted to know. lllyanas Jewd was utterly in harmony with her, defending both her and
itf againgt him. How had she achieved this harmony?

Eremius thought he knew the answer. When he dlowed himsdf to contemplate it, he knew fear as
wal, for the firg timein many years.

Both Conan and Raihna were bleeding from a dozen minor wounds. Their muscles twitched and
ached, their breaths rasped, and neither of them had enough intact dothing to garb a tavern dancer.

They fought on, because the Transformed did so. Illyana chanted and the Jawd-light danced and
flickered. Boras ding flung stone after stone, aways swiftly, often with effect.

It was dill mosly Conan's fight and Raihnads. Neither any longer kept count of the Transformed
mamed or dain. Neither kept count of the times they had saved the other's life.



These matters were of amdl importance, compared with the oncoming Transformed. There had to be
an end of them, to be sure, but would that end come before Conan and Raihna reached the end of thar
grength?

Already Raihnas dagger was blunted from thrusting through scales, and her sword was kinked.
Conan's sword showed as many nicks asiif he had been chopping wood with it. They might soon lose the
power to harm the Transformed even if they dill possessed the strength.

It seemed to Conan that the Transformed were somewhat thinner on the ground. It dso seemed that
the intervas between attacks were growing longer. It was not impossible that the tide of battle was
flowing their way.

Would it flow fast enough? They could 4ill lose everything, if the Transformed broke through in
aufficent strength to day lllyana

Ancther Transformed—no, two of them—charged the opening. Conan dashed the sweat from his
eyes. Matters were not well, when he could hardly count the number of his opponents!

The Transformed facing Conan bore severd wounds and an arrow, relics of previous exchanges. It
sumbled againg the barricade, flinging dl its more-than-human weight againg the stones. One of them
shifted, then another.

With arattle and a crash, the barricade subsided in a cloud of dust. The second Transformed leaped
through the dust. Raihna met him with a desperate lunge. Her sword bent dmost double. Conan hewed
a the Transformed's neck, but it had the speed to dude him. It legped between the two defenders,
shrugged off a stone from Boras ding, and lunged &t Illyana

The tdons were only an arm's length from the sorceress when she legped up and back. Conan would
have sworn that she floated into the air. He did not doubt what he saw legping from the Jewel—emerdd
fire, a spearthrust of eye-searing light.

It struck the Transformed. One claw raked Illyands shoulder, without drawing blood. Then the flesh
was bailing off the Transformed's bones, like stew in an untended pot. A wave of indescribable stench
swept over Conan, making him blink and red. When he saw dearly again, only smoking bones on the
cave floor remained of the Transformed.

lllyana stood, fingering a shoulder that Conan knew should have been ggping nearly to the bone. The
smooath flesh was unmarred. Unbidden and unwel come, the thought of how he had held that flesh close to
him entered his mind.

Asif she shared the thought, Illyana smiled.

"I should not have been able to do that. The Jawds—" Whatever she might have wanted to say about
the Jawds went unuttered. Instead her face turned grim. "I do not know how often | can do that. | can
catanly do it often enough to let you and Raihna attack."

"With what?' the swordswoman exclaimed, holding out her crippled weapons.

lllyana seemed uncaring. "Eremius has drawn closer and the Transformed are weaker. If you attack
now, with Bora and me guarding your backs, you may day Eremius. The second Jewd will come to us.
Victory will be ours.

Conan wanted to shake the sorceress. "Well win no victory with blades too dull to cut butter!™

For the firg time, 1llyana seemed to notice the weagpons in her friends hands. Her eyes clouded for a
moment. Then she rested a hand on Conan's sword, sretching out the other with fingers spread so it
touched both Raihnas sword and dagger.

Conan fought the urge to snatch his blade out of Illyanas hands. Sorcery had been too close for too



long dready. To fight with an ensorceled blade—

lllyana chanted, and Raihnas sword draightened. The nicks vanished from the edge of Conan's
sword. A point returned to her dagger. Bright sharp edges gleamed on dl of them.

“Crom!"

The Cimmerian god was not one to answer prayers or hear them with patience. For once in his life
Conan amod regretted this

Conan raised his sword, testing the balance and sghting dong the magicaly-restored edge. It seemed
as good as new, Ensorceled or nat, it was aso the only weapon at hand.

He dill fdt nearly as much fear of lllyana as of the Transformed when he led Raihna out of the cave.

Eremius druggled to understand what had come to pass in the cave. lllyana lived and the
Transformed had died in away that even the power of her Jewe should not have alowed.

He abandoned the struggle when the Cimmerian burst from the cave. Understanding he did not need,
when lifeitsdf was in peril. Withdrawing his power from the dud againg Illyana, he sought to shidd, then
rdly the Transformed.

For a moment he thought he had succeeded. Emerdd fire blazed dong the thin line of the
Transformed. Two were not swift enough to legp clear; the flesh flew from their bones amid howls.

The other Trandformed recoiled a those howls. They did not recoil far. They saw that the fire hed
their enemies away from them, and began to regain therr courage. Eremius cast his thoughts a them
furioudy, forming them into a solid mass, then urging them forward.

They were approaching the line of fire when lllyana appeared at the mouth of the cave. Eremiuss
thoughts legped from battle to her awesome beauty, every bit of it revealed to him.

A moment later, he saw his doom revedled as well. lllyanaraised a hand, and the line of fire vanished.
She gripped Boras arm with the other hand, then let him wind up with hisding.

Only one stone flew, but the Transformed howled as if each saw a stone flying sraght at it. Thar
solid line broke up. The Cimmerian and the siwordswoman plunged into the fleaing remnants.

At firg they had to fight a way. Then the Transformed redlized that their foes would attack only those
inther path. To leave the path of humans who seemed invindble was a Smple matter, afew steps, then a
few steps more, each step taken more swiftly.

Not dl of the Transformed fled like dead leaves before a gde, but few enough fought. The Cimmerian
and the Bossonian came down the hill like avenging gods.

Eremius tore the ring from his arm. He ill would not dare the spells that offered the last chance with
the Jawd so close to his flesh. He cast it to the ground. The gold rang on the stones, and the ringing
seemed to go on, filling his ears like the tones of. amighty gong.

The sorcerer clapped his hands to his ears. Shutting out the sound, he tried to array his thoughts once
more, for the lagt spells.

If he succeeded, no more would be needed.
If he falled, no more would be possible.

Conan had never run so fagt in hislife, at least after along battle. Hillman though he was, he feared his
legs would betray him. To sumble now would be worse then fatd, it would be humiliating.



At last he fdt levd ground under his feet. Ahead he saw Eremius, Jewd-ring & his feet and hands
clasped over his ears. What the sorcerer heard that Conan did not, the Cimmerian neither knew nor
cared.

He only knew that in another score of paces, he could snatch up the Jewe-ring.

Conan had covered hdf the distance when the Jewel-ring leaped into the air. It did not glow, not with
the dazzling emerdd fire of before. It did something far worse.

It sang.

It sang with a sad, plaintive note in a voice that uttered no words but somehow held enormous power
to paint pictures in Conan's mind. Conan saw a deep-bosomed Cimmerian wench and himsdf grappled
in love before a blazing fire. He saw a snug hut, with children playing before that same fire. He saw
dark-haired boys, their festures stamped with his own, learning the art of the hunt and the blade from
thar father. He saw himsdlf with grizzled hair, passing judgmentsin village disputes.

All that he had turned his back on, the Jewel seemed to say, could be his. He need only turn his back
on Eremius.

Conan dowed his pace. He had turned his back on Cimmeria with open eyes, but now those eyes
were threstening to blur with sorrow for what he had lost. He knew this was no naturd sorrow, but the
power of it was sweeping away the last of his knowledge.

Ancther presence hammered its way into Conan's mind. lllyanas Jewd was arying out a song of
triumph.

Equaly dazzling pictures entered his mind—riding at the head of an amy through a city of towering
buildings with gilded roofs, under a Sky of northern blue. White clouds shone, flowers showered down
upon him, dinging to the mane of his steed, the cheers and chants of the crowd drowned out the babble
of the Cimmerian village mesting.

Asif damming a door in the face of intruders, Conan willed both Jewels out of his mind. It did not
maiter which offered what rewards. Both dike seemed to think that he could be bought. Both were
wrong, and their masters with them.

Conan needed no urging to overthrow the creator of the Trandformed. What he might see fit to do
with Illyana could be Ieft until later.

Conan's sword lunged. Its point darted through the ring. The sharp blade leaped toward the sky,
where the mig was gathering again. Thering and its Jewe did down the blade to the hilt.

"Run, people!”

The lagt thing Conan saw as he himsdf turned to run, was Eremius dumping to the ground, his face in
his hands.

Twenty-two

THEY WERE HALFWAY out of the vdley when lllyana sumbled and fel, to dl appearances
sensdless. Conan lad an ear next to her lips and fet her breathing. Then he handed the Jewe-ring to
Rahna, who dipped it on her left am. Sheathing his sword, the Cimmerian lifted the sorceress and
continued the dimb.

"Let me go on ahead and find an easier path, Captain,” Bora said. "You are hillborn like me, but |
have not fought hand to hand with the Transformed this night.”

"Not yet," Rahna said. "We may wdl have heard the last of Eremius. About his creations—"




From the swirling mi in the valey came wild cries, inhuman in their qudity but clearly from a human
throat. Rage, terror, and pain blended horribly in the cries.

Then the howls of the Transformed rose in a nightmare chorus, swalowing the human cries.
"What in Mitras name was that?' Bora gasped.

"As Rahna said, weve heard the lasgt of Master Eremius” Conan said. "I'd wager that was him,
making alight supper for some of his Transformed.”

Bora shuddered. "Keep your ding loaded and ready,” Conan added. "It's the only wespon we have
left for griking from a distance.”

"It's ds0 the only weapon we have tha Illyana didn't ensorcd,” Raihna said, dmogt meditatively.
Conan stared & her in dawning surprise.

"That matters to you?'

"After whet 1've seen these past few days—even lllyanas magic amdls other then it once did. And
anything flowing from the Jewels..." She shook her head. "I will think on it, when | have wits to spare.”

They scrambled out of the vdley in slence. They dso moved in darkness, for which Conan was
grateful. Darkness and the resurgent mig hid them from the Transformed, and the Jewels dept. They
might have been as exhausted as their rescuers, or even thelr new midress.

They left the mig behind in the Vdley of the Demons. By the time Bora saw the Lord of the Winds
towering againg the stars, lllyana could walk again. She was dso shivering, naked againg the night wind.

Bora redized tha whatever her magic had done to keep her warm was passing. He stripped off his
shirt and handed it to her. She donned it eagerly, then indined her head as gracioudy as a queen.

"We are grateful,” she said. Conan frowned and seemed about to speak, then seemed to think better
of it. Once again they moved onin slence.

The endurance of his companions surprised Bora.

The Cimmerian and Raihna had to be close to the end of their srength. lllyana had battled Eremius,
no less formidable an opponent than the Transformed, and could hardly be accustomed to waking
barefoot across mountainsdes.

At dawn, they were dmost in Sght of where they left their baggage. They emptied thar waterskins,
dung them again, and turned on to the last dope.

All a once Conan hdd up awarning hand.
"Stop. Everyone hide. I'm going on done” He spoke softly, asif hodile ears might be close.
"Wewish to know—" Illyana began.

Agan Conan frowned. Then he said with elaborate courtesy, "Y ou shdl know the moment | do. Until
then, | ask your good will."

Rahna and Conan exchanged glances. Then Raihna put her hand to the amdl of Illyanas back and
gently pushed her toward a stand of scrubby bushes. As Bora followed the women, Conan was dready
scrambling down the dope by a route that hid him from below. Once more Bora was amazed a how
slently so large a man could move.

Bora had barely time to become impatient before Conan returned as dlently as he went. The firgt
knowledge Bora had of his return was a soft bird whigle. Then the black-maned head thrust into the
bushes.



"Sx of those haf-witted humans Eremius used as scouts. They're Stting around our baggage. Swords
and spears, no bows. They look abit more dert than mogt, but no maich for us.”

"Mug we day more of the Magter's servants?' asked Illyana. She sounded dmost petulant.

Conan shrugged. "'l suppose we could leave them to the amy, like the Transformed. But do you want
to wak dl the way back to Fort Zheman clothed as you are?

"That might not be necessary.”
"By Erlik's beard! How—7?"
"Do not blagpheme.”

If lllyana had spoken in Stygian, Conan could not have looked blanker. This time it was Raihna who
frowned, then spoke.

"Forgive us, migtress. We think only of your comfort.”
"Thet is honorable. Very wel. We give our consent.” |llyana waved alanguid hand downhill. "Do your
duty.”

Once again Bora had the notion he was ligening to a queen. A queen—or a least aruler, condsting
of awoman and one of the Jewels.

Not both Jewels. Please, gods, not both.
Bora cudgeled his thoughts into order and began seeking dingstones under the bushes.

A Cimmerian battle cry seemed to sun hdf the men. The rest legped up. That made them the fird to
die, asthair attackers struck. Conan hewed down two, and Raihna the third.

One of the stting men fel over, ribs crushed and heart stopped by a dingstone. His comrades now
rose, one to run, the other to thrust at Conan with his spear. The Cimmerian had to give ground for a
moment, then hacked through the spearshaft with his sword.

The man had enough of the sheft left to raiseit like a fighting staff. He caught Conan's firg dash, then
tried to kick the Cimmerian in the knee.

This display of kill and courage neither dtered nor greaily delayed the man's fate. Raihna dipped
under the guard of hisimprovised gaff with her dagger. He redled back, thigh pouring blood, and did not
look up as Conan's sword descended.

Bora looked for the man who had fled, and saw him adready far enough to make akill chancy. Then
he looked around him. Conan would doubtless have noted any sentries, who indeed could not have been
veary dert. A second pair of eyes never harmed the chances of victory, as Conan's Captain Khadjar said.

Had Bora seen Master Eremius waking up the hill, he could hardly have been more surprised.
"Y akoub!"
The Cimmerian whirled. Bora pointed. The Cimmerian's sword legped up.

"Good morning, Captain Conan,” Y akoub said. He sounded as cdm asiif they were medting to vidt a
tavern. Then he looked at the bodies of his men. For a moment the cam broke and his face showed
naked grief.

"I did not teach them enough,” was dl Y akoub said. Then he drew his own sword. "I can dill avenge
them.”

"Smdl chance of that," Conan said. After a moment he sheathed his own sword. "Y akoub, I'd rather
not face your father with your blood on my hands. | have no more quarrel with you."



"If you meant that, you wouldn't have killed my men."
"Your men?' the Cimmerian snorted. "Master Ere-mius's tame dogs? What do you owe them?'
"My degath or yours," Y akoub said.

"That dung-spawned—" Bora began. He reached for hisding. A moment later he knew that spesking
hed been a mistake. A muscular Bossonian arm took him across the throat from behind. Raihnas free
hand snatched the ding from his grip.

Freed suddenly, he whirled to face the swords-woman. "Y ou—! Whose sde are you on?'

“I'm againg your dishonoring Conan. Y akoub—"

"Y akoub dishonored my sster! He dishonored my family!"

"Are you willing to fight him hand to hand?'

Bora measured Y akoub's suppleness, the grace of movement, the easy grip on the sword. "No. He'd
cut meto pieces.”

"Then stand back and let Conan settle matters. Y akoub is the bastard son of High Captain Khadijar.
His being out here may mean that Conan's commander is a traitor. Conan's honor is caught up in this too.
If Y akoub won't run, he has to be killed in afar fight."

"And if Conan is killed—?"

"Then I'll face Y akoub. Either swear to keep your ding on your belt, or I'll dice it apart with my
dagger now."

Bora would have cursed, if held known words adequate for his rage. At last he spat. "Keep it, you
Bossonian trull—!"

Thedap amed a Bora never landed. Conan and Y akoub sprang toward each other, and the dawn
light blazed from their uplifted swords.

Afterward Bora confessed that he had thought of using his ding to save Conan, as well as avenging
his own family's honor. He could not believe that the Cimmerian would be fit to meet a strong opponent
blade to blade, not after the night's fighting.

He did not redlize that Conan adso knew the limits of his strength. The Cimmerian's legp into sword's
reach was hislast. For the rest of the fight, he moved as little as possble, weaving an invisble armor of
darting sted around himsdlf. Y akoub was fresher and jugt as swift if lacking the Cimmerian's reach. He
might have won, had he been dlowed a clear line of attack for a sngle moment.

The deadly dance of Conan's blade denied him that moment.

At some time in the fight, lllyana came down to watch. After a few moments, she turned away,
yavning as if she found this battle to the deeth no more interesting than swine-mating.

Sitting down, she opened the bags and garbed hersdf. Bora knew a moment's regret at seeing that
far body at last concedled. Raihna was dill next to naked, but her face made Bora doubt whom she
thought the enemy, Y akoub or himsdlf.

Bora was as surprised as Y akoub by the ending of the fight. He had expected Conan to stand urtil
Y akoub wearied himsdf. Instead Conan suddenly left an opening that even Bora could recognize, for
Y akoub to launch a deadly stroke.

Nether Bora nor Yakoub recognized Conan's intent. The fird ether knew of it was when Conan
dropped under Y akoub's blade. It dill came close to salitting his head; hanks of blood-stiffened black



har flew.

Now Conan was indde Yakoub's guard. Knee rammed into groin, head butted chin, and hand
gripped swordarm. Y akoub flew backward, to land disarmed and hdf-stunned. He rolled, trying to draw
a dagger. Conan brought a Toot down on hiswrist and lowered his sword until its point rested aganst
the other's throat.

"Y akoub, | know you owed a debt to your men. | owe one to your father. Go back to hm and urge
him to go where he need not pretend you are dead.”

"That will mean giving up his Captaincy,” Y akoub said. ™Y ou ask much of both of us"

"Why not?' Conan asked. Sweset ran down him, in spite of the morning chill. For the firg time, Bora
noticed that the Cimmerian's left shoulder bore a fresh wound.

Y akoub seemed to be pondering the question. What he would have answered was never to be
known. As Conan stepped back, green fire of a familiar hue surrounded Y akoub. His body convulsed,
arching into a bow. His mouth opened in a soundless scream and his hands scrabbled in the dirt.

Then he fdl back, as limp as if every bone in his body had been crushed to powder. Blood trickled
briefly from his gaping mouth, then ceased.

Bora turned, not knowing what he would see but certain it would be something fearful.

Instead he saw lllyana gtting on a blanket, as regdly asif it had been a throne. One am was raised,
and the Jawd-ring on it glowed softly.

Conan knew that lllyana had declared war. lllyana and the Jewels, rather. Whatever she did, it was
no longer whally as her own migtress.

He was surprised to fed this much charity toward a sorceress. But a sorceress who was dso a béattle
comrade was something new.

"Raihna, give me the other Jewel," lllyana said, holding out her hand. "It istime to let them unite”

Rahna looked down a her Jewd-ring as if seaing it for the firg time. Sowly she drew it off and
dangled it from her right hand.

Conan willed his body and hismind to avoid any movement or even thought that might betray him.

What powers the Jewels had given lllyana or themsdlves, he did not know. He was certain that he
would have only one dender chance of defeating the Jewels. Unless Raihna was ready to turn her back
on ten years of loydty to Illlyana, and Conan would rather wager on King Yildiz's abdicating the throne to
become a priest of Mitra—

Rahnds right arm flashed up, as swiftly as if it were thrusting a dagger into a morta enemy. The ring
flew into the air.

Conan barely contrived to catch it before it struck the ground. Ralling, he rubbed the Jewd across his
bleeding shoulder. Then he sprang to his feet and flung the Jewe-ring with dl his strength toward the
Spring.

Nether a sorceress nor the power of the Jewels were as swift as the Cimmerian's am. The
Jewd-ring plummeted into the soring and vanished.

Conan drew his sword. He did not suppose it would be much use againg whatever the Jewels might
be about to unleash. Somewhere in his thoughts was the notion of dying with it in hand, like a warrior.

Somewhere, dso, lay the notion of giving lllyana a cleaner death than the twisted power of the Jewels
might intend.



Conan had bardy drawn when he suddenly fdt as if he had been plunged into frozen honey. Every
limb seemed congtrained, nearly pardyzed. Cold gnawed a every bit of skin and seemed to pierce
through the skin into his vitds. From somewhere near he heard Raihnds strangled cry, as if the honey
was flowing into her mouth and nose, cutting off her bregath.

It would be so easy to stand here or even lie down. So easy to let Raihna the traitoress perish, and
live on, satifying Illyands desire and his every night and sometimes every day. Sdidfying a queen and
leeding her armies was enough for any man.

Weasit not s0?
"l know you," Conan growled. "Whatever you are, | know you. You don't know me."

He twisted desperately. One after another, his limbs came free. The cold remained, but now he could
move hisfedt. Asif through a frozen marsh, he lurched toward Raihna.

She could move only her eyes, but now they turned toward him. She tried to lift an am. As her hand
came above her wag, her face contorted in pain.

The Jewels might have nothing left but vengeance, but they would have that. Or wasiit Illyana?

"Bora" Conan shouted. Or tried to shout. It was as if one of the Transformed was gripping him by
the throat. He tore at the air in front of his face, but the grip was stronger than he was dfter a night's
fighting.

Conan fdt his neck beginning to twist and strain. He fought harder, and the twiging stopped. He even
sucked in one deep treath before the grip tightened further.

How long Conan stood grappling with the invisble, he never knew. He knew only that in one moment
he was on the brink of having his windpipe crushed. In the next moment the soring began bubbling and
seething, spewing foul sseam—and the desth grip eased.

Conan dill fdt asif he was wading through a deep stream againgt a swift current. Compared with
what had gone before, it was easy to overcome it, easer dill to reach Raihna. The pain dill racked her,
but she let hersdf be drawn after him, one torturous step at atime.

At every moment Conan expected the Jewels to return to ther vengeance and complete it. Instead
the steam from the soring only rose higher, until no water flowed and the gap in the rock looked near-kin
to a volcano.

At lagt Conan fdt his limbs moving with their norma ease. All his wounds were bleeding again as he
drew Rahna out of the magic. She fdl againg him, clad only in sword and Bora's ding.

"Run!" Conan shouted. It was an order to both of them. For Raihna it was aso to gain her attention.
Her eyes were vacant and her mouth dack. It seemed asif it would not take much for her to collgpse and
die with her migtress, letting the Jawes have ther vengeance after dl. Conan swore to unknown powers
that he would nat let this happen, if he had to carry her dl the way to Fort Zheman.

Rahna had a warrior'swill to abandon no fight until she was dead. Her fird steps were sumbling, as
if the ground was hot. The next steps were cautious, as if she could not atogether command her limbs.
Then Bora took her other am and with support on both sides she broke into a dumsy run.

They plunged down the hill to the bottom of the next valey, then began dimbing the opposite dope.
Conan did not know where they were going, or how long they could keep running. He only knew that he
wanted as much distance as possible between him and whatever the Jewels were brewing up. Otherwise
they might take their vengeance purdy by chance!

Behind Conan, steam hissed and the grind and clash of moving rocks joined it. He did not dare turn
around to be sure, but it dso seemed that a green glow was spreading across the land.



They reached the crest of the hill with barely a sngle breath left between them. Conan contrived to
gtand, holding his comrades upright. He could not have done that and adso kept running, not to save
himsdf from dl the Transformed at once.

It was then that he findly heard Illyana scream. He had never heard such a sound from a human
throat. He had never imagined that a human throat could make such a sound. He did not enjoy knowing
thet it could.

Then the whole landscape turned green and the ground underfoot heaved.
"Down!"

Conan hurled himsdf and his comrades down the far dope of the hill. They rolled hafway to the foot,
bruisng and gouging aready battered skins. What little remained of Conan's garments remained behind,
as did Raihnas dagger.

Unable at last to rise, they lay and saw a vast cloud of smoke towering into the sky. It swirled and
writhed and flashed lightning. Dreadful shapes in gray and green seemed to form themsdlves in the cloud,
then vanish. The sound was as if the whole world was tearing itsdf apart, and the shaking of the ground
made Conan wonder if thishill too was about to dissolve in magic-spawned chaos.

The shuddering of the ground and the thunder in the sky died away. Only the smoke cloud remained,
now raining fragments of rock. As Conan sat up and began to count his limbs a fragment the Sze of a
man's head plummeted down barely ten paces away.

Raihna flinched, then looked down a hersdf.
"Conan, if you are going to embrace mein this state, let us seek a—a—ahhhhh!"

All her breath left her in a long walil. Then she began sobbing with more strength than Conan had
thought she had in her.

Bora discreetly withdrew. When Raihnas weeping was done, he returned, wearing only his loindloth
and carrying his trousersin his hand.

"Raihng, if you want some garb, I'll trade you this for my ding."

Raihna managed a amile "Thank you, Bora. But | think it would be better cut up into strips and
bound around our feet. We have some waking to do."

"Yes and the sooner we dtart the better,” Conan growled. Another rock crashing to earth nearby
gave point to his remarks. "I think my sword has a better edge than my—Crom!"

A bladdess hilt rattled to the ground from Conan's scabbard. Raihna clutched a her own bdlt, to find
both dagger and sword gone.

"The Jewels magic has along am, it would seem,” she said at last. "Wdl, Bora, | was right about
your ding being free of magic. Would you care to try it?"

Conan reached into his boot and drew his spare dagger. "lllyana didn't touch this e@ther.” He stood.
"Now, my friends, | am garting for Fort Zheman. | don't propose to stand around here gaping urtil a
rock cracks my skull."

"At your command, Captain,” Bora said formdly. He offered a hand to Raihna. "My lady?"

The Bossonian woman rose, and together they turned away from the smoke cloud that marked the
grave of Lady Illyana, briefly mistress of the Jewels of Kurag.

Twenty-three




"So THERE Y OU were, deep in the Ibars Mountains, with one pair of trousers, a dagger, and a ding
among the three of you. How did you contrive a way out?" Mishrak sounded more amused than

uspicious.
"We found hdp,” Conan said. "Not that they wanted to help us, but we persuaded them.”
"“Them?'

"Four bandits," Raihna put in. "They were holding a mother and daughter captive. The women were
from a village destroyed by the Transformed. They fled the wrong way in the darkness and ran into the
bandits"

"They must have been grateful for your hdp," Mishrak said.

"They helped ustoo,” Conan added. "Bora and | crept close to the camp. Raihna stayed back, then
stood up. Clothed as she was not, she made a fine sght. Two of the bandits ran out to win this prize.

"Bora killed one with his ding. | took the other with my dagger. One of the others ran a me but |
knocked him down with a sone and Raihna kicked hisribsin.

The mother hit the last one with a gtick of firewood. Then she pushed him face down into the
campfire, to finish him off."

The ddlicate faces of Mishrak's guardsvomen showed grim satisfaction at that last detail.
"And then?'

"Does it need tdling? We took the bandits clothes and everything ese that we could carry and Ieft the
mountains. We saw no sign of the Transformed or Eremiuss humean fighters.

"On the third day we met the soldiers from Fort Zheman. They mounted us and took us back to the
fort. We told Captain Khezd the whole tale. Y ou may hear from him any day.”

"| dready have" The voice under the mask sounded meditative. "You left Fort Zheman rather in
haste, did you not? And you took the tavern wench named Dessa with you.”

"We heard that Lord Achma was bringing up his men, to hep scour the mountains for the last of the
Transformed. Congdering what happened at our firs meeting with Lord Achmal, we decided it would
serve the peace of the redm if we did not meet again.”

Mishrak chuckled. "Conan, you dmogt said tha as though you meant it. How is Dessa taking to
Aghrapur?’

"She'sin Pylds hands, which are about the best to be found,” Conan said. "Beyond that, she's agirl |
expect can make her own way dmost anywhere

"More than equd to the task, if you describe her truly. Is it the truth, by the way, that Pyla is buying
the Red Falcon?"

"I'd hardly know."
"And if you did you wouldn't tell me, would you, Conan?"

"Wdl, my lord, I'd have to be persuaded it was your affar. But it's the truth that | don't know. Pyla
can keep a secret better than you, when she wants to.”

"So | have heard,” Mishrak said. "You are no bad hand at tdling tales, ether. Or rather, leaving taes
untold."

Conan's fingers twitched from the urge to draw his sword. "It is not well done, to say that those who
have done you good service are lying."

"Then by dl means let the truth be told. Did you intend to spare Yakoub?' A laugh rolled from under



the mask, a Conan's look. "No, | have no magic to read your thoughts. | only have long practice in
reading what is not put into letters, aswel aswhat is. | could hardly serve King Yildiz haf so wdl, did |
lack this art.

"But my arts are not our concern now. | only ask—did you intend to spare Y akoub?"

Conan judged that he had little to lose by tdling the truth. "I asked him to go back to his father and
uggest they flee together."”

"Y ou thought High Captain Khadjar was a traitor?'

"His son was. Had Khadjar been innocent, would he have told everyone that his son was dead?!

"True enough. Y et—the son might dso have hidden his tracks from his father. Did you think of that?"

Conan knew he was garing like a man newly risen from deep and did not care. Was Mishrak trying
to argue for Khadjar's innocence? If he was not, then Conan's ears were not as they had been, thanks to
Ulyands magic.

"l did not."

"W, let us both consder that posshility. If | need ether of you again, | shdl summon you. For your
good service, my thanks™" One gloved hand rose in digmissal.

At such brusgueness, Conan's firg urge was to fling his reward money into the pool at Mishrak's fedt.
Raihnds hand on hisarm arrested the gesture, giving wisdom the time to prevail.

Why offend Mishrak, if he was in truth going to seek justice for Khadjar, rather than merdy drag him
to the executioner? Nor was there much Conan could do abot it, if Mishrak was determined otherwise.

Others might have use for Mishrak's gold, even if the Cimmerian did not care to let the blood-price
for Y akoub soil hisfingers. Dessa, Bora and hisfamily, the Hyrkanians who had guarded so fathfully and
s0 carefully—he could find ways for every lagt brass of Mishrak's money if he wished.

Conan thrugt the heavy bag into his belt pouch and held out his am to Raihna "Shdl we take our
leave, my lady?"
"With the greatest of pleasure, Captain Conan.”

They did not ask Mishrak's leave to go, but his guards made no obstacle to ther leaving. Conan il
did not fed his back safe until they had left not only Mishrak's house but the Saddlemaker's Quarter itsalf
behind them.

Rahna drank from the same wel sheld used as she led Conan toward Mishrak's house, what seemed
months ago. Then she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and amiled for the firg time since they
reached Aghrapur.

"Conan, did | once hear you say you preferred to embrace me unclothed?!
The Cimmerian laughed. "When there's a bed ready to hand, yes."
"Then let us spend some of Mishrak's gold on that bed!™

They spent dl of two nights and much of the day between in that bed, and little of thet time deeping. It
was dill no great surprise to Conan when he awoke a dawn after the second night, to find the bed

empty.
It was some days before Conan had time to think of Raihna or indeed any woman. There was gold to

be sent to Bora, Dessa, Pyla, Rhefi, and a half-score of others. There was a new sword to be ordered.
There was a good ded of laziness to be purged from his company, dthough the sergeants had done ther



best.

When dl thiswasin train, he had time to wonder where Raihna might have gone. He aso had time to
consder what might have become of High Captain Khadjar. In the time Conan had known the man,
Khadjar never let more then three days pass without a vigt to his men. Now it was close to 9x days.
Was there away to ask, without betraying the secrets of his journey into the mountains?

Conan had found no answer by the morning of the eghth day. He was at the head of his company as
they returned from an dl-night ride, when a caravan trotted past. Through the dust, Conan saw a familiar
face under a headdress, bringing up the rear of the caravan.

"Rahnd"
"Conan!" She turned her horse to meat him. Conan dowed his men to awalk, then reined in.
"So you're a caravan guard in truth. Where bound?'

"Aquilonia. | dill cannot return home to Bossonia, until there is a price paid in blood or gold. But in
Aquilonig, | might earn some of that gold, sdling my sword. Also, lllyanas father has kin among the
nobility of that redm. Some might fed that 1llyanas friend for ten years had some dam on them.”

"Youll sill need luck.”

"Who knows that better than 1? If | don't have it, perhaps | can 4ill find a home in Aquilonia. Some
widowed merchant must bein need of awife"

"You? A merchant's wife?" Conan tried to keep his laughter within the bounds of manners. "I won't
sy that's as againgt nature as Dessa's being fathful, but—"

"I've had ten years on the road with Illyana, and more of them good than bad. Now—waell, | find |
want to know where my bones will lie, when it comes time to shed them.”

"Thet's a desire that never troubled me," Conan said. "But the gods know, you deserve it if you want
it. A swift and safe journey, and—"

"Oh, Conan!" She dapped her forehead, dready caked with road dust. "The sun mugt have aready
addled my wits. Have you heard about Houma and Khadjar?'

Conan's horse nearly reared as his grip on the reins tightened. "What—what about them?"

"Houmais no longer one of the Seventeen Attendants. He has resigned because of ill-hedth and given
large donations to the temples.”

"Large enough that hell have to sdl some of his estates, 1'd wager.”

"I don't know. | only heard what the criers said in the streets this morning. But it would surdy make
sense, to cut the Snews of Houmas son as well as Houma"

Conan thought that Houma's son would need cutting in other and more vitd places before he was
worth anything. But his company was dmost past, and he had yet to hear about Khadjar.

Rahna read the question in his eyes. "This | only heard in the soldiers taverns, but dl were saying the
same thing. Khadjar has been promoted to Great Captain of Horse and goes to Aquilonia, to see how
they fight upon the Fictish frontier. Some of the soldiers were angry, that the Aquilonians or any other
northerners can teach the riders of Turan anything.”

"I'd not wager ether way." Conan dso would not wager either way about the truth of the rumor.
Khadjar might have been sent to Aquilonia, but would he reach it dive? If he did, would he survive
learning how to fight Picts?

Stll, it counted for something that Mishrak wanted men to think Khadjar had been honored and sent
on amisson of trust. Perhaps Khadjar redly had gone to Aquilonia—while Mishrak carefully removed



dl of hisand Houma's dlies from power, if not from the world. Perhaps promotion would keep Khadjar
loyd heresfter, so that his gifts need not be logt to Turan.

Nothing certain anywhere, but that was no surprise. The world seldom was, at the best of times.
No, onething was certain.

"Raihna, a bed doesn't fed quite the same without you in it.”

"How long do you expect thet to last, Cimmerian?'

"Oh, as much as another ten days—"

She amed a mock-buffet a his head, then bent from her saddle and kissed him with no mockery at
dl.

"Whatever you seek, may you find it," she said. She put spurs to her mount and whirled away up the
road toward her caravan.

Conan sat until Rathna was atogether out of sght. Then he turned his own mount's head the other
way and spurred it to a canter. It would never do for the new High Captain of mercenaries to think that
Conan the Cimmerian would neglect his men as soon as Khadjar's eye was no longer upon him!



