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Conan the Valorous by John
Maddox Roberts

To The ChattaCon Committee, good people, good hosts. Thanks for your
unfailing hospitality to Bethany and me.

In the time between the adventure of The Bloodstained God and the
events of The Frost Giant's Daughter, there lies a vaguely documented
period of which little is known except that, at that time, Conan made a
journey to visit his Cimmerian homeland. This tale relates the events of
that homefaring.

One
In the City of the Plain

Through the narrow window, with its pointed apex and ornate plaster
molding, could be heard the sound of the huge drum that hung from poles
of bronze above the Great Gate of Khorshemish. The deep reverberations
were taken up by other, lesser drums above the city's eleven smaller gates,
serving notice to all that the massive oaken doors were about to shut for
the night. Any now outside who did not scurry within ere the gates closed
must remain through the dark hours upon the grassy plain, and not seek
to enter the city upon pain of death.

The woman who sat behind the massive table looked up from the fine
parchment upon which she was writing in the tortuous hieroglyphs of
Stygia. The last red rays of sunlight streaming through the lancet window
glittered upon the serpent bracelets circling her bare arms and on the
cobra-headed band of gold that rested above her straight black brows. At
a slight beckoning of her hand a tall man strode from the corner of the
room in which he had been standing. His dress was that of a desert man
from east of Shem.

"Moulay," the woman said, "it is time. Go and find this man of whom



we have been told, and bring him here. As you go, tell our host to send up
more lamps. I would see the man when he arrives."

The man called Moulay bowed with hand to breast. "As you command,
my lady."

He descended the broad stairway to the tessellated floor of the small
courtyard, which surrounded a marble pool. After delivering the order for
lamps, he walked out through the pointed archway, which gave onto the
narrow street.

At this time of evening the street was devoid of all except foot traffic.
The animals of farmers and caravaneers were banished to pens and
stables without the city walls during the night hours, and the small
merchants of the marketplaces were folding up their mats and awnings.

Stopping occasionally to ask directions of local residents, Moulay made
his way into the oldest part of the city, where the streets were even
narrower, the buildings shabbier, and the noise much louder. If the rest of
the city were shutting down for the night, this district was just beginning
to open up. Heavily painted women in revealing dress called to him as he
passed. Moulay ignored them, his carriage and stride bespeaking his
heritage as a proud desert man, his swarthy, scarred face and fierce gaze
discouraging any thoughts of violence from the minds of lurking footpads.

The inn he sought was a dilapidated place; great chunks of
whitewashed plaster had fallen away from its walls, exposing the ugly
brown mud brick beneath. Moulay stooped low as he passed through the
doorway into the dim, smoky interior of the common room. A short fat
man came up to him, wiping his hands upon his soiled apron.

"Welcome, sir," the innkeeper said above the sound of a few musicians
tuneless, wailing music. "Would you have food? Wine? Lodging? All is to
be had at this house."

Moulay held up a silver coin and said a few words to the man, whose
face took on a look of wonderment.

"The Cimmerian? Yes, he is here, but what use have you for that
rogue?"

"My business with him is none of your concern. Just lead me to him."



Moulay looked about the room for a man who answered the description
his mistress had given him.

"These Cimmerians breed to type," she had said. "He will be tall, and
dark-haired. His eyes will probably be blue. His skin will be pale or dark,
depending upon how much he has been in the sun of late. He will almost
certainly be stronger and quicker than most men. Like all northern
barbarians, the Cimmerians are known for uncertain moods and quick
tempers. Take care with him."

Moulay saw no man in this room who answered that description. A few
tables held small parties of townsmen or foreigners, most of them
caravaneers. The slow rattle of the dice bespoke the earliness of the hour.
Later, after the wine had flowed freely, things might well get raucous,
culminating in a brawl broken up by the city watch.

Seeing the direction of Moulay's gaze, the innkeeper said: "No, he is not
here, although he has been making this room a living hell all month. Come
with me."

Moulay strode across the common room and up a flight of rickety
wooden stairs. The loft above had been divided by thin partitions into a
multitude of tiny, dark cubicles. The innkeeper took a lantern from a wall
hook, and going to the last and smallest room, held the lamp high. The
doorway had not so much as a curtain, and Moulay looked inside.

The desert man's thin lips curved into a contemptuous smile. " This is
the great Cimmerian warrior?" he demanded.

The occupant of the room, half-sitting, his back against the wall, was
snoring faintly, his massive arms folded across his breast. The man's
shaggy head was sunk upon his chest, and his only clothing was a ragged
white loincloth. On his feet were sandals with holes worn in their soles.
The room's only furnishing was a thin carpet.

"He calls himself Conan, and he arrived here a month ago looking like a
Turanian general at the very least,” the innkeeper explained. "He had a
fine horse and saddle, a sword, armor, bow—everything. He had money,
too, and he spent it freely. Every night he drank and gambled with his
friends and bought them wine. When his money was gone he wagered his
weapons and horse and his other belongings. What he has left is what you
see now. I tried to throw him out this morning, but he threatened to break



my neck. I was waiting for the watch to make their first rounds for the
night to have them take him away."

"Then he is just a thief," Moulay said, "and a stupid one. He must have
stolen those things he came here with. This can be no warrior. Well, I
must bring him nevertheless. You may go, but leave the lantern." With an
expressive shrug the innkeeper did as he was bidden.

Moulay hung the lantern on a peg, squatted by the sleeping Cimmerian,
and reached out to shake his shoulder. The instant Moulay's fingers
touched the bronzed skin a massive hand shot out and gripped him by the
neck. Moulay reached for his dagger, but his fingers found a big-knuckled
hand gripping its haft. The eyes that glared at him were bright and
unclouded. An ordinary man woke slowly, bleary-eyed and befuddled. Yet
Moulay knew that the man had not been shamming sleep.

"Do you think I'm that easy to rob, dog?" growled the Cimmerian. His
voice was deep, and his accent grated upon the ear.

"Have I any use for your filthy loincloth or your foul sandals, fool?"
Moulay managed to choke out.

The grip on his throat eased somewhat. "Then why do you disturb my
sleep, dog?"

"I am here," Moulay said, "to bring you to my mistress. She has a
commission to be performed for which she will pay you well."

The Cimmerian released Moulay and rose. He was taller than the desert
man had expected. "What commission? I'll fight for pay, but I am neither
assassin nor bravo. Nor a fool to be gulled."

Outraged at this cavalier handling, Moulay straightened his robes. "She
will tell you what she wants. Come with me."

The Cimmerian stretched. "I haven't eaten in two days and I'm
famished. Your mistress will get little from me if I drop from hunger
before I see her."

Fuming, Moulay said, "I'll buy your dinner, barbarian. Come
downstairs and feed until you can hold no more."



Conan grinned. "That takes more than you would think."

Moulay scratched at the door to his lady's chamber. True to his
promise, Conan had eaten enough for three men and had lost much of his
surliness, even though Moulay had refused him any wine prior to his
interview.

As the two had entered the most expensive inn in Khorshemish, the
innkeeper had regarded the towering, nearly-naked barbarian with a
dismay that bordered on horror. Conan cared little about the thoughts of a
mere townsman, but he knew that his appearance might not favorably
impress a prospective patron.

At Moulay's signal a woman's voice called, "Enter."

The two men went inside. "My lady, this is the Cimmerian you wished
to see. His name is Conan."

Moulay stepped aside and Conan stared at the woman. She was
beautiful, with square-cut black hair, a dark complexion, and fine,
aristocratic features. Her eyes were large and black, rimmed with heavy
kohl. The kohl, her serpent-decorated jewelry, and her severe black robes
proclaimed her a Stygian. He had no love for Stygia, nor for its ancient
evils and sorceries.

"I am Hathor-Ka," she said. "Come closer."

Reluctantly, Conan obeyed. Starting at his toes, the woman studied
every inch of his body, pausing to take note of the powerful thighs, the
lean waist and broad chest, his heavy arms and thick, swordsman's wrists.

"Turn around," she ordered. Not sure why he did so, Conan obeyed and
she gave his back the same careful scrutiny. "You seem fit," she
pronounced at length.

Conan turned to face her. She had the impassive Stygian countenance
that made age difficult to judge. She might have been in late youth or
early middle age; and although her beauty was great, it left him unstirred.

"You are a Cimmerian," she said. "I have need of a Cimmerian."

"Why a Cimmerian?" he asked. "I've been hired for my good sword arm



before, and even for my skill as a thief, but never for the land of my birth."

She leaned back slightly and gazed up at him with unfathomable eyes.
"I wish you to undertake a mission for me to your homeland. You must
deliver something for me, to a certain mountain cave in Cimmeria. In
return"—she reached beneath her robe and drew forth a leathern bag
which she dropped to the table with a loud klink—"this shall be yours.
Open it."

Conan picked up the bag and loosened its drawstrings. Fine gold
Aquilonian coins sparkled in the candlelight. His heart exulted but he let
nothing show in his face or voice. "What are the terms? Half now and half
when I've made your delivery?"

"No. If you agree to undertake this mission, it is yours now."

"You are trusting," the Cimmerian said. "How do you know I won't toss
your parcel into the nearest bush when I ride from here?"

"I am many things, Cimmerian," Hathor-Ka said, "but trusting I am
not. You Cimmerians are said to be people who do not give their word
lightly. Swear that you will do my bidding in this without fail."

"So be it." Conan tossed up the bag and caught it as it fell. "I swear I
will take whatever it is to Cimmeria, and deliver it to this mountain cave
you speak of."

"That is not enough!" she said.
"Why not?" he said, nettled. "I do not break my word."
"You must swear by Crom!" she demanded.

Rashly, wanting the gold and not pausing for thought, Conan said,
"Very well, then. I swear by Crom to do your bidding." As soon as the
words were off his tongue he would have given the whole bag of gold to
have them back. What knew this woman of Crom, and what was her
purpose?

Hathor-Ka leaned back again with a cruel smile upon her lips. "That
word you must not break, Cimmerian. In Stygia we have knowledge of all
the gods, and your pitiless Crom will not suffer his name to be used



lightly."
"You have the truth of it," Conan admitted.

The woman nodded to Moulay, and he went to a rich chest that stood
in a corner. Taking a heavy key from within his sash, the desert man
unlocked the chest. He threw back the lid, and from its depths withdrew a
small flask of silver, sealed with lead. The seal was stamped with an oddly
disturbing hieroglyph. Hathor-Ka accepted the flask from the hand of her
servant and held it out to Conan. Reluctantly, he took it and felt its
surprising lightness.

"It feels empty," Conan said.

"It is not," Hathor-Ka assured him. "Your duty is simple. When you
enter the cave, you must build a fire. Then you must unseal the flask and
pour its contents on the flames, calling my name three times in a loud
voice. Is that clear?"

The hairs on the back of Conan's neck prickled. This was sorcery, and
he wanted nothing to do with it, but he had given his word. Crom curse
me for a fool! he thought. "And then?" he asked.

"Then your duty is discharged and you may do as you like," she said.

"Well," he growled, "it seems simple enough. Which mountain is this
cave in? Cimmeria is full of mountains, and most of them have caves."

"This cave you should have no trouble finding," she assured him. "You
are familiar with a mountain called Ben Morgh?"

Now Conan's heart sank into his worn-out sandals. "Ben Morgh?" he
said in an awed whisper.

"Exactly. The flask must be emptied on a fire as the sun rises upon the
morn of the autumnal equinox in the great cave in the east face of the
mountain called Ben Morgh." She smiled at the dismay writ large on the
face of the Cimmerian. "What ails you, Conan? You seem to fancy yourself
a hero. Have you no stomach for a hard journey and a climb up a
mountain?"

"You Stygian bitch!" Conan said, ignoring Moulay's hasty grab at his



dagger, "Ben Morgh is the home of Crom! That cave is the home of my
people's god!"

The man who dangled outside, just above the window, heard those
words with much interest. He was supported only by a thin rope, one end
of which was looped about the battlement surrounding the inn's flat roof,
the other end terminating in a broad leather strap buckled about the
man's ankle. When speech within the room concluded, he hoisted himself
back to the roof, set about detaching his tackle, and looped it about his
waist.

He was a small man, quick and deft in his movements. He sat atop a
merlon as he performed his task and watched the street below. It was full
dark now, but his eyes were as sensitive as a cat's; he recognized the
Cimmerian, who emerged from the building and turned to walk dejectedly
toward the poorer quarter of the city.

The little man crossed over several tight-packed rooftops until he
reached a house near the goldsmith's quarter. Here he descended through
a trap leading from the roof garden into the house proper. In a large room
he found a corpulent man sitting cross-legged on a cushion, his hands
folded limply in his lap, his eyes closed.

"Jaganath?" the small man said hesitantly. "I have returned." His
speech was that of the highest caste of Vendhya.

The seated man's eyes opened, and he smiled benignly. "And did you
learn anything of note, Gopal?" Quickly, the younger man described what
he had heard outside the room of Hathor-Ka. The fat man's smile
increased. "The Double-goer's Spell of Tuya! The Stygian woman is indeed
clever. She has saved herself an arduous journey."

"Why did you not utilize that spell yourself, uncle?" the younger man
asked.

Jaganath turned his gaze upon his inquisitive young kinsman with little
favor. "Because, Gopal, it requires an extraordinarily trustworthy person
to make the delivery certain, and I trust nobody but myself." He smiled
benignly again. "Not even you."

He contemplated the parchment laid out before him. "Now, at least,
there can be no doubt. Hathor-Ka has stumbled across the same lost text



from the Book of Skelos as I did so many years ago. I wonder how many
others are making the same journey at this very moment?"

"Uncle," said Gopal, "do you not think that it is now time for you to tell
me the meaning of this journey we have undertaken? It has been so many
long, weary leagues from Vendhya to this barbarous place. Surely, it is not
only for the sake of knowledge that we have endured such hardships."

"Not knowledge," Jaganath said, "but power."
"Power?" said Gopal, his eyes alight.

"Exactly. When I was a very young man, little older than you are now, I
studied in many strange lands. One day, in the library of a wise man of
purple-towered Aghrapur, I found a book, a frivolous book of poetry. I was
about to put it away when I noticed that the parchment lining the inside
of the cover was peeling loose, and there was strange lettering on the inner
surface. I cut it free carefully and returned the book to its place. This
parchment before me is the very one I found that day. Can you read it?"

Gopal craned his neck to look, but the script was utterly alien to him.
Even though the letters meant nothing they seemed to draw and twist his
thoughts down paths unwelcome even to a Vendhyan apprentice wizard.
"No, uncle, I cannot," he admitted.

"And neither could I in those days; yet, even as you feel it now, I felt this
was a thing of unsurpassing importance. Years later, after much study
under great masters, I gained knowledge of this language and
remembered the parchment I had acquired. I found that this was a
fragment from a lost chapter of Skelos, written in the original tongue. It is
in the form of obscure quatrains, but the burden of the message from the
ninth line to the twentieth is this: A new star shall appear between the
horns of the Bull. Upon the morn of that year when day and night are of
equal length, after the blaze of summer, before the chill of winter, a new
Master shall arise to command all the wizards of the Earth. That one shall
reign without peer or rival. On the morn of that year when day and night
are of equal length, as the sun rises and casts its rays into the cave of the
mountain of Ben Morgh, in the land of Cimmeria, the wizard who is to be
master of all others will chant the Great Summoning of the Powers. That
one shall gain the ultimate power of sorcery, and shall not die until struck
down by an Arrow of Indra. So prophesieth Skelos."



Gopal sat silent for a moment, jaw slack with awe. "What does it mean
'an Arrow of Indra'?" he asked.

"The Arrows of Indra are falling stars, which are seen to drop from the
constellation called Indra's Chariot only once in every thousand years.
There is a rumor that the palace of the King of Valusia was destroyed by
such eight thousand years past. The Arrows of Indra were last seen to fall
a mere hundred years ago. Thus he who reaches that cave on the
appointed morn, and chants the Great Summoning, will rule as supreme
wizard of the Earth for at least nine hundred years!" The assumed mantle
of serenity fell from the Vendhyan, leaving the naked mask of power-lust.

"The text says 'master,' " Gopal said. "How can the Stygian woman
hope to gain this power?"

"The ancient tongue makes no distinction between male and female,"
Jaganath answered. "And Hathor-Ka is among the elite of adepts who can
chant the Great Summoning. No more than ten of us have mastery of that
spell. Of those, how many have found this prophecy? Two I am certain of.
If there are more than two others I shall be very much surprised."

"And what of this Cimmerian?" Gopal asked.

"The road to his homeland is a long one, fraught with perils. Something
may happen to him. In fact, I am sure that some ill thing will befall him."

The younger man nodded understanding. "But, just suppose he should
survive this something. What then?"

"He will travel overland," Jaganath explained patiently. "He must go
through Ophir, then through Nemedia or Aquilonia and across
Gunderland or the Border Kingdom before he can reach Cimmeria. Even
then it will be a long journey from the border to Ben Morgh."

"But, uncle," Gopal persisted, "what is to keep the barbarian from
going to the coast and taking ship?"

Jaganath smiled with pleasure. "That is most perceptive, nephew. In
fact, that is exactly what I intend to do. We shall travel east until we reach
the Tybor River in Argos, take a barge to the port of Messantia, and
thence ship north. Thus shall we travel in relative comfort to Vanaheim,
where we will find men to escort us to Ben Morgh. The Cimmerian cannot



take this easy route, for to reach Cimmeria from the sea he must cross the
Pictish Wilderness or Vanaheim, and both Pict and Van are deadly
enemies of the Cimmerians."

"Then," Gopal said, "if we win the race, as seems certain, you shall be
the greatest sorcerer who has ever lived." He was awed and eager at the
same time.

"I shall be as powerful as a god," Jaganath said, "and you shall be
second only to me."

Conan sat brooding over his wine in a tavern, a much finer
establishment than the one at which he had lodged. From a tall
Aquilonian mercenary he had purchased a patched but clean tunic which
would serve to keep him acceptable in better surroundings until the
markets opened on the morrow. Glumly, he ignored the strains of wild
music and the posturing of the dancers. He was not yet hungry, and he
could not savor his wine. For lack of a purse or other personal furniture,
the bag of gold hung from his neck on a thong, hidden in his tunic. He had
paid the tavern keeper for three days lodging with one of the gold coins: a
heap of copper and silver now lay on the table before him, brought by his
host in change..

"Tell your fortune, master?" Conan looked up to see an ancient, ragged
Khitan standing by the table.

Even in such a cosmopolitan caravan center as Khorshemish, men of
the distant east were a rare sight. The man's shredded tunic did not even
cover his skinny shanks, and he wore a bizarre headdress of feathers and
bells. Strings of bones and shells and coral and other nameless things hung
around his neck. He grinned ingratiatingly at the barbarian, nodding with
senile glee that made his thin goat-beard flutter. "Tell you good fortune,
very cheap."

"Is this what attracted you?" Conan said, gesturing toward a little pile
of coins before him. He picked up the smallest—a thick, ill-stamped
copper shekh from Shem—and tossed it to the ancient. "Here. Now, be
gone with you." He turned his attention to his neglected wine.

The mountebank caught the coin and studied it. "You get no good
fortune for this," he said. "For this, all you get is a quotation. Duke Li said:
'Each piece on the player's board thinks that it moves by its own sovereign



will from one square to another."
"Eh?" Conan said, mystified. "What kind of fortuneteller are you?"

"Good one," the old man said. "Give me one piece silver, I tell you good
fortune."”

Reluctantly, Conan grinned. The crazy little old man was amusing, and
right now he needed distraction. He hated sorcery, but he had no fear of
the petty magics of mountebanks. "Sit down," Conan said, gesturing
hospitably. "Have some wine."

The ancient cackled gleefully and plunked his skinny backside onto a
stool opposite Conan. He snatched a cup from another table, and dumping
the lees on the straw-covered floor, filled it from the pitcher that sat before
the hulking Cimmerian. "You Northman, not so?" he asked.

"From Cimmeria, yes. Now you're drinking my wine, so I want a
favorable fortune."

The old one dipped his fingers into the wine and spattered drops in the
cardinal directions, drawing curses from tavern patrons who were struck
by droplets. He drank all but a few drops from his cup and studied the lees
swirling in the bottom while he muttered incomprehensibly. Grinning, he
looked up. "Very good fortune! What you do, the gods direct. You think
you decide your own actions, but in reality you do only the bidding of
higher powers, like Duke Li's gaming pieces." Once again the old man
switched from foolish chatter to sensible speech.

"You call that a fortune?" Conan said. "I always hear that kind of
nonsense from easterners. The gods don't direct me; I am my own
master."

"Yes, yes," said the Khitan, nodding and grinning furiously, "but
sometimes you do something a little strange, not so? Something you do
not understand?"

About to retort sharply, Conan remembered his ill-considered oath to
Hathor-Ka earlier that evening. "Yes," he admitted at last, "sometimes I

do."

"See?" said the Khitan, as if that explained everything. "Soon you go on



long trip, not so?"

"That takes a little gift of prophecy," Conan grumbled. "Of course I'm
going on a journey. Nobody stays in Khorshemish if he can help it."

"Well, you do things now, you do things soon, they are important. They
seem like little things, unimportant things, but they are part of the gods'
plans. Nothing you can do about it, all for good anyway." The old man
poured himself another cup.

"Crom take you," Conan said, now bored with the mad old fool and
disgusted as always with eastern fatalism.

"Soon enough," said the old man, laughing and nodding.

Two
The North Gate

In the great market of Khorshemish, as in markets everywhere, the
people gathered in the morning to buy and sell, to trade the latest gossip,
and to talk politics. Women waited in long lines at the central fountain
with empty water jars to fill, taking the opportunity to socialize with their
neighbors. In a corner of the market, the local astrologers were met to
discuss the same phenomenon about which they had been heatedly
arguing for months: the new star that had appeared between the horns of
the Bull. No agreement was reached except that it was either significant
or otherwise, and, if significant, it meant something either good or bad.

Conan entered the market at midmorning, having just come from the
clothiers' quarter. He was now dressed in a decent tunic and trousers,
with leather boots. None of his garments was of excellent quality except
the boots, for he knew he would be trading the clothes for cold-weather
gear as he traveled northward. He strode across the market, drawing
admiring looks from the women who stood by the fountain. His mind was
not on women, but on weapons. Khorshemish was not noted for its metal
work, but many caravan routes met here and consequently there were
weapons of many nations to be found among the wares of its merchants.

Conan examined the goods displayed before the shop of an arms
merchant. He picked up each sword and hefted it, running a critical eye



over each piece while the merchant supplied a continual commentary in
praise of his stock.

"A Turanian sword, master? Curved like the crescent moon, its hilt rich
with pearls and gold. The weapon of a prince, my lord."

"You don't kill with the hilt," Conan said. "You do it with the blade."

"Exactly, master," the merchant agreed. "Do but examine this pilouar
of Vendhya. The blade is inlaid with potent spells in gold and silver."

"I don't believe in spells," Conan said. "I believe in a good sword arm.
Have you any western or northern blades? I prefer a straight, broad blade
to these curved slicers."

"Then this is exactly the sword my lord wishes," purred the merchant,
pulling a cloth cover from a splendid straight sword with a short guard
and heavy pommel of carved steel. "From Vanaheim, master."

Conan's eyes blazed with pleasure. The Vanir made fine swords, at
least. He picked it up and tried its balance. The high polish flashed in the
morning sun. That was wrong. The Vanir preferred the pearly gray luster
of steel in the first polish, which displayed the fine grain and pattern of
their intricately welded blades. They never polished a sword to mirror
brightness. Suspiciously, he ran a thumbnail along one edge from hilt to
point, then turned the blade over and tried the other edge. Halfway up he
felt a slight unevenness in the, steel. He held the blade close to his eye, out
of the direct sunlight, where the polish could not hide a flaw. There was a
hairline crack running from the edge almost to the central fuller. He
tossed the sword to the table in disgust. "Worthless," he said. "Haven't you
anything better?"

Fuming at the barbarian's obstinacy, the shopkeeper waved him
toward the shop behind him. "There are some old blades in there, if you
want to look at them."

Inside the shop Conan waited for a few minutes, letting his eyes adjust
to the gloom, then examined a pile of swords, and daggers on a table. He
found a plain, heavy dirk, single-edged and broad-spined, and stuck it in
his sash. None of the swords was to his liking. He was about to pay for the
dirk and leave, when he saw a big pottery jar standing in a corner with a
cluster of swords protruding from it. He pulled out several, but most of



them were ancient, notched, and rusty, their grips broken or rotted away.

On the point of leaving to seek out another shop, he drew forth a sword
that felt different from the others. In the dimness he could tell little except
that the blade was broad and straight, and the grip had long since
deteriorated, leaving only a stretch of thin tang between hilt and pommel.
He took it outside for a better look. In the sunlight he saw that the blade
had turned purple-black with age, but bore no trace of rust. The curiously
wrought hilt and pommel were of bronze long since turned green.

To get a feel of its balance, Conan borrowed a strip of leather from a
nearby stall, wrapped the tang, and swung the brand a few times. Even
with the inadequate grip he knew that this sword had a balance as fine as
any he had ever felt. He returned the leather strip to its owner and asked
the merchant what he wanted for sword and dirk.

"A very rare old sword, sir," the merchant said, "no doubt possessing
many hidden virtues."

"Well-hidden at that," the Cimmerian said. "You bought it from some
tomb-robber for a trifle."

Conan's time in the eastern lands had taught him the art and
entertainment of haggling. The argument continued occasionally
threatening to escalate into open violence, and idlers passing by paused to
contribute views and opinions. Eventually, Conan walked away with the
sword wrapped in a length of cloth and the dirk tucked into his sash,
certain that he had paid a pittance for so fine a blade. The merchant was
equally sure that he had unloaded a worthless item on an ignorant
outlander for an outrageous price.

In the jewelers' quarter Conan found a sword dresser sitting before his
workshop, surrounded by polishing stones of varying grit, bowls of sand
and other powders, and sheets of rough sharkskin. Conan handed the man
his new purchase.

"Can you clean this up and sharpen it? It needs a grip as well. Plain
wood will do, or staghorn or bone."

The sword dresser examined the weapon minutely, and the way he
handled it told Conan he had come to the right man. This one knew
weapons, if not with the arm of a warrior, at least with the eye of a



craftsman.

"A fine weapon," the artisan pronounced at last. "Most unusual, but I
think I can do something with it. It will look much handsomer than you'd
think when it is cleaned, and it deserves an exceptional grip. I have
something you will like.

"Nothing fancy," Conan said, "I prefer plain wood or bone." But the
craftsman had already disappeared into his shop.

Conan fretted, suspecting mat the man would try to sell him a handle of
solid jade or crystal or other splendid, useless material.

When the man returned, though, he was holding a thin box of fragrant
sandalwood. "I had this from a Hyrkanian trader two years ago," he
explained. "I've been waiting to find a wormy sword." He opened the box,
revealing a sheet of thin, parchmentlike material. It was as white as new
ivory, and covered with tiny irregular bumps. Intrigued, Conan ran his
fingertips over the knobbly surface. His experienced hand told him that
this exotic stuff, beautiful as it was, would afford a fine grip.

"What is it?" Conan asked, mystified. "Some kind of shagreen?"

"It is the backskin of the giant ray fish, from the isles east of Khitai. It
is said to make the finest swordgrips in the world. I will fashion you a
handle of plain hardwood, then glue this rayskin over it. It's a long hilt, big
enough even for both your hands, with a little crowding, but I think there
will be enough left over to make a matching grip for your dirk."

"Then I'll have this stuff," Conan said, not even asking the price, which
he knew would be steep. He was willing to pay well for fine weaponry, or
take exceptional risks to steal the best. "Can you make sheaths as well?"

"My apprentices will see to that. What kind do you wish?"

"Plain leather for the dirk. For the sword, thin wood, the strongest you
have, with oil-treated leather glued over it. Bronze chape and throat. I
want the wood lined inside with close-sheared lamb fleece, and the bronze
throat cut away lest the edge touch metal in drawing or sheathing."”

The craftsman nodded. "You are a man who understands weapons, sir.
It is always a pleasure to deal with such. Return in two days and all will be



ready."

Conan continued on his way, this time to look at horses and saddles.
Knowing that he faced a long journey, he ignored the splendid chargers
and coursers the horse-traders tried to sell him, though at another time he
might have spent days testing them all. He settled on a strong bay gelding,
sound of wind and limb. Since he wanted to travel light, and make the last
part of his journey on foot, he did not bother with a pack animal.

His last purchase was a voluminous cloak that would serve as garment
and blanket, and in which he could keep his few belongings rolled up and
tied across his saddle during the journey. He decided against purchasing
armor and helm, both because he must travel light and because his fellow
Cimmerian countrymen considered armor to be effeminate.

That evening he sat in the same tavern, this time in a far better mood.
He had made his decisions, and he was not one to brood over mistakes or
lost opportunities. Already he was looking forward to the northlands
again. It had been too long since he had seen his kinsmen and breathed
the free air of the mountains. Perhaps he would pay a visit to his old
friends the Aesir, and go a-raiding with them for a while.

"Amulets, master?" Conan looked up to see the ancient Khitan holding
forth a mass of indescribable pendants dangling from leather thongs.
"Protect you from, harm, from Evil Eye, from drowning, from snakebite."
The old man grinned encouragingly.

"More gloomy predictions for me, old crow?" Conan said with a
grudging smile. He would not let the elderly doom-monger shake his mood
of elation. "Here." He flipped the shaman a heavy silver coin from Koth.
The old one caught the coin in his free hand and bit it. Cackling, he
secreted the coin in his rags and held out a thong from which dangled an
oddly carved bit of green stone.

"Take this," the old one urged. "Good protection."

"Against what?" Conan said dubiously. "Drowning, snakebite? I believe
in my own strength."”

"Sometime strength no good. Then need first-rate amulet and charm.
This one save life when strength all gone."



Reluctantly, Conan took the thing and hung it from his neck, more to
silence the old man than for any other reason. It would make a gift for
some pretty girl along the way, at any rate.

The old man kept grinning and cackling. "Keep inside of shirt. Magic
no good if too many people see." He started to walk away, then turned
back and waggled an admonitory finger. "Remember, only playing pieces
on board of gods."

"If we're moved about by other powers," Conan demanded, "what use
are amulets?"

The old man cackled gleefully. "Sometimes even gods have need of
amulets!"

Two days later Conan stood before the sword dresser's shop. In his
hands he held the splendid sword. Its blade now shone bright, an odd pale
blue color such as he had never seen in sword steel. The bronze guard and
pommel had been polished to a warm luster, and were perfectly set off by
the pearly-white ray skin grip. Best of all, though, was the marvelous
balance and design which seemed to make the sword swing itself with
little effort from the wielder.

In his enthusiasm Conan set the blade flashing through the air in a
series of intricate maneuvers he had learned from a Turanian
swordmaster. His impromptu display drew frightened squawks and curses
from passersby who wandered too near. At last, satisfied, he sheathed the
brand in its new scabbard. Balancing the sword on the other side of the
belt was the refurbished dirk with its now-matching hilt.

"I needed twice the usual time to put an edge on it," the craftsman said,
"so hard is the steel. But you can shave with either edge now. And the blue
color—that I have seen only in a few very ancient blades. It is a style of
steel making long lost. Look closely and you will see a slightly paler color
along the edges. They were made of a different quality of steel welded in
with the softer metal, and tempered separately." The man sighed. "Such
secrets the ancients knew. The finest Turanian blades are trash compared
to this. I hope it serves you well, my friend."

Conan paid the high price gladly; he would have paid more. Gold was
nothing, and it always seemed to trickle through his fingers like water.
Steel a man could trust. With the reassuring weight at his waist, making



him feel lighter instead of heavier, he strode to the inn where Hathor-Ka
stayed.

This time the keeper of the inn was obsequious. Conan was not
splendid in his plain clothing and boots, but he was every inch a warrior,
and such men always command respect.

He climbed the stairs and rapped on the door. It was opened by
Moulay, who ushered him inside. Conan saw Hathor-Ka seated at her
table with a large chart spread out before her.

"I leave at dawn tomorrow," Conan announced without preamble. "Give
me the flask and I'll be on my way."

"You are too hasty," Hathor-Ka chided him.
"Would you prefer a slow messenger?" Conan asked.
"Come here," she ordered. "Show me the route you plan to use."

Conan walked around the table to study the chart. He had seen maps
before, but at the best of times he had difficulty relating these drawings on
parchment to real land. "I can't read these scratchings," he said.

Hathor-Ka named the principal nations for him, and the most
prominent rivers. Thus oriented, the map began to make sense. He could
see that the central, civilized nations were clearly delineated, with many
cities marked, while the barbaric nations of north and south were vaguely
and sketchily indicated. With a blunt finger Conan traced the route he
planned to take.

"I'll go straight north through Ophir, then up through Nemedia. I may
stop in Belverus if nobody's besieging the place, then up to the Border
Kingdom. They'll hang me there if they catch me; but it's only a narrow bit
of land I have to cross. Then I'll be in Cimmeria."

"Why not go up through Aquilonia?" Hathor-Ka asked. "There are far
more cities and settlements. You could travel north to Gunderland and the
Bossonian Marches, and it would be civilized country most of the way."

Conan shook his head. "The eastern route is open plain most of the way.
It's fairly well-watered, but with no big rivers to cross. It's the best way to



travel by horse. In Aquilonia the land's all cut up by rivers, and they all
flow south, so boat travel would be slower than riding. All those
settlements mean traveling by road, and the traffic and towns slow you
down. Also, it would mean entering Cimmeria in Murrogh territory, and
the Murrogh clan have been waging a blood feud with my own for five
generations, ever since one of my ancestors stole all their horses."

"Excellent," Hathor-Ka said. "I have no interest in your route, but I
wished to be sure that you are a man who knows how to think ahead and
plan." She turned to Moulay and nodded.

Once again he opened the chest and drew forth the flask. Hathor-Ka
held it for a moment, then handed it to the Cimmerian.

"Upon your oath," the woman said, "let nothing happen to this vessel or
its contents before the last step of your mission is carried out."

"You don't have to remind me," Conan grumbled. "I will get it done."
Without further pleasantries the Cimmerian left.

Moulay watched Conan leave. "My lady, I have no wish to see the cold
north, but I think the two of us should have undertaken this task."

She crossed to the narrow window and looked down into the street. The
Cimmerian was walking away with his lengthy hillman's stride. "No,
Moulay, you are wrong. Even if the two of us could endure the journey, we
would never arrive by the autumnal equinox. I would have to employ my
mightiest sorceries to speed our way, and would arrive too exhausted to
face the struggle that might ensue. This man is perfect. He is strong and
simple, and he will honor his word."

Moulay snorted through his beaked nose. "What does a savage know of
honor?"

"More than you would think. Honor is a barbaric virtue, of which
civilization retains only the empty forms. Besides, the greatest advantage
of using this man is that he is a Cimmerian, and he will be in his own
country." She turned for a last glimpse of Conan's broad back
disappearing around a corner. "No, I could not have chosen better."

The next morning Conan rode out through the North Gate of
Khorshemish. The rising sun was just staining the east wall of the city red,



and here on the north side all was still in shadow, retaining the faint chill
of night. Conan's horse was through the opening valves as soon as they
were wide enough to pass its sturdy barrel. The guards atop the wall were
yawning, yearning for their relief to arrive so they could collapse into their
empty bunks at the barracks.

Early as the hour was, however, they were not alone atop the wall over
the North Gate. Beside the green-flecked bronze poles which supported
the gate's drum stood a skinny, ragged figure rattling his strings of bone
and shell. As Conan rode away from the city of the plain, the ancient
Khitan mountebank waved to his unseeing back.

Three
Five Riders

Conan had been on his journey for seven days. For six of those days he
had known that he was being followed. It was very difficult to trail a man
unseen on open plain, and even more difficult when the man in question
was experienced, suspicious, and Cimmerian. From long habit, every few
hours Conan would ride to the nearest rise of ground and scan all around,
paying special attention to his back trail.

On his second day he had descried the five riders wfio followed. They
were well behind, and could not close the gap quickly. At the same time,
he knew that he would eventually have to turn and give battle. There was
no way that a lone man could keep ahead of five indefinitely except on the
most favorable ground. Clever pursuers would divide the chase, with some
riding fast to make the quarry stay ahead, others catching up at a more
leisurely pace, then taking the fast chase in their turn, gradually wearing

out the mount of the pursued while keeping their own horses relatively
fresh.

On the other hand, Conan knew that his horse was a good one. He also
was not lacking in personal confidence, and had no doubt that his own
stamina was greater than that of his pursuers. The fighting ground would
be his choice. High ground was always best, but there was precious little
of that hereabout.

On the eve of the seventh day he found a mound several paces high and
settled on that as a good place to conquer or die. He picketed his horse by



a small stream a quarter mile away from the mound, where the grass was
good. First he watered the beast, then curried its glossy hide. He made
sure that the picket cords were such that the horse would take no more
than a few hours to gnaw them through. Should he and all his enemies be
slain today, he did not wish the beast to be left to a lingering death on the
empty plain.

When all was ready he ate a handful of dried fruit and jerked meat, and
walked to the mound. From its crest he could see that the five horsemen
were still an hour away. He sat down to await them.

He did not want to signal his presence from afar, lest they pause and
approach him slowly, catching their breath and regaining their full
strength. At five-to-one odds even Conan knew that he needed every
advantage he could wrest from the situation. As the men neared, he drew
his sword and admired its beauty. Since the fight could not be avoided, it
cheered him to have a chance to try out his new blade, and such a fight as
was coming would surely test it to the full.

When the five were no more than a hundred paces away, he stood,
brandished the sword above his head, and shouted: "I am Conan of
Cimmeria! If you would slay me, here I am! Come and try me, lowland
swine!"

The horsemen reined in and stared up the mound in wonderment. Of
all things, this was the last they had expected. Such challenges rightly
belonged to the age of heroes, and everyone knew that that age was long
gone. After a hurried conference as to who should go first, they very
sensibly decided to charge all at once.

Conan grinned when he saw five horses spring forth as one. This was
just what he had hoped for. Only in a well-disciplined army could five men
fight as a well-drilled team, and these men showed no sign of such
training. They were clearly of different nations, each armed and armored
in his own fashion.

As the ragged line approached him, Conan darted to his left to engage
the last man on that side, putting the rider between himself and the
others. While to his opponents he seemed bent on suicide by dismounting
thus to fight, in reality he had gained an advantage. Without a horse to
manage he could concentrate on killing, and this suited his headlong style
of combat.



The lefthand rider was a man of Shem, with curly beard and billowing
trousers. He wore no armor and rode without stirrups, a slender lance
held low at his right side and a small buckler on his left forearm. With a
gobbling war cry he lowered his point, intent upon skewering the
Cimmerian.

Conan ran down the mound and reached his range just as the horse
changed gait to negotiate the rise in ground. The sudden change in
motion threw the rider slightly off balance for a moment, and that was all
the time Conan needed. As the point wavered he slapped it aside with his
blade and leaped upward, holding his sword at full extension and turning
his whole body into a spear. The Shemite tried to bring his buckler across,
but with so much weight and momentum behind the sword, the act was
futile. The point caught the man beneath the jaw and he all but flew
backward over his cantle, spraying blood in a crimson arc.

Immediately, Conan ran back to the crest of the mound. The others
circled in confusion, trying to decide just what had happened. First to see
Conan was a Turanian in spired helm, and that one set spurs to his
mount, waving a heavy, curved talwar as he sought to ride the Cimmerian
down. Conan darted to the man's shield side at the last possible instant
and swung his sword as he did so, hewing the Turanian's left leg off. The
man toppled screaming from his saddle.

Before Conan could regain his balance after the mighty blow, two more
horses were upon him, and he was knocked sprawling to the ground. As he
tried to scramble up, a Zamoran leaped onto Conan's shoulders and
sought to wrestle him to the ground while stabbing at him with a long,
curved dagger. Conan dropped his sword to deal with the man, and
managed to seize the Zamoran with both hands just as he felt the dagger
burn like a hot iron across his shoulder.

From the corner of his eye Conan saw a sword swinging at his back,
and with a speed and strength unknown among civilized men, he swung
the Zamoran around, using him as a shield to intercept the whistling
blade. The Zamoran screamed thinly as the sword cleft his spine, and
Conan heaved the body into the face of the Argossian swordsman, whose
visage still bore a look of confusion. Both bodies thudded to the ground as
Conan darted to the Argossian, seized him by his wide helmet, and twisted

until a faint snap informed him that further effort was unnecessary.
Quickly, he looked for the fifth.



The man was perhaps twenty paces away, sitting his horse with grim
patience. The rider wore a cuirass of hardened leather straps, studded
with iron, and on both forearms bracers of stiff leather. The sword at his
waist was straight, its handle long enough for both hands. Beneath his
nasaled black helmet spilled locks of tawny hair, and his eyes were as blue
as Conan's own. Except for his clean-shaven face, the man might have
been Aesir, but Conan knew that he was from farther south.

"You've had a good morning's sport, Cimmerian dog," the man said as
he dismounted. "But the men of Gunderland are harder to kill than these
eastern weaklings."

Conan found his sword and picked it up, first making sure that its grip
was not slippery with dew or blood. "Gundermen die as easily as other
men. I slew many at Venarium, and I was only fifteen then."

"Venarium!" spat the Gunderman. "I've sworn to kill a dozen
Cimmerians for every kinsman I lost in that slaughter. Their blood calls
out for appeasement. I will send them another black-haired servant this
day!"

The two northerners met atop the mound. They fought without art or
subtlety, swinging their broad blades two-handed. Blue sword and gray
met and rang, shedding sparks with each terrific impact. Boasting and
challenge were over now, and the only sounds they made were snarls of
rage and grunts of effort wrenched from their bodies with each massive
chop. It was swing and block without pause, but the fight was not slow nor
ponderous despite the size of the men and the weight of their weapons.
The swords licked out to cut or block too swiftly for any but the most
experienced eye to see.

Conan broke into a profuse sweat and breathed like a blacksmith's
bellows. It had been years since he had tested himself against a fellow
northerner, and the hard-living men of Aquilonia's Gunderland frontier
grew up every bit as swift and powerful as any Nordheimer or Cimmerian.
But Conan was mighty even for a Cimmerian. Preparing a terrible
overhand slash, the Gunderman swung the blade a fingersbreadth too far
back, giving Conan an instant in which to step aside. As his blade met no
resistance, the Gunderman leaned forward, fighting to regain his balance,
but it was too late for that. The Cimmerian's sword came across
horizontally, biting into the man's side through the hard leather. Yanking
his blade free, Conan raised it and sent it in a great half-circle, splitting



cuirass and flesh from shoulder to waist, shearing bones and entrails
relentlessly.

Sheer animal unwillingness to die kept the Gunderman standing for a
moment; then he toppled like a falling tree. Conan, panting like a winded
horse, ripped a scrap of cloth from one of the bodies and began carefully
cleaning his sword. The others were all dead, the man he had unlegged
having bled to death during his fight with the northerner. Conan walked
back to the Gunderman, who was still breathing faintly.

"Who hired you, Gunderman?" the Cimmerian asked when he once
again had breath to speak.

"Are we friends that I owe you such a favor?" the man gasped. "I do not
betray those who hire me."

"Well, what is your name, then?" Conan asked.

"Is it not enough you have slain me, but you want power over my spirit
as well?"

"You know Cimmerians better than that!" Conan said angrily. "We slay
our foes in fair battle and leave the demons of Hell to any further
vengeance. I want your name for the song I shall make when my
wanderings are at an end. That was a good fight, and it will be
remembered in the song my women shall sing around my funeral pyre."

"I am Hagen," the man wheezed. "Now ask me no more. What little
breath I have left I wish to expend in cursing you."

Not wishing to deny the man this final pleasure, Conan examined his
sword, and was gratified to see that it bore no slightest nick, and the edges
were still shaving-keen. Re-sheathing the blade, he rounded up the five
mounts, then bound up the knife wound on his shoulder. In searching the
bodies he found on each of them three heavy, square coins of gold
stamped with strange script. He had seen such coins before; they came
from Vendhya. He chuckled to think that what had been intended as the
price of his life would instead enrich his purse.

The five horses he took with him to sell in Belverus. He left the rest with
the bodies. Any man might sell five horses, but the personal effects of five
men would arouse unwelcome official attention. Behind him he left the



bloody mound. In a year's time the gnawed bones would be scattered
abroad, cloth and leather would have rotted, and there would be nothing
to mark the battle except some rusting bits of iron and a slightly greener
patch of grass. Later, even those would be gone, leaving only the limitless
plain, which had drunk the blood of uncounted thousands.

Conan was feverish and reeling in his saddle as he arrived within sight
of the walls of Belverus. Happily, he noted that there was no besieging
army encamped outside its walls. Just now he had no time for such things.
It was midday, and the gates of the city stood wide. A guard held up a
restraining hand as Conan rode through the gate. The guard held a
wooden tablet bearing a panel of wax, and a bronze stylus was tucked
behind his ear.

"What is your name and your business, stranger?" the guard
demanded.

"I am Conan of Cimmeria, and I need lodging for the night, and a horse
market to sell my stock." His face was flushed and his voice unsteady.

"What ails you?" the guard asked suspiciously. "You may not enter the
city if you bear any contagion."

Wordlessly, Conan let his cloak fall, exposing the raw and angry cut
which festered upon his shoulder. Fierce streaks of red and black radiated
from the puckered, swollen wound, and it seeped an unhealthy fluid.

"Mitra!" swore the guard. "You need a leech, man, else you'll lose that
arm, if not your life. Leave your beasts here the nonce, I'll give you a
receipt for them, then get you to the house of Doctor Romallo. It is but two
streets distant."

It galled Conan to have to seek the aid of a leech. In normal times he
preferred to let his body heal itself. On the few occasions that he had
sought such professional services, it had been to have a bad wound
stitched. He harbored a suspicion that leeches did far more harm than
good. This time, though, he knew he had no choice.

An oversized bleeding knife over the entrance proclaimed the house of
Romallo. Conan pounded on the door and an elderly, bearded man opened
it. "You desire treatment?" he asked.



"I need something, by Crom!" Conan said, baring his wound once more.

"Hmm. A most interesting injury. Come in, young man, and we'll see
what's to be done." The leech's house was full of strange objects. Stuffed
beasts dangled on cords from the rafters, and vaguely obscene marine
creatures were preserved in jars of spirits. Instruments of bronze and glass
abounded, and the air smelled of herbs. Strange as the place was, Conan
at least felt no sorcery here. The leech directed him to a bench near a

window, and Conan sat, bearing his pain in stoic silence as the man poked
and prodded.

"I can lance and clean this wound," the leech announced at last, "bind it
with a stitch or two, and put a healing poultice on it, but I fear that these
things might not prove to be sufficient."

"Why not?" Conan groused. "Is that not your art?"

"It is. However, this infection is not of natural origin. I can tell by the
tone of your flesh how rugged is your constitution, and such a gash as this
should not be causing you such agony."

"True," Conan agreed, "I've been wounded far worse without trouble.
Have I been wounded with an envenomed weapon?"

"No, in that case the characteristics of the inflammation would be quite
different. I think you lie under the influence of some baleful spell, and I
can only wonder that it has not killed you long since."

Chills ran through Conan's powerful frame, chills that were not part of
his fever. Who had cursed him? And what was protecting him? Then he
understood. In spite of his ills, he began to laugh.

"0Odd time for mirth," the leech said, frowning.

"I've just realized that I'm paying for my own greed. Do what you can,
and leave the rest to me. I'll need a moneychanger when you are through."

Mystified, the leech set to his task. Despite his pain, Conan wore a grim
smile. How subtle was his enemy! Not content merely to set five killers on
his trail, the man had paid them with cursed money, knowing that should
Conan survive the attack, he would surely take their gold and doom
himself.



What had protected him? From beneath his tunic he fished the
talisman the ancient Khitan had given him. He was not sure, but the color
seemed subtly altered. In stony silence he sat enduring the doctor's painful

ministrations. More and more he felt like the playing-piece of the game
board of a god the old Khitan had spoken of.

By the time he had exchanged the unclean gold for other money and
sold the five horses, the day was almost over. Conan stabled his mount
and, exhausted, collapsed into a bed at an inn. His wound was less
virulent, but he was still in a weakened condition. He knew that he would
have to wait for several days in Belverus until his full strength returned.
The delay did not fret him. After all, he would still be able to reach Ben
Morgh by the equinox. It was a mission he had undertaken, not a race.

The waterfront tavern was filled with voices speaking boisterously in
many languages. Most of one wall was open, revealing the serried masts
crowding the great harbor of Messantia. Through the huge window blew a
salt-scented offshore breeze, causing the torches to flicker.

Messantia sprawled along the mouth of the Khorotas River, where it
joined the Western Sea. It lay on the Zingaran side of the river, but it was
as international as most seaports. The fact that Argos claimed this piece
of land concerned the inhabitants not at all. Hemmed in by the bulk of the
Rabirian Mountains to the north and the river to the south, the bulk of the
city lay on a wide floodplain that constituted a minor nation in itself. At
any given time, at least half the population was transient, consisting
mainly of sailors from the multitude of nations and islands that drew a
living from the sea.

The occupants of the tavern were a cross-section of the maritime life of
the area: besides the local Zingarans and Argossians, there were Shemites
with hooked noses and curling beards; quiet Stygians, who wore black
silk; sinister Barachans, whose belts were festooned with the daggers and
short swords favored for combat at sea. One table held a party of Kushites,
feathers woven into their elaborate hairdos, their black skins glossy with
the scented palm oil which they prized. Two red-haired Vanir seamen had
already passed out in a corner. The torchlight glittered on earrings, nose
rings, and other ornaments favored by seagoing men.

On a small platform in the center of the room a Zamoran girl was
performing one of the lascivious dances of her nation to the music of a
flute and a tabour. Her clothing consisted of a great many bangles and a



single small veil. Many of the sailors clapped in time to the music and
shouted their appreciation of her performance.

"I had thought," Gopal said, "that we had reached the nadir of
civilization in Khorshemish. I see now that it was the epitome of culture
compared to this place." The young man and his uncle sat at a tiny table
as near as they could get to the window.

"You must enjoy this cosmopolitan atmosphere while you can,
nephew," said Jaganath with his usual complacent smile. "Where we are
going, there has never even been a word for civilization. After all, there are
booksellers in this town. There are some scholars of small repute and even
a few second-rate sorcerers. Our destination is a howling wilderness of
barbarians and savages as primitive as those Kushites over there."

"The very thought fills me with dismay," Gopal said. He took a sip of
the wine which he had watered heavily. A platter of spicy meats wrapped
in vine leaves lay before them, but the tedious, inactive journey by barge
down the river had left him with little appetite.

"If you would be a mage," said Jaganath, "you must tread some very
strange paths indeed. No man who quails at hardship or danger can
succeed in the quest for knowledge and power." He picked up a tidbit and
popped it into his mouth. "At least their cooking is tolerable here. A port
like this affords access to spices of variety and high quality." Like most
Vendhyans of high caste, Jaganath and Gopal ate meat but rarely, and
then only in small quantities, highly spiced.

A newcomer entered the tavern and scanned the room for a moment.
Spotting the two Vendhyans, he crossed to their table. His boots and short
tarry breeks identified him as a seaman, and his arrogant stride bespoke
authority. His features were scarred and badly pockmarked, but they bore
an aristocratic cast. Jaganath quickly typed him as the scion of decayed
Zingaran nobility.

"You are the two who seek passage northward?" asked the newcomer.
"We are," said Jaganath. "Please join us."

The man sat and poured himself a cup of wine from the pitcher on the
table. He ignored the pitcher of water that stood beside it. After draining
the cup he refilled it and picked up a handful of the stuffed vine leaves. He



stuffed three into his mouth and said around the mouthful: "I am Kasavo,
from the Barachan Isles, captain of the Songbird. I heard on the wharf
today that two Vendhyans sought passage north, and that they were to be
contacted here at the Sailor's Delight."

"We must travel in haste to Vanaheim," Jaganath said. "Do you go so
far north?"

Kasavo laughed. "To Vanaheim? Nobody sails that far from here. In any
case, it is late in the year to be traveling north. I can take you to Kordava,
the last civilized port before the Pictish Wilderness. From there, if luck is
with you, you may find a Vanir merchant who has stayed until the very
end of the season, braving the storms for the sake of picking up
late-season goods at bargain prices. I warn you, though, that a northern
passage at this time of year can be very dangerous. Best to winter in
Kordava. It is a very wicked port. Most diverting." He grinned and toyed
nervously with a large, fiery, teardrop-shaped ruby that dangled from his
earlobe on a short chain.

"I do not fear storms," Jaganath said. "When do you sail?"

"With the morning tide, about an hour after sunrise to take advantage
of the inland winds. Have your belongings aboard by sunrise. I have a
cabin you can use. There is the matter of payment for your passage."

Jaganath waved a pudgy hand in dismissal. "We can settle that during
the voyage. I have abundant funds."

The man's eyes sparkled for a moment with greed, which he tried to
cover with a feigned curiosity. "Why do you wish to go to a place like
Vanaheim? From the look of you, you've little love for cold climes."

"We are scholars," Jaganath told him. "I am writing a book about far
lands for the king of Vendhya."

"Vanaheim should satisfy you, then," Kasavo assured him. "It is about
as far as you can go. You are with the court of Vendhya, then?"

"Yes. While not a true ambassador, I have a certain semi-official
standing and I bear gifts from my liege to the great men of that land. He
wishes to establish cordial relations with all nations, however remote."
Once again, at the mention of gifts, Kasavo's eyes glittered. As always



when dealing with outsiders, Gopal remained silent and kept his ears
open, ready to back his uncle's story.

"Then I shall expect you at sunrise tomorrow. I must return to my ship
now, and I'll have my men prepare your quarters. The Songbird lies
alongside the Lesser Wharf. Her hull is painted red, with green eyes at the
prow, just above the waterline." He drained his cup and left, not weaving
despite the considerable amount of wine he had drunk in so short a time.

"Unless I am much mistaken, uncle," Gopal said when the man was
gone, "this fellow is no more than a common pirate. Did you see the way
his face changed at every mention of gain to be had?"

"Exactly. And these Barachan Isles of which he speaks form a notorious
nest of cutthroats, so I am told. That is why I stressed that we travel with
valuable goods. Several masters have already told us that they will not sail
north at this time of year, but a pirate will take on passengers of wealth, to
rob or to hold for ransom."

"Surely, uncle, they will seek to murder us and give our bodies to the
sea gods?"

Jaganath smiled broadly and picked up another snack. "Are you not
happy, Gopal, that our voyage north shall not be as dull as our barge
journey hither?"

Despite her lyrical name, the Songbird had the predatory lines of a
shark. Low, lean, and sleek, she was built for speed, with a shallow draft
and sides that rose no more than two cubits from the waterline. She had
no capacious hold for transporting bulk cargoes, and the men working or
idling on her deck were far more numerous than would ever be needed to
sail her. They wore few clothes and many weapons. The single mast bore a
long, slanting yard which would support an enormous lateen sail. With
that sail spread in a following wind she would speedily overtake any vessel
built for utility, say, a fat, lumbering merchantman. Along her sides were
tholes for a dozen long oars, handy for working into position around a
crippled victim or rowing up shallow creeks and rivers to raid or unload
contraband.

Jaganath was most pleased with what he saw. They would be able to
make good time in