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PROLOGUE

Night in the wilderness of the Border Kingdom was not only the absence of light. Darknesswas a
presencein itsdf, which reached out to suck aman in until he could never return to the world of light.

In that darkness, the man who called himsdlf Lord Aybas awoke dowly and reluctantly. In another
life, under another name, he had been fit to drink and wench until dawn tinted the sky, thenriseto do a
day'swork.

Now hewas older. His name was different. The chief he obeyed was likewise different, and was
harsher than any Aybas had served back in Aquilonia. Also, it was more often than not an uneasy deep
Aybas had here in the wilderness, on beds of cut branches or piled reeds, or even of leaves strewn on
the sullen rock of the mountains.

Y et the true reason for Aybass dow awakening lay elsewhere. It was asound that he heard, riding
the night wind as harshly as atroop of cavary in astone courtyard. He knew what followed on the hedls
of thissound. If he could deep, hewould not hear it and memories of what he heard would not trouble
hisdreams.

The sound grew louder. It was not aroar, or agrowl, or ahiss, or arumble like that of agreeat
grindstone hard a work. It had something of al of thesein it, but more that wasits own.

It dso had much in it that was not of the lawful earth or of any of its gods. Caled on to put aname
to these unearthly sounds, Aybas might have caled them dobberings, or suckings.

Hewould aso have prayed not to be asked to tell more. He could not, without revealing that he
knew what those sounds meant. That was knowledge cursed dike by gods and men, neither of whom
seemed to care much what happened in thiswilderness.

At last Aybasthrew off his sheepskin and stood. He would not deep again tonight, unless the cause
of the sounds did. Thewizards might send it back to deep, or at least Slenceit before dawn. They might
also keep it awake and at itswork until the sun shone even into the deepest parts of the gorge and the
valey.

Evenif he could deep through the gridy uproar, it would not be an untroubled deep. He had seen
too much of what those sounds meant to ever forget any of it. Aybass memories of what he had seen
snce he came among the Pougoi tribe would die only with him.

Evenif it would cleanse his mind, death was not something he sought. To avoid it, he had fled his
native Aquilonia, changed his name, sold sword, honor, and everything el se for which he could find a
buyer, to end herein the Border Kingdom.

In talestold to Aquilonian children, the Border Kingdom was next to Stygia as a place where
anything might happen, little of it clean or lawful. Aybas had long since learned that too much truth lay
behind the talestold of Stygia. He was now learning the same about of those told of the Border
Kingdom.



Boards creaked as Aybas waked to the door of his hut. Like most of the hutsin the village, it was
built on adope so steep that one Sde had to be braced by entire tree trunks. Otherwise, anything left on
the hut floor would roll merrily down to thelow side. Onefine night the hut itself might even lesp wildly
down the hill toitsruin.

The door aso cresked asit opened on leather hinges, letting Aybasinto the main street of the
village. The street was actudly aflight of steps, some carved from the rock itself, others rough-hewn
planks pegged in place. What level ground the tribe called its own lay on the valey floor at the foot of the
dope. Such rich bottomland was too precious to use for huts and storehouses.

Aybas had long since decided that if he stayed much longer with the Pougoi, he would find himself
growing atail for the better climbing of hillsand trees. Then, if he survived the service of his present
master, he could find work as a performing ape such as the Kushite merchants showed at fairs!

Thevillage waslit only by the odd torch burning before a hut here and there. Clouds had veiled the
moon since Aybas had retired. The wizards who called themsdlves Star Brothers did their work in
darkness, save when they wanted to sow even more terror by showing what they did.

Aybas's breath caught in histhroat as he saw the door open in ahut just downhill. A girl stood
there, the shadowy figure of aman behind her. The girl wore nothing above thewaist and only aleather
skirt from supple waist to dimpled knees. The hut's torch spilled harsh yellow light on coppery hair and
firm young breasts, and on muscular legs that Aybas had often imagined locked around him...

Asif Aybass thoughts had been an unwanted touch, the girl turned. Green eyes met hisbrown
ones, and it was the Aquilonian who finaly looked down. He was ill staring when he heard a gruff voice
say, "Come within, Wylla. Thereis naught to do, standing here to be gawped &."

"It was not that which | camefor, Father. | thought—I hoped that if | was out here, the... thefolk
up yonder might know it. Even take comfort from it."

"Hsshht! No gabbling about that where he can hear!" The "he" wasas plain asapointing finger in
meaning Aybas.

The Aquilonian waited until the door thumped shut behind Wylla, then let his bresth out in along,
gusty sigh. So Wyllawas losing her fear of the Star Brothers, at least enough to show pity for their
victims?

This was more common among the Pougoi than either the wizards or Aybas's master cared to
admit. Indeed, if al who had doubted the Star Brothers virtue—if not their power—had been sacrificed,
the VVde of the Pougoi would be very scant of inhabitants.

Perhapsit was time to make another example? If it was Wylla, could Aybas come forward and
make agreat show of asking for mercy? In return for certain long-craved favors, of course. ..

The thought made the chill mountain night suddenly seem warm. Aybasfelt sweat on hisbrow and
wiped it away with agreasy hand. A gust of wind blew down the street, and sparks flew away into the
darkness from the torch outside Wyllas hut.

Asif the sparks had kindled it, alight shone forth from acrossthe valey. A pinpoint at firg, it
swelled until it was aharsh blue glow, reaching out to strip the softness of night from the rocky bones of
thismountain land.

It came from beyond a high dam of rocks, logs, and rammed earth. The dam blocked the entrance
to the gorge across the valley and held within it a deep lake. On one side of the gorge's mouth, the cliffs
leaped upward, to form themselvesinto ajutting crest shaped like adragon's head.

On the dragon's head, two human figures stood, one tall and one short. The blue wizard-fire glowed
on their oiled skins and on the chains that bound them. Bound them for what would soon be climbing up
from the lake, to seize them at the Star Brothers command.

Aybas decided that it was time for him aso to beinsde his hut. His ssomach was not alwaysfit to
endure seeing the wizards pet feed, and the Star Brothers might see this weakness as enmity.

Then, to let Aybas keep the wizards favor, it would take more gold than his master could afford.
With no friends and many foesin thisland, it would be timeto journey again. Otherwise, he might end up



on that dragon-headed rock, waiting for the mouth-studded tentaclesto claim his blood and his
marrow—

Aybas gagged at the thought and all but spewed. He staggered into his hut and collapsed on his
pallet without closing the door. So he heard on the wind the splashing as the Star Brothers pet heaved
itself out of the water, heard the sucking and dobbering asit gripped the rock face and began to climb.

He had stuffed rawhide scrapsinto his ears before he heard the faint high call of pipes.

Thefisherman and his son atop the dragon's head were more fortunate. The pipes cameto their
earswith asound clear and exciting, like war trumpets summoning cavary to the charge.

The fisherman knew that the pipes could not redlly be making such asound. Marr the Piper had
magic at his command, as much as the Pougoi wizards had.

Thisdid not surprise the fisherman. He had known that he risked much when he and his son went
beyond Three Oaks Hill into aland where the man-hunting Pougoi warriors roamed. He had a so known
that in thisland lay pools and streamsrich in fat fish; sdlmon, trout, pike, even fresh-water oysters.

Nothing was ever won without danger in thislife. Such wasthe gods will. The greater the victory,
the greater the danger aman had to face to win it. The fisherman did not mourn his own shortened days.
He would have given much to have refused his son's pleas to accompany him.

Now the boy stood in chains beside him, his days about to end before he had seen hisfourteenth
year. He bore himsdf like aman in spite of the weight of the chains and the agony of the raw welts across
his back. He had been plain-spoken to the wizards, and they did not care for that. Or perhapsthey
thought to frighten the father by flogging the son.

No matter. That and al other questions would go forever unanswered as soon as what was climbing
the dliff reached them.

It was hard to seeit clearly. Thewizards magicd light had turned the water of the gorge into blue
fire, the migt swirling above it into blue smoke. The cresture was larger than any riverboat that the
fisherman had ever seen. It had tentacles where no cresture outside a madman's dresm would have them,
and neither legs nor eyes.

Its color was that of afish rotting on a sand spit in the sun; its sounds would have made the
fisherman empty his ssomach had it not aready been empty.

It was then that the magic of the piping joined battle with the spells of the Star Brothers. The chains
that bound father and son writhed like snakes. Then they snapped in the middle, leaving lengths dangling
fromwrigtsand ankles.

The piping also seemed to give the wizards creature pause. It hdted hafway up the dliff. Itscall
turned to arumbling hiss, and its tentacles dso writhed.

The fisherman looked about. There was no way down from the rock; a crevice—too wideto
jump— sundered it from the hill. The Pougoi warriors had brought the sacrificesto their rock acrossa
bridge of reeds and branches. Now the warriors had drawn the bridge back, and they stood beside the
crevice, bows and spears ready.

Down wasthe only way, and degth the only fate, for father and son. The fisherman il called the
blessing of his people's gods and the rivers spirits on Marr the Piper. His spell had given them the choice
of aclean death.

"My son, it will be upon us soon. Will you come with me?”

The boy saw hisfatein hisfather's eyes. The father saw knowledge, obedience, and lovein his
son's.

"Whereyou leed, | follow."

"I knew your mother and | had made aman.”

The fisherman gripped his son's hand and they turned toward the valley. Two short steps, along
third one, and then thefind legp out into Space.



The fisherman heard thewind in hisears. Its cal seemed to him the river spirits welcoming him and
his son home. He heard the outcry from the wizards. It seemed that hisbaking their pet of its prey was
not to their liking.

Then therock of the valey legped up to smash him from the world, and he heard nothing more.

Aybas heard agreat ded during the remaining watches of the night. He did not even try to deep.
Indeed, it seemed likely that the din must be waking babies and distracting loversin Iranistan! Between
the howling of the creature, the gabbling of the Star Brothers, the murmur of the Pougoi, and the uproar
of stock from cattle down to cats, the valley echoed until past dawn.

The one sound that Aybas—and, he judged, others as well—were listening for did not come. It
seemed that the piper had done his night'swork and taken hisleave.

Thisdid not surprise Aybas. Marr the Piper had been alegend in the Border Kingdom for a
generation, even before Aybas had |eft his native land. It was only in the last year or so that Marr had
seemed ready to contend with the Star Brothers of the Pougoi. There had to be limitsto the piper's
magic, dthough Aybas did not imagine that he himsalf would be the lucky man to reap the reward for
discovering them. ..

Asthe sun rose, the Pougoi drifted away to their huts and pdlets or to their day's [abors. Thefirst
among the Star Brothers, the man Aybas called Forkbeard, climbed the street to accost the Aquilonian.

"Thisisthethird time that Marr has befouled our rites" the wizard said.

"The other times must have been before | came among you," Aybasreplied.

"Y ou doubt my word?" Forkbeard asked sharply.

"Y ou put wordsin my mouth,” Aybas said, seeking to mix humility with firmness. "1 only wishto
remind you that | am newly come among the Pougoi. For what happened more than three moons ago. |
must trust to you and your brothers.”

"Our folk still will not spesk to you?”

Aybas shook his head. " About many matters, such as hunting and de, they are hospitdity itself.
About your work—" Aybas nodded toward the dam and the gorge "—they are less forthcoming."”

Aybas waited, praying that the next question would be, "Do these sllent ones seemto havea
leader?' Ingtead, the Star Brother only twisted the brass wires that bound his graying beard into itsthree
plaits.

The man seemed genuinely uneasy in mind and weary in body. Perhaps there was more to Marr the
Piper than Aybasthought. Certainly it was not the time to enlist Forkbeard in his quest for Wylla. Aybas
prayed that the time would come, before he forgot what to do with awoman when he had onein his bed!

When Forkbeard spoke again, it was not as Aybas had expected. "We must beat the hillsand
forests about the valley to find the piper or hislair," the Star Brother said.

"That will take many men."

"| seethat you have eyesin your head to know thelay of our land. If your master can send more
soldiers, archersabovedl, it will aid usgrestly.”

Aybas was torn between surprise and fear. Surprise that one of the hill tribeswould gladly invite
strangersinto their homeland. Fear of what Forkbeard would say or do if Aybas confessed that the men
were not to be had.

Hismagter did not lack fighting men, but for the work he had in hand, he needed every one of them.
Hewould have noneto spare for chasing magica pipers up hill and down valey thisfar into the
wilderness.

Forkbeard was frowning when ingpiration touched Aybas. "My master would gladly send every
man he can spare. But what use is even the best warrior when he does not know your land? | have been
among you for three moons, and your children still know the land better than | do!™

"Thereistruth in what you say," Forkbeard conceded. "But our young men who know the land



have other work. If they must leaveit..." He seemed to reach adecision. "Can your master send gold, so
that we may fill our needs that way? Then our young men will be free to hunt the piper.”

They would aso be freeto join with the men of Aybass master when his master's plans cameto full
bloom. That plain truth might open coffers, if they were not dready empty.

If the coffers were empty, Aybas knew that histime in the Border Kingdom was drawing to aclose.
He had served lords who tried to make fair words and silken promises serve in place of gold and silver.
It was poor service, and more often than not, it led unwary folk to unwel come meetings with the
headsman.

If that lay in hisfuture, Aybas would wait among the Pougoi until whatever his masters sent reached
him. Then he would be sure that enough of somebody's gold found its way into his own purse, to buy him
asafe passage out of the Border Kingdom.

"My masterswill gladly send gold or goods, asyou wish," Aybas said. "Y ou have only to say what
you need and my message will depart at once.”

"No man could do more.”

Few would do as much, Aybas knew. The Star Brothers could thank their gods that Count
Syzambry had sent them aman who had dready closed doors againgt himself in too many lands!

Chapter 1
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Dawn touched a pool of clear, cold water at the edge of the trackless dark forests of the Border
Kingdom. Dark water turned briefly rose-hued, then sapphire.

A man dipped from the shadows of the forest and crept to the edge of the pool. He moved as
slently asastalking cat, and his wide eyes ceasdesdy studied the land about him. Those eyes were of an
even colder blue than that of the pool, an odd match with hisblack hair, at least to those who did not
know thelook of Cimmeria

The man's name was Conan. He had willingly used no other namein al histravels. A namewasa
potent thing in chill, barren Cimmeria, where life and death marched hand in hand. For the son of a
blacksmith, closer to the gods than most, a name was best |eft untouched.

Conan had traveled far from his native village, learning in many landsthe skills of dave, thief,
warrior, and captain. Now he was bound southward from his native land after sundry adventuresthat had
left him wishing to taste civilization again. Women, wine, and gold were hard to come by in Cimmeria
SHling his sword in Nemediamight bring him each in abundance,

But to reach Nemediafrom Cimmeria, aman who did not wish to cross Brythunia had to brave the
mountains and brawling tribes of the Border Kingdom. Conan, ahill man born and never oneto shy from
afight, had chosen the straightest route south.

At thisdawn, he had been four dayswithin the Border Kingdom. He had seen little to make him
wish to tarry, and last night he had witnessed something that made him wish to hasten onward. What
could only have been witch-fire had blazed above the hilltops. It had been along way off, but had it been
in distant Khital, it could not have been far enough for Conan'staste. He loathed sorcery with apassion.

At the edge of the pool Conan knelt to thrust aleather water bottle beneath the surface. 1t bubbled
briefly asit filled. Then hetied it once moreto his belt and returned to the forest by a different path than
the one by which he had come.

Only when he was safdy within the shadowy ranks of the forest giantsdid heriseto hisfull height.
That waswell over six fet, with muscles and sinewsto match. A wise man would have given Conan a
clear path even had the Cimmerian not carried awell-used broadsword.

His garb was abearskin, leather breeches and boots, and ajacket of mail aswell-used asthe



sword. A dagger rode on one hip, and a pouch of well-greased cloth held sdit, nuts, and the remains of a
rabbit he had snared the previous night.

Being no fool, Conan would not gladly walk when he could ride, and he had begun hisjourney
south well-mounted. But he had lost his horse, and nearly hislife, in adesperate battle against the
monstrous yakhmar , the ice worm he had thought a cresture of legend. It had been no legend, asthe
bones of agirl and his horse proved. Now at least one of the mongters lay dead beneath Snow Devil
Glacier, brought down by agulletful of red-hot cods flung by amuscular Cimmerian arm. Conan was not
aman to trouble uncaring gods with pleas for help, but he hoped they had no plansto match him with a
yakhmar again!

Being otherwise well-accoutred for his journey, Conan had set off for the south on foot. He had
sought achance to trade for amount in the villages on the northern frontier of the Border Kingdom, but
found few openings. None would have given him amount up to hisweight, ether.

Chancesto earn amount were fewer gill, and asfor stealing one, the villagers guarded their horses
asif each wasworth itsweight in Slver. Also, the folk were by blood more Cimmerian than not. Conan
hed little wish to stedl from his own people, and no wish at dl to do anything that might give him an evil
name among them.

The deeper he passed into the Border Kingdom, the less he missed ahorse. The entire land seemed
to be built a adant. Thrice he saw a patch of level ground large enough to maneuver hisformer
squadron of Turanian horsemen. The rest of the land seemed to consist of hills either rising to pesks or
doping into valeys, rushing streamswith afew quiet pools, and endlessforests. In such aland, ahill man
like the Cimmerian could make better time afoot. Also, in aland not without men but seemingly without
law, he was rather harder to see. Twice he had seen the leavings of bandit attacks, once near-skeletons,
the other time both living and dead. Theliving were two men so covered with flyblown wounds that they
begged for the mercy of Conan's dagger. He had granted it.

Conan looked up through the treetops at the position of the sun. He had agood half day free for
traveling before he needed to think about food. In thisforest, those few hours would not take him asfar
asaman might wish, but the sun would guide his steps southward. The more he saw of the Border
Kingdom, thelesshewanted to tarry init.

By mid-morning Conan had learned that the forest he traveled was neither as endless nor as
uninhabited as he had thought. Twice he came upon well-worn foot trails, and once he passed a cluster
of hutstoo few to deserve the name of village. A vegetable garden and racks for smoking mest told of
how thefolk herelived.

Conan's belly was reminding him that his next medl redlly ought to be more than haf of arabbit. His
belly did not command hiswits, however, which told him that he would be quickest out of the Border
Kingdom if he passed through it like smoke on the wind, leaving no trace of his coming and no oneto say
that he had ever been there.

This resolution grew firmer about noon, when he left the trees and saw awooded valley ahead.
High on acrag to theleft of the valley's mouth stood aruined castle. At the foot of the same rocky
eminence there straggled an abandoned village.

Before the least-ruined hut of the village sood a galows, the long kind, fit for hanging a haf score of
men a atime. Three nooses dangled in the breeze now, and only two of these held bodies. Wéll-ripened
ones, too, Conan judged as a shift of the breeze brought awhiff of the corpses.

Hewrinkled his nogtrils, both at the stench and at the message he read in the dangling bodies. If two
banditswere dl that the local lord could bring to justice, it was one more proof that law sat lightly on this
land. Conan was not one to worship the law when it stood between him and easy wedlth, but the Border
Kingdom seemed to have neither gold nor law.

It doubtless had archers, though, so Conan took care not to make an easy target of himself ashe
crossed to the mouth of the valley. The bow was not hiswegpon of choice, but he had learned itsways
well enough in Turan to judge where an archer might lurk.



No arrows or other signs of life came hisway before he reached the valey. At the bottom, astream
that amost deserved the name of ariver flowed downhill. Besde it was atrail that clearly had borne shod
mounts as well as booted feet, and not long ago.

Conan scrambled up the Side of the vdley asif thetrail had been dive with serpents. He would use
thetrail if the lay of theland forced him to, but otherwise he would leave it to those who wished to make
targets of themsalves. He had long since learned that he would probably not die in bed from the onset of
years. Likewise, he had learned how not to die young from witlings mistakes.

By mid-afternoon he was well down the valey. He had devoured the rabbit and some wild
mushrooms by asmal stream. As he washed his hands, he thought he heard adistant bell chiming, but
afterward judged it atrick of the wind.

A jagged spur of reddish rock plunged down from the crest across his path. It seemed an
impassable barrier, and Conan reluctantly decided that he must at last strike downhill toward thetrail.

He had covered perhaps haf the distance when he heard the bell sound again. Thistimeit wasno
trick of thewind. Indeed, it seemed to come from beyond the spur.

A moment later, he heard abird cdling. Or, rather, aman imitating abird, not so well that Conan's
woods-wise ears could not discern the fakery. Then an answering bird call came from the treesin front of
Conan and not more than a hundred paces away.

Conan's sword legped into his hand. Then he looked at the thick-grown trees and sheathed it again.
For close work here, his dagger would serve better. There would be such work, he was certain, and hed
wager againgt the bird-calers.

But held not put the wager down, though, without asking afew questions first. Dropping to hands
and knees, Conan began asow downhill crawl. He was as he had been by the pool: astalking cat would
have been loud by comparison.

Before held covered half of the hundred paces, he heard the bell chiming again. Thistime he knew
the sound for what it really was. a horseshoe striking on rock. Listening intently as the breeze came and
went, Conan heard the clinking shoes of severa horses. These mounts, too, were beyond the spur of
rock, but the volume of their chiming was growing steadily louder.

Had the horses been his, Conan would have muffled their hooves before taking them through this
bandit-haunted forest. A grim smile crossed his face briefly. Perhaps some of the steeds would be his
after thisfight.

The gpproaching horsemen might well have no better claim to their mounts and goods than did
whoever was stalking them. If the Cimmerian chose, he might assst in achange of ownership. He might
depart the Kingdom afoot, but with the price of more than one mount in his purse. Then he could begin
his career in Nemediarather less like abeggar and more like aman whom warriorswould trust to leed
them aright.

Conan was gtill cat-silent as he crept down the dope to where he had heard the birdcdl. No rolling
pebble or snapping twig aerted the men he sought. When he found them, he saw that three of them il
had their eyesfixed to the front, as though they had no backs that might be vulnerable. The archer among
them was looking to the Side as he thrust his arrows point-first into the soil.

None of the men looked asif they had bathed or eaten properly for half ayear. Their beards and
hair would have done to Stuff amattress, and al of their garb together would barely have made one man
fit to appear on the Streets of atown. Y et their eyes and weapons were bright, and the Cimmerian knew
that he faced no easy foes here, if foes they wereto be.

The archer—rising from placing hislast arrow to unding his bow—was the first to see Conan. His
eyeswidened as he saw the Cimmerian loom over him, and he hastened his movement. Undinging his
bow brought it within Conan's reach. A muscle-corded hand, well-furnished with sword calluses, gripped
the curved ash. The archer tried to free hisweapon. He might aswell havetried to looseit from the grip
of atroll. His eyes widened more.

"Easy, man," the Cimmerian said. He spoke in alow voice, one clearer than awhisper but carrying



no farther. "Who comes?

"A caravan for theking," the archer replied. Thisdrew aglare from one of the others, which faded
swiftly as Conan returned it.

"What king?' There were some rulers whom Conan had no wish to turn into enemies. There were
also some who had long since put aprice on his head.

"The Border king, of course," the archer said asif addressing awitling.

That told Conan little, but perhapsthat little was enough. If he would be shaking the dust of the
Border Kingdom from hisfeet within days, did it matter if he took some of itsking's goods with him?

"How many are you, and how set?' Conan asked.

The bandits|ooked at one another. The sound of the approaching horsemen was now an dmost
continuousringing, liketiny forges hard at work.

"I'll not be your enemy unlessyou give me cause,” the Cimmerian said. "But I'll be no kind of friend
until 1 know if you're worth befriending.”

The bandits looked Conan up and down. One of them shifted position, until alook from both
Conan and acomrade nailed hisfeet to the ground. ™Y our backs are safe from me aslong asmineis safe
from you," Conan added.

The sturdiest of the bandits seemed to reach adecision. "Four men on either sde of thetrail, on this
sde of the spur,” he said. He jerked athumb toward the spur.

"No more?'

"Half again as many to the other side of the spur. Runs acrossthe valey, it does, with agap for the
trail. The others, they jump out, drive the caravan through the gap. 'Stead o' safety, they find us, blocking
thetrall "

Then the first bandits would pour through the gap, taking the caravan in the rear. Unable to move,
mounted men lost their grestest advantage in fighting those on foot. Conan himsdlf had learned asmuch in
Turanian service, wherelight-armed foot frequently overmatched mounted nomadsif the foot could
chose their ground.

"Well and good,” Conan said. "Where do you want me?"

The bandit leader jerked athumb again, thistime toward the left. Conan understood. That flank
would trap him between the other bandits and the spur. If he had thoughts of treachery or flight, he might
not live to act upon them.

Or s0 the bandits intended. Conan would not quarrel with their folly, or with anything else about
them, unlessthey gave him cause. Before hetook hisleave of them, though, he might teach them alesson
or two about judging Cimmerians.

The bandits now spread out in aline some forty paceslong. The farther end of the line was out of
Conan's sight in the underbrush. The bandit |eader was just barely in view, and Conan knew it meant that
the man probably could not see him. A glance aso showed Conan severd placeswhere, with afew
steps, he could become asinvisble asthe air. One of the places, he judged, would not only hide him
from his new and dubious comrades, but would alow him to see clearly what lay on the trail.

It was no part of Conan's plan to follow the bandits into afight against impossible odds or against
folk he might not wish to have as enemies.

The Cimmerian had just finished settling into place when the bandits beyond the spur launched their
attack. Bloodcurdling shrieks rose, echoed by the screams of horsestorn by sharp stedl or arrowheads.
Those men not shrieking hurled war cries at one another, and more than war cries. Conan heard stones
cracking hard againgt shidds.

Then he caught asingle word in one of the war cries. It was aname, and at the sound of it, Conan's
blood legped in hisveins,

"Raihnal Raihnal Raihna"
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Conan had never known the woman by any name save "Raihna," the name a score of leather-lunged
men were now shouting asawar cry. But he had known her well as battle comrade, shrewd judge of
horseflesh, cheerful bedmate—and companion on an adventure into the 1bars Mountains that had been
the stuff of nightmares.

If thiswas the same Raihna. It was not an uncommon namein Bossoniaand severa other lands.
Conan felt no cdll to bare stedl in defense of atotd stranger.

He dropped his bearskin, shifted his sword o that it would not clatter against the rock, and flung
himsdlf at the face of the spur. Fingerswith an iron grip and booted feet found holds, and the Cimmerian
swiftly mounted the height. As he climbed, he drew steadily to the right, to where he could caich a
glimpse through the gap.

The bandits had once again forgotten that they had backs that might be vulnerable, and thistime
they dso forgot that they had flanks. Conan scrambled up to his intended perch without so much asa
glancefrom below.

It was his Raihna. The woman who sat a scrubby but strong-limbed mare in the middie of thefight
wore a helmet that covered agood part of her face. Her breasts now strained a much-repaired hauberk.
Conan recognized the wide, gray eyes, the freckles on the uptilted nose, and the long, fine neck.

Then she shouted a string of orders, and certainty became more certain sill. The voice had
roughened atrifle snce they had parted, but dust and winters on the road would leave their traceson a
throat of brass.

A man legped from atree onto the rump of Raihnals mount. The mare staggered under the assault,
but her rider was equd to the situation. Unable to swing her sword for fear of hitting comrades, Raihna
drove the pomme into the man'sface. His short sword grated on her mail; then its point caught in a
broken link and drove through. Conan saw Raihnas lipstighten.

He aso saws her hand rise, holding astout Aquilonian dagger drawn from her boot. The bandit was
S0 busy trying to press home his sword thrust that he never saw the stedl that opened histhroat. His eyes
were wide but unseeing as he toppled off the horse, leaving both Raihna and the mare drenched in
another'sblood.

Conan sought afoothold with which to begin his descent. He had no bow, nor was he the most
accomplished archer. Indeed, it would have taken an archer of miraculous gifts to send an arrow into that
tangled fight without hitting friend rather than foe.

One bandit exchanging swordcuts with aguard saw Conan. His eyes widened and he shook his
head, then opened his mouth to shout. It seemed he could not decide what the Cimmerian might be
about. Thismoment of doubt ended when the guard grappled him and rammed a short sword up
between hisribs. The bandit died with his mouth and eyes wide open, his questions about Conan forever
unanswered.

As Conan sought his next foothold, an arrow cracked into the rock next to him. He looked down
and saw that he could drop the rest of the way in safety. He landed with aforce that would have broken
the bones of alesser man, but he rolled and came up into a crouch. He heard shouting from the bandits,
with the leader calling the archer the son of more fathers than adog has fleas and other pleasant names.

Perhaps the archer had not waited for his chief's orders before shooting. If so, the quarrel between
the bandits would give Conan his best opportunity to strike.

Hewould strike, too, for Raithnaand her men. Nothing that the Cimmerian believed in, neither
honor nor gods nor the simple courtesy due a bed-mate, would alow him to do otherwise.

He must dso strike swiftly. The bandits on the other side of the gap were doing as they intended,
herding Raihnas caravan forward—forward through the gap to what she might be thinking was safety,



but to what would instead be more like akilling pen.

The caravan guardswould sdll their lives dearly when they learned the truth, of course. There would
be fewer bandits by the time the survivors of the band laid hands on the caravan. Conan intended that
therewould be till fewer, and none of them grasping the king's goods.

The quarreling bandits were now making as much of adin asthey would in awineshop in Aghrapur.
If the fight beyond the gap had not been making more, they would have given warning of their planned
ambush.

Asit was, the archer was not too distracted to miss Conan's regppearance. He whirled, nocked an
arrow, and shot just asthe leader clutched hisarm. This sent the arrow flying wildly; Conan's leap behind
atree was hardly needed to save his skin.

It proved useful, though, in surprising the bandits. They stared about them asif the Cimmerian had
vanished into the air. They were looking the other way when Conan burst from behind the tree, sword in
one hand and bearskin in the other.

The bearskin flew through the air, wrapping itself about the archer's head and shoulders. He fought
himsalf clear of it quickly enough to give him ashot a most men.

The Cimmerian was not most men, asthe archer swiftly and direly learned. As he nocked another
arrow, Conan's broadsword dashed at hisbow. The string parted, splinters of ash flew from the wood,
and the archer legped back, dropping his wespon.

He aso legped back squardly into the path of hisleader. For amoment, the two men were as one,
and that one incapable of moving against Conan. The leader seemed to believe that no man so large
could move fast enough to gain from this Situation.

In the next heartbest, he died of that migudgment. Conan's sword hissed in adeadly arc, ending
withasolid chunk! asit clove the man's head. He wore a stained leather cap reinforced with rusty iron
bars, but Conan's blade diced through it asif it were parchment. Indeed, it sank so deep into the leader's
skull that for amoment the Cimmerian was not master of hisown blade.

With desperate courage, the archer drew his dagger and sought to grapple and stab. He grappled,
but the stab ended in futility againgt the Cimmerian's mail. Then Conan's free hand dammed into the
archer'sjaw hard enough to snap the man's neck and fling him backward into atree, thereby cracking his
skull aswell.

Conan freed his sword, stepped free of the bodies, and faced the next bandit. The man had no
wespon fit to face the dark-haired giant he saw before him, and no wish to die before histime. Judging
from the crashing in the bushes, his comrade fdt likewise.

Much to Conan's pleasure, neither of the surviving bandits thought to shout awarning to their
comrades on the far dope. The Cimmerian was free to move against those comrades as he wished.

He knelt and examined the bow. It had suffered more than atrifle when his sword knocked it out of
the archer's hands, but the dead man had a spare bowstring wound about hiswaist. With swift and
supple fingers, Conan restrung the bow, then drew one of the arrows from the ground and nocked it.

The weapon would do well enough. It was not the curved horsebow Conan had learned to usein
Turan, nor the stout Bossonian longbow. With the horse-bow, aman could put five arrowsinto a
man-sized target at two hundred paces from the back of agaloping horse, with thelast arrow in flight
before the firgt struck. With the longbow, Bossonian yeomen could drive a shaft aslong asaman'sarm
through Aquilonian mail and a hand's breadth into the man under the mail.

Conan had no need to do either today. All he had to do was to persuade the bandits across the trail
that enemies now stood where they had thought friends to be. Their own fear would do therest, asthe
Turanian High Captain Khadjar had so often told those he thought worth teaching among the captains of
theream'sirregulars.

"Hewho rules hismind on a battlefield will be the victor inthe end,” Khadjar once said. "Hewho
letsfear ruleit will be ether adishonored fugitive or fare for the vultures.”

Wise words from awise man, now chasing Picts on the Aquilonian border—if no one had sent



ns after him. Perhaps Raihna had heard something?

Perhaps, but she needed to survive this battle to tell it. Conan jerked the string of the bow to his
ear, then shot. The arrow darted through agap in the treesto vanish in the forest acrossthetrail.

It needed two more arrows before anyone over there so much as cried out. Even then, it wasa
curseon afriend for ill-aimed archery. It was not until the sixth arrow that a scream told Conan of drawn
blood.

Two more arrows flew, and he was nocking yet another when the bandits did what he least
expected. They attacked.

Not four, but at least twice that many, charged out of the woods. Conan sent the nocked arrow into
one man's chest and hefdll, writhing. The others came on. It seemed that they had the wits to know how
to set their trgp anew. Drive off thisfoe who had sprung from the earth and they would once more
command both sides of thetrail.

The bandits had more than courage. They had luck, at least at first. Conan had no time to even think
of picking his ground before the vanguard of the caravan spilled through the gap.

In amoment, bandits, pack animals, and guards— both mounted and dismounted—were as
mingled as anest of serpentsin the Vendhyan jungles. Conan did not dare shoot another arrow. He had
worked upon those bandits minds, but not as he had intended. If thistangle of fighting men and
frightened anima s lasted for more than moments, it would block the gap astightly as ever the bandits
could wish.

When oneroad to victory was blocked, the Cimmerian never hesitated to take another. He flung
himsdf downhill, legping bushes and rocks, darting around trees, both sword and dagger gleaming in his
hands. Seeking surprise, he uttered no war cry, but the sound of his passage gave warning nonetheless.

Fortunately, it was warning to friend and foe dike. The bandits on the trail turned to face him. The
guards had the witsto see this. When Conan burst onto the trail, the guards aready thought him likely to
beafriend.

This doubtless saved hislifein the next moment. He thrust with his dagger at one opponent, but the
man lunged for the Cimmerian'slegs. The dagger thrust passed over the man, and Conan's sword was
occupied with another opponent. Caught off balance, Conan reeled.

Then aguard vaulted over a pack mule and landed on the back of the bandit gripping the
Cimmerian'slegs. The guard drew no weapon and needed none. Above the din of the battle, Conan
heard the man's spine crack and felt hisarms ease their grip.

Conan stepped clear of the dying bandit and held his other opponent at arm's length for amoment
with deft swordplay. Then hisinstincts warned of new danger. Hefeinted at the first man, whirled, and
diced from abare, hairy shoulder an arm widlding atulwar. The man shrieked, tried vainly to stanch the
blood, then stopped shrieking as his strength failed him.

By the time Conan could return to his first opponent, the man was dead. He had backed into easy
reach of the guard, who had no lack of weapons or dearth of skill to use them. The bandit lay witha
gaping neck wound that half severed his head.

By now the outpouring of blood was turning the rocky ground of the path into aruddy ooze that
offered precarious footing. Conan leaped onto a boulder, then down onto drier ground. Thisnot only
gave him better footing, it put him closer to the foremost edge of the battle.

A bandit who thought no foe was within reach learned otherwise as he bent to dit the saddlebags of
adying horse. He died before the horse did as Conan gripped agreasy pigtail with one hand and
rammed his dagger into the man with the other. The bandit fell on saddlebags dready half-open and
spilling vids and pots whose seal's bore runes Conan did not recognize.

The guard who'd aready fought beside Conan cameto join him, and now each man had asafe
back as he faced the bandits. One of the bandits who had fled emerged from under atangle of bushes,
his courage renewed, or perhaps hoping for easy pickings.

Whether from courage or greed, hisreturn to the battle brought him only swift death. Conan was



ready for the bandit's legp into the middle of thefight. A stoutly booted foot shot up like astonefrom a
sege engine to catch the man in mid-legp. He doubled up with a sound that was haf gasp, half scream.
As he toppled to the ground, Conan's sword split the back of his skull.

After that the battle swiftly took on the common shape of such affairs: aconfused blur of stedl
flashing and clanging, men shouting and screaming, and bodieswrithing or lying till. 1t began to seemto
Conan that he had far more opponents than the bandits could have furnished. He had amoment's chilling
thought, that new bandits were indeed risng from the ground, or that those he had dain were coming
back to life.

A moment later he realized that the abundance of foes was owing to the bandits trying to flee past
him. Raihna, or someone with hiswits about him, had blocked the gap and thus the retreat of every foe
who had passed through it. The gap was now working againgt the very men who had thought to useit.
Their one remaining, thought wasto flee, an endeavor that led them past Conan.

This, inturn, led to butcher'swork for the Cimmerian. When he finished, he awoke asfrom adaze
to find himsdlf standing in thetrail. He was bloody from chin to boots, hisweapons hardly less so, and the
ground around him amosaic of blood and bodies.

Asthe baitle rage ebbed, he noticed that the surviving guards were keeping their distance from him.
One archer had not dung his bow, although he had not yet nocked an arrow. Another, adark-faced,
bearded man, was making what Conan recognized asasign againgt the evil eye, over and over again.

"Raihnal" Conan shouted. The name came out like the croak of agiant frog. The Cimmerian
redized then that he must have been fighting like an Aesir berserker. Smal wonder that even those he
hed aided were wary of him!

"Rahnal" Thistime the name came out asif spoken in aknown human tongue. The guards
recognized it and stared at him. The bearer of the name a so recognized it but did not stare. Under the
helmet, her fair, freckled face had its own share of bloody smears. Now her features were drawn
together in an intent frown.

Conan laughed. He could dmost hear her wondering, "When in my travelsdid | meet thisgiant
berserker, that he calls my name asif we were old friend?"

"Raihnaof Bossonia," Conan said more quietly. "1 am Conan the Cimmerian. | swear this, by the
gods of my own people and by anything € se you want meto swear by."

He knew much about her that would remove al questions of who hewas... and he doubted that
she would much care for having these matterstalked of in broad daylight before her men.

Raihna's frown trembled, then vanished. Her full lipstrembled aso, before curving into asmile. Ina
sngle fluid series of movements, she sheathed her sword, did from her saddle, and crossed the bloody
ground to the Cimmerian.

"Conan?' She sounded delighted and wondering at the sametime.

"I've no twin brother that | know of, and no sorcerer has ever done much with an image of me.
Trust me, Raihna. | am here”

"Oh, Mitral"

For amoment it seemed to Conan that Raihna would swoon. He raised a hand, ready to save her
from thisindignity. It would cost her some obedience from her men, that he did not doubt. Without the
battle haze in his eyes, he saw them for a stout band who would not reedily take orders from awoman.
No, better said: would not take orders from most women.

But Raihnawas not most women. It hardly surprised Conan to see her with her own band of
caravan guardsin less than two years after she had |eft Turan asasmple guard in another's band.

What did surprise him was that their paths should cross again here, in this dreary wilderness that
caled itsdf the Border Kingdom. Y et that was most probably another tale best saved until later.

Raihna now seemed to have regained command of hersdlf. She reached up and tugged a a stray
lock of Conan'sblack hair.

"Gods, it isno bad thing to see you again. Better ill, when you have put me—us—so much in your



debt. | sweer that | will find someway to—"

"Pay that debt?" Conan said with agrim smile. Again thinking of her authority, helowered hisvoice.
"Best pay it by ralying your men and moving on.” Hetold of hisown battlein thetreesin afew words,
leaving out dtogether hisfirg notions about joining the bandits.

"Y ou havetheright of it, Conan. If these wretches have friends, that one you puit to flight may send
them warning. And we are hardly in afit state to meet themif they come.”

Raihna seemed to grow a hand's breadth in height, and Conan would have sworn that her eyes
glowed. When she turned their gaze on her men and snapped out a half-score of commands, they legped
to obey asif awarrior goddess was among them.

Conan resolved to worry less about Raihna's authority among her men and more about hisown
welcome. He would have her favor, but many in the southern lands did not know Cimmerians. Some of
those, like fools everywhere, feared what they did not know.

Seeing that Raihna had matterswell in hand, Conan strode off uphill. He returned with the leader's
body and the discarded weapons of the bandits he had dain.

"Best not to leave anything lying about that some witling can pick up,” he said of the wegpons.
Raihnanodded, then looked a sillent question about the body.

"He has some rank among these mongrels,” Conan said. "Theres aso apublic galows abit farther
on, at thefoot of ahill with aruined cagtle atop it. Hang thisfellow up and it might send amessageto any
friendswho think of trying usagain.”

Raihnanodded. "Y ou were dways alongheaded man for one of your years."

Conan laughed. ™Y ou make me sound like agreen lad!”

"No," she said, and both her voice and her eyes held memories that made Conan's blood legp. "No
lad.”

Then shewasthewar captain again, cdling to her men to contrive apack animal or alitter for the
bandit's body.

Conan stood gpart, smiling. The promise had been made and returned. Now they needed only
darkness.
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A few of Raihnas men wanted to track the fleeing bandits.

"Keep 'em from warnin' thelr friends, be there any,” one man said.

"And loot anything the friends stole from other caravans, I'll be bound?' Raithnasmiled asshe
spoke, but her voice was as hard as the rock where she sat.

"Wedl—I'll not deny that, Mistress."

"Good. Y ou'retruthful, if not wise. We have four dead and six hurt past fighting again today. This
forest isno placeto be dividing our strength against foeswho likely know it well.”

The man took the rebuke with a shrug and a smile and set to work mending the harness of a pack
mule

In less time than Conan needed for ameal at a good wineshop, the caravan was on the march
again. Asthey retraced Conan's path from the ruined castle and gallows, the Cimmerian rode in the van.
Raihnarode in the center, well out of earshot, which denied Conan the chance for adiscreet word with
her.

Not that he would have taken it had they been riding side by side. Every eye and every ear would
be needed until they |eft the forest, and every mouth had best remain closed.



Clouds and the passing of the day had brought twilight to the land before they reached the gallows.
It was then that Raihna drew rein beside the Cimmerian and studied the ruined village.

" like not the looks of that place, Conan. Know you anything of it, for good or for ill?"

"Y ou have no one from this redlm among your men?"

"Folk of the Border Kingdom who have won free of it seem not overeager to return, | have learned.
| had good men of my own, and no wish to burden them with fainthearts.”

Conan nodded. One willing man was worth three dragged into an undertaking. Moreover, anative
of thisland could well have been in league with the bandits.

"Cadtleor village?' Conan asked.

"The path up to the castl€'s too steep for the beasts, and I'll not be dividing the men here, either,”
Rahnasad.

"Thenit'sthe village or deep wet and cold tonight,” Conan said, looking at the sky. It had grown yet
more sullen in the time they sat their mounts, watching the bandit's body riseto the gallows.

"That would ill serve our wounded,” Raihnasaid. She cupped her hands. "Ho! We campinthe
village tonight. Find the softest stones and the driest mud it offers, and see to the animals. Blue Watch
takesfirst guard.”

She turned to Conan. "That means me. The sergeant of Blue Watch isamong the wounded. But |
will not be awake dl night.”

Conan grinned. ™Y ou mean, you'll not be standing guard dl night. Whether you deep or not—"

"Y ou seem sure of your prowess, Cimmerian!”

"Havel no reason?’

Raihnareturned Conan's grin. "If you press me for an answer, | would not deny it. But before | see
to the men—what brought you from Turan? The service of spylord Mishrak again?”'

Conan suggested that Mishrak defiled he-goats and pissed in wells, then laughed. "Not Mishrak,
nor anyone in Turan, bade me here. Indeed, the farther the better from Turan for afew years.

Hetold of hisfind year in the Turanian service and of how it had ended in flight when ahigh-ranking
officer took offense at the Cimmerian's ways with the man's mistress. He told more briefly of histravels
afterward, north to Cimmeria and then south again.

"I doubt not that Mishrak had afinger in one or two of my journeys before | dusted Turanian soil
from my boots," Conan said. "But Crom spare me from ever having to serve him again aswe once did.”

A shadow passed over Raihnas face, and she gripped Conan's hand. Then she smiled again and
dismounted. "1 must be about my work. Y ou see to our mounts and baggage, and | will join you in good
time"

Conan watched Raihna stride toward where her men were tethering the pack animals and unloading
them. Shewas asfair asever to aman's eye, but it seemed that far more years than before sat upon her
shoulders.

No, it was not the years. It was the weight of being a captain, aweight the Cimmerian had cometo
know rather better than he wished.

If Raihnawas southward bound after finishing her work here in this godless wilderness, perhaps he
should join her. A captain's burden could be lighter if borne on two sets of shoulders.

Aybas had dept much of the day, for the night before had been as hideous as ever anight of
sacrifice could be. It seemed to him that the Pougoi wizards were in fear of something mightier than
themsalves, or of their sworn foe, or of both. In their fear, they were sending the warriors farther and
farther abroad to snatch victimsfor their beest.

Last night there had been no less than five victims - one a girl-child years from womanhood. Five
victims, and no piper playing in the night to give the chained wretches a chance at a clean degth. No piper



to unsettle the Star Brothers—and Aybas redlized more and more that it pleased him to see those
bearded bloodsuckersrolling their eyes with fear of the unknown!

The gods only knew that he himsalf had been doing enough of that since he took the service that
had led him here. What kept Aybas a hiswork now was the knowledge that he might be near to finishing
it. Heaso knew that if he fled without finishing the work, he was unlikely to leave the Border Kingdom
dive. He had cometoo far to leave his bonesin the wilderness out of fear or whim.

The knocking on the door of his hut was loud enough to awaken a dead man, so Aybas listened to
the voices with his senses dert. He had his sword drawn before he undid the latch to admit a Star
Brother. Before he dammed the door behind the man, he saw that the guards standing outside wore long
faces.

"What has the piper done now? Frightened your pet into afit?'

The Star Brother glared and made what Aybas hoped were usdless gestures of aversion. Aybas
decided to guard histongue. True, Count Syzambry needed the Pougoi warriors, but he needed the
wizardsto keep the warriorswilling to do his bidding. For that the wizards needed their pet—and their
pet needed its horrid food.

"Lowlander, wergoicein the gold your master sends. But as for you, we can ill-spesk you more
eedly than you might imagine.”

Aybas was not sure whether the wizard meant that he would carry talesto the count or cast aspell.
The Aquilonian decided not to hazard either.

"Forgiveme. | dept ill and have—" not afever, hewould not say that for fear the wizardswould try
to hed him"—aflux." Yes, aflux. Even herein thiswizard-haunted wilderness, they healed fluxeswith
herbs and wise women's smples, not with spells passed down from places and timesfar better lost to the
memory of man!

"Have you summoned the wise woman?' the wizard asked.

"No, but | will do so a once when you have spoken. Theills of my flesh are of small importance if
you bring great news."

Theflattery ended the rites of aversion without gaining asmile. The Star Brother inclined hishead in
what he no doubt thought was a gracious gesture.

"The newsisnot yet great, but soon will be. Thefirgt band isready and will do itswork tonight, at
the hunting lodge."

"Isit known if both Princess Chiennaand her son arein residence?’

"Of the princess, we can be certain. Of the babe, my Brother seemslesssure.”

Aybaswould have prayed that old King Eloikas's grandson Prince Urras was absent from the lodge
where hismother lay. Prayersrising from thisland, however, seemed morelikdly to draw the wrath of the
godsthan their favor.

So he merely hoped that the babe would be absent and that only his mother princess Chienna
would be abducted tonight. That would be enough to either bring the old king to hedl and win Chiennas
hand for Count Syzambry or to force Eloikas into open warfare against the count. In either case, Aybas
would be done with wizards, if not with the Border Kingdom!

But that happy time was yet to come. Now Aybas could not ask even one Star Brother to leave his
hut. Indeed, the man seemed to have more news, if one could read as much of his countenance as
showed above his beard.

"Hasaught goneill dsawhere?!

"A band of the Free Friends—" the name the bandits of the relm gave themsalves "—sought to
while away the time by taking aroyal caravan. It would have been a shrewd blow had they donethe
work and lived to guard our folks path homeward."

"But they did not?"

"All but a handful who fled died. Those who fled spoke of agiant, conjured from stone and set



loose among them. Our foes seem to have more spells at their command than we had thought.”

"Or more men?' Aybaswithheld asigh. "L ook you, Brother. All the gods be witness, you and your
comrades know more of magic than | had thought mortal men had it in them to gpprehend. But | know
rather more of war and battle as they are waged outside these hills. Rather than fear sorcery, fear lest the
caravan has taken some of the Friends prisoner and forced them to revea what they know of our plans.
Bid the men who take the princessto retreat by a different route, to hide by day and march by night, to
speak to no one, and to delay for nothing save the end of the world!

"That will do as much againgt our enemies as any spell you can cast or any score of folk you
might..."— hewould not say, "let your pet daughter"—"take up."

"Will you never be done with insolence, Lowlander?"

It wasin Aybass mind to say that hisinsolence was a child's compared to that of Count Syzambry.
But he held his peace. L et the wizards find out what manner of man they had bound themsalvesto when
the count ruled in thisland. It would be aharsh lesson, and by then Aybas would be well-hidden, far
from the Border Kingdom.

"Forgivemeagain if | give offense. It isnot my wish to do so. But it is very much my wish that work
so well begun should not fail now through smple mischance.”

"The message you st forth will be sent, Aybas. Will that content you?"

"Entirdy." Aybas knew that he would not have won more had he offered the wizards the treasury of
the priests of Set!

The clouds that had loomed overhead through the twilight passed on without dropping more than a
cupful of rain. Conan saw lightning and heard the crash of thunder to the west as the sscorm moved on, but
the caravan made adry camp.

Although Conan had no duties once he had unpacked Raihna's baggage, he took his share of the
camp duties nonetheless. It was plain that some among the men had guessed that he and Raithnawere
oncelovers. It was plainer till that all wished to know more about this man to whom they most likely
owed their lives.

So Conan drank as much as he wished and could have drunk more than was wise. He brought his
sword to the armorer to be examined for nicks. Cimmerian work was not often seen by armorers from
the south, and Cimmerian swords wieded with deadly effect by the sons of Cimmerian smiths hardly
ever. Conan and the armorer had a pleasant enough chat over thewine.

He helped agroom oil leather saddlebags that showed signs of cracking. He helped two newly
hired boys repack vids of herbs and smples nastily scooped up from the ground where they had fallen
during the fight. He helped another boy with a potter's deft hands for clay mend abroken jug that held
something foul-smelling beyond dl belief.

"Thiswill give King Eloikas agreat power againgt hisenemies, or 0itissad,” the potter explained.

"Phaugh!" Conan said, yearning for fresh air or, at leadt, the closing of thejug. "What will he do?
Invite them al to dine and then unstopper thisjug at the banquet? Surely enough, the stink will day them
al”

The potter frowned and did not reply. Conan felt achill of unease deep within. Was King Eloikas
dabbling in sorcery? Even if he did so because his enemies had begun it, Conan wanted no part of such
dudsof magic. If Raihnawas going toward the place of such adud, he was honor-bound to follow her
asfar as she went. But he would hope that it was not too far, or that if it was, astoutly wielded sword
could win him freeagain.

In twenty-three years of life, the Cimmerian had learned that sorcerers sedom made agood end.
They also made an even worse end for far too many other folk before they came to their own.

"Forget that | asked,” Conan said. "'l bear King Eloikas noiill will. I will even bear hisill-amdling
gifts, if | mug."



The potter's frown eased. They chatted briefly, and then Conan moved on to the hut where the
wounded lay. There were five of them now, for one had died since reaching the village. As Conan
entered, the leech was kneeling beside aman who was clearly taking hislast bresths.

Man? Boy, rather; hardly older than Conan had been when he firg felt the lash of the daver'swhip.
A boy, dying far from home and clearly fearing that he had not donewel in hisfirst and only bettle.

Conan kndt besde the lad's palet. "Easy, there. What is your name?’

"Rasmussen, Cap... tan.”

"Aegror Vanir?'

"Vanir!" Even dying, the boy had the strength for indignation. Conan smiled.

"Didyou... did you seemefighting? Did | do well?' Rasmussen gasped. His northern fairness had
turned the color of fresh-falen snow. Only hiseyes held color now.

"Twice, when | had timeto look about.” Conan said. He had not in fact laid eyes on the boy until
this evening, but thiswas one of those liesthat any honest man would tell and any god forgive.

"l didwdl?'

"Rass, your strength—" the leech began.

"|... tell me, Captain!™

"Y ou paid your way, Rasmussen,” Conan said. "Few can do morein their firgt fight, and many do
not do asmuch.”

"Conan tdlsthetruth,” came Raihnas voice from behind Conan. "I made agood bargain when |
took you on."

But she wastalking to a set face and staring eyes. After amoment, she joined the two men beside
the pallet and with her sword-callused thumbs, closed the boy's eyes. Then she swayed, and Conan
contrived to keep her from faling without gppearing to do so.

Presently Raihnawas in command of herself again. No words were needed as they walked back to
the hut Conan had chosen for them. Still in sllence, they sat across from each other while Conan poured
the last wine from a skin into two wooden cups.

"To old comrades," Raihnasaid. They clicked cups, then drank. When her cup was empty, Raihna
wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and regained something of her old manner. Then she shook
her head with arueful grin.

"Conan, | wish | had haf your kill intdlling liesto soothe the dying.”

"What lies?' the Cimmerian growled. "l said thelad had done aswell as any man doesin hisfirst
fight. He did not run, and al of hiswoundswerein front. That isaswell asmost men do.”

Raihna shook her head again. "Conan, you were born ahundred years old.”

Conan threw his head back and his laughter raised echoesin dusty corners. "Tell that to the thieves
of Zingara. It was said, when | waslearning their craft, that awise thief would not be caught in the same
quarter of the city with Conan the Cimmerian. The great lout would warn his prey, the watch, al soldiers
sober or drunk, and even the fleas on the watchdogs! "

"They said that of you?'

"Not to my face, | grant you. But, in their cups, some forgot that | was hearing. | let it pass.”

He pulled off hisboots. "But telling tales of my past will be dry work with the wine gone. What of
you? Caravan guarding seemsto have done wdll for you."

Raihna's men seemed well-seasoned, save for the lads, and they were certainly well-armed. They
were dso wdl-furnished with thingslike purgative herbs and spare boots. Conan had known the lack of
such smal mattersto leave great gapsin the ranks of acompany, evenif it had no enemy to face.

Rahnawore baggy |eather trousers—unable to disguise the long, supple legs within—that hung
down over the best sort of Argossean riding boot. The dagger on her belt was of good Aquilonian work,
aswasthe mail now lying in the corner. Her tunic was red Khitan silk, tight enough to set off breasts that
seemed asfine asever.



"I have been one of the lucky ones," she said. Her tale followed swiftly, for it was ashort one.
Caravan guarding drew many men, but kept few. They fel to bandits, to disease, and hardship, to the
temptation to steal from the caravans. If they survived al those, they sometimesfell prey to mere
disenchantment at discovering that the distant cities of their dreams had no towers of ivory or women
cinkingwithgold.

"I survived dl the perils and thereby learned to keep othersdive aswell," Raihna concluded. "After
that it was asmple matter to win my own band. It was not so Smpleto win it areputation.”

"Isthat why you're here?"

Shenodded. "King Eloikas had afair selection of goods to bring home but only ten of hisown men
to guard it. His steward would not make a free gift to the bandits. Most guards would not give the
steward acivil answer. The Border Kingdom has areputation as aplace of hard rocks and still harder

"I've seen nothing to make me doubt that.”

"Nor havel. But | grew up poor in Bossonia. A land such asthis holds few terrors for me, and
where | would go, my men would follow."

"Where arethe king's men?"

"They rode on ahead this morning to warn the captain-genera of our coming.”

"Or sothey said,”" Conan growled under his breath. The unknown captain-general might not be the
only onethey had warned. And there was the matter of the stuff of sorcery he had seen in some of the
bags.

The Cimmerian rose and turned away. Before her men he would uphold Raihna's authority with the
last drop of hisblood and the last stroke of his sword. Alone with her, he had to ask afew blunt
questions, the gods grant without making her fling thewinejug a him—

He turned back to the woman, and thoughts of serious mattersfled hismind like rats from aburning
barn. Raihnahad pulled off her tunic, and above the waist she wore only the dressing over the cut on her
ribs.

As Conan watched, she kicked off her boots, then pushed the riding breeches down those long
legs. The breecheswere amore practica garment than atavern dancer's silks, but somehow they came
off asawiftly.

"You areasfar asever,” Conan said.

Raihnamimed akick at his manhood. " Shape your tongue to wiser words, Cimmerian. Few women
turn into wrinkled hagsin ayear. Or spare your words and speak to me without them.”

She held out her arms. Theinvitation could not be denied, nor did Conan refuseit.

It was long before they dept, and when they did, it was the kind of deep that is near-kin to degth.
They did not hear thunder without lightning roll through the hills. Nor did they hear, closer to hand, the
soft but insstent call of pipes.

Aybas heard the thunder. He also heard the cry of the Star Brothers pet. Where he was, adead
man might have heard it. He was standing at the very foot of the dam.

It was acry unlike any he had ever heard, even from a cresture that seemed able to make the
sounds of every earthly animd. It was along, whistling moan, with an ugly bubbling note beneath the
whistle and the moan. It was a sound that no human ears should have heard, a sound from another world,
where evil reigned crying out to the world of men. Evil for which no human tongue had words, but which
Aybas feared he might soon be mesting.

That fear took away much of his pleasure at the news that Princess Chienna and her captors were
safely away from their pursuers. He did not know if the babe was dso captive, but from the wizards
refusal to spesk of it, hejudged not. That made the news even better. Or did, until the thunder rolled and
the beast cried.



It was some consolation for his own fear that the Star Brothers seemed quite as fearful. Perhapsit
was not only Aybas who harbored thoughts of evil reaching out from aworld beyond the world, an evil
hungry and yearning to feed that hunger, an evil perhaps soon to dip past al restraint.

Aybas spoke more sharply than usua when he addressed the Star Brother who seemed to have the
most command of himsdlf. "What isthis? Isyour pet Sck?'

"Itisinfear," the other replied. Aybas did not even bother to turn away before making the gestures
of averson. Whatever could put the wizards pet in fear was something no man in his senses should not
dsofear.

Thunder rumbled again, and Aybas and the wizards cringed. But the creature beyond the wall made
no reply to the thunder. Searching the dark sky, Aybas saw lightning flash beyond a distant peak that
bore arounded bare summit horribly resembling a skull.

It was natural thunder, the gods be praised! Aybas stopped his gestures before the wizards noticed
them and took offense. Then he saw that they were too busy jabbering among themsalves to notice him
even should he begin beating adrum and chanting war songs!

Aybas dipped away and crossed the valey floor toward the village. Hafway across, he saw two
figures hdf-hidden in astand of spiceberry bush. The next flash of lightning showed him Wyllas coppery
hair and long-fingered hands lifted in prayer. Beside her rose the familiar massive bulk of Thyrin, her
fether.

Prayer, or some woman'srite? The Star Brothers might be interested to know that Wylla could be
doing that which they had forbidden. This might be Aybas's long-sought opportunity to win Wyllas
gratitude for saving her.

Y et somehow theideano longer drew Aybas onward as strongly asit had, even though thoughts of
Wylladtill did. Having unnecessary dedlings with the Star Brothers was too greeat apriceto pay for any
woman!

With victory so close, it was best to bide histime, then speak to Count Syzambry. The count could
ded with the unruly among the Pougoi should any protest at seeing one of their clansvomen sold away
fromthevaley.

Of course, the count might refuse his acquiescence. But even then, Aybas would be dedling with a
mortal man—an ambitious man, to be sure, one who would stop &t little to rule in thiswretched land—
but not with awizard, one who sent messages without a messenger and tamed creatures from beyond the
world.

"Migtress Raihna, Mistress Raihnal™

The shouting dowly penetrated Conan's ears. He sat up and willed deep from his muscles and wits.
In two swift strides he was &t the hut door.

Behind him he saw tanned limbs flash as Raihna scrambled into her garments. Conan unbarred the
door and alowed the man pounding on it to open it a hand's breadth.

"Migtress Raihnal Mistress Raihnal™ the man repeated.

"Are we attacked again?' Raihna called.

The man made no answer. Ingtead his mouth opened dightly as he sared at the Cimmerian looming
in the crack. The Cimmerian, in the same hut as Mistress Raihna, and not fully garbed.

Conan heard that thought asif the man had been shouting it. He saw the man bend to peer through
acrack between the door's weethered planks. Then the man straightened abruptly asalarge hand
gripped the collar of his much-mended shirt.

Jerking the man to hisfeet, Conan opened the door wider but stood to block any view into the hut.
"Y our captain has asked you a question, my friend," he said with dangerous softness. “Isit your habit to
ignore commands from her?"

"Ghhh—" the man replied. Conan redized that his hand on the man's collar was depriving him of



speech, and he loosened his grip. The man rubbed his neck, started to glare at the Cimmerian, then
seemed to think better of it.

"TheresaCount Syzambry outsdethevillage, ah—"

"Conan of Cimmeria, once of the Turanian service," Raihnasaid. She was only just decently clad as
she stepped into the doorway, but she wore sword, dagger, and helmet over scanty garments.

"Ah, Migtress, Captain Conan. Count Syzambry says that the Princess Chiennawas abducted last
night. He wantsto question al of us and search the camp and the baggage.”

"Il s;ehim buried in came dung first!" Raihna snapped.

"Midress, he hasfifty menwith him."

"Has, or says he has?" Conan asked.

The man looked dubious about Conan's authority to ask, then cringed at Raihna's ook and
shrugged. "No one has seen more than twenty, and they are till outsde the village.”

"Good. Keegp them there until | come," Railhnasaid.

"Yes Midress."

The door dammed behind the man and they heard hisfeet running off. Conan and Raihnalooked at
each other.

Even if Count Syzambry had no more than twenty men, that was more than Raihna had. If he had
the fifty he claimed to have, he might be a worse menace than the bandits.

Raihnathrew her arms around Conan and let him hold her againgt his massive chest for amoment.
Then she kissed him and stepped back.

"Guard my back and your tongue, friend. We haven't brought King Eloikass goodsthisfar to lose
them now to some son of ashe-ass calling himsdf acount!”

Chapter 4

Back | Next
Contents

Syzambry was asmall man who sat on asquare-built roan sdlion asif he had grown in the saddle.
He wore a plate back-and-breast, an open-faced helm plumed in scarlet, and awell-used broadsword
ready for aleft-handed draw.

The hedmet hid most of hisface but |eft exposed abushy dark beard shot with gray, ajutting red
nose, and large dark eyes. The count was staring about asif he wished to make folk believe those eyes
could seeinto aman'ssoul.

Conan, remembering some of the mortal men and other-than-mortal beings he had faced, was not
much bothered by the count's playacting.

"Temple pageants are thisonestaent, not leading fighting men," the Cimmerian muttered.

Raihnawas close enough to squeeze hisarm, feel therock hardness of its muscles, and whisper in
hisear. "For your life—and mine, Conan—be silent until | give you leave to speak.”

Conan jerked his head in anod. Speaking out of turn might provoke Count Syzambry to folly. Or it
might make a shrewder man wonder if he faced dividing foes, whose quarrels he could turn to his
advantage.

Conan now stepped back and studied the count's men without seeming to do so. They were agood
twenty and more. None of them was as well-mounted as the count, nor as well-armored. Conan saw
much mail among the men and noted a few unfortunates with no more than boiled-leather jacks sewn
withironrings.

Their weapons were better fitted for battle. All had swords, and most of them had either short
horse-bows or crassbows. Conan could only guess at their stock of arrows and quarrels. He feared that



they had sufficient to win any fight Raihna's men were foolish enough to provoke.

Conan was not the only one to see that. Raithna's men took onelook at their visitors, a second at
their captain's gestures. Then they seemed to vanish into the air, to put stout walls between themsdlves
and the count's men.

A man darted out from behind Raihna’s hut and came close enough for Conan to hear hiswhisper.
"We are gathered in the heart of the village. Shdl we start blocking the streets?!

Raihna shook her head. "Put the archers where they can see and shoot in dl directions. Don't forget
the castle Sde of the village, ether. If His Bearded-ness has any more men, he may well send some of
them over the hill to take usintherear.”

"The gods bewith you, Mistress."

"Andwith dl of you, too."

The man vanished. Raihna struck her left arm with her right hand. "I wish we had gone up to the
cadtle. It would be easier to defend.”

"Wed till be getting the pack animals up the path.. . if they hadn't falen off and squashed
themsalveslike grapes,”" Conan muttered. "Small use to worry about what might have been.”

"Another saying of Captain Khadjar?'

"Any man with hiswits about him learnsthat before he's been in five battles, or hesvulture's
fodder."

Raihnafolded her arms across her breasts. "Count Syzambry. | am Raihnathe Bossonian, captain
over this caravan and itsguards.”

"So | have been led to believe. | was dso led to believe that you had royd men with you. Where
aethey?'

Raihna repeated what she had told Conan. Syzambry's laugh was mirthless. Raihna flushed, and it
was Conan'sturn to grip her arm.

"I am Conan of Cimmeria, once of the hogts of Turan, and under-captain to Mistress Raihna. | ask,
what isthejest?"

Syzambry stared at Conan. Hislaughter thistime was forced as the Cimmerian stared back.
|ce-blue eyes caught and held dark ones. It was the dark ones that |ooked away and a gloved hand that
twitched asif it sought the hilt of asword.

"l do not say that you lie," the count said. "But without the roya men watching you, much might
have happened against the king's good. Against your good, Mistress Raihna, if you vaue your reputation
asan honest captain.”

"Nothing happened,” Raithnasaid. "Certainly nothing that bears on the matter of Princess Chiennas
abduction. Thefirst we knew of it was when your man summoned my guard.”

"Yes, and if he had let my men into your camp, we would not be standing here glaring at each other
like two packs of wolves over ascrawny stag.” The count's eyes gave the lie to the soft-seeming words.
"The guard had my orders, and | have orders from King Eloikas. One of themisto let no one

question the men or search the baggage unless he bearsaroya writ."

Count Syzambry sniffed. "A nobleman such as | bears such awrit by birth. Y ou need have no fear
of disobeying the king by obeying me"

"Forgive me, my lord, if | seem doubtful,” Raihnasaid. "We are srangersin thisland. We know not
itslaws or customs, o we cannot judge the truth of what you spesk.”

Conan saw that she wanted to add, "And we cannot judge whether you are a count or not,” but
drew back from such aninsult.

"l am the judge here," the count said. It was next to asnarl. The fingers writhed again. Conan eyed
the distance between himsdlf and the count. The man had made a serious mistake, perhaps without
redlizing it. He stood between where Conan and Raihna stood and those of his archers who had good
shots at the opposing captains.



With only atrifle of luck, Conan could have the little man off hishorse and down in the dust before
the archers could shoot. If that came to pass, the fight would take avery different path.

The count glanced at Conan again. The Cimmerian tried to look as harmless asalamb and to stand
as motionless as an oak tree. From the rider's change of countenance, Conan thought he had succeeded.

The count opened his mouth to speak. His intended words died unuttered as a pack mule brayed in
the village. Shouts echoed the mules, some of them in voices Conan recognized. Others were the voices
of strangers shouting " Stedl Hand!™

Conan looked to Raihna. She nodded. He whirled toward the village. The count gave awordless
ydll, and Conan heard crossbows cocking.

Conan continued to whirl, scooping up a stone as he did. He flung the stone with the force of a
ding, driving it into theflank of Count Syzambry's horse. The roan squesled and reared, catching the
count unready. He clutched frantically at the saddle, the mane, the reins, anything that would keep him
from tumbling to the ground.

Meanwhile, Conan's free arm looped around Raihna's supple waist. Snatching her off the ground,
he ran for the cover of the village. Behind him, the count was still struggling to keep his saddle, never
mind control hismount.

"If that little jacka in man's shape shields usfor amoment longer—" Conan began. The whistle of
arrows cut into hiswords. Arrows and bolts began sprouting from walls and kicking up dust.

Count Syzambry screamed curses. His mount screamed in pain. Conan judged that someill-aimed
shot had struck home in the roan. The archery dackened but did not cease.

Aheead, avacant hut offered a ggping window. Conan flung Raihnathrough it like awharf man
flinging aba e aboard ship. Then he followed, landing amaost on top of her.

"Ekkkh, Conan!" Raihna gasped. "Watch my fingersif you want my sword in thisbattlel" Conan
stepped back as Raihna sprang nimbly to her feet and drew her blade. Outside, the archery had ended
and the count's curses were dying away.

Thedinfrom therear of the village had redoubled. It was till more the hurling of insults and war
cries than the clashing of stedl. Conan st his shoulder against the sagging door of the hut. Wood and
leather gave with aripping crack, nearly tumbling the Cimmerian onto the ground. Recovering himsdlf, he
led Raihnatoward the rear of the village.

Conan dlowed himsdf only aglance at the fight there, sufficient to tell friend from foe. The men who
had come down the hill numbered at least adozen; enough to hold Raihnas at bay, not enough to press
home an attack.

The attackers adso lacked the witsto post flank guards. Conan and Raihnatook full advantage of
thiserror. They hurled themselves againgt the flank of the enemy, wielding the flat of their swordslike
berserkers. All of Conan'singtinctstold him to leave foes dying, not merely stunned. But everything he
had learned of warcraft since his youth told him that Count Syzambry would stop a nothing to bring him
down were he to daughter the count's men.

Himsdf and Raihnaand Raihnas men. Alone, Conan knew that he could show dl the counts of the
Border Kingdom aclean pair of heels. He doubted that any Border Kingdom lordling's writ ran far into
Nemediaor Aquilonial

But with dutiesto Raihna and her men, Conan was not free to wreak bloody havoc among the
count's men. He had to use his strength and speed to put them in fear without littering the village streets
with their corpses.

Thishedid with terrifying skill. At leest it terrified the count's men, who gave way as quickly asif
Conan had actually butchered haf of them. He cracked heads, broke sword arms, kicked meninthe
stomach, and punched them in the back of the neck. Beside him, Raihna did the same with somewhat
less strength, but hardly with less speed or effect.

Together they rolled up the enemy'sline as quickly asthievesrolling up astolen tapestry. Those of
the count's men who had time to see the fate of their comrades did not wait to meet their own. They



turned and fled out of the village and up the hill.

Raihnas archers on the roofs began shooting. Raihna screamed at them to stop. They heard, but
they did not obey at once.

"No more blood, you witlings!" Conan roared. "No more blood and we can still win free of this!"

"Tdl that to—" someone began.

Conan did not spend timein arguing. He lesped high, clutched the ankles of the nearest archer and
brought him down with a crash on the hut's roof. Rotten timbers and thatching gave under the man's
weight and he plunged through the roof in acloud of dust. From insde, Conan heard cursesthat proved
the man was shaken rather than hurt.

"Migtress," aman caled in amore moderate tone. "Garzo is hurt to degth, and two others have
shed blood. That says nothing of the pack animals hurt or dain. We owe the bastards for that!"

"We owe King Eloikasthe safe arrival of hisgoods" Raihna snapped. "Wewill fight or not asit will
help us honor our bond. Y ou swore to obey mein that. Will you stand foresworn in the face of the
enemy and before aman who knows how to use strength and wits?'

This speech drew an e oquent silence. Conan knew that Raihna's power over her men was fraying.
He hoped that the last few strands would hold until either Count Syzambry saw reason or the fight began
in good earnest.

A whigtling warned Conan in time. He flung himself one way, Raihnathe other, as arrowsfrom the
hill sprinkled the village. More pack animals screamed. A mule cantered down the street, blood gushing
from itsthroat. At the corner, it collapsed. A scrubby but stout-legged pony broke into a gallop, toward
the count's men. Arrows jutted from its flanks and rump. Asit passed the dying mule, more arrows
sprouted from it and it reared, then aso collapsed.

"I'd wager they'retrying to keep us hereif they can't beat us down," Conan told Raihna.

"Keegp us here until they can bring up more men?!

"Why not?1'd lso wager that if none come before nightfall, we can win clear then. For now, they
seem to lack the scomach for aclosefight.”

"We can hardly win free with the animalsto consider.”

"Therearetimes—"

"There are times when you are too free in telling me how to do my work, Conan!"

"Truth istruth, whether | spesk or stay Slent.”

Raihna shook her head asif that could make matters otherwise. Then she wiped her eyeswith a
tattered deeve. The movement lifted breasts that her garb hardly hid. Bruised, grazed, and dusty as she
was, Raihna could have walked into any tavern and danced her way to a purseful of silver.

The archery now dackened from both the hill and the valley side of the village. Conan swung himsalf
onto aroof and lay low enough to beinvisible, high enough to see clearly.

The count was waving hisarms so wildly that he seemed to have more than two. After amoment
Conan redlized that Syzambry had the wits to know what he faced here: men who could defend
themselveswell enough if they had warning of an enemy's plans. Commanding his men by silent hand
sgnds, Syzambry must be hoping for surprise.

That he was planning on attacking at dl raised Conan's hopes. Syzambry's men from the hill had lost
haf of their strength and were past fighting, or they were dtill fleeing. The count had barely the meanswith
which to attack afoe standing on familiar ground, well-armed and under captains who knew their work.

Conan remained on the roof for sometime. The vermin swarming in the thaich |eft their customary
haunts for tagtier prey. They drew no response from the Cimmerian, not even atwitch. He had learned
the art of glence and tillness while fighting the mountain tribes of the Turanian frontier. Againgt them, to
move wasto die.

A whigtle, athump, and the smell of smoke at last made Conan move. Looking to the right, he saw
smoke curling up from the thatch of the next huit.



Firearrows!

Briefly, Conan cursed Count Syzambry'swits and the scantiness of last night'srain. If the ancient
thatch of the village had been well-soaked, the count could never have used thistrick. As Conan finished
curaing, three arrows plummeted into the thatch of hisown hut. All three of them must have struck adry
patch; for flames rose dmost a once, then leaped toward the Cimmerian fast enough to singe his hair;

Conan rolled toward the edge of the hut. The thatching sagged under him, and he heard a muted
crack of wood. Then aroof beam gave way, and burning thatch, unburned thatch, timbers, and Conan
crashed to the floor of the hut.

The Cimmerian legped to hisfest, beating out smoldering patches on hisclothesand in hishair. As
he finished the work, Raihna appeared. Her light linen trousers now covered less than did most
loin-guards, and her shirt consisted of rags that threatened to part company with one another at any
moment.

Her garb might bein disarray, but her witswere not. "I have the men gathering the most important
goods now. They know what those are.” For amoment, her lipstrembled. "Y ou wereright. We shall
appear before King Eloikas aslittle more than beggers and pray—"

She could not go on. Conan wanted to hold her but doubted that they had the time, or that she
would take comfort fromiit.

"Raihna. Well need arear guard to hold the village while the rest of the men go over the hill. That
will have to be the way, so that Syzambry's mounted archers can't follow. Give metwo or three men, one
an archer, and I'll make that rear guard.”

"Conan . . ." She stared a him asif he had arted speaking in Khitan, or had turned into a dragon.

"In Crom's name, we haven't the time for arguing!™ he dmost shouted. "'I'm the best man for the
work. Give me some good men at my back and flank and I'll do it."

Raihnas hand came up. For amoment, Conan braced himself for adap. Then her hand camethe
rest of theway and lightly brushed his cheek.

They were standing there, knowing that time and foes pressed, when deep-toned war trumpets
sounded outside. Firgt, onein the far distance, beyond the hill. Then another, answering it from closer by.
Findly, two more, which grew louder as they sounded.

By thetimethelast trumpet blast died, Conan heard the sound of many horses, swelling repidly. He
pushed Raihnalightly on one bare shoulder.

"Timefor you to run and for meto fight. | think the count's friends are coming."

Decius, captain-generd of the Hosts of the Border, knew what might come of sounding the
trumpets. If Count Syzambry was &t the village and had the wits to heed the warning, his men could show
Deciuss men aclear pair of hedls.

The captain-general prayed to every lawful god, however, that Syzambry would be driven to
desperation instead of to flight. If the count hurled his men into the village so that Decius could catch them
red-handed—

King Eloikas would not much carefor abattleif Syzambry escaped. But if the battle put an end to
the count and his scheming and treachery, the king would forgive his captain-generd much more than
that.

Deciusleaned forward in his saddle, then drew himsdf upright. A captain-generd could not appear
uneasy, not when he led no more than a score of men toward battle against perhaps twice their number.
The villager who had warned of Syzambry's march might have miscounted, but Syzambry could indeed
havefifty men.

Asthe trumpets sounded again, Decius nodded to his banner bearer. The banner of the Silver Bear
rose and stood out in the wind. Decius nodded to his squire, riding amast boot to boot with him, and the
lad handed over his master's shield.



The stout oval of meta-rimmed oak settled on Deciussarm like afamiliar friend. He did not draw
hissword. It was not yet. time to be reduced to guiding his horse with his knees, not over such rough
ground.

A fina blast on the trumpets echoed from the hillsde. The captain-generd’s men spurred their
horsesto atrot asthey rounded the find bend in thetrail.

Before them stood Castle Dembi and the equdly ruined village at the foot of its hill. Half of the huts
in the village seemed to be aflame. On the hillside sprawled the bodies of men and animals. A column of
heavily burdened men on foot was scrambling past the bodies.

Deciusreined in before the ruins of the village shrine. The ground about him showed the traces of
many shod horses. A cloud of dust on thetrail leading into the forest showed where the horsemen had
gone.

"Who comes here?' arough voice shouted from the village.

Decius was not accustomed to being so addressed, not since he had won his spurs at seventeen.
But if whoever shouted had just survived afight againgt Syzambry's minions, he had good cause for
suspicion.

"Servants of King Eloikas," Deciusreplied. He would not name himsdlf lest it provide Syzambry's
rear guard an easy victory.

"Advance and be recognized." The voice was gill harsh, but now it sounded like a seasoned
captan's.

Decius dismounted, threw his shield in front of himsdlf, drew his sword, and advanced past the
shrine. He had taken five steps beyond that when the voice came again.

"Far enough, thank you."

"Easy, Conan," came a second voice, which Decius would have sworn was awoman's. "He bears
Deciuss Silver Bear, quartered with the arms of the kingdom. 1'd wager it's Decius himsdf."

What sounded like a brief dispute followed, too low-voiced for Decius to understand. Then two
men— no, one was awoman—strode from a hut to face him.

The man overtopped Decius by nearly a head. He wore a sooty shirt and breeches, boots, and a
serviceable broadsword. The woman—

"Mistress Raihnal It wasyou, then?" The villager had aso spoken of acaravan sheltering for the
night at Dembi village. Catching Count Syzambry looting any caravan could mean the end of the man.
Catching him looting the long-awaited roya caravan guarded by Mistress Raihnal's company—

"Itis," the woman said. "Doesthat displease you?'

Deciusredized that hisdisgust a driving Syzambry into flight must show on hisface. "It does not
displeasemeat al, MigressRaihna."

Hewanted to add, "Nor do you," which would have been the truth, but perhaps one best I eft to
another time. The description of Raihna he had from the steward had said that she wasfair to the eye, but
not how fair. That was easy to judge now, considering how little she wore.

As Raihna had the reputation of acaptain with her wits about her, Decius was certain that thiswas
not her common fighting garb. But there was no denying that in it she both drew and pleased the eye. For
amoment, Decius wished the black-haired giant standing at Raihna's shoulder anywhere but here.

"l only wish that Count Syzambry had not fled at our trumpets. | had hoped to drive him into afinal,
desperate attack. Then—"

"Widll, the gods be thanked you didn't," the giant growled. "Y ou'd be laying out our bodies how, as
well asour men's”

"Who are you?' Decius asked. Ceremony seemed wasted on this man.

"Forgiveme, my lord,” Raihnasaid. "Thisis Conan the Cimmerian... in thisband, captain under
me"

The last words drew afew bawdy laughs from Deciuss men. Neither Conan nor Raihnareplied,



athough Decius saw Raihnas nogtrils flare. Her nose, he observed, was as well formed aswasthe rest of
her.

"Well, Captains" Deciussaid, "I trust that it was Count Syzambry who fled?”

"If hesasmall man with large pride whose men shout 'Steed Hand" asawar cry—" Raihna began.

"Y ou have met Syzambry. Tell me more.”

Thetale went swiftly, and Decius found himsdlf listening carefully to Conan even while he observed
Raihna. The Cimmerian seemed to have hiswits about him more than mogt, for al that he could not have
seen twenty-five summers. But then, it was battles rather than years that seasoned a captain. Decius
knew that well—indeed, better than a reasonable man could wish.

When they finished talking, Decius saw that his men were looking at Conan and Raihnawith open
admiration. He would have done the same had he not had duties to hisking.

"Well, cdl your hill-climbers back," Deciussaid. "1 think we can be out of here before noon.”

"We no longer have dl of our mounts or pack animas,”" Raihnasaid.

"You just told methat,” Decius said, |etting impatience creep into hisvoice. "If some of your men, as
well asmine, can walk, we shdl be ableto carry all the packs."

"And the wounded?' It was the Cimmerian who spoke, in avoice like agrindstone sharpening a
war ax.

"They can wait until | reach a castle that has men to spare. There are severa on the—"

"No," Conan said, more politely than before. "Raihna, if Deciusinggts, | will stay behind with the
wounded. Otherwise, Syzambry will be sending men back to cut their throats or to torture knowledge
fromthem.”

Decius decided that the Cimmerian had passed the test. The man could have proposed that the
packs stay behind, perhaps with himsalf as guard. Or he could have been careless of the wounded.

He had done neither. He had not only hiswits about him, but some notions of honor. Raihnahad
not brought a cuckoo or, till worse, a serpent, into the Border realm. Too many men had come wearing
fairer guises than the Cimmerian and lft red ruin behind them.

"If most of uswalk, your wounded can ride aswell," Decius said. "Thiswill mean camping tonight
rather than reaching acastle.”

"| am sworn to my men and they to me," Raihnasaid firmly.

"And | am sworn to Captain Raihna," Conan added.

Deciuswould have given agood sword to know by what oaths the two were sworn to each other.
No look had passed between them to hint that they were lovers, but the captain-genera would have
wagered the same sword that they were. This displeased him, athough he could not have said why.

Conan and Raihnawalked in the rear of the united bands when they marched out well before noon.

"King Eloikas made no bad choice when he gave Decius his banner,” Conan said.

"Y ou think s0?' Raihnareplied. "When his eyes were on me asthey were?'

"A man can be agood captain and also agood judge of women," Conan told her. He did not quite
touch her. "Otherwise, where were we last night?" he added softly.

Raihna colored briefly, then laughed. "I stand rebuked. But truthfully, King Eloikas must have made
some bad choices—or else had bad luck—to be afflicted with folk like Count Syzambry."

"Had you heard of him before you came north?!

Raihna colored again, and thistime her calm did not quickly return. "'l—we were eager to Sart.
Eager to make our name. We weretold that... that the Border Kingdom had powerful robber lords. But
wedid not think... we did not think that they were more than what is commonly found in wild lands.”

Conan saw pain and shame on Raihnas face. She would not make that error again. Besides, he
wanted no more rebukes for telling her how to do her work.



"If I make no mistake, Syzambry is one who fears neither god nor man nor King Eloikas," Conan
sad. "That sort isless common, and alwaysworse."

Raihna'sface twisted briefly into amask that might have frightened children into fits. Or the mask of
achildwho had been that frightened—by what, Conan did not care to ask.

He knew that Raihna had left Bossoniain haste for reasons of which she did not care to spesk. He
had met her when she served as bodyguard to the sorceress |llyana on their quest for the Jewels of
Kurag. What she had done between leaving Bossoniaand taking service with Illyanawas amystery that
she chose to leave dark.

So beit. Ralhnawas bedmate, battle comrade, and captain fit to follow. That was enough to tell
Conan that whatever happened to her had not turned her wits. More than that he would not ask of man,
woman, or god.

But he would ask afew questions of King Eloikas, or of someone close enough to him to know the
answers. Aslong as he was sworn to Raihna, Conan cold not return to the road south. He was bound to
the Border Kingdom, and if need be, to the fight against Count Syzambry.

Such afight was dways chancy, more so than a pitched battle by daylight against an open foe. Out
of such afight, though, a shrewd man might snatch something worth having.

Conan knew that he could rise again in the south if he entered the southern relms as abeggar. He
would risefagter if he entered with aclinking purse.

Chapter 5
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The coming of Princess Chiennato the Pougoi village did not awaken Aybas. He had been unable
to deep since he had seen the Star Brothers preparing for a sacrifice to their beast.

He lacked the courage to ask if they intended to sacrifice the princess herself. He told himsdlf that
evenif he possessed the courage, it would make no difference in the end. He had made clear Count
Syzambry's wishes many times over. If the Star Brothersignored both him and the count, there was
nothing to do but bear word to the count.

Bear word to the count, and then swiftly take himsalf out of Syzambry'sreach. Thelittle lord would
not thank the bearer of bad news any more than would most ambitious men.

Gongs, drums, and that hideous wooden trumpet signaled the coming of the warriors. The common
battle trumpet of the Border Kingdom was an offense to the ears. What the warriors of the Pougoi used
was beyond Aybas's powers to describe.

Would he ever hear an Argossean flute-girl or aNemedian lyre-maid again? Would he even hear
the wailing pipes and thudding drums besting for the march of the Aquilonian foot on abright autumn
day? He doubted it.

He a so doubted that he would accomplish much by fedling sorry for himself, save to fuddle hiswits
at atime when he needed them clear. Taking a deep breath, Aybas pulled his cloak about him and
stepped into the village Street.

Heads were thrusting out of doorsdl theway down to the valley. A few folk even stood in their
doorways, saring into the darkness. Aybas saw some of these make gestures of averson as he passed.
He wondered if the gestures were againgt him, againg the Star Brothers, or smply against whatever ill
luck might cometo the Pougoi through meddling in the affairs of kings and counts.

Aybas had long since redlized that these hill folk were more longheaded than Count Syzambry
redized. No amount of gold could silence their tongues or blind their eyes. If the count gained what he
sought, hewould have areckoning with the Pougoi aswell aswith the other hill tribesthey had preyed on
for ageneration to feed their wizards pet.



A stand of spiceberry hid Aybas, asit had hidden Wyllaand her father two nights before. From
withinit, he stared out across the rocky fields of barley as distant fireflies grew into crimson-hued
torches. The pungent reek of the herbs the Pougoi used in steeping their reed torches made Aybas
Seeze.

Thisdrew no attention. Thewarriors of the Pougoi marched up to the wizards, and the leader raised
his spear crosswise in both hands.

"Hail, Brothers of the Stars. We bring what we have sought. Bless us now."

It did not sound like a suppliant coming before apriest. It sounded more like a captain commanding
something he would take if it were not given fredly.

Aybas would not pray that the Star Brothers take offense and quarrel with thewarriors. Such a
brawl would end Count Syzambry's hopes by ending the life of the princess, if indeed it was she within
the covered litter. Aybass reward would die with her, and so might he.

Thefal of the Star Brothers might a so unleash the beast. The creature might rampage through the
hills, devouring dl inits path, with neither men nor magic ableto bind or day it.

One by one, the Star Brothers nodded. Asthe last bearded head bobbed on the last thin neck, the
principa Brother raised hishands. A globe of fire, vermilion flecked with gold, sprang into being between
them. It turned wizards and warriors dike into figures of blood and shadow.

The Brother with the globe raised his hands higher. The other Brothers began a chant that Aybas
had never heard, and he liked it even less than the rest of the wizards music.

The globe legped into the air and rose higher than the top of the dam, higher than the uppermost
pinnacle on the tower of the greatest templein Aquilonia It screamed asit soared, a scream that seemed
to come from aliving throat, a scream that the beast echoed.

Then the globe was no more, and fire was raining down on the warriors. Gold and vermilion
mingled in thefire, and the warriors raised their faces and wegponstoit.

The fire descended upon the warriors. It turned their eyes and mouthsto pools of fire. To Aybas, it
seemed that the Pougoi warriors were now some man-shaped breed with cat or dragon blood, or both.

Their wegpons did not turn to fire. They rose from their wielders hands, as gently as soap bubbles,
glowing softly. Aybas weatched, breathless, asthey ascended, rising dmost as high asthe globe of fire had
done.

When the wegpons finished rising, they bobbed about for amoment like twigsin aswift-rushing
stream. Some of the spears turned end over end. Some of the swords danced as if sorcerous hands
wielded them.

One sword clashed in midair with a battle-ax. The sparks they struck from each other poured down
upon the torches. Asif the sparks had been water and not fire, the torches died.

Crouching like an anima on all fours, Aybas briefly shut hiseyes. He did not seethe glow die from
the wegpons and al of them plunge out of the Sky and into their masters hands.

He did hear the crunch, like arotten melon bursting, asthe battle-ax clove the skull of its owner.
He aso heard the scream as another warrior's spear plunged through his outstretched hands and drove
into hisbdly.

Every mortal ear in the valley must have heard that scream, and likewise the beast'sreply. Aybas
would have sworn that the sounds of dobbering and sucking could not roll like thunder if he did not hear
them do just that. A moment later he redized that he was dso hearing witch-thunder, which had come
without lightning severd times before and consderably frightened the wizards.

Both wizards and warriors seemed stricken mute and motionless by the uproar. One warrior finally
broke into movement, bending over his screaming comrade and silencing him by cutting histhroat. As
slence returned, another warrior opened the curtain of the litter.

The woman who stepped forth moved with the grace of aqueen, for all that she was barefoot and
wore only asoiled nightshift. Her dark hair would have flowed down upon her shoulders under other
circumstances. Now it made a bramble-bush tangle. Bloody streaks on neck and earstold where jewelry



had been savagely wrenched off.

On one dim arm rode a swaddled bundle. Aybas uttered a short prayer that the bundle was only
clothing that Chienna had been alowed to bring away. Then the bundle wailed and the princess changed
her grip that she might soothe her baby.

Aybasfet srangdy cam. Prince Urrass crying was the first wholly natura, wholly human sound
that he had heard in thisvalley in many days.

Then the drums and that hideous raw-throated trumpet raised their din again. Aybasredized that it
wastime that he make himself seen, even at the Side of the Star Brothers. 1t would not do to let the
wizardswonder if Count Syzambry truly valued the princess. Desth would come to her very swiftly if
they began to doubt that.

Aybas rose, brushed dirt and the dust of spice-berry flowers from his clothes, and strode toward
the Star Brothers with his hand on the hilt of his sword.

Princess Chiennatook no comfort from seeing aman in civilized garb gpproaching her. She had two
causesfor this.

Onelay in heeding Deciusswisdom, likewise that of her father and of her late husband, Count
Elkorun. All three had said that false hope in a desperate Situation brings deeper despair. Since despair
would day her child aswdl ashersdlf, shewould fight it aslong and asfiercely as possible.

The other reason for denying hersaf hope came from no one's counsdl. It came from knowing that a
man such as she saw before her could only be serving her enemies. Count Syzambry, most likely, or
another lordling in the tumbledown aliance the count had raised againgt her father.

Their aliance would fall, the princess was sure. She was not sure that she would seeitsfal with
living eyes, but she swore now to al the gods that she would see it from beyond death if she had to.

As his mother's rage touched him, Prince Urras forgot that he had been soothed into silence and
began squadling again. With afierce will, Chienna camed hersdf and began rocking the baby in her arms.

He went on squalling. She decided that he was probably hungry.

"Is there awet-nurse among you?' she asked. She wanted to say, "in this accursed pesthole of a
village"

"I will inquire, Y our Highness," the man said.

Chiennahid surprise. By the Great Mother's Girdle, the man knew the forms of courtesy!

"Do you that," Chienna said gracioudy. She bounced the baby up and down. "He hungers, and | am
sureitisno part of your plan to encompass his death.”

"Noneof ming" the man said. Hewas clad in amixture of new hill-folk shirt and cloak and the ruins
of civilized breeches and boots. His sword seemed anew one that had seen much hard serviceinlittle
time.

And was there adight emphasis on theword "mine"? Chiennadared alook at the... the Star
Brothers, they cdled themselves. The hill wizards, the villains of talesthat had been old when her nurse
was a babe.

Y es. They seemed to be displeased with the man, asif he had spoken out of turn.

A dispute between them? Not likely that it was open enough to give her any advantage, but it might
be made worse. Not at once; dl those who had taught her war craft had counseled against attacking
before knowing the battlefield or the foe.

Afterward, though. .. She remembered Decius saying, "Nothing isworse than Sitting and letting the
foe do ashe pleases. Even if you can strike only the smallest of blows againgt hisweskest part, Srikeit!”

The captain-generad would in time know that he had taught her well, dthough it was unlikely that she
would tell him hersdlf.

The man raised hisvoice. "Ho, summon awet-nurse for the babe! At oncel™



The princess noted that the wizards again looked displeased. But their displeasure did not stop the
man, nor severd warriors. The warriors ran off toward one sde of the valey asif the ground was
gpewing flanes at their heds.

The man stepped forward. Closer at hand, he showed a pinched, pale face above ascraggly brown
beard shot with gray. Y et there were good bonesin the face and in the hand heraised in greeting. A
nobleman who had come by long and sorry roads to this wretched place, she would wager.

"l am Aybas, formerly of Aquilonia” The accent was not only Aquilonian. but courtly. "The warriors
will seeto it that your babe suffersfor nothing. Can | do aught for your comfort?'

Short of releasing her, or at least taking the hobbles from her ankles, she could think of nothing.
Chienna shook her head.

"Then | might suggest. Y our Highness, that you St on the softest rock you can find." He smiled
faintly before hisface and voice dike turned hard. "The Star Brothers wish to show you the powersthey
command to punish those who disobey them or make themsalves enemies.”

Ayhbas pointed upward, toward the dam of rock and earth that blocked the mouth of the gorge to
the left. Ashedid, something rose above the top of the wall. Something that writhed like a snake but was
longer than any snake Chienna had ever seen.

A second writhing thing joined it, then athird, then too many too quickly to count. A body not
meant to be described in human tonguesfollowed, climbing the vertica cliff abovethewal. Water
poured from it asit rose, and it made sounds even lessfit to describe.

Prince Urras sensed his mother's fear by her quickened heartbeat and wailed louder yet. The
princess sat down, forswearing dignity for the sake of her babe. She rocked and dandled and bounced
him, but nothing soothed theinfant.

Yet dl wasnot lost. She did not dare to close her eyesto shut out the scene on the rocky crag that
was shaped like adragon's head. She knew that to do so would mean punishment, and punishment so
soon would take strength she might need later.

Shewas not forced to hear the cries of the sacrifices, however. Her babe's wailing drowned them
out.

Wylla heard the end of the sacrifice from her perch on abranch high above the valey. Once again
she thanked the gods that she had told no one of this dead tree and the view it gave her. She could see
much, without ever being seen.

One day a strong wind would bring the tree down, and then she would need to seek another
vantage point for spying on the wizards. Until that day, she would use this perch, with the knowledge of
no one dseinthevillage, not even her father.

Shewaited until thelast trace of the beast vanished in the mist gathering over the gorge. That mist
always seemed to come after the beast fed. Wasiit part of the Brothers star-spawned magic?

Shedid not know. She could not even be sure that the woman and babe she had seen were
Princess Chienna and her son. She only knew that she had to bear the news of what she had seen swiftly
out of the valey, to where Marr the Piper waited.

She would not have to go far. The pipes had not sounded tonight, but the thunder and the havoc
wrought on the wegponstold of Marr's near presence.

Wyllawore awarrior's cloak, the shapeless dress of the Pougoi women, and hard-soled |eather
shoes beaded with colored stones from mountain streams. She cast aside the cloak, then drew the dress
over her head.

Under the dress she wore only a birdskin belt, with adagger of finey shaved mammoth ivory thrust
intoit. The sarlight played delicately over her body as she stood for amoment naked in the night.

Then she bound her cloak about her loins, knelt, and took several deep breaths. AsMarr had
taught her to expect, the life force flowed into her, making her blood tingle.



When it seemed that her limbs would take fire in the next moment, she legped up and began to run.
From far ahead in the darkness, the pipes called softly.

Chapter 6

Back | Next
Contents

Closeto thetime that Wyllamet Marr the Piper, Conan met King Eloikas's Palace Guard.

The caravan and Deciuss men had camped for the night about double bowshot beyond a small
villagein the lee of athickly forested ridge. The village wasinhabited, but it was hardly lessruined than
the Dembi village where they had fought two days before.

The villagers surly looks would have told Conan of years of hard living had their rough huts and
scanty garb not done so. A few chickens and some half-ground barley were the best that Deciuss coins
could pry loose from them.

If this was the common run of folk in the Border realm, Conan decided, he was not going to profit
much from it. King Eloikas's gratitude would feed no horses and burnish no armor. That needed gold,
something that the Border Kingdom seemed unlikely to offer.

So beit. Honor bound him to Raihna's side aslong as she needed him. He could contrive some
other way of filling his purse or take his luck in Nemediawith an empty one. He had wrested gold out of
poorer lands after entering them with no more than his sword and the clothes upon his back.

Conan was ingpecting the sentries when the Palace Guard appeared. Decius trusted the caravan
men to share the watch with his men, but not Conan to keep awatch by himself. The Cimmerian had
judged it best to hold his peace on the matter.

Deciuss men were clearly masters of their craft. Conan was advising one of Raihna's archersto
hide himself better when the wind had borne to the Cimmerian's ears the clatter of hooves and the thud of
boots. He had waved both pairs of sentriesinto hiding, seen both obey, and strode up the path toward
the sound.

A hiding placein theroots of agreat gnarled oak offered itsalf. Conan crouched there, cupped his
hands, and hailed the newcomers.

"Hdt! Whoisthere?"

"The Palace Guard, Captain Oyzhik commanding.”

"Advance and be recognized.”

Conan heard one of Deciuss men scuttling off to summon his chief. He dso heard the hooves and
boots fade raggedly into silence.

The Cimmerian's keen night sight pierced the darkness. He recognized the roya banner, asadly
tattered one drooping from a crooked lance. He a so recognized a company that numbered a handful of
veterans and a great many new recruits. He had seen enough of both in Turan to be ableto tell the one
from the other, even in the darkness.

The man who had replied, naming himsdlf Captain Oyzhik, was a so atype that Conan recognized.
Too bald and too fat for hisyears, he wore fine armor and sat a horse worth as much asthree of
Deciuss. But the armor was undented and the sword dung across his back showed gilding and jewels
that could not have survived asinglered battle.

"Captain Oyzhik," Conan shouted. " Captain-Genera Decius has been summoned. | ask you to hold
where you are until he comes.”

"My men havetraveled fast and far on urgent ordersfrom the King's mgesty,” Oyzhik replied. His
voice was as round asthe rest of him. "They must have their shelter a once.”

Conan doubted that such amob of old men and boys could have traveled fast or far had agod



commanded it. Oyzhik no doubt wanted to get his plump arse out of the saddle and into something more
comfortable.

The Cimmerian laughed softly. Oyzhik had a surprise coming if he thought the caravan's camp
offered what could be caled "comfort" in any tongue Conan knew.

The sound of afirm stride coming up the trail warned Conan that Decius was at hand. The
Cimmerian rose to greet the captain-generd, then fell behind him as Decius went to meet the Pdlace
Guard.

"What brings you here, Oyzhik?' Decius asked.

"Tdes came of Count Syzambry'sfriends and allies gathering men. We did not know what strength
the caravan might have. So King Eloikas decreed that the palace would bar its gates and send forth the
Guard to be your shield at the end of your journey.”

Conan hoped that King Eloikas had been speaking for the ears of the doubtful rather than out of
any redl belief that this Guard could defend an apple orchard from aband of smdl boys. Serving amaster
who had neither silver nor wisdom in war could end infilling arocky gravein this godiessland.

"Wethank you, Oyzhik," Decius said. " Captain Conan, return to the camp and wake Raihnaand
my second. We break camp and march at once."

"At... night?" Oyzhik's question came out more squesk than words, as high-pitched asif he had
been gelded.

"We are now in good strength, Oyzhik," Deciussaid. "Thetrail isclear, or you would not be with
us. And our foeswill not be expecting usto march by night, so it isthe wisest thing we could do."

To Conan, struggling to choke back laughter, a night march seemed to have another virtue. It might
cause the plump Guard captain to fall down in afit, or at least to faint from weariness.

The Cimmerian held his peace, though, until Decius dismissed him. Then he hastened down the trall
toward the camp. When hefindly saw the campfires glowing ahead, he let out such aroar of laughter that
half the men jerked awake at once.

Raihnathrust her head out of the tent they shared. " Share the jest, Conan, if itisso fine."

Conan merely shook his head and laughed harder. It would not do to insult the Palace Guard before
the captain-generd's men.

"Anold tale, Raihna. But the new one tonight is that Count Syzambry's friends may be waiting for
us. The Palace Guard has come out, and Decius wants us on the march before he can take a deep
breeth!"

Raihna's head bobbed and vanished, and al around him Conan saw and heard men garbing and
aming themsalves.

Conan'sfirst sght of the paace of King Eloikas made him wonder if it was worth guarding.

He had seen mere noblemen keep larger hunting lodges, and not only in wedlthy lands such as
Turan. He had known of VVendhyans who would not have housed their tiger-huntersin something so
wretched.

The gates hung gar. The outer wall crumbled so that in some places an agile man might have
walked over it upright. Holes gaped in every roof that Conan could see, and he did not doubt that under
each hole was a puddle of muddy water from every rainin thelast ten years.

A beaten-down paich of earth set about with thorn hedges might have been adrill ground. A
collection of huts that a swineherd would have disdained might have been a barracks. Otherwise, Conan
had no idea of where the Palace Guard lived, or of where Raihna's men might find quarters.

Since Deciuss men joined them, he had heard muttered tales of "the secret hoard” of the Border
kings. Somefolk, it appeared, believed that the pal ace was so wretched because Eloikas was saving his
gold for atime of need.

Conan would believein that hoard, as hewould believe in thewill of the gods, when he saw it with



his own eyes. For now, he suspected that the cache was so secret that even King Eloikas had forgotten
wheretolay handsonit.

Oyzhik hurried into the palaceto report their arriva to the king. Conan and Raihna busied
themsalves with thelr men and beasts. They were careful to avoid the boggy fields and wretched hovels
gretching downhill from the palace. They werelikewise careful to keep the caravan beyond bowshot of
the brooding forest uphill. The forest held trees Conan had never seen before, in shapes he did not wish
to see again, and no birds sang withiniit.

Conan let Raithnastand close to him, but helaid no hand on her. Both were aware of Deciuss eyes
upon them, more especidly upon Raihna

"Thisland pleases melesswith each new turn of thetrail," Raihnasaid. "Will you comewith me and
my men if we chooseto leave a once?"

"Best wait for your pay if you want—forgive me, that'stelling you your work again.”

It was aso not noticing her unease, bordering on fear. Gratitude for that shonein her smile. "Unless
that meanswaiting so long that it will buy nothing but aburid shroud, and apoor one at that!" she said.

Then, "Conan," Raihnawent on, raising her hands asif to grip his shoulders, "if weleave, would you
come with usasfar asthe nearest civilized land? | think you have hopesto win something in thisland—"

"An empty belly and an untimely grave? That's what this land seemsto promise. Raihna, | said in
plain wordsthat | would be a your side wherever you went. Does ashield jump off of aman'sarm
because it thinks he's overmatched?”

Raihna might have embraced him in spite of Deciuss presence, but at that moment a paace servant
gppeared in the gateway, Oyzhik behind him.

"Captain-Generd Decius. Captain Raihna, Conan of Cimmeria. Y ou are summoned to audience
with His Sacred Mgesty, Eloikas, King of the Border. Fifth of That Name."

The outer parts of the palace were much as Conan had expected: courtyards where weeds
sprouted as high asaman'swaist and trees overtopped what was | ft of the walls; chambersal but open
to the sky, with stagnant marshes where once gentlefolk might have taken their pleasure on silk-swathed
couches, drinking perfumed wine from gilded cups. One chamber still had much of itsfinetile floor intact,
and Conan had to call his men away from gaping at it asthough it were arare and wondrous treasure
from adigant land.

How much of thisthey passed, Conan did not know then or afterward. He knew that he was
beginning to fed an itch between his shoulders that no scratching would soothe. With every step he was
farther from even the modest protection that Raihna's men might offer him and deeper into a place where
foes, human and magicd, might wait.

Some of them at least, he vowed, would live only as long as he needed to teach them not to lay
traps for a Cimmerian. Or a Bossonian swordswoman, he added, taking in how Raihna's face also grew
more somber with each step.

A fina step took them around a corner, and both Conan and Raihna stopped asiif they faced a pit
of fire. Beyond them lay a courtyard clean of dust and weeds aike. Opening off of it were chambers that
seemed at leadt fit to belong to a decent merchant's home.

Every door of these chambers was guarded, and the guards were a so unlike what Conan had seen
so far in Eloikas's paace. Most of them were past youth, but not past bearing good armor and stout
swords or bows, with an occasiona halberd to season the mix. Conan judged them with asoldier's eye.
Hewould wager that most of them were of atype he had met before, those who might have lost
swiftness but had gained experience and would not be opponentsto take lightly.

The guard with the most ornate halberd brought it up in salute.

"Hail, Decius. HisMgesty awaits.”

The captain-general nodded and fell back. Guards took their place around Conan and Raihna, so



close that the two could not have drawn aweapon fredy had they wished to. Thus hemmed in, they
entered the throne room of King Eloikas.

The throne room was about the size of the dining room in agood inn, and so clean that one might
have eaten off the floor. One could seethat here, at least, sllver was spent to keep the dust away, the
tapestries mended, the paint of the muras fresh, and the gilding of the bronze throne unscarred.

One could aso see, as Conan did at once, astrong resemblance between the man who sat on the
throne and the captain-genera who knelt beforeit. Conan and Raihnafollowed Deciuss example, but the
Cimmerian did not take his eyes off their two hosts.

If they were not father and bastard son, Conan swore, he would drink nothing but water for ayear.
Both were of medium height but of soldierly bearing. The king was somewhat scanter of hair, and that
more gray than black, but the chisal-shaped nose, high cheekbones, and wide gray eyeswere common
to both.

Conan was s0 intent on discovering further resemblances between Eloikas and Deciusthat the
command to rise caught him unaware. Raihnahad to dig at hisribswith her ebow to bring him to hisfest,
agesturethat drew aroyad laugh.

It seemed the laugh of aman who had found little to laugh about for far too long but who had not
atogether logt the habit. In spite of his suspicions, Conan found himsalf warming to Eloikas.

Decius presented Conan and Raihnain afew soldierly words. They knelt again. Eloikas greeted
them in gill fewer words, then bid themrise.

"Migtress Raihna, you have Our gratitude, and you will have your promised fee and more. Y ou have
not only brought Uswhat We put in your charge, which will strengthen Our blows against those who
have taken Our daughter and heir... but you have struck shrewd blows yourselves against Our common
foes. It isOur wish, Mistress Raihna, that you and your men remain within Our relm to aid usin striking
further blows. We expect to be able to reward such service most generoudy.”

Eloikas then folded his hands across a belly remarkably flat for aman of hisyearsand clad in arobe
of Brythunian style much patched and dyed over many years. His gaze passed over Conan's head and
seemed to fix itself on some detail of the mura on the wall behind the Cimmerian.

Conan could tell that Raihnawould have given haf of her pay to be aone with him, able to spesk
fredy. She dso seemed to be gazing at something far away, then drew herself up.

"Your Mgesty, | an honored by your confidence. But | beg you to answer two questions.”

Captain Oyzhik hissed like an outraged goose, but Decius waved him to silence. The
captain-generd did not, however, take his eyes off the king. Nor did he fail to make certain subtle
gesturesto the guards. The guards held their places, but their hands crept closer to their weapons.

Eloikas nodded, and Conan saw Raihna quiver like areleased bowstring. "Our gratitude to you
extends to answering many questions. But let Us hear your first two."

Raihnawasted no words. She wanted to know if her caravan fee would be paid at once so that she
could divide it among her men. Some had not been paid since long before they joined her company, save
in clothing with which to make themsel ves decent and weapons with which to make themsdlvesfit for
battle.

"I would judge a so that some may not wish to remain in Our service and that you wish them to
travel safely,” Eloikassaid.

Thistime Raihnas reply was as swift asarunner's start. "I cannot swear to that, Y our Mgesty. But
if there are such men, would you ask meto hold them in your relm againgt their will?"

"Wewould not. We suspect that if We did, We would hear plain words on the matter from Lord
Decius"

The only word for Eloikasslook at his captain-generd was "fatherly.”

"Your Mgesty isgracious,” Raithnasaid. "'l would also beg that you consider taking my
under-captain, Conan of Cimmeria, into your service."

Thistime Eloikass ook wasthat of aking asking advice of atrusted counsdlor. The captain-genera



shrugged.

"Conan might have my voicein lesstroubled times. As matters stand, when a stranger might have
more than one alegiance—"

Now it was Conan's elbow that prodded Raihnasribs. Her outraged look did not turn into
outrageous words.

"Your Maesty, if | may spesk for mysdif... ?' Conan said.

Oyzhik hissed again. "Who asked you—?" he began.

"Peace, Oyzhik," Eloikas said. "Even acondemned man may ask onefina favor of thejudge.”

"Y our Mg esty, before you condemn meto leaving Misiress Raithnas service, to which | am sworn
until she sets me free, please hear from my own lipswhet | did."

"Y ou may speek.”

Conan obeyed. His account of his deeds since entering the Border Kingdom wasasplainasa
halberd head. No gilding that he could give it would make it more convincing. He could hope for no more
or no less than persuading the king that he was not in Count Syzambry's service and never would be.

When Conan finished, the king nodded. " ou speak very fredy beforeaking.”

"Your Mgesty, I've faced men, and more than men, far more to be feared than just aking.”

"And |earned flattery from them?'

"Cdl it what you will, Your Mgesty. | cdl it thetruth.”

Eloikas laughed softly, but it seemed that his eyes were not altogether dry. The silence lasted some
good while until the king spoke again.

"Wethink that this Cimmerian can be trusted sufficiently to be offered apost in Our service.
Oyzhik, you have spoken often of needing more seasoned soldiersin the Guard to ingtruct the recruits.”
Oyzhik was silent. He looked ready to deny that he had ever said any such thing until he saw

Deciuss eye upon him. The cgptain-generd might have been shouting, "Lie at your peril!"

"Itistruethat | can ingruct the recruits only by plucking the ranks of the veterans,” Oyzhik said
llenly.

"Then Wethink the favor of the godsis evident in sending Conan the Cimmerian to Our ream.
Conan, if it pleases Migtress Raihna, would you become Sergeant of the Second Company of Our
Guard?'

Conan looked aquestion at Raihna. She nodded.

Conan kndlt again. "1 accept with pleasure, Y our Mgesty. By dl the lawful gods of thisand other
lands, | swear that you'll not regret thisdecison.”

"Then rise, Sergeant Conan.”

The gods might keep King Eloikas from regretting his decison. Onelook told Conan, however, that
the same could hardly be said of Captain Oyzhik. Had he been able to conjure the roof down on hisking
and his new sergeant dike, he might well have done so.

As Conan expected, his quarters and those of the Guard lay outside the palace, while Ralhna's men
would seek adry room within it, if such existed. It was hard upon sunset before they had achanceto
speak without fear of eavesdroppers by dint of taking alight supper out onto the drill ground and egting it
while gtting on ablanket.

"I wish we could servetogether,” Rathnasaid.

"Missing abedmate dready?' Conan jested. " Cast one of your languishing looks at Decius and
you'll not—ufffl"

He broke off as she punched him urgently in theribs. "I am not blind to hisdesrefor me. | anaso
not blind to hiskinship with Eloikas."

"l wonder. Could Decius have something to do with Princess Chiennas abduction? Bastards have



won thrones before this when there were no legitimate heirs.”

"My gratitude to you overflows, Conan. Y ou know perfectly how to give me asound deep at
night."

"Yes, and I'll have no chance to useit tonight, or for many nightsto come. If Deciusis no enemy,
best we not make him one."

"| fear Oyzhik more."

"An open enemy's easer to watch than one biding histime. Turan taught methat, if nothing else.
More-over, I'd wager al the winein thisrealm that Eloikas or Decius have men among the Guards to
watch Oyzhik. Unless his chiefswant me dead, Oyzhik might find afew obstaclesin his path.”

"Wager more than thiswine," Raihnasaid. She spat into the dust and rinsed her mouth from the
water bottle. "In some lands, thiswould not pass even as vinegar.”

"I've heard ascore of tales of the Border Kingdom," Conan said, "but none of them ever clamed
that it wasagreat land for fineliving."

He did not add what most of the tales did say: that the Border Kingdom reeked of ancient and
unwholesome sorcery. Or sorcery even more unwholesome than that commonly found, at least sincethe
fdl of the nighted redlm of Acheron.

Was thisthe secret truth about the Border Kingdom? That when the tide of the dark hosts of
Acheron drew back from civilized lands, some of its leavings remained here among the sharp-peaked
mountains and the forests as dark as a death-spell?

It was, as such thingswent, awarm night for the Border Kingdom. But the Cimmerian felt more
than an itch between his shoulder blades at the thought of Acheron yet living here. Hefdt achill, asfrom
the breath of the wind off of a Hyperborean glacier.

Chapter 7

Back | Next
Contents

Conan began his new undertaking as Sergeant of the Second Company of the Palace Guard the
next day.

Indeed, he began it before the roses of sunrise touched the eastern sky and the fanged pesksjutting
againg it. Thiswas not much to theliking of some of the recruits, who had been accustomed to rising
when whim or wine dlowed.

"From thisday forth, you've no whims unless| order you to have them," Conan roared &t the
staggering, bleary-eyed men. "I'll not give that order."

He spat on the ground in disgust. "Or at least | won't give it until you sons of flea-ridden wolves are
closer to being soldiers than you are now. From the looks of you, I'll have along gray beard before that
happend!”

He put his hands on his hips and raked the line with his eyes. No one laughed, no one flinched, and
severa men looked him inthe eye asif daring him to put them to the test.

Good. They might lack training but perhaps not spirit. Seen by the dawn'slight, indeed, they looked
atrifle closer to being soldiers than they had when hefirst met them.

"Very well. Now, let me see your weapons.”

Conan remained slent until it became clear that fewer than haf of the men had brought their
weapons. That, and the condition of many of those that were displayed, drew another sulphurous blast
from the Cimmerian. He e oquently described the ancestry of soldiers who went about without their
weapons. He added predictions of the fate awaiting them, barring the favor of gods sometimes charitable
tofools.



When Conan told the unarmed to run back to their quarters and bring their wegpons, most of them
actudly ran.

Thefirgst day was atae of errors and omissions, intermingled with minor catastrophes and follies. By
the second day, the Second Company had mustered its wits and concluded that its new sergeant was
serious.

By thethird day, it dawned upon them that neither Captain Oyzhik nor the captain of the Second
Company was going to lift afinger to save them from the Cimmerian. The choice was ether mutiny or
obedience. Somewhat to Conan's relief, those who favored obedience outnumbered those who favored
mutiny. He suspected that a reluctance to face Decius's seasoned veterans had something to do with the
meatter.

After the third day, Conan's work with the Second Company marched forward swiftly and, for the
most part, steadily. It waswork he knew well, having learned it from amaster, High Captain Khadjar in
Turan. It waswork that needed doing if the Second Company was to be worth even its scanty rations.

Most of dl, it was work that Conan enjoyed and that the men of the company came to enjoy aso.
They were not so lost to pride that being a company of soldiersinstead of arabble did not put heart into
them. By thefifth day, Conan had appointed four under-sergeants from their ranks. Three of them were
men who had on thefirst day brought clean weapons to muster; the fourth was the one who had first
returned from quarterswith his.

By now, Conan had concluded that nothing could be expected for good or ill from either Oyzhik or
the company's captain. The latter spent most of histimein his quarters and most of that time either drunk
or deeping. It passed belief that anyone could ssomach enough of the Border wineto fuddle hiswits, but
it seemed that the man was made of stout Stuff.

Asfor Oyzhik, it was said that he was being kept busy strengthening the palace's defenses against
an attack by Count Syzambry. Thisleft the captain-generad’s men free to take the field against the count
and on thetrail of thelost princess.

Conan might have believed those tales except that Decius seemed to be present at the palace
amost every day. He seldom missed spending at least amoment with Raihna, either—or so the
Bossonian told Conan.

"I no longer wonder why you suspect Decius," Raihnaadded. "1 deep no sounder because of it, but
that ishardly your fault.”"

Conan grinned, and asthey were done, dapped her smartly on the rump. Raihna was no woman
for deegping done unless she had to. But with so many doubtfully friendly eyes around and about, acold
and narrow bed was aso the safest.

Some of thevillage girls had eyed the Cimmerian's massive frame with open approva. But Conan
had soon thereafter seen soldiers of both the Guards and Deciusstroops eyeing him in arather
less-than-friendly fashion. Clearly, bedding one of the girlswould be poaching. Conan could livewith a
cold bed if it meant a safe back.

He aso kept awatchful eye and akeen ear for any opportunity to win enough gold to free Raihna's
company from any need to remain in thisland. Once the need for gold no longer bound her men to
Eloikass sarvice, they would hardly let another sun set before they marched south.

It was the eighth day of Conan's servicein the Border Kingdom. The sun waswell up, and he was
watching over an archery match. Not al of the Guards had bows, and not al of those who had bows had
any kill with them.

Conan, however, had goneto Turan barely knowing the point of an arrow from the fletching. Little
more than two years later, he was an archer fit for the battlefield. He vowed that every man of his
company could achieve a least that much mastery of the bow. Then the company could hurl forty arrows
at asingle command, two hundred pacesin any direction.



That would be no small gift to King Eloikas, Conan judged. Archerswould be useful in every kind
of fighting the king faced, beginning with the defense of the pa ace againgt Count Syzambry.

The contest was not yet haf done when Kalk, the senior sergeant, approached Conan. " Sergeant
Conan, | have sghted men skulking up toward the ridge. | am sure they are none of ours.

Conan turned his eyes toward the hillside, which doped up toward aknife-edged ridge. The dope
was covered with small trees or large bushes. Call them what one would, they were abundant enough to
hide acompany.

"We need not raise the darm yet," Conan said. "Pick five men and tell the rest to continue the
contest. Then meet me here, and wélll go teach these uninvited guests better manners.”

Kak nodded, then remembered to raise his hand in acknowledgment and respect. He also seemed
to be smiling as he turned away.

Kak waslike many of the recruits of the Guard, fit to learn the arts of the soldier if someonewas
ready to teach him. Oyzhik never had been, and Conan wondered how many Guards had died through
Oyzhik'sdoth. Their kin would owe Oyzhik ablood-debt, that he knew.

Conan led the Sx men toward the hill asthe sun finished burning off the mist. When they struck the
steepest part of the dope, he allowed Kalk to take the lead. Careful not to be noticed, he dropped back
to the rear. From there he could study the ground both uphill and down. He also had no man at his back.

The recruits set agood pace in mounting the dope. The Border Kingdom washometo dl. As
children, they had climbed its hills, and as men, they could teach even along-limbed Cimmerian
something about moving on rough terrain.

Beyond theline of theridge, the ground plunged away into acliff. Only abird, or perhaps an ape,
could descend the drop. The cliff was so high that the stream below was a silver thread winding through
gray rocks dwarfed to pebbles and dark green trees that might have been flowersin agarden.

The dope behind Conan lay slent in the sun. If the skulkerswere not Kalk'sfancy, they had either
departed or lain quiet as the Guards passed them.

Conan frowned at Kak. The sergeant spread his hands. "It was not the sun,” he said mildly.

"l didn't say it was," Conan replied. "Well spread out as we go down. Grow eyes in the backs of
your heads and earsin your arses and we may find something.”

Sx menwasajest for area search of the dope. Sixty would not have been too few, and three
times that many might not have been wasted.

The men had finished spreading out dong the ridge line when Kak shouted.

"Sergeant Conan! | was not deceived. Come and look just below the top of the cliff!”

Conan thought of drawing his sword but redlized that he would need both hands for a secure grip.
He stepped cautioudy toward Kalk, but no caution could have saved his ankle from the snare Kak had
et the night before.

What caution could not prevent, strength and speed did. As hefelt the leather thongs cail
serpent-like around his ankle, Conan flung himsdlf backward, awvay from the cliff. With hissword still at
hiswaist, he had both hands free to breek hisfall.

The Cimmerian landed, rolled, then lashed out with hisfeet. The savage lunge of powerful legs
snapped the thongs like twine before Kak could draw his stedl. The sergeant’s blade was till coming
clear when Conan'sfeet lashed out again.

Thistime one boot drove againgt Kak's knee. He screamed at the pain of his ruined kneecap, then
toppled sideways over the cliff. Kalk went on screaming al the way down, until the scream ended ina
distant sound, like aripe melon flung down on astonefloor.

Conan did not wait to listen to the would-be n'sfate. Kalk had friends, and the Cimmerian
had other matters at hand.

He dedt with two of thefriendsin aflurry of sted gtriking sparks from sted, then dicing flesh. Both
men were down and bleeding when a shout made Conan turn.



One of the Guards was grappling with an archer who had an arrow nocked to his bow. Conan
hurled himsdlf at the men ashisdly drew adagger and stabbed the archer in the thigh. The man
screamed but lashed out with his bow. The other man fell backward, to land on the very edge of the cliff.

Then he was over the edge as the stone under him crumbled. Conan was barely intimeto grab the
hand that was the only part of the man visble. The man's bloody fingers made Conan's grip uncertain,
and he shifted to using both hands. Thus he pulled the man up until he could firmly grip awrist. Then the
sound of bootsin dry grass drew Conan's attention to hisrear.

The archer had retrieved hisbow and arrow and lurched to asitting position. Well beyond the reach
of Conan's sword, he wastrying to draw and shoot. If he succeeded, the arrow could hardly missavita
Soot.

Conan knew that his deasth might be no more than afew score heartbeats away. But he did not have
itin him to send the man who had saved him plunging after Sergeant Kak. That might not save him either.
What saved Conan was aman who burst from undergrowth the Cimmerian would have sworn

could not hide asquirrel. The man jumped on the archer, lashing out with hands and feet. The archer
seemed to leap upright, then to topple. When he came down, he landed squarely on Conan'srib cage.
The Cimmerian's breath came short, and for amoment he had to fight for hisgrip. Then he saw, with
staring eyes and doubting mind, who had cometo save him.

The man wore sun-bleached leather leggings and a swegt-stained linen jerkin. He looked twenty
years younger than usua, but he was nevertheless Captain-Genera Decius.

"If dangling your friends over the edge of acliff is sport to you, Conan, no wonder you walk aone.”

Decius kndt and caught the loya Guard'sfree arm. The double pull had him safe in another
moment, whereupon he fainted.

Conan rose cautioudy and retrieved his sword. " So thisis where you've been in days past, when
you were not flattering Raihna?”

"Here and there and other placeslikeit," Decius said. "My men are out and about, however. | mean
no insult, Conan, but | can trust my sergeants more than yours."

Conan remembered his glimpse of Kalk's body, bent backward over a blood-spattered stone. "By
Erlik's brasstool, | should hope so!"

While they spoke, Decius tore strips from the archer's shirt and bound his bloody thigh. Now he
wiped his hands on the remnant of the shirt and stood.

"Hewill do long enough for questioning. | doubt that we will learn many of Oyzhik's secrets from
him, but Kak isdlent forever."

"I didn't send him—" Conan began, then redlized that Decius was smiling. The amile broadened, and
Conan knew that his own face must have said more than he wished.

"I have shared your doubts about Oyzhik, Conan, if you were wondering. Asfor your doubts about
me—" Decius shrugged.

"I'm done with those," Conan growled. He thrust his sword back into its scabbard with a thump.
"What of your doubts about me?"’

"I have none," Decius said. "Not anymore. But... | do have afavor to ask of you."

The words came out strangely, and Deciuss ook was stranger still. He was swesting even more
than the sun could explain and seemed unsure of what to do with his hands.

Conan knew a moment's unease a not knowing what the favor might be. Then he decided that the
gods forbid he should be ungrateful to the man who had saved him from joining Sergeant Kalk on the
rocks below.

"Y ou can ask, dthough | don't promiseto grant,” the Cimmerian replied.

"What lies between you and Raihna?' The words came out in arush asif Decius feared hisvoice
would betray him otherwise.

Conan wanted to laugh. Decius was not much younger than the Cimmerian's father would have



been were he dive. He was aso awidower who had buried three sonsaswell as hiswife. Y et the
captain-genera was asking asif he were alove-stricken youth.

Hewould aso be as easily hurt as any such youth, and he would not forget such aninjury. That
thought made it eesier for Conan to find words.

"By dl the lawful gods of thisrealm and my homeland, | swear that Raithnaand | are not bonded,
hand-fasted, betrothed, dedicated, wed, married... havel left anything out?

Dedius amiled uncertainly. "Not to my knowledge. But... you are bedmates?’

Conan swallowed a peevish reply to the question. Decius had not only saved him from Kak'sfate,
he had done so at the risk of meeting it himself. Decius might not have come to the hill alone, but he had
surely hidden himsdlf far beyond help by any companions. That courage cdled for at least acivil reply to
the man'suncivil question.

"We have been, and may be again. It was the choice of both of us."

"Well, then," Decius said. Relief seemed to leave him speechless and unsteady on hisfeet for a
moment. "Then—it ismuch to ask you, Conan—Dbut will you press my suit with Mistress Raihna?'

Conan silently invoked the names of anumber of gods of love and desire. All of them seemed to
have led Deciuss wits astray. He hoped they would shortly lead them home again. Meanwhile, he could
at least answer this question from sure and certain knowledge.

"I will not, and for two good reasons. Oneisthat the lady would not think the better of you for
lacking the... for not speaking for yourself. The second isthat | doubt you saved my head today so that
Raihnacould break it tonight!™

"l suppose that isthe best | can hopefor,” Decius said. He cupped his hands and gave awar cry
that had either no words or none that Conan understood.

Three heads popped up from the scrub and three hands rose beside them. Conan judged distances
and saw that Decius had not in fact put himself beyond help. His men had stayed hidden while their
captain-genera inquired if Ralhnawas afree woman!

So Decius was not atogether foolhardy. Conan gtill muttered another prayer that the love gods
would undo their work on Deciusswits. The Cimmerian had never heard of good coming of mixing love
and war, least of dl for captainswith other men'slivesin their hands!

"So Oyzhik hasfled,” Raihnasaid grimly. "Do we have much to fear from those he may have left
behind?"

"Oyzhik was afool and likely to choose other foolsto do hiswork. We have moreto fear if Count
Syzambry chose them,” Conan said. He drained half his cup of wine at agulp, asif this could wash the
words from his mouth.

At least it was wine good enough for aman's tongue and belly instead of for scrubbing the jakes!
The wine was one of the fruits of Conan's work the day before, along with the furs on Raihnas bed and
the embroidered Khitan-silk chamber robe she wore.

"WEell learn morein the next day or two," Conan added. "My company has the work of studying all
those traps Oyzhik promised to set. We know that he planned to either make them harmlessto
Syzambry's men or to turn them againsgt us. Beyond that, we've yet to learn.”

Conan poured more wine into Raihnas offered cup. "Decius smply wanted to ruin al the trgps. He
sad they were no honorable way of fighting. | told him that Syzambry had dready pissed into thewind
what honor he had. Didn't we owe the king and the princess at |east the knowledge that we gave the son
of ahundred fathers a decent fight?'

"Decius seems to know what—"

"In Turan, Deciuswould be called achild! Pitied or ignored until he offended someone who'd
squash him like a cockroach!™

"Conan, | think the wine speaks now, not your heart. | was going to say that Decius seemsto know



what will let him deep of nights. So do you. Or wasit another Cimmerian named Conan whom Decius
snatched from degth today ?!

Conan confessed his guilt and begged for mercy. Raihnalaughed. "I will grant it if you pour yoursdlf
morewine and join mein atoast." He obeyed and she raised her cup.

"To Captain Conan and the Second Company of the Palace Guard of the Border Kingdom! May
they both continueto risel"

Conan drank, but not without some doubts. Giving him the Second Company was just and wisg, if
the men would obey him. Making the company's old captain chief over the Guard in Oyzhik's place was
not so wise, unless one believed that the honor would sober the man.

Decius would surely end having to be captain over the Guard aswell as hisown men. Asgood a
captain as hewas, he till lacked the art of being in three places at once, or of doing without deep, food,
and vigtsto the jakes! The best captain could not defy nature without someone paying a price, most
commonly in blood.

It was aso somewhat in Conan's mind that Decius was following in an ancient tradition. If you
wished to court awoman, and had it in your power, you advanced, honored, or enriched her kin.

Wéll, Decius would learn that he could not follow that path very far before he ran afoul of worse
dangersthan any of Oyzhik'strgps. Raihna's tongue would be the firgt, but hardly the last.

Raihna had stood beside Conan while they drank. Now she rested one hand on hisright arm and
leaned gently againgt him. Not much to Conan's surprise, it seemed that she wore nothing beneath the
chamber robe. He dipped ahand under the garment and found that he'd judged rightly. The hand
wandered up across afirm flank, then climbed a supple back.

Raihnaturned, opened the robe, and dipped out of it. It made a blue and gold pool as she climbed
onto Conan's lap. Then shelet out ayelp of mock fear asthe Cimmerians massive arms caught her up
and flung her across the room onto the bed.

"| think it'slying down that was on your mind, woman!" Conan said. Raihnalaughed, and she was
gl laughing when her asams and lips welcomed him to her bed.

Chapter 8
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Good wine and long loving meant late deep for both Conan and Raihna. It was as well that the
summons to an audience with King Eloikas came well into the morning and that the audience itsalf was
not before noon. The Cimmerian and the Bossonian alike were able to bresk their fast and garb
themselvesin their best without heste.

King Eloikas greeted them with something very like asmile. Decius, standing beside the throne, had
hisface set in ablank mask, but Conan judged that he was not displeased either. The captain-generd's
eyesfollowed Raihna, however, from the moment she entered to the moment that Eloikas bid her step
back while Conan knelt before the throne.

Decius handed the king alinen rag. Swift movementstold of strength in the royd hands asthey
opened the bag and drew forth an elaborate necklace. It was made of links of heavy gold, with a
medallion in the center in the form of acomet. The head of the comet was a great polished blue stone, set
about with fresh-water pearls.

"Thisisthe ceremonia necklace of acgptainin Our Guards,” Eloikas said. "Oyzhik fled with his,
and | would not shame you by giving it to you even had heleft it behind."

For amoment Conan would have sworn that the king's eyes glistened. " This was the necklace of my
son, Prince Gulain, when he had acompany of the Guards. It was not buried with him, because the gods
sent me avison that it might be needed for aworthy man.”



Theroya eyeswere definitely moist now, and Conan noted that Eloikas had dropped the royal
"we." The Cimmerian had heard more than afew taes of the valor and wisdom of Prince Gulain,
Chiennds brother, who had met his death in ariding accident. So Conan replied with an easy mind and a
clear voice.

"Your Maesty, | pray that | may be worthy of thishonor. | know that | walk in the footsteps of a
better man. But | think | can give your enemies some deepless nights and busy days, with the help of
some other good men—and women." He nodded at Decius and Raihna.

This speech went over wdll, dthough Raihna had to tifle giggles when they were done. " Anyone
would think you had been raised a some court and were aroya pagein your childhood," she said at last.
Conan snorted like amired ox. " Say rather that | know what will help keep daggers out of my
back. The fewer tongues that wag about my new rank, the fewer daggers behind me. Well have dl we

can handlewith the onesin front!"

It would not do to tell Rathnasome of his other thoughts. Such anecklacetold itsown tae. The
hoard of the Border kings might not be altogether wine-flown babbling. Good service might bring more
of that hoard into the Cimmerian's hands.

Nor might that be the only gold to be won in these mountains. Conan would not steal arusty
horseshoe nail from Eloikas or anyone sworn to him, but Count Syzambry and his friends were another
meatter. Their cofferswere fair game and might repay avist, if the chance came.

What might happen if the little count had all that the sorcerous dlies rumor gave him was another
matter, of course. But Conan would think of that when he had to. Sorcerers appeared more often in tales
than in truth, and quick wits and awell-wielded sword lost little power even when a sorcerer did appear.

Aybas did not bow before Princess Chienna. That was againgt the custom of the Star Brothersfor
their prisoners. In vain Aybas had railed at them, pointing out that the princess was more Count
Syzambry's prisoner than theirs.

Worsethan in vain, Aybas redized. He had made the wizards yet more suspicious of him. They
would be less charitable toward him now in other matters—such asthat of Wylla

If Aybas wanted the wench, he would have to hunt her down himself. The Star Brothers would now
most likely send her straight to the beast and be done with her. If he offended them further, Aybaswould
be lucky not to follow her!

Meanwhile, Aybass not bowing clearly offended the princess. "I hear Aquiloniain your voice,
Aybas" shesad. "l wastaught that Aquiloniawas aland of civilized manners. Before aprincess, a
common man, or even anoble, showed more courtesy than seemsto beinyou."

Drawn up to her full height, shewas astal as he and hardly less broad across the shoulders. That
shewasfair to look at did not make Aybas less reluctant to step too closeto her. Her ankleswere ill
hobbled, but he did not care to test the strength of those arms, for al that scant rations had thinned them
and dirt caked their skin.

"Your Highness" Aybas said. Thetitle at least had not been forbidden, or if it had been, then for
once hewould say curse the Star Brothers! "1 fear that those who rule here in the Vae of the Pougoi
recognize no rank savether own."

"Not even that of Count Syzambry?"

"Why do you name the count, Y our Highness?'

"Because | am not such afool asto think that you and the wizards contrived to bring me here
without hishelp. Y ou both serve him. The wizards because they think he will enrich the Pougoi, you...
the gods only know your reasons.”

That wastoo close to the truth for Aybas to keep his countenance. The princess pressed her
advantage, "'l think you can trust neither the Pougoi wizards nor the count to keep any promisesthey
have made to you. My father and |, however, are more honorable. What—"



"Enough!™ Aybass hand came up asif it had awill of its own. Had the princess spoken another
word, he might have actudly struck her.

"There will be no punishment for thisrebellion,” Aybas said, praying that thiswas a promise he
could keep. "But | will not come here done again.”" That was a promise he would have to keep, or he
would be closer to the chains on the rock and the sucking mouths of the beast's tentacles than he cared
to think about.

The princess tossed her head like afly-beset horse and |ooked meaningfully at the door. Aybas was
through it and bolting it behind in between two heartbeats.

Outsde, hefound himsdlf sweating, even in the chill of the mountain evening. At least hewould have
proved hisloyalty to any unseen eyes or ears. Beyond that, no good would come of making an enemy of
Princess Chienna.

"But what other path isthere for me, oh gods?'

Neither the skies, the wind, nor the rocks beneath, answered Aybass cry.

Conan had hopes of taking the Second Company out into thefield to put afina polish on its new
skills. Decius had other plans.

"If Syzambry has hdf the men wethink he does,” the captain-genera said, "we have no hope
againg him in the open. The more we guard the palace, the less harm he can do.”

"The more we guard the palace, the more we leave the count afree hand everywhere ese," Conan
replied. "I'm astranger here. | don't know how many friends Eloikas has outside the paace—"

"That's King Eloikasto you, Cimmerian," Decius sngpped. "And you say truly, you are astranger
here

"A gtranger who's seen his share of battles and intrigues,” Conan reminded the older man. "Such a
share that His Mgjesty made me captain over acompany of his own Palace Guard. Did you argue
againg that, or are you regretting it now?"

That was pushing aman of higher rank rather hard, but not harder than necessary, or so it seemed
to Conan. If Deciuswas letting aboy's passion for Raihna addle the man's and the captain's wits—

Decius shook his head. "1 spoke for you then, and | will speak for you now whatever you say to
me. Just think before you speak; if you haveit in you to do so."

Conan gave Decius atiger'sgrin. "Well enough, my lord. | think that His Mgesty must have some
friendsin thisream. Otherwise, Syzambry would have plumped his arse down on the throne years ago.”

"Not unlikdy."

"Cursed near certain, I'd say. Now, what will thesefriends say if they see ushiding in the palacelike
amoleinitsburrow? 1 know the king's no coward. Y ou know the king's no coward. What about our
friends? Even if they think that the king's worth helping, what will they do if Syzambry's men arefreeto
roam the land? If any of our friends so much as give the count a sour look, they'll be dead, or running for
their lives. Running to us for help, when weve enough to do for ourselves."

Deciuslooked the Cimmerian over with greet care, asif the younger man had just grown bright-blue
scaesor along, spiked tail. Then he shook his head again.

"Conan," hesad, "if you ever 'plump your arse down upon athrone, | would not like to be the man
cdled onto moveyou fromit."

Conan shrugged. "I've seen afew men win thrones or lose them. I'd be afool not to learn from that.
Onething I've learned isthat a throne makes aman abig target, and aStting one. The day my arseand a
throne do make friends, you can cal meafool!"

"Small chance that ether of uswill ever have the chance," Deciussaid. "But it is more than likely that
Count Syzambry will be visiting us soon. Y our company'swork for now isto make sure that our
hospitaity isworthy of him. Wewill speek later of taking the field again.”

"Later," it seemed, might bein the next age of the world for al Conan heard of the matter in the next



few days. He had little time to concern himsdlf with it, however, for the work given to the Second
Company kept captain and men dike asbusy asgalley daves.

Oyzhik's traps were many, but for the most part they were poorly made, and too often poorly
conceded. Conan wondered if Oyzhik had planned thisto be sure that his master's men would not spring
the traps even if he could not wreck them on the night of the attack.

Bethat asit may, one cunning and well-conced ed trap was worth a dozen that any child could
avoid. Conan made sure that no child would find any of the ones he set. Some were Oyzhik's
deadfals—pits, hidden crossbows and the like—done over with greater skill and bloody intent.

Others were atogether new. Conan had to be cautious there. The palace was vast, built in days
when the Border Kingdom bore another name and its main defense lay with armies that marched where
other reelms now held sway. It was aso ancient, and it had been severd generations since the Border
kings had had the gold to pay masonsto repair sagging arches and cracking walls.

There were parts of the palace unvisited by any living man. Conan judged that the count would seek
entry by theselong-unused paths, and he gave most of his attention to them. Care was needed to avoid
leaving suspicioustraces. Still more care was needed to avoid bringing entire corridors or chambers
down on the heads of the workersinstead of on the count's men.

Raihna visited Conan one day during the noon meadl. She found him stripped to aloinguard, sword,
and aliberd coating of dust and plaster, Sitting with acompany of Guards similarly clad. Thefruits of their
morning's labor yawned before her, apit with aspiked log in the bottom.

"When we've closed the pit, well lay on another surprise,” Conan said, pointing toward aside hall.
"An old catapult cord with atrip release and abarrd of tar. WEll have alighted candlein aclay pot set
into the barrdl. When the barrel breaks and spillsthe tar, the candle fdlsinto the tar and the whole
chamber's ankle-deep in flames.”

Severd of the Guards cheered at the picture. Others called greetingsto Raihna, inviting her tojoin
them at their work—

"—'specidly if you get into our workin' garb," one added.

Raihna clapped her hand to her sword hilt and stepped back, nostrils flaring in mock fury. She set a
boot hed into apile of rubble, and dust flew up like smoke from afire. Shetook in agood breathful,
coughed, then began sneezing.

Near the cailing, acrack appeared inthe wall to the left. It ran as swiftly asahare fleeing afox,
down thewall to thefloor. Then adab of wal gave amighty groan and topped outward, crumbling asit
fell. Part of the ceiling followed, but only after Conan and Raihnaand the workers were safely clear of
thefal.

Asthe dust settled, Conan looked at the pile of rubble, then spat to clear histhroat. "Well, men," he
said, "I've been warning you that a sneeze could bring this ruin down on our heads. Now you seethat |
was speaking the gods own truth.”

Some of the men still made gestures of aversion, but most of them laughed. Since none of them
were under the rubble, they could turn it to ajoke.

The men salvaged such of their food aswasn't buried or too dusty to eat and resumed their mesl.
Conan led Raihnaaside into an empty chamber with a stone bench built into one crumbling wal. The
bench creaked asthey sat down on it but did not tumble them to the floor.

"I'd best see Decius about going on with thiswork," the Cimmerian said. "Weve dready laid traps
in every part of the palace that's not this ruined or worse. If we go on into the old warrens, well have the
place down on our heads before Syzambry comesto take them!™

"L et me speak to Deciusfirst and see how theland lies,” Raihnasaid. "He has heard enough about
your notions of going into the field againgt our enemies. Hewill not be graciousif he thinksyou are putting
the matter forward again.”

Conan cursed—softly, out of fear of provoking another collapse. When he spoke, it was also softly,
but more out of fear of listening ears.



"Mitrabury Deciusin mule dung!" he said. "Theré's as much sensein striking first as ever therewas.
And aslittle sensein waiting like ratsin burrowsfor the ferrets to come down and snatch ug”

Raihna put ahand on Conan'sarm. "I think you do him an injustice, Conan.”

The Cimmerian shot Raihnaasharp look but said nothing. With another woman, hewould have
reasoned that Decius had begun to turn her head. With Raihna, he knew that he would hear what she
believed to be sense, even if hedid not agree withit.

"How?"

"The Pdace Guards are not fit for the field. He would be taking his own men and them only on any
such raid. That would make the Guards stronger.”

Conan nodded dowly. He had seen enough intrigues in Turan to know that Decius was not starting
at hisown shadow. But—

"Does he fear the captains, me among them, or the men, or what?'

"The men Oyzhik may haveleft behind and whom you might not discover in time. He trusts your
sword and your honor, Conan, but he also knows that you are astranger here.”

"Y es, and men who might have been loya before they saw a stranger made captain can turn to
treason overnight." Conan wished gresatly for some wine to wash both dust and the taste of plotsfrom his
mouth. He had to content himself with spitting again.

Then herose. "Perhaps Decius hastheright of it. But | still won't put my company at hazard from
this tumbledown palace. Loya men or not, they don't deserve to be squashed like grapesina
winepressl”

Raihnasqueezed hishand. "I'll say as much, and you'll lose nothing with Decius by hishearing it.
That | can swear."

She strode off, as graceful as ever, leaving Conan to ponder briefly how she could be so sure of
Deciuss goodwill. Of course, women had their ways—

And if he gave way to jealousy over that, he'd deserve to have the next piece of ceiling drop on his
head, for al the use he was making of it! Raihnawould go where she pleased, and he could no more
chain her than he could command the mysterious thunder that had now begun to roll through the hills at
least once anight.

That thunder was worth athought or two, for it reeked of sorcery. What Raihnamight do to soothe
Decius had naught to do with such matters.

Conan walked back to his men. They were dready at work again, athough dowly and casting
doubtful looks at thewalls and ceiling.

"Good news, men. We're done for the day. Deciusis thinking about putting the rest of the traps
wherethey'll take Syzambry's men, not usl"

"I'd work here amoon and moreif it'd build atrap for the count himself!" one man shouted. Others
nodded.

"Y ou may get that chance, but tomorrow,” Conan said. He set the example by starting to bundle up
pry bars and hammers.

Asthetools clinked into the baskets, it came to the Cimmerian that Decius might have another
reason for not taking the field. Eloikas's handful of good men might chase the count'sretainersdl over the
hillsfor many dayswithout ever coming up againgt the count himsdif.

If thelittle man with the great ambitions escaped, he could find another army. If hedied, his cause
was finished. And what better way to kill him than to let him come to the paace, ashe must if he wished
thefind victory?

Perhaps there was nothing wrong with either the captain-genera'swits or hisloydty. It did not
make Conan any happier to think about being immured in this crumbling palace againg dl of hisingincts
for taking thefight to thefoe.



Outside the chief's hut, thunder rolled. Aybas, peering through the chinks between the logs, saw no
lightning, S0 he knew it was the witch-thunder again.

Had he doubted, the sounding of horns and drums from the village would have ended his doubting.

Count Syzambry let the thunder—and the din of the Pougoi trying to fight it—die away before
speaking. He did not take his eyes off of Aybas and Oyzhik, stting together-on the straw at hisfest.

If Aybas had not long since given over flinching at the witch-thunder, he would have nerved himsalf
to St dtill under the count's scrutiny. Oyzhik was clearly as uneasy as aman on hot bricks, and the chill of
the mountain night did not keep the swesat from his brow. Rather than seem less brave than Oyzhik,
Aybas would have climbed the dam and cast himself into the dime-dripping grip of the beest.

"The Pougoi can betrusted?' Oyzhik asked for the third time.

Something that had no name flickered across Syzambry's face. In the dimness, Aybas could not
read the little count's countenance, nor did heredly wishto try.

"They can betrusted for dl that | have asked them to do,” Syzambry replied.

Aybas had the sense not to ask Syzambry what the Pougoi were expected to do to help lift the
count onto the throne. In any case, there would not have been time for an answer even had Syzambry
wished to give one.

Heavy footsteps thudded on the beaten earth outside, and the door opened with squeals and
groans. Half ascore of Pougol warriors marched in, with one of the Star Brothers bringing up the rear.
The warriors carried spears and stone-headed axes, the wizard aleather sack.

"Him," Syzambry said. The warriors surrounded the seated men. The count motioned Aybasto rise
and step forward. Aybas commanded hislegsto uphold him and his knees not to rattle together, and
obeyed.

Oyzhik's mouth opened, but before he could cry out, four warriors were upon him. A leather gag
dtifled his cries, while leather thongs bound hiswrists and hobbled his ankles. Then the warriors gripped
the thongs and Oyzhik's travel-stained clothing and dragged him out of the huit.

Aybas remained motionless until the heavy tread of the warriors faded into the night. Stepping back
and looking nowhere and everywhere, he said quietly: "Decius would have given much to seethat.”

"Pah!" Count Syzambry moved nothing except his mouth. Then he crossed histhin legsin their dyed
riding leathers and shrugged. "If our lord captain-generad had blood instead of milk in hisveins, he would
long since have taken hisrights. Had he done so, | would have served him gladly.”

Aybas thought that Count Syzambry would gladly serve another man the day vultures gave over
ther livesto fasting and prayer.

"Is Oyzhik to go to the beast?' Aybas asked.

"Y ou presume to question my judgment?’ Syzambry purred.

"l question nothing,” Aybas said, "least of al your judgment. Wereit not sound, we would hardly be
so closeto your victory. | merely remind you that too many among the Pougoi are uneasy about the
sacrificesto the beast.”

"They are cowards," Syzambry snapped.

It could be said that with enough cowards, the best army might become arabble. It could aso be
sad that any man who had watched the princess's coming to the valey could be excused for wishing
himsdf esawhere,

Neither could be said to the count's face by one who wished to see another sunrise. So the
Aquilonian merely shrugged.

"They will not release Oyzhik, that | can promiseyou,” he said. "Hiskin played no smdl partin
driving the Pougoi from their ancestrad lands and into thisvaley. Thesefolk have along memory.”

"But the lowlanders have ashort one,” Syzambry said. He seemed to be amost grinning. "When
they see Oyzhik go to the beast for histreasons, they will forget how | gained the throne. They will think
there may be sometruth in what | say, that | stormed the palace to save it from Decius and Oyzhik, that



the king died and the princess needed consoling. These are matters of ill fortune, of the gods doing and
not mine"

Aybas thought of men he had seen and heard in hislong journey from hisfather's estate to this
wretched valey. Compared to some of them. Count Syzambry's intrigues were those of achild cheating
at agame of toss-pebble. Y et this child had the power of life or death over Aybas, and would tosshim
away like apebbleif he ever guessed the Aquilonian's thoughts. Aybas feigned good cheer when he next
spoke.

"May it be so, my lord. Now, how may | next serve you?'

"| shall depart to join my men at cock crow. Isit prudent to find me awoman?”

"Noneyou would think pleasing, | fear," Aybasreplied, praying that the gods had not granted
Syzambry aglimpse of Wylla

"I supposed asmuch,” the count said. "Very well. Then guard this bag with your life until | comefor
it. Farewell, and my thanks for good service."

Syzambry spoke asif "my" should in truth have been the roya "Our." Aybas bowed and remained
bowing until the door dammed, then knelt to study the bag.

It was of plain leather, bound shut with an iron band. The runes on the band were such that Aybas
did not careto look at them too closely. Eveninthe dim light of the single oil lamp, he could see that they
were kin to the runes on the face of the dam. He could aso fed that the bag held something heavy, as
stone, but he would not even think of openingit.

Count Syzambry was now quite without restraint in using the Pougoi wizards magicto lift himto the
throne. The Aquilonian was dso sure that the count was quite without rea knowledge of what he was
using—or of what itsreal masters might ask of him astheir price.
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Conan awoke in darkness, at first not sure why he had awakened. It might be only the bed, which
was stoutly built but overly generousin size. It might have been comfortable for the Cimmerian when he
firgt left hisnative land. For him now, it was aminor torture, and only his ability to deep anywhere
dlowed himto endureit.

Before retiring tonight, he had sworn a solemn vow to see the pal ace carpenter about anew bed.
He was even prepared to endure the man's witless jests about who Conan might be planning to share the
bed with.

Conan &t feet to the cracked tile of the floor, drew on breeches, belted on his sword, and listened.
Nothing uncommon reached hisears. A dop-pot gurgled, then banged against stone; someone cried out
inanightmare or in passion; mice or rats scurried in acorner.

The knowledge that he had awakened for some good reason remained with Conan. All of the
inginctsthat had kept him aive now caled warnings. They would tell him no more, so it was best to seek
out true knowledge of the danger.

Hedrew on his shirt and thrust both daggersinto their sheeths. He thought of taking hisbow, but in
the end, heleft it with the bearskin and riding cloak piled at the foot of the bed.

Conan knew that danger stalked the palace. Others did not. Seeing him roaming about full-armed
would only raise questions he could not answer. Ignorance and fear together were the sparksto ignitea
panic, which could leave the palace defensdess.

Conan's grim thoughts went no further. Horns and drums sounded in the distance and were echoed
closer at hand from within the palace. Also from within the palace, shouted messages and war cries
reverberated. Conan heard too many screams as the weaker among the palacefolk let fear master them.



The Cimmerian had no need to wake the portion of hiscompany lying in the next chamber. Thefirst
sergeant was dready cursing, kicking, and as needs be, dragging the men off their paletsand into thelr
war harness.

The sergeant raised a hand as Conan appeared. "'l have sent a messenger to the barracks. The men
therearetoraly onthe paace," he said.

"Good. But send asecond man in case the first meetswith ill luck. | am going to Decius. Our
ralying point isthe Chamber of the Red Fish."

"So beit, Captain Conan.”

Conan thought of giving asecond rallying place, outside the paace. But that would be admitting
doubts about the outcome of the battle before it had even begun, an admission that stuck in histhroat.

In silence the Cimmerian stalked toward the Chamber of the Red Fish. Taking its name from the
mosaic in what had once been an ornamenta pool, the chamber could be defended by ahandful againgt a
stout band. It aso had a staircase, battered by the years but il fit to let a nimble man climb to the roof
and look about him.

Conan reached the chamber to find that half of Raihna's men were dready there. Leaving them to
build barricades of sone and ancient furniture, Conan scrambled up the sairs.

The hornsand drumsin the distance were silent now. Darkness hid whatever they had been ralying,
be it men or mongters. Conan looked at the sky, where lowering clouds veiled the moon more often than
not. He half-expected to hear the witch-thunder.

Instead, he saw apinpoint of ruby-tinted light spring to life in the darkness downhill from the palace.
The pinpoint grew into aball of fire, and its color changed from that of rubiesto that of old wine.

By that light Conan saw what seemed amighty host drawn up before the palace. A second look
showed him that it was not mighty, and indeed barely ahost.

Count Syzambry was well to the fore, mounted on his roan stalion and surrounded by some
two-scoreriders. Many more men stood behind the horsemen, most of them archers, bearing scanty
armor and few wegpons save their bows. A fina band of perhaps three-score had surrounded the huts
and the remainder of the Palace Guard there. From the way they kept their distance from the huts, it
seemed that the Guards were neither adleep nor yielding.

That was enough for Conan. Syzambry might command sorcery, but dl it had done so far wasto
reveal how few men he had. They were no band of beardless boys, but neither were they the predestined
victors of tonight's bettle.

Now, if only the Guardsin the barracks could strike into Syzambry's rear at the moment his men
went forward—

The globe of light had turned the hue of old blood. It spread so far that Conan could barely make
out the count. Then the little man flung his hands wide gpart and something fell smoking from the globe of
light.

A vagrant breeze brought the Cimmerian the smell of heated metal and burned grass. An angry hiss
rose, dong with clouds of smoke and steam, aswhat had falen struck apuddle.

Then the globe of light shrank back to barely more than a pinpoint. The smoke curled uptoforma
gsak swaying in the breeze, the light bobbing at the end of it like aflower.

The earth quivered. Smoke and blood-hued light began to move toward the palace asif drawn
inexorably forward by something just out of human sight.

Not quite out of Sight, either, as Conan saw in the next moment. What drew the fire-flower after it
was aso making afurrow in the earth, an arm's length wide. Smoke poured out of it, stones and earth
flew to either side, and the quivering of the earth doubled and redoubled.

Conan abandoned thoughts of ralying the Guards to surround Syzambry's men. Thefirst task for dl
of the king's captains now had to be keeping their men clear of this sorcerous monstrosity rumbling
toward the paace. If that meant leaving the palace so that it would not topple on their heads and bury
themintheruins—



One of the barracks huts did collapse, the sound lost in the rumble of the ravaged earth. Dust and
smoke swirled up, and Guards poured out like ants from akicked hill. They came with their wegponsin
hand, though, and dragging or carrying wounded comrades.

Conan forced himsalf down the stairs. For better or worse, the Guards caught in the barracks
would have to make their own way tonight. His battle would be here, so far asaman could fight sorcery.

The Cimmerian was three steps from the floor when the earth heaved fiercely. The steps cracked.
So did a section of wall and severd sections of roof. Conan leaped as the stairs sagged under him,
legped again to avoid faling stones, went down, caught himself on his hands, and ended knedling at
Raihnasfest.

She had agrin for him, but he could see that she was trying to hearten hersaf aswell as her men.
He returned the grin and sprang to hisfeet.

Most of the men who'd been in the chamber when Conan climbed up were there when he came
down. Few had fled, and Raihna had brought the rest of her band with her. But there was more than one
man who had remained because faling stone pinned him to thefloor.

Conan gripped the nearest such stone, wrapped his massive arms around it, and heaved it clear. In
the last moment of silence before the fallen men began screaming, Conan heard his own breath coming
hard.

He aso heard, so faint that it might have been atrick of the night wind, the distant trill of pipes.

The pipeswereindeed distant and faint. But to Count Syzambry, they might have been dhrillingin
hisear.

He knew what they meant. He aso knew what the Pougoi wizards had said, so many timesthat he
had become weary of hearing even the truth.

"Let fear break your will, and your will drags down our power with it. Wield what we have given
you without fear, and it will do what must be done. We cannot keep our promises to aman who letsfear
ruehim."

That was as close as any man had cometo calling Syzambry a coward since he had been old
enough to know that he could have blood for such an insult. Helet it pass, for he did not doubt that the
wizards spoke the truth and that al of his schemeswould fall if his courage fatered.

So the count willed himself to shut the piping out of hismind evenif he could not close hisearsto
the distant, slvery voice. Hewould not let it surround him, enwrap him like swaddling clothes on a baby,
echo within hisskull until al awareness of anything but the pipes fled—

Between one moment and the next, Count Syzambry knew that he had won the first victory. The
pipes now seemed along, wailing lamentation for the dead and the dying, for the doomed who knew not
their fate. They did not master the count's thoughts.

Instead, the power flowing from the pipes turned against the Pougoi magic unleashed againgt the
palace. Thefurrow had almost reached the outer wall of the palace when the earth itself heaved up into
another wall. Stones poured down from the new wal and into the furrow.

The furrow vomited smoke, so thick that it seemed dmost solid. The stonesflew out asfast asthey
fel in, and so violently that some of them nearly struck Syzambry's men. Horses reared, their panicky
squedslost in the din of the tormented earth, and even men began to turn pale faces toward one another.

Syzambry once more found himsdlf battling fear that threstened to eat not merdly hismagic, but his
very witsfrom within.

Furrow and earthen wall now seemed to fling themselves at each other like maddened mongters.
Stones flew high over the ranks of Syzambry's men, dropping among the Guards huts.

One smashed a hut to rubble, and the count thought he heard the cries of men trapped within. He
would have prayed that the stones bury the rest of the Palace Guard, except that praying to god, or even
to demon, seemed unwise in the presence of the star-magic.



Syzambry forced himsdlf to look beyond the duel of magic, trying to pierce the palace's vell of dust.
In places, the night breeze had torn the vell, and there the count saw what made his heart legp.

The pa ace was crumbling before his eyes. It could hardly have been crumbling faster had it borne
the full weight of the sky-magic. Walls sagged, roofs gaped, whole chambers opened themsdlvesto the
sky in the moment before they crumbled into rubble. More dust streamed up, renewing the veil until the
count's eyes could no longer penetrateit.

They had no need. There must be defenders ready within the palace. But those defenders would
haveto fear peril not merely at their flanks and rear, but from the sky above and the earth below. They
would bein no condition to make a determined fight.

Thewizards had said that the count'swill was all that mattered, not where he stood. What better
way to stedl hiswill and that of his men than to lead the way into the paace?

Count Syzambry flung the reins of his mount to the horse-holder and scrambled from the saddle.
The earth rocked under hisfeet like the deck of a boat in aflood-swollen river, but he would not let
himsdif fall.

Instead, he drew his sword with both hands, tossed it, caught it by the blade, then raised the point
toward the palace.

"The gods themsdves cast down Eloikas and dl hismen! Follow me!”

For a heart-stopping moment, Syzambry heard nothing save the roar of the embattled earth. Then,
behind him, blades rasped from their scabbards and the war criesrose.

"Steel Hand! Stedl Hand! Forward, the Steel Hand!"

In the palace of King Eloikas, chaos reigned. Chaos past description of belief, even for seasoned
warriors such as Conan and Raihna

Not that either of them gave athought to describing what was happening about them. Their thoughts
werewholly amed at kegping their men from being caught under the falling rubble.

Then they heard the war cries, louder even than the rumble and crash of stone and the roar of the
tormented earth. Out of the thundering darkness, out of the blood-tinted clouds of dust, Count
Syzambry's men swarmed to the attack.

If they had begun in any sort of order, they had little or none by the time they came within sword's
length of Conan. Their order had not survived scrambling over the upheaved ridge of earth. From the
screams heard even over thewar cries, it seemed that some of the men would not survive ether.

Conan wished that the palace's unknown aly were not using sorcery nearly as dreadful as Count
Syzambry's. Defending a place by casting it down upon its defenders was to Conan neither honorable
nor wise.

At least the Sight could leave the men under Conan and Raihna no doubt that any chance of safety,
let done victory, lay to thefore. To therear lay only apalace sinking into ruins even asthey watched. To
thefore lay ahuman foe, and above that foe, the open sky.

"Eloikas!" Conan roared, hisvoicerising over the baitle din. He hurled himsdlf forward. Asa
lode-stone drawsiron, so the Cimmerian drew after him the men who saw him. Raihnawas not far
behind Conan, and she did aswell with those who saw her.

Count Syzambry's men were scattered, unsure of their footing, and, in places, actualy
outnumbered. They had better armor and weapons, and more skill, but at first these were not enough.

Nothing save massed archery or overwhelming numbers would have been enough againgt the
Cimmerian. His broadsword hummed through the air, clanged against armor and other blades, and tore
flesh and bone with daughterhouse sounds. When the fighting grew too tangled or opponentstoo close
for proper siword work, it wasthe turn of his dagger or massivefigt.

Together, the Cimmerian's weapons stretched half a dozen foes helpless on the ground before any
of the men following him reached an enemy. When they did, it was with hearts raised by the sight of



Conan'swork, against foes equally cast down.

The count's men were actually withdrawing when their lord scrambled over the ridge and saw what
seemed to be rout and ruin. He heard war cries giving way to shouts of warning, even to stark terror.

He saw the Cimmerian storming forward like an elementa force of nature.

He shouted an order, and the top of the ridge sprouted his archers. They cocked or drew, and
arrows and bolts deeted down into the ranks of the palace's defenders. Now the warnings and screams
were not only from the count's men. Beneath his dust-caked beard, he smiled.

Conan had hoped that in the dust and confusion, the count's archers would be holding back for fear
of hitting comrades. They were doing this, to be sure, but they were a so bringing down too many of the
Guards. The Guards would be spent and broken before "friendly" archery wasted the count's ranks.

The Cimmerian judged as best he could the distance to the count. If aman could just crossthe
broken ground and scale the dope to bring the count down—

Arrows thudded into the earth and tinged off chunks of rubble by way of awarning. The archers
had picked the Cimmerian out of the ranks of hismen. If he tried to grappl e the count, he would be an
arrow-gprouting corpse long before he covered haf the distance.

Conan withdrew, more dowly than he had advanced in spite of the arrow hail. It was againgt his
nature to retregt at al, ten times over to start a panic among his men.

The Guards archers went to work as their comrades retreated. Caught standing in the open, with
only luck and armor between themselves and stedl-tipped shafts, many of the count's archers quickly lay
sprawled on their high ground. The rest hastily sought the protection of the reverse dope, and not al of
the count's curses and entresties could bring them back.

Thus Conan and Raihna, and more than haf of their men, returned to such safety asthe paace ill
provided. In the swirling din of the fight, Conan had not noticed that the dudl of earth-magic seemed to
have ended. But as he hel ped Raihna bandage an arrow gash in one of her arms, he redlized that the
earth was both gill and silent. Also, the palace was no longer raining stones and tiles!

"What now?" Raihnaasked, gritting her teeth as Conan tightened the bandage to hold the lips of the
wound together. "Weve barely won a skirmish, et done a battle.”

"I'll wager that's more than Syzambry expected,” the Cimmerian grunted. He would have given half
the hoard of the Border realm, if he'd possessed it, for some wineto rinse dust and grit from his mouth.

"If the ladsin the barracks have held their ground, they'rein the count's rear,” Conan went on.
"Curseit! I'd ded with asorcerer mysdlf, if he could just take amessage to—"

Raihna put a hand on the Cimmerian's arm and pointed. One of Decius's under-captainswas
picking hisway cautioudy through the rubble. He kept looking up to see what was about to tumble on
him, and each time he looked up, he stumbled on something that had aready tumbled down.

At last Raihnatook pity on him, scurried down the hall, and led him the rest of theway. Behind
what had once been thewall of a sculpture galery, the three leaders took counsdl.

"Decius wishes you to bring your men back to join his so that we may retreat asone—" the
messenger began. He said no more before a Cimmerian roar interrupted him.

"Has Decius turned— ogt hiswits, or sent acoward as his messenger?' Conan thundered the
question loud enough to raise echoes and bring down loose pebbles from half-ruined walls.

Raihna gripped hisarm again, and thistime she put her other hand over his mouth. " Conan, for the
love of thegods Y ou want to tell Decius, not the count!”

The messenger had turned pale at the Cimmerian'slook, and he till had a corpse's hue as he
continued.

"Captain Conan, the lord captain-genera did not ask. He commanded.”

"l don't careif Mitraand Erlik together are commanding it," Conan snarled. "We've agood part of
the Guard out there, and the gods only know how they're faring. If they could break out into Syzambry's
rear—"



"King Eloikas cannot move asfast as one might wish," the under-captain said doggedly. "He must
|eave the palace now, to escape the men Count Syzambry isbringing againgt our rear.”

Perhapsit wasjust his blood being roused, or the fact of the sorcery so close a hand. Conan till
thought that the man knew something he was not saying about Eloikass reasonsfor this hasty departure.

"l wasn't asking the king to lead our charge himself,” Conan said. "Only to remember men sworn to
him, and to make one last try for victory. We can ill bring down the count. If we can't do that, we can
hurt his men and dow their pursuit.”

"Perhaps—" The messenger seemed torn between fear of Decius and the king and fear of Conan.
Or wasit knowledge that the Cimmerian's counsel held wisdom?

"Raihng," Conan said. "Gather ahdf score of archers and hold them ready. I'm going to climb as
high as| can to see how the menin the barracksfare. If they'vefallen or fled, well do as Decius wishes."

The messenger opened his mouth to argue, then saw Raihnas hand rest lightly on her sword hilt. His
mouth shut again, with an audible click.

Conan saw on Raihnas face awish that he send someone else. He a so saw the knowledge that
nothing she said would lead anywhere, save perhapsto aquarrd in their last moments of life. Conan
would not readily ask aman under him to go where he would not, still lesswhen the man was barely
fledged asa soldier.

Conan dropped his bearskin and dung on aquiver and bow. He kicked off his boots, to bring toes
aswell asfingersto hisclimb. Then, asthe archers gathered, he picked his stretch of wall.

AsRahnaraised her hand, he stepped to the base of the structure. The hand came down, arrows
hissed into the night, and Conan began to climb.

Chapter 10
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Count Syzambry was no man to admit failure, let alone defeat. He could dter his plansif they went
too plainly awry.

Theway in through the front of the palace would need more men than he had in hand. He must not
only beat down the king's men, including that black-haired giant who seemed to be worth haf a company
by himsdlf. He must also face losing men to faling walls, traps, ambushes, and the gods only knew what
€lse as he made hisway through the palace.

If he held the defenders he faced, the men he had to the rear of the palace would close the trap.
Even holding where he was promised stout fighting, but not beyond what he could ask of his men.

Syzambry's decision had come swiftly. His orders were swifter till..

"Bring half the men from the Guards barracksinto line. Move the rest so they stand between our
rear and the Guards. Then every man prepare to advance."

Some thought him mad, or at least foolhardy. He could seeit in their eyes. But they remained silent,
30 he need not fear losing any fighting man by summary execution for disobeying orders.

Weakening the watch on the Guards barracks might let their survivors escape. Every servant of the
king who lived through this night would be one more to hunt down later. The Pougoi warriors had refused
to march with him againgt the palace, but they would not scruple at hunting down royd soldiers. If they
did, the Star Brothers would remain them of the need to feed the beast.

Conan was perched as securdly asthe wall alowed before Raihnas archers had time to shoot three
times. Asthethird flight of arrows whistled toward the enemy, he saw that Syzambry's archers were not
shooting back.



Indeed, it seemed that the count's men had abandoned the fight, though not the field. Conan strained
even hisexcdlent night sght, trying to make out what might be happening beyond that magic-spawned
earthen bank.

The dust was il settling, but the magical light was dtogether gone and the moonlight turned fitful
and dim. Conan would not have light at the price of another duel of sorcery, but he midiked planning his
battle like ablind man groping in arat-infested cdllar.

The Cimmerian redlized that what his eyes could not provide, his ears might. Cautioudy he sood
upright, undung the bow, and nocked an arrow. Drawing back to the ear, he sent the shaft whistling
toward the Guards barracks.

Five arrows drew enough noise to tell Conan that the count still had men watching the barracks.
The Guards must yet be there, or perhaps had left so cunningly that the count's men had not heard them.

The count was aso moving men toward Conan's right. Had fresh men joined him, or was he
drawing men from before the barracks, or both? In either case, the count's men would not likely be
thinking of attacking, but of keeping up with their comrades.

Now would be agood time to surprise them, and surprise could be haf of victory.

Conan waved Raihna and the under-captain who'd brought Deciuss message over to where they
could hear the faintest of whispers. They listened to him in silence, athough doubt showed on the man's
face even in the darkness.

"What of Syzambry coming behind us, between us and Decius?' he asked when Conan was done.

Conan decided that he had thought worse of the man than he deserved. Y ou should return to
Decius and warn—"

The under-captain shook his head. "One of your men can take the message aswell. | will not run
from thisfight. Also, I know where we are to meet Decius and the royal party, if we both win free of the
palace

Conan was certain now that he had doubted the man's courage without cause. "Very well, then. But
if you want to test your stedl againgt the count's, then tell me and Raihna of the mesting place. Then you
can go to the gods|eaving everything behind you fine and tidy!"

The under-captain grinned as Conan tossed down his bow and quiver, then followed themina
panther-like leap.

Count Syzambry cursed the unknown archer, but did so silently. More silently than his men had
endured the arrows plunging among them, at any rate. Two men had died screaming, and the unhurt were
more than atrifle shaken.

Usdlessto tell them that the dead were unlucky, victims of aman who could no more see hishand in
front of hisface than they could. Too much sorcery wielded by friend and foe alike had unsettled his men.
Nothing but a hard, close fight with honest sted against opponents of flesh and blood would bring them
back to their manhood—

A whisper crept along the ranks of the count's men, to reach the count where he crouched behind
the crest of the earthen bank.

"The king's men are moving. They know we are coming. They are setting atrap. If we advance, it
will beto our death.”

Count Syzambry replied with awhispered threat of horrible punishment for cowards.

Silencefdl on hisranks. The count turned his eyesto the front. The paace lay before him, amaze
of shadowsthat might conceal anything and certainly hid adetermined foe. His men would need torches
to shed light asthey fought their way into the palace.

The maze of shadows seemed to be even more tangled now. Indeed, some of the shadows were—
moving?

"Stedl Hand! Cry!" The count kept his voice from screeching like awoman's. But he had to teke a



deep breath before he could shout again. "Up! Up and on guard! They're coming out!”

The enemy's giving the darm did not dow Conan. Nor did recognizing Count Syzambry's voice.
The Cimmerian had timefor abrief thought that the count must be dmost within reach if hiswords came
S0 clear.

Then chaos erupted again.

Half of Conan's men were not as battle-seasoned as the Cimmerian. Some stood gaping, others
cried out, afew began to run. Altogether, they brought the advance to anoisy halt.

At the same time, fire arrows began to plummet onto the Guards huts. The uppermost layers of the
thatch were as dry astinder and took fire asreadily as straw. In moments, flames were creeping across
theroofs of half the hutsthat had survived the shaking of the earth.

Somewhere among the count's men was a captain who wanted light at adl costs. Hewas gainingit,
but the cost included revealing his own men to Conan and the archers at his command.

These archers needed no ordersto begin shooting at the men who menaced their comrades. They
shat, infact, with such zed and so little aim that they were as great amenace to friend asto foe.

Conan left to Raihnathe task of bringing the archersto order. He sought to form hismeninto asolid
band that could strike a shrewd blow. Thelight from the burning huts had shown him what he hardly
dared believe: the count at the near end of the earthen bank, with barely a handful of men about him.

"Haroooo!"

It was the under-captain shouting as he plunged forward up the bank. He continued hiswordless
criesuntil he was dmost within sword's reach of Count Syzambry. Then his stedl blazed in thefirdight.

"I am Mikus, son of Kiyom, and | am degth to traitors and rebels against King Eloikas Fifth of—
aarrgghh!”

The count had stood as death closed with him. Not so one of his guards with ashort lance dung
across his back. Its blade sparkled in the firdight, vanished into Mikuss belly, then burst forth bloody
from his back.

Erethe sword fell from Mikusslimp fingers, Conan was charging up the dope. Before he reached
the top, the count vanished, and in his place stood a dozen of hismen. They made awall of stedl, armor
and blades dike, between Conan and Syzambry.

Still, Conan hacked three of them out of the fight, two dying on the ground and the third
withdrawing with ausalessarm and dragging leg. But the otherswere hemming him in, and arrows began
to fly asthe count's archers found atarget.

The archers did not cease shooting as Conan plunged downhill. Indeed, they did not cease shooting
after Conan reached safety and the count's men came downhill in pursuit of the Cimmerian. The archers
made better practice againg their friends than againgt their foe, or perhaps the nine men made alarger
target than asingle Cimmerian.

Regardless, it seemed for awhile that the next battle would be between the count's archers and the
count's men-at-arms. While the count's captains sought order, Conan was doing the same among his own
men. Only then could he study hisintended battlefield.

The huts were now well ablaze, and the count's men who had watched them were now falling back
on their comrades. From the far end of the huts, figures darted off into the darkness, the last of the
Guardstaking to their hedls.

Conan cursed, not much caring who or what heard him. If the Guards had not been fleeing, they
could have given him the strength for an attack. Asit was, by the time the Guards rallied and returned to
the attack, Syzambry's men would be in the palace.

The Cimmerian cursed again, thistime softly. He was curang himself more than anything ese.
Decius might well have had the right of it, and Mikus had shown both sense and courage. Compared to
them, Captain Conan of the Second Company had not made such a great name tonight!



Little to be done about it, ether. If only the united strength of King Eloikas could face Syzambry,
then best unite that strength as quickly as possible. The palace could dways be retaken once Syzambry's
host was gone. If the king lost hisfighting men, however, helogt everything.

"Where now, Conan?"' It was Raihna, and for amoment the Cimmerian's tongue could not shape
itsdlf to the only sensble words.

"To the meeting place with Decius. He may not thank usfor this night'swork, but well be there for
him to say so!"

"Asthe godswill. Who takesthe lead?"

"I'll take the rear. My night sight's the keenest and welll need it againgt pursuers.”

Raihnaloped off toward the front of the line. Conan waited until the last man was past the midpoint
of the huts before he rose from his hiding place to join the retrest.

Ashedid 50, he heard the rumble and crash of falling masonry from well within the palace. A
moment later he heard shouts and screams.

Hedid not know if the commotion was due to one of the traps or merely to a cardlesswarrior
leaning against aweakened wall. It did not matter. Every one of Syzambry's men who found agrave
ing de the paace would be one less to fight the next time battle wasjoined.

The scream from within the palace echoed in Syzambry's mind. He wanted to echoit.

He it hislip, and the scream died unborn. The swordcut he had suffered from that young fool
Mikus's blade was not the first battle wound he had taken. It would not be the last, even though victory
was dawning before him. No usurped throne was ever held without fighting.

But gods, the pain! No wound had ever hurt so much. The count would have prayed that no wound
would ever hurt so much again, but he doubted that his prayers would be answered. He could not even
shape hislipsto the proper names of the lawful gods.

Chillsgripped hisheart and belly, dmaost making him forget the pain. Had magic entered into him so
much that he was unclean in the Sight of the gods? Had he done what was forbidden and now was cursed
with this dreadful pain from asmple sword-cut, and might he be cursed with worse—?

Count Syzambry till did not scream, but he groaned.

From what seemed avast distance away, a voice that might have been aghost's uttered sounds
without words. Count Syzambry thought he heard what might have been "deeping draught.” and even
"Pougoi magic."

Pougoi magic. Yes. That wasit. The magic of the tribe's wizards was making him hurt so much. The
same magic would take away the pain.

It would take away the pain or he would not be the friend the Pougoi expected. It had been his
intention to arm the Pougoi and use them to uphold histhrone. Hewould still do that if their wizards
would heal him. If they did not, he would say nothing.

But hewould hea himsdlf, or seek the aid of the leeches and surgeons. The healing would take
longer that way, but vengeance lost no sweetness with the passing of time.

Y es, the time would pass, his wound would be gone, and he would use the power of the throneto
arm dl the enemies of the Pougoi. Then those enemieswould fal upon them and cast them down, even
their beedt.

It would not do, after all, to leave the beast dive and a prey to someone who might think he was
meant to rule in the Border Kingdom.

A voice spoke again, with nothing remotely like sensblewords. A rim of cold metal pressed against
the count's battered lips. He smelled herbs and strong wine, then tasted them as the cup wastilted to
trickle the potion into his mouth.

For amoment he thought he would choke. He did not, and the cup was empty amost before he
became used to the harsh taste. He was already diding down into deep asthe cup left him, athough even



after he dept, it was awhile before the pain no longer troubled his dreams.

The last sounds from the bettle of the pa ace were long since left behind. Nothing but the sounds of
the night disturbed the march of Conan's band of survivors. The night breeze whispered across the bare
hillsdes, and in the forests below, the night birds called to one another.

Once awoalf howled, long and harsh. The reply came not from another wolf but from something that
seemed as vast as amountain and growled like the heaving earth during the battle. Conan saw the
fear-gtricken looks on his men's faces and growled curses under his breath.

Asthey skirted afidd of straggling grain, Raihna dropped back to walk beside the Cimmerian.

"The gods seem far away tonight," she said. Her face was such amask that it seemed the movement
of her lipswould crack it.

Conan lifted a hand to wipe blood-caked dust from her cheek. "They're never as close asthe
priests seem to think. We're dive without their help, so I'm wagering on our—"

"Hsst!"

Raihnadid not grip Conan'sarm thistime. There was no need for it. Both had seen dlike: aline of
shadowy figures straggling out of the forest. The faintest of moonlight was enough to reved swordsand
spears, aswell asragged clothes, scanty armor, and no banner or device that Conan recognized.

Rahnaran like adoe up to the head of the line, waving the men to ahalt as she went. They hated,
not without a clattering of weapons and thumping of boots that would have derted trained men below.

The men below, Conan judged, were even less battleworthy than the recruits of the Second
Company had been. He saw them staggering with weariness, sometimes falling out of line to drink from
leather jacks. He saw them dternately gathered into ragged clumps like bunches of grapes or strung out
like aserpent. He saw dl of this as he walked adong the line of hisband, warning the men to be silent, but
ready.

"I'm going down when they'redl in sght," hetold Raihnaat last. "When you see me draw my sword
or hear me shout Count Syzambry'swar cry, come at arun!”

"Count Syzambry's—?" Raihna began, but she was talking to the Cimmerian's broad back as he
strode downhill.

Conan was not so foolhardy asto walk up to the newcomers without marking each rock and stump
that might hide him as he went. There were enough of those, so that with the favor of the gods—

"How goesthe fight at the palace?' someone caled, sounding asif he had dready emptied more
than one leather jack of something sironger than water.

Conan was slent for another moment as he studied the hundred-odd men before him. Most of them
were the rabble they had seemed, but here and there, he noted, was aman who carried himsdlf like a
seasoned free lance.

King Eloikas had hired no free lances. Count Syzambry, however—

Conan's sword rasped free and leaped high, opening the throat of the nearest free lance. At the
sametime, heroared, "Stedd Hand! Stedd Hand! Stedl Hand!™

From uphill, Raihnareplied, her voice as dhrill as any she-demon hovering over abattlefield to
snatch the spirits of the dead and dying. After amoment other voicestook up the cry, and with their
enemy'swar cry on thelr lips, Conan's men thundered downhill to join him.

They arrived just asthefoe redlized that they werein abattle, even if they were agood way from
the paace and the attackers had feigned friendship! Whoever was in command began shouting orders,
and some of his men seemed to obey him.

Thered peril to Conan wasthe free lances. They wereralying around the body of hisfirst victim,
half adozen or more. Conan had abusy time of it, working hard with both sword and dagger to keep the
free lances from cregping around his flank.

Then Conan's men struck the ranks of their foes, which in amoment ceased to deserve the name.



Eloikas's men had speed, the dope, and an ordered line on their side. They aso had aking dain, or
driven into the wilderness, to avenge, and their own reputation to restore.

Syzambry's rabble vanished like a dancer's silken vell flung into ablacksmith's forge. Hight did not
save agood many of them. A score or more died in the first shock, and as many more died with wounds
intheir backs. The Guards blood was up, and they were a pack that no hunter could easily call off from
their prey.

Conan did not try to. He held the free lancesin play until Raihnajoined him, turning their flank as
they had sought to turn Conan's. Two men died with Raihna's stedl in their back before the rest knew of
the fresh danger. Then the four survivors divided, two against each opponent.

Two skilled free lances was no light matter even for the Cimmerian. When one of them was amost
ashig ashe, it was a serious affair. Conan had the edge in speed, though, and he used it to hold both
men at a distance while he sought an opening.

It came when the larger free lance crowded his comrade away from Conan, jedous of theright to
dedl the Cimmerian what he thought would be the final stroke. This|eft agap between the two men.
Conan hurled himsdlf into it, feinting with his dagger to draw the smaller man il farther out of position.

The feint succeeded. Facing only one dangerous opponent now, Conan beat down the larger man's
guard, hammered his sword from his hand, then chopped the hand nearly from the wrist. The man redled
back, gaping at his spouting arm and dangling hand. He was still gaping as Conan dashed him acrossthe
face, and hefell back screaming and spitting blood and teeth.

Conan whirled, certain that the smaller men would have returned to the fight. Instead, he saw a
tangle of arms and legs asfour of his Guards svarmed over the free lance.

"Dont—" the Cimmerian began.

"Conan!" It was Raihna, putting into his namethe cry for help she was too proud to utter.

Conan wagted no time in joining Raihna and her opponents. Nor did he waste the opportunity one
foe's back gave him. He leaped, jerked the man's head back, and heaved him off hisfeet. The man went
down with athud and aclatter of armor, and Conan finished the hapless fdllow's fighting by hammering
his head on the ground.

By the time Conan knew that they had a prisoner, Raihna had opened a safe distance from her
surviving foe. The man had alonger blade than she, though, and seemed to have no purposel€eft in life but
todnk it into Raihnasflesh.

Hesgnaly failed in that purpose. At the sound of Conan's footsteps, he left an opening for Raihna.
Her sword opened his neck, and his head wobbled as strength Ieft him. Then he toppled, and Raihnas
dagger ended hislast writhings.

The mask was gone from Rahna's face as she rose to face the Cimmerian, her expresson likea
she-wolf that had just brought down the finest stag in the forest. Rentsin her clothing showed more
blood-smeared skin than before, and her breasts rose and fell with her panting.

She stepped forward and for amoment stood in the circle of Conan's arms, sword till in hand.
Then shethrew her head back and brushed sweat-matted hair out of her eyes.

"Time enough when we make camp, my friend. Now tell me, why did you shout Syzambry'swar
ay?'

"If they were hismen, as | thought, they'd lose time guessing who we were. | reckoned that the men
could put that timeto use."

"Y ou reckoned right. But whet if they'd been friends?'

"Then they'd have offered proof and joined with us. Either that or run off, and if they ran, at least
they'd be clear of the palace. There's nothing there for any man loyal to King Eloikas save a hard degth.”

Conan fdt Railhna shiver asthe truth of hiswords struck home. Then she kissed him, stepped free,
and cupped her hands.

"Ho, the Second Guards! Raly to Captain Conan! We've not done with this night'swork!"



They had not, Conan knew, and the end might yet be death for al. But Count Syzambry had lost a
hundred men, dead or taken or driven into flight. They were arabble, but even arabble could bealossa
usurper might not beer easly.
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At most times, Conan would not have asked of his Guards an al-night march after two battles.
Moreover, some of the Guards bore wounds that would have commonly put them in bed. Otherswere
borne on crude litters by comrades who would not abandon them to wolves, bandits, or the scanty
mercy of any men Count Syzambry might have till roaming the palace precincts.

So the march continued until dawn, although it ended with some of the men stumbling dong more
ad eep than awake; a hand on the shoulder of the man ahead was enough guidance. And by the gods
mercy, they were out of theworgst hills.

In an empty village on the edge of awilderness of virgin forest looming higher than temple towers,
they met the Guards who had fled the burning huts. They were some seventy strong—most of them
armed and only few wounded—under the command of the veterans.

The sergeant of the First Company raised ahand as Conan strode up. "Hail, Captain Conan. |
await your orders. Y ou are the only captain of Guards here."

Conan wanted to order the sergeant to put his men on guard so asto let the Second Company
deep, captain and al. He judged it more prudent to listen to the man's report.

It was smple. Once away from the palace, the sergeant had looked about for acaptain to rally the
men. Not finding one, he had taken the command himsdf. The men had formed up and marched in fairly
good order until about the hour of false dawn, when they came upon the village.

"It was dready deserted, so we saw no harm in settling down."”

"It was?' Conan had little ssomach for aquarrel with aman who might be vauable hep in daysto
come. He aso had little stomach for serving with aman who had robbed his own countryfolk.

"By the Red Rock, | swear it."

The ancient throne of the Border Kingdom was something that few men would invoke to uphold a
lie. It seemed best to leave the matter.

"Truly, Captain Conan, they had gone with just what they could carry on their backs, and not much
of that," the sergeant added. "We saw some men with spears who might have been the rear guard, but
they weren't after staying to answer questions. | would not send the men running about the forest after
them, either.”

"Wiseof you."

Returning favor for favor, Conan told the story of the Second Company's adventures. "1'd wager
that the village folk ran when the rabble we fought came by. Well have some more of the truth out of the
prisoners, with luck.”

The sergeant led Conan to a hut that had a straw-stuffed mattressin one corner. "Feer it's
rat-ridden, too, but—"

Conan lifted the sergeant's jaw with one hand to cut off the flow of apologies. "Sergeant, if therats
aren't bigger than | am, | can facethem.”

The Cimmerian remained on hisfeet until the two companies of Guards had divided sentry duty.
Then he kicked off his boots and crawled under the molting sheepskins on the bed.

His deep was sound, though not unbroken. He awoke to find that he was sharing the bed with
Raihna. She had taken off rather more than her boots, and asif that message might be too subtle, she
then embraced him and drew him hard againgt her.



Both dept even more soundly afterward, but when the pipes sounded again, the notes were so faint
and distant that even the sentries doubted that they heard anything. The sergeant heard nothing at al, and
he midiked waking weary captains at the best of times. Conan and Raihnawere alowed to deep until the
sun was far toward the west.

Aybas wished that last night's dream would depart from his memory. Even more, he wished that he
had never had it in thefirst place.

Both wishes, he knew, werefutile. Hiswish to be of serviceto Princess Chiennawas not so futile, if
hedid not let the dream unman him.

It till would not leave him. Random fragments of it would return unbidden, no matter what he was
doing. Now hewas standing at the princesss door, and he was reliving the moment of the dream when
he legped from the diff after her fdling baby.

He remembered the wind bearing him up, but aso blowing him away from the babe. He reached
out hisarmsto grip onetiny foot, but the tentacles of more beasts than dl the wizards of the world could
keep were dso reaching out, clambering from livid swamp and flames the colors of burning rubies and
solid rock blacker than astarless night—

"The Princess Chienna bids you enter."

The voice and accent were a hill woman's, but the words were those of aroya maid of honor.
Aybas had fought fear. Now he fought laughter. The princess exacted proper service and obedience so
firmly that theideaof refusing never cameto anyones mind.

Anyones, that is, except the Star Brothers—and Aybas was here tonight in the hope that he could
make even the wizards whims miscarry.

The door swung open on itsleather hinges. Rush tapers cast afitful light but showed the princess
seated on her usual stool. She wore Pougoi dress now, even to the leggings and the bird-bone combs
thrust into her long black hair. But she sat asif in her father'shdl, receiving aguest of satewhileclad in
slk and cloth of gold.

"I would bid you welcome, Lord Aybas, if | thought anyone coming in the service of your master
deserved such agresting.”

"Y our Highness, I—" Aybaslooked at the serving woman, who made no moveto leave.

"I would have her tdl you her own story if we had time," the princess said, "but, in brief, sheiskin
to awarrior who died on the night of my arrival. Who died of the miscarrying of thewizards magic. You
may spesk fredy."

This command rendered Aybas briefly mute. If it had reached the princess that he was no great
friend to the wizards, had it reached other ears aswell?

If one could be hanged for stealing a cup of wine, why not steal the whole barrel? Aybas nodded.

"| understand that your son has been wet-nursed by women of thistribe. Now, by the customs of
the lowland, that makes him nurse-brother to the Pougoi. By the customs of the Pougoi, a nurse-brother
isnext only to ablood-brother in kinship."

"So | have heard,” the princess said. Aybas was sure that she was hiding ignorance, since few of the
lowlanders thought it worth learning much about the mountain tribes. The Border Kingdom might be
more peaceful if it was otherwise, Aybas thought.

But ignorant or not, the princess was playing her part well. Aybas judged it time for the next scene
of the pagear.

"A nurse-brother of the Pougoi isunder Pougol lawsin many ways. Among these lavsis one that
even the wizards have obeyed since the first days of their star-magic. Man, woman, or child, one of the
Pougoi may not be sacrificed unless he gives consent or has committed agreat offense.”

"A babe at the breast can consent to nothing!™ the princess snapped. Then she smiled. "Except
perhapsto go to deep before driving his nurses and mother distracted with his crying.”



Aybas held his peace until he was sure that no more would follow. The princesswas silent, but he
saw her face grow taut as she struggled to hide her fear for her babe.

Then the struggle to hide fear turned into astruggle of another kind. Aybas could read her thoughts,
amog asif they had been carved out of theair in runes of glowing fire: If | admit that Prince Urrasis
bound by any laws of the Pougoi, this may cause some to doubt hisright to the throne. There are
already many who fear the reign of a babe. There will be more if they think he must do the
bidding of a louse-ridden, rock-scrabbling mountain tribe. Yet if | call my son one of the Pougoi,
the wizards cannot sacrifice him without defying their own laws. Their own folk will draw back
from them. And if my son cannot be sacrificed, then the wizards' greatest strength against meisa
broken reed!

"Indeed,” Aybas whispered in agreement to the princess's unspoken wisdom. She hersdf was safe
aslong asthe count intended to wed her. Her son, heir to the realm, had always been in adifferent and
worse circumstance.

Without words, Aybas prayed that she would see the way to what must be done.

"The customs of the Pougoi have dways been held in honor by me and my kin," the princess said as
if gpeaking to the whole court. "Thereforeit isonly fit and proper that my son be proclaimed a
nurse-brother of the Pougoi. He shdl have the rights of any Pougoi mae child of hisage, and he shdl
assume hislawful dutieswhen heisof age.”

The servant appeared to be ready to fal down in afit, and for amoment Aybas grew fearful. Then
he redlized that shewas only trying to hold in wild laughter. Theideaof aroya princess claming to honor
the hill tribeswastoo much for her.

"Migress—ah?'

"Myssa," thewoman said as sheredized that Aybas was addressing her. "I bear witnessto this
oath. | will stand, speak, and shed blood to uphold it.”

Aybas wondered whose blood she was swearing to shed but decided that hisignorance was best
not revedled. He had not inquired too closely into the customs of the Pougoi after he had learned of the
onethat might save Prince Urras.

"Very wdl," Aybassaid. "l swear to lay this matter before the lawful men of thetribe, for hearing
this oath according to custom. | also swear to regard Prince Urras as a nurse-brother of the Pougoi from
thismoment forth.”

That could prove an unfortunate promise should adirect command concerning the prince come
from Count Syzambry. Aybas, however, had little fear of such acommand being issued at any time soon.
He had overheard enough about the count's wound to doubt that the man would be ordering more than
an empty chamberpot for some while. The man might even die.

Then it would bewdl for Aybasif he had Chiennas goodwill. Count Syzambry would have merely
cast the redlm into chaos rather than usurping itsthrone, and an exile who wished to survive that chaos
could not have too many powerful friends.

With some of his most courtly phrases, Aybas bowed himsdf out. It was full dark now, and he
stumbled twice before his night sight returned.

The dream did not return, however. Thiswas a blessing Aybas had not expected. Perhaps he had
found favor inthe gods sight?

Perhaps. But the Star Brothers were closer than the gods, and they would need much more
persuasion than Chienna. As he ascended the village Street toward his hut, Aybas began to rehearsein his
mind a speech to the wizards.

Hewas s0 caught up in it that he ssumbled twice again. He also passed Wyllaasif shewere
invisble, and he did not hear asingle ped of the witch-thunder that rolled across the sky as he reached
hishut.



Conan marched his men and Raihna's hard for the next two days. He turned a blind eyeto the
Guardswho dipped off during each night, and sometimes by day, when forest or rough ground hid them
awiftly.

Raihnafretted both at the deserters and at Conan's apparent complaisance. "If this continues, we
will have none but a handful of veteransin ten days."

"Wewill gill have your men.”

"Of course." But she was near to biting her lips as she said it. Conan would not press her, sincethe
truth would be out sooner rather than later if their roaming the hills continued.

"Weve no placeto go until we know if the king and Decius won free of the palace,” Conan said.
"The men understand that. They aso know that if Syzambry wins, anyone still mustered as a Guard will
have ashort life and along death. A man who has drifted homeward to get in a crop and be a peaceful
farmer—hemay save hiskin, if not himsdf."

The Cimmerian did not add that Raihna should have known this herself. The daughter of a
Bossonian yeoman (at best) must have lived dl her girlhood knowing that an extrapair of hands at the
harvesting could mean life or deeth for afamily through the winter.

After amoment, Raihnaknew what Conan had not told her. She blinked, then rested ahand on his
shoulder.

"Forgive me, Conan. | fear that | am too ashamed of how | have mided my mento have al my
wits"

"Well, chase them down and bring them back," he said, dapping her on the rump. "Y ou muster a
pretty fair strength of them when they're all present.”

Conan did not ook the other way when some of the Guards talked openly of looting villages and
fams

"Therell be none of that, for three reasons. Oneis that we want the villagers friendship. Or at least
we don't want them running to Syzambry with tales of our whereabouts. The second isthat we can
scrape by with game, fish, and berriesfor awhile longer.”

"Long enough to find the king?' someone asked, from safely back in the ranks.

"Theking or hisgrave," Conan said. "Aslong as King Eloikas lives, our oath as Guards binds usto
hisservice. If he'sdead, our oath binds usto rescue his heir and put him on the throne."

The sllencethat last vow produced was so complete that a snapping twig sounded like afaling tree.
Conan rested a sooty hand on the hilt of his broadsword.

"The third reason for leaving the villagersin peace is that anyone who doesn't answersto me, and to
my friend here." The sword legped from its scabbard, flashed in the sunlight, and returned torestin a
snglefluid mation.

The band resumed its march in amore sober mood. Even Raihna seemed to have been affected by
the Cimmerian's words when she dropped back to walk with him in the rear guard.

"Will you redly—?" she began.

"Hsst!" He put afinger to her lips, and they dowed their pace until the last of the rear guard was
beyond hearing.

"Why not, by Crom? If Eloikasis dead, the babeisking of the Border Kingdom. He deservesa
better court than the Pougoi. If Eloikasisn't dead, Syzambry till has ahold over him aslong asthe
princess and babe arein the hands of the wizards."

Conan did not add that he would have risked hislife to snatch a scullery maid or a spitboy from the
hands of the Pougoi wizards. Being in their toils seemed something an honest man shouldn't wish on his
worst enemy.

"Andif Syzambry's dead?’

Conan jerked his head, dismissing that rumor.

"But if heisaive, wouldn't his men be scouring the countryside for us?"



"We don't know how many men he hasleft,” Conan said. "Besides, | hate to spesk well of that
misbegotten son of aKushite came thief, but helll be ahard man tokill."

Rahnagrimaced. Y ourefull of cheery counsd this—"

The reproof died on her lips. Faint and far, but beyond mistaking, they heard it.

The pipes.

Conan's hand went to his sword again. He did not draw. He took a deep bresth instead, then let it
out with the cursesin his mind unuttered. But they echoed within his skull asloudly asthey could ever
have echoed from the hills,

"Show yoursdf, you whistling jester. Show yoursalf, you goat's-kin. Show yourself, and show your
true colorsif you bear any!"

The Star Brother Forkbeard stared at Aybas. The wizard's face held every emotion that Aybas had
ever seen on ahuman countenance. .. save one: it showed no surprise.

Aybas did not pray. Prayersto lawful gods seemed themsalves unlawful in this damp grotto, with
the smell of the beast hanging heavy in the air. He only commanded his ssomach firmly not to disgrace
him.

If Aybas had doubted before that the wizards ate flesh from their star-beast, he doubted it no
longer. What he had seen in the shadowy corners of the grotto and what he smelled with every breath he
took could not be explained in any other way.

Aybassthroat contracted and his stomach twitched. The gods showed some mercy, even if
unasked. Forkbeard was looking down at the rough-hewn oak table before him and saw nothing of
Aybass struggle for self-command.

When the wizard looked again at the Aquilonian, he looked with aface twisted by fury and
frugtration. His hands dapped the table, making a bronze bow! topple over and roll until it clanged on the
floor. It rolled again until it reached Aybassfoot. The Aquilonian forced himsdf not to flinch when the
bowl touched his skin.

"Aybas" thewizard said. No "lord," and the nameitself sounded like acurse.

"l am here, Star Brother, and a your command.”

"At... a... my—?" Forkbeard'sfury atogether took possession of histongue, and he sputtered
into silence. Aybas thought of asking forgivenessfor unintended offenses, but he dso lgpsed into slence.
He much doubted that he could utter such words and still command hisface.

With neither man able to breek it, the silence drew on. It began to seem to Aybas that the rocks
overhead would crumble with the passage of the years and dlow the |ake and the beast to come roaring
into the grotto.

"Aybas," Forkbeard snapped then. "Did you speak to anyone of this notion that Prince Urrasis
nurse-brother to the Pougoi ?"

"Other than to the princess and her servant, | spoke no word to any living creature, or even to the
air. | do not know what the women may have said, where, or to whom. But my tongue has been
guarded, and | will swear it by whatever you hold most sacred.”

"That would not be lawful, Snce you are not a Star Brother." The wizard seemed to be speaking
merely to avoid looking witless. Then he sat down abruptly and twisted his beard with the fingers of both
hands.

"Perhaps you are blameless. But your... the scheme... thistruth. .. it has escaped to the warriors of
the Pougoi. They think it the truth. They think well of afuture king of the Border being nurse-brother to
the Pougoi.”

Forkbeard did not add, "They think ill of sacrificing him to the star-beast.” He did not need to. The
very air shouted it in Aybass ears. He was hard put not to grin in triumph.

To give hismouth some occupation, Aybasinclined hishead and spoke. "I rgjoice that thereis



peace between the Star Brothers and the warriors of the Pougoi. Great will be the Pougoi when their
strong right hand and their strong left hand wield the same wegpon.”

Forkbeard shot Aybas alook that made the Aquilonian wonder if he was suspected of jesting. Then
the wizard rose.

"Y ou spesk thetruth. The warriors are our right hand, and the | eft and the right hands cannot
quarrd without leaving the Pougoi helplessin the face of their enemies”

Those might just be the words flung together to sound well, but Aybas thought he heard morein
them. Certainly he had not had any messages from Count Syzambry since the night the palace fell and the
king fled. Indeed, he had not even heard of any messages.

Had Syzambry perhaps not survived the moment of hisvictory? Or wasit merely that some aspect
of the piper's magic kept messages from passing between the count and the Star Brothers? How much
magic did that cursed Marr have at his command?

"Prince Urrasis nurse-brother to the Pougoi," Forkbeard said. "This shal be proclaimed so that all
may know it. Go in peace, Aybas, but guard your step and your tongue. Y ou are no nurse-brother to
anyone, save perhaps a flea-ridden bitch weaned on..."

Thewizard went on a some length in describing dl the various unlikely and unclean animasthat
were near-kin to Aybas. Aybas submitted to the insults with dignity and did not laugh aoud until he was
far acrossthe valey toward his hut. Then he laughed until he had to lurch to a stump and collapse upon it
until his breath returned. Asit did, so did aclear mind.

Who had spread word of his strategem among the warriors of the Pougoi? He knew none whom he
could trust with the matter, and he doubted that the princess did either. She was a shrewd woman,
notwithstanding that she was young enough to be Aybas's daughter. But shrewd enough to understand
the ways of the Pougoi after only afew days captivity among them? Aybas doubted that miracle.

Then the name burgt into hismind like athunderclap.

Wylla

She had heard, perhaps by magic, perhaps by being in the right place with aready ear. Her father
was not least among the Pougoi warriors, in spite of his advanced years. He would surdly listen to her,
would know warriors whom he could trust with anything, and would spesk to them. With law and
custom giving them aweapon againgt the Star Brothers, the warriors could be counted on to finish the
work that Wylla had begun.

Aybas knelt and rested one hand on the ssump, placed the other over his heart. For thefirst time
since heleft Aquilonia, he swore an oath by the gods of his childhood, in the manner he had been taught
asaboy.

He would speak no word and do no deed to harm Wylla, and he would guard her from the words
and deeds of others as best he could. He would not touch her without her consent, nor alow othersto
do so.

If hewasforsworninthis, might he end hislife herein thisvaley, without name or honor or any fit
prayers and sacrifices.

It was the fourth day after thefall of the palace and the flight of the king.

Rumors flew now like geese bound south in the autumn. It was said that Syzambry was ensorceled,
dying, dead, sick abed, or al of these at once. Conan wondered aloud how much truth there might be
behind al these words, thinking to keep his men from hoping for too much.

To Rahna, he spoke his mind more fredly. " Something has gone awry with Syzambry or his plansor
both. I'd wager my manhood on that. But what it might be, and what good we can take from it—" He
threw hishandsinto theair,

Raihna dipped down off the boulder where she had been perched whetting her dagger. "I'll pray
you do not lose the wager, if that isthe stakes.”



"What, no thoughts of Decius?"

"A woman can think of a score of well-looking men, Conan. But she can only bed onewhoiis
present.”

Conan put an arm across Raihna's shoulders, but she dipped from under it and darted down the
path. "Theresapool down there where the stream makes a bend. Race you to a bath.”

Raihna had ahead start, but Conan'slong legs quickly made up the distance. They finished the race
running side by side, with Conan's arm around Raihna'swaist.

They were splashing in the pool when Conan thought he heard afootfal. He took hiseyesfrom
Raihna's sun-dappled shoulders and freckled breasts and studied the trees around them.

The mountain wind gave a stately motion to the branches high aoft. Conan did not think he'd heard
the sound of either wind or forest. A deer, perhaps, since he and his companion were farther from the
main camp than usud, and upwind of it aswell.

Neverthel ess, Conan reached down to be sure that the well-greased dagger on his ankle was till
there and drawing fredy. Ashe did, Raihna popped up directly before him and threw her arms around
his neek. She not only pulled his head down between her bressts, she pulled him off balance. He tumbled
forward, and they both went down to the bottom of the pool in awarm tangle.

When they rose, Conan could seein Raihnas eyes the thought that they were now clean enough.
Hedrew her againgt him, then looked beyond her for a soft patch of ground. He found it, but he dso
found something that drove al thoughts of bed sport out of hismind.

A man was standing on the patch of needles. He was not a man easy to describe, save that he was
shorter than Conan and dighter of build. But then, so were most men.

His garb was more uncommon. He wore aloose tunic and looser trousers, homespun and dyed in
motley green and brown. A leather sack siwung from one shoulder, and he held along staff of
well-seasoned wood in hisleft hand. He seemed to be unarmed, but wore on his belt what drew and held
the Cimmerian's eyes. a set of pipes, seven of them, the shortest no longer than Conan's thumb, the
longest nearly half the length of hisforearm. Pipes carved with vast care and cunning from some dark
wood, then given silver mouthpieces and silver bands. Bands of silver spun asfine asthread and then
braided and knotted—

"| crave pardon if | surprised you," the man said. "I am Marr the Piper.”

"Tel me something my own eyes cant,” Conan growled. He was edging toward the bank of the
pool, moving dowly, refraining from any sudden gesture that might surprise or darm thisvigtor. He
wished that Raihna had not kept him from drawing the dagger from hisankle.

He could not wish more of Raihna. She was standing waist-deep in the pool, making no effort to
cover hersdf as shewrung water out of her hair. She bore no weapon, but awoman like her was
well-armed enough without sted aslong as she was dso without clothing. A man's body might be safe
from her, but hismind—

Conan reached the bank. With a single lunge he was out of the water and gripping his sword. Marr
looked hisway. "That will not be needed.”

"Needed, or ussful ?'

"Why do you think it might not be useful ?"

"If you aren't a sorcerer or near-kin to one—"

"Whatever elsel may be, | arn no enemy to you or your friends." Conan did not lower the sword,
but when he spoke, hisvoice waslessharsh. "That will take some explaining.”

"If we havethetime—"

"Well take thetime, my friend. Either that or you'll take your leave."

The piper looked from Conan to Raihna, found no more mercy in her face than in the Cimmerian's,
then nodded. "Very well. Y ou have been witness to much of my work. Then | heard you, Conan,
summoning meto show my colors—"



"What!" The word shot like an arrow from both Conan and Raihnaslips. It raised echoesfrom the
rocks. Marr shook his head.

"If you break in on my speech at every other word, we shal be here too long. Far too long, when |
can lead you to Decius and the king."

Thistime neither Conan nor Raihnasaid aword. They merely stared at each other, then at Marr.
When it seemed to Conan that both he and Raihna were seeing and hearing the same thing, he nodded to
her. She climbed out of the water, silver drops beaded on her skin from forehead to toes. Conan cast her
sword down to her and bent to don his clothes while she stood guard, then returned the favor.

When they were both garbed, they turned to find the piper sitting asif he had been turned to wood.
Only the play of athin amile on hisface told them that helived.

Conan sheathed his sword and glared at Marr. "Asyou can see, welll not tarry here. Y ou say
Deciusand the king are safe?"

"Alive, | said. | did not say safe. | do not know what dangers might beset them, either.”

"Bethat honest with one more question and we can strike a bargain, sorcerer or no."

"What kind of bargain?'

"Answer the question firgt," Conan growled. Heliked men who talked in riddles about as much as
he liked sorcerers.

"AsK, and | shdl answer." The piper'svoiceitsaf had amusica qudity to it that made it unlike any
human voice that Conan had ever heard—man's, woman's, or child's.

"Can you read aman's thoughts?'

"When he wishes meto read them, as you did when you asked me to show myself, | can read them
at somedistance.”

"But not when he wantsto keep them to himself 7"

"No."

Something in the man'stone hinted that it was amatter of "would not” rather than "could not." Y et—
curseit, trust had to begin somewhere! The closer and the sooner the better, if indeed thiswoodland
wizard could pipe them aong apath to Decius and Eloikas!

Conan ran fingers through his mane of black hair, wringing out the last water. "If you told the truth,
heres my bargain. Y ou guide usto the king and Decius. Guide us asif you were acommon hunter or
charcoa burner who knew the land. Not a breath, not a blink, about magic, and that means keeping
those pipes out of sght!”

"Y ou bargain hard, Cimmerian."

"I've more than ahundred good men that | don't want scared into flying for their lives. Them |
know. Y ou could be much or little. Even if you're much, we haven't forgotten the chaos you sowed at the
palace.”

"l will provethat | am much before we find Decius and Eloikas. What will you do when | haveled
youtothem?'

"Speak for you to them, and leave the rest to them.”

It was clear that the answer did not altogether content Marr. Conan wondered if Decius and
Eloikas knew something about the man that he did not. Most likely they did. But they could not tell him
what it was unless he put himself in the piper's hands|ong enough to find them.

After amoment, the piper nodded. He swung his pack down from his shoulder, drew out a dagger,
some bread, and alinen bag with runes embroidered on it in blue thread. He thrust the pipeinto the bag
and the whole affair into the sack, then cut the bread with the dagger and handed each of the othersa
piece.

"If thisisto be binding—" Raihnabegan.

"Of course. Sdt." The piper held out both hands, palm upward. In an eyeblink, his pamsturned
whitewith salt. He shook it on the pieces of bread, then motioned the othersto et.



Conan ate, but the bread kept wanting to stick in hisgullet. If the man could conjure salt out of the
ar, did it matter if his pipeswere hidden?
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Count Syzambry awoke to pain that was hardly greater than what he had endured severa times
before. He il lacked the strength to do more than mutter answers to the surgeon's questions. He
contrived not to cry out, or even to groan, when rough hands heaved him about like a sack of barley as
they changed his bedclothes and dressings.

Cleaned and somewhat restored by a cup of broth and a draught of poppy syrup, the count lay asif
sensaless. He feared there was no other way of bringing those about him to talk freely. The surgeonsand
guards had ignored a direct order to do so.

Whét he heard was less than soothing. It seemed that nearly five days had passed while he lay
unwitting. Hiswound was grave, and it was not hedling entirely as the common run of such wounds did.

No one said theword "magic.” Syzambry hoped that this came from having found no traces of it
rather than from fear of the word. If he needed to seek the aid of the Pougoi wizards, he did not want the
fears of his men standing between him and the cure he needed to reach for the Border throne.

Even when he was hedled, the battle would be longer than he had expected. King Eloikas,
Captain-General Decius, and agood company of fighting men had fled the palace in two bands. The
earth-magic had bought them that much time.

To be sure, the two bands together were only afew hundred men. But they had aready cut to
pieces one company of freelancesthat Syzambry had expected to be ready to hand for harrying the
countryside. Now his men were hard-pressed to hold the ruins of the palace and the land about it.

Beyond where the count's writ ran, the countryside was not rallying to Eloikas. It was not ralying to
the count, ether.

He could not strengthen his hand, to be sure. He could strip not only his own lands, but the lands of
every man who had sworn or promised or even hinted alegiance. Strip them of even the boys and the
graybeards, strip them of even rotten bows and rusty swords that might avail against bandits.

Strip them, indeed, so that they would be naked to any blow that Eloikas or Decius might choseto
drike.

Another source of strength lay in freelances. Word could go out that there wererich pickingsin the
Border Kingdom for those who would come to follow Count Syzambry's road to the throne. The free
lances would come.

They would also come expecting ready gold, and unless he found Eloikas's hoard, Syzambry would
have no such thing.

The groan that he had been holding back finally escaped Syzambry'slips. It was not the pain of his
wound, but fury at what that wound might do to his ambitions. It would keep him chained to abed or, at
mog, alitter, when swift movement alone would save him. How eseto save his cause with hisloyad
handful but to lead them swiftly againgt hisfoes, sword in hand?

He groaned again, but more softly, even to his own ears. Perhaps the deeping draught was taking
hold, easing the poisonous thoughts from hismind. ..

Hefdl adegp wishing that it could leech the poisons from his body as easily.

Captain-General Decius avokein histent to hear the sentries bawling like branded caves. Hisfirst
thought was that Syzambry had found the roya camp and washurling hismen a itin afina desperate



effort.

Deciusrolled out of hisblankets, jerked on breeches over hisloinguard, and left the rest of his
harness save for helmet and sword. He plunged out of the tent, nearly sprawled on hisface asatoe
caught arope, but saved hisskinif not hisdignity.

He thereafter walked atrifle more cautioudy, though not less swiftly. His men and the handful of
Guards and armed servants were turning out asif haf of them had not spent the night on sentry duty. His
place was @t their fore.

Decius reached the head of the path immediately behind the first haf-dozen men. Hewaited long:
enough to be aware of the chill dawn breeze on his bare chest, then ordered one of the sentriesto take a
message to the king.

"Tdl him that astrong band of strangersis close at hand. Scoutswill go out to learn more. All of the
men are on duty and ready for battle."

Hedid not add that he would lead the scouts himsdlf. Eloikas would most likely forbid it. That
would waste the time needed to choose another man, when they might have notime at dl to spare.

"That dl, lord?" the messenger asked.

"lan't that—7?" Decius snarled, then caught himsdlf. " Tl the king that the moment we know more,
he shdl know it—"

Decius broke off because hisjaw had sunk onto his chest. Nor was histhe only jaw agape.

Captain Conan of the Second Company was striding up the path, looking weather-worn and leaner
than before, but alive and ready for battle. Behind him, shapesin the dawn and clatters and clangs farther
down the path told Decius that Conan had afollowing.

Decius mustered hiswits. "Well, Captain Conan. Y ou—" He decided that "you findly stopped
running” would be amorta insult, and possibly afase accusation aswell. "Y ou have come, | hope, to
give some explanation of your conduct?'

"That, and more," Conan said. He seemed asimperviousto Deciuss scorn asacastlekeepto a
child'sarrows. "My conduct includes chopping aband of Syzambry'sfree lancesto rags, aswell as some
other matters best not talked of before everybody. When you've heard them, | think you'll say I've
explained enough.”

Decius began to believe that the Cimmerian spoke the truth, and not only because of his assured
tone. Theroya party had heard rumors of the shattered free lances, as they had heard tales of
Syzambry's having been wounded almost to death.

A figure behind Conan removed a helmet and shook the tangles out of fair hair. Deciuss heart
legped within his breast, and he could no longer command hisface.

"Welcome, MigressRaihna."

Her smile made the captain-generd’s heart legp again. Then aman clad in green and brown, with a
sack over one shoulder and a gtaff in hand, stepped through the ranks of Conan's men. From the manner
inwhich they gave way for him, Decius judged him to be one who had served them well.

"Thisman isawoodcutter who guided usto your camp,” Raihna said.

"He knew where we were?' one of the sentries growled. His hand was not far from his bow.

"Peace," Conan said. "The woodcutter's aloya man. Hot pincers and the rack together wouldn't
give hisknowledgeto Syzambry."

Deciuswas willing to take that on faith. What he doubted was that this man was awoodcutter, or
anything esethat it was wise to speak of before others. Conan and the "woodcutter" were indeed going
before the king, dthough they might not care for what came of it.

Decius cdled the eager sentry over. "Go to HisMgesty. Tel him that Captain Conan hasreturned
with survivors of the Second Company and knowledge he wishesto lay beforethe king.”

Asthe man scurried off, Decius resumed his contemplation of the "woodcutter." Thiswas not as
pleasant as the contempl ation of Raihnawould have been, but duty before pleasure. The woodcutter



stood asif it was nothing new for him to be ingpected like a pack mule or abae of cloth.

He continued to stand under Deciuss scrutiny until the messenger returned with the summons of the
king. By then, Decius had decided that the man would reved nothing he did not chooseto... which
meant that it would be well to deal generoudy with Captain Conan, unless he had done something
atogether disgraceful. Generous dedling might open his mouth, at least!

Thetent of King Eloikas had three walls and aroof, made of stout cloth dyed with herbs until it
shared the color of theforest floor. The rear of the tent was the solid rock of the base of acliff. In that
rock was anarrow cleft: the king's path to Safety in the last extremity should the camp befdling to his
enemies,

To Conan, therock cleft ssemed more like a path to a quicker and more merciful death for Eloikas.
The Cimmerian doubted that the king could survive along scramble through the bowel s of the hill.

Eloikas had looked a hale sixty when Conan had last seen him. Now helooked afeeble and sickly
seventy, and his hands were so thin they seemed dmost transparent. Hislipsheld abluish tinge, and his
breath came with a painful effort.

He still commanded, for which Conan was grateful. The Cimmerian told thetale of hisjourney from
the palace briefly, so as not to tire the king. Whatever Conan had done, or what might be doneto him, he
suspected that what Marr the Piper had to say would prove of importance.

Decius, he suspected, was not of the same mind. The Cimmerian no longer doubted the
captain-generd'sloyalty. He had, by al accounts, fought too hard and endured too much in Eloikas's
causeto be any kind of traitor.

But aman smitten by Raihnaand seeking a chance to disgrace a rival—the captain-genera might
still be so described. Men could make as great mischief out of jealousy as out of treason, as Conan knew
al too well. Were matters otherwise, he might still be acaptain in the Turanian service ingtead of climbing
the hills of the Border Kingdom.

The captain-genera heard Conan out in silence, then waited while the king asked afew shrewd
questions. Etoikass body might be failing him, but hiswitswere not.

"It seemsto Usthat you have done good service, and that your skill and loyaty are not in doubt,”
Eloikassaid at last. "L ord Decius, do you have aught to add to what We have said to thisworthy
Cimmerian?'

In hismind, the worthy Cimmerian performed rites of aversion to keep Deciuss mouth shut. The
rites, the tone of the king'svoice, or perhaps merely Decius's good sense, did the work.

"No, Your Mgesty. Few men could have done aswell as Captain Conan. Fewer till could have
done better.”

"Thank you, my lord,” Conan said with elaborate politeness. " The woodcutter who guided ushereis
without, long with Migtress Raihna. May | have the king's leave to bring them within? | believe that the
king himself should hear the woodcutter'stae.”

That tale was shorter than Conan had feared it might be, for Marr entered the tent with his pipes on
his belt. Conan heard Decius suck in his breath, and the king's eyes widened.

"I had thought | was unknown," the piper said camly, sitting down without asking leave. "It seems
that my knowledge was not complete.”

"Y our pipes have been alegend in the land since before my daughter was born,” Eloikas said. He
was trying to seem at ease, but Conan noticed that he said "my" instead of theroyd "Our."

"Y ou yoursdlf are not much less of one," Decius added. "What brings you here, piper? Consider
that your magic shook down the palace and dew agood number of the king's men, and give acivil
ansver!”

"Hewill give no answer at dl unlessyou are slent,” Raihnasaid. Her eyeslocked with the
captain-general’s, and it was not the woman who looked away.



Marr sighed. It was the most human sound Conan had heard from him yet. "I have walked along
road to cometo aplace | had hoped never to see. | beg you not to make the road longer."

Hetouched hispipes. "May | play atrifle?| think | know atune or two that will make matters
eader anong us."

"A spel-weaving tune?' Decius muttered. But Eloikas |ooked at the Cimmerian and Raihnarather
than at his captain-genera. The two outlanders shook their heads. Eloikas nodded, and Marr began to
play.

Afterward Conan remembered few of the sensations that flowed through him like an underground
stream asthe piper played. One was surprise that the music sounded so much like common piping that
any shepherd lad might have played to soothe himself when twilight drew near and the wolves
approached.

Another was an amazing sense of being at peace with himsdlf and every other cresture in the world.
He would not have embraced Count Syzambry as abrother, but the count would have been safe from
the Cimmerian's sted while the music played.

Much beyond that, Conan could not have found words to name what he felt. He only remembered
clearly that when the music ended, al of the people in the tent looked asif they had just waked from a
heding deep.

Marr wrapped his pipes and returned them to their bag. "I have done as much as| can for now," he
said. "l would rather hear Captain Conan speak. | am sure that on the road here he has devised aplan to
rescue Princess Chiennaand Prince Urras."

Conan muttered something best not said doud in the presence of either kings or sorcerers. Trust a
sorcerer to call for amiracle and then lay the burden of its performance on acommon man's shoulders,
with royd wrath awaiting failure!

Y et it seemed to Conan that he had more thoughts on the matter than he had suspected. It dso
seemed that they cameto hislips more swiftly than usua. Had Marr put them there? Or had the piper
merely madeit easer for Conan to say what was dready in his mind?

The smells of woodsmoke, heating stew, and pine needles reached Deciuss nostrils as he strode
through the camp. As he gpproached the Cimmerian'stent, the aroma of leather and oil joined the others.

"Captain Conan,” Deciussad. "Areyou done?’

"Yes"

"Then | wish—may | enter?' Decius chose prudence over rank and turned an order into aquestion.

Thetone of the Cimmerian'sreply told him that he had chosen wisdy. ™Y ou may."

Conan was sitting cross-legged on the floor, wearing only aloinguard. He was rubbing ail into the
various leather items of hisharness. His sword, dready sharpened and oiled, lay on alinen cloth beside
hisdeeping palet.

"Greetings, my lord Decius," Conan said. "l fear that my hospitality ispoor. But what | haveis
yours."

Deciustook that as an invitation to sit. "Captain Conan, | will be brief. What | would most like from
you isfor either you or Raihnato remain behind. Both of you going into the jaws of the Pougoi—I likeit

"Does it matter which of usremains?' Conan asked. His tone made Deciuswary; then
understanding dawned. The captain-generd laughed.

"l wasn't planning on courting you, Cimmerian!" Decius said. "Nor will | be courting Misiress
Rahnauntil | can be sure | have something to share with her besides an unknown gravein the hills."

"Decius, | don't envy anyone thework of burying you," Conan said. ™Y our corpse might bite the
gravedigger.”

"| thank you," Decius said. "Now, alittle plain speaking. Both you and Raihna are seasoned



captains. We have few. To put each of you in danger imperilsthe king's very cause.”

"Weve the best chance of winning through and bringing out the princess and the babe," Conan said
with ashrug. "If it can be done at dl, we'rethe best to do it. If it can't be done, does it matter how many
captainsthe king has?'

Decius sighed. "No. The doctors say that he will be lucky to seethe first snow at best. If he loses
hope of seeing hisdaughter again..." Slence said therest.

"I'd not complain about taking one of your veterans and leaving Raihnabehind,” Conan said. "But
Marr saysthat it must be sheand |, and no others.”

Deciusfrowned. "Does this mean that either of you... hes... is... 7'

"I'm no more a sorcerer than I'm atavern dancer, and Raihnalikewise," Conan said. "What the
piper seesin us... it'sone of the things he doesn't speak of . What it would take to make him spesk, |
don't know, and I'm not going to spend time in searching for it."

Decius wanted to curse the gods, the Pougoi, their wizards, Count Syzambry, and everything else
that had brought mattersto this pass. He had the sense of throwing a better man than himsdlf into apit of
venemous serpents, with scant hope of seeing the man climb out again.

"Eh?' the Cimmerian said.

"I was thinking that there ought to be afarewell for the three of you. Wine, meat, music, anything
elseyou desired.”

"Don't tempt the gods,” Conan said. He stood up and stretched. His head nearly touched the roof
of the tent, and his outflung hands did touch ether sde. " Save the feasting for when we're sefein the
palace again. But if therés any winein the camp—?"'

Deciusremembered ajar of the best Nemedian vintage that he had saved for the departure of men
on desperate ventures. It was buried, and probably shattered by now, beneath the ruins of the palace,
aong with so much of the past.
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Among them, Conan, Raihna, and Marr had faced every peril that aland such asthe Border
Kingdom could offer. Had they provided themselves against every one of them, they would have needed
apack train for their baggage.

"WEelIl see about ariding mulefor the princess when we come out,” Conan said. "Best wegoin
traveling light and fast. Syzambry may ill die, but he may adso hedl. By his own strength, perhaps, or
with the help of the Star Brothers."

"The Pougoi wizards have no heding magic,” the piper sad. "Their dar-magicis—"

"Who asked you?' Decius said. He was Sitting by the tent entrance as the three travel ers packed.
Conan judged that thiswas to avoid the king, and also perhapsin hope of Raihna's defying Marr and
remaning behind.

He was hoping that pigs would fly, Conan knew.

Nothing save athresat to her guards would force Raihnato turn back. Decius was too honorable to
use that trick.

"No one asked me," Marr said. "But then, does awise man wait to be asked when thereistruth to
be spoken?’

It wasin Conan's mind that aman who wanted histeeth in his mouth and his bones unbroken might
know that truth was not always welcome. He remained silent and studied the titching of his sword
scabbard. It would not last beyond this journey, but it would do for that.



Intime, al thework was done, some of it twice over. Conan stepped outside to permit Decius and
Rahnato say what they wished. He bid Marr to follow him.

It was nearing twilight, for the three woul d-be saviors of the princess and her son intended anight
departure. If any unwanted eyes or ears were close at hand, the night and Marr's pipes should make
them blind and desf.

"Who are you, Cimmerian?' the man asked. In thefading light, hisface might have been that of a
youth or an ancient. Only the eyes denied the youth. They were wide and dark, and clearly had seen
much commonly hidden from men.

"My true nameisthe sameas| am caled,” Conan said. "If sorcerers havetried to use this against
me, nothing has yet succeeded. Are you hoping to better them?”

"That was not my question,” Marr said. "Who are you, to be here now, embarking on this venture
laden with risk?'

Conan shrugged. "l suppose no more than aman who won't run from afight when hisfriends are
dready init.”

"Ontherock of such strength, mountains have broken and kingdomsfallen. Am | one of those
friends?'

"Youwill beif you stop talking in riddles and stop asking questions you don't need answered.”

"Who are you to judge which questions need no answvers?’

"Crom! I'll certainly be no friend if you talk like asorcerer or apriest, full of mystical wind that
blows you where no one can follow. At least no one with hiswits about him. Now, for the last
time—what do you need to know for thisjourney?"

"Nothing that | do not know dready, in truth. Forgive me. | did not mean to give offense. | was only
looking beyond thisjourney.”

"Thetimefor that, my musicd friend, iswhen we've done with the journey and are safe home with
Princess Chiennal Now, instead of tempting the gods, do you want to join mein ahunt for some wine?
I'll not leave with adry throat, evenif | haveto wet it with that vinegar they cal wine heregboutd!”

They traveled throughout the first night and lay up during the day, keeping no watches and building
nofires.

"If Syzambry has put so many men on our trail that they can find three people with no smoketo
guide them, theking's causeisaready lost,” Conan said. "I'll wager it needs usrested and fit when we
reechthevalley.”

It wasin Conan's mind that they would need more than strength when they reached the Vde of the
Pougoi. They would need awonder or two from Marr's magic or somewhere el se.

Until now, the piper had been so unlike the common run of sorcerersthat Conan could have
doubted he was one were it not for the pipes. Y et even the most honorable intentions had not kept Lady
[llyanafrom becoming the dave of magic, rather than its mistress.

A sharp eye and sharper steedl might still be needed against Marr the Piper and dl hisworks.

The second night and second day repested the pattern of the first. Breaking camp in the twilight,
they heard the sound of men on the march, and Conan went to scout. He returned to report that they
were aband of peasants.

"They made enough noisethat | could have ridden up on adragon before they saw me," Conan
said. "So | lay close and watched. They were forty or more, but wearing only their work clothes and
armed only with their farming tools. Oh, aman or so had asword that his grandfather might have carried
asafreelance. But nobody had provided them arms or harness.”

"That giveshope," Raihnasaid. "If Syzambry had called them out, surely he would not have | eft
them arabble.”

"If he had spare arms, perhaps not,” Conan said. "But they could beralying to Syzambry of their



own will. Hoping to spare their villages, likely asnot.”
Raihnaspat. "They arefools, then. They rush to embrace aman who will be as grateful asahungry

"They do not know that,” Marr said. "They are desperate, and that fogs the wits. Or have you come
so far from your village that you forgot that?"

Raihna gasped and glared. Conan stared hard at the piper. The Cimmerian'slook said plainly: "I
have told you nothing about Raihnas birth. Have you been reading her thoughts againgt her will, asyou
said you could not do?!

Marr looked away, then lifted his pipes. Conan raised a hand, ready to snatch them. Now the
Cimmerian'slook said, "Earn your pardon with words, not with your magic.”

"Migress Raihna, forgive mefor caling you awitling,” the piper said. "Y ou are no such thing. But |
hear Bossoniain your speech, and | know something of that land.”

"If you thought it bore witlings, you did not know enough,” Raihnamuttered, but she seemed eased.

Presently the sound of the marching peasants died away, and they resumed their own march through
the slent forest as night came down.

The would-be rescuers neither heard nor met any further bands on their journey to the valey. This
was not dtogether by chance. Marr knew every hill, every valey, and it sometimes seemed to Conan,
every treein the forests. He knew which drew hunters and woodcutters, even in troubled timeslike
these, and which were | eft to the birds and the wolves.

"There was once agood number of bearsin these forests,” the piper added. "But most of them
were hunted out some generations back. | know of two villageswherethey goin fear of the beasts, soa
few may ill den up and live off deer and the odd sheep.”

"So? We're not here to hunt animasfor the royad menagerie,” Raithnasaid.

"I do not babble without cause,” the piper said. "One of those villagesis closeto our path.”

"Then take uswide of it, for Crom's sakel" Conan snapped. It was the fifth day of their journey.
Marr talked lessin riddles than he formerly had, but when he did, Conan had |ess patience with him. He
would gladly match stedl againgt half of the warriors of the Pougoi, or strength against the wizards beadt,
amply to end this skulking about in an inhdspitable land.

"I cannot lead you too wide of it," the piper said, "unless you wish to pass through the Blasted
Land."

"Fromwhat | have heard of that land, 1'd take my chances with the bears and the villagers both,”
Rahnasaid. Conan nodded in agreement.

"Wise" Marr said. "The Pougoi watch the farther side of the Blasted Land, and few escape their
sentries, if they crossthe Land at dl without taking the bone-burning sckness."”

"WEell fight neither beasts nor wizards with our bones turning to water within our flesh," Conan
growled. "Lead asyou wish."

Thefloor under Count Syzambry's feet was shaking. Had unfriendly magic conjured up an
earthquake?

No, it was hisbody swaying and hislegs threatening to give way under him so that he would topple
like atree overborne by ahigh wind. He gripped the bedpost with one hand and held out the other.

"My sword!"

Zylku, the surgeon's apprentice, stared. One of the men-at-armslifted the count's blade from the
bench at the foot of the bed.

"No. We cannot be sure that steel—"
"l am sure that stedl in my hand will do much good,” the count said. His voice rasped and croaked,



but he dtill forced some authority into it. It was another gift that was returning, like being able to stand on
hisown feet.

"Much good," the count repeated. "Beginning with ending your babble." His hand gripped the
sword. For amoment, the grip was firm. Then the weight of the sword jerked it from hisfingers, nearly
overbaancing him & the sametime.

Syzambry's blade clattered to the floor. He did not dare meet Zylku's eyes. He would see triumph
inthem, and Zylku might seetears of ragein his.

"Sted in my hand will do much good when | can widld it as| oncedid,” the count said. "It seems
that the timeis not now." He commanded himsdlf to stare a Zylku. " Summon your master and bid him
prepare an answer. How long will | belame and halt, unable to lead my men againgt my enemies?”’

"A horselitter—" Zylku murmured.

"l sad lead!" the count thundered. The strength of hisvoice surprised himsdf aswell asthosein the
bedchamber. " A horse litter isfor women, babes, and others who must remain behind when bettleis
joined. A leader rides or he does not deserve the name!™

"l will obey,” Zylku said. "1 will also ask certain folk | know who have arts other than those of
common surgeons.™

"Indeed,” the count said. "And what do you ask in return for this, as| doubt not you risk the wrath
of your master?'

"Y our silence about my asking, yours and your men's,” Zylku replied. "Also, such reward asyou
consder fit should llearn anything that servesto restore your hedlth. | will trust to your justice.”

"You may do that," the count said. "Only remember that my justice can mean asharp sword for
those who have deceived me."

"Dead or dive, my Lord Count, | will not deceiveyou,” Zylku said. "By anything you hold sacred, |
will sweer it."

The count was not sure that he held anything sacred within his heart of hearts, save well-wielded
sted. Sted that, the gods willing, he would one day soon be ableto hold again. If Zylku brought that day
more swiftly, he could name his own reward!

It was the sixth night of the journey, and if Marr knew one rock from another, it wasthe last night.
Conan would be glad if Marr's knowledge proved true, even if it made the man prouder than ever.

The Cimmerian did not careto tarry long here; the place was too close to the Blasted Land for
comfort. Even in the darkness, he could see that the trees had unnatural shapes. The bird sounds were
few and furtive, the insects dltogether silent. Nothing el se was to be heard, not even the sigh of anight
breeze.

All three travelers were walking catfooted, trying not to didodge asingle pebble or break the
gmallest twig. The Pougoi did not watch thisland, Marr had said. Thevillagersthemsdalvesdrove
strangers away. Y et any place so close to the Blasted Land had its watchers, who were neither wizard
nor human.

That was dl the piper would say. Nothing that Conan dared do would move him to speak further.
Hewould not even say if these watchers could be dangerous, dthough in that matter Conan needed no
advice. He would reckon on the worst and advance stedl in hand.

The piper was leading. Now he was bearing to the right, past avast twisted oak tree that seemed to
be lifted haf off the ground by a dozen-roots thicker than aman's body. Enough moonlight crept through
the clouds to show that fallen acorns lay about the base of the tree. Among the acorns lay the skeleton of
what might have been awild boar, except that no boar ever had such splayed hooves or such abulging
skull...

Conan remembered the tales of the Blasted Land.

It cameto be in asingle night, when the Star Brothers beast rode down from the sky in agiant



stone. Fire and shards of the sky-stone cut a swathe across the land, wider than aman could ridein a
single day. Within ayear, the beasts and growing things returned, but they were horribly changed and
misshapen.

The piper raised his hand. Raihna and the Cimmerian stopped and waited while their guide vanished
into the darkness ahead. Enough time seemed to passfor Prince Urras to grow to manhood before the
piper returned.

"l can see nothing,” he whispered, "but | sense the thoughts of one who watches. He either cannot
shield hismind or does not careto,” Marr added at Conan'sfrown.

"Man or beast?' Raihna asked.

The piper shrugged. "1 would wager that it has some of each init. Onething is certain: it has sensed
our thoughts and istracking us by them.”

"l amin ecstasy,” Raihnasaid. She tested the draw of her sword and dagger. "Do we wait for
him—it— to come, or do we go to mest it?"

Conan studied the ground. "Unless our friend can fly, herés as good as any. Better than some—no
stumps or potholesthat | can see.”

The piper seemed about to speak when part of the darkness ahead began to move. At first it was
only asmall part, and without shape. It grew rapidly, however, and took on afamiliar and terrible form
amogt as swiftly—that of agigantic bear, brown with aruff of slvery fur dmos asthick asalion'smane.
The moonlight showed that its muzzle was grizzled asif with age, yet its coat was thick and showed no
wounds or bald spots. The muzzle was shorter and the skull broader than Conan had ever seenin abear.

Conan and Raihnaundung their bows. The piper fell back, to stand behind them. He drew his pipes
but did not put them to hislips.

As Conan and Raihna nocked their arrows, the bear plunged off the trail. When it found no
shadows large enough to hide itself altogether, it became amoving, difficult target. Conan tried to judge
its path by the sound of itsfootfalls, but he heard too little. It seemed that the bear had the cunning to
walk lightfooted on uncertain ground.

Had Conan and Raihna carried more arrows, they would have shot anyway, trusting to wound the
beast. Decius had been ableto find barely two dozen shafts apiece for them, however. Some of those
had aready been spent in bringing down mest for the pot.

Conan had faced enraged bears and seen what they could do. He had aso seen how many arrows
they could take without morta hurt. He would shoot if the bear offered avita spot, but not otherwise.

Now only the faintest of scrapings and the swiftest of moving shadows told Conan of the bear's
progress. It seemed that it was moving around toward their rear, perhaps cutting acrossthe trail toward
the oak tree.

For along moment the silence was complete. Then the crackle of splintering wood rent the night.
Conan tried to pierce the darkness, but the moonlight refused itsaid. He could only make out the oak
tree shaking, asif astrong wind were blowing.

Then the moon came out, Raihna gasped, and even Conan gritted his teeth. The bear had torn a
branch from the oak tree, aslong as two men and as thick as Conan's arm. Now the beast rose on its
hind feet, holding the branch in itsforepaws.

Inits hands. The moonlight showed unmistakable thumbs, for al that they bore claws aslong as
Raihna's dagger.

Creature of magic or cresture of twisted nature, the bear was Hill offering Conan that |ong-sought
vita target. An arrow leaped to his string, then flew straight at the beast. It pierced deep through the
shaggy brown coat and into the left shoulder.

The bear'sroarsfilled the night asif there had been no such thing as silence since the world began.
It shifted its grip on the branch to pluck the arrow from its flesh. Conan put two more arrows into the
beadt; then it lowered its head, shuffled itsfeet about like arunner seeking the best start, and lunged
forward.



The bear's three human opponents scattered like chaff in awhirlwind. They had no choice. Even
Conan could no more match the bear's strength than he could that of an avadlanche. Againgt such an
opponent, he had to keep his distance and wear the beast down, giving as many wounds as possible and
taking none. Many dight wounds could sap the strength of any creature. There could be no such thing as
adight wound for any human, not from this monster.

Raihnawas bolder. She lunged in under the bear's guard and dashed at its hind legs. The broken
branch hummed and the end crashed down. Raihnaleaped back and to one Side, avoiding a stroke that
would have shattered her skull.

Shedid not avoid a patch of rough ground that threw her off balance. The bear stepped forward,
raised the branch high, and struck again. Raithnawent down, but in going down, she landed on her rump,
legsraised.

Those long legs were made for more than wrapping around aman during bedsport. They held fine,
hard muscle, and al that muscle now drove Raihna's boots into the pit of the bear's somach. The beast
outweighed her ten to one, but even its stout hide could not atogether cushion such ablow.

The bear grunted and the branch wavered. Raihnarolled away, cutting at the bear's | eft ankle as she
did s0. Her eye wastrue. Her blade caught the hamstring. The leg gave under the bear's weight, and the
beast toppled onto dl fours. The branch came down with it, catching Raihnaacross one ankle. She did
not cry out, but Conan saw her wince.

He adso saw that opportunity was knocking. For amoment, the bear was torn between the
wegpons of athinking creature and those of abeast. Ingtinct overwhelmed thought. It lunged for Raihna
withitsjaws.

Asit did, the branch lifted, freeing Raihna. Sherolled and dashed again. Thistime her sword caught
the bear across the muzzle. The creature roared to make the hills shake and turned toward Raihna as she
legped to her feet.

As shedid, Conan |leaped onto the bear's back. Hisfree arm curled around the shaggy throat,
squeezing like agreat snake of the Vendhyan jungles gripping a particularly succulent pig. His sword
dashed down. Fur and flesh gaped, and the bear's right fore-paw dangled limply.

The roars the bear had uttered before seemed like silence compared to the thunder now.

It needed more than noise to disquiet the Cimmerian when he was grappling with afoe. When the
bear tried to shake off the impudent nuisance clinging to its neck, it wastoo late. Conan had his dagger
drawn, and he thrust it deep into the bear's throat. Blood flowed. He thrust again; more blood flowed,
and Raihnatook the opportunity Conan had given her. Sheran in, thrusting hard, and her sword found
the bear's heart.

The dayers barely had timeto leap clear before the creature toppled. The massive paws scrabbled
at the rocky ground afew times as blood pooled under the throat and chest. Theniit lay ill.

Before he stood up, Conan counted and flexed hislimbsto be sure that dl of them were il
attached and fit for use. He had grazes, bruises, and sore spots all over from this briefest of grapples with
the bear.

Raihnalooked in much the same case, with the addition that her trousers were largely gone, and
also one deeve of her shirt. One cheek was going to be asingle giant bruise by morning, and she favored
oneankle.

Conan caught her by both hands, then embraced her and lifted her off her feet. "Thank the gods that
it wasashort fight," she said when her breath returned. "A long battle againgt that creature and we'd none
of usbeenfit tofight again, or evento travd."

"Save Marr," Conan said, looking about for their companion. He was nowhere in sight, but Conan
thought he heard adistant trill of pipes.

Had the piper fled after leading them into atrgp? That was Conan'sfirst thought, and an ugly one,
too. Raihna seemed to read that thought on the Cimmerian's face.

"Isit worth searching for him?* she asked. She sheathed her sword with avigorousthrust. Conan



judged that it would be drawn as swiftly if she met the piper again.

"Not a night,” Conan said. "Wed do better to find a place to deep. Without aguide, well haveto
cover thelast of thejourney by day, or risk going astray.”

"At least we can have bear mest for breskfast,” Raihnasaid.

"That would not bewise," came afamiliar voice, seemingly from the air above them. Conan whirled,
sword flying clear.

"By Erlik's brass tool—!"

Marr dipped down from the oak tree and amost sauntered toward them. He might have taken a
Cimmerian figt in the teeth but for Raihna. She gripped Conan's arm and pointed. Conan followed her
gesture, and stared.

A youth—no, awoman hardly more than a girl— was following the piper. She wore her hair in
Pougoi braids, and her face was either filthy beyond belief or smeared with dirt to make her harder to see
in the dark. Even in the darkness, Conan noted her easy grace of movement and the fine figure under the
tunic.

"Forgiveme," Marr said. "Captain Conan, Mistress Raihna, meet Wylla. Sheis of the Pougoi, and a
friendtous"

"Then she can share the bear medt, after you explain where you were during thefight,” Raihna
snapped. "We arewaiting." She crossed her arms over her breasts and glared.

"To eat theflesh of that bear isnot proper,” the piper said. "The bear has aman's cunning.
Therefore it would be as eating human flesh—"

Raihna gagged, and Conan nodded. "I see you agree with me, Captain,” Marr said. "Good. Asfor
where | was—I| had to play my pipes. Otherwise, the bear's thoughts might have reached the Star
Brothers. That could have been like sending aletter warning them of our coming. By thetime| knew |
had blocked the sending of the bear's thoughts, | sensed Wylla's approach. | had to go on playing so as
to guide her safdly to us and to shield her from the bear's knowledge.”

Conan nodded, feigning more understanding than he actudly felt. Still, it began to seem that the
piper's magic might be of akind he had never heretofore met, or even heard of. It was magic to prevent
what might otherwise happen rather than to cause unnatural events such asriversflowing backward,
mountains splitting, or dead gods waking up to ravage the world of men.

No doubt such magic could in time corrupt its wielder, aswith any sorcerer. But the corruption
might come more dowly. Slowly enough, perhaps, for Conan and Raihnato use Marr'said in rescuing
the princess and making a safe escape.

"We had best moveto a safer place, as you suggested,” the piper continued. " Then, before we
move on, we must consider fresh ways of rescuing the princess. Wylla has brought newsthat | did not
expect.”

"| thought that our old scheme was good enough,” Conan said. "Unless your ankle will keep you
from climbing the valey wals," he added, turning to Raihna,

"Climbing down, no. Climbing up—" She shrugged. "That monster on my trail may count for more
than asore ankle.”

"We may need to do much less climbing than we expected,” the piper sad. "Wyllathinksthat we
have afriend among the Pougoi." The woman whispered to the piper, and he nodded. "Or at least aman
who isno enemy to the princess, even if he serves Count Syzambry."

"What?' Conan would have bellowed louder than the bear had Raihna not put ahand over his
mouth. More quietly, he said, "This demands even more explaining than your climbing treesto make
mus ¢ while we fought the bear!"

"| shdl explain when we are a safe distance from here,” Marr said. " The thoughts of the bear may
not have reached the Star Brothers. Indeed, | believe they did not. | am less sure about the bear'skin.
Do you fancy afight againg them?"



By thetime Wyllaand Marr finished telling of "Lord Aybas' and his curious conduct, it wastoo late
to reach the valley before daylight. The four travelers covered some two thirds of the distance, then found
adeeping placein astand of fir trees so dense that an army might not have discovered them.

The talewould have been longer gtill and much less convincing had Wyllanot decided that Conan
and Raihna could be trusted. So she revealed her knowledge of the lowland speech and told most of the
taehersdf. This inturn, left Conan and Rathnamorewilling to believeit.

Not that the tale was easy to believe at best, as Raihna made plain when she and Conan were
clearing aplacefor their blankets. "Aybas may be playing some game too deep for Wyllato understand,
it seemsto me,” shesad.

"Then it would be too deep for our musica magician, and if hes not amaster of intrigue, I'm a
Stygian,” Conan said.

"He may know only what Wyllahastold him," Raihna suggested.

"True enough,” Conan replied. "But we can't turn about and run for home with our tails between our
legs after coming thisfar. Well go on down. If it'satrap, we can at least cut Aybassthroat in duetime.”

"Yes, and Wyllas." Raihnaembraced him. "It does you honor that you'll not harm awoman. But
I've sworn no such oath, and if Wyllabetrays, us, shélll go with us. I've ways fancied having aserving
maid, in thisworld or some other."

Conan returned the embrace, but he could not entirely avoid the thought that any man who made an
enemy of Raihnawould be lucky to livelong. Did Decius know thissmall truth about the lady he was
courting?

Chapter 14
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Aybas awoke, at first certain that anew nightmare afflicted him. A giant loomed over him, so black
that he seemed to devour light except for his eyes, which gleamed anicy blue. Others were present in the
nightmare, but Aybas could make out only little of them.

Then he sensed cold stedl against his skin and a sharp point at histhroat. Either the demonswho
rode by night had new powers over the minds of men, or he was no longer adeep.

Aybas chose to think himself awake, and he asked a question that could at least do no harm: "What
do you want of me, friends?"

"Hah!" the giant said. "L eave the last word off your tongue or give over pandering for ausurper.”

That made it evident who the vistorswere: folk loya to King Eloikas. And that told him that they
were no friends of his, and most likely why they were here.

In spite of the sted at histhroat, Aybas smiled. The night had brought one surpriseto him. Now it
was about to bring oneto hisvigtors.

"If you seek the freedom of Princess Chienna, | am yours to command.”

The giant grunted something wordless that might have indicated surprise. Aybas could barely make
out hisfacein the dark hut, and in any case, he was no longer looking &t the giant.

Behind the giant stood afair-haired woman of mature but till great beauty, for al her warrior's garb
and appearance. Beside her—and here Aybas had to swallow—stood a man who seemed small beside
the giant but who exuded a power that had little to do with his stature.

A set of slver-adorned pipes dangled at hiswaist. Aybas did not need a second ook at those pipes
for them to tell him more than he wanted to know about the man.

Marr the Piper, who had toyed with the spells of the Star Brotherslike a playful cat with amouse,



had comein the service of King Eloikas.

"Then we command you to rise and guide us to the house of the princess,” the giant said.

"I will do as much or more on one condition,” Aybas said.

The sword point pricked harder. Another twitch of the giant'swrist and Aybasslife blood would
stream over hispdlet. "Wait! Hear the condition first! It may be worth the hearing.”

"It may," Marr said. Aybas dmost smiled. He had heard the legend that the piper of the mountains
was mute save for hismusic. So much for the legend.

"We must rescue Captain Oyzhik," Aybas said.

The giant's sword point drew back, but the look on his face was more frightening than the sharp
ged. With hiseyes now fully waking, Aybas saw that the giant had the look of Cimmeriaabout him.
Perhaps he was the new captain of the Guards of which rumor had spoken? If so, he would have no
reason to love Oyzhik.

"You are here out of loyalty to King Eloikas, to save Chienna from the Star Brothers and from
Count Syzambry dike. Save Oyzhik and you may do the king another service."

"How?' The Cimmerian, it ssemed, was not one to waste words.

"Oyzhik isatraitor to the king, to be sure. He also knows a good many of Syzambry's secrets. He
has not been rewarded for histreason, either. The Star Brothers hold him close captive, ready to
sacrifice him to the beast a awhim. If saved, might he not reveal much of what he knows, out of
gratitude?’

"Oyzhik has as much gratitudein him asaturnip,” thewoman said. "But if the king pardoned him as
wdl—"

"Rahnal" the giant growled. "Have your wits flown after thisones?’

"No," thewoman cdled Raihnareplied. "Merely thinking that if we can win asecond victory without
losng our firg—"

She seemed to have decided. From thelook on hisface, the piper was of the same mind. The
Cimmerian was not, and he seemed ready to argue.

The hut door swung open, and Wyllaentered as silently as smoke. "I have warned my father. He
trusts no one e se enough to bring them, but he will meet us at the house of the princess.”

"Is anyone sugpicious?' Conan asked.

"l saw none of the Star Brothers or their faction,” Wyllasaid. "1 think that if they suspected aught,
they would be abroad.”

"Likely enough,” Conan agreed. He looked upward, apparently caling on the godsfor patience with
fools, and wisdom to tell fools from wise men. Then helooked at Aybas with aface that made the
Aquilonian wish thet thiswere anightmare.

"Well take your oath to aid us. Break it, or even bend it, and you'll die ten times over before the
Pougoi tekeyou."

"| expect no less."

The rescuers certainly had not expected the oath that Aybas swore. He swore at length and by
many gods, partly to ease their minds, but more to ease his own. Thiswas the first time he had used
some of the sacred names since he was a child, and why not? Thiswas likely enough the last oath he
would swear asaliving man, and thefirgt in twenty yearsthat he had no intention of breaking.

Of course, if thetales of Syzambry's being dead, or at least crippled, were false, this change of
dlegiance held peril. A fleet pair of heds could till take him to safety, however. The count would have
ample occupation while dedling with enemies closer & hand even if hedid gain thethrone.

Much to Conan's disgust, Oyzhik and the princess were held asfar apart asthe valey adlowed. The
rescuers would haveto divide their forces and meet at the foot of the cliff for the find scramble to safety.



Aybas and Marr had to go for Chienna. Without Aybas, she might need caming by the piper's
music, as her babe surdly would. Without the piper, there would be no calming ether of them.

Oyzhik, however, was held so closdly that asingle man—even Conan—could fail. Wyllasworeto
find her father and bring him to the wizards prison instead of to the princesss hut.

Conan would have cursed Aybas, Oyzhik and the Star Brothers aike had he not feared delay or
noise. It might have been smpler to refuse Aybas's oath and to silence him. But they had chosen to take
that oath, and now, to Conan's mind, they were bound as closely astheir new friend. A world where
oaths could be cast out with the chamberpots onto the middens was aworld doomed to the rule of the
likes of Count Syzambry and the Star Brothers.

Assdlent asafdling rose petd, at one with the shadows, the Cimmerian made hisway down across
the valey toward the Star Brother'slodge. Mist curled over the edge of the dam, and afaint breeze
brought the reek of the beast to Conan. Hisface twisted at the foulness, and he would have known then,
had he not been told before, that the creature was not of the world of men.

"Hst!"

"Five?' Conan asked. If the reply made ten, he had met Wyllasfather.

"Five," came agruff voice. Then ashadow that Conan had taken for a bush began to move toward
him. At length it turned into aman nearly aslarge asthe Cimmerian himself. Grizzled hair and ashort
beard made him resemble a patriarch, but the Cimmerian's eye made out awarrior's muscles and snews
under the man's scarred skin.

"Well met, Conan of Cimmerig," theman said. "I am Thyrin, father to Wylla™

" am Captain Conan of the Second Guards, father to nonethat | know of," the Cimmerian replied.
"Isyour daughter with you?"

"Shewished tojoin us, but | bid her join the others. She can tend the babe if no more, and with
them, shewill be closer to safety.

"I like not this care for Captain Oyzhik, Cimmerian. Did my daughter not say that he will do our
enemies more harm alive than dead, | would spear him in amoment. It will be achancy affair, making our
way to safety with aman such as Oyzhik."

"l am of your mind. At least Marr will try to keep the darm from being raised. Lead on, Thyrin."

Aybas was prepared to march straight up to the princessslodgings, trusting to his standing with the
guards. Raihna counsdled greater caution.

"If | werethe Star Brothers—"

"Y ou could never render yourself so ugly of ether body or spirit," Aybassad.

Raihna seemed to be glaring and smiling at the sametime. "Thereisaplace for the gdlantries of the
Aquilonian court, and thisisnot it. If | were the Star Brothers, | would have my most trusted men about
the princess now, especidly with the tales being rumored of Syzambry'stroubles.”

"It isthe habit of the Star Brothersto have their most trusted men guarding the sacrifices," Aybas
sad. "Conan and Thyrin are the ones most in need of caution.”

"Youdid not tell usthat!" Raihnaexclamed.

"You did not ask it of me," Aybasreplied blandly.

"If you have the wits of alouse, you should know what to tell uswithout being asked!" Raihna said.

"Here, now, Mistress—" Aybas began, swallowing indignation as he saw Raihnareaching for her
sword.

"Peace," Marr said. "l can work against the wits of any or dl of the guards as needs be. Also, no
doubt the Star Brothersthink that the princess needs |ess guarding, being amere woman.”

Rahnamimed running the piper through, and Wylla, recently rgjoined with the other three, pulled a
long face. Then she stuck out her tongue at both men. The unease dissolved in soft laughter.



It was good tidings that Oyzhik was lodged in ahut gpart from the common lodgingsfor the
sacrifices. No doubt the Star Brothers did not wish anyone to bear reports of his being ill-treated to
Count Syzambry or the captain's friends.

No douht, too, that the Star Brothers intended to keep Oyzhik captive until his fate was decided.
His hut was backed against the cliff, and four guards stood before it. Two had bows, two had spears, all
bore swords—uncommonly complete arming for the Pougoi, even among the Star Brothers chosen
wariors.

It did not help matters, elther, that the hut was less than a hundred paces from the principa
long-house of the Star Brothers guards. If the four on duty did not die silently and swiftly, they would
have help from a score of their comrades before Conan and Thyrin could free Oyzhik.

" Are the sacrifices fettered?’ Conan whispered.

Thyrin shook his head. "Only for punishment, and they would not dare punish Oyzhik in any way
that left marks.”

The underbrush and shadows could have hidden a score of men the size of Conan and Thyrin. Only
guards making the rounds could have discovered them, and these guards stood before the door like
templeimages.

Conan's night sight, with atrifle of help from the moon, soon revealed a climbable path up the dliff.
It did not offer aroad out of the valley, not when they would have Oyzhik as aburden. It could take a
good climber like the Cimmerian to the roof of the hut.

"Il climb," Conan said. "When I'm nearing the hut, I'll wait for moonlight, then wave. Y ou go
forward and keep the guards busy while | reach the roof. Then you can hide so that the Star Brothers—"

Thyrin's glare would have shattered stone. "Doubt not that my honor equals yours, Cimmerian. If
you must doubt my honor, at least do not doubt my wits. Wyllaand | will face outlawry at best for this
night'swork, whether anyone sees us or not."

There seemed no more to be said, so Conan faded into the shadows until he reached the foot of the
diff, where he waited for the moonlight to give him agood view of hisfirst few hand and footholds. Then
he began to climb.

"What, ho, friends" Aybassad. "Isthe princess within?'

The two spearmen at the door laughed coarsely. "Where'd she go without passing us? She knows
what'd happen if shetried, too. Too fine-bred to have ataste for our kind, sheis, likeal the
low-landers.”

One of them caught sight of Raihna. " Or maybe there's some lowlanders as might fancy ahill man?”

Raihna's smile was feigned, but only her comrades knew it. "1 am sent from the lowlands, indeed. |
serve Count Syzambry, and | am come to examine the princess with awoman's knowledge of her fitness
to bear hissons.”

Aybas strangled laughter. Any woman less resembling amidwife than Raihna, he had yet to see.
Before the guards could voice doubts, Raihna added, "I am aso cometo reward those who have served
the count wdl."

The sway of her hips as she spoke would have made most tavern dancers jealous. The guards
could not but see what reward she was promising, and Aybas doubted that they were eunuchs.

While the spearmen stared at Raihna, Aybas and Marr moved. Each stepped behind aguard, each
drew ashort club from his belt, and each struck their man ashrewd blow where the skull joins the neck.
The guards dropped asif poleaxed.

"Lift them onto the bench here," Aybas ordered. "They often sit down while on duty. Wylla, you
remain here as sentry. Make it seem that you and the guards are. ... ah, enjoying each other's company.”



Wyllastuck out her tongue again, but she aso drew off her tunic and pushed her trouserslow on
her hips. The splendid breasts and supple waist thus reved ed made Aybas pray that Wylla at least would
live through the night. She was not for him, that was certain, but still, she was too young to die for the
fally of others.

While Marr and Raihna heaved the guards onto the bench, Aybas knocked on the door. AsWylla
sat down on the bench with her arms about the two guards, Aybas heard a noise from within the hut.

"Who isthere?"

"By Mitrasbeard, it isLord Aybas. | bear dire news."

A squesk like atrapped mouse was al that Aybas had of reply. He cursed softly.

"Must | tell it for al the Pougoi, and perhaps the Star Brothers, to hear? Or may | enter and speak
privily?'

After amoment that seemed to passlike the mdting of aglacier, Aybas heard the bar lift. He thrust
the door open and strode in, past the waiting woman. She let out another squesk, then was silent as
Raihna put ahand over her mouth and showed her the dagger in the other.

The princesswas ill awvake. The babe was deeping, until the moment when strange folk burst into
his mother's chamber, at which he awoke with awail fit to rouse deepersdl over thevdley.

The piper's music whistled softly. Then it seemed to sing with no words, but soft and soothing
nevertheess. Thewails diminished, and at |ast ceased. Asthe princess picked up the babe, hiseyes
drifted shut and he dept again.

"He hastaken no harm?' Chiennasaid, shifting him to one arm. The other was clenched at her
waist, and she seemed to wish it held sted!.

"Here, Your Highness," Aybas said. He drew his second dagger from his boot and handed it to the
princess. She stared at it, then at Raihna, and nearly dropped the deeping baby.

"He will come to more harm from being dropped than from my music,” Marr said. "He only deeps,
and will deep until itissafefor himto wake."

"Sdfe... 7" Princess Chienna appeared to be mazed in her wits. Aybas gritted histeeth. Why did
women of sense seem to lose that sense at precisdy the worst time?

"Your Highness, I... we are cometo take you and Prince Urrasto your father. Thekingisaiveand
well, dthough in hiding. With you and your son by hisside, the relm will rdly to his banner.”

The princess shook her head, making her long black hair dance about her shoulders, white and
gleaming where the bedgown revealed them. The gesture seemed to end her confusion.

"Allow meto don suitable gpparel, then, good people,” she said with regd dignity. "It will be neither
seemly nor safeto walk through the mountainsin my night shift.”

With an imperious gesture, she summoned her waiting woman. Raihna released the servant, and the
two women vanished into the bedchamber, leaving Raihna holding the baby. Asif by inginct, she began
gently rocking him, and her face as she looked at the deeping prince told Aybas awhole tale of matters
that would never reach the Bossonian'slips.

The princess and her waiting woman were out of the bedchamber in less time than Aybas would
have given to carving ajoint of good beef. It only seemed like sufficient time for the moon to set and
dawn to break across the mountains.

The princess was dressed in a Pougoi warrior's attire, with an arrangement of leather thongs and
fleeces across her back for the babe. Aybas had not known that she possessed either, and his opinion of
her and her house rose further.

Very surely, he had wagered on the wrong horse whilst serving Syzambry. If he gained no other
reward from his change of alegiance, he would at least die with abetter opinion of his own judgment.

Aybas stepped to the door. Wyllanow had one of the guards headslolling on her breasts. The
other had fallen off the bench. She had undone his trousers to give him a more convincing appearance of
revery.



"Isdl wel?!

Wyllashrugged, which lifted her breasts most interestingly. It dso sent the guard sprawling off the
bench to join his comrade.

Aybastook the shrug for "yes" and motioned the others to come out. The princess held back. The
Aquilonian started to address her in terms unfit for royal ears when he saw that she was pointing at her
waiting woman. The piper nodded and began to play.

The music could not have reached even into the bedchamber, but Aybasfdt it in hisbones. They
were turning soft and warm, like fresh porridge, within him. His eydids were vastly heavy; he needed to
grip apost of the porch to uphold himsalf—

The music ended abruptly. Aybas stood unaided, opened his eyes, and saw the waiting woman
gprawled on the floor. He made agesture of aversion.

"It was either my music or ablow," the piper said. "Or leave her to face sacrifice to the beast.”

Aybas swallowed whatever he had begun to say. He held out ahand to Wylla, and shetook it. He
redized that this was the first time he had ever touched her.

Then such thoughts flew from hismind as he heard the drums and trumpets of the Star Brothers
sounding thedarm to thevdley.

Conan covered the last few paces of his path along the cliff in abrief space of darkness as clouds
hid the moon. When light returned, he lay on the roof of the hut, watching Thyrin approach the guards.

"Ho, friends. How fare you this night?' Thyrin greeted the men.

"Well enough,” one of the archers grunted. "What of you, to be about the camp at thishour?' The
suspicion in hisvoice shouted to the Cimmerian.

Suspicion had not yet led to drawn wegpons when Conan struck. Hisfirst weapon was afist-sized
stone, flung hard at the back of the archer's head. The man wore ahelmet, but the force of Conan's
throw would have cracked an oak plank. It pierced the helmet, shattered the skull within, and flung the
archer forward against a comrade.

Thyrin's sword whirled. The second guard's chest gaped. He dropped his spear and clutched at the
wound with both hands. His mouth was still open in a soundless scream when a second swordcut swept
his head from his shoulders.

Conan leaped from the roof onto the remaining guards. They were stlanding so close that he drove
them both to the ground with force enough to leave them half-stunned. He finished them with his dagger.

Conan's dagger also made quick work of the knotted thong that held the bar of the hut door in
place. As he heaved the door open, it groaned. Conan wrinkled his nose at the reek from within.

"Stinkslike the Aghrapur stlewsin here," he muttered as his eyestried to penetrate the mephitic
gloom and reach Oyzhik. When they did, the Cimmerian muttered again, and in soldier's language.

Oyzhik lay sprawled on foul straw, an empty wine cup by his outflung hand. All the smdllstold a
plain tale of how he had been spending his captivity. At least he would give no trouble; Conan only
hoped that the man had not atogether drunk away hiswits.

The Cimmerian had to stoop to enter the hut, stoop further to lift the drink-sodden Oyzhik onto his
massive shoulders. As he rose and turned toward the door, he saw Thyrin pointing with one hand and
gesturing for sllence with the other.

From the doorway, Conan saw the danger. A band of guards was marching from the longhouse,
past the watchfire. Conan counted at least four of them, no doubt the relief for the guardsjust dain.

Therewas no way past the men without afight. So best to begin it on hisown termsand & hisown
time. Without ceremony, Conan did Oyzhik to the ground and drew his sword.

"Hayaaasahhhhh!"

The guards heard awar cry more dreadful than any they had ever imagined. They saw agiant figure



hurling itself at them, and panic chained their limbs. Then the giant was among them, wielding asword
that seemed longer than aman wastall, at least to those who lived long enough to seeit at dl.

Two of the guards did not. They died a once, their skulls split from crown to eyebrows. The other
two were killed as they ran. One of them screamed as he died. It was the scream, joined to Conan's war
cry, that brought other guards to the longhouse door.

They did not advance into the open, however. To their degp-muddled vison, the enemy seemed
more than human. They were certain that the Hairy Man of the Mountains had come out of legend to
avengetheir abandoning his cult.

"The Star Brotherslied!" one man screamed.

"Forgive us, oh Great Hairy Lord!" another wailed.

Conan did not stop to correct their mistake. He lunged at the door, dammed it in the faces of the
bemused guards, and wedged along of firewood under it. Then he caught up aburning brand from the
watchfire, whirled it about his head, and flung it high into the dry thatch of the longhouse.

By thetime hergoined Thyrin and Oyzhik at the hut door, the roof waswell dight. The crackling of
the flames mounted as Conan heaved Oyzhik onto his shoulders again.

When he straightened, the thunder of drums and the cry of trumpets had overwhelmed the crackle
of flames. Thyrin cursed.

"| prayed for sllence, but the gods—"

"Leavethe godswell enough aone," Conan snapped. "How fast we can run matters more now."

"l am no cripple, Cimmerian,” Thyrin said. "But | warn you. The pathsthrough the village or to the
way you entered the valley will be guarded now. Thereisanother way out, and indeed an easier one for
women or those carrying burdens—"

"Then lead metoit,” Conan growled. He thought of handing Oyzhik to Thyrin to slence the man,
then thought better of it. Conan was younger, and also lesslikely to drop the prisoner into awell "by
mischance”

"I will, but | will dso pray to the godsthat Marr the Piper knows of the way and is bound for it even

"Onemoreriddie—" Conan sad.

"Noriddle" Thyrin said. "Simply the truth. The way is easy enough once oneison it. But to reach
thefoot of it, one must cross the dam that holdsin the beast'slake. The top of the dam isbut a man's
height above the water, well within the reach of the beast.”

Conan'shorror of sorcery made his heart leap for amoment. Then he shrugged, settling hisburden
into amore bearable postion.

"I've been in reach of worse than your star-beast and cut my way out again,” he said. "Lead where
you must, my friend."

Chapter 15

Back | Next
Contents

It was not long after the alarm was raised that Aybas knew their retreat was cut off. At least the
princesswould not have to struggle with the cliff while carrying the babe on her back.

When he learned of the other way out of the valley, Aybas nearly lost hope atogether. Now they
faced an easy climb, but to reach it, they had to pass close to the worst of all possible foes. The beast of
the Star Brothers would surely be awake and hungry before they could be out of its reach.

"Perhaps," Marr said. "But think on this. If we are beyond the beast before it wakesfully, it will bea
good rear guard to us. Not even the Star Brothers can atogether master the beast when it isfully awake,



hungry, or enraged.”

"How do we keep it from awakening before we are safely past?’ the princess asked.'

"I have knowledge that may help us," the piper said, touching the pipes at hiswaist.

The look on Chiennas face reminded Aybas of the Cimmerian's countenance when magic was
mentioned. It was dawning on her just how whally at the mercy of sorcery they were on this night. Aybas
did not doubt that his own face mirrored the princesss.

For two moons he had dreamed of finding a place beyond the reach of the Star Brothers and their
evil magic. Now he might be on hisway to such aplace. But the road to it would lead through till more
magic—magic that might in the end be as unclean asthe Star Brothers. So beit. The dternative wasto
remain in the valey until the Pougoai killed him. Aybas believed that he had some punishment yet to come
for serving Count Syzambry, but hewould rather it did not come tonight.

"Very wdl," hetold Marr. "Y ou take the lead. Raihna, guard Marr. Wylla, guide us as needed.
Princess, seeto your babe before al ese. | will guard therear.”

How easy it wasto once again give ordersinstead of take them. Aybas knew that if he lived
through the night, he would befit for at least a captaincy in the hosts of the Border Kingdom.

The dam loomed againgt the stars, ten times Conan's height. He studied the dam'sface, finding no
gairsbut sufficient hand and footholds for swift climbing.

"By Erlik's beard, how did the Pougoi find the handsto build this?'

"The Star Brothersfound their beast,” Thyrin said. "It gave them knowledge. They used that
knowledge to raise the stones of the dam, and more knowledge to bind the stones together.”

The near presence of so much magic made the night seem even colder. Conan rested hishand on
hissword hilt for the reassurance that honest stedl could give.

"It isaso said that the beast itsdlf [abored on the dam,” Thyrin said. "But that isatale a best. None
but the Star Brothers were close to the dam whileit rose... or at least nonewho lived to tell of what they

"Sorcererslike their secretsto die with them,” Conan said. "Evenif that's not one of the laws of
magic, they dl act asif it werel"

Thetwo menfdl slent in their hiding place behind apigsty. It smelled no sweeter than any other
pigsty, but that would drive away the odd passerby. The pigs were awake, grunting and squealing in
unease a the dlarm. Their noise would hide any small soundsthat Conan and Thyrin might make asthey
waited.

Conan hoped that the waiting would not be long. They werein arace with the warriors, the Star
Brothers, the beast, and the princess and her rescuers, dl of them striving for victory—which meant life
itdf.

The mist over the dam swirled thickly. Conan heard the surging of mighty waters against the dam
and thought he saw something riseinto the mit. It might have been atrick of the vapor. It might dso have
been atentacle.

If it were atentacle, it was aslong asasmall ship and asthick asaman'sbody. It aso seemed to
have gaping, sucking mouths scattered al aong itslength.

Darkness hid Aybass party most of the way to the dam, and they hardly needed silence. Thewalls
of the valley caught the sounds of the drums and the trumpets, to say nothing of the cries and screams of
the Pougoi. They cast the noise back and forth, raising echoes that thundered among the rocks until it
seemed that they were thundering in Aybass very head.

Aybas ceased to worry about being heard. Two-score oxen could have marched acrossthe valey
unnoticed amid this uproar.



He began, rather, to worry about the valey itself. Behind the dam, he knew, was alake large
enough to drown thewhole valey if the dam ever rdleased it. He had heard of loud sounds shattering
rock and unleashing snowdides, unaided by any magic.

He hastened forward to speak to Marr, passing Chienna on the way. The princess was striding
aong with grim determination, for al that sweat sheened her face and matted her hair. She might not be
bred to the hill life, like Wylla, but she would be no burden tonight!

As Aybas overtook Marr, he saw the man lift the pipesto hislips. Their music went unheard in the
dinfilling the vdley, but Aybasfdt every hair of hishead and beard pricklelike the quills of ahedgehog.

They were till prickling when the piper led them up to the base of the dam. They rose even higher
when two vast figuresloomed out of the darkness, until Aybas recognized Conan and Thyrin.,

Wyllagave afaint cry and hurled hersdlf into her father'sarms. Raihnalooked asif she wanted to
do the same to Conan, but the Cimmerian appeared as grim as his cold northern god Crom.

"Best save the greetings and tales until we're safe away,” he said. "We've seen no warriors on our
trall. What of you?"

Aybas and Raihna shook their heads. Conan seemed to ease atrifle.

"Friend Marr, if you can tame the beast, now's the time to prove it. Raihna, you stand with me and
Thyrin."

Aybas began to protest againgt having laid upon him the burden of taking Chiennato safety if the
rear guard fell to the beast. He did not think himself equd toit.

Y et he had given his oath to the Cimmerian. The Cimmerian, in turn, was giving histrust to Aybas,
trust in the Aquilonian's prowess aswell as his honor. Aybas had betrayed much in hislife, but he would
not of hisown will betray that trust. The Cimmerian, Aybas decided, could have given lessonsto many of
those whom Aybas had served on how to be acaptainin war.

Marr nodded, then looked at the sprawled figure lying beneath a bush. "'Is Oyzhik fit to walk?"

"With abarrd of winein him?" Thyrin growled. "We have no timefor jests.”

"Asyou say." The piper began to play again. Thistime Aybas heard the music. sharp little notes with
aweird tone to them, sounding asif they came from avast distance.

Whatever they were, they had power over Captain Oyzhik'slimbs. They writhed, then lifted him to
hands and knees, and finally onto hisfeet. His eyes were wide open but unseeing, and he lurched like an
ill-constructed puppet in the hands of an ill-taught puppeteer.

The piper stopped playing, and Oyzhik sank to his knees. But it was only to spew, which hedid
thoroughly and foully. Aybas stepped back to save his boots and saw the Cimmerian doing the same. It
was hard to judge which disgusted Conan more, the drunken Oyzhik or the piper's magic.

As Aybas heaved the pae Oyzhik to hisfeet, the drums and trumpets suddenly died. Then asingle
triumphant, brazen cdl rolled down the valey. Aybas heard shouts and saw Rahnapointing. Hiseyes
followed her hand.

Thelonghouse of the Star Brother's guards was il blazing, and the firelit the path leading toward
the dam. On that path a score of figuresran, the light glinting on spearheads and drawn blades.

"They'veralied" Conan exclamed. "Marr, start Oyzhik climbing. Raihna, Thyrin, we form the rear
guard.”

The piper spoke sharply in Oyzhik's ear. Oyzhik amost raised ahand, then turned and al but threw
himsdf at the face of the dam. He fell twice before he found his balance, then swarmed up the rocks and
logswith the skill of an gpe.

Chiennaand Wyllafollowed. A jutting stub of branch ripped one leg of the princesss trousers from
thigh to ankle, but sheignored it. Conan noted the fine limb so exposed, and a so that the princess was as
tall as Raihnaand not much less broad across the shoulders.

A trifle thin-flanked for histaste, perhaps, but she would have been adaunting bride for alittle man



like Count Syzambry. Indeed, Conan wondered if the count would have survived hiswedding night.

Aybas, Wylla, and the piper began their climb, Marr gripping his pipes with one hand and seeking
handholds with the other. He made heavy going of the dam face that way, and Aybas and Wyllafinaly
dropped back to help him aong.

Now the vanguard was away, safe from dl but the beast. Conan nodded to Raihna. She lesped
onto aboulder, an arrow aready nocked. The shaft whistled toward the line of running men. Before it
struck, another wasin theair.

Then ahuge hand gripped Raihnas shoulder. Conan glared a Thyrin and drew hissword. The
other man shook his head.

"Forgive me, Mistress Raihna, Captain Conan. But these are my folk, some of them warriors| have
taken into battle. If the Star Brothers have led them astray, perhaps| can lead them aright.”

"And perhaps mares will givewineinstead of milk," Raithnasnapped. "Let go—"

"Speak, Thyrin," Conan said. "But swiftly."

Thyrin cupped his hands, and his voice made the drums and trumpets seem like ahush.

"Warriors of the Pougoi! Tonight'swork means no harm to you or any of yours. We mean to end
the unclean work of Count Syzambry among the tribe, and nothing more. What that demands, we shall
do. Morethan that, we shal not do. Go from this place to your homes, guard them, and leave usto
cleanse the honor of thetribe."

Theline of running men dowed. Thyrin roared on, telling more of the wickedness of Count
Syzambry and the shame brought on the Pougoi by their taking his gold. He did not mention Marr the
Piper, the Star Brothers, or much else about what was afoot.

By now theline of running men was writhing like a broken-backed snake. Some of the men were
gtanding still, others advancing at awalk. A few seemed to be arguing.

Conan dso had hisbow drawn and an arrow nocked. If Thyrin's notion of talking witsinto witlings
failed, he and Raihna could have ten arrows into their ranks before they moved again.

Suddenly the shouting was from the warriors, not from Thyrin. Two of them were grappling
standing; others were down on the ground. Stee! flashed, and someone thrust a spear down from over his
head into another man's belly. A bubbling scream split the night.

Thyrin grunted, then dapped Conan and Raihna each on the shoulder. "Fare you well, if we do not
meet again," hesaid.

Raihna's mouth opened into asilent circle. Conan understood. "Bring any men you canrdly toa
dead man-bear by a many-rooted oak tree hard by the Blasted Lands," he said. "WEell lead them to
Eloikes"

"Y ou'l lead them nowhere unless Her Mightiness pardonsthe wholetribe," Thyrin said. "It's out of
dishonor that | lead them, not into Eloikass service." Then he was running toward the brawling warriors
before Conan could think of any more advice, let donegiveit.

Raihna cursed Thyrin as she and the Cimmerian began their climb to rgjoin their comrades. Conan
sad nothing. He knew more than she did of what Thyrin might think he owed histribe, for al thet they
had wandered down many dark pathslit only by thefase light of sorcery.

They wereless than hdfway up the dam when the witch-thunder rolled acrossthe valey. Confined
between the rock walls, it might have been the world cracking apart. Raihna clapped her hands over her
ears, and Conan fdt asif hot needles were being thrust into his ears.

They reached the top of the dam, however, just as the witch-thunder sounded again. Thistimeit
found an echo. From the water beyond the dam there began along, low hissing.

It went on as Conan and Raihna ran along the top of the dam, which was three hundred paces long;
their comrades were barely halfway across.

Asthey overtook the others, the hissturned into a scream. The scream turned into aroar, and the
lake seemed to catch fire, spewing out shades of crimson and sapphire, emerad and topaz. Its surface



heaved and bubbled, then began to steam like aboiling cauldron.

Marr was playing his pipesthrough dl of this, as Conan saw. But hismusic would have been asa
child's cry againgt the shouting of an army when matched with the roaring of the beast.

Unheard though it might be, the piping seemed to be fulfilling some of its promise. The beast was
awake, avare, and furious. That the lake was turning into a cauldron proved that.

Y et the tentacles—indeed, aslong as a ship and as thick as a man's body—came nowhere near the
people scurrying across the top of the dam. They reached high enough into the air to have plucked men
from the top of pinetrees or temple towers. They could easly have swept Conan and hislittle band into
desth in any eyeblink.

They did not, and Conan began to fed dmost a ease with the presence of Marr and his spells. It
was not afeding that he expected to last. No doubt the piper would turn against them in the end, or be
turned againgt them by hismagic. Also, Conan would fed gill more at ease when they were safe away
from the beadt, for al that the piper's magic had mastered it for now.

Conan and Raihna overtook the othersfifty paces from the end of the dam. Wylla stared at them.

"Whereismy father?"

"He hoped to win the Pougoi away from Count Syzambry," Conan said.

Wyllacrammed onefist into her mouth to stifle acry and struck Conan in the chest with the other.
Aybas put an arm around her shoulders.

"He saw hisduty and we see ours,” he said. "Both see clearly, eveniif not dike.”

Seen from close at hand, the piper appeared to be on the verge of collapse. Oyzhik looked like a
walking corpse. Only the princess was bearing up well, she and her still-degping babe. Conan had to lay
ahand across the babe's chest to be sure that he was il breathing.

Then, beneath them, the dam shuddered. Conan felt more than heard stones moving, and saw
nothing a al. He had been in too many earthquakes, however, to ignore the sensation.

"Run!" he shouted, loud enough to pierce even the outcry of the beast. "Run for your lives! The dam
isbregking!"

He did not need to repeat the warning. The next shuddering joined hiswordsto give wingsto
everyone'sfeet. Even Oyzhik reached the far end of the dam at a stumbling run, and the princess might
have been racing for apurse of gold.

The path up the cliff lay before them. It wasindeed as easy as promised. A child of six could have
found away upit.

So could any number of Pougoi warriorsif Thyrin could not keep them off of hisfriends trail.
Conan studied the cliff, seeking a place where he and Raihna could make a stand against greater
numbers. With bows, they could even make their stand beyond reach of the beast'stentacles... at least
until their quivers were empty, or until the Star Brothers spells overcame the piper's and sent the beast
climbing up the diff, asit did on the nights of sacrifice—

The dam shuddered for athird time, and thistime the shuddering did not end. Conan not only felt
but saw rocks moving, and some the size of aman tore entirely loose and crashed down the face of the
dam. Dust poured up from long cracks forming amid the stones.

"What keeps you, Conan?' avoice shrieked. "Are you going to spit the beast and roast it for trail
rations?"

It was Raihna, dl but screaming in hisear. Conan flung her up onto the path, then legped himself.
The solid rock of the cliff was now shaking under hisfeet, and he nearly fell ashelanded.

Hedid not fal, however, and both he and Raihna overtook the othersin moments. None of them
paused until they were halfway up the path. Then they stopped to ook back.

No one would be pursuing them across the top of the dam any too easily, even should the beast die
in the next moment. A gap wider than aroya road lay open in the top of the dam, and water was
foaming through it. Mist seemed to rise even from the foam, and the lake itsdf was dl but invisble.



The fires beneath the water tinted the mist in rainbow hues. Conan thought the beast seemed less
fierce now, but certainly the ghostly shapes of monstrous tentacles till danced through the mist at
intervas.

Conan turned to speak to Marr. He did not expect an answer, or even wish the man to cease
whatever magic he was working against the beast. He did want to assure himsdlf that the piper till heard
human voice, thought. Conan opened his mouth, but before words reached his tongue, the piper
staggered asif struck on the head. Then he toppled sideways. Only Conan's hand gripping his tunic kept
him from faling, and had he fallen, he would have rolled off the path and down the cliff toward the [ake.

Screams told Conan that others had not been so fortunate. He clutched Wylla's ankle as she
sprawled face down, then held on until she dug in fingers and toes so asto keep her place.

Rahnaneeded no help, and Aybas had fdlen stting. He was cursing and rubbing his rump, but no
man cursing so loudly could be hurt.

Oyzhik was doomed. Barely aware of the world around him, sensible only through the piper's
magic, he had no hope when that magic ceased. Conan saw the traitorous captain roll down the hill
toward avertical drop, arms and legs outflung like those of achild's doll.

The captain never took thefina plunge. A tentacle lunged out of the mist. Evenitstip was enough to
wind around Oyzhik three times. Conan saw blood spurt as the appendage crushed his chest and belly.
Mouths opened in the tentacle to suck in the blood. Then tentacle and prey vanished into the mist.

As Oyzhik vanished, Conan realized that he had not seen the princess or her babe. He braced
himsalf against astunted tree and examined the dope. At least there was no place where faling rocks
could have crushed them. The Cimmerian aso saw no place where they could have fetched up safe once
they began rolling—

A dark-haired head seemed to rise from the ground, and along, shapely arm waved frantically.
Conan thanked the gods that his eyes had deceived him, and he plunged down the dope.

He reached the princess only afew paces ahead of Raihna. They were both ready, swords drawn,
when another tentacle took shape out of the mist. The beast roared dmost asloudly as before, sensing
prey. Then it roared louder as both Conan and Raihna dashed at the tentacle. The beast wasflesh and
blood. It could fed pain and cry out.

Conan and Raihna gave the creature agood dedl of pain in the next few moments. Conan had never
swung ablade so fast or so hard in hislife, for al that each blow jarred hisarm from wrist to shoulder.

The tentacle was writhing now, in rhythm with the roars of the beast. Greenish ichor spurted from
the wounds, and yellow foam drooled from the mouths, inundating the Cimmerian'sarm, making hisgrip
on the sharkskin hilt of his sword uncertain. The stench made the pigsty seem like alady's perfumed
dressing chamber.

Thenthelast rag of flesh that held the end of the tentacle to the main body gave way under afurious
stroke from Raihna. The main body of the tentacle drew back, and not only mist but foam spewed up
from the |ake as the beast roared.

The princess was handing something up over the edge of the drop, a fleece-wrapped bundle that
Conan redized carried Prince Urras, awake now that Marr's spells no longer held him adeep.

"Hold onto himand I'll pull you both up!" Conan shouted.

"Migtress Raihna! Take the babe!" The princess was adamant, and Raihna responded to her
appedl. Before Conan could reach for Chienna's hands, Raihna knelt, picked up the babe, and darted up
the dope.

Conan knelt in turn, gripped long-fingered hands, and heaved. The princess was no dainty court
lady, and it burdened even the Cimmerian's musclesto haul her bodily onto moreleve ground.

It also did Chienna's attire no good. Conan had seen tavern dancers at the end of their dance
wearing less than she wore now. He had aso seen tavern dancers less worthy of being so clad. With the
greater part of her clothesin rags, she no longer appeared so thin-flanked.

The princess seemed to want to throw hersdlf into the Cimmerian's arms, but she only gripped his



shoulders with both hands and laid her head on his chest. They were standing thus when Raihnas voice
dhrilled from above.

"It'scoming agan'”

Conan contemplated the tentacle reaching for them. He contemplated the battered sword in his
hand. He contemplated the princess and gave her afirm shove on the rump with hisfree hand. She
scrambled up the dope toward where Wyllaheld her babe as Raihnalegped down for alast stand beside
Conan.

Then the ground upended both Conan and Raihnaasif they were children tossed in ablanket. They
fell and landed sprawling, but not rolling. The tentacle waved in the migt, groping, then siretched out itstip
toward them. Conan lurched to hisfeet, shouting curses and calling on every god he thought might let him
dielikeawarior.

The rainbow colorsin the mist and thefirein the lake died. A vast roar that made the beast's cry
seem apitiful mewling filled the night. The mist rose higher yet, but not asthickly as before. Through the
base of the cloud of mist, Conan saw the dam crumble.

Thewater of the lake thundered into the valley in asolid white wall. It moved faster than agalloping
horse, asfast asaflying hawk. Conan knew tria fie was seeing the degath of the Pougoi.

He aso saw the beast, dthough dimly because of the mist. A vast, carapaced shape festooned with
tentacles sept into view, then washed through the remains of the dam and down into the valley.

Conan did not see the beast after that, although he knew the moment of its death... knew it because
the ground shuddered again, and aroar that was amost a scream tore at his ears and astench like dl the
graves of the world opened at oncefilled the night.

How long the Cimmerian gazed into the mist that shrouded the dying valley, he did not know. He
was recalled to knowledge of the world and work to be done by Raihna's hand on hisarm.

"Conan. Therock has crumbled to within an arm'slength of your fest. If any morefals, you may
wdl fdl withit."

Conan looked down and saw that Raihna was right. He shook off both her arm and his
bemusement and began to climb.

"That settlesthe matter of pursuit, to be sure,” he said when hafway up the diff. "1 only wish | knew
if the Star Brothers drowned aong with their tribesmen.”

"Pray that they did,” Raihnasaid. "I doubt if Marr could spellbind a stray puppy, and we've not
heard the lagt of Syzambry's men."

The piper was at least in hisright senses and sitting up when Conan and Raihnargoined their
comrades. He held Wylla close to his chest while she dternately wept and keened for the dead.

Aybas was wrapping his cloak about the princess. Above the wai <, she was still more unclad than
not, but below the waist, she had made herself seemly, if not regd. She was | etting the babe suck on one
or her fingers, and that seemed to have soothed hiscries.

"Best wefind amilch goat or aewe and soak arag inthemilk," the princess said. "Urras has thrived
on becoming anurse-brother to the Pougoi. He may not do so well on the road home.”

"Milch goat?' Conan echoed. He redized that he was till atrifle bemused. He hoped that it was
only from being too close to such amighty dud of magic.

"Conan," the princess said, "I could hardly ask you to carry off awet-nurse. But every patch of
hillside about here has its goats. Any who are not good for my babe's milk will surely be good for our
rations, will they not?"

"Certainly, my lady—I beg your pardon, Y our Highness."

"No pardon needed, Conan. Y ou and your comrades—I would not have asked of anyone sworn to
me what you have done of your own will." Shelooked up at the sky, where stars now shonedimly asa
risng wind blew away cloudsand migt dike.

"Thenight ishalf gone, | fear," she added. "Best we use what is|eft of it to put some distance



between oursalves and any of the Pougoi who may yet live.”

Conan hoped that the princess would leave the siwordplay to those better fitted for it. Otherwise, he
would not quarrel with her gpparent wish to command on the march homeward!

Helooked down into the valey. Mist till rose in random wisps, but a great sheet of water gleamed
beneeth it. Here and there, huts and high ground jutted above the flood, and on one patch of high ground,
Conan saw tiny figures moving.

Of the beadt, the Star Brothers, or Thyrin, there was no sign.

Conan rose, stretched to ease cramped muscles, then turned to Raihna.

"Raihna, which of usisthe better goatherd, do you think?"
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A palid dawn found Conan and his companions afair march on their way home.

"The padaceisno more, Your Highness," Conan said. "Y our father makes shift with atent in the
wilderness. | fear it isapoor homecoming we offer you."

"Captain, anyone would think that you had spent as much time about courts as Aybas here,"
Chiennasaid. Free of the Pougoi, she smiled more readily. That smile made her face more than atrifle
comely, with its high cheekbones and straight nose.

"l know how to tell the truth to princes,”" Conan said. "Or at least the kind of princes who careto
hear it. Some don't, and those | don't speak to at dl if | can avoid it.”

"Our house has dways kept an ear open for the truth,” Chiennasaid. "And we have always called
the whole Border Kingdom home. We will not be homeless until we set foot in another redlm, and both
my father and | will die before we do that.”

It seemed to Conan that Count Syzambry might yet have something to say about the royd family's
going or staying, let doneliving or dying. But the quicker the princess and her son returned to Eloikas,
the quicker the king would raly such dlies ashe might yet have. Had he enough, Syzambry might have
nothing whatever to say about anything, including hisown life or death.

Conan earnestly hoped so. Falling to Syzambry would be like being stung to death by vipers, or
even being gnawed to bloody shreds by rats. "Twas no death for awarrior, no death for anyone—man,
woman, or child—who could fed shame.

Conan's band was two days on its homeward journey when they saw the traces of afair-sized
company of men.

"Pougoi," Marr said after sudying the footprints. "Warriors in some number, but not al warriors. |
see women and children among them.”

He rose and contempl ated the wooded ridges rolling away to the west. "Trying to put agood
distance between themselves and their valey, | should judge. But not going toward the roya camp,
unlessthey should sumble on it by accident.”

"If they do, we can leave them to Decius," Raihnasaid. "What danger are they to us?'

"If they've women and children to lead to safety, they may not fight unless we force them,” Conan
sad.

"They might dso be readier to fight usthan mogt,” Chiennasaid. "'V engeance can make wiser folk
than the Pougoi—forgive me, Mistress Wylla—forget good sense.”

Wyllawas s0 stunned at an gpology from a princess of the house that had been long an enemy to



her tribe that she could only stand dack-jawed. Marr put an arm around her and bowed to the princess
asthanksfor both of them.

"| can contrive with my magic that they do not come near us," the piper said. "But the Star Brothers
may yet live, some of them, and march with ther tribesmen.”

"Would not their power have died with their beast?' Aybas asked. From hisvoice, it was clear that
he most earnestly hoped so. He could not have hoped so more earnestly than Conan, but hope
sharpened no swords.

"What could live Star Brothers do without their beast?' Conan asked.

"At the very leadt, sensethat my magic was at work," Marr replied. "'If they know that, they might
find waysto let Pougoi scouts search for uswith clear eyesand ears.”

"Then let ustrust to woodcraft and swift marching,” the princess said decisively. "1 have no more
quarrd with the Pougoal, if they find none with me."

In that, she spokefor al of them. She spoke, indeed, loud enough that an unseen listener heard. He
heard clearly, but they did not hear his bare feet on the forest floor as he returned swiftly to his comrades.

They met the listener and half a score of his comrades toward mid-afternoon. Prince Urras was
sucking arag dipped in the last of their goat's milk when Raihnas shriek brought them to their feet and to
ams.

"Pougoil”

Conan wasthefirst to join Raihna at her sentry post. She was aready behind awell-placed tree,
bow ready, and the Cimmerian found another such from which to watch the warriors approach.

He counted ten of them, all with swords or spearsin hand, the points held downward. The archers
had their bows strung but over their shoulders, and at the rear of the line—

"Fether!"

Wyllas shriek made Raihnals seem awhisper. The Pougoi girl dashed down the path and flung
hersdlf into the arms of the tall man at the rear of the warriors. He bent to kiss her forehead, but Conan
saw that the seamed, leathery face and grizzled, shaggy beard were not quite dry.

Conan stepped from his hiding place. " Greetings, Thyrin. It's good to see you and to know that not
al of your folk died dong with the Star Brothers and the beast.”

Thyrin gently pushed Wyllaaway, and hislook of joy gave way to ablesker face. "Would that the
Star Brothers were dead. Two of them live, their powersyet in them, and they still have warriors at their
command. Not asmany as| did when | defied them, but enough o that if they find other friends—"

"Such as Count Syzambry?' came the voice of the princess.

Thyrin and Chienna stared, each trying to take the measure of the other. Neither the green eyes nor
the brown onesféll, but it was the princess who spoke firg.

"I do not know whether it isfit and lawful by your customsfor you to have a pardon from my
house. But if it is, you shall haveit. Indeed, you haveit now. Moreover, you shal have land to call your
own, better land than you log, if you do my house thisone service.”

The Pougoi were so slent that the faint breeze in the high pines sounded to Conan like the roar of a
gde. Thyrin coughed.

"Whereisthat land to come from?"’

"When Syzambry fals, hisfriendswill fal with him. Their landswill be the gift of the throneto our
friends who have stood by us. | do not know where your new landswill be. | only say that if you stand
by us andif | live, you will havethem.”

Thistime the silence was swiftly broken by awarrior asking the question that Conan saw on dl
faces.

"Stand by you, Lady Princess? That means we fight your enemies? Fight thellittle count?!

"What greater enemy does my house have? What greater enemy can it have? If you liveto seethe
sonsof your sons sons, you will not see amore evil man than Syzambry!"



Thyrin asked that the warriors be alowed to draw apart and take counsdl with one another. This
was granted. They soon returned, and most of them were smiling.

"Do we swear al together, or each man aone?' the warrior who had asked the great question
wondered.

"Asyour laws and cusoms bid you," Chiennareplied. "I will have no friend swearing an oath that
comes strangdy to hislips™

That drew cheers, which lasted until Raihna could endure them no more. "Be slent!” shecried. "Or
would you let the whole realm know where we are?’

These words drew no cheers but, instead, afew sour looks and some muttered curses from those
who ill had breath to utter them. Conan stepped forward.

"Lady Raihnaand | are both captainsin the Palace Guard,” he said. "By your oath to the roya
house, you aso swear to obey Captain-Genera Decius and any captain speaking for him. Y et no captain
of theroyd service will ever command you save through chiefs you choose yoursdves." The Cimmerian
ended by making suitable gestures of honor at Thyrin.

The princess beckoned Conan to her. Tall as she was, she needed to rise on tiptoe to put her mouth
to hisear. "l think | have just been told how to lead the Pougoi, Captain Conan. Is that not so?"

"Forgivemeif | presumed, Y our Highness, but—"

"Y ou werein haste and could not wait for my permisson? My father and Decius have told me how
often thisexcuse is given, by both good captains and bad.”

Conan was slent, keeping his gaze turned toward the Pougoi. Then he heard a soft laugh.

"Y ou are agood captain, Conan of Cimmeria," the princess said, "and therefore much may be
alowed you. Bring the Pougoi forward and let us have the oath-taking. Then they can go and bring up
their comrades and kin and we can al deep at ease tonight.”

The oath-taking went swiftly. Conan had expected nothing else. Nor did he doubt that the rest of
the Pougoi who followed Thyrin would be as swift in declaring their new alegiance.

Some, doubtless, were of the faction Aybas had described, and aways kept apart from the
intrigues of Syzambry and the Star Brothers. Some might be seeing the world with fresh eyes. None
could doubt that the Pougoi had little future unless they sought new dlies. Homeless, their war strength
shrunken, their women and children helpless prey, they could not hope to face the other tribes whom they
had made into mortal enemies. Theraiding for sacrifices had gone on for too long to be easly forgiven.

Conan only hoped that the Pougoi would not use their new place as upholders of the throne as yet
another wegpon againg their enemies. If they did, the throne would have peace with one mountain tribe
and blood-feud with half adozen others.

The Cimmerian thanked the gods that it would be Eloikas and Chiennawho faced that problem, not
himsdf or Raihna. If Aybaswanted to stay and be embroiled in it, good luck to him—and, indeed, the
Aquilonian exile's experience of intrigues might make him awise counsdlor to the Border throne.

Firgt, however, came the task of being sure that there was a Border throne for Aybasto counsdl!

A band of more than ahundred, with fifty fighting men, was harder to hide than Conan's handful. It
also had less need to hide. Nothing save Count Syzambry's host—if he yet had one—or Decius and the
Guards could meet them in open battle.

Ambushes were another matter, and the Star Brothers magic was another still. So Conan decided
that the newly united, newly sworn alieswould move by day and deep by night. Since it was near sunset
by the time the last oath was taken, that meant they would begin the last part of their journey on the next
day.

A clugter of hutstoo small to deserve the name of village offered shelter to the women and children
and the princess. The huts werefilthy but intact, and they had the look of having been abandoned only a
few days before. Why the inhabitants had fled, and whither, Conan did not know. Nor did he careto



speak of these questions where anyone less clearheaded than Raihnaor Thyrin might hear.

At the end of the oath-taking, Thyrin gave chief's giftsto Conan's party. One gift wasthe use of a
wet-nurse for Prince Urras for aslong as he needed one.

The other was atent for the use of Conan and Raihna.

"You may shareit if youwish," Raihnatold Aybas. "One or the other of uswill dways be on watch
tonight.”

Conan said nothing but consdered that Raithnamight havetold him first if it was her notion thet they
deep gpart. They would be doing that enough when they regjoined Decius. Raihnawas too much woman
to let dip away without onefind, hot tumble.

Aybas shook his head. "Thyrin has offered me the hospitality of histent as a peace offering." He
lowered hisvoice and looked toward Wylla, standing close to the piper. "Also, sheis deeping under the
garswith him, soit metterslittie where | deep.”

"Not s0," Raihnasaid. "' Sleep where you will wake with a clear head. We need your wits
untouched. Aquiloniasloss has been our gain."

Aybassfacetold plainly of how long it had been since he heard such praise, but he was equd to the
occasion. He bowed, kissed Raihna's hand, and withdrew.

"Who takesfirst watch?* Conan asked.

"Letit beme" Raihnasad. "For one night, you should spare yourself."

"When has awoman ever made me weak, Raihna? Even you, and | have known few women—"

She punched him lightly in theribs. "Asyou say, you have known few women if you think that none
can weaken aman for serious business. Go and deep, Conan.”

Conan raised his hand in mock respect. "1 think | should never have named you ‘'Lady.’ What next?
Wedding Decius, s0 that you have the rank in truth?”

Rahnaturned away quickly, still smiling. Y et it seemed to Conan that the smile was thinner than
common for her.

Neither Raihnas smile nor anything e se kept the Cimmerian from plunging into adeep deep the
moment he lay down. He had lightly oiled his blades and sworn to find the Pougoi smith at first light. The
sword, at least, would not befit to cut mutton without some skilled work.

Then he had removed his boots, wrapped himsdf in his bearskin, and lain down on the pine
branches covering the floor of the tent. The heady smell of fresh-crushed needles was the last sensation
he remembered... before he awoke to discover that he was no longer alone on his bed. Indeed, he was
no longer aone within the furs. Someone had thrown them back and crawled under them with him.

The"someone"' was awoman, and she was not adeep. She was feigning deep, but Conan's ears
were too keen to be deceived.

Shewas aso clad only in her own skin, and that was not feigned. Conan ran ahand down a
smooth back and gently patted firmly muscled hindquarters. It seemed that Raihna had decided against
their deeping gpart after al. Having had her jest—

The woman rolled over and drew Conan firmly into her arms.

No man to refuse an invitation so plainly offered, he made quick work of his own garments and
returned the embrace as heartily asit had been given. Pressing Raihna down onto the furs, he twined his
fingersin her hair and kissed her soundly. Meanwhile, her own hands were a work, making Conan's
roar—

Until he fdt the hair, which was as fine-spun as silk and flowed down past the woman's shoulders
nearly to the small of her back.

Not Raihnas hair. Raihnasthick, fair hair ended hardly lower than the back of her neck.

Conan did not cease his kisses; nor did the woman—nhe could no longer call her Raihna—cease her



pleasant activities. But with afree hand now here, now there, the Cimmerian quickly made himsdlf a
picture of hiscompanion.

Beyond doubt, not Raihna. Astall and as broad across the shoulders, but not as well-fleshed. Add
these discoveriesto thelong hair, and who was he holding in hisarms?

Conan's knowledge came to him with alaugh that the woman took for asign of pleasure. She
redoubled her efforts, not that any such was needed to make her awelcome bedmate.

S0 he had Princess Chienna. Very well. He was aman with afine woman in his bed, and when that
was 0, there was neither rank nor royaty nor anything e se—except for the ritesthat had begun long
before men and women wore crowns, or anything else.

The rites consumed much of the night and gave much mutua pleasure. The princess at last fell
adeep, and Conan wondered if he should awaken her and warn her that Raihnamight be returning from
her watch.

Then it struck him like athunderclap. Raihnaand the princess had contrived this between them,
as—ajest, to say no more.

Why? Bedding roya maidens courted desth in most relms, but Chiennawas no maiden and,
indeed, no woman to be told where she might make her bed. Conan had no fear that the jest would turn
deedly.

He still would be glad to know whence theintrigue came. Y et it seemed that the answer would need
apotent spell, to let him understand the thoughts of women. A potent spell, and like acloak of invighility,
or aninvincible sword, likely to be more perilous than helpful in the end.

At least he need have no more fear of what Raihna might say should she find them together. Conan
piled the furs over them again and drew the princessinto his arms. She deserved to degp warm tonight, if
on no other night!

Furs and princess together so warmed Conan that his second deep was as deep ashisfirst. He
awoke to find the princess gone and Raihnaiin her usud place. Shelooked very fair in the paelight of
early dawn, but it was not in Conan to wake her.

The camp began its gretings to the day with the scrape of flint and stedl kindling cook fires, the
clash of pats and knives, the wails of hungry children. The night sentries camein, the day sentrieswent
out, and Conan heard afamiliar voiceraised in protest.

It was Aybas, complaining to al who would hear— and some, it seemed, who would not—that he
had barely dept last night. Thyrin snored.

It was then that Conan's laughter shook the tent and awoke Raihna
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Pain till troubled Count Syzambry day and night, likewise weakness and nightmares. He was not
ungrateful to Zylku the apprentice for hiswork with the potions he had found in the ruins of the palace.
Without Zylku, both the pain and the weakness would have been impossible to concedl, and the
mustering of men to his standard impossible to accomplish. So in spite of the pain, he dept well the night
before the Pougoi cameto his camp.

The sentries were among the best of his men-at-arms. They sent word of the coming of the Pougol,
then stood to armsinstead of fleeing. Syzambry resolved to honor them for that, the more so when he
learned that among the Pougoi were two of the Star Brothers.

"Star Brothers," he said asthey were ushered into histent. "I hopeit is good tidings that you bring
me here, on the eve of find victory."

"Thetidings could be better, and likewise worse," the elder of the two Star Brothers said. Hehad a



beard bound with brass wireinto three plaits and a fluent command of the lowland tongue.

"We have come without our beast, which cannot live away from the lake we made for it. We have
also come with only part of the warriors of the tribe. The remainder were needed to guard our women
and children from those tribes that would use atime of weaknessto avenge themsavesfor our serviceto
you."

Syzambry had a sense of being told both less and more than the truth. The courtly manner of the
Star Brother did not ease his mind. The wizard seemed to have spent much of hislifewinning dlies by
telling them what they wished to hear.

"How many warriors have you brought, and what chiefs?" Syzambry asked. That should smoke out
some of thefleasat least—

"Fifty warriors, among the best of the tribe, but no chiefs whose names you would know."

"Then who will lead thewarriorsin thefina battle?'

"We shdl stand closeto the forefront of the battle,” the younger Star Brother said. "Aswe shdl also
be among the warriors, what we say, they will hear easily.”

"l am surethey will," Syzambry said. Pain throbbed in his head, not from any wound but from the
old sick headache that came from rage at fools. "But will they hear the commands of men wisein war?|
doubt not your intent, but have you ever fought in such a battle asthiswill be?"

The two Star Brothers could do no more than shake their heads.

"I thought as much. Will you grant that | may place one of my own captains over your warriors? It
will be prudent for you aswell asfor them."

"Y ou doubt our courage?’ the elder asked, bristling.

"| doubt that the greatest sorcerer in the world can cast auseful spell when heistrying to keep stedl
from entering hisguts," Syzambry said. Hetried to keep hisvoice level. From thelook of the Star
Brothers, he had not succeeded, but they recognized his authority.

"Good. Then | will chose a captain within days, and you may come to know him before we march.
Isthere more?"

The wizards shook their heads and withdrew. Syzambry waited for adecent interval, then
summoned Zylku and told him of the meeting with the Star Brothers.

The man listened in silence, but hisface grew pae. "Y ou want meto spy on these ragged-arse hill
men?'

"l want you to sit down with them and some good winefirst. Drink lightly, see that they drink deep,
and listen. Listen, and what you hear, tell me. Y ou are no soldier, but you are something a times worth
more—aman with keen eyes and ears, and a mouth he can kegp shut. Also, | think you understand more
of magic than you admit."

Zylku'sface said nothing to these last words, but he nodded. "Ah. Y ou smell something, too, about
the Pougoi coming in likethis?'

"Y ou presume gresily to hint thet | am awitling.”

"Forgive me, my Lord Count."

"Earn your forgiveness, by learning what the Star Brothers are hiding.”

It might be risking much for little to offend the Star Brothers, and doing so for no more than
satisfying curiogity. Y et Syzambry was certain that more was amiss with the Pougoi than the Star
Brothers had told him.

Hewas dmogt certain that Eloikas and hisminions had ahand init. And if it was something that
might give new strength to the flagging roya cause and make it more formidable on the day of battle—

Syzambry cursed and smote the tent pole with his open palm. The shock awakened pain in severa
places, hegifled acry.

When he was crowned king, the count decided, hisfirst command would be that al who wished the
royd favor would wait on him in his bedchamber. Especially Princess Chienna, and she would wait on



himin very particular ways.

When Conan returned leading ahost of Pougoi, Decius would have sympathized with Count
Syzambry. The captain-generd did not doubt Conan's tale, marvel ous though it was. He did doubt the
Pougoi's change of alegiance. Doubted it loud and often, until &t last Princess Chienna summoned him
and bid him hold histongue.

"Thesefolk have no home and no retreeat,” she said sharply. "They can go forward only to doom at
the hands of the tribes they have fought, or to some safety in friendship with us. Safety for those warriors
who survive a battle that you yoursdlf tell mewill be adaughterhouse. Safety, aso, for their women and
babes."

"You dmost persuade me,” Decius said. Y et this matter is o grave that if King Eloikas—"

For amoment, Decius was sure that Chiennawas about to strike him with an open hand. Then her
fingers closed on the hilt of her dagger. When she spoke, her voice would have curdlied milk.

"Decius, | am neither queen nor regent asyet. But if you trouble my father with this, I will find some
way to repay you, outside the law if | find none within it. Go and make sheep's eyes at Mistress Raihna,
or grant Lord Aybas his captain'swarrant, or do anything that is of use! But do not trouble my father, or
| will do more than trouble you!™

Decius bowed and took hisleave. In truth, the princess had theright of it. King Eloikass heart was
weakening. It would be amarvd if helived to seethe day of victory.

If it came. The ruin of the Pougoi, their beast, and the Star Brothers had dedlt a shrewd blow
againgt Count Syzambry. It had by no means ended the war.

Men were coming in from towns and villages the count had |ooted to support hishost. But few were
well-armed, and fewer gill knew their way about a battlefield. Aybaswould have his captaincy and more
if hewished it, not because Decius atogether trusted him, but because beggars could not choose. A
dozen captains and three hundred harnesses would have been more to Deciuss liking.

Thereweretaesaswell that some of the tribeswho no longer feared the Pougoi might take ahand
inthewar. But on which sde? If they did cometo the roya camp, would they keep the peace with their
enemiesfor generations ? Perhaps it would be better for the roya causeif thetribesremained in their
hills

A score and more such questions marched and countermarched through Deciuss mind as he
walked from Chiennas tent. By the time he reached the edge of the camp, he decided that he would
indeed vist Raihna. Not to "make sheep's eyes at her"—in his dreams, he was doing far more—but to
take counsd from her. Also from her Cimmerian, and even from Lord Aybas and Marr, if they could be
brought to speak—

A drum began to beat somewhere behind him. Decius turned and saw Conan himself striding down
the dope. Hisface was hard, and only the icy-blue eyes seemed to live.

"My lord captain-genera. Y ou are summoned to Her Highness."

A cold hand gripped Deciuss heart. Foreknowledge came, so he felt no surprise when Conan
added:

"King Eloikas has just died. As chief among the nobles present, you—"

"l know thelaws and customs of the redlm, Cimmerian. Bdieveme, | do."

Deciussvoice nearly broke on the last words. He wanted to cry "Father!" so that the stars and the
moon would hear him.

The Cimmerian had the grace to ook away until the captain-genera regained command of himsdlf.
When he had done o, the two warriors began retracing their steps up the hill toward the royal tent.

Count Syzambry shifted restlesdy in his padded chair. He had spent the whole day not merely out



of bed, but a work, save for the short deep that his surgeon urged upon him in the afternoon. An
afternoon nap, asif hewere achild ill in smdlclothes!

Perhaps he no longer needed that nap. Perhaps it was that which kept him awake now, growing
more restless and uneasy as the sun dipped below the mountain pesks. The sunset gilded some of the
snowcaps on the highest pesks, turned others crimson. The breeze had died with the coming of twilight,
and the count felt asif the world were holding its breeth in anticipation.

Anticipation of what? He knew what he awaited, at least. Tonight Zylku should return from among
the Pougoi. Perhaps he would even return with the truth about the state of the tribe.

From the scouts who watched the roya camp, Syzambry had learned that at |east some of the
Pougoi had turned their colors. They were led by aman who might be Aybas—and if Aybas had turned
traitor, Syzambry could not think of a death hard enough for him!

At least the turncoat Pougoi had no beasts or Star Brothers with them asfar as the scouts could
judge. There was no gpproaching theroya camp closely, by night or by day. The scoutswho tried to
had never been seen again, save for one who was found gelded, disemboweled, and otherwise turned
into adireful warning.

After that, the scouts kept their distance, and much of what they brought back was rumorsor, at
bedt, tales. Onetaleran so far asto say that King Eloikas was dead. If so, should Syzambry offer peace
on terms of being named regent for Prince Urras?

Syzambry looked at that notion now from one side, now from another, as color left the world and
night swallowed the camp save where watchfires sparked with saffron flames or crimson cods. It wasfull
dark by thetime he judged it best to hold histongue for now. When he knew his own strength, aswell as
his foe's weakness, the time might be right for making nimble tongues do the work of sharp stedl.

Where was Zylku? The count would not know his own strength until he knew the state of the
Pougoi, and he would not know that until the man returned.

Boots scraped rocky ground. Swords and spears clattered and clanged. The count's guards were
aert. The count himsdlf drew hissword and laid it across his knees as his servant opened the tent flaps.

A dark shape emerged into the circle of the watch-fire: Zylku, looking much the same as he had
three days ago, save for an unshaven countenance and adark cloak thrown over his garments. He
stepped lightly toward the watchfire.

The count legped from his chair, raisng his sword to the guard position. In the fireslight he saw that
the agent's feet were bare. Bare—and bloody, asif he had run barefoot for days over sharp stones.

Syzambry's breath hissed out in alarm. Otherwise, he would have cdled the sentries. They needed
no calling, though. They had seen the same astheir lord, and they stepped forward to do their duty.

Thefirgt two guardsto reach the agent gripped him gently by the arms, as they would have done
with a harmless madman. With the strength of ten men, Zylku gripped the guards throats. With the
strength of twenty, he dammed their heads together. The crack of shattered skullswas loud enough to
raise echoes. Then, for good measure, Zylku's fingers closed on the men's throats and crushed their
windpipes. They were dead twice over when he flung them violently away from him, to crash into their
comrades.

The guards oath to their lord, and perhaps fear of hiswrath, held them at their posts. They did not,
however, again advance upon Zylku. Aswhat had been aman ambled toward the fire, they ran hagtily to
formawal| of flesh and sted before their lord.

"Lift me up, you fools!" the count stormed. He hated any order that would remind others of hislack
of stature, but he had no choice. All he could see before him was aline of jerkined backs and helmeted
heads.

Two of hisservantslifted the chair. They staggered under itsweight. Two guards ran back to join
the servants. They were eager to be asfar asthey could contrive from Zylku.

The four men together bore chair and count out of the tent and raised Syzambry until he could see
over the heads of hisguards. He swallowed a cry of horror when he saw clearly, and hislimbs



responded to an urgeto legp in panic from his chair. The chair swayed, the men struggled to upholdiit,
the count clung desperately to both his dignity and the arms of the chair, and the guardstried to look in all
directions at once.

Chaos threatened, but it did not quite prevail. The count settled back on the cushions and forced
himsdf to dare a the sght before him.

Zylku stood in the fire, whose flames legped as high as hisknees. They had dready burned the
boots from hisfeet, and now they were turning the flesh on his bonesto charcoal. He seemed to fed no
pain, though, but stood asif hisfeet had been in awarm bath, scented with healing herbs—

The man's mouth opened and he spoke. Or at least words came forth. Count Syzambry did not
careto think about who in truth had put the wordsin Zylku's mouth.

"Count Syzambry. Thistimeit isnot you who pays the price for seeking unlawful knowledge of our
secrets. Nor will it be you unlessyou further fail to heed such lessons. There will be alesson each time
you seek what you may not know. Each time that lesson will cost the life of aman under you. Think.
How many such lessonswill the courage of your men endure?!

Then, at last, the pdll that had bound Zylku broke. All the pain of being burned alive struck himina
single moment. Count Syzambry would have sworn that no such scream could issue from ahuman throat.

"Kill him!" the count howled, nearly as shrill asthe wretched man himsdf. The order was not
needed. Half adozen spearswerein Zylku's breast before he could scream a second time. There would
have been more had severa guards not dropped their weapons to clap their hands over their ears. One
fdl to hisknees, spewing.

AsZylku died, so did the fire. The count thanked the gods for the darkness, which hid his own
pallid and fear-twisted countenance from his men. He hoped that the gods were still present in thisland to
be thanked.

At least hisguards and servants were present and in command of their limbs and senses. They did
their duty so that when the count's wit returned, he was wrapped in fursand in hisbed, with aleech
atending him.

Syzambry listened with but half an ear to the leech’'s earnest mutterings about bleeding and purging,
green bile and wind. Histhoughts were e sewhere, pursuing the mystery of who had ensorceled Zylku
and sent him to his dreadful desth.

No one but the Star Brothers and the roya house could have secrets they would kill to guard. The
roya house had no magic at its command, unlessthe piper gtill served them. The Star Brothers had magic
more than great enough for this dreadful work, even without their beast.

Y et the Star Brotherswere hisdlies! The count almost choked on the word. Wasthisaway to
treat an dly, one who had promised to raise them and their folk high in the Border Kingdom?
Saughtering atrusted man, sowing fear among the soldiers, and unsettling the count's own mind?

The Star Brothers had doneit, though. Perhapsthey werelike their hill folk after al, with no sense
of honor outside the tribes. Perhaps they did not care what they did, because the secret they wished to
protect was that they could prevail without Count Syzambry'said.

With thefire gone, the night could not have been darker. 1t seemed colder, though, and the count
drew the furs more tightly about himsdlf asthe chill seemed to strike at hiswounds. Amidst the throbbing
pain, the thought of offering peace to the roya house came again.

"Tel your master that peace shal come only when he offers his sword to Our service without
conditions," Queen Chiennasaid.

Deciussmiled a the look on the faces of the handful of surviving court officids. Theroyd "We' was
the prerogative of areigning monarch, not of aregent for an underage king. Nor had it escaped their
attention that Urraswas il called "Prince.”

It seemed that the matter of aregency would not arise for sometime, mostly likely not until after the



decisive battle againgt Count Syzambry. Thisdid not displease Deciusin the lesst.

To be sure, as captain-genera, he would have been aleading member of any Council of Regency.
But there would have been others, more each day as nobles with more loydty than strength rallied to the
roya standard.

Some of these nobles considered themsalves well-versed in war. They would not seek Decius's
office, but neither would they cease to advise him how to conduct it. Asfor what they would say to
Conan being captain of the Guard, or to Raihna and Aybas being captains at al, or Marr the Piper's very
presence in the camp—Decius was happy that he would not haveto listen to any of it.

All hewould have to listen to was Chiennasaying, "Wewish it done," or "We do not wish this
done," and then obey. It was enough to make a man not merely believe in the gods, but to be convinced
that they had some concern for justice and decency among men.

"May my master not even expect a pardon?' Count Syzambry's messenger queried.

The queen's eyebrows drew together in away that Decius had seen a hundred times, ever snce she
was achild. No furious words followed, however. Her dignity was indeed regd as she merdly said: "Our
words were smple. 'Without conditions.” Are you or your master deaf, that you cannot understand?”

The messenger seemed to at least understand that he would gain no more by staying, and perhaps
lose the chance to make a dignified withdrawa. He made it, and shortly afterward the clatter of hooves
told of his departure.

Decius made the rounds of the sentries, told them to keep awatch for the return of Conan's picked
men from their training march, then had a brief audience with the queen. She was trimming her toenails
with asoldier'sknife asthey spoke, but it seemed to Decius that she was more graceful than ever.

"We did not ask your advice before refusing the count's offer,” she said. "For this, We ask your
forgiveness. Do you think it was worth more of a hearing than We gaveit?"

Deciusslaughter was a harsh bark. "Count Syzambry istrying to enlist your aid to save alost
cause.”

"Or thetales may betrue, that he has Pougoi dlies aswell and fears them as much as he does Us,"
Chienna pointed ouit.

Deciussdignity would not alow him to gape, but hisface revealed enough to make the queen laugh.
"Decius, | should be angry at your thinking | am not old enough to hear such things. Remember, | am
Queen of the Border, apoor queen, perhaps, but al the rellm has—unless you think that Count
Syzambry redly should rule?!

Try ashewould, Decius could not laugh at that jest. " Captain Conan would be ten timesfitter for
the crown than Syzambry."

"At least," the queen said. She put the knife away and drew her stained robe down over her bare
feet. "We arewel| pleased with your service and value your counsel. May We dways be able to trust
them as We do today."

Decius bowed himsdlf out, thinking that wishes, even roya wishes, could not bind the gods. He was
twice Chienna's age and would be fortunate indeed if he lived to teach Prince Urrasthe art of war.

Perhaps he should marry again. After burying awife and three sons, it might be tempting fate, but
his children and Urras might grow together. The prince would need friends and playmates, certainly,
and—

"My lord Decius. Do you wish to be done?!

It was Raihna, who had come out of the darkness beside the path as slently asacat. Decius started
to nod, then knew that in his heart he did not wish to be aone.

"Migtress Raihna, in truth | would enjoy your company.”

They walked sde by sde to the captain-generd's tent. They were a sword's length apart, and
Raihnas garb was no more revealing than usua, yet Decius had never been so aware of her asawoman.

They sat on fursjust ingde the mouth of Deciusstent. The captain-genera sent away his



bodyservant and drew askin of wine from under the furs.

"Poor hospitdity, | fear."

"No hospitdlity is poor when the host is atreasure.”

Decius hoped that thefirdight did not reveal him flushing like aboy. He sensed that there was more
than Raihna's nimbletonguein thet praise.

Raihnadrank deeply, then handed the skin to Decius. In doing so, shelet somedropsfdl on his
wrid.

"Forgive me, my lord. Here, let me..."

She put her mouth to hiswrist and began licking off the wine.

That Decius had been long awidower did not make him afool. He put both hands under Raihna's
chin and lifted her faceto recaive hiskiss. Her mouth bloomed under his, and her arms went around him.
It was amazing how swiftly the lacings of armor could be undone by skilled fingers. There was
nothing amazing about what followed, unlessit was that Raihnawas even fairer to look at than Decius

had suspected.

It was not until Ralhnawas deeping in hisarmsthat Decius redlized they had not closed the tent
flaps. They had been tumbling in the furs, clad only in thefirdight, in full Sght of anyone who wished to
wander by. Had Conan chosen to pass along this path—

No. Deciuswould take the word of both Conan and Raihna that the woman was her own misiress.
After that, he would take her into hisarms again, if shewaswilling.

He dared not think about taking her to wife, not until the battle was won. That would be tempting
the gods, and for now, they had given him enough and to spare. His thought on leaving the queen had
been atrue one: the gods did have some care for humans,

Conan returned to the camp at dawn. The men he was taking against Count Syzambry had needed
little more training, save at setting ambushes by night. This he had given them, and they now knew as
much as he thought necessary.

The Pougoi was masters of them dl in the art of night fighting, he knew. But the queen did not care
to send the tribesmen far afield and out of reach of her loya men. Thyrin had borne thiswith more grace
than Conan expected, athough no one could cal the man pleased. The godswilling, he should even be
able to keep the peace among hiswarriors—

It was no grest surprise for Conan to find that Raithnawas not in histent. It was somewhat more of
asurprise to seethat her clothing and weapons had likewise departed. It was a considerable surprise
indeed to find Wyllaadeep inthefurs.

At least the hair spread out over the furs wasthe color of Wyllas, and the shapely bare arm that
trailed off onto the floor of the tent was that of awoman as young and comely. Conan removed his boots
and crept on hands and knees to the furs. Kneeling, he gripped the furs with one hand and poised the
other over thearm.

Then he snatched the furs away. The morning light proved what he had suspected. Wyllalay there,
as bare as a newborn babe and much more pleasing to look at. She dso lay so deeply adeep that Conan
reglized other messures than removing the furs might be called for.

He bent over, ready to kiss her.

Her armstook on alife of their own, legping up to twine round his neck. She embraced him so
tightly that shelifted hersdlf clear of the furs, pressing her whole length againgt him. Conan felt every
curve, and the hest of her blood flowed into his.

Wylla began to croon softly as Conan returned her embrace. Conan knew amoment's unease at the
snging, but he soon passed beyond caring about such matters. Wyllasaw to that.

The song ended as Wylla curled againgt him, taking and giving warmth, one hand till twined in the
Cimmerian'sblack hair. The slence lasted until Conan'slaughter broke forth.



"What isthe jest, Conan?'

"l hopeit endsasajest, you being here."

"You fear Marr?'

" fear offending any man who had that power."

"It shames both him and meto say that you need fear anything from this—" she patted the furs.

"Youand Rahna"

"Eh? Oh, that we are both our own mistresses?"

"Yes. Although | do not think that Mistress Rathnawill be so freefor long. Not if Deciuslives—"

Conan's laugh was louder thistime. "1 won't ask where Raihna spent the night, because | think |
know. But I will ask this. Did she—?"

"Send me? Of course. She said that Decius was not made by the gods to be as done as he was.

Y ou were, but no man should be without awoman on the eve of what might be hislast battle. So | came,
and you were not."

"Suppose | turn you over my kneefor speaking ill-omened words about last battles?’

"Oh, if that isyour pleasure—" Shewriggled, raising hersaf so that he could pull her over hiskneeif
he wished. At the sametime, her hands danced aong Conan'slimbsin away that could have only one
concluson. Thistime Wyllafell adesp when they were done.

Conan did not deep. Quietly he dipped from under the furs, garbed and armed himsdlf, and went to
find hisrest under apinetreejust ingde the sentry line.

Hewould not ask the godsto let him understand women, even if they could give him that power.
But would it be too much to ask that women should not understand him as easily as Raihna seemed to?
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The scout was looking over his shoulder when histime came, not ahead as he should have been.
Small shameto him, however. He was an honest trapper's dmost equally honest son, who had taken
service with Count Syzambry many years ago.

He had not imagined then that he would end as the scout for ahost led only in name by the count.
He had not imagined that the Pougoi wizards, the Star Brothers, were even redl, let done that they would
comeforth fromtheir valley.

Asfor believing that they could put fear into the count and al his hos—a thousand men or more—
the scout would have called it madness. He would have suggested that the speasker needed physicking, to
restore hiswits.

And if by some chance he had believed that he would end serving the Star Brothers, he would have
fled the Border Kingdom asfast as hisfeet would carry him. Indeed, he would have crawled, if need be,
to put distance between himself and those monster-worshipers.

Not having fled, or even |eft the count's service, the scout was now bound to his master and his
duty. Bound as with bands of iron by loyalty to his comrades, oaths to the count—and by stark terror of
the Star Brothers.

It wasthat terror that made the scout look back over his shoulder at the wrong moment. He had
just decided that no spy for the wizards followed close on his hedlswhen ahand like stedl closed on his
sword arm.

The scout tried to whirl around, cry out, and draw his sword with hisleft hand. He accomplished
none of these. Another hand clamped itself over his mouth, both hands jerked, and he soared through the
ar into the bushes as his sword flew out of hishand.



Conan tapped the scout's head gently againgt afir trunk, and the man went limp. The Cimmerian
listened to the man's breathing, judged him fit to travel, and dung him over his broad shoulders.

Carrying his prisoner as he would the carcass of adeer, Conan loped away from thetrail and deep
into the woods. Only when he was beyond any human senses did he turn west, toward the royal
vanguard that awaited him.

Count Syzambry was short of stature, not of sight. Hewas aso awarrior of great experience and
proven courage.

S0 he rode forward when amessenger from his scouts cametto tell of the missing man. He sent the
messenger ahead again, with ordersfor the scouts to hold where they were. Then he rode swiftly with a
amall escort to join them.

After joining the scouts, Syzambry dismounted. He needed help to do so, which his men gave
willingly, but he no longer had to stifle gasps of pain. After he had examined the ground closdly, he
needed no help in climbing back on his mount.

Some of the aches and pains had to be stiffness from being too long in the saddle. He had not
ridden for so long that he had dmost forgotten something he learned as aboy!

He laughed, which seemed to hearten his men. Those who served him out of loyalty rather than
greed or fear had felt for their lord's pain and wesakness. They were glad to see him leading as he had
done before.

It gave them more hope of victory and lessfear of the Pougoi wizards. They had no fears of the
roya host. What could aragged band of fugitives hdf their strength, fighting on behaf of awoman, redly
hope to do?

The count's laughter ended quickly as another messenger cantered up. This one was of the Pougoi,
and the Star Brothers spoke through his mouth. They also heard through his ears but did not, to the best
of Syzambry's knowledge, see through hiseyes.

"Hail, Brothers. | wish | had better news," the count said.

"What isit?' The Star Brothers had learned enough of war in recent daysto know the vaue of time.

Syzambry explained what the disappearance of the scout might mean. "Of course, he may smply
havefledin fear," the count ended. "If S0, | give you leave to hunt him down asyou wish."

That was an invitation for the Star Brothersto use their magic to bring the scout to hed. The count
had offered such invitations severd times since hishost marched. Each time, the Star Brothers had
refused. They either had less magic than they claimed, or they feared the spells of Marr the Piper more
than they admitted.

It hardly mattered. If the Star Brothers could remove Marr from the balance of the coming battle,
the count was sure of victory. Then, before the wizards could become suspicious, it would betimeto
settle with them.

"We do not wish to spend our strength against asingle common man,” the messenger replied. "His
death would prove nothing, except our presence with this hogt."

At last, something like areason for the silence of the Star Brothers! Syzambry doubted that the
royd captainswereignorant of the Star Brother's presence. If they had been, the scout would tell them
soon enough, and it would need no magic to loose histongue. Hot ironswould serve aswell.

Stll, if the Star Brothers wished their presence conceded to the lagt, it did Syzambry no harm to
humor them. The more they thought he did their bidding, the lessthey would be on their guard after the
battle.

"Very well," Syzambry said. "1 judge that we should Sow our advance, however. The scouts must
walk two, even four, in company, with archers close at hand. Also, | think | shall send more scouts out to
ether flank. A roya captain has thought to snatch aman of our vanguard. His next scheme may beto
ambushit. If we can find the rear of those ambushers before they find our flank—"



"Such matters of war weleaveto you," the messenger said.

That was exactly where they belonged, the count considered. If the Star Brothers ever tried to take
the command of his host from him, he might haveto fight a battleto hisrear aswell asto hisfront.

Conan had seen councils of war meet in better heart. Most of those, however, were composed of
foolswho did not know the chances of the forthcoming battle. A few had met before battleswhere the
oddswere so much in their favor that only afool could waste strength in worrying.

None of the men and women herein the royd tent were fools. All of them knew that tomorrow's
battle was one against long odds, and that it could go either way.

They dso knew that, win or lose, it would bring adecision in thewar in the Border Kingdom. The
land would not be harried for years by the contending hosts, until no babe could be born or crop
harvested in sefety.

"Rather than bring that fate to theland, | would flee to the Black Coast,” Chlennasaid. "l would
even drive my dagger into my own breast and dash Prince Urras's brains out on the nearest rock.”

Deciusflinched at hearing such words from Chienna, and he shot an anguished look at the woman
he might have loved. Would have loved, save for the whim of the gods that made her hishaf-sster.

Conan hoped for Decius's sake that he would soon grow used to plain-spoken women of iron will.
The captain-general seemed resolved to wed one, and she would not change to please him or any man.

"Let's not be burying our cause before it has stopped breathing,” Conan said. "With al due respect,
Your Mgesty."

"How much respect do you think is due aqueen, Captain Conan?' Chienna asked. Her face was
hard, but Conan thought he saw a hint of asmile at one corner of her mouth and more than ahint of
laughter in her wide eyes.

"Asmuch assheearns,”" Conan said, and thistime not only Chienna but the rest of the council
laughed doud.

Tak turned swiftly to the morrow's battle. Knowing that the Star Brothers were among the count's
host somewhat confined the scope of their plans now.

Marr the Piper had to be protected. He was confident that he could hold back the Star Brothers
spells, hewas not sure that he could leave the Star Brothers helpless against awell-wielded sword.

Asfor griking down them or anyone e se with hismagica piping—

"The gods did not make mefit to do that,” Marr said firmly.

"Fit, or willing?' Decius asked.

"Peace, my lord Decius,” the queen said. "Thyrin, you seem eager to speek.”

"Marr istelling no more than the truth,” the Pougoi chief said. "His spellsare not to be wielded asa
sword, like those of the Star Brothers. They are more kin to ashield, or to agood leather helm.”

Conan hoped that Marr's piping would be more like iron than lesther. Leather hdms had away of
letting the skull within them shatter at a shrewd blow. If he was going to fight with magic asafriend as
well asafoe, Conan wanted the friends to overmatch the foes.

He aso wanted to know if Thyrin wasteling the truth or merdly favoring Marr in the hope that he
would findly declare for Wylla Having his daughter wed to the legendary Marr the Piper could make
Thyrin mighty in theland, not just among the Pougoi.

Hewould certainly be undisputed chief among any Pougoi who lived to see tomorrow's sunset.

Asto how they would array the roya host—if five hundred men deserved that title—much would
have to wait on the morrow. They could resolve to march in such order that the arraying would be swift.
It would so beaswdll if Queen Chiennawerein asafe place, or at least in awell-guarded one.

"Givethe queen first claim on any men we can spare from thefighting ling" Marr said. Wyllathrew
him a stricken ook, and he patted her hand.



"No, thisisnot folly. | am no great warrior, but | am fleet of foot. What my spells cannot turn aside,
| wager | can outrun."

Thiswas wagering the fate of the Border Kingdom on Marr'sfeet, but little save adry throat would
come of stating what al knew. Conan was silent.

Asif she had read the Cimmerian's thoughts, Chiennarose. "Good people, We judge this council to
have donedl it can. Migress Raihna, will you do Usthe favor of pouring the wine?

Count Syzambry would not have fought on this day, or on this ground, had he been free to choose.

Hewas not. His scouts had advanced unmolested until they came up againgt the roya vanguard.
That it was the Palace Guard was no surprise. That the giant Cimmerian was captain over it was. That
giant would be shorter by ahead by sunset, Syzambry resolved.

Firgt, though, he had to win the battle, and to win, he had to fight. He could not fight on ground that
would let him array hiswhole host, not without retresting. That would dishearten some of the weaklings,
and perhaps provoke the Star Brothers. Their silence since dawn was a blessing from the gods;
Syzambry would not cast it asde now.

So it would be here—in thisvae—where, at bet, half of hismen could form line at once. Thiswas
not atogether to his disadvantage, as hisfoeswould aso suffer. The ground would dow any attack, trees
protect the count's archers, and afew level patches give his mounted men room to charge.

Syzambry summoned his messengers and watched them ride out. They did not have far to go
before they vanished, not only among the trees, but into the mist. Syzambry had cursed the mist without
effect, except that it now seemed to liein patches rather than equally everywhere.

At least the Pougoi and their Star Brothers were safely in therear. In the middle of acircle of
baggage carts defended by their tribesmen, the wizards could conjure as they pleased with what effect
they might contrive. They could not distract aman trying to win aream.

One of the messengers was riding back, faster than he had ridden out. He reined in his lathered
horse and gave a salutation that was dl but awave.

"Theroyd hog isupon thefidd!"

"Where?'

"Therel" At first the count saw nothing save apatch of mist, thicker than most. Then he saw that at
the heart of the mist were marching men. The Paace Guards were taking the field, the giant at their head.
Syzambry recognized the flowing black hair, for the man was bold enough to face him bareheaded!

Wil it would hardly matter whether the head was bare or helmeted once the count had it on a
lance outside histent.
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Thiswasthe kind of battle that Conan liked less than most.

The two hogts were smply flinging themsalves upon one another, with less art than pit-wrestlersfor
all that the combat was deadlier. Perhaps there was no blame to the captains on either side, for the
ground was broken and the mist made seeing what one was about no easy matter.

That was certainly true enough for Conan. He saw the veterans of the Palace Guard with their
spears and the newer men with their swords holding their place againgt Syzambry'slevies. He saw Raihna
dashing back and forth, encouraging both her men and some of Deciuss.

Every man with abow had brought it to the field, but Conan was alowing only the best of his
archersto shoot. Arrows were too few to be flung wildly into patches of mist that might hide enemies.



The Cimmerian thought he saw blue fire dancing from the treetops and in the heart of patches of
mist, as Marr and the Star Brothers duded. He a so thought he saw Thyrin and the Pougoi to theright of
the Guardsinstead of to the left, where they belonged. Perhapsthey had only lost their way inthe migt,
not being accustomed to fighting in orderly array.

Thyrin stepped into view from amist-shrouded clump of fir, but Conan did not ask the man about
his tribesmen. How many men were fighting here today, Conan did not know; he only knew how much
noise they made. The host of Turan at the charge could hardly have outshouted them. Any question to
Thyrin and any answer from the man would belost in the din.

"Sted Hand! Stedd Hand!"

Thistime the levies shouted the count'swar cry asthey advanced, not their own lord's. Conan
sought for the count's stlandard in the misty woods beyond the levies and found nothing. A pity, because
putting an end to the count would put an end to the war.

No. The Star Brothers had to meet the same fate as the count, their Brothers, and their beast. They
could not be alowed to wreak more havoc.

Their deaths would leave Marr the Piper the only sorcerer in the Border Kingdom, to be sure. That
was one sorcerer too many, and agood reason for Conan's being on the way south once the battle was
won. But at least Marr was not one to run wild and wreak havoc, unless provoked. Chienna and Decius
would have the task of not provoking the piper.

Conan's own task suddenly presented itsdlf as meeting four of Syzambry'slevies. All had swords,
two bore shields, and one carried along dagger that he wielded in combination with his sword. Conan
judged him the most dangerous and moved first against him.

The two-blade fighter was a smal man who, until hislast day, had won as much by swiftness asby
skill. He had never faced Conan's combination of speed and length of reach.

The Cimmerian's blade struck his opponent's dagger out of the hand holding it and went on to gash
the arm. The man had the courage to close and the speed to make that awise move.

Conan took the swordcut on his chest and fet mail links drive through hisarming doublet into his
skin. Hisreply crashed through the smal man's guard and laid open one whole side of hisface.

That would have to do for the man, with three other opponents to face. Conan saw one back away
from thefight at the Sight of hisleader wearing abloody mask, but the other two came on. They seemed
to have fought together before, and both fought well enough that the Cimmerian had a moment's need for
caution.

Then his blade crashed through the guard of the man to the right, and he kicked upward at the man
to theleft. Hisboot caught the man in the groin and lifted him clear of the ground. At the sametime,
Conan's stedl chopped through the other man'sarm just below the elbow.

Screaming, the one-armed man fled into the mist, seeking to spend hislast moments among his
comrades. Conan faced the small man again just as pain and bleeding drove the other to hisknees. The
sword stroke that clove his cap and skull together was amercy.

Conan saw thelast of the four men writhing on the ground and a Guard recruit with a spear standing
over him. Asthe Cimmerian watched, the spear-head dipped, then thrust in deep. The man's breath
bubbled in histhroeat, he clutched at the spear shaft and writhed, then hislimbs went limp and the life went
out of hiseyes.

"Back to your place!™ Conan shouted at the recruit. "And where did you find that spear?”

"The man who held it before meisdead,” the recruit shouted back, eyes wide with battle-rage and
defiance. "1 will be dead, too, before | put it down.”

Conan cursed under his breath. If theline of spearswasfdling into the hands of the recruits, the
Guards might not hold much longer. When they ceased to hold, so would the right flank of the roya
amy.

It seemed time for amessenger to seek out Decius. This butting of heads like two rams had gone on
for agood while, with no great harm to the roya cause. It had drawn the whole roya hogt into the battle,



though, and Conan doubted that Syzambry wasin the same case. He might have men to spare with
which to seek aflank. Best that theroyd army find hisflank before he found theirs.

"I will take your place," Conan shouted to the recruit with the spear. ™Y ou run to the captain-genera
and say tohim—"

Conan's message died on hislips. Wyllaran out of the mist and the witch-fire clad only in her skin
belt and ivory dagger. Her face slenced Conan'simpulse to fling her over his shoulder and carry her to
safety.

"Conan! Marr says that the count has the Star Brothers and their Pougoi to hisrear. He wants my
father and hiswarriorsto strike them. With his pipes warding off the star-magic—"

"Crom!"

The Pougoi advance would uncover the right flank of the Guard, aready at full Stretch. It might sow
havoc in the count'srear. It might also day dl of Thyrin's Pougoi, and even Marr.

There was only one way to stave off this disaster. The Palace Guard must charge with the Pougoi.
Struck infront aswdl asin flank, Syzambry'swing might falter and fail. Certainly it would be launching
few attacks of its own until the fate of the roya charge was decided.

Conan said no prayers. Thiswas amoment when only one god existed for aCimmerian, and cold,
grim Crom was not one to listen to mortal mewlings. He called awarrior to do his best and to accept his
fateif that best was not good enough.

Which was at least as much justice as Conan expected he would receive from Decius. Captains
whose battle plans were cast to the four winds by footloose underlings were not often even-tempered.

Conan sheathed his sword, cupped his hands, and ran along the line of the Guards, shouting the
raly.

Count Syzambry had no idea of what might be happening on hisleft. The mist and the ground hidiit.
What noise he could hear hinted of aroyal attack. Perhaps even one in some strength, for amessenger
he had sent to learn what might be happening had not returned.

Y et the attack could not have the strength to drive far into hisrear. Evenif it did, the Star Brothers
and Pougoi together would be atough nut for any roya handful to crack.

The count's gaze returned to his front, where he could see more clearly. What he saw there was
heart-lifting. The royal host was spread thinner than he would have dared believe possible. Decius was
no fool; he knew the need to keep aflank strong.

Nor were the royal men—the Palace Guard, it seemed—dead at their posts. There were too many
bodies of Syzambry's men lying among the rocks and bushes, but far fewer of the Guards. In dying, had
Syzambry's men broken the Guards?

The count's breath came quickly, for al that it made his ribs ache beneath his blued-sted armor. He
had few men in hand save his mounted men-at-arms, and none too many of them. Also, they were
scattered and would need summoning were they to chargein amass behind him.

But if they charged as he knew they could, the battle was won. Won, moreover, with little owing to
the Star Brothers.

The count raised the mace topped with the steel hand that was his mark of captaincy. Messengers
sitting at the head of their horses legped up and began to mount.

Now Queen Chiennawould see who had the skill inwar to rule thisland.

Aybas had no particular place in the battle line, being a captain without a company of hisown. He
had no doubt that he was not yet atogether trusted.

He had made friends with avillage head man who led the peasant levies, however. Decius had
planned to keep them in the rear of the line, but when the Pougoi ended on the far right flank, the



captain-generd had to devise anew array. This brought the leviesforward into theline, and it waswith
the levies that Aybas stood when Count Syzambry charged.

It waslike no charge that Aybas had ever seen, or even imagined. Thefifty or more armored
horsemen seemed to trickle forward, like drops of water flowing down the silver face of amirror. They
formed no line, and few seemed to have proper lances to make such aline deadly even if they formed it.

Y et they were coming on swiftly, and if they had few lances, they had swords and macesin
abundance. If they reached level ground in the midst of theroyd line, they would pierceit like an arrow
through silk.

They could aso be stopped short of the lineand level ground if one could deny them alittle hillock a
hundred paces ahead. Aybas |ooked aong the line of peasants, saw the fear aready in their faces, and
knew that he must command acharge.

Whirling his sword over hishead, he gave thewar cry of the house into which he had been born.

"Wineof Victory!"

Then he charged, one man against fifty. He did not expect to reach the hillock dive, but somehow
he did. He did not expect the leviesto follow him, nor did he dare to look back, but somehow he was
not aonewhen he garted climbing.

Before he could draw breath, he found himsalf among the boulders with fifty men around him, al of
them cheering asif the battle was dready won. Two were beating on the helmet of afallen horsemen with
ther fdling axes.

"Leave bel" Aybas shouted. It was unknightly to abuse afalen foe, as he had learned in boyhood.
It was dso foolish to give attention to a harmless foe when there were many ill fighting. That Aybas had
learned in manhood, from many rough teachers.

His shouting brought the levies around to face their front just in time. A bold horseman was spurring
up the hillock. Aybas knew that his reprieve was about to end as he dashed forward.

The man whirled his mace in afine gesture, then brought it down. He would have been better
advised to forgo the gesture.

Aybas |egped up with aspeed he had hardly known he had in him and caught the shaft of the
descending mace. At the sametime, he dashed hard at the man'sleg and heaved himself backward.

His blade only clanged on armor, but the rest of Aybass attack carried through. The man flew out
of hissaddle, too surprised to even cry. He struck the ground heedfirst, sprawling beside Aybaswith his
helmet flattened and his head a an impossible angle to his neck.

Aybas leaped again and caught the reins of the dead man's horse. The stirrups danced wildly,
amogt defeating his effortsto mount. At last he succeeded, and the levies greeted him with awild cheer.

Syzambry's horsemen did not cheer. Indeed, it seemed to Aybas that they were no longer charging
and were even looking to their rear. It was hard to make out what they might be looking at between the
forest and themigt.

It seemed, however, asif someone had flung himsdf againgt Syzambry'srear and wasgiving it a
fight for itslife. A moment later, Aybass earstold him more than hiseyesdid asaped of Marr's
witch-thunder rolled from theforest.

Within the forest, the witch-thunder made Conan deaf for amoment. He did not care. For now, he
needed only hissword, and his eyesto guide the blade. Also, perhaps, hislegsto bring him to close
quarterswith the Star Brothers.

Not that there were no foes ready to hand. Asthe Guards and the Pougoi hacked their way into
Syzambry'srear, they met every sort of soldier the count had not put into hisbattle line. They also met
men who could not be called soldiers by any conceit. Most of these fled, and thiswas aswell. Conan
had no love for killing men as helpless as babes. There were enough foes worth aman's stedl aready,
and the day was not yet won.



Conan cast alook behind him. Marr the Piper was running with the soldiers, playing asheran. His
eyes were wide but unseeing, and Conan would have sworn any oath asked of him that those eyes
glowed blue,

Magic, surely! But without magic, how could the man both play and run, and without the piper
close, how could Conan face the Star Brothers?

The Star Brothers were also close, more so than Conan redlized. He burst through aline of
dwarfish ash treesto face acircle of baggage wagons swarming with Pougoi warriors. In the middle of
the circle stood two Star Brothers, chanting so loudly that Conan heard them even over the piping.

A roaring Cimmerian battle cry eclipsed both piping and chanting. Guards and Pougoi svarmed
through the treesto join Conan.

"Archerd" Conan thundered.

Every one of his men who had abow seemed to nock and draw in amoment. Arrows skewered
twenty Pougoi and as many baggage animas. The shooting would have won no prizesin Turan, but this
was not Turan. Conan's archers had al the skill they needed against the target before them.

Before the Pougoi could recover, Conan was leaping forward. Also, those of his men who bore
crosshows had time to nock and shoot. Some of their bolts pierced dead men or baggage animals.

One bolt, unheralded, pierced a Star Brother's thigh. He broke his chanting to scream and lurched
againg his comrade.

The star-spells did not break, but their masters no longer commanded them. Some of the Pougoi
closest to the Star Brothers grew old in an instant, their faces as wizened as babes and their heads either
white or bald.

Their comrades stared at them, then stared at one another. The berserk spells were striking wildly
and doing worse than aging those within reach.

Conan saw aman with dl of hisguts, and his heart and lungs aswell, on the outside of hisbody. He
saw aman suddenly grow purple scales with green spots, and claws on both hands and feet. He retained
his thumbs, however, and came at the Cimmerian with abattle ax.

Conan leaped back before the lizard-man's rush. He wanted space between himself and the spells.
He aso wanted to give his archers another clear shot. He would ask no man to face these abominations
hand-to-hand.

Now some of the baggage animas were dso developing scales. Others grew batlike wings, which
beat frantically and knocked down most of the Pougoi not ensorceled into something other than human.

Thefew left human and on their feet legped from the circle of baggage wagons and ran screaming in
morta terror. Blind with fear, most of them ran straight into the ranks of their fellow tribesmen. Thyrin's
men laid on with aberserk fury, asif every servant of the Star Brothers they killed was one more
cleansing of thetribe's honor.

The sound of acracking and crashing rose above the din of magic and fighting men. A huge pine
beyond the ring of wagons swayed, jerked roots |oose from the rocky soil, then toppled. It came down
with a crash that made every other sound before seem like a mother cooing to ababe. 1t smashed
wagons, beasts, men and not-men with blind impartidity.

Asthe echoes of theforest giant'sfal died away, so did the piping. Conan felt a sharp pang of
doubt that he would not yet call fear. Then Marr the Piper thudded down at the Cimmerian'sfeet asif
he'd legped from ahigh wall. In one outflung hand he gripped the shattered pipes.

Conan had one moment of seeing his desth waiting; then he saw hisduty just as clearly. He leaped
onto the trunk of the fallen tree, bare for mogt of its hundred paces. Running asfast ason level ground, he
leaped down beside the Star Brothers.

The onewith the bolt in histhigh lay twitching feebly in apool of blood. His comrade was il
upright, though ashen-faced and chanting softly.

Conan's sword leaped at the wizard's bearded head. Leaped, then rebounded asif it had struck a
cadtlewadl. Fivetimes Conan struck, with the same futile results.



The sixth time, the chanting grew louder and his sword not only rebounded, but flew from his hand.
Conan stooped to retrieve it, but as he gripped the hilt, the blade began to smoke. A moment later the
whole weapon was too hot to touch, and the sharkskin binding of the hilt was on fire.

Conan did not wait for the sword to turn into a puddle of molten stedl. Thelast Star Brother was
building anew spell, and there was no Marr the Piper to content with him... only a Cimmerian ready to
trade hislife for the lives of those heled.

His sword usdless, Conan snatched up the first weapon that came to hand, the shattered tongue of
an ox-wagon. Widding it as he would a quarterstaff, he lunged at the Star Brother. The weapon passed
through the spell's barrier and drove hard against the Star Brother's ribs. All the breath hfffed out of him,
and he flew backward to lie sprawled and writhing.

Whatever power the spdll had against iron, it had none against wood. Conan lunged again. Thistime
the splintered end of the wagon tongue drove deep into the Star Brother's chest. Hislast spell died
un-uttered on hislips as he coughed blood onto the three plaits of his beard, looked for onelast time at
the ky, and lay 4ill.

Conan had to lean on hisweapon for amoment to keep from falling to his knees. He used that
moment to look about him.

Pougoi and Guards were swarming al over the wagon circle, making sure that dead men and
not-men stayed dead. A few were binding prisoners. Conan was glad to see that the discipline of the
Guardswas holding. Even the newest recruit could call himsdf aveteran and asoldier after thisday.

Thyrin leaped onto awagon next to Conan, then jumped down beside the Cimmerian. Cleansing his
tribe's honor seemed to have taken twenty years from Wyllasfather.

"Marr lived" he shouted. "Hewill not pipe again, but he lives!"

"Good," Conan said. Theword did not come strangely to hislips, even though he was speaking of a
sorcerer who was living instead of dying.

"See Marr to safety,” Conan said. "When Syzambry learnsthat we arein hisrear, he will be
desperate. | want us ready to meet him before then.”

Though the new recruits might call themselves veterans and soldiers now, there would be more
fighting before they could call themsalvesvictors.

Count Syzambry was bearing more and more to his|eft. The ground helped him. So did thefight the
roya host was making directly to hisfront. Most of al, the one messenger who had returned from the left
had said that the roya flank was open.

But what was he seeing to hisrear? The mist and the trees as before, but a so running men. Men
garbed like Pougol warriors, and otherslike hisown levies.

He saw awarrior legp from a stump onto the back of a dismounted man-at-arms. Mail was no
proof againgt strong arms that jerked a head back or a sharp dagger drawn swiftly across a bare throat.

"Treachery!" the count screamed. "The Pougoi are turning againgt us Kill the Pougoi!”

He hoped that enough of the loya menin hisrear yet lived to hear him and obey. Otherwise, he had
the tribesmen and—gods ddliver him!—the Star Brothers squardly behind him.

Syzambry spurred hishorse. He was alight burden so that even after along fight, the roan bore him
forward rapidly.

His swift movement drew the eye of atal, black-haired man who had stepped unseen from the
shelter of the trees.

Aybas needed the boulder at his back that he might stand. Soon he would be unable to stand even
withitsad. He had two sword wounds to match againgt the five men hed dain this day, and one of those
woundswould erelong send himtojointhedain.



A bear reared itsdlf before Aybas. Had the magic of the piper or the Star Brothers sent the animals
of the forest into the battle on one side or another?

Aybas sat down. He could not run from the bear even if it were afoe. Sitting gave him amoment's
clear vison. He saw that the bear was Captain-Genera Deciuss banner and that Mistress Raihna held it.

"Lord Aybas!" Decius caled. "Be at ease. We have brought up men to join yours. Theflank is safe.
Y ou bought us the timeto makeit so. Lord Aybas!"

Deciuss voice took on aquestioning note as he called the name severd times more. The man so
addressed did not hear him. He heard instead his mother, calling him by his birth name.

"Peace, Mother," he said. "Peace. | am coming.”

Conan measured the space of open ground between himself and Syzambry. He also counted the
achersingght.

The sum of both was good. Conan flung his sword-belt aside but wasted no time removing hismail.
It would not dow him enough to matter.

Then he hurled himself out of the trees, hislong legs devouring the ground. He drove into the rear of
Syzambry's guards before any of them knew that an enemy was a hand.

Then he leaped. He leaped onto the rump of the count's horse, and one hand snatched at the reins.
The other arm went around the little count's throat.

"Ride toward the Silver Bear or I'll have your wind here and now!" he commanded.

Syzambry raised both hands, but one of them held a dagger. Conan dropped the reins and gripped
the count's mail-deeved arm, twisting fiercely. The count gasped and the dagger fell.

But the Cimmerian was donein the midst of enemies. The disarmed count might be ashied againgt
archery, but the sheer weight of numbers—

It was the sheer weight of numbersthat prevailed asthe Silver Bear rolled forward. Conan saw
Raihna striding beside Decius and holding the banner high above ahead asfair asever, if filthy and drawn
from the battle. Behind the banner streamed fifty-odd of Chienna's best fighting men, horse and foot dl
charging together.

Count Syzambry had no more than twenty men around him. A moment after Decius struck, he had
ten. Then those ten were throwing down their weapons and raising their hands, crying for mercy.

"Y ou may haveit, but that's for the queen to say," Decius snapped. "For now, off of your mounts
and down on your knees. Conan, need you fear that we would give you no trophy of your vaor, that you
needed to snatch this one?!

"I'veatagtefor giftsthat will please queens” the Cimmerian said, grinning. "Think you that thiswill
please Chienna?"

Syzambry said something more than rude. Conan tightened his grip, and the count returned to
Slence.

"Morethan likely," Decius said. "What €' se have you done since you and our whole flank vanished
into the woods?*

Conan waited to speak, because he saw Queen Chiennariding up with her handful of Guards. She
wore armor and leather breeches, and it seemed to Conan that perhaps the Border Kingdom had found
itswarrior-ruler after dl.

Then hetold of hisday'swork, and as he finished speaking, Thyrin came up to say that Syzambry's
men wereyielding. By the time the work of disarming them was done, it had begunto rain.

Therain did not silence the cries of the wounded and dying. It did hide the chunnnkkkl as an ax
took Count Syzambry's head from his shoulders and toppled it into the mud

It was not Conan's hand wielding the ax. He thought heedsman's work beneath him but did not say
0. Instead, he said that Syzambry should die at the hand of one of those he had offended and of hisown



land.

The head man of the peasant levies, who had lost half of hisfamily when Syzambry burned his
village, did the work well enough.

It was not beneath Conan, however, to lift Aybas's body onto the bier for the dead of the royal
host. What sort of name Aybas had |eft behind on histravels, Conan did not know. The man would leave
behind ahonorable namein the land where histravels ended.
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It wasjust past dawn on the eleventh day after the battle, with the promise of aday perfect for
traveling fast and far. Conan's own restlessness had touched his roan stalion, once Count Syzambry's
mount. It was pawing the ground gently, but persstently. From timeto time it raised its head and snorted
at the Cimmerian asif to say, "Will you never be done with your nattering?'

Conan threw abaeful glance at his mount. He would say a proper farewell to Decius and Raihnaor
the beast could start the journey south without him!

"The queen spoke wel| of you again lat night,” Deciustold him.

"Indeed," Conan said. He wondered how much Decius knew of the reasons Chienna had to speak
well of the Cimmerian. "l hope she'snot il after having me as chief of the Guard?'

"No," Deciusreplied. "The gods be praised, she understands that after your... disobedience, that
would be impossible. She suggested that you share the post of roya huntsman with Marr. That will give
you quartersin the palace—"

"What pdace?' Conan said. All three laughed, and even the horse nickered softly. The Border
Kingdom might be at peace after Syzambry's death, but peace would rebuild no ruined palaces nor pay
any roya servants wages.

That wasfirst among the reasons Conan was departing to resume hisjourney to Nemedia. It was
likewise the reason why he wastaking little save the horse, a new sword, enough armor to discourage
bandits from thinking him easy prey, and enough slver to purchase food for man and besst.

"Marr seemed willing to share the work," Raihna added. " After the betrothal ceremony, we both
sworeto carry the queen's offer to you. What answer shal we carry back?' She smiled as she had so
often done before when she already knew what Conan would say.

"Tell her that you last saw me spurring desperately—no, I'll not insult her. Say that | cherish the
honor of having served her well, which isenough reward for onelike me." To lighten everyone's spirits,
Conan changed the matter of their talk. "1 trust that the betrothal went well enough. Thyrin held his
pesce?’

"Hedid," Rahnasad. "l know not if heistruly happy with his daughter marrying merely the roya
huntsman, not Marr the Piper. | do know that Wylla had words with her father two nights ago. She said,
‘Marr haslogt his pipes and with them, their magic. He till haswhat he needs to make the magic
between men and women.' | do not think Thyrin has been speechlessfor so long since his manhood
orded!"

"Trust Wyllato seeto the heart of things,” Conan said. A retired sorcerer and awild girl fromthe
hills were an odd match, but Conan had seen odder. Such asawarrior noble of the Border Kingdom
and the daughter of a Bossonian yeoman who would now be thefirst lady of the reAlm next to Queen
Chienna....

"You will not even stay for our betrothal ?* Decius asked.

"Could you swear that Queen Chiennawould not use the time to scheme some new way of keeping
me here?"



"I would rather swear to fly to Dembi Castle by waving my arms," Deciusreplied.

"Wiseof you," Conan said. "1 will return for the queen's betrothd if | hear of it in timeto make the
journey. That | swear. | dso advise you to start hunting a suitable husband for her.”

"Indeed,” Decius said. "Wewill need aman of proven valor and keen wits to stand beside Chienna.
It will dsobebest if heistall of stature and black-haired.”

Conan's mouth opened. Deciuss face was amask, the mask of aman holding within himself so
much laughter that if helet it out, he would laugh himsdlf into afit. Raihnalooked a her betrothed and her
face twisted and turned red.

Then thethree of them let out al the laughter inside until it echoed from the rocks. By thetimethe
echoes had died, Conan was spurring his horse downhill. Onlevel ground, he let the mettlesome beast
out to afull gallop, and by the time he turned to look behind him, Decius and Raihna were gone.



