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I  
 
 Blood on the Snow
 
A deer paused at the brink of the shallow stream and raised its head, sniffing the frosty air. Water dripped from its muzzle like beads of crystal. The lingering sun gleamed on its tawny hide and glistened on the tines of its branching antlers.
Whatever faint sound or scent had disturbed the animal was not repeated. Presently it bent to drink again from the frigid water, which rushed and bubbled amid crusts of broken ice.
On either side of the stream, steep banks of earth lay mantled in the new-fallen snow of early winter. Thickets of leafless bush grew close together under the sombre boughs of the neighbouring pines; and from the forest beyond, nothing could be heard but the ceaseless drip, drip of melting snow. The featureless leaden sky of the dying day scarcely seemed to clear the tops of the trees.
From the shelter of the woods, a slender javelin darted with deadly precision; and at the end of its arc, the long shaft caught the stag off guard and sank behind its shoulder. The stricken creature bolted for the far side of the creek; then staggered, coughed blood, and fell. For a moment or two it lay on its side, kicking and struggling. Then its eyes glazed, its head hung limply, and its heaving flanks grew still. Blood, mixed with froth and foam, dribbled from its sagging jaws to stain the virgin snow a brilliant crimson.
Two men emerged from the trees and studied the snowy landscape with searching eyes. The larger and older, plainly in command, was a giant of a man with massive shoulders and long, heavily muscled arms. The swell of his mighty chest and shoulders was visible beneath the cloak of fur that enveloped his stalwart figure and the coarse, baggy woollens he wore beneath the cloak. A broad belt of rawhide with a golden buckle held his garments around him, and a hood of wolf fur, forming part of the cloak, obscured his face.
Now pushing back the hood to peer about, he revealed a head of curling golden hair, slightly streaked with grey. A short, roughly trimmed beard of the same hue clothed his broad cheeks and heavy jaw. The colour of his hair, his fair skin and ruddy cheeks, and his bold blue eyes marked him as one of the Æsir. 
The youth beside him differed from him in many ways. Scarcely more than a boy, he was tall and brawny for his age―almost as tall as the full-grown Northman beside him―but lean and wiry rather than massive. He was dark and sullen, with straight, coarse black hair hacked off at the nape, and the skin of his sombre visage was either naturally swarthy or heavily tanned. Under heavy black brows, his eyes were as blue as those of the giant at his elbow; but whereas the golden warrior’s eyes sparkled with the joy of the hunt and zest for the kill, those of the dark youth glowered like the eyes of some wild and hungry predator. Unlike his bearded companion, the young man’s beard was shaven clean, although a dark stubble shadowed his square jaw.
The bearded man was Njal, a jarl or chieftain of the Æsir and leader of a band of raiders known and feared on the wintry borders between Asgard and Hyperborea. The youth was Conan, a renegade from the rugged, cloud-haunted hills of Cimmeria to the south.
Satisfied that they were unobserved, the two emerged from cover, descended the bank, and waded the icy current to the place where their kill lay lifeless on the blood-spotted snow. Weighing almost as much as the two men together, the stag was too heavy and, with its branching antlers, too cumbersome to bear back to their camp. So, while the youth watched broodingly, the chieftain bent and, with a long knife, swiftly butchered the beast, peeling back the hide and separating the shoulders, haunches, and ribs from the rest of the carcass.
“Dig a hole, boy, and make it deep,” grunted the man.
The youth cut into the frozen slope of the bank, using the blade of the long-handled axe that had been strapped to his back. By the time that Njal had finished dressing the stag, Conan had hacked out a pit capacious enough to hide the offal. While the Northman cleaned the bloody quarters in the rushing stream, the youth buried all that was left of the carcass, and scraped the crimson snow into the pit along with the loosened soil. Then untying his fur cloak, the Cimmerian dragged it back and forth, obliterating the traces of his handiwork.
Njal wrapped the flesh of the deer in the freshly flayed hide of the beast and tied the mouth of the improvised sack with a thong brought along for the purpose. Conan cut a sapling with his axe and trimmed it down to a pole as long as a man, while the jarl cleansed his javelin by thrusting it into the sand in the bed of the stream. Njal tied the bag to the middle of the pole, which the two then hoisted to their shoulders. Dragging Conan’s cloak behind them to erase their footprints, they climbed the farther slope and re-entered the woods.
Here along the Hyperborean border, the pines grew tall, thick, and dark. Wherever a break in the forest afforded a vista, the ridges could be seen to roll endlessly away, covered with snowcapped pines of a green as dark as sable. Wolves skulked along the nighted forest trails, their burning eyes lambent green coals, while above floated great white owls on silent wings.
The two well-armed hunters had no fear of the local creatures; save that, when a bear ambled across the path ahead, they gave it a respectfully wide berth. Like ghosts they glided through the darkened woods to join their fellow raiders, who lay encamped beneath the shoulder of a hill. Since both were woodsmen born and bred, they made no noise and left little trace of their swift passage. Even the scrubby bushes did not rustle as they slipped through them.
So well concealed was the Æsir camp that their first knowledge of its presence was the murmur of voices around a hidden fire; yet the watchful sentinels had seen their coming. An elderly Northman, whose locks had turned to silver, rose from the fireside to greet them silently. One of his eyes was bright and keen; the other was an empty socket concealed by a leather patch. He was Gorm, a bard of the Æsir, over whose bent shoulders slept a harp in a sack of deerskin.
“What word from Egil?” demanded the raider chief, lowering the pole from his shoulder and motioning to the cook to take it away.
“No word, Jarl,” said the one-eyed man sombrely. “I like it not.” He moved uneasily, as does a beast at the scent of danger.
Njal exchanged a glance with the silent Conan. Two days before, an advance party had left the camp under cover of a moonless night to spy out the great castle of Haloga, which lay not far beyond the hills that ringed the horizon to the south-east.
Thirty warriors, seasoned and canny veterans all, led by Egil the huntsman, had gone to scout the way and to study the fortifications of the forbidding Hyperborean stronghold. Conan, unasked, had brashly spoken out against the imprudence of so drastically dividing their strength thus near the enemy, and Njal had roughly bade the youth to hold his tongue. Later, regretting his harshness, the jarl had brought Conan with him in search of game as his rude way of making amends.
Egil’s messengers should have returned many hours since. The fact that they had not stirred fear in the mind of Njal, and in the secret places of his heart, he wished that he had hearkened to the young Cimmerian’s warning.
Njal’s shortness of temper and the urgency with which he had driven his men across the wilderness to the Hyperborean border were not without cause. Hyperborean slavers, a fortnight since―slavers with the red mark of Haloga on their black raiment―had carried off his only daughter, Rann.
Brooding over the fate of his beloved daughter and the whereabouts of his trusted scouts, the jarl repressed a shudder. The Witchmen of shadowy Hyperborea were feared far and wide for their uncanny mastery of the black arts; and Haloga’s sadistic queen was feared like the Black Death.
Njal fought down the chill that clutched his heart and turned to Gorm the skald. “Tell the cook to broil the meat swiftly―and on charcoal, for we cannot risk the smoke of open fires. And bid the men eat fast. When night descends, we move.”






II 
 
The Horror on the Parapet



 
All that night, like a band of wolves, the raiders from Asgard drifted in single file across the snowy hills into the clammy, swirling mists of Hyperborea. At first the night was star-decked only, but once they crossed the hills, cold mists blotted out even the wan and frosty glimmer of the stars. When at length the moon arose, the mists bedimmed it to a pearly blotch in the sky, like a moon reflected in wind-ruffled water.
Despite the gloom that drenched this barren, bog-infested, scantily inhabited land, the raiders took advantage of every slightest bit of cover, every leafless bush and stunted tree and inky patch of shadow. For Haloga was a mighty fortress, and doubtless guarded well. Desperate and vengeful as he was, Njal well knew in the depths of his heart that his only hope of success lay in surprise.
The moon and mists had fled together before they reached Haloga. The castle stood on a low rise in the centre of a shallow, bowl-shaped valley. Huge were its frowning walls of dark stone, and massive the masonry around the lone and ponderous gate. Above the main walls rose a castellated parapet. A few windows were set high in the towers; nothing else but arrow slits broke the cliff-like surface of the megalithic walls.
It would, Njal knew, be difficult to storm this place. And where were the men whom he had sent ahead to scout the way? No sign of them had been discerned, even by his keen-eyed trackers; for the newly fallen snow had obliterated their footprints.
“Shall we essay the walls, Jarl?” asked a warrior-an outlaw fled hither from Vanaheim, if his red beard was any token.
“Nay, the dawn approaches, curse the luck!” growled the chief. “We must wait for night again, or pray the gods will let the white-haired devils grow careless and raise the portcullis. Tell the men to sleep where they are and to sprinkle snow over their furs so none can see them. Tell Thror Ironhand his squad has the first watch.”
Njal lay down, wrapped his furs around him, and closed his eyes. But sleep came not soon; and when it came, dreams of shadowy, chuckling menace made it hideous.

Conan slept not at all. Possessed by uneasy foreboding, the youth still resented Njal’s gruff dismissal of his argument against the scouting party. He was a stranger among the Æsir freebooters, driven from his homeland by a blood feud, and had with difficulty won a precarious place among these blond warriors. They approved his ability to endure privation and hardship without complaint, and the bullies among them had learned to respect his heavy fists; for despite his youth, he fought with the ferocity of a cornered wildcat and needs must be dragged bodily from a foe once he had felled him. But still, as youths will, the Cimmerian burned to win the applause of his elders by some feat of daring or heroism.
Conan had observed the windows of the keep, which were much too high to reach by climbing, were it humanly possible to scale such walls without a ladder. He had mastered many sheer cliffs in his homeland; but those had at least afforded a toe- and finger-hold. The stones of Haloga were fitted and trimmed to a glassy smoothness that defied the climbing efforts of any creature larger than an insect.
The arrow slits, however, were set lower in the walls and thus seemed more accessible. Those of the lowest tier were little more than thrice a man’s height above the ground, to give the archers a fair shot at besiegers who might cluster about the base of the wall. Plainly too narrow for a full-grown man of the bulk of most Æsir, were they too narrow for the smaller, slenderer Conan?

When dawn broke, one raider was missing from the camp―the young Cimmerian outlaw, Conan. Njal had other things to think about and so had little time to ponder the fate of a surly, black-visaged young runaway, who seemed to lack the stomach for this raid.
The jarl had just discovered his missing scouts. They hung from the parapet, clearly visible as dawn lit the empty sky and dispelled the clammy fogs that shrouded the air of this accursed land. The men were still alive, dancing in their death throes at the ends of thirty ropes.
Njal stared, then cursed until his voice was hoarse, and he dug his nails into his hard palms. Although he felt sick to the roots of his soul, he could not tear his eyes away.
The eternally young queen of Haloga, Vammatar the Cruel, stood on the parapet fair as the morning, with long bright hair and full breasts, which curved sweetly beneath her heavy white robes. A lazy, languorous smile parted her full red lips: The men who attended her were true Hyperboreans, unearthly in their gaunt, long-legged stature, with pale eyes and skeins of colourless silken hair.
As the hidden Æsir, sick with rage and fury and helpless horror, watched, the men of Egil’s party were slowly done to death with merciless hooks and wickedly curved knives. They squealed and flopped and wriggled, those gory, mangled things that had been stalwart warriors two days before. It took them hours to die.
Njal, his lips bitten through, aged much during that endless, terrible morn. And there was nothing at all he could do. A leader cannot throw a small band of men against high walls with only hand weapons. If he has a large, well-found army capable of keeping the field for months, he can batter down the walls with rams and catapults, or undermine them with tunnels, or roll siege towers up to them and swarm across, or surround the stronghold and starve it out. Lacking such overmastering force, he needs at least scaling ladders as long as the wall is high, a force of archers or slingers to beat the defenders back from the ramparts, and above all surprise.
Surprise, the advantage on which Njal had counted, was now lost to him. However the Hyperboreans had captured Egil’s scouting party, the mere fact of their capture had alerted the people of Haloga to the presence of Æsir in the vicinity. The Witchmen of this devil-haunted land must, by their weird arts, have known of the approach of the hostile force. The sinister legends about them were now proved true by the crimson evidence hanging against the red-stained stone of the parapet. Haloga had known that the Æsir were out there all the time, and not even the cold-hearted and vengeance-loving gods of the Northlands could help them now.
Then it was that the first plume of jet-black smoke drifted from the lofty windows of the keep, and the torturers broke, crying out in amazement, and scurried away with their black gowns flapping. The lazy, catlike smile vanished from the soft, curved lips of Haloga’s queen. A feeble, flickering flame of hope leaped up within the breast of Njal of Asgard.








III 
 
 Shadow of Vengeance
 
Scaling the wall had been neither easier nor harder than Conan had guessed. A rain spout, curved like the mouth of a vomiting dragon, caught and held the noose of his rope on the fifteenth or sixteenth try. The rope, knotted at intervals for better purchase, neither slipped nor broke beneath his weight.
When he had ascended to the level of the slit, Conan locked his legs about the rope and rocked back and forth, like a child on a swing. By throwing his weight from one side to the other, he increased the dimensions of the arc. It was slow going; but at last, at the end of a swing to the right, he came within reach of the slit.
The next time he swung, he shot out a hand and grasped the masonry. Still holding the rope in his free hand, he thrust a booted foot into the opening and followed it with the other. Slowly and carefully he shifted his weight until he was sitting on the sill of the arrow slit with his legs inside. He still grasped the rope with his left hand, for it occurred to him that, if he released it, his lifeline would fall away and hang out of reach when he would have need of it for a hasty departure.
The slit was too narrow for Conan to pass through in his present position. Already his lean hips were wedged into the opening, the sides of which were angled outward to give the defender a wider field of arrow shot. So, turning sideways, he wriggled his hips and midsection through the aperture. But when his arms and chest reached the narrow opening, his woollen tunic, bunched up beneath his armpits, arrested further progress. Would he not look an utter fool, he thought, if the Witchmen came upon him wedged in the arrow slit? He had visions of being caught forever in this stony vice. Even if undiscovered, he would perish of hunger and thirst and make good food for the ravens.
Gathering courage, he decided that by expelling all the breath from his lungs, he might just slip through. He took several deep breaths, as if preparing to swim under water, exhaled, and pushed ahead until his thrashing feet found a firm surface to stand on. Turning his head, he wormed it through the inner edges of the slit and collapsed on a rough wooden floor. In his excitement he had released the rope, which started to snake through the slit. He caught it just before it slipped away.
Conan found himself in a small circular chamber, an archer’s roost that was unoccupied. As he peered around in the gloom, he sighted a rough stool, placed there for the comfort of the defender. He pulled the stool nearer and made the rope fast to it, so that the heavy wood might serve to anchor the rope during his escape. Then he stretched his cramped muscles. He must, he thought, have left a few square palms of skin on the stonework as he scraped through.
Across the room from the arrow slit, the masonry was interrupted by an arched doorway. Conan drew his long knife from its scabbard and stole through the aperture. Beyond the doorway a spiral stair led upward, and occasional torches set in wall brackets did little to dispel the almost palpable obscurity.
Moving a step at a time and flattening himself against the wall to listen, Conan slowly worked his way through many passages to the central keep, where prisoners of rank and worth might lodge. Day had dawned long since, although little light penetrated this massive pile of stone through the arrow slits and narrow windows. From the screams that filtered faintly through the thick walls, the Cimmerian youth had a grim notion of what occupied the Witchmen on the parapet.
In a corridor intermittently lit by torches set in brackets, Conan found his prey at last―two of them, in fact. They were guarding a cell and, from the look of them, he knew the old stories were true. He had seen Cimmerians and Gundermen and Aquilonians and Æsir and Vanir, but never before had he set eyes upon a Hyperborean at close quarters, and the sight chilled the blood in his veins.
Like devils from some lightless hell they seemed, long-jawed faces white as fungi, pale and soulless amber eyes, and hair of colourless flax. Their gaunt bodies were clad all in black, save that the red mark of Haloga was embroidered on their bony chests. It seemed to Conan’s fancy that the marks were bloody tokens of hearts that had been torn from their breasts, leaving naught but a grisly stain behind. The superstitious youth almost believed the ancient legends that these men were mere cadavers, animated by demons from the depths of some black hell.
They did have hearts, however; and when cut, they bled. They could also be killed, as he found when he hurled himself upon them from the corridor. The first one squawked and went down, sprawling awkwardly under the thunderbolt impact of Conan’s catlike leap, and died bubbling as the Cimmerian’s knife pierced his breast.
The second guard, staring slack-jawed and blank-eyed, gaped for a heartbeat. Then he aimed a kick at the intruder and went for his sword. But Conan’s knife, a serpent’s tongue, flicked out and slashed the Hyperborean’s throat, leaving a mirthless, red-rimmed smile below the guard’s pale thin-lipped mouth.
When the two were dead, Conan stripped them of their weapons and, dragging the bodies to an empty cell, heaped upon them the straw that lay matted on the floor. Then he peered into the small compartment that they had guarded.
A tall, milk-skinned girl with dear blue eyes and long, smooth hair the colour of sun-ripened wheat stood proudly in the centre of the enclosure, awaiting a fate she knew not of. Although the maiden’s high young breasts rose and fell in her agitation, there was no fear in her eyes.
“Who are you?” she asked.
“Conan, a Cimmerian, a member of your father’s band,” he said, speaking her tongue with an accent foreign to her. “If you are Njal’s daughter, that is.”
She lifted her chin. “I am indeed Rann Njalsdatter.”
“Good,” he grunted, thrusting into the lock a key snatched from the dead Witchmen. “I have come for you.”
“Alone?” Her eyes widened, incredulously.
Conan nodded. Snatching her hand, he led the Æsir girl into the corridor and gave her one of the two swords of the slain Witchmen. With her behind him and his new-found weapon readied for action, he cautiously retraced his steps along the stone passageways through which he had come.
Down the long corridor he prowled, silent and wary as a jungle cat. Moving with every sense alert, his smouldering gaze swept the walls and the doors set in them. In the flickering torchlight, his eyes burned like those of some savage creature of the wild.
At any moment, Conan knew, the Witchmen might discover them, for surely not every denizen of the castle was on the parapet with the torturers. Deep in his primal heart, he breathed an unspoken prayer to Crom, the merciless god of his shadowy homeland, that he and the girl might, unobserved, attain the arrow slit whereby he had entered.
Like an insubstantial shadow, the young Cimmerian glided through the gloomy passageways, which now curved following the girdle of the curtain wall; and Rann, on little cat feet, followed after him. Torches smouldered and smoked in their brackets, but the dark intervals between the flickering lights were alive with evil.
They met no one; yet Conan was not satisfied. True, their luck had held thus far, but it might end at any moment. If two or three Witchmen fell upon them, they might still win through; for the women of the Æsir were not pampered playthings but skilled and daring swords-women. Often in battle they stood shoulder to shoulder with their men; and when fight they must, they fought with the ferocity of tigresses.
But what if they were set upon by six or a dozen Witchmen? Young as he was, Conan knew no mortal man, however skilful with his sword, can face at once in all directions; and whilst they thrust and parried in these dark passages, the alarm would surely sound and rouse the castle.
A diversion was needed, and one of the torches they passed gave the youth an inspiration. The torches were soaked in tarry pitch to burn long and slowly, but they burned deep and were not easily extinguished. Conan glanced about. The walls of the castle were of stone, but the floor planks and the beams supporting them were wooden. Across his grim face flitted a small smile of satisfaction.
Conan needed to find a storeroom, and as he prowled the corridors, he peered into chambers whose doors were open. One was vacant. Another contained a pair of empty beds. A third appeared to be a storage place for broken or damaged weapons and other metallic objects awaiting repair.
The door to the next room stood ajar, leaving a narrow crack of darkness in the flickering torchlight. Conan pushed it, and the door swung open with a faint squeal of hinges. Then he started back and hastily shut out the sight of that dark chamber; for the room contained a bed, and on the bed lay a sleeping Witchman. Beside him on a stool were several phials, which Conan supposed held medications for a sick man. He left the fellow snoring.
The next chamber turned out to be the sought-for storeroom. As Conan surveyed it from the hall, the rising sound of footsteps and voices caused him to whirl about, lip lifted in a snarl. He gestured frantically to Rann.
“Inside!” he breathed.
The twain slipped into the storeroom, and Conan closed the door. Since the room had no window, they waited in complete darkness, listening to the clatter of the approaching Hyperboreans. Soon the party passed the door, speaking in their guttural tongue, and their footsteps died away.
When all was silent again, Conan drew a long breath. Holding high his Hyperborean sword, he opened the door a crack, then more widely as he viewed naught but the empty corridor. With the door ajar, the dim light of the torches pierced the gloom, and he could make out the contents of the chamber. Here were a pile of fresh torches, a barrel of pitch, and in one corner, a heap of straw to garnish the cell floors in lieu of carpets.
It was but the work of a moment for Conan to toss the pile of straw about the chamber, overturn the barrel of pitch upon it, and spread the viscous stuff around. Darting out into the passageway, he snatched a torch from the nearest bracket and heaved it into the combustible mass that covered the floor of the storeroom. Crackling lustily, the flames ate their way through the straw and belched black smoke along the corridor.
Tarred from face to boots and coughing from the acrid fumes, Conan caught Rann’s hand, sprinted down the winding stairs, and regained the alcove through which he had gained entry. How long before the Witchmen would discover that their castle was ablaze, Conan knew not; but he trusted this diversion to occupy their full attention while the rescuer and rescued squirmed through the narrow slit and clambered down the rope to the safety of the frozen ground.








IV 
 
That Which Pursued



Jarl Njal bellowed with joy and seized the laughing, weeping girl in his arms, crushing her against his burly chest. But even in his joy, the chieftain paused to look deep into Conan’s eyes and clap the youth on the shoulder with a friendly buffet that would have knocked most striplings off their feet.
As they hastened to the Asgard camp beneath the cover of the snow-tipped pines, the youth, in terse words, described the day’s adventure. But words were scarcely needed. Behind them a raven cloud of soot be-smudged the afternoon sky, and the crash of collapsing timbers and fire-blackened masonry resounded like distant thunder in the hills. The Witchmen would doubtless save part of their fortress; although many of the lank, flaxen-haired devils must have already perished in the conflagration.
Wasting no time, Njal ordered his men to begin the long trek back to Asgard. Not until he and his band were deep in their own land could the chief of the Æsir count himself safe from Hyperborean vengeance. There would, no doubt, be pursuit; but for the moment the dwellers in Haloga had other matters to busy them.
The Æsir made haste to depart, and in their hurry they sacrificed concealment to speed. Since the face of the wan sun was still pillowed on the treetops, they could with effort put leagues between themselves and the castle before the early fall of the northern night.
From the parapet of Haloga, the agelessly beautiful Queen Vammatar watched them go, her jasper eyes cold with hate as she smiled a slow and evil smile.

There was little greenery in this flat land of bog and hillock, and what there was lay blanketed in snow. As the sun neared the horizon, clammy coils of choking fog rose from the stagnant meres and laid a chill upon men’s hearts. The travellers saw few signs of life, save for a couple of Hyperborean serfs who fled from the band and lost themselves in the mist.
From time to time, one or another of the Æsir set an ear to the ground, but no drumming of hooves could be heard. They hastened on, slipping and stumbling on the uncertain, frozen footing. But before day wrapped her icy cloak around her shoulders and departed, Conan glanced to the rear, and cried out: “Someone follows us!”
The Æsir halted and gazed in the direction that he indicated. At first they could see nothing but the endless, undulant plain, whose junction with the sky was hidden in the mists. Then a Northman with vision that transcended the sight of his fellows exclaimed:
“He is right. Men on foot pursue us, mayhap…mayhap a half a league behind.”
“Come!” growled Njal. “We will not stop to camp this night. In these fogs, ’twere easy for a foe to creep upon us, no matter how many sentries we might post.”

The band staggered on while the setting sun was swallowed by the voracious mists. After the Æsir had long trudged in darkness, a wan moon climbed above the mists that hemmed them in, and its light shone on a faint patch of rippling shade. It was the pursuing force, larger and nearer than ever.
Njal, a man of iron, strode forward with his exhausted daughter in his arms; nor would he entrust so precious a burden to another. Conan, full as he was with the vigour of youth, ached in every limb and sinew as he followed the giant jarl. The other raiders, uncomplaining, maintained the gruelling pace. Yet their pursuers seemed to tire not at all. Indeed, the host from Haloga had not slowed, but was on the contrary gaining upon them. Njal cursed hoarsely and urged his men to greater speed. But however doggedly they struggled on, they were altogether played out. Soon they must turn and make a stand, albeit the jarl well knew that no seasoned warrior would choose to do battle on a strange terrain when overtaken by exhaustion. Still, their meagre choice was plain: either fight or be cut down.
Each time they crested a low hill clad in winter’s silvered garment, they could see the silent mass of moving men, twice their number, drawing nearer than before. There was something strange about these pursuers, but neither Njal nor Gorm nor any other of the company could quite tell what was wrong with them.
As the hunters drew closer, the hunted perceived that not all the members of the oncoming force were Witchmen, a race that tended to be taller and more slender than the Northmen. Many of the pursuing host had mighty shoulders and massive frames and wore the horned helmets of the Æsir and Vanir. Njal shivered, as from the icy touch of some uncanny premonition of despair.
The other strange thing about the pursuers was the way they walked.… 
Ahead, Njal spied the loom of a hill, higher than most of the eminences of this flat land, and his weary eyes brightened. The crest of the hill would serve for a defensive position, although the chieftain wished it higher yet and steeper to force the enemy to charge uphill in the teeth of Æsir weapons. In any case, the foe was almost snapping at their heels, so stand they must, and soon.
Shouldering the girl, Njal turned to shout from a raw throat: “Men! Up yonder hill and speedily! There we shall make our stand.”
The Æsir plodded up the misty slope, to assemble at the crest, well pleased to cease putting one road-weary foot before the other. And like true warriors everywhere, the prospect of a bloody battle brightened their flagging spirits.
Thror Ironhand and the other captains passed around leathern bottles of wine and water, albeit little enough was left of either. The raiders rested, caught their breath, and limbered their bows. Long shields of wicker and hide, which had been slung upon their backs, were cast loose and fitted together to form a veritable wall of shields, encircling the crest of the hill. One-eyed Gorm uncovered his harp and began in a strong, melodious voice to chant an ancient battle song:


Our blades were forged in the flames that leap
From the burning heart of Hell,
And were quenched in frozen rivers deep, 
Where the icy bones of dead men sleep,
Who fought our sires and fell.


The respite was short. Shouldering through the fog, a swarm of sinister figures emerged from the murk, and with steady, rhythmic steps stalked up the slope, like men walking in their sleep or puppets worked by strings. The flight of javelins that met the shambling attackers slowed them not at all, as they hurled themselves against the ring of shields. Naked steel flashed darkly in the wan moonlight. The attackers swung high sword and axe and war hammer and brought them whistling down upon the living wall, cleaving flesh and shattering bone.
In the van Njal, bellowing an ancient Æsir war cry, hewed mightily. Then he paused, blinking, and the heart in his bosom faltered. For the man he was fighting was none other than his own captain, Egil the huntsman, who had died that morn on the end of a rope, suspended from the walls of Haloga. The light of the pallid moon shone plainly on that familiar face and turned Jarl Njal’s bones to water.








V 
 
“Men Cannot Die Twice!”



 
The face that stared stonily into his own was surely that of Njal’s old comrade; for the white scar athwart the brow betokened a slash that Egil, five summers before, had suffered in a raid against the Vanir. But the blue eyes of Egil knew not his jarl. Those eyes were as cold and empty as the skies above the starless, misty night.
Glancing again, Njal saw the mangled flesh of Egil’s naked breast, whence hours before the living heart had been untimely torn. Revolted by the thing he saw, Njal perceived that however much he wounded his adversary’s flesh, these wounds would never bleed. Neither would his old friend’s corpse feel the bitter kiss of steel.
Behind the dead but battling Æsir, a half-charred Witchman stumbled up the slope, his face a grinning mask of horror. Here, thought Njal, was a denizen of Haloga who had perished in the fire set by the wily Conan.
“Forgive, brother,” whispered Njal through stiffened lips, as with a backhand stroke, he hamstrung Egil’s walking corpse. Like a puppet with severed strings, the dismembered body flopped backward down the hill; but instantly the cadaver of the grinning Witchman took its place.
The Æsir chieftain fought mechanically but without hope. For when your foe can summon forth the very dead from hell to fight you, what victory can ensue?
All along the line, men shouted in hoarse surprise and consternation as they found themselves fighting the walking corpses of their own dead comrades who had perished under the cruel knives of the Hyperboreans. But the host that swarmed against them numbered others in their hideous ranks. Side by side with Witchmen crushed beneath collapsing walls or burned in the day’s conflagration strode corpses long buried, from whose pale and tattered flesh grave worms wriggled or fell wetly to the ground. These hurled themselves, weaponless, upon the Æsir. The stench was sickening; and terror overwhelmed all but the hardiest.
Even old Gorm felt the icy clutch of fear at his heart. His war song faltered and died.
“May the gods help us all!” he muttered. “What hope have we when we pit our steel against the walking dead? Men cannot die twice!”
The Æsir line crumbled as wave after wave of walking corpses swept the warriors down, one by one, and crushed them into the viscid earth. These attackers bore no weapons but fought with naked hands, tearing living men asunder with their frigid grip.
The Cimmerian stood in the second rank. When the stout warrior before him fell, Conan, roaring with a voice as gusty as the north wind, leaped forward to fill the gap in the swaying line. With a sweep of the Hyperborean sword he bore, he severed the neck of a skeletal thing that was squeezing the life from the Northman at his feet. The skull-like head rolled grinning down the hill.
Then Conan’s blood congealed with horror: for, headless or not, the long-dead cadaver rose and groped for him with its bony hands. With the nape of his neck tingling in primordial fear, Conan kicked out and stove in ribs that showed through the tattered flesh. The corpse staggered back, then came on again, talons clutching.
Gripping his sword hilt with both hands, Conan put all his young strength into a mighty slash. The sword bit through the lean and fleshless waist, severed the half-exposed spinal column, and sent the divided cadaver tumbling earthward. For the moment, he had no opponent. Breathing hard, he shook back his raven mane.
The Cimmerian glanced along the Æsir line. Njal had fallen, taking with him a dozen of the foe, hacked, like venison, into pieces. Howling like a wolf, old Gorm took his place in the wavering line, swinging a heavy axe with deadly skill. But now the line was breaking; the battle nearly done.
“Do not slay all!” a cold voice rang in the stillness, borne upon the icy wind. “Take such as you can for the slave pens.”
Peering through the murk, Conan spied the speaker. On a tall black stallion sat Queen Vammatar in her flowing snow-white robes. Trembling in every limb, he knew the legions of the walking dead obeyed her least command.
Suddenly Rann appeared at Conan’s side, her face wet with tears but blue eyes unafraid. She had seen Gorm and her father fall before the onslaught of the ghastly enemy and had pushed her way through the press to the young Cimmerian. She snatched up a discarded sword and prepared to die fighting. Then, like a gift from Crom, an idea shaped itself in Conan’s despairing mind. The battle was already lost. He and the surviving Æsir were bound, as surely as day follows night, for the slave pens of Hyperborea. Something, however, might be saved from the wreck of all their hopes.
Whirling, Conan lifted the girl in his arms and tossed her over his shoulder. Then he kicked and hacked a path through the foe, down the corpse-littered slope to the foot of the hill, where the queen sat on her steed awaiting the end, an evil smile on her half-parted lips.
In the stable dark beneath the swirling coils of mist, the queen, eyes raised to watch the final struggle on the hilltop, failed to mark the noiseless approach of the Cimmerian. Nor did she see the girl he set upon the trampled snow. No premonition reached her senses until iron fingers closed about her forearm and thigh and hauled her, shrieking with dismay and fury, from her mount. With a mighty heave Conan hurled the queen from him, to fall with a splash into the chilly bosom of the bog. Then Conan lifted Rann and boosted her, protesting, into the vacant saddle.
Before he could vault up behind her on the prancing animal, several of the living corpses, obeying the furious commands of their mistress, seized Conan from behind and clung, leech-like, to his left arm.
With a superhuman effort, before he was dragged earthward by the putrid monsters, Conan struck the stallion’s rump with the flat of his sword. “Ride, girl, ride!” he shouted. “To Asgard and safety!”
The black horse reared, neighing, and bolted across the foggy, snow-clad plain. Rann hugged the animal’s neck, pressing her tear-stained cheek against its warm hide, and her long blond hair mingled with its flying mane.
As the steed swept around the base of the hill and off to the west, she cast one backward glance, just as the brave youth who twice had saved her life went down beneath a mound of fighting cadavers. Queen Vammatar, her white robes spattered with slime, stood in the frosty moonlight, smiling her evil smile. Then the loom of the hill and the rising fogs mercifully hid the scene of the carnage.

Across the plain, a score of Æsir survivors trudged eastward in the pallid moonlight, their wrists bound behind their backs with rawhide thongs. The walking dead―those who had not been cut to pieces in the fray―surrounded the captives. At the head of the weird procession marched two figures: Conan and Queen Vammatar.
With every step the queen, her handsome face twisted with fury, slashed at the Cimmerian youth with her riding whip. Red weals criss-crossed his face and body; but he walked with shoulders squared and head held high, although he knew that none returned from the slave pens of this accursed land. Easy it would have been to slay the queen when he threw her from her stallion, but in his natal land custom demanded chivalry toward women, and he could not forsake his childhood training.

As the eastern fogs paled with the approach of dawn, Rann Njalsdatter reached the borders of Asgard. Her heart was heavy, but she remembered the last stanza of the song that Gorm had chanted beneath the fog-dimmed moon:


You can cut us down; we can bleed and die,
But men of the North are we:
You can chain our flesh; you can blind our eye;
You can break us under the iron sky,
But our hearts are proud and free!


The brave words of the song stiffened her back and lifted her spirits. With shoulders unbowed and bright head high, she rode home under the morning.



The People of the Summit
- Bjorn Nyberg



 The lean Turanian, whose dusty crimson jerkin and stained white breeches testified to the rigours of his flight, reined in his mare at the signal. Turning questing black eyes upon his giant leader, he asked:
'Dare we tarry here?'
His companion, similarly garbed, save that the flowing left sleeve of his woollen shirt bore the golden scimitar of a sergeant in the Turanian frontier cavalry, scowled. Blue eyes blazing beneath the crimson turban that bound his spired helmet, he tossed aside the flap of cloth that protected his face from the swirling dust and spat before he answered.
'The beasts must rest.'
The heaving flanks of the two animals and their foam-flecked mouths made plain the need for a halt.
'But, Conan,' protested the Turanian, 'what if those Khozgari devils still follow us?' Uneasily he studied the curved scimitar thrust into his sash, and his grip tightened on the lance resting in its leathern pouch beside his right stirrup. He was comforted by the weight of the double-curved bow and the full quiver of arrows slung upon his back.
'Damn that stupid emissary!' growled the Cimmerian. 'Jamal, thrice I warned him of the treacherous Khozgari tribesmen; but his head was so full of trade treaties and caravan routes that he would not listen. Now that thick-skulled head of his hangs in the smoke room of a chief's hut, along with seven of our company. Damn him to Hell, and damn the lieutenant for permitting the palaver in the rock village!'
'Aye, Conan, but what could our lieutenant do? The emissary had full power to command. Our task was to protect him and obey him, only. Had he countered the emissary's orders, the captain would have snapped his scimitar before the regiment and reduced him to the ranks. You know the captain's temper.'
'Better broken to the ranks than dead,' growled Conan, scowling. 'We two were lucky to escape when the devils rushed us! Listen!' He held up his hand. 'What was that?'
Conan rose in his stirrups, blue eyes sweeping the gorges and crevices for the source of the faint sound he had heard. As his companion silently unslung his great bow and nocked an arrow, Conan's hand closed on the hilt of his scimitar.
A moment later, he flung himself from the saddle and, like a charging bull, rushed towards the nearby rock wall; for in that fleeting space of time, a youth had raced across the narrow gorge and scaled the steep cliff with the agility of a monkey.
Conan swept to the granite wall, found purchase for reaching hands and feet, and clambered upward with the assurance born of long experience. He heaved himself over the rim of the rock and cast himself aside just as a club descended on the spot where, a moment earlier, his head had been. Rolling to his knees, he rose and gripped the arms of his assailant before another blow could fall. Then he stared.
It was a girl he held, dirty and dishevelled but nevertheless a girl, and her body would have graced the statues of a king's sculptor. Her face was pretty even through the grime, although she was sobbing now in impotent rage as she twisted her slim arms savagely against the fierce grip of her captor.
Conan's voice was rough with suspicion. 'You are a spy! What tribe?'
The girl's emerald eyes flamed as she hurled back her defiance:
'I am Shanya, daughter of Shaf Karaz, chief of the Khoz-gari and ruler of the mountains! He will spit you on his lance and roast you over his council fire for daring to lay hands on me!'
'A likely story!' taunted the Cimmerian. 'A chief's daughter without an armed following, here, alone?'
'No one dares lay violent hands on Shanya. The Theggir and the Ghoufags cower in their huts as Shanya, daughter of Shaf Karaz, rides abroad to hunt the mountain goat. Dog of a Turanian! Let me loose!'
She twisted angrily, but Conan held her slim body in the vice of his arms.
'Not so fast, my pretty one! You'll make a fine hostage for our safe passage back to Samara. You will ride before me on the saddle all the way; and you'd best sit still, lest you make the journey bound and gagged.' He shrugged his massive shoulders in cold indifference to her hot temper.
'Dog!' she cried. 'I do as you say for the present. But have a care that you fall not into the hands of the Khozgari in the future!'
'We were surrounded by your tribesmen a scant two hours past,' growled Conan. 'But their bowmen could not hit the wall of a canyon. Jamal here could out-shoot a dozen of them. Enough of this chatter! We move, and move fast. Keep your pretty mouth shut from now on; it is easy enough to gag.'
The girl's lips curled with unspoken ire as the horses picked their careful way between the rocks and boulders.
'Which way do you plan to go, Conan?' Jamal's voice was anxious.
'We cannot go back. I don't trust this hostage business too much in the heat of ambush. We will ride straight south to the road of Garma and cross the Misty Mountains through the Bhambar Pass. That should put us within two days' journey of Samara.'
The girl turned to stare at him, her face blanched with sudden fright.
'You fool! Are you so careless of life as to try to cross the Misty Mountains? They are the haunts of the People of the Summit. No traveller has ever entered their land and returned. The People emerged but once out of the mists during the reign of Angharzeb of Turan, and they defeated his whole army by magic and monsters, as the king strove to recover the burial grounds of the ancient Turanians. Tis a land of terror and death! Do not go there!'
Conan's reply was indifferent. 'Everywhere there are old wives' tales of demons and monsters that no one living has ever seen. This is the safest and shortest way. If we make a detour, we shall have to spend a week in the guard-house for dallying along the road.' He urged his horse forward. The clatter of hooves on stone alone broke the silence as they wove their way among the towering cliffs.
"This blasted fog is as thick as mare's milk!' exclaimed Jamal some time later.
The mist hung dank and impenetrable; the travellers could see a scant two yards ahead. The horses walked slowly, side by side, occasionally touching, feeling their way forward with careful steps. The thickness of the milky mist was inconstant; the whiteness wavered and billowed, and now and then the bleak walls of the mountain pass appeared for a fleeting moment.
Conan's senses were sharply tuned. One hand held the bared scimitar; the other clutched Shanya firmly. His eyes ranged the small field of vision, taking advantage of every opening to reconnoitre.
The girl's scream, ringing out with sudden shock, brought them to a halt. She pointed with a trembling finger, cowering in the saddle against Conan's massive chest.
'I saw something move! Just for a second! It was not human!'
Conan swept the scene with narrowed lids as a random billowing of the mist cleared the roadway in front for a moment. He stiffened in the saddle, then relaxed and urged the horses forward, saying:
'Naught for the daughter of a Khozgari chief to worry about!'
But the shape at the roadside was disturbing. A human skeleton danced from two poles, crossed slantwise. The bones were held together by some fluttering rags, bits of tendon, and shrivelled skin. The skull lay on the ground, grinning, snapped from the neck bones and cracked open like a coconut.
A sound floated through the mists. It began as a demoniac laugh that rose and fell, changing into angry chattering, and ending in an undulating wail. The girl responded with keening. Stiff with terror, her lips moved dryly.
'The – the demons of the Summit are calling for our flesh! Our bones will lie stripped in their stone dwelling before evening. Oh, save me! I do not want to die!'
Conan felt the hair rise on the nape of his neck; and chills ran down his spine on little lizard feet. But he shook off his fear of the unknown with a shrug of his great shoulders.
'We are here, and we have to get through. Let that howler come within reach of my blade, and he'll scream in another key.'
As his horse stepped forward, a heavy crash and a groan caused Conan to glance back. At that moment, he felt a tug upon his weeping captive. Before he could grasp her more firmly, she rose screaming into the mists on the end of a snakelike rope. Conan's horse reared wildly, flinging him to the ground, and the clatter of its hooves died away as he staggered to his feet.
Nearby lay Jamal and his horse, both crushed beneath a giant boulder. The man's dead hand protruded from under the grey stone, still clutching the war bow and a quiver of arrows. These Conan scooped up in one swift motion. He wasted no time in mourning the death of his comrade; for here was deadly danger, Snarling like an angry panther, he slung the bow over his shoulder, stuck the arrows in his sash, and gripped his bared scimitar.
The thick mist swirled around him as he felt a noose drop over his head. Moving with the speed of lightning, he ducked, then seized the rope with his free hand, gave a tug, and voiced a gurgling cry like that of a strangling man. His eyes were slitted as he swung upward, hauled by an immense power whose source he knew not. The feel of the mist was wet in his nostrils.
Heavy hands gripped him as he reached the edge of the escarpment, but the figures he discerned in the thinning mist were shadows only. He shrugged free of the clutching fingers and drove in silent deadliness at the nearest shadow. Soft resistance and a shriek told him that his scimitar had entered living flesh. Then the shadows closed around him. Standing with his back to the edge of the abyss, he swung his great blade in devastating arcs.
Never had Conan battled in such eerie surroundings. His enemies disappeared into the misty whirls, only to return again and again, like insubstantial ghosts. Their blades flicked out like serpents' tongues, but he soon took the measure of their clumsy swordsmanship. With renewed self-confidence, he taunted his silent attackers:
'Time you learned something of the way of the sword, you jackals of the mist! Ambushing travellers does not make your skill with the scimitar. You need lessons. The undercut -like this! The overhand slash – there! The upward rip with the point into the throat – watch!'
His exclamations were accompanied by demonstrations that left many shadowy figures gurgling or shrieking on the rocks. The Cimmerian fought with cold and terrible control, and suddenly he carried the fight to his assailants in a swift and devastating charge. Two more figures fell to his vicious slashes, their crimson guts spilling out upon the moss. Suddenly the remaining foemen melted away in panicky flight.
Conan wiped the sweat off his forehead with the wide sleeve of his uniform. Then, bending down to stare at one of the corpses, he grunted in surprise. It was no human being that sprawled there with small, sightless eyes and flaring nostrils. The low forehead and receding jaw were those of an ape, but an ape unlike any he had seen in the forests on the shores of the Sea of Vilayet. This ape was hairless from head to toe, and its only accoutrement was a heavy rope twisted around its bulging swag belly.
Conan was puzzled. The great Vilayet apes never hunted in packs and lacked the intelligence to use arms and tools, save when trained for performances before the royal court in Aghrapur. Nor was the creature's sword of a crude design. Forged of the best Turanian steel, its curved blade was honed to a razor's edge. Conan noticed a penetrating, musky odour emanating from the dead ape. His nostrils widened as he inhaled the scent with care. He would smell out his escaped prey and, following its trail, win a path through the milky mist.
'I shall have to save that fool of a girl,' he muttered in an undertone. 'She may be the daughter of an enemy, but I will not leave a woman in the hands of hairless apes.' Like a hunting leopard, he moved forward on the scent.
As the mists began to thin, he trod more carefully. The spoor of the scent twisted and turned, as if panic had wrought havoc with his quarry's sense of direction. Conan smiled grimly. Better to be the hunter than the hunted.
Here and there beside the path small pyramids of spherical stones, the size of a man's head, rose above the low-lying mists. These, Conan knew, were ancient places of the dead, graves of the chiefs of the early Turanian tribes. Neither time nor the apes had managed to demolish them. The Cimmerian stepped carefully around each grave, not only to
avoid a possible ambush, but also to show reverence for those who rested there.
Only torn shreds of mist remained as he reached the upper heights. Here the path became a narrow walkway atop a mountain wall, which bisected a dizzying abyss. At the end of the walkway, at the very summit of the mountain, an imposing keep of mottled serpentine loomed like an index finger of evil against the backdrop of bleak and distant mountain ranges. Conan hid behind one of the graves along the path to spy out the situati6n. But he saw no sign of life.
Shanya woke in odd surroundings. She lay upon a divan draped in a rough black cloth. No fetters bound her, but she had been deprived of all her clothing. She stretched her supple body upon this strange bed to look around and recoiled from what she saw.
In a wooden armchair, curiously carved, sat a man, but he was like no man that she had ever seen. His ashen face seemed made of chalk and strangely stiff; his eyes were black with no white showing around the iris; his head was bald. He wore a kaftan of the coarse black cloth and hid his hands within the ebon sleeves.
'It has been many long years since a beautiful woman last came to the abode of Shangara,' he said in a sibilant whisper. 'No new blood has infused the race of the People of the Summit for twice a hundred years. You are a fit mate for me and for my son.'
Horror ignited a bright flame of anger in the breast of the proud barbarian girl.
'Think you that a daughter of a hundred chiefs would mate with one of your abominable race? Rather would I fling myself into the nearest gorge than dwell within your house! Release me, or these walls will tremble to the thunder of a thousand Khozgari spears!'
A mocking smile parted the pale lips of the ancient, pallid face.
'You are a headstrong hussy! No spears reach through the Bhambar mists. No mortal lives who dares to cross these mountains. Come to your senses, girl! Should you persist with stubbornness, no easy leap from a cliff's edge will be your fate. Your body will, instead, be used to nourish the most ancient inhabitant of this forgotten land – one who is bound in serfdom to the People of the Summit.
'He it was who helped smite down the Turanian king who once endeavoured to conquer our domain. Then we, ourselves, were strong and could do battle. Now we are few, our number dwindling through the centuries to a bare dozen who dwell here guarded by our cliff apes.
'Still we have no fear of enemies, for the ancient one lives ready to come forth when peril threatens. You shall gaze upon his countenance. Then choose your fate!'
The aged man arose, shaking back the folds of kaftan, and clapped his claw-like hands. At the summons, two other white-faced, skull-eyed men entered the room, bowed, and] grasped a pair, of handles set into the stone wall. Two massive door halves rolled smoothly back, revealing a chamber I filled with billowing mist. Like a scudding cloud, it swirled into the room, and as it thinned revealed the vague outline of a huge, unmoving shape.
As the mist rolled out, the girl perceived the thing inside. She screamed and fainted. Then the heavy doors were closed.
Conan, hidden behind a grave mound, fretted with impatience. During his long wait, no sign of life had appeared around the forbidding tower. Had he not scented the reek of musky ape, he would have deemed the tower to be deserted. Tensely he fondled the hilt of his scimitar and ran a hand along the curve of his bow.
At length a figure strode to the battlements and gazed out upon the crumpled brown terrain. Conan could not discern details at so great a distance, but the lean contours beneath the flowing robe revealed a human shape. Conan's mouth curved in a grim half-smile.
With a single motion, he drew and loosed an arrow; and the figure on the battlement flung up its arms and toppled, limp as a broken doll, over the crenellated wall into the depths below. He nocked another arrow and waited.
This time he had not long to wait. A pierced stone portal »lowly opened, and a group of apes ran out, padding splayed along the narrow walkway. Conan loosed again and again, his marksmanship unerring. His merciless hail of arrows pitched them one after another into the shadowy gorge. But still the apes came on, with lolling tongues and slavering jaws.
Conan shot his last arrow and flung the bow aside. He whirled, sword raised, to meet the two that still defended the narrow cliff-side path. Ducking, he avoided the sword-thrust "I I he first and lunged, shearing through flesh and bone. I he remaining ape proved quicker. Conan had scarcely time to wrench his reddened blade from the hairless corpse before a vicious swipe was aimed at his head. He staggered at the impact of the great ape's blow and fell to his knees. He saw with horror the dizzying depths of the precipice that beckoned him to doom. The ape's dull mind perceived the situation, and the creature rushed forward to sweep him into the bottomless abyss.
Still on his knees, Conan feinted swiftly and lashed out with a disembowelling thrust, too fast for the eye to follow. His adversary, bellowing, pitched forward and, trailing a feeding cry, plummeted into the shadowy depths.
Sure-footed as a mountain goat, Conan dashed up the unprotected walkway and reached the open portal. Something hissed past his head as he threw himself sidewise, and in swift retaliation, he thrust his scimitar at a black-clad figure lurking in the gloom of the entrance. A muted gurgle was followed by the clatter of a fallen weapon.
Conan bent down to peer at the corpse. A tall, skeletal man with a curiously stiff face stared up at him through sightless eyes. He saw that the face was covered by a peculiar mask of some translucent substance. He snatched it off and studied it.
The Cimmerian had never seen anything remotely like it nor like the material of which it was fashioned. He tucked it into his sash and strode on into the silent hall
Conan moved more warily along a curving corridor that lie encountered further on. The stones were damp when he laid a hand upon them, and the clammy air reminded him of the chill of morning fog. Then suddenly the circular passageway widened into a great chamber, where a strange assemblage confronted him.
Ten black-clad, corpse-like people faced him, among whom he saw two women whose stringy, colourless hair framed chalky features. They stood like painted ghosts, save that each held a murderous knife with a saw-toothed edge.
Behind them on a black-draped catafalque, set in the; middle of the chamber, reclined the naked body of a girl whom he recognized as Shanya. Motionless she lay, her heavy-lidded eyes closed beneath long fringed lashes, save that her full breasts rose and fell with her even breathing. And Conan knew that she was either drugged or in a faint.
He gripped his sword more firmly as he studied the spectral group whose coal-black eyes burned with the fire of co-mingled fear and hatred.
A tall, bald man began to speak. Although his voice was but a whisper borne upon the wind, it carried with bell-like clarity.
'What is your purpose here? You are no Hyrkanian, nor are you a mountain man, although you wear the garb of a Turanian.'
'I am Conan, a Cimmerian, that girl is my hostage, and I have come to take her back that I may continue on my journey.'
'Cimmeria – a tongue-twisting name for a land we know not of. Do you jest with us?' whispered the strange man.
'Had you voyaged to the frozen north, you would kno1 I do not jest. We are a fighting people. With half my tribe at my elbow, I should be ruler of Turan!' growled Conan.
'You lie,' hissed the old man. 'The land of the north wind is the edge of the world and stretches beneath a starless, eternal night. The girl is ours by right of conquest. She shall give our race new strength, breeding strong men from her youthful womb. You, who have dared to intrude upon the People of the Summit, shall feed the maw of our defender, the ancient one.'
'If I die, you will precede me into Hell,' growled the Cimmerian, raising his sword.
In answer, the ghostly man struck a silver gong a single Mow that reverberated from the rafters. Two men silently left the group and, moving together to the farther wall, gripped the iron handles and began to open the heavy doors. like a great calla lily unfolding at dawn, a thick white vapour billowed from the opening and swirled toward the centre of the room.
Moving in unison, the beady-eyed ancients passed their hands across their faces. Before the thickening vapour Hotted out his view, Conan saw that each had donned a curious, transparent mask like that worn by his earlier assailant.
Impelled by an instinct as old as time, the barbarian reached into his sash, snatched up the mask, and managed in put it on before the cloying mists swirled and eddied mound him, hiding his sable-clad enemies. To his surprise,
The substance of the mask hugged the skin of his forehead, it licked his lids and lay like gossamer across his very eyes. Looking around the room, he was astounded to discover that he could see clearly, as if a puff of camp-fire smoke had vanished into the ambient darkness.
His adversaries had crept forward behind their misty shield, and now two were almost upon him. Moving on ahead of time, Conan's curved steel blade whistled through the damp air of the misty hall.
It was a massacre. The remnants of a once powerful race stood little chance against the fury of the vengeful Cimmerian. Undulating knives glanced harmlessly off the whirling streak of his restless scimitar. Each time his blade licked out, a dark-robed figure sank dying to the floor. His rough code of chivalry tempted him to spare the white-haired crones; but when the women flung themselves upon him in unrelenting frenzy, he returned blow for blow.
At last Conan stood alone in the vaulted chamber, save for ten supine bodies and the still unconscious girl. Resting on his long, curved sword, he surveyed the scene with satisfaction. Then one of the bodies writhed and raised a gaunt, accusing hand. The head man, rekindling the last sparks his departing life, glared and spoke through lips twisted with pain.
'Barbarian cur!' he hissed. 'You have destroyed our But you shall not live to savour your victory. The ancient one will strip the meat from your foul bones and suck marrow from their innards. Give me strength, O Ancient One.'
As Conan watched in fascination, the lean man with hideous groan rose to his knees and exerted his last power. He struggled, half-crawling, to the scarcely-opened door and with a claw-like hand tugged at one of the twin handles on the pair of heavy doors. With a roll of thunder, the door opened wide.
Conan's hair rose on his nape as he glimpsed the hulking form within the cavernous chamber. Huge and many-limbed was the body, and spiderlike, or like a walking egg. Its stalked eyeballs and gaping jaw exuded an almost tangible power of evil, for it was a thing conceived in the dark aeon before man ever walked the earth.
Mastering his horror, the Cimmerian flung himself from ward and scooped up the body of Shanya, while a clawed and hairless limb fumbled at the other door to enlarge the opening. Bearing the limp body of the girl upon his shoulder, he sprinted down the long corridor leading to the outer portal. A wheezing snuffle followed him.
Conan had almost traversed the elongated walkway balancing precariously in his great haste, when he ventured to look back. The monster, running agilely on its ten powerful legs, had reached the mid-point of the narrow path. Panting, Conan forced himself onward until he stood between two pyramidal grave mounds. Gently laying the unconscious girl at the foot of one mound, he turned to give battle.
Conan met the first onrush of the monster with a savage cut at one of the grasping limbs, but his blade splintered against the impenetrable horny hide of the creature. Although it fell back for a moment, it came on again with its weaving gait.
Desperate, Conan cast about for any weapon, and his eyes fastened upon the nearest mound of rounded stones. Hexing his great muscles, he lifted one of the spherical boulders above his head. And, straining his mighty thews, he hurled it at the terrible apparition that was almost upon him.
The forgotten spells chanted by unremembered Turanian sorcerers over the graves of long-dead chieftains had not lain their power against a monster that roamed the mountains before mankind was young. For, with a blood-curdling '.shriek, the creature, half-paralysed, tugged at a limb crushed beneath insensate rock.
Conan snatched up a second boulder and flung it; pushed out another, rolling it toward the thrashing monster; and hurled still another. Then the undermined pyramid of stones collapsed in a hurtling avalanche, which buried the many-limbed creature down into the abyss in a cloud of dust and shards.
Conan wiped his sweaty brow with a hand that trembled as much from revulsion as from exertion. He heard a stirring behind him and swung around. Shanya's eyes were open, and she gazed around her in bewilderment.
'Where am I? Where is the white-faced, evil man?' She shuddered. 'He was going to feed me to...'
Conan's voice broke in roughly upon her. 'I cleaned up that nest of mummified robbers. Their evil thing I returned lo the abyss whence it came. Lucky for you that I arrived in time to save your pretty skin.'
Shanya's emerald eyes flashed with haughty anger. 'I should have managed to outwit them. My father would have
saved me.'
Conan grunted: 'Had he found his way hither, that monster would have made mincemeat of his warriors. Only by luck I discovered a weapon that could kill the overgrown cockroach. Now we must move fast. I have to be in Samara before week's end. And I still need you as a hostage. Come!'
Shanya stared at the rugged barbarian as he stood outlined against the indigo sky, one strong arm outstretched to help her rise. Her green eyes softened. For a moment her
lids drooped, and she blushed, suddenly aware of her nakedness. Then she tossed her proud head, shrugged her shoulders, and said:
'I will come, Conan, not as your hostage, but as a guide to the border region. You saved my life and you will have safe conduct through Khogari country as your ward.'
Conan caught a new, warm undertone in her now-gentle voice, as she added with a ghost of a smile, 'It will be interesting to learn something of the ways of a northern barbarian.'
Shanya stretched her splendid body, rose-tinted by setting sun, and reached for his outstretched hand.
 Conan looked at her with appreciation. 'By the bones, Crom! Perhaps dallying a few days along the way will be worth a week in the guardhouse!'



Shadows in the Dark
- L. Sprague de Camp & Lin Carter



 In the Street of Magicians in the Shemitish city of Eruk, practitioners of the arcane arts put away their paraphernalia and began to close their shops. The scryers wrapped up their crystal balls in lambs' wool; the pyromancers extinguished the flames in which they saw their visions; and the sorcerers mopped pentacles from the worn tiles of their floors.
Rhazes the astrologer was likewise busied with the closing of his stall when an Eruki in kaftan and turban approached him, saying:
'Do not close just yet, friend Rhazes! The king has bid me get a final word from you ere you set out for Khoraja.'
Rhazes, a large, stout man, grunted his displeasure, then hid his feelings behind a suave smile. 'Step in, step in, most eminent Dathan. What would His Majesty at this late hour?'
'He fain would know what the stars foretell about the
fates of neighbouring kings and kingdoms.'
'You have brought my proper fee in silver?' asked the astrologer.
'Certainly, good sir. The king has found your prognostications worthy, and hence is loath to lose you.'
'Were he so loath, why did he not do somewhat to abate the envy of my Eruki colleagues toward a foreigner and curb their harassments? But it is now too late for that; I'm off for Khoraja at dawn.'
'Will naught persuade you otherwise?'
'Naught; for a greater prize awaits me there than this small city-state affords.'
Dathan frowned. 'Odd. Travellers say that Khoraja is much impoverished by the vanquishing of Natohk, may he fry in Hell.'
Rhazes ignored this comment. 'Now let's consult the stars. Pray, sit.'
Dathan took a chair. Rhazes set before him a boxlike brazen object with slip rings and dials upon its vertical faces. Through apertures along its sides, a multitude of brass gear wheels were plain for all to see.
The astrologer made adjustments, then slowly turned a silver knob affixed to the outer end of a protruding shaft. He watched the dials intently until they reached a setting of his choosing. At length he spoke:
'I see portentous changes. The star of Mitra will soon conjoin with the star of Nergal, which is in the ascendancy. Aye, changes there shall be in Khoraja.
'I see three persons, all royal, either now, or formerly, or yet in times to come. One is a beautiful woman, caught in a web like unto a spider's. Another is a young man of high estate surrounded by walls of massive stone.
'The third is a mighty man, older than the other but still youthful, and of vast and sanguinary prowess. The woman urges him to join her in the web, but he destroys it utterly. Meanwhile the young man beats his fists in vain against the wall.
'Now strange shapes move upon the astral plane. Witches ride the clouds by the light of a gibbous moon, and the
ghosts of drowned men bubble up from stagnant swamps. And the Great Worm tunnels beneath the earth to seek the graves of kings.'
Rhazes shook his head as if emerging from a trance. 'So tell your master that changes portend in Khoraja and in the land of Koth. Now pray excuse me; I must finish my preparations for the coming journey. Farewell, and may your stars prove auspicious!'
Through the halls of the royal palace of Khoraja, on marble floors beneath vaults and domes of lapis lazuli, strode Conan the Cimmerian. With a thud of boot heels and a jingle of spurs, he came to the private apartments of Yasmela, princess-regent of the kingdom of Khoraja.
'Vateesa!' he roared. 'Where is your lady?'
A dark-eyed lady-in-waiting parted the draperies. 'General Conan,' she said. 'The princess prepares to receive the envoy from Shumir and cannot give you audience now.'
'To the devil with the envoy from Shumir! I haven't seen Princess Yasmela alone since the last new moon, and that she knows full well. If she can afford time for some smooth-talking horse-thief from one of these piddling city-states, she can afford the time for me.'
'Is aught amiss with the army?'
'Nay, little one. Most of the troublemakers who resented serving under a barbarian general fell at Shamla. Now I hear naught but the usual peacetime grumbles over scanty pay and slow promotion. But I want to see your lady, and by Crom, I'll-'
'Vateesa!' called a gentle voice. 'Permit him entry. The envoy can await me for a while.'
Conan marched into the chamber where Princess Yasmela sat before her dressing table in the full splendour of her royal habiliments. Two tiring-women assisted in her preparations; one delicately tinting her soft lips, while another settled a glittering tiara on her night-black hair.
When she had dismissed her handmaidens, she rose and faced the giant Cimmerian. Conan held out his brawny arms, but Yasmela stepped back with a minatory gesture.
'Not now, my love!' she breathed. 'You'd crumple my courtly raiment.'
'Good gods, woman!' growled the Cimmerian. 'When can I have you to myself? I like you better, anyhow, without that frippery about you.'
'Conan dear, I say again that which I said before. Much as I love you, I belong to the people of Khoraja. My enemies wait like birds of prey to take advantage of my least misjudgement. 'T'was folly, what we did in that ruined temple. If I gave myself to you again and the word took wings, the throne would rock beneath me – and worse did I conceive a child by you. Besides, so busied am I with affairs of state that at the close of day I am too weary even for love.'
'Then come with me before your high priest of Ishtar and let him make us one.'
Yasmela sighed and shook her head. 'That cannot be, my love, so long as I am regent. Were my brother free, something might be arranged, even though marriage with a foreigner is much against our customs.'
'You mean if I can loose King Khossus from Moranthes' prison cell, he would take over all this mummery that uses up your life and keeps you from me?'
Yasmela raised her hands, palms upward. 'Surely the King would resume his daily tasks. Whether he would permit our union, I do not know. Methinks I could persuade him.'
'And the kingdom cannot pay the ransom demanded by Moranthes?' asked Conan.
'Nay. Before the war with Natohk, we raised a sum that he would have then accepted. But Ophir's price has risen, whilst our treasury is depleted. And now I fear Moranthes will sell my brother to the King of Koth. Would that we had a wizard to conjure poor Khossus out of his prison cell! Now I must go, my dear. Promptness was ever the courtesy of kings, and I must uphold the traditions of my house.'
Yasmela rang a little silver bell, and the two servants returned to give the final touches to the princess's attire. Conan bowed his way out; then at the door he paused and said: 'Princess, your words have given me a thought.'
'What thought, my General?'
'I'll tell you when you have the time to listen. Farewell for now.'
Taurus the chancellor brushed back the white hair above a face lined with the cares of many years. He looked intently at Conan, sitting across from him in his cabinet of state. He said:
'You ask what would befall if Khossus were slain? Why then, the council would choose his successor. As he has no legitimate heir, his sister is the likely choice, since the Princess Yasmela is popular and conscientious.'
'If she declined the honour?' said Conan.
'The succession would pass to her next of kin, her uncle Bardes. If, good Conan, you think to grasp the crown yourself, dismiss the thought. We Khorajis are a clannish folk; none would accept a foreigner like you. I mean no offence; I do but utter facts.'
Conan waved away Taurus' apology. 'I like an honest man. But what if a ninny came to sit upon the throne?'
'Better one ninny on whom all agree, than two able princes wasting the land in a struggle for power. But you came not to discuss the rule of kings but to advance some proposal, did you not?'
'I thought if I went secretly to Ophir and smuggled Khossus out, the kingdom would greatly profit, would it not?'
Experienced statesman though he was, Taurus' eyes widened. 'Amazing that you voice this proposition! Only a few days since, a soothsayer broached a like suggestion. The stars foretold, he said, that Conan would embark on this adventure and carry it to success. Thinking naught of magic, I dismissed the matter. But perchance the undertaking might happily go forward.'
'What mage was this?' asked Conan in surprise.
'Rhazes, a Corinthian, lately come from Eruk.'
'I know him not.' said Conan. 'Something the princess said gave me the notion.'
Taurus looked shrewdly at the barbarian general. He had heard rumours of the passion between Conan and Yasmela but thought it wiser not to mention the affair. The idea of a
union between his adored princess and a rough barbarian mercenary made Taurus shudder. Still, despite his pride of class and ancestry, he tried to be fair-minded toward the saviour of Khoraja. He said:
'Tis but a forlorn hope, this rescue of the king, yet we must act upon it soon or not at all. Since we cannot pay Moranthes the ransom he demands, I fear he will deliver our young king to Strabonus of Koth, who offers Ophir an advantageous treaty. Once the Kothian gets Khossus in his clutches, he'll doubtless torture him until he signs an abdication in Strabonus' favour, making him ruler of our land. We'll fight, for certain; but a bitter end is foreordained.'
'We beat Natohk's army,' said Conan.
'Aye, thanks to you. But Strabonus commands in great numbers sound, well-disciplined troops, unlike Natohk's motley hordes.'
'And if I free the king, what reward is mine?' asked Conan.
Taurus gave a wry smile. 'You come straight to the point, do you not, General? Do you not hope to enjoy more of the princess's company, once her brother regains the throne?'
'What if I do?' growled Conan.
'No offence, no offence. But would not that reward suffice you?'
'It would not. If I am to win respect among your perfumed nobles, I shall need more than an officer's pay. I will accept half the sum you offered Moranthes for the king's return, ere he raised his price.'
With another, Taurus would have bargained; but he judged Conan too shrewdly to think that he could gain by chaffering with him. The unpredictable Cimmerian might roar with laughter, or fly into a rage, storm out, and leave Khoraja just when the kingdom needed him.
'Very well,' said Taurus. 'At least, the money will stay within the kingdom. I'll send for this Rhazes, and we shall plan your expedition.'
Conan strode in on Yasmela, Taurus, and another – a large, stout man of middle years, wearing a gauzy robe and a sleepy expression. At Conan's heels came a small and furtive man, skeletally thin, in ragged garments.
'Hail, Princess!' said Conan. 'And hail, Chancellor. And good day to you, whoever you may be.'
Taurus cleared his throat. 'General Conan, I present Master Rhazes of Limnae, the eminent astrologer. And who is the gentleman who accompanies you?'
Conan gave a bark of laughter. 'Know, friends, that this is no gentleman but Pronto, the most skilful thief in all your kingdom. I found him in a reeking dive last night when all you honest folk were sleeping.'
Pronto bowed low, while Taurus controlled his feelings of distaste.
'A thief?' said the chancellor. 'What need have we for such a one in this enterprise?'
'Being one myself, once, I know something of thievish ways,' said Conan quietly. 'When I was in the trade, though, I never learned the art of picking locks. My fingers were too large and clumsy. But for our purposes now, we may need a lock-picker, and there is none more adroit at this than Pronto. I inquired among some other thieves I know.'
'You have the most amazing acquaintance,' said Taurus dryly. 'But – but how can you rely upon persons of his character?'
Conan grinned. 'Pronto has his reasons for helping us. Tell them, Pronto.'
In a soft Ophirean accent, the thief spoke for the first time: 'Know, good sirs and lady, that I have my own score to settle with King Moranthes of Ophir. I am, if not of noble blood, at least from a station in life higher than that wherein you see me. I am the only son of Hermion, in his time the foremost architect of Ophir.
'Some years ago, when Moranthes, then a stripling youth, came to the throne of Ophir, he chose to build a new and larger palace in lanthe. For this task he hired my father. The king decreed that there should be a secret passage from the interior of the palace complex to a point outside the city walls, whereby he could escape a sudden uprising of the people or the destruction of his city by a foe.
'When the palace was complete, secret passage and all, the. king ordered that the builders of the passageway be slain, so none should spread the secret. My father he did not slay. Deeming himself merciful, Moranthes merely had him blinded.
'The hideous injury broke my father's health. He died within the month. But ere he passed away, he revealed to me the secret of the passage whereby I can lead the general into the palace. And since the passage opens into the dungeons and I can pick the lock of any door, we have a gambler's chance of rescuing the king.'
'And what, good thief, are you asking for your services?' inquired Taurus.
'Besides revenge, I wish for a small pension – the kind Khoraja pays to her old soldiers.'
'You shall have it,' said the chancellor.
Conan shot a glance at the astrologer, asking: 'What is your part in this, Master Rhazes?'
'I offer my services to your expedition, General. With my astronomical calculator,' he said, pointing to the brass box fitted with dials and wheels that he set upon his palm, 'I can seek out the most auspicious times for each step of your journey.'
Rhazes held it forward and turned the silver knob. After frowning at the dials, he said, 'A happy coincidence! The best time for departure for the next two months occurs upon the morrow. And while I am no sorcerer, I know a magical trick or two to aid you.'
Conan growled: 'I've managed not a few years without the aid of magical mummeries, and I see no reason to turn to them now.'
'Furthermore,' said Rhazes blandly, ignoring Conan's remark, 'I know Koth well and speak the tongue without a trace of accent. Since we shall cross that vast kingdom on our way to Ophir -'
'The devil with that!' said Conan. 'Strabonus would love to get his hands on us. Nay, we shall skirt the borders of Koth, through Shem and Argos -'
'Rhazes has reason' Taurus broke in. 'Time is of the essence, and the route you propose would add much to your journey.'
Yasmela joined Taurus in the argument, until Conan with little grace agreed to take the shorter route and accepted the Corinthian as the third member of the party. Then the chancellor said:
'You will need personal guards and servants to do camp chores and care for your equipment -'
'No!' roared Conan, smiting the table in the audience room. 'Every extra man is one more pair of eyes to see, ears to hear, and tongue to blab our secrets. I've camped out in many lands, in weather fair and foul, and Pronto also knows the rougher side of life. If Master Rhazes does not wish to share these trifling hardships, let him remain in Khoraja.'
Taurus clucked. 'It is unheard-of for a man of your rank, General, to cross the country without even a varlet to clean your boots.'
'I've done my chores before, and it won't harm me to do them once again. On a journey of this kind, he travels the fastest who travels alone.'
The fat astrologer sighed. 'I will come alone, if I must. But ask me not to chop the firewood.'
'Very well, then.' Conan rose. 'Chancellor, give Pronto a pass from the palace, lest some sentry assume the worst and clap him in irons.' He flipped a coin to the thief, who caught it. 'Pronto, buy yourself some clothes – decent but not gaudy – and meet me at the officers' quarters before the supper hour. Princess, permit me to escort you to your apartments.'
When they neared Yasmela's rooms, Conan murmured: 'May I come to you tonight?'
'I- know not – the risk -'
'It may be our last time, you know.'
'Oh, you wretched man to torment me so! Very well, I'll send my tiring women away before the changing of the guard.'
Three riders and their pack mule trotted up the gentle slope that led toward the northern branch of the Kothian Escarpment. Now and again the travellers passed traffic on the
road: a pedaller afoot with his nark and his hark, a farmer in a cart drawn by plodding oxen, a train of camels guided by Shemites in striped robes and head-cloths, a Khorajan aristocrat whipping his chariot team ahead of his cantering knot of retainers.
At last the rampart of the escarpment towered above them. From below it seemed a solid wall of rock, but as they came closer, the wall was seen to be fractured into bluffs, parted by narrow gorges.
The road led into one of these defiles, and as they walked their horses up the winding path cut in the canyon side, the wall of rock blotted out the setting sun. When the travellers mounted the highest rampart, the sun had set.
To the west, the rounded Kothian hills stood out against the sky line like breasts of recumbent giantesses. In the distance Conan could discern the peak of Mount Khrosha, its plume of smoke coloured an angry red by the glow of the seething fires within the crater.
Ahead the ground rolled gently, and here a group of armed men, wearing the golden helmet of Koth embroidered on their surcoats, halted them. The travellers had reached the border. Rhazes said:
'General Conan, let me manage this.'
With a grunt, the stout magician lowered himself from the saddle and approached the commander of the border guard. He took the officer by the elbow, led him aside, and spoke rapidly in fluent Kothic, now and then gesturing toward his companions. The officer's stern face broke into a smile. Then uttering a guffaw and slapping his thigh, he turned to Conan and Pronto and jerked a thumb.
'On your way!' he said.
When the border post had shrivelled in the distance, Conan asked: 'What did you tell those knaves, Rhazes?' The astrologer smiled blandly.
'I said that we are on our way to Asgalun and we heard tales of war among the western states of Shem.'
'Aye, but what made the fellow laugh?'
'Oh, I said that Pronto was my son, and we were going to offer prayers at the temple of Derketo to enable him to beget a son. I said he suffered from – ah – certain bodily weakness.'
'You bastard!' roared Conan, doubling up with raucous mirth, while Pronto kept his eyes upon the road and scowled.
The moon swelled to full, then shrank to a slender scimitar as they plodded over the endless leagues of Koth. They moved through a land of rolling prairie, where mounted neat herds tended long-horned cattle. They skirted the barrens of central Koth, where streams emptied into a lake so salt that the few plants marching along the marge were armed with spines and thorns. In time they reached more fertile country and stopped to rest.
Conan studied his companions. Pronto worried him. The little thief was a willing helper, active and adroit; but he muttered endlessly about his private woes and grudges.
'If the gods vouchsafe the chance,' he said, 'I'll slay that villain Moranthes, though afterwards they boil me in oil.'
'I blame you not,' said Conan. 'Vengeance is sweet, and I, too, have enjoyed it. But one must survive to experience the pleasure of revenge.
'Remember that we come not to kill Moranthes, however much he may deserve it, but to get Khossus out of his confines. Later if you would fain go back to stalk the king, that's your affair.'
But Pronto still muttered, chewing his lips and wringing his fingers in the intensity of his pent-up emotions.
Rhazes was different. The astrologer did no chores unless Conan bullied him, and he was so unhandy that he would have been but little help if willing. Always good-natured, he entertained the two with stories out of ancient myths and disquisitions on the arcane sciences.
Still, the astrologer had a way of evading answers to direct questions, slithering out from under them like a serpent wriggling away from a descending foot. Conan felt a vague distrust of the man; yet, however much he watched and listened, he could find nothing definite against him.
They were camped in a stretch of forest east of Khorshemish when Rhazes said 'I must cast our horoscope to ascertain if danger awaits us in the capital of Koth.'
He studied the stars overhead, peering through the branches of the surrounding trees, and turned the silver knob, watching the dials by the flickering firelight. At last he said:
'Indeed, peril awaits us in Khorshemish. We had best take the back roads around the city. I know the route.' The astrologer frowned at his instrument, made small adjustments, and continued: 'I am puzzled by an indication of another danger, close to hand.'
'What sort?' said Conan.
'That I cannot tell, but we had best be on our guard.' Rhazes carefully returned his machine to the sack, in which he fumbled and brought forth a length of rope. 'I'll show you a trick of petty magic, which I learned from a sorcerer in Zamora. See you this? Catch it!'
He tossed the rope to Conan, who shot out a hand. Then Conan leaped up with a startled oath, hurling the object from him, for in mid-air it had turned into a writhing serpent. Falling to earth, the snake changed back to an inert piece of rope.
'Damn your hide, Rhazes!' snarled Conan, hah0 drawing his sword. 'Do you seek to murder me?'
The astrologer chuckled as he retrieved the rope. 'Merely an illusion, my dear General. 'Twas never aught but a rope. Even if it had truly been a serpent, it was – as anyone could see – a snake of a harmless kind.'
'To me, a snake is a snake,' grunted Conan, resuming his seat. 'Count yourself lucky your head still rides atop your shoulders.'
Imperturbably, Rhazes returned the rope to his bag, saying: 'I warn you not to pry into this pack. Some of the things therein are not so harmless. This casket, for example.'
He drew out a small, ornately-carved copper chest, larger than the calculating device, and soon returned it to the bag.
Fronto grinned an elfish grin. 'So the mighty General Conan fears something after all!' he chortled.
'Indeed,' growled Conan, 'when we sight the towers of lanthe, we shall see who fears-'
'Do not move!' said a harsh voice in Kothic. 'You are covered by a dozen drawn bows.'
Conan turned his eyes as a man stepped out of the shadows – a lean man in ragged finery, with a patch over one eye. A movement among the trees revealed the presence of his fellows.
'Who are you?' grated Conan.
'A distressed gentleman, collecting his fee for the use of his demesne, to wit: this greenwood,' said the man, who called to his men, 'Come closer, lads, and let them see the points of your shafts.'
There were only seven archers in the robber band, but they were quite enough to keep three travellers covered.
Conan bent his knees beneath Mm, as if preparing to spring erect. Were he alone, he would have instantly attacked, trusting to the mail shirt beneath his tunic; but the fact that his comrades would surely perish if he did so made him hesitate.
'Ah!' said the leading robber, bending over Rhazes' leathern sack. 'What have we here?' Thrusting in a hand, he brought out the copper casket. 'Gold – not heavy enough. Jewels – mayhap. Let us see -'
T warn you not to open it,' said Rhazes.
The one-eyed man gave a small snort of laughter, fumbled with the catch, and raised the lid of the box. 'Why,' he exclaimed, ' 'tis empty – or full of smoke -'
The robber chief broke off with a shrill scream and hurled the box away. From it had issued what looked in the firelight like a cloud of sooty smoke. The cloud, like a living thing, swelled to man-size and wrapped itself around the one-eyed robber, who staggered about, thrashing his arms and beating his clothes as if to put out enveloping flames. As he danced, he continued screaming. Rhazes sat motionless, muttering to himself.
The box lay open where it had fallen, and from it poured another animated cloud and yet another. Shapeless, amorphous presences, they billowed through the air, like some amoeboid creatures swimming through the depths of the ocean. One fastened on a second robber, who also began to leap about and yell.
The remaining robbers loosed their arrows at the inky clouds, which continued to roll out of the copper casket, but the shafts met no resistance. The robber chief and the archer ceased writhing and lay still. In a trice, the remaining archers vanished from the firelight, their pounding feet and shouts of terror receding into the silence of the forest.
Rhazes pushed himself erect and recovered his box. Holding it open, he raised his voice in a weird chant, and one by one the smoky clouds drifted toward him and poured into the casket. They seemed to have no trouble crowding back into their pen.
At last Rhazes snapped shut the lid and turned the catch. 'He cannot say I did not warn him,' said the astrologer with a smile. 'Or, I should say, his ghost cannot so accuse me.'
'You're more of a sorcerer than you care to own,' growled Conan. 'What were those spooks?'
'Elemental spirits, trapped by a powerful spell on this material plane. In darkness they obey me, but they cannot endure the light of day. I won the casket from a magician of Luxur in Stygia.' He shrugged. 'The stars foretold that I should win the game.'
'Seems like cheating to me,' said Conan.
'Ah, but he tried to cheat me, too, by enchanting the dice.'
'Well,' said Conan, 'I've gambled away more gold and silver than most men see in a lifetime; but Mitra save me from being lured by a wizard into a game of chance!'
Conan poked the fire thoughtfully. 'Your man-eating clouds saved our gear and perhaps our necks as well. But had I not been listening to your chatter, I should have heard the men approach and not been surprised like a new-born lamb. Now stop the talk and go to sleep. I'll take the watch.'
Rhazes guided the party over little travelled roads around Khorshemish, until they were again on the main road Ophir. As the leagues fell behind them, Conan grew more more uneasy. It was not the prospect of breaking into King Moranthes' stronghold that daunted him; he had survived many such episodes. Nor was it fear of torture; and death had been his companion for so long that he paid it less attention than he would a fly.
He finally found the source of his unease: their journey so far had been too free of trouble. Whenever they were stopped by road patrols, Rhazes talked their way past them as handily as with the border guards. There had been no magical menace, no desperate combat, no wild pursuit. Conan smiled at the irony of it. He had become so hardened to peril that its absence made him uncomfortable.
At last they came in sight of lanthe, straddling the Red River. A short, sharp rainstorm had swept the air clean, and the setting sun sparkled on the metal ornaments that crowned the city's domes and towers. Over the wall stared the red-tiled roofs of the taller houses. Pronto said:
'To cross the river by the floating bridge, one must enter the city – a questionable plan. Or we can ride half a league upstream to the nearest ford.'
'Is the tunnel entrance on the northern side?' asked Conan.
'Aye, General.'
'Then we'll go upstream to cross.'
Rhazes looked sharply at Pronto. 'Can we reach the tunnel by midnight?'
'I'm sure of it.'
The astrologer nodded.
The moon, a thick crescent waxing toward the half, flirted palely through the trees as the three men dismounted in a grove on the north-east side of the city. A bow shot away, the crenellated city walls rose black against the star-strewn sky. Conan took from his saddle bags a bundle of torches -long pine sticks with one end wrapped in rags, which had been soaked in lard.
'Stay with the horses, Rhazes,' muttered Conan. 'Pronto and I will enter the tunnel.'
'Oh, no, General!' said the astrologer firmly. 'I'll go with you. The tethered beasts will be quite safe. And you may need my bag of magic tricks ere you get Khossus out alive.'
'He's right, General,' said Pronto the thief.
'He's too old and fat for acrobatics,' said Conan.
'T am more active than you think,' replied Rhazes. 'Further, the stars foretell that you will require my aid to bring off your enterprise.'
'Very well,' growled Conan. In spite of himself, Conan had been impressed by some of Rhazes' prognostications about such things as weather and accommodations at inns. 'But if you lag behind and Ophireans seize you, do not expect me to return to rescue you!'
'I am prepared to take my chances,' said Rhazes.
'Then let's go!' hissed Pronto, fidgeting. 'I cannot wait to flesh my dagger in one of Moranthes' villains!'
'No stabbing for mere pleasure!' growled Conan. 'This is no pleasure hunt in the greenwood. Come on.'
Muttering, the thief led his companions through the gravel and into a clump of shrubs a few yards beyond the palace wall. Above them, the moonlight twinkled on the helmet and spear of a sentry pacing his rounds upon the parapet. All three froze, like hunted animals; and they held their positions, scarcely breathing, until the sentry passed out of sight.
In the centre of the thicket, shielded on all sides from view by the circle of bushes, they found a patch of earth! where the grass grew thin. Pronto scrabbled in this meagre 3 ground cover until he found a bronzed ring. Seizing it, ho tugged upward, but nothing moved.
'General,' he breathed, 'you are stronger than I; try! raising it.'
Conan took a deep breath, stooped, grasped the ring, and heaved. Slowly, with a grating sound, the buried trapdoor rose. Conan peered down into foetid darkness. The moonlight outlined a flight of stairs.
'My father planned the thing aright,' whispered Frontal 'Even so tall a man as you, Conan, can walk upright without butting the ceiling.'
'Stay here to lower the trapdoor, after I light a torch,' said Conan, feeling his way down the steps.
At the bottom, he went to work with flint and steel. After striking sparks for some time without result, he growled:
'Crom's devils! The rain has gotten into my tinder. Has anybody some that's dry?'
'I have that which will do in its stead,' said Rhazes, leaning over Conan's shoulder. 'Stand back, pray.'
From his leather bag the astrologer produced a rod, which he pointed at the torch while muttering an incantation. The end of the rod glowed red, then yellow, then white. A beam of bright light speared the torch, which smoked, sputtered, and burst into flame. The rod's glow faded, and Rhazes returned the implement to his bag.
'Lower the trapdoor, Fronto!' said Conan. 'Gently, you fool! Banging it down that way will alert the guards!'
'Sorry; my hand slipped,' said Fronto, scuttling spider-like down the stairs. 'Give me the torch; I know the way.'
In silence the three men plodded along the dark passage. It was lined with stone slabs on floor and sides and roofed with massive timbers. Moss and fungus splotched the crude stones and squelched noisomely underfoot. Rats squeaked and fled from their approach, red eyes glinting like accursed rubies in the blackness, claws scraping the damp stones as they fled.
Through the dripping darkness they proceeded, guided only by the flickering torch that Fronto held aloft. They said nothing. Was it out of inborn caution; or was it unwillingness to acknowledge the clammy breath of fear that followed them through the gloom and whispering darkness?
Conan looked about him, grimly. The flickering orange flames of the torch painted black shadows across the lichen-encrusted stones – shadows that swooped and billowed like enormous bats. The subterranean passage had for years been scaled away from the outside world; for now the air was stifling, thick with the unwholesome odours of decay.
After a time Conan growled: 'How much farther, Fronto?
We must have walked clear across lanthe and are beyond the city now.'
'We are not halfway yet. The palace lies in the midst of the city, where once stood the citadel.'
'What noise is that?' asked Rhazes when a rumble as of thunder reverberated overhead.
'Just an ox cart on Ishtar Street,' said Pronto.
At last they reached the tunnel's end. Here a flight of steps led upward to a trapdoor like the other. Conan took the torch and examined the trap.
Conan asked softly; 'Where in the dungeons does this passage lead?'
Pronto rubbed a reflective hand over a stubbled jaw. 'To the far end of the south branch,' he said.
'And King Khossus is held prisoner in the middle branch, parallel to this,' murmured Rhazes from behind them. Conan, suddenly suspicious, shot him a glance.
'How do you come to know that?' he demanded sharply.
The plump seer spread both hands in a disarming gesture. 'By my stars, General. How else?'
Conan muttered something that sounded like a curse.
The eager thief pushed up the trapdoor a finger's breadth! at a time, pressing an attentive ear against the rough wood. At last he whispered: 'There seem to be no guards in this' part. Come.'
Despite a faint squeal of hinges, he thrust the trap up the way and beckoned to his companions.
Conan let his breath out with a sigh and set the ton down so that it leaned against the side of the tunnel am burned with a dim but welcome light. Then he followed Pronto to the dungeon. After him panted Rhazes.
They emerged into a corridor some twenty paces long and saw a row of untenanted cells on either side. The air was heavy with the prison stench of decay and mould and odour. The only light came faintly from a torch mounted in a bracket on the wall of a transverse passage at the far end of, their corridor, save that a roseate glow emanated from the, torch Conan had set against the dank wall of the tunnel below them. To extinguish this tell-tale glow, Pronto began
to lower the trap, but Conan hastily set a coin between the trap and the strut on which it rested, propping the door up ever so slightly; so that, by the slight irregularity of flooring, they could find it when they again had need of it.
Conan's sword whispered from its sheath as he turned and led his strange companions toward the distant torch. Under drawn brows, his blue eyes darted from side to side, scanning the cells. Most were empty, but in one a pile of bones gleamed whitely in the semi-darkness. In another a living prisoner, ragged and filthy, his face all but invisible behind a tangled mass of grizzled hair, shuffled up to the bars and silently watched the invaders. So quietly did they move along the narrow hall that the very silence seemed to roar.
When they reached the corner of the corridor where the bracketed torch belched smoke, Pronto pointed to the right. Moving like a pride of hunting lionesses, they paced the cross-passage unseen, and turning left again, they reached another cell-lined passageway. As they proceeded noiselessly along it, Pronto jerked a thumb to draw Conan's attention.
This cell was twice the size of the others. In the dimness, Conan made out a chair, a small table, a washstand, and a bed. A man sitting on the bed rose as the three silent figures stopped outside the bars that hemmed him in. The man could not clearly be discerned, but from his stance and outline, Conan perceived that he was young and handsomely attired.
'Get to work, Pronto,' whispered Conan.
The thief pulled from his boot a slender length of bent wire and inserted it into the keyhole, his feral eyes agleam in the flickering torchlight. After a momentary fumble, the luck clicked back and Conan shouldered in the door.
The prisoner recoiled as, sword in hand, Conan strode in. 'It was Moranthes sent you here to murder me?' he whispered hoarsely.
'Nay, my lad; if you be Khossus of Khoraja, we've come lo rescue you.'
The young man stiffened. 'You must not speak so to an anointed king! You should address me -'
'Lower your voice,' snarled Conan. 'Are you Khossus, are you not?'
'I am he; but you should say "Your Maj -" '
'We've no time for such courtesies. Will you come to stay?'
'I'll come,' grumbled the youth. 'But who are you?'
'I'm Conan, general of your army. Now come quickly and quietly.'
'First lend me your sword, General.'
'What for?' said Conan in astonishment.
The captain of the guard here has used me with spit«; and contumely. He has insulted the honour of Khoraja, and I have sworn to fight him to the death. And I'll not leave until it's done!'
Khossus' voice rose as he spoke until it echoed in the narrow cell. Conan glanced at his companions, shook his tousled mane, and brought his huge fist up against Khossus' jaw. With a click, the king's teeth came together, and Khossus fell back against his cot.
An instant later, Conan with the king's unconscious body draped across one shoulder, led his companions from the cell. As they turned into the transverse passageway, they heard the tramp of booted feet and the clank of metal accoutrements.
'Run for the tunnel. I'll stand off the guard,' hissed Conan.
'Nay, you bear the king. You go ahead; I'll harry the lout,' whispered Rhazes, fumbling in his bag.
'What goes oh there?' rumbled an angry voice, as its owner, sword unsheathed, appeared around the third prong of the cell-block.
As Conan and Pronto sprinted toward the passage in which the trapdoor lay, the astrologer, billowing robes etched by the feeble light of the single torch, drew from his leathern sack that which appeared to be a hempen noose. The prison warden checked his pace and threw up a hand to catch the flying rope. Then shrieking at the writhing thing within his grasp, he flung the serpent from him, turned abruptly, and still yelling like a madman, vanished down the farthest corridor.
Then Rhazes trotted to the open trapdoor, where Conan, still bearing the unconscious king upon his shoulder, reached up a brawny arm to steady his descent. As the astrologer reset his bag strap across his back, Pronto scampered up the steps and lowered the trapdoor carefully.
Conan muttered: 'Is there no bolt to secure the trap?'
'I see none,' said Pronto. 'The fact the door is masked by several flagstones makes it nigh invisible from the upper passageway.'
'Then we must run,' said Conan, and shifting the weight of the slender king, he followed Pronto, who darted ahead with upheld torch. Rhazes, like some merchant ship sailing before the wind, panted after them.
During their flight, Khossus revived. When his head cleared, and he realized his undignified position, he complained;
'Why do you carry me like a sack of tubers on the way to market? Put me down instanter! This is no way to treat your king!'
Conan, never slackening his pace, grunted. 'When you can run as fast as I, I'll set you down. Unless, perchance you prefer to be overtaken by the prison warden and returned to your cell – or to a worse one. Well?'
'Oh, all right,' said the young king sulkily. 'But you seem to have no feel for royal dignity.'
At the exit from the tunnel, Conan set the king upon his feet and, pushing past Pronto, scrambled up the stairs. With a grunt and a mighty heave, he pushed open the trapdoor. Pronto was at his heels.
Tut out that torch!' he snapped. Pronto obeyed.
Then Conan stepped out into the starlight. The moon had set, and Conan realized that the rescue had taken longer than expected.
With his companions crowding behind him, Conan worked his way through the circle of shrubbery around the open trapdoor and halted. A few paces ahead, standing in the thicket, was a score or more of armed men with crossbows cocked and trained on the fugitives. Behind them, in the grove, he saw the flames of a brisk camp-fire.
'What's this?' demanded Conan, sweeping out his sword. 'Pray, General,' wheezed Rhazes behind him, 'I can explain.'
'Come out, Rhazes,' said one of the dark figures in Kothic. 'We should not wish to shoot you by mistake.'
The astrologer pushed past Conan and turned. 'Dear simple General, you'd best surrender quietly. These are soldiers of my native Koth, whose king I have the honour loyally to serve. Arrangements for this ambuscade were made on our way hither by our border guards. We avoided chance encounters lest some acquaintance hail me and disclose my small imposture. You have helped me pluck King Khossus out of Moranthes' clutches; and now we'll take the pair of you to Koth. Thus shall we remove the last obstacle to;' reuniting Khoraja with her mother country.'
Conan tensed, rocking forward on the balls of his feet, preparing for action. He trusted to his mail shirt to deflect the crossbow bolts; and if that failed – well, no man can live forever. 
'Drop your sword, General Conan!' ordered the soldier who had already spoken.
'You'll have to kill me first!' shouted Conan, rushing! forward to meet the Kothian officer.
Then Pronto moved. With a scream of rage, the little thief leaped forward, eyes gleaming in reflected firelight, and drove his dagger into Rhazes' paunch – once, twice, thrice. Two crossbows snapped, but the bolts whistled harmlessly into the dark, as the arbalesters feared hitting their own men." Silently Rhazes sank down, his fluttering garments billowing like pale fog in the starlight. His leather bag fell open on the ground beside him. Like a jumping spider, Pronto leaped? sidewise, snatched up the bag, and ran for the grove of trees. Then another crossbow twanged, Pronto strangled on a blood-flecked cough and dropped head-first into the fire. The bag he bore likewise landed in the embers.
Conan, defending Khossus, traded blows with several Kothians, His blade whirled and clanged against his foes as the cold stars glimmered on the steel. One Kothian gave back with a hoarse scream, gripping the stump of his sword arm with his remaining hand. Another fell, his belly ripped open spilling out his guts. Bounding ahead, Khossus stooped and wrenched the sword from the severed hand in time to save the battling Cimmerian from a sword thrust in the back.
Then despite the noise and confusion, Conan perceived the faint jingle of mail, the crackling of broken branches, the tramp of booted feet as more men pushed through the thicket. Conan, drawing Khossus with him, faded into the bushes as a party of Ophirean prison guards poured from the tunnel on the trail of their liberated prisoner. Bursting through the thicket, they found themselves face to face with the men of Koth. Conan and his king, hidden in the shadows, heard the snap of a crossbow and shrieks of pain as the new battle was joined.
All was confusion. Kothians fought Ophireans. Men shouted contradictory orders.
'Khossus!' barked the Cimmerian. 'Run for the grove -on the left – the horses tethered there.'
They broke from their shelter and ran. Then the Ophirean prison warden recognized the slender king and shouted to his men: 'To me! Here's the prisoner – and his rescuer! Nab them!'
'Faster!' said Conan, wheeling around to stem the tide of pursuers. He parried a slash from one scarcely-seen antagonist and wounded another, He was about to strike down another, a Kothian, when an Ophirean attacked the man, and the fight swirled off into the darkness. In the confusion, Conan and Khossus plunged out of the melee, reached the grove, jumped over the embers of the fire, and raced for their tethered horses.
'Stop them! Stop them!' shouted a chorus of voices as the fugitives disappeared among the trees. Behind them Kothians joined with Ophireans, each intent on recapturing their human prize and his barbarian protector. One Kothian leaped the fire, and Conan, wheeling, struck him down just us a tremendous report shook the earth and showered the fugitives with embers and debris. Rhazes' bag, simmering cm the fire, had at last exploded.
As two Ophireans plunged into the grove in hot pursuit, black, smoky clouds boiled up from the ruptured fire. wave after wave the shadows rose, like huge amoeboids swimming in the deep. One swooped down upon the first on-comer and engulfed him. The man gave a wild shriek of terror and lay still. The other pursuer, whirling in his haste to get away, stumbled over a root and sprawled beneath' another undulating cloud.
'Rhazes' shadows,' muttered Conan, as another howl of horror from a dying man floated upward. 'Untie the horses fast. Ride one and lead the other!' With trembling fingers, Khossus obeyed.
The next instant Conan and the king flung themselves into their saddles and spurred out of the grove, faces close to the horses' necks to avoid the lashing branches. But even in their mad flight, Conan looked back to see the billowing shadows hovering like wings of death, impartially, above both the men of Ophir and their Kothian adversaries, whose fleeing cries of pain and terror melded into one indistinguishable shriek.
Conan and the king came out upon a road, and the ringing of their horses' hooves drowned out the clangour of the rout.
As the flying hooves cleaved the still night, Khossus called out in a shaky voice: 'Conan! This is not the way to Khoraja. We're on the road to Argos and Zingara!'
'Which way do you think they'll go to look for us?' snarled Conan. 'Come on, kick some speed out of that nag!' He galloped westward with the king of Khoraja close behind him.
Although the flying pair made exceptional speed by frequent changes of mount, the following nightfall saw them still within the confines of Ophir. None challenged them, since their flight had outrun the news of their escape. They found a stretch of forest and made camp, eating dried fruits and biscuits from their saddle bags. Khossus, who had abandoned his efforts to make Conan address him in royal style told how he came to be captured:
'Moranthes proposed an alliance against Strabonus Koth, and that seemed logical to me. Like a fool, I went to parley with him with a small escort only, carefully bypassing Koth by travelling through the city states of Shem. Taurus had warned me against Moranthes, but I was sure that no anointed king would sink to trickery. I know better now, for no sooner had I reached lanthe than the scoundrel clapped me into prison.'
'My lot was somewhat better than that of common prisoners. Now and then news of the outside world reached me. Thus I learned of your victory over Natohk at the Shamla Pass.' The king peered narrowly at Conan. T also heard that you had become my sister's lover. Be that true?'
Conan looked up from the fire with a slight suggestion of a smile. 'If I had, it would be ungentle of me to admit it. Whilst no blushing virgin, I do not kiss and tell. But tell me, would you accept me as a brother-in-law?'
Khossus started. 'Out of the question, my good General! You – a foreign barbarian and vulgar mercenary – nay, friend Conan, think not upon the matter. I appreciate your heroism and owe my life to you, but I could not admit you into the royal family. And now it is my royal wish to sleep, since I am weary to the bone.'
'Very well, Your Majesty,' grumbled Conan acidly. 'Your royal will be done.'
Long that night he sat beside the embers of the fire, his black brows drawn in night-dark thoughts.
The following day they crossed the Argossean border and put up at an inconspicuous inn. After supper, as they dawdled over jacks of ale, Khossus said:
'General, I have been thinking. You deserve well of me.' I le raised a hand as Conan opened his mouth for a reply. 'Nay, deny it not, your rescue of your king from the Ophireans, the Kothians, and your treacherous friend Rhazes' elementals were feats worthy of an epic.
'A man like you should be well settled with a family, and I shall wish to keep you with us to direct our army. Since you cannot wed the Princess Yasmela, I will find you an attractive maiden of the middle classes – some small landowner's daughter, perhaps – and unite the twain of you. And I shall likewise choose a royal marriage partner for my sister.
'However, while I wish you to direct our army, one of your lowly origins cannot continue to command Khoraja's knights and noblemen. You had trouble, did you not, with the unfortunate Count Thespides on that same score? So I shall choose a man of suitable rank to bear the name of General, yet he shall ever follow your advice. And I shall, create some special, well-paid post, open to commoners, for your express benefit.'
Conan looked at the king, his eyes inscrutable. 'Your Majesty's generosity overwhelms me,' he said.
Oblivious of the sarcasm, Khossus waved away a protest. I ' Tis but your due, good sir. How would the title Sergeant-General suit you?'
'Let us leave that till we return,' said Conan.
Lying awake in the dark room of the inn. Conan pondered his future. He had ever been one to live for the moment and let the future take care of itself. Yet, it was obvious now ' that his career in Khoraja was headed for trouble. This haughty but well-meaning young ass believed every word he spoke about his royal rights and duties.
True, he could quietly kill the king and return to Khoraja with some cock-and-bull story about the idiot's end. But to risk so much to rescue him, only to murder the fool, would be ridiculous. Yasmela would never forgive him. Besides, he had given his word to save the king, and – this he noted with some small surprise – his passion for Yasmela had begun to cool.
At Messantia, Khossus found a port official who knew him, and who, on the strength of his position, lent him two hundred Argossean gold dolphins, borrowed from a moneylender. The king handed the bag containing this small fortune to Conan for safekeeping, saying:
'It becomes not the dignity of a monarch to carry filthy money.'
They found a ship about to sail for Asgalun, whence they could make their way through Shem to Khoraja. As the sailors manned the ropes preparing to cast off, Conan dug into the bag of gold and brought out a fistful of coins.
'Here,' he said, handing the money over to Khossus.
'You'll need these to get home.'
'But – but – what are you doing? I thought -'
'I've changed my mind,' said Conan. As the vessel left the pier, he leaped from the ship's rail to the quay. Then he turned and added, 'It's time I visited my homeland, and there's a craft sailing for Kordava tomorrow.'
'But my gold!' cried the king from the receding deck.
'Call it the price of your life,' shouted Conan across the widening stretch of water. 'And say farewell to Princess Yasmela for me!'
 Whistling an air, he walked away without another backward look.
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I  
 
The Road to Ianthe
 
The wanton river stretched lazily between the kingdoms of Koth and Ophir and smiled at the cloudless sky, when a horse's hooves at the shallow ford shattered the surface of the water into rainbows of spray. The flanks of the mare, sweat-darkened, heaved as she lowered her head to drink; but her rider, giving thought to her welfare, tightened the rein and guided her across to the farther bank. Later, when she had cooled, it would be time enough for her to drink the cold river water.
The rider's dusty face was streaked with runnels, and his attire, once black, was powdered mouse-grey from the dusts of the road. Still, the hilt of the serviceable broadsword, which hung from his belt, bore the lustre of meticulous care. For over a month Conan had been travelling the road from Zamboula, pushing through the deserts and steppes of eastern Shem and picking his way along highways and byways of turbulent Koth. He had perforce to keep his weapon ready for instant use.
In his pouch lay a comfortable weight – the Star of Khoraja, a great gem set in a ring of gold, which had been stolen some time past from the young queen of Ophir and snatched in turn by Conan from the satrap of Zamboula.
The mighty Cimmerian, ever adventurous, was stirred by the thought of returning the stone to the beautiful Queen Marala. Such service to the ruler of so great a kingdom should earn him – if not the fabled roomful of gold – at least some hundreds of gold coins, riches enough for many years' comfort. The reward, so ran his thinking, would buy him land, or a commission in a Hyborian army, or mayhap a title of nobility.
Conan despised the people of Ophir, whose kingdom had long been a cockpit of conflict among the feudal factions. The weakling ruler, Moranthes II, leaned for support on the strongest among his barons. It was said that, centuries before, a far-seeing count had sought to force the fractious nobles and their king to sign a charter. Many tales were told about this ancient effort to provide a stable government, but the present state of Ophir showed no lessening of its immemorial turmoil.
Conan chose the shortest route to Ianthe, the capital. His road wound through craggy borderland that huddled, lone and deserted, save for the ramshackle huts of peasants who eked out a bare living as goatherds. Then, little by little, the country grew fertile; and after seven days of journeying within the kingdom, Conan rode among golden fields of ripening grain.
The country folk here, as before, remained surly and silent. Although they permitted the traveller to purchase food and lodging at wayside hostelries, they answered his questioning with grunts and monosyllables or not at all. While Conan himself was not a garrulous man, this reticence irritated him; and to discover the cause of it, he asked the landlord of an inn outside the capital of Ophir to share a cup of wine with him. He asked:
'What ails the people hereabouts? Never have I seen a folk so sour and silent, as if the worm of death were feeding on their guts! I hear of no war, and the land is bursting with fruit and ripening grain. What is wrong in the kingdom of Ophir?'
"The folk are frightened these days,' replied the taverner. 'We know not what will happen. Word travels on forked tongues that the king has imprisoned his queen because, quoth he, she excelled in lewdness whilst he was busy with his councillors. But she is a gentle lady, always just and kind to the common folk when she travels in the land, and never the hot breath of scandal has scorched her before.
'Lately the barons have kept to their castles, laying up supplies and preparing for war. We know not how the king's mind runs.'
Conan grunted. 'You mean, you wonder if the king has lost his sanity. What faction now rules this weakling?'
'The king's cousin, Rigello, is said to be in favour again. Five years since, he burned ten villages of his fief when the rains came not and folk could not deliver to their liege their quota of crops. He was therefore banished from the court; but now, they say, he has returned. If true, this bodes ill for the rest of us.'
The door of the tavern opened; a gust of air and the jingle of bells interrupted the talk. Conan beheld a grizzled warrior in helmet and mail, with a star-shaped emblem on his chest, who shortly doffed his casque and threw it clanging on the floor.
'Wine, damn you,' he said hoarsely. 'Wine to slake my thirst and deaden my conscience!'
A tavern maid hurried to fetch a pitcher and goblet. Conan asked: 'Who is that man?'
The host lowered his voice and, leaning forward, murmured:
'Captain Garus, an officer of Queen Marala's guard. The regiment is now disbanded. I do but hope he has the wherewithal to pay for his victuals.'
Conan took a silver coin from his pouch. 'This will pay for his eating and drinking, and mine, too. The balance will cause you to forget our talk.'
The taverner opened his mouth as if to speak, but after a glance at the grim eyes of the black-browed Cimmerian, he merely answered with a nod and scuttled back to his wine taps. Picking up his own pitcher and goblet, Conan carried them to the old soldier's table and seated himself boldly.
'I offer you health, Captain!' he said.
The ex-officer's faded eyes fixed themselves on Conan's face with unexpected sharpness.
'Do you try to make a fool of me, stranger? By Mitra, do you mock me? I know full well that I should have laid down my life defending my queen and that I failed to do so. You need not tell me this!'
Conan curbed the curt reply that trembled on his lips when the tavern door slammed open and four men in ebony mail stamped in, hands on sword hilts. Their leader, a gaunt fellow with a white scar stitched from ear to mouth, pointed a mail-gloved finger. 'Seize the traitor!'
The old captain lumbered to his feet, tugging at his sword, as the grasping hands of two soldiers seized and disarmed him. Conan leaped to the table top, and with a sweeping kick, sent one of the intruders tumbling into a corner. The other aimed a cut at Conan's legs; but the Cimmerian leaped high with folded knees, and the blade whistled harmlessly beneath his feet. Then his booted heels slammed into the chest of the attacker, and both men hit the straw-covered floor in a whirl of thrashing limbs. The man collapsed with
a scream of anguish as his ribs cracked under the blows of! the mighty Cimmerian.
Conan rolled to his feet and §wept his sword out of its scabbard just in time to parry a slash from the scar-faced officer's weapon. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw his drinking companion trading blows with the remaining invader; swords flashed in the firelight. The other patrons of the inn scrambled out of the way – bursting out the door, pressing against the oaken walls, or ducking under the stout tables.
Thrusting, slicing, and parrying with the scar-faced officer, Conan roared. 'Why the devil do you interrupt my drinking?'
'You will find out in Count Rigello's dungeons!' panted the other. 'Your drinking days are done.'
Scarface, Conan realized, was a seasoned and skilful fighter. During a brief pause, the officer drew a poniard from his belt, and after deflecting one of Conan's furious I attacks, he threw himself into a body-to-body bind, stabbing at Conan with his free left arm.
Catching the man's wrist, Conan dropped his blade. With a speed no civilized man could match, he clapped a hand to the other's thigh, hoisted him high above his head, and hurled him to the floor with an earth-shaking crash. The A officer's weapons clattered away, and he lay, barely breathing, blood gushing from his mouth.
Conan retrieved his sword and turned to see how Garus I fared. The old soldier's opponent had lost his weapon and now stood with back to wall, nursing a bloodstained arm and murmuring pleas for quarter.
'Have done with him!' shouted Conan. 'Let us be off!'
Garus slapped the man's ear with a gusty blow to the side of his head, and the fellow, moaning, tumbled into the straw. The innkeeper and the bravest of the tavern's habitués clustered in the doorway, gaping at the carnage and the overturned tables; but Conan and Garus, ignoring their I slack-jawed stares, caught up the guardsman's sword, and hastened out. Soon they were galloping toward Ianthe, hooves drumming on the clay roadbed, cloaks blown backward in the wind.
'Why did you, a stranger, save my hide?' grumbled Garus when they slackened their speed to a trot.
Conan's rude laugh floated back along the moonlit road. 'I like not to be disturbed at my drinking. Besides, I have business with your queen, and I shall find your help of value to procure an audience.'
He spurred his mount, and the horses plunged forward into the velvet night.
At dawn they thundered into the city, which straddled the Red River, a tributary of the Khorotas. The rising sun painted the windows of the tile-roofed buildings myriad shades, of red, and the metallic ornaments on the domes and towers twinkled, jewel-like, in the clear morning light.
 



II
 
'Fetch Me the Dragon's Feet'
 
Again a tavern, again a table, again a pitcher of wine. At the Wild Boar in Ianthe sat Conan and Garus, swathed in voluminous hooded robes, purchased with gold the Cimmerian had brought from Zamboula. The merchants of the city favoured these garments because, Conan guessed, their sheer bulk aided many to cozen their customers. In this surmise, Conan was not altogether wrong; but the robes also lessened a man's chance of recognition by the minions of Lord Rigello, a useful aspect of the apparel.
The wine-drinkers talked in low voices to a dark-skinned woman in a servant's smock, of a quality that bespoke service in a wealthy household. The girl was red-eyed from weeping.
'I do so want to help my queen!' she said.
'Keep your voice down,' growled Conan. 'Where is she now?'
'In the West Tower of the royal palace. Ten of Count Rigello's men guard her door, and his chambermaid brings her food. The only person else allowed to visit her is her physician.'
'What is his name?' said Conan, eyes glinting. 'The learned Doctor Khafrates, who dwells by the Corner Gate. He is an old and wise friend to the queen.'
'Fear not, little one,' said Conan. 'We shall meet with the good doctor to see if he can cure the queen's affliction. But first let's have a look at this West Tower.'
The young evening wore a wreath of rosy clouds in honour of the coming night, and the streets of Ianthe rang with the shouts and laughter of the populace. Conan and Garus strolled among them and unnoticed reached the West Tower of the royal palace. The tower formed a corner bastion of the curtain wall encircling the palace grounds. Its cylinder of masonry rose abruptly from the side of one of the city's major avenues. There were no openings on the four lower storeys of the tower, but above that level windows pierced the massive structure, some illuminated from within.
'Which is the queen's chamber?' whispered Conan.
'Let me see,' said the girl. 'It is that one, the second row up, third window from the right end.' She pointed.
'Don't point, lass, you'll draw attention.' Conan walked to the base of the wall and examined the masonry.
'Nobody could climb that wall,' said Garus.
'No? You have not seen what a Cimmerian hill man can do.' Conan fingered the grouting between the ashlars of' stone. 'You're right in one way, Garus. The recesses between the stones lack depth for toe and finger holds. Had I the world of time, I could scale this wall by digging mortar from between the stones to make my own holds as I climbed. Well, let us now find Doctor Khafrates.'
The good doctor was a portly man with a vast grey beard that lay, like melting snow, upon his expansive chest. Thoughtfully he answered Conan's questions.
'In accordance with my oath, I treat all who come for healing, no matter on which side of the law they stand. So, in the course of timeless years, I have come to know the city's leading thieves. I would not reveal one name to any man, save for my queen...
'I will accompany you to the lair of Torgrio the thief, who has but lately retired from his old profession. In his day he was a daring practitioner of his peculiar art. He was a burglar, apt at climbing lofty walls, who now lives on his ill-gotten gains, betimes selling stolen merchandise for younger colleagues. Come.'
Torgrio's house, a small but well-kept structure, nestled between a magnate's mansion on one side and a pottery works on the other. It was a house to which a thrifty, hard-working tradesman might retire after a lifetime of scrimping; for it wore respectability like a garment. Torgrio was no man to make an ostentatious display of his felonious gains.
The man himself was of so spare a build as to remind Conan of a spider. When Khafrates introduced the newcomers and vouched for them, Torgrio smiled a gap-toothed grin.
'Like the good doctor, I have my principles,' he said, 'but this case admits of exceptions. What would you of me?'
'Means to climb the Western Tower,' said Conan.
'Indeed?' said Torgrio, raising an eyebrow. 'What means?'
'You know what I need,' growled Conan. There are such things in Ianthe. When I was in the business myself, I heard about them.'
'I'll allow they do exist,' said Torgrio.
'Then, will you show them to me?'
'Perhaps, for a consideration,' said Torgrio with a shrug. He called across his shoulder, 'Junia, fetch me the dragon's feet!'
Presently a middle-aged woman padded in, her arms full of steel devices. Torgrio took them and, fingering them, explained:
This pair is clamped to your boots – if indeed they will cover feet as large as yours – while this pair is for your hands. First, you adjust the clamps to the size of the courses of stone. Then you place a dragon's foot against one course and pull the handle down, so, clamping these claws into the upper and lower edges of a stone. To release the device, you push the handle up, so. Always retain your grip with one hand and foot while moving upward to another course of stone.'
Garus shuddered. 'If Mitra himself commanded me to crawl up a wall like a fly, I could not.'
Conan's laughter was like thunder in the hills. 'I got my head for heights on the cliffs of my native land. Sometimes it was either climb or lose your life. Let's practise somewhat' on your garden wall, Torgrio.'
 



III 
 
The Wall No Fly Could Climb
 
The captain of the guardsmen halted the stout Khafrates outside the chamber assigned to the queen. Amid the guard's crude jests about his rotund figure, the physician endured their routine search. Then the heavy locks clanked open, and Khafrates entered the queen's apartment.
The dark-skinned slave girl, now in flowing robes, conducted him into the inner room. The apartment proved a luxurious prison. Tapestries from Iranistan and Vendhya adorned the walls; golden goblets and polished silver salvers gleamed on painted shelves above deep painted cupboards! carved in high relief.
Queen Marala's shining hair poured a tousled, flaxen mass across her pillow as she lay weeping on her couch. The couch and cushions on which she lay were covered with Turanian I cloth of gold, but the fine furnishings did nothing to assuage her sorrow. She exhaled in painful sighs, and her slender young body shivered beneath the whirlwind of her emotion.
The slave-girl spoke softly but anxiously: 'My Queen. The learned Doctor Khafrates is here. Will you receive him?'
Marala raised her head and wiped her eyes on a linen. napkin. 'Oh, yes! Come in, good Doctor! You are my only! friend outside these walls; for you alone I trust. You may leave us, dear Rima.'
Khafrates waddled in, briefly bent a knee, and grunted us he straightened it again. Marala motioned him to a settle near the pillows of her couch- As he sat down, she seized one of his hands in both of hers.
'It is so good to see you, Doctor Khafrates' she said. 'I grow desperate. I have now been here a month, friendless save for you and Rima.
'I have ever been loyal to Moranthes, but now his treatment of me has become too much to bear. Rima reports that Rigello's guards swagger about the palace and the city streets like conquerors, and my husband jumps when Rigello snaps his fingers.
'You must advise me, dear friend. You know my father persuaded me to wed King Moranthes to preserve the reigning blood line of this land. I cared not for the king, knowing him to be a weak and unstable vessel, but I did my patriotic duty. I think even Father had regrets before the nuptial least, but he could not tell the king of them and hope to live.
'As it came to pass, Father's dreams of sturdy princelings for the throne of Ophir proved fruitless, Moranthes cares naught for women; his tastes run to... in other directions. Then my troubles multiplied when, a year gone by, some worthless wight filched the Star of Khoraja!'
Khafrates stroked his beard to collect his thoughts. Never had the queen addressed him with such candour. No courtier physician he, using his position for political gain, and for (his reason he was still allowed to minister to the imprisoned queen. Yet now, he needs must risk that role and with it risk his very life.
He called to mind his recent conversation with the giant blue-eyed barbarian and the grizzled captain of the Queen's Guard who, in happier times, was wont to stride about his duties in the palace. His blood ran cold as he thought of the peril they had placed him in. Yet he loved the beautiful woman, hardly out of her girlhood, who now appealed to him for help. Suddenly he was glad that he had summoned up the courage to meet the would-be rescuers and abet their plot. He passed a soothing hand over the queen's forehead saying:
'Despair not, Your Majesty! Your heart is pinched long confinement, lack of human contact, and ignorance of the world outside. Help may be closer than you think.'
Queen Marala sat up and swept her hair back from he face, as her inborn courage strove to conquer her depression, 
'You are kind, Khafrates. Yet you must realize that when I possessed the Star, Moranthes feared its power. Now he fears it no more and cares not what becomes of me.'
Khafrates lifted bushy eyebrows. 'What then was the power of the gem, my Queen?'
'Was and is, though vulgar legend misinterprets it.' She shrugged. 'Moranthes imagined that the stone enabled me, to enslave men as I wished. He so believed, and thus the people came, also, to believe it. But the legend is false.'
She rose, drew herself up, and looked hard at the physician 'Think you that I need magic to persuade any man to my; will – any normal, manly man, that is?'
Although Khafrates was old, he well knew the power to incite desire that lay within the queen's fine-chiselled lips and the sweet rondure of her lithe body - a body that her gown did little to conceal. He shook his head.
'I will tell you a story,' said Marala, moving gracefully! about the chamber, brows indrawn with thought. 'Count' Alarkar, my ancestor seven generations removed, first owned the Star of Khoraja. A famous traveller of his time – and this was long before the present ruling house of Ophir' ascended to the throne – he travelled in the East where no Ophirean had ere set foot..."
Khafrates coughed an interruption. 'Your Majesty, I have some urgent news...'
Caught up in her recollections, the queen imperiously gestured him to silence. 'When Alarkar travelled in the Vendhyan jungles, he came upon the ruined city of Khoraja, inhabited only by a hermit. This hermit was nigh starved; for he had broken a leg and was unable to cultivate his garden patch.
'Alarkar nursed the injured man to health, while his retinue scoured the nearby forest aisles for food. In gratitude the lone old man disclosed a cache of treasure beneath the floor of a ruined temple thereabouts and told Alarkar to dike whatever he wished. My ancestor chose a ring inset with a great gem stone of azure, and in the sapphire heart of the jewel, pulsed an everlasting fire confined within the Nphere, like to a silver star. This he chose and nothing more.'
'Why did he not take many jewels?' asked Khafrates in amazement.
The queen smiled. 'Count Alarkar was not a greedy man, nor was he without wide wealth at home. Besides, I suppose, lie thought that if his retinue departed laden with the riches of the jungle city, they would run afoul of cut-throats and avaricious rulers. In any case, that single ring was all he asked.
'This proved a proper choice. The hermit was a wizard of ten score years and more. Had robbers entered his abode, he would have instantly destroyed them by supernatural means. But the mage discerned my ancestor's virtue and, in return for his assistance, granted him a favour. He cast a mighty spell upon the gem.'
'The Star of Khoraja?'
'Aye. When the wizard completed his spell, he said, "This ring, in the possession of a good man, will cause other good men to rally round him to fight in a good cause."' She paused, remembering.
'But – this gem – what does it signify to us today?'
Marala collected herself. 'About two hundred years ago, I he gem enabled Alarkar to rally the support of king and nobles for a charter to establish the rights and duties of all subjects of the kingdom. Because of treachery, his movement failed, and...'
The window of the apartment burst inward with a crash find the tinkle of broken panes. A black-clad giant with blue eyes blazing leaped into the room, his sword upraised.
In his free hand the man carried a pair of curious contraptions, huge bird claws cunningly wrought of steel. These he placed gently on the carpet, along with his weapon; then, silting on a footstool, he removed a pair of similar devices from his feet. Rising, he glided to the door of the apartment to listen briefly. Alarming as this apparition was, Marala could not but admire the catlike way he moved.
The intruder turned to Khafrates and the queen, flashing white teeth in a wide grin. Khafrates had lurched to his feet, uncertainly fluttering his hands. At last the physician pulled himself together.
'Conan!' he said. 'I have not yet had time to tell Her Majesty our plan! You burst in here like a bull in one of the legendary porcelain ships of Khitai!'
Conan ignored him. With eyes devouring Marala's splendid form, he said: 'Your Majesty, you want your freedom from this prison, do you not?'
'Oh, yes-but how?'
The same way that I entered – down the wall, with the use of these devices. You'll have to ride like a sack on my back.'
'Whither would you take me, stranger?' The queen's eyes smouldered with excitement.
'First to a safe place where we can strike a bargain; and! then wherever you choose.'
'But what of me?' quavered Khafrates. 'When the guards find Your Majesty gone, 'twill be the rack and boiling oil for me!'
Marala turned to Conan. 'Can we not take him with us?'
The Cimmerian pondered. 'Nay. These dragon's feet could not support the weight of more than two. But I shall give the good doctor an excuse for having failed to call the \ guard. We must hurry; Garus waits below with horses.'
Marala's face betrayed her joy. 'Is Garus alive, then? II would entrust my life to him at any time!'
"Then let's be off, lady! We have no time to lose.'
Marala was unused to being addressed in a rough, peremptory manner, let alone by a foreigner with a barbarous I accent. But she hastened to her dressing room and soon emerged in hunting dress to find Khafrates lying bound and gagged upon the carpet. The physician, who bore a purpling bruise about his jaw, knew neither where he was, nor what had befallen him.
Conan grinned as the queen approached him resolutely. 'Your plan for Khafrates' safety was sound,' she said. 'I am ready.'
The barbarian's ice-blue eyes warmed with admiration as much for her composure as for the lovely curves scarcely shrouded by a velvet riding jacket and silken pantaloons thrust into fine red-leather boots. Snatching up an embroidered coverlet, he said:
'I shall tie you to my back, lass, like a babe in its mother's shawl. Put your arms around my neck and press your knees against my waist. If heights make you queasy, shut your eyes. Shift not your weight, and these dragon's feet will serve for both of us.'
Conan sat down to clamp the devices to his boots; then enfolding the queen's slim body in the coverlet, he tied two ends around his chest and two around his hips. With Marala clinging to him, he backed carefully out the window, feeling for joints in the masonry to make fast his steel devices.
Conan moved slowly during the descent; for the strain was great both on the dragon's feet and on his gigantic frame. Moreover, his rude code of chivalry compelled him to cherish any woman who entrusted her safety to him.
Thus they descended foot by foot, while the city slept under a moonless sky and no dogs barked.
 



IV 
 
A Fire on the Mountain
 
'Stranger, tell me, pray,' said Marala, 'who are you?'
After a long gallop away to the south-west, they were walking their horses to breathe them. There had been no surprises and no delays upon reaching the road where Garus awaited them with three horses and supplies for the journey. Nor had the thunder of their horses' hooves disturbed the sleep of prince or peasant as they rushed along the quiet
streets of Ianthe and the ghost-haunted country lanes.
'I am Conan, a Cimmerian by birth – and a wanderer,' said the hulking barbarian. 'I have fought in more countries than most wise men know exist.'
'And why did you rescue me?'
'I may have something you want, lady, and I think you will offer a fair price for it.'
'Methinks I shall never be able to offer anyone a fair price, even for a loaf of bread. I am a queen without a throne. But tell me, what is this desirable thing?'
'We'll talk of such matters later, when we stop to rest. We must not tarry now.'
When night drew curtains of darkness around the long day of their flight, they built a small camp-fire in the cleft of a rock where the glow was well hidden from the road. Their horses, unsaddled and tethered nearby, slaked their thirst in a bubbling mountain spring and cropped the sparse grass. In the markets of Ianthe, Conan had purchased bread, fruit, and dried meat, together with a skin of Kothian wine; and now they supped amid the cheerful crackle of burning logs.
His hunger satiated, Conan leaned back against his saddle and contemplated the beautiful woman beside him. This weary but courageous girl, then, was the Queen of Ophir, she who was reputed to enslave men with the great gem now hidden in his pouch. He had often imagined how he would come to Ophir, obtain an audience with the queen, bowing like a courtier, and hand her the ring in exchange for a thousand pieces of gold and, perhaps, a military post of •' consequence. He found himself, instead, stretched out upon the greensward, like a common labourer in a strife-torn land, beside a queen who was a penniless refugee. He spoke bluntly:
'Khafrates, I see, did not explain things to you, nor, perhaps, to me. What of this gem they say you use to bend men to your will?'
The queen met his eyes with a level gaze. 'Know, Conan, that Alarkar, my ancestor, received the jewel from a Vendhyan hermit long ago.'
As she briefly repeated the story she had told to Khafrates, memories of ancient treachery made her voice heavy with unshed tears.
'Upon his return to Ophir, Count Alarkar, determined to strengthen the kingdom, called an assemblage of all the lords of the realm.' She turned to Gams. 'Captain, you have surely heard of the Battle of the Hundred and One Swords?'
Garus, half dozing, vanquished sleep, and his deep voice lolled:
'Aye, Your Majesty, I have heard of it, albeit as a legend, muddied by the passage of time. Count Alarkar called a meeting of these lords at his castle of Theringo, two hundred years gone. Each, with only his personal retinue, came to discuss the problems of the realm. They all met on the plain outside Theringo Castle but could agree on nothing. Then I he count disappeared.'
The queen broke in. 'The remainder of the tale is known only to my family. I will tell it to you.'
Conan sat still, intently listening. Marala went on:
'All the leading nobles gathered on the plain before the castle, but the conference proceeded at a snail's pace. Al-l hough he feared the power of Koth and the growing might of Turan, he had no wish to command the magic ring save as a last resort.'
Garus stirred the embers until they ignited a log fresh-laid upon the dying fire; and sparks, like fireflies, winged upward into the night. The queen took a swallow of wine before continuing:
'During the conference, the Count of Mecanta - from whom my kinsman Rigello descends - withdrew without a word. The Count of Frosol and the Barons of Terson and Lodier soon followed after him. All with their retainers saddled their mounts and sped away.
'A moment later, a rain of arbalest quarrels arched from the nearby woods, where Mecanta's crossbowmen lay hidden along the ridge. There were a hundred nobles and their knights unarmed upon the plain that day, and most of them were slain. Alarkar rallied the remainder, who mounted
their horses and pursued the traitors.'
Marala's eyes filled with tears, and Conan pulled her to him, cradling her against his shoulder.
'What then befell?' asked Conan eagerly.
'Alarkar and his men had gone but a bow shot from the camp below the castle, when they met the army of Mecanta and his partisans, charging at full gallop. Alarkar stood to the attack, defending the family banner, until he fell, pierced by a crossbow bolt.' Her voice became silent at the memory of ancient wrongs.
Conan's deep bass recalled her to herself. 'So,' he said, 'the same as always. Nobles quarrel and stab each other in the back. What's new about that?' His tone was deliberately abrasive to spur Marala to further talk about the Star of Khoraja. She resumed:
'All were buried when they fell, and there they all remain. The castle was laid in ruins. The countess and a few retainers escaped through the postern when they saw the outcome of the battle. The son she carried was my forebear.'
'And what of the Star of Khoraja?' rumbled Conan softly.
'Alarkar did not use its magic. He trusted in the power of reason because his cause was clearly in the right. The Star was carried away in the bosom of his wife – his widow, rather – who later married in another land. Her son, when grown, returned to Ophir to claim his fief and found my family line. And so the legend has been remembered and the jewel handed down the generations. Now it is lost forever.'
'What would you do if it were returned to you?' asked Conan casually.
'I would try to work the magic in it. I would gather the good men of the kingdom to free my feckless husband from the clutch of Rigello and his ruthless kind. Do you question ' that I would oust Rigello and unite the kingdom if I could?'
The fierce courage of the slender girl who, sitting beside the embers of a camp-fire in the wilderness with but a retinue of two, still spoke of ousting tyrants and intriguers from a kingdom, struck a receptive chord in Conan's barbaric spirit. He cleared his throat, embarrassed at his surge of deep-emotion.
'My lady,' he said, 'mayhap I can help you on your way.' I le groped in his pouch and drew out the Star of Khoraja. 'Here is your ancestral bauble. You have better use for it than I.'
The queen's lips parted in astonishment. 'You – you give me this?'
'Aye. I'm no saintly character like your ancestor, but I... I sometimes like to help a brave woman beset by troubles.'
Marala took the ring and gazed upon the gem, from whose oval, sapphire eye, fire-lit, burst the beauty of the star within.
'You put me under vast obligation, Conan. How can I repay you?'
Conan's burning gaze roved up and down Marala's sweetly curving body. With queenly dignity, she moved away from his embracing arm to signal disapproval of his unspoken suggestion.
Looking away, he said: 'You owe me naught just now, my lady. If you regain your throne and I attend your court, you might offer me a generalship.'
Marala looked a question at Garus, who nodded. 'He is I he man for it, my queen. Mercenary captain, chief of a band of wild nomads, guard commander – a clever strategist and skilled with sword and dirk. He saved my life and gained you your liberty.'
'So be it,' said Marala.
 



V 
 
'Fetch My Horse; We Ride at Once'
 
Count Rigello was clad in ebony mail. His sword and dirk rattled at his side; his black casque rested on an inlaid table. King Moranthes regarded him with anxious eyes, for he knew the power of this arrogant descendant of the house of Mecanta.
The king, betimes, considered ordering the black count done away with. But he feared that Rigello's kinsmen and followers would avenge their leader on the person of their king. Besides, with Rigello gone, might he not fall into the
power of nobles even more ruthless, or be toppled from his throne by some reckless usurper, such as his rascally cousin Amalrus?
Intensity etched Rigello's coarse and swollen features as he leaned forward, like a dog straining at its leash. 'The queen was abducted from the tower last night, Your Majesty,' he said. 'I have a hundred men ready to ride upon your command.'
Rigello knew that the call to action would be his, but. a show of obsequious fealty to the delicate young king amused him. He continued:
'This abduction, I am sure, occurred with her consent. Her trusted physician was found senseless, bound and gagged in her apartment; and the window was shattered.'
'How could anyone enter and leave the chamber by way of the window?' asked the king in his high-pitched voice. 'There is a sheer drop of fifteen or twenty paces!'
'Exactly so, Sire,' said Rigello. 'The queen doubtless lowered a rope or its like to her abductors, first making one end fast to the furniture. 'Tis plain she plots against Your Majesty, as I have oft times warned you. It is but a matter of time before she foments a rebellion.'
Biting his thumbnail, the king searched his gilded throne chamber, seeking advice from the speechless walls. But, save for the count, there was none to give him counsel other than the statuesque guards standing motionless in the doorway. Rigello persisted:
'Your Majesty, now is the time to end the strife among the noble families, once and for all.'
'Yes, yes.' The king wallowed in indecision. 'What think you I should do?'
'Order immediate pursuit. The queen and her retinue -whoever they may be – cannot be far from Ianthe. Even with good animals, they needs must rest from time to time., Each of my riders leads an extra horse, so we shall soon catch up with them.'
'How know you which way they went?' asked the king querulously.
'The queen would surely head south-west toward her ancestral lands of Theringo. There, if anywhere in Ophir, could she hope to rally supporters.'
'But, if she has regained the Star of Khoraja, no man can compel her to do aught against her will, and none can stand against her. How will you overcome the power of the gem?'
'Sire, no one has seen the Star since it was filched a twelve-month past. Had she possessed it, she would not have lied the tower; for she could have commanded the obedience of the guards and so regained her freedom.'
The king's weak face brightened. 'I thank you, Rigello; you anticipate my wishes. Ride like the wind! Bring the queen to my torture chambers and spare not the men who have aided her!'
Rigello smiled as he left the throne chamber, drew on a mailed gauntlet, and hitched his sword belt more tightly round his hips. When he captured Queen Marala, he thought, he would use her popularity with the citizenry to foment a revolt against Moranthes, and overthrow and slay him. Then he, himself, would wed Marala and reign as king of Ophir.
With what the queen might say to this plan Rigello was not much concerned. Surely, she would prefer a virile man like him to that effeminate noodlehead now huddled on the throne. If she resisted, there were less pleasant methods of persuasion. He smiled again.
Rigello stood for an instant in the hallway, admiring his stalwart figure in a full-length mirror. Then drawing on his other gauntlet, he strode down the palace stairs to the courtyard.
'Barras! Fetch my horse. We ride at once!' he barked.
 



VI
 
'This is Theringo Castle'
 
Conan left his horse with Garus below the crest of the hill and crept to the summit. He did not show his head above the bushes but, instead, gently parted the foliage to study.
Anxiously, Marala asked, 'Why does he move so slowly? We are in haste to reach the Aquilonian border.'
Garus replied: 'He is the man who can bring you to safety if anyone can, my lady. Although I take him to be little more than half my age, he has crowded into his youthful years a ' lifetime of battles and escapes. Trust him!'
Conan beckoned. When Marala and Garus reached the crest of the rise, they looked down upon a broad plain. In the middle distance, on a small hill, stood the ruins of a castle. Beyond, at the edge of the flatland, a distant river snaked its silvered way among the feet of the forested hills that rose against the skyline.
'I know not whose seat this was,' whispered Marala.
Studying the countryside, Conan said, 'Once we cross that plain and, after that, the river, we shall be close upon the border of Aquilonia. I believe the line is drawn along the crest of yonder mountain range. Your king's men would have trouble capturing us there; for the Aquilonians have no love of armed invaders.'
Swiftly, they returned to their horses and, mounting, laboured up the rise and cantered down the other side. As they reached the plain, Conan caught the faint sound of rhythmic thudding. He turned in his saddle, then cried:
'Spur your horses! As fast as you can! Ophirean cavalry!'
The three beasts broke into a furious gallop toward the ruined castle and the safety of the river beyond. Yet the pursuing horsemen swiftly gained upon them. Instead of! pounding down the road behind the fugitives, the pursuers spread out into a wide, crescent-shaped formation, with the horns of the crescent pointing forward.
'Damned Hyrkanian trick!' muttered Conan, driving his heels into his lathered beast.
The queen, a splendid horsewoman, rode hard between her escorts. Yet as they neared the ruined castle, the riders at the far ends of the pursuing crescent, travelling on light,, fresh mounts, passed the structure and began to close a circle round about it.
Nearing the ruined castle, Conan roared: 'Come, here's a place we can defend! if this is to he our end. We'll take a sortie of those bastards with us!'
They splashed through a small stream and pounded up the gentle slope. Dismounting, they led their winded animals through the rubble-clogged main gate. Within the crumbling curtain walls stood the keep, a massive cylinder of heavy masonry. The upper parts of the keep had fallen, leaving a talus of broken stone at its feet, but the walls of the lower storeys still raised protecting masonry too high to scale without ladders. Although the guard towers that flanked the gate had fallen into ruin, spilling masonry into the space where the valves had been, man and beast could pick their way among the broken stones of the heaped remains.
'Mean you to make a stand here?' panted Marala, as they reached the inner courtyard.
'Nay; they'd climb the outer wall somehow and come at us from behind. The keep looks sound; that is our place to stand.' The wooden door had disappeared, but the arched doorway was narrow enough to ensure the entrance of no more than one invader at a time. Slapping the rumps of the horses to send them around to the rear, Conan roughly pushed Marala into the doorway of the keep. He turned in time to parry the attack of two horsemen, who had forced their mounts over the broken stone at the main gate and now rode at them, gleaming swords upraised.
Conan leaped up to slash one rider's sword arm and felt a satisfying crunch of cloven flesh and bone. He wheeled to meet the second, but Garus had already dived beneath the attacker's horse and ripped open its belly with an upward thrust of his knife. The screams of the rider echoed those of the plunging beast when Conan lopped off the fellow's leg as he toppled from the dying horse.
The next Ophirean rider who rushed at them was hurled headlong as his mount stumbled on the detritus in the gateway, and he spilled out his brains against a jagged stone. As the thrashing, fallen animal blocked the entrance, Conan and Garus snatched up the weapons of the slain. Chief among them were a pair of crossbows with two quivers full of bolts.
'Marala!' cried Conan and the two offenders scrambled through the doorway of the keep and turned to face the next attack. A few paces behind them, foot upon the winding stair, stood Marala, her lips curved in a happy smile, like one entranced. The Cimmerian turned and grasped her arm to waken her.
'What is it, lass?' His rough voice grew gentle.
'Know you where we are?' the queen replied.
'Close to Aquilonia. What of it? They'll attack at any time, and we can't flee.'
She waved a hand to indicate the crumbling masonry. 'Conan, this is Theringo Castle, where my ancestor Alarkar was betrayed.'
Puzzled by her composure and the strange look in her amber eyes, Conan stepped back to the doorway to meet the next onslaught. Marala followed him, snatched up a crossbow, and said to Garus:
'Cock me both crossbows; I am not strong enough to do it.'
When the weapons were readied, she carried them up the worn stone stair, which spiralled high inside the ruined tower, At the first turning, she discovered a small landing, dim-lit by a narrow window, scarce wider than an arrow slit.
Then the attack began.
 



VII 
 
A Host on Horseback
 
Conan, Marala, and Garus leaned wearily upon the doorway of the keep. Twice they had beaten off attackers. In the second assault, they were almost overwhelmed by a mass of men pushing in with levelled spears. But so narrow was the opening that the crowded enemy could not wield their weapons, while Conan and Garus above them on the stairs grasped at spear points and hacked at heads and hands. Whereas Conan and Garus wore coats of stout chain mail, the soldiers of Ophir were armoured in light leathern corselets to make possible a swift pursuit: and. unable to turn to the defenders' blows, many fell screaming in slippery pools of their own blood.
Marala, from the second-storey window, picked off two attackers with her pair of crossbows. Although she was not a trained arbalester, the bolts she shot at the struggling mass of men near the doorway of the keep could not fail to find their mark. And after she discharged both weapons, she hurried down the stone stairs so that one or the other of her warriors could, in a moment of lull, recock them for her.
This steady attrition of their forces at last sent the surviving attackers streaming back through the main gate, leaving behind a tangled mass of maimed and dying men. Their broken bodies half blocked the doorway to the keep, and their shrieks and groans were horrible to hear. Conan pushed his way out, shoving dead and wounded aside, to retrieve their weapons.
Count Rigello, sitting his destrier on the slope below the ruin, received his officers impatiently. His black mail was dust-besmirched from the long ride, and his temper frayed by the ridiculous resistance of his quarry. A veteran captain, reining in his horse, saluted the count and said:
'Sir, the donjon is invincible. We have lost two-score men in the attempt to storm it. Others of our lads are like to bleed lo death or to live crippled all their days. There is no way to bring our strength to bear.'
'A hundred men against three, and one a woman?' sneered the count. 'Pity your prospects when we return to Ianthe!'
'But, my lord,' said the captain earnestly, 'this barbarian warrior is incredible. None can stand before his sword. And the woman in that window with her crossbows – if you would let our arbalesters pick off the woman...'
'Nay, she must be taken alive at any cost. But wait, how many arbalesters have we now?'
'Be-like a score in condition to fight.'
'Then hark. Order the lads to cock and load their weapons, then charge up the hill afoot. Let them enter the gate bent double to present a negligible target, and spread out before
the keep, loosing their quarrels upon a single signal. If only one defender falls, our swordsmen can rush in and overpower the other. Fail not to kill the men, but take the woman captive.'
Brows creased in doubt, the captain withdrew to order the attack. Rigello watched the preparations, stroking his moustache and imagining the silken cushions of the throne already at his back. Nothing, he thought, could stop him now.
The count's eyes suddenly grew wide. His men, dismounted, were advancing up the slope, when between them and the ruined castle walls appeared a host on horseback, clad in the armour of a fashion long gone by.
Rigello's men recoiled, amazed, as the newcomers started down the slope at a brisk trot, lances levelled and swords swinging. The arbalesters threw down their bows and, running for their horses, scrambled to their saddles and flogged their mounts into a mad retreat. The swordsmen held a moment longer, then joined the headlong flight.
'Mitra!' yelled Rigello, galloping against the ebbing tide of men. 'What ails you? Stand and fight, you cowards! To me! Tome!'
With courage born of desperation, Count Rigello spurred his palfry up the slope, cutting a swathe through the wrack of his army, and rode into the thick of the oncoming knights. Then a crossbow bolt split his skull.
 



VIII 
 
'Our Paths May Cross Someday'
 
The three defenders stood, panting, at the ruined castle's gate, watching the rout of the Ophirean force.
'Good shot, girl!' cried Conan. Laughing, he added: 'If I you tire of playing queen, you can hire out as an arbalester in any army I command.'
Conan's mood changed and he frowned. 'But I cannot understand this army that appeared from nowhere, chased I away our foes, and vanished in a trice. Have you been working magic?'
Marala smiled serenely. 'Aye, the magic of the Star of Khoraja. The good men who fell here, two hundred years ago, were denied their chance to save their beloved kingdom. They waited till this day, when the Star and I – and you for giving it – released them to do their duty. Now Alarkar and his true men can rest at last.'
'Those horsemen... were they solid flesh and blood or conjured phantoms, ghosts through which a man could pass like smoke?'
The queen raised her delicate hands, palms upward; and as she moved, the great jewel flashed its fire encased in azure ice.
'T know not, and I think none shall ever know. But you are hurt. Let me clean and bind your wounds – and Garus's, too, as best I may.'
She led the two, unarmoured now and limping wearily, clown the slope to the brook that gurgled merrily along the bottom before it disappeared into the distant river. She helped them wash their battle-sore bodies and bound their superficial wounds with strips of cloth torn from the garments of the dead.
Refreshed at last, Conan asked: 'And what of you now, lady? Rigello is dead, but others will scramble to control the king.'
Marala tied the final bandage and stood back, biting her lower lip in thought.
'Mayhap the Star can rally the good men of the kingdom; but Ophir seems to lack good men - at least among the nobles of the realm. All the magnates whom I know are, like Rigello, greedy and unscrupulous. Of course, with the Star of Khoraja...' She broke off, staring at her hand. 'My ring! Where is it? It must have slipped off my finger whilst I dabbled in the chilly water!'
Until sundown the three sought the great jewel within the stream and along its banks; but the Star was not to be found. The rushing waters must have carried it downstream, or playfully buried it in the silver sand. When the search was ended, Marala burst into tears.
'Just when I had recovered it – to lose it again so soon!'
Conan enfolded her in his strong arms to comfort her; saying: 'There, there, lass. I never much liked magic anyway. You cannot trust the stuff.'
'That settles it,' said Marala, when at last her tears ran dry. 'I had but feeble chance in Ophir when I possessed the Star; without it I should have no chance at all. Nor do I think Mitra himself could make a man of Moranthes. I shall go to live in Aquilonia, where I have kin. Let the men of Opt settle their feuds without me. And may Mitra help the people of my realm!'
'Have you money enough?' asked Conan with gruff concern.
'A moment, and I'll show you,' said the queen with flicker of a smile.
Turning away, she withdrew from her inner clothing damask belt into which were sewn many pockets, no larger than a fingernail. Tucked into these were sparkling jewels and coins of gold in dizzying profusion.
'You'll manage,' growled Conan, 'if some thief with light fingers steals not your wealth.'
'For that, I shall rely on Garus.' Turning to him prettily,; she said: 'You will go into exile with me, will you not?'
'My lady,' smiled the old soldier, 'I would follow you into the very gates of Hell.'
'I thank you, loyal friend,' said Marala with a regal nod. 'But what of you, Conan? I cannot offer you the promised generalship of Ophir's armies. Will you to Aquilonia with me?'
Conan shook a sombre head. 'I, too, have changed my plans. I'll head north, to see my native land once more.'
The queen studied Conan's solemn mien. 'You do not sound as if you liked the prospect. Do you fear to return?'
Conan's harsh laugh rang out like the clash of steel on ' steel. 'Save for some sorcery and certain supernatural beings I have met, there's naught I fear. I may come home to trouble with an ancient feud or two – but that does not disturb me. It is just... well, Cimmeria is a dull country after the southerly kingdoms.'
Taking both her hands in his, he surveyed her golden hair above her heart-shaped face, her splendid bosom, and her proud and graceful carriage. His eyes burned with desire and his voice grew intimate.
'True it is that fair company shrinks the miles and warms the lonely heart.'
Watching them, Garus tensed. Marala gently disengaged her hands and shook her lovely head.
'While Moranthes lives and I am yet his wife, I will be faithful to my vows. But neither state will last forever.' She smiled a trifle sadly. 'Why go you to that bleak northland, if you enjoy it not? The Hyborian kingdoms offer many opportunities for a brave and generous man like you.'
'I go to pay a visit.'
To whom? Some sweetheart of former days?'
Conan turned a cool glance on Queen Marala, but his blue eyes betrayed his painful disappointment. He replied: 'Say that I go to visit an old woman. Who she is, is my affair. Hut where in Aquilonia will you settle? Our paths may cross again someday.'
 Marala smiled fondly at the brawny Cimmerian. 'My Aquilonian kin dwell in the county of Albiona, near Turan. They are old and childless and look upon me as a daughter. They intend to leave me title to their ancestral lands. I am no longer Queen of Ophir, but one day men may call me "Countess Albiona!"'
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I  
 
Death on the Wind
 
The first longboat beached on the yellow strand near sundown, when all the West was a wild conflagration of flame. As the boat attained the shallows, the crew, splashing through the breakers, dragged it up the beach so that the could not float it out to sea again. The men were a ruffianly lot, Argosseans for the most – stocky men with brown or tawny hair. Several among them were sallow-skinned Zingarans, with lean shanks and ebony locks; and not a few were hook-nosed Shemites, swart and muscular, with ringleted blue-black beards. All were clad in rough sea togs, but while some went barefoot, others wore high, well-greased sea boots; and cutlasses, scimitars, or dirks were thrust into the scarlet sashes wound about their waists.
With them came a lone Stygian, a lean, dark-skinned, thin-lipped man with a shaven pate and jet-black eyes, wearing a short half-tunic and sandals. This was Mena the conjurer, who despite his appearance and name was Stygian by courtesy only; for he was a half-breed, begotten by a wandering Shemite trader upon a woman of Khemi, the foremost city of the sinister land of Stygia.
At their leader's command, the crew hauled their boat into the shrubbery at the jungle's edge, where like a forbidding wall, trees crept down to edge the beach beyond the high-tide mark.
The man who gave the order was neither Zingaran nor Argossean, but a Cimmerian from the frigid, fog-bound hills to the north. He was a veritable giant in a tunic of supple leather and baggy silken breeches, with a cutlass on his hip and a poniard thrust into his scarlet sash. Tall was he and deep-chested, with powerful, sinewy arms and swelling (hews. Unlike the other pirates, he was clean shaven, and his coarse mane of straight raven hair was hacked off at the nape. Grim was his mien, and beneath his dark brows smouldered eyes with fires of volcanic blue. His name was Conan.
Now a second longboat, with silent, rhythmic oars, creased the azure waters of the little bay. Behind it, outlined against the crimson tapestry of the West, the lean-hulled carrack Hawk rode at anchor. The longboat, beached, was manhandled over the sand to the verdant bushes wherein the first lay hidden. The leader of the second crew joined Conan as he watched his men drape palm fronds over the sterns of both to conceal them utterly.
The newcomer was a true Zingaran, lean and elegant, with sallow features and an aquiline nose that seemed to reinforce his supercilious manner. Trim moustachios and a small beard framed his tight mouth and adorned his pointed chin. He was Gonzago, a freebooter of some repute among the Barachan pirates and captain of the Hawk. For the past month Conan had been his second mate.
'Get the men together and follow me,' he said. The Cimmerian nodded and turned to wave the pirates on; but the conjurer touched his arm and halted him.
'What ails you?' demanded Conan gruffly. He did not like the Stygian's swarthy, vulpine features, shaven pate, and lacklustre eyes. But then, he never had much use for wizards.
'Death,' whispered the conjurer 'I smell death on the wind...'
'Hush, you fool, before you panic the men!' growled] Conan. He knew the Barachan corsairs for an unruly, quarrelsome, superstitious lot, and once again he wished that Captain Gonzago had heeded his advice not to enlist the Stygian magician for the expedition. But Gonzago was master here, not Conan.
'What holds you up?' snapped Gonzago, striding over to join them. 'We have barely an hour of daylight left and must traverse this cursed jungle ere we can reach the tower. Every moment counts, so get the men moving.'
Conan repeated the whispered warning, and the Zingaran looked at Mena the wizard.
'Can you not be more precise, man?' the captain grated,! 'What manner of death – and whose – and from what quarter?'
Mena shook his head, his eyes dull and haunted. 'I cannot say,' he replied. 'But I regret that I have come to this dark 1 isle with you. The master Siptah is a high prince among magicians, and the spells of such a one are more powerful than any I command.'
Gonzago spat a curse. Conan stood, arms folded on him mighty chest, and cast wary eyes about him. But innocent I and normal seemed the yellow strand, the blue sea, and the | red-streaked sky. Only the gloom-drenched forest, ominous 1 with shadows, gave cause for hesitation. Its menace was merely of the unexplored, the wild, the savage – a matter of eyes gleaming with feral, hungry fires from the under bush, or vipers gliding across the boles of fallen tree trunks, or quicksands and jungle fevers, or hostile natives and sudden storms.
Nothing in all these dangers was especially fearsome, for such were the ordinary hazards of the buccaneering trade. So far the weather had held fair; they had seen no sign of human habitation; and Conan's experience told him that, in general, small islands do not harbour dangerous animals.
Still, the wizard scented death upon the wind. And wizards sense things other men do not.
 



II 
 
Jewel of Wizardry
 
Before night drew her veil across the lingering light of day, the raiders gained the farther reaches of the island. A pair of pirates with bared blades plunged into the jungle ahead of their fellows, hacking away the lush vegetation and blazing the larger trees to mark a trail against their return. As one pair tired, another seized the task, and so the crew moved forward with little hesitation.
The trek proved neither difficult nor dangerous, and nothing occurred to fulfil Mena's dire prophecy. The men encountered no creature more fearsome than a sounder of small wild pigs, a few squawking parrots flirting their vivid plumage, and a sluggish serpent, rope-coiled upon a root, which slithered away at the noisy approach of the pirates.
So easy was their progress that Conan felt a growing apprehension. He sensed a chilling air of unseen menace about the place, and like Mena began to wish that Gonzago had never undertaken the foray.
For longer than the memory of man, the tower that now loomed above the trees had stood upon the eastern coast of this small, nameless island off the shores of Stygia, south of Khemi. It was said to be inhabited by the Stygian sorcerer Siptah, and by him alone, save for divers uncanny creatures from other planes and ancient worlds that he might summon by his spells. The pirates of the Barachan Archipelago whispered that the sorcerer concealed within his slender spire a fabulous treasure, gleaned through the years from troubled souls who sought the seer's advice and supernatural aid. But it was not to win this treasure trove that Gonzago had decided to attack the tower.
Legends told of a mysterious gem recovered long ago by the Stygian mage from deep within a desert tomb. A huge and glittering crystal it was said to be, graven with magic sigils in a language unknown to any living man. Immense and uncanny were the reputed powers of that gem, for it was common gossip among the merchants and seamen of the' ports of Shem and Zingara that, by secret spells locked within the massive jewel, Siptah could command the spirits of air, earth, fire, and water, and the less savoury demons of the underworld.
Those seafarers who had purchased the favour of Siptah; sailed serenely forth into harbours, safe and hospitable. No storm or flood could touch them; neither were their ships becalmed, nor fell they prey to hostile monsters of the deep. The merchant princes of those sea-lapped cities would offer fortunes to possess the crystal, for with it in their hands they would enjoy the safety of the seas without the ruinous tribute ' demanded by the sorcerer. Deprived of that great gem, Siptah would be powerless to do them harm, since the very touch of the enchanted crystal was the key to all his demon-1 raising spells.
Now there were those who whispered that Siptah of Stygia was dead; for many months had passed since the merchants of the sea coast cities had received demands for tribute, and even longer since the sorcerer had replied to their petitions. Indeed, if he were living, Siptah the Stygian would be of an enormous age but wizards can transcend the mortality of common men, warding off senility and death with their uncanny powers.
At length, anxious to render the rapacious Stygian powerless and to arrogate to themselves his mastery over wind and wave, a consortium of merchants had approached the more daring of the Barachan pirate captains to commission such a venture. If in truth Siptah was dead, they urgently desired possession of the gem, to which the spirits of Stygia were bound by terrible oaths. If another wizard gained the gem in the tower, he might prove even more extortionate in his demands than Siptah.
This scheme appealed to the daring of Gonzago, and to his greed. The merchants' plan had roused in his breast a lust to seize the fabulous gem, even if he must wrest it from the withered arms of the ancient sorcerer. For if the maritime merchants would pay him well to secure the gem, another sorcerer, lusting for Siptah's power, might reward him far more handsomely.
Yet Gonzago was no fool. Wizards are dangerous, and men seldom live to enjoy the treasures stolen from practitioners of the black arts. Gonzago would be careful.



III 
 
Blood on the Sand
 
In a waterfront tavern at Messantia, the pirate captain first encountered Mena. A cunning thought inflamed bis greed: how better to fight magic than with magic? He had bought the conjurer’s services on the spot and bade his officers prepare the Hawk for a voyage to the lonely isle.
Now, as the pirates hacked a narrow path across the jungle and reached the eastern shore close to the tower, Gonzago knew his plans had been well laid. He had dropped anchor on the west side of the island lest the approaching carrack and its ship's boats be seen from the sorcerer's stronghold. The raiders had traversed the jungle without loss of life and without discovery by the dreaded sorcerer – if in truth he still lived at all. Now that the blue-green of the sea shimmered through the trees, the men had but to rush the tower, batter their way in, and seize for themselves the gem and other treasures of the aged magician.
But Gonzago had not survived his hazardous trade thus long by acting rashly. So now he summoned the gaunt Stygian to his side.
'Can you cast a spell upon us, Master Mena, to ward off Siptah's magic?' he demanded.
Mena shrugged. 'I can perchance becloud his vision sol that he perceives not our approach until too late,' he murmured.
Gonzago grinned, white teeth gleaming in his sallow, bearded face. 'As you did in the tavern?' he suggested. For it had been this trick – a spell of seeming invisibility – that had inspired Gonzago to hire the conjurer to work his subtle arts against the Stygian mage. Mena nodded his shaven pate.
Without further words, the conjurer gathered dry twigs and built a little fire near the jungle's edge at a sheltered spot, where the trees ended and the sands ran out to meet the sea. As the curious pirates watched, Mena drew from his girdle small leathern bags and, with a tiny silver spoon, measured 1 minute quantities of coloured powders into a little copper 1 pan. When the twigs had burnt to a bed of glowing embers, he placed the pan upon the fire. A sharp and pungent vapour wafted seaward on the evening wind.
Conan sniffed and spat. He little liked such witcheries; his way would have simply been to charge the tower with naked steel, a band of fearless swordsmen at his back. But since 1 Gonzago was master here, Conan held his tongue.
Mena sat cross-legged before the little mound of coals, a whereon the nameless melded powders seethed in the copper I pan and wafted perfumed smokes upon the evening breeze. I Arms folded on his bony breast, the conjurer chanted a sonorous spell in a sibilant tongue.
The crimson embers cast a weird, rosy light on the sorcerer's fleshless face, lending it the aspect of a living skull. Deep-sunken in their sockets, the magician's eyes gleamed like the ghosts of long-dead stars. He bent to peer into his bubbling melt, and his sing-song wail sank to the faintest whisper.
Then Mena ceased his incantation and crooked a finger at Gonzago. When the pirate captain bent his head to listen, Mena hissed:
'You and the men must leave me. The last step in the cantrip requires a stringent solitude.'
Gonzago nodded and herded his men back upon the trail along which they had come. When all were out of sight of the magician, they sat on fallen logs or rested elbows on the ground, idly swatting flies as they waited the Stygian's call.
Time passed. The light drained from the sky. Suddenly a hoarse scream rent the evening quiet.
With muttered exclamations, Gonzago and Conan dashed back to the small clearing where the magician plied his trade. Mena lay face-down beside his little fire.
Cursing sulphurously, Gonzago clutched the conjurer’s bony shoulder and turned the body over. What he saw by the glow of the dying coals made him cry out to his forgotten boyhood gods. For Mena's throat had been cleanly cut, and his blood trickled out and soaked into the humus of the forest floor.
This meant, thought Conan, either that Siptah still lived to guard his treasure, or that the spirits bound to the terrible gem yet served his will though he himself were dead. Either way, the knowledge triggered grim forebodings.
Gonzago stared down upon the ghastly figure as fresh gore welled from the gaping wound. The crew behind them muttered, the whites of their eyes gleaming redly in the gloom.
Gonzago squatted, brooding with thoughtful eyes. Conan, shivering in the warm air, said nothing. Mena had spoken but the truth when he said he scented death upon the wind.
 



IV
 
Where None May Enter
 
Few of the men were willing to return to their ship empty-handed, though all felt the cold breath of mysterious menace at their backs. Gonzago was determined to attack the tower, confident that bright steel would triumph over even the darkest wizardry. Therefore he led his party through the tangled vines that edged the jungle and out upon the beach where the first stars of evening gleamed above an oily, darkling sea.
Their spirits cowed by Mena's strange and unexpected death, the pirates plodded along the strand, hugging the jungle's edge and speaking in hoarse, furtive whispers.
Presently Conan parted a clump of tall dune grass that rose from a small headland and studied a smooth stretch of beach that lay as pale and untrodden as a silver stream beneath the wan glimmer of the far, uncaring stars. There were few sounds to break the hush of night – only the plash of little waves against the sands, the mournful cry of a distant gull, and the buzz and chirp of nocturnal insects.
A bow shot’s distance along the deserted beach, a black shape like a pointing finger pierced the starry sky, now paling in the east. As Conan watched, a silver slice of moon, just past its full, manifested itself above the seascape. The moon moved slowly up the sky, turning the tower into an ink-sketched silhouette backed by the silvery light. It was a simple, slender cylinder surrounded at its tapered height by a narrow parapet; and above this prominence sharply rose the spire.
There was no sign of light or life within the tower. The tower seemed untenanted and forlorn; but where magic is concerned, looks can ever be deceiving. Besides, thought Conan grimly, someone or something had slain the conjurer Now the pirates had no recourse but to attack the tower directly, sure that the Stygian wizard had perceived their presence. Now the advantage of surprise was lost, little could be gained by further secrecy.
So Gonzago set his men to felling a slender palm tree,; cutting notches down its trunk, and tying thereto small lengths of branches. Then, beneath the risen moon, they carried this crude ladder across the virgin sand to the base of the black tower. But at the spire's foot they halted, staring at each other in wild-eyed disbelief.
For Siptah's tower had neither doors nor windows. Sleek walls of black basalt rose windowless from the rugged rocks of its foundation to the small parapet that crowned its castled height. Although they strained their eyes, they could discern no opening, crack, or crevice in the satin-textured fitted stones.
'Crom and Mitra,' rumbled Conan, his nape-hair lifting and scalp atingle, 'has this sorcerer wings?'
'Only Set knows,' mused Gonzago.
'Mayhap we could scale the height by means of a grappling hook,' said Conan.
'Too tall,' replied the captain heavily.
They explored the rocks around the base of Siptah's spire and found nothing that was useful in their predicament. The lower thrust skyward from a-shelf of naked rock that jutted into the sea's edge as the tide came in. There was no possibility of entrance there.
Yet some way of entry must exist, however well concealed; for every dwelling – if this was a dwelling – must have a mode of entrance and egress. Gonzago stood silent for a moment, the sea breeze ruffling his black cloak as he chewed his lower lip.
'Back up the beach, bullies,' he said at last. 'We can do naught at night, without tools and a plan. We'll camp two bowshots from this accursed tower, lest one loose arrows from the parapet. Behind a jungle screen, we'll wait for dawn.'
The raiders plodded dispiritedly back along the beach, subdued but seemingly relieved. None, Conan noted with wry amusement, had been too eager to beard the wizard in his lair, such gentry being as notoriously unlucky to disturb as hibernating bears.
The pirates set up camp in a sheltered spot where the tree line met the sand. Conan ordered some to gather brush to build a fire, while Gonzago dispatched a pair to the far shore whereon the longboats lay hidden under palm fronds. Then, rowing to the Hawk, they must inform Gonzago's first mate, the Argossean Borus, of all that had befallen on the island and gather sacks of axes, hammers, chisels, drills, and other tools to aid in their attack upon the spire. Food, too, and flasks of wine were needed to replenish their supplies.
Under the fitful glimmer of the inconstant moon, the others sat about the fire, broiling what meat they had and grumbling at the scarcity of water. Their grumbling was muted only, for their captain, not an easy man even in the best of times, was in the grip of icy fury. As the others fell asleep beside the dying fire, he sat apart, wrapped in his cloak, and brooded sulkily.
Conan set the watch and retired to the place that he had chosen for his rest. Thrusting his cutlass into the soil where it would be within reach of his hand, he leaned against a palm tree and prepared himself for slumber. But that night sleep did not come easily to the giant Cimmerian.
The playful waves ceased their chattering, and the jungle, like a crouching beast, silently watched and waited. Waited for what! Conan did not know, but he felt as tense as a coiled spring. With the fine-honed senses of the barbarian, he detected menace lurking in the uncanny silence of the night.
Something was out there, that he knew. And it was stalking them.
 



V
 
Dreams in the Night
 
Toward midnight Conan slept at last, but through his troubled sleep flitted dark, chaotic dreams. An ominous foreboding hovered about him, and in the darkness of his dreaming he saw a beach whereon he and others slept with readied swords. The men around him were rough and villainous sea-farers – not unlike his comrades – but their faces were unfamiliar to him.
One face among them was familiar. This man was lean and; elegant, with aristocratic bearing and the long jaw and icy, cunning eyes of Captain Gonzago.
In his dream it seemed to Conan that Gonzago, wrapped; in his long cloak, sat huddled on a log brooding over the, coals of a dying fire. And as the dreaming Cimmerian watched, another form materialized out of the gloom at the edge of the silent jungle. Like the seated man of Conan's dream, the stranger, too, was swathed in the folds of a long black cloak; which concealed his shape entirely.
Tall and lean was this dark figure, and strangely misshapen, although Conan could discern no obvious deformity. Perhaps it was his high, hunched shoulders that lent his figure a suggestion of abnormality, or the crooked, bony jaw and slitted yellow eyes that glared from the mask of his face like the feral orbs of a savage beast. But the shadow of nameless, misshapen evil clung as tightly about his motionless form as the dark cloak that shrouded him.
Although the dreaming Conan clearly saw both the brooding man and the tall stranger hovering behind him, Gonzago seemed entirely unaware of the masked and evil presence. Then within the barbarian's brain flared up the bright blue flame of apprehension. He struggled in the toils of his unseemly vision, trying to cry out to warn the seated man of the imminence of danger. But he could neither speak, nor move, nor otherwise attract the attention of Gonzago, who sat bemused beside the dying fire.
Then, with startling suddenness, the cloaked figure sprang into motion. He hurled himself out of the jungle, amber eyes burning through the gloom. Straight for the back of the unknowing Gonzago the dark man launched himself, and coming, spread strange, slender arms with gaunt fingers hooked to rend and tear, like talons of some monstrous, predatory bird.
As the being spread his arms, Conan saw they were not arms at all and what he had perceived as the long folds of a dark cloak were the wings of an enormous bat.
And still Conan fought within the confines of his dream to rise, to shout to the oblivious figure of his captain, to warn him of the evil shape of darkness about to spring upon him with bared fangs and wicked claws extended.
Then a sudden scream ripped the unnatural stillness of the night, shattering the dream like tinkling shards of glass. For a timeless moment Conan lay propped against the palm tree, his heart thudding, not knowing whether he had waked or still lay trammelled within a nightmare's grasp.
That hoarse, despairing shriek aroused the other sleeping pirates with the same abruptness that wrenched Conan from his haunted slumbers. As the Cimmerian snatched up his cutlass and rolled to his feet, he sought the cause of the cry that had awakened him. His comrades likewise shambled from their earthen beds, fumbled with their weapons, and muttered confused questions.
The moon rode high in the sky, and in its opalescent light all eyes were drawn to the slumped figure of their captain. Silent and motionless, he sat upon his log before the grey-veiled embers, head bowed upon his knees. He alone had not been shocked awake by the scream that floated on the breeze. Deep indeed must be Gonzago's dreams if that terrible cry did not awaken him.
Conan's scalp prickled with a superstitious premonition as he strode to the captain and shook him by the shoulder. Gonzago sagged and tumbled forward as limp as a rag doll; and as he fell, his head flopped back upon one shoulder.. Then Conan knew who had voiced that raw, despairing shriek, knew, too, that they were not alone on this small, island. For Gonzago's throat, like Mena's, had been sliced across, as if by a hooked knife or by the talon of some monstrous bird of prey. Through the mask of blood that once had been a face, eyes stared forth sightlessly.



VI
 
Murder in the Moonlight
 
No raider slept for the remainder of that night. Not even the hardiest among them wanted again to risk the oblivion of slumber and an untimely end. So the men gathered more wood and built the fire again, piling the brush higher and higher still, until the flames licked the tops of the palms, and the rising smoke enveloped the unwinking and uncaring stars.
Conan had not spoken about his dreams, wherein he watched a hideous winged creature strike and slay from the dense shadows. Nor could the Cimmerian explain, even to himself, why he held his tongue in this matter. Perhaps it was simply that the men were frightened enough already by the weird demise of the conjurer and their captain; and it would be incautious of a commander to excite the primal superstitious fears of his unruly band. For were they to conceive the notion of a gaunt and murderous spectre stalking the shadowy aisles of the jungle night, not even one such as the mighty Conan could hold them obedient to his orders.
With the death of Gonzago, command of the ill-starred expedition devolved upon Conan; for Borus, the first mate of the Hawk, was still aboard the pirate ship moored on the farther side of Siptah's isle. And even on his brawny shoulders the burden would rest uneasily.
Conan posted fresh sentries, twice as many as before, and sternly bade them to be vigilant. Gonzago's murder, he assured the men, had been the work of some strange jungle beast, which might still prowl abroad.
Conan was not entirely certain of the falsity of this explanation. A dream may be a dream and nothing more; yet the Cimmerian had never discredited the claims of those who read the future by means of a man's dreaming. And yet the slayer was more like to be a little-known beast of prey brought by some unknown means from a distant coast of Stygia. Perhaps one of Gonzago's men, nursing a grudge against the captain, had stolen up behind him in the dark and cut his throat. Or, perhaps, again, the winged figure in his dream was some hybrid monstrosity, bred of an unholy experiment performed by the Stygian sorcerer. Who could say what creatures dwelt on such a nameless and unholy isle?
So meditated Conan, sitting among his sleepless men around the roaring fire. Then a strangled cry of horror ripped the velvet night.
Shuddering at the clammy touch of grisly premonition, Conan sprang, cursing, to his feet, his steel naked in the firelight. A running figure shouldered through the twisting jungle vines and, speechless, stopped before him.
It was no cloaked and amber-eyed thing with hunched and bony shoulders, but one of the posted sentries – a burly-chested, tawny-bearded Argossean named Fabio. The man's face was ghostly pale, and his hands shook as he pointed wordlessly into the jungle. Harshly bidding the others remain, Conan followed the sentry back along the narrow path.
Up the jungle trail hacked out the previous day prowled the Cimmerian with catlike gait behind the trembling sentry, As he strode forward, his blue eyes penetrated the darkness, and he sniffed the air for tell-tale odours. Then Fabio halted, pointing.
Dappled moonlight filtering through the foliage revealed two men sprawled upon the ground. Conan bent and rolled the corpses over, grimly certain of the cause of death. The sailors earlier dispatched for tools and provisions had been returning, laden, when met by pitiless death. For bulging canvas bags were strewn beside the bodies, which lay wit faces mangled almost beyond recognition.
Conan frowned and knelt, dabbling his fingers in the trickling gore. The blood was fresh and warm, and just beginning to scum over as it dried. Thus he knew the hapless men had perished within the quarter hour, and like the captain, died by the same hand – or claw.
 



VII 
 
Winged Horror
 
Conan and Fabio hastened to the clearing wherein the huddled crew awaited them. Now there was no concealing from the crew the nature of the thing that had thrice struck from the shadows; for the sentry had seen the killer crouched' before its prey. And he babbled the tale excitedly to all who listened.
'Like a tall man, he was – a winged man – and bald, with the yellow eyes of a cat and a long, crooked jaw. At first I thought he wore a black cloak; but as I watched, he spread his arms wide and I saw the cloak was a pair of wings, black wings, like those of a bat. An enormous bat.'
'How tall was he?' growled Conan.
Fabio shrugged. 'Taller than you even.'
'What did he then?' asked the Cimmerian.
'He slashed with talons affixed within his wings, cutting their throats. And then he – he sprang into the air and disappeared,' said Fabio, wetting dry lips.
Conan was silent, scowling. The men looked fearfully at one another. Never had they heard of a man-sized bat that ripped out throats in the dark of the night. Unbelievable it was; yet there were three corpses to attest the sentry's tale.
'Is it Siptah himself, think you, Conan?' a pirate asked.
Conan shook his raven mane. 'From all that I have heard,' he said, 'Siptah is a Stygian sorcerer, naught more – a man like you or me, even though master of the blackest arts.'
'What manner of beast, then?' asked another.
'I know not,' growled the Cimmerian. 'Maybe some demon Siptah has conjured out of the foulest pit of hell to ward his tower against unwanted visitors. Or a survivor of some monstrous breed else vanished in the mists of long-forgotten ages. Whatever it is, it's made of solid flesh and blood, and so can die. Slay it we must, lest it destroy us one by one or force us to leave this misbegotten island empty-handed.'
'How do we kill it, then?' demanded a hook-nosed Shemite named Abimael. 'We know not where it lairs, and we must find it to attack it.'
'Leave that to me,' said Conan shortly. He studied the leaping flames of the roaring fire, and something in the seething fury of their crackling seemed to fascinate him. As he stared, an idea came to him.
'Surely, on all this isle the dwelling of the winged thing is in the tower of Siptah. For it occurs to me that a bird-man has no need of doors or windows.'
'But the tower has a spire,' said Abimael, 'rising above yon parapet. How could it enter there?'
'In truth, I know not. But it seems the likeliest place. And the lair of every creature has an entrance, although we know not where,' said Conan.
'If you be right, how can we reach the accursed thing?' asked Fabio. 'We cannot fly, and the tower lacks doors or windows.'
Conan nodded toward the fire and grinned. It was a mirthless thing, that smile: a wolfish baring of the teeth, white in a sombre face suffused with fierce determination. 'We'll smoke the devil out.'
 



VIII 
 
Death from Above
 
By dawn the men had finished their task, and weary but alert, they rested on the beach. Under the Cimmerian's direction, they had dragged piles of brush to join the driftwood on the beach. They felled trees and cut the trunks apart to furnish logs and laid them in a ring around the tower's base. Frantically they laboured, chopping and hauling, through the small hours of that terrible night.
When the east flamed with the approach of dawn, the makings of a tremendous bonfire circled the base of the black tower. Higher than a man the mass of logs and brush and leaves was heaped, and, Conan hoped, the coming conflagration would create such billowing smoke that no live thing within the tower could long endure the heat and choking fumes.
Surely the winged horror, if it nested in the tower, would emerge to fight or fly away; and then, in daylight, they could attack the demon-thing with man-made weaponry and hope to win. And to this end, Conan posted his finest archers so that they might command the tower's crest from every angle.
Dawn rose out of the sea in crimson and gold, as restless waves moaned against the strand and gulls circled the blue waters, uttering their harsh and lonesome cries. When the first rays of the rosy sun struck the tower's upper reaches, Conan shouted: 'Fire!' Men thrust torches into the high-piled brush, and flames leaped, like nimble dancers, from branch to branch. As the fire roared along the ebony stones, the tower shimmered before the gaze of the expectant watchers, who shielded their weary eyes against the glare of sun and flame. Clouds of pale-grey smoke swirled beneath the parapet and vanished within the tower or wafted into the azure sky.
'Pile on more logs,' ordered the Cimmerian.
'Surely,' said Abimael the Shemite, 'nothing can long endure within the tower now.'
'We shall see,' growled Conan. 'It takes time to penetrate so vast a mass of stone. Pile on more fuel, buckos.'
At last a bowman, shouting and waving to attract attention, pointed to the tower's upper reaches. Conan raised his eyes.
A dark, hunch-shouldered creature stood out against the morning sky, leaning like a gargoyle above the parapet to survey the beach with hate-filled yellow eyes. Conan heaved a gusty sigh of relief. Now it was all over but the killing! 'Ready with your bows,' he roared.
A bowman yelled, as from the tower's crest the black-winged monster cast itself upon the ambient air. Colossal was the stretch of its bat-like pinions; no earth-bred bird kid ever soared the winds on wings so broad.
Tense bowstrings snapped, and swift arrows flicked about the soaring figure; but with the armour of enchantment around it, not one struck home. The creature wavered in a /zigzag, bat-like flight, so that no barbed shaft grazed its leathered flesh.
Conan stared skyward, eyes narrowed against the growing flare, and clearly saw the winged devil. The thing he saw was naked, with a pallid body, lean and fleshless. Its upper chest bulged forward to form a kind of keel; and on either side of its bird's breast bulged massive muscles. Its narrow, elongated skull was bald and shapen like that of some ancient, predatory reptile. Its translucent, leathern wings were supported by a structure that corresponded to a human wrist, whence were prolonged downward two free digits that ended in hooked and lethal claws.
Swooping like a striking hawk, the devil-thing approached I lie beach and slew a bowman as he nocked an arrow. The Cimmerian with a roar of rage rushed to meet it, his cutlass Hashing in the morning sun. He aimed a blow that should have cloven the creature's skull in twain.
The blade snapped near the hilt, and only a small cut was marked in the creature's flesh. Then Conan knew that he had struck no ordinary skull, but one of strange and sinister density.
Down came the taloned feet toward Conan's chest. With a mighty sweep of his left arm, he knocked aside the deadly claws and struck the devil's body with the brazen knuckle-guard of his shattered sword. The grinning monster, ignoring Conan's hammer-like blows, closed in; and Conan fought for life against a relentless adversary. With superhuman strength, the wicked talons on feet and wings ripped the Cimmerian's leather jerkin, gashed his arms, and tore an opening in his scalp, streaking his face with crimson.
Beside him stood the Shemite Abimael, screaming curses as he slashed the winged form to no avail; and Conan realized with the clarity of the beleaguered that his life's span was measurable in minutes.
Half-blinded by his blood, Conan fought on, as other pirates, yelling and waving weapons, rushed towards him from all sides. And Conan knew, if he could but hold out a heartbeat more, the demon would be ringed with glittering steel, outnumbered, and cut down despite its unnatural vitality.
Suddenly, alerted to its peril, the otherworldly brute sprang away from Conan, turned, and spread its wings. But Conan, in a crimson fog of battle-lust, refused to let it flap away, to attack again. With a howl of primal fury, he leaped upon its back and hooked an arm around its throat. He strove to break its neck or strangle it, but that lean neck was steel beneath its leathery skin.
The black wings spread, catching the shoreward breeze. Lean sinews writhed across the gaunt torso as the monster soared on labouring pinions with Conan on its back. A score of yards above the sea they rose, while Conan measured the languid, curling swells and wondered if he might survive a fall and swim ashore. And then he dug his iron fingers deeper into the gullet of his aerial steed. Behind them, pirates stared, eyes bulging in consternation, and none dared send an arrow after them, lest this seal Conan's doom.
The monster spiralled upward. Higher it rose with every turn, until at last it fanned the air adjacent to the parapet
The parapet, Conan saw, stood a mere foot above a flag-.lone walk. Over it, a cone-shaped roof, thrusting upward like a spike, was supported by four columns of black basalt. These strange supports were richly carved in high relief with creatures never before seen by mortal man. On one writhed squid-like beasts with reaching tentacles; another bore serpent bodies with feathered pinions. A third had horned beings with merciless eyes charging a foe; and on the fourth were scribed narrow, manlike bodies with wide-spread bat-like wings, which Conan recognized as like that which bore him now aloft.
Like some ungainly bird, the monster fluttered to the parapet and hopped upon the flagstone walk. Conan slid true of its back. As the being whirled to face him, Conan snatched the poniard from his sash. It was a feeble weapon;
I nit now that hope had fled, Conan prepared to sell his life us dearly as he might.
The thing came on, the claws of its bird-feet clicking on the flagstones, wings half-spread to reveal the knife-like digits on each wing joint. Conan crouched, his dirk held low, prepared for one last upward thrust.
Suddenly, with a cawing screech of pain, the monster lurched sidewise, one wing gone limp. The shaft of an arrow protruded from the fleshless shoulder, its point embedded in a dorsal muscle. A cheer, wafting from the strand, did honour to this lucky shot by a Barachan archer. The winged creature was not so invulnerable as first appeared. If it could ho hurt, it might be killed. Conan smiled grimly.
One wing outspread, the monster attacked again. It did not seem too discommoded by its wound. For a brief moment, Conan and the demon circled the stone pit that cut into the centre of the flagstone pave. Then Conan, taking I he offensive, ceased waiting for the creature to approach.
The Cimmerian, weary from the loss of blood and the past night's vigil, summoned his last reserves of strength. Pouncing like a tiger, he leaped forward toward his foe and drove the poniard deep into its chest, hoping to pierce the heart.
The blade sank to the hilt in a deep flying muscle, and beneath the forceful blow the devil crumpled. Squawking furiously, the creature twisted its disabled body, wrenching the hilt-buried knife from Conan's hand, and then lay prone upon the flagstones. Conan, gasping painfully, wiped the blood from his eyes and looked for signs of life. He saw none. The Cimmerian looked closely at the pit centred beneath the columned pavilion and saw that it housed a circular stair of stone that led down to a room below. He had indeed smoked the devil out, for even now the dwindling plume of smoke from the surrounding bonfires swirled like a whirl-pool beneath the conical roof of the pavilion and were sucked into the stairwell.
Not knowing what he should encounter there, he set his feet upon the narrow steps and clambered down. Within the tower the air was hot and stifling, and the smoke obscured parts of the circular chamber in which he found himself.
Here was luxury indeed. The polished wooden floor, inlaid with lighter woods in curious designs, was embellished with small silken rugs in which were woven pentacles and circles and other mystic patterns. The chamber's curved stone walls were hung with tapestries and rich brocades; and worked into the fabric Conan saw threads of gold and silver gleaming brilliantly in the slanting rays of sunlight that, by some strange arrangement of mirrors, lit the room as if the sun itself shone in upon it. To one side stood a lectern of carved and polished wood upon which rested an open book of ancient parchment leaves. Farther along the wall an idol leered, its wolfish mien a frozen mask of menace.
Conan moved quickly around the room, searching for a | weapon; but he found nothing. The circumferential chamber had several curtained alcoves, that he ascertained; and choosing one at random, he flung the curtains back. And stared.
The centre of the alcove was occupied by a high-backed I chair of creamy marble, intricately carved into a labyrinthine tangle of serpent bodies and devil's heads; and seated on I this throne was Siptah the sorcerer, his expressionless eyes returning Conan's stare.
 



IX
 
 Slave of the Crystal
 
Conan, who had tensed, prepared to fight again, let his oath out with a sign of satisfaction. Siptah was dead. His ryes were dull and shrivelled, and the flesh had fallen, in upon his visage, so that his face was but a skull over which wiry skin was tightly stretched. Conan sniffed but could not, above the odour of the wood smoke, detect any taint of carrion. Siptah had sat for months upon his throne while Ins muscles and organs dried and shrivelled.
The shrunken figure wore a gown of emerald cloth; and on the bony upturned hands resting in its lap was cradled a huge, unfaceted crystal, which glowed with topaz fire. This, Conan surmised, was the demon-dreaded gem whose quest had brought him and his comrades to this death-haunted isle.
Conan stepped forward to examine the crystal. To his untutored eyes it seemed but a glimmering sphere of glass lit by an inner glow. Yet so many men desired it that it must I Live value far beyond imagining. Demons were somehow bound to this pale sphere and could not be released from service save by this orb. But Conan knew not how. He didn't understand such matters, and all that was clean and pure within him shrank from it with the powers of evil.
The scrape of a clawed foot on flagstones roused the Cimmerian from his contemplation. He whirled. The creature did not descend the stairs in human fashion, but on half-opened wings dropped down the well to the floor below. Amazed, Conan saw the arrow still transfixing its shoulder mill his poniard still sunk into the muscles of its breast; and it showed no lessening of its preternatural vitality, however strong, a wild jungle beast would have been rendered helpless by such wounds; but not, it seemed, the guardian of Siptah's tower.
Hie creature raised a clawed forelimb and advanced upon him. Frantically, Conan leaped to the left and seized the lantern on which rested the ancient tome. The book crashed to the floor as the Cimmerian raised the heavy piece of furniture, like an unwieldy club.
As the winged demon lurched toward him with taloned feet outstretched, Conan swung the clumsy weapon above his head and brought it down upon the monster's skull. The force of the blow sent the devil reeling back and smashed the lectern into a dozen shattered fragments.
Mewling and leaking blood from its crushed skull, the bat-man staggered slowly to its feet and once again advanced. Conan felt a momentary thrill of admiration for any being that sustained such crippling punishment and yet fought on. Still, his own plight was dire – a thing that would not die and Conan weaponless!
And then an idea, simple and audacious, exploded into consciousness; and Conan cursed, himself for past stupidity. He turned and snatched the crystal from the mummy's lap, then hurled it at the oncoming monster.
Although Conan's aim was true, the wily creature ducked the missile; and it hurled through the smoky air to land at last upon the lowest step of the stone staircase. And there, with a tinkling crash and a flash of amber light, the crystal shattered into a thousand pieces.
Then as Conan watched, slit-eyed and empty-handed, his adversary fell headlong to the floor. There was a puff of dust, an acrid odour. When the air cleared, he witnessed an amazing transformation: the monster's skin shrivelled, curled up, and crumbled into powder. It was as if the process of decay were speeded up ten thousand times before his wondering eyes. He watched the membranes of the bat wings vanish and saw the bones disintegrate beneath the leathery hide. In a few minutes, nothing was left of the creature but an outline of its shape marked on the floor by little heaps and ridges of dust. And a spent arrow and Conan's dirk.
 



X 
 
Siptah's Treasure
 
The midday sun beat on the yellow sand when Conan's shaggy mane appeared above the parapet. A blood-stained bandage wound about his head.
He waved to the cheering men below and, using a knotted strip of bedding for a rope, he lowered a small chest into their eager hands. Then, grasping that self-same rope a trifle gingerly, he stiffly slid down into the ashes of the burnt-out bonfire.
'Gods and devils, is there aught to drink in this accursed place?' he croaked.
'Here!' cried several corsairs, thrusting leathern wine skins toward him. Conan took a hearty swig, then greeted Borus, the first mate of the Hawk.
'While you were in the tower, the lads sent back for food and drink,' explained the Argossean. 'From what they told me., I thought it best to come ashore. What in the nine hells happened in the tower, Conan?'
'I'll tell you once I get these scratches cleaned and bandaged,' growled the Cimmerian.
An hour later, Conan sat upon a stump, eating huge mouthfuls of brown bread and cheese and gulping red wine from the ship's stores.
'And so,' he said, 'the monster crumbled into dust in less Mine than it takes to tell of it. It must have been an ancient corpse kept living by Siptah's sorcery. The old he-witch laid Mime command upon it to drive all uninvited callers from the island; and under Siptah's spell, it followed the command long after its master's death.'
'Is that the only treasure in the tower?' asked Abimael, pointing to the chest.
'Aye, all but the furnishings, and those we could not carry. I went through every alcove – where he cooked and worked Ins spells, where he stored supplies, even in his narrow bedchamber, but I found naught save this. 'Twill, furnish all a good share-out – naught fabulous – and a good carouse in port.'
'Were there no secret doors?' said Fabio, when the men had ceased their shouts of laughter.
'None that I could find, and I hunted the place over. It stands to reason Siptah gained more gold than's in this little chest, but I saw no sign of it. Perhaps it's buried somewhere on this island, but without a map to guide us, we could dig a hundred years in vain.' Conan took a gulp of wine and looked at Siptah's spire. 'Methinks this tower was built centuries before the Stygian came with his black arts to conquer it.'
'Whose was the tower, then?' asked Borus.
'My guess would be it was the winged man's, and others of his kind.' said Conan sombrely. 'I think the devil was the last of a tribe that walked the earth – or flew the skies before mankind appeared. Only winged men would build a tower with neither doors nor windows.'
'And Siptah with his magic enslaved the bat-man?' asked Borus.
Conan shrugged. That were my guess. The Stygian bound him to the magic crystal in some occult manner; and when the crystal broke, the spell was ended.'
Abimael said: 'Who knows? Mayhap the creature was not, hostile after all, until the sorcerer compelled it to obey hit] cruel commands.'
 'To me a devil is a devil,' said Conan, 'but you may be I right. That we shall never know. Let's get back to the Hawk Borus, and trim sail for the Barachas. And once aboard, if any dog wakes me before I've slept my fill, I'll make him wish the bat-man had cut his throat instead!'



The Ivory Goddess
- L. Sprague de Camp & Lin Carter



 Home on winds from the west, the sound of drums beat fast in the temple tower, flamingo pink in the setting sun. in its sunlit wall the shadow of Zaramba, chief priest of I'nut, stood transfixed, his attenuated form resembling a Htiik. The figure etched upon the wall was no darker than the black man whose shape it mimicked, although the outlined beak was but a pointed tuft of hair that decorated the front of his woolly pate.
Zaramba tossed back the cowl of his short purple robe and listened intently, straining to catch the message that pulsed out of the west. His drummer, clad only in a linen loin cloth, squatted beside two – now voiceless – hollow logs that served as temple drums, and marked each note as the distant roll of a great drum irregularly alternated with the clack of a lesser.
At length the drummer turned a sombre face. 'Bad news,' he said.
'What says the message?' asked Zaramba.
'Keshan has been plagued by the intrigue of foreigners. The king has expelled all strangers. Priests of the shrine of Alkmeenon were massacred by demons, one priest alone escaping to tell the tale. The scoundrels who wrought this evil are on their way to Punt. Let the men of Punt beware!'
'I needs must tell the king,' said Zaramba. 'Send a message to our brother priests in Keshan to thank them for their warning.'
The drummer raised his sticks and pounded the logs in a rattling code, as Zaramba hastened from the tower and bent his steps toward the royal palace of sun-dried mud, which raised its towers in the centre of Kassali, the capital of Punt.
Days passed. The sun of late afternoon stood far down in the western sky, where long clouds lay athwart the deepening azure like red banners floating on the winds of war. From the grassy hill whereon the painted temple stood, the city stretched all round. The low sun gleamed on the gold and crystal ornaments that topped the dun-brown palace in the middle distance and lent sparkle to the temple on the hill.
Eastward, beyond the city, a stretch of forest encroached upon the uplands, and from the far side of these clustered trees, now issued two figures mounted on wiry Stygian ponies.
In the lead rose a huge man, nearly naked, his massive arms, broad shoulders, and deeply-arched chest burnt to bronzen hue. His only garments were a pair of ragged silken creeks, a leathern baldric, and sandals of rhinoceros hide. A belt of crocodile skin, which upheld the breeches, also supported a dirk in its sheath, and from the baldric hung a long, straight sword in a lacquered wooden scabbard.
The man's thick mane of coarse, blue-black hair was square-cut at the nape of his neck. Smouldering eyes of volcanic blue stared out beneath thick, drawn brows. The man Bowled as a gust of wind disordered his sable mane. Not long before, he had worn a circlet of beaten silver around his brows, denoting him a general of the Keshani hosts. But I lie metal he had sold in Kassali to a Shemitish trader for food and other needfuls now carried in a sack, along with a meagre roll of possessions, on the back of the pack horse he obtained.
Emerging from the forest cover, the man pulled up his pony and rose in his stirrups to stare about. Satisfied that they were unobserved, he gestured to his companion to follow.
This was a girl who slumped with exhaustion in her saddle. She was nearly as nude as the man, for generous areas of smooth, soft flesh gleamed through the rents of her scanty raiment of silken cloth. Her hair was a foam of jet-black curls, and her oval features framed eyes as lustrous as black opals.
As the weary girl caught up with him, the man thumped his heels against the ribs of his mount and trotted out upon the savannah. The westerly sun was setting in a sea of flame us they crossed the grassy flatland and reached the sombre hills.
Conan of Cimmeria, soldier, adventurer, pirate, rogue, and thief, had come to the land of Punt with his love of the moment, the Corinthian dancing girl Muriela, former slave of Zargheba. They came to search for treasure, having escaped a hideous death at the hands of the priests of Keshan.
There Zargheba, his slave-girl Muriela, and his Stygian partner Thutmekri had concocted a plan to steal from the temple of Alkmeenon a chest of precious gems just when Conan. then a hireling general in Keshan. had set afoot a similar scheme. When all their plots were foiled and Zargheba fell victim to the supernatural guardians of the shrine, Conan and Muriela fled together from Keshan ahead of the vengeful Thutmekri and the furious, scandalized priests.
When Muriela's impersonation of the goddess Yelaya became known throughout the land, Thutmekri and his retinue narrowly escaped being thrown to the royal crocodiles. The Stygian claimed innocence in the blasphemous plot and strove to lay the blame on his enemy Conan. But the incensed priests refused to listen to his plaints, and he and his men departed hastily under cover of darkness and came to the land of Punt.
In Punt, the Stygian made his way to Kassali, the capital, where the mud-brick palace of King Lalibeha reared its towers, spangled with ornaments of glass and gold, into the blue tropical sky. Arguing that the Keshanis planned an invasion of Punt, the wily Thutmekri offered his services to the black ruler.
The king's advisers scoffed. The armies of Punt and Keshan, they said, were too evenly matched for either to attack the other with reasonable hope of success. They Stygian then claimed that the king of Keshan had formed a secret alliance with the twin monarchs of the south-easterly kingdom of Zembabwei to grind Punt between them. He promised, if accorded gold and plunder, to train the black legions of Punt in the skills of civilized war and swore that he could lead the Puntish hosts to the destruction of Keshan.
Thutmekri was not alone in his search in Punt for wealth and power. The riches of Punt also drew Conan and Muriela; for there, it was said, people sieved golden nuggets the size of goose eggs in the sandy beds of sparkling mountain streams. There, too, the devout worshipped the goddess Nebethet, whose likeness was carved in ivory inlaid with diamonds, sapphires, and pearls from the farthest seas.
The flight from Alkmeenon had told upon the strength of Muriela, who had hoped to stop in Kassali long enough to recover; but when Conan learned that Thutmekri had preceded him thither, he abruptly changed his plans, bought supply of food, and left the city. The Cimmerian now schemed to have the Corinthian girl, an accomplished actress, impersonate the goddess Nebethet, reasoning that the priests of Punt would not refuse to share their wealth when so instructed by their goddess. Conan would, in return, humbly obey the goddess's command to lead the Puntish army and defend the land against invasion.
Muriela doubted the wisdom of this plan. She pointed out that such a scheme had failed in the shrine of Alkmeenon and that their enemy, Thutmekri, had already arrived in Kassali and was closeted with King Lalibeha.
Conan growled: 'Lucky that trader fellow, Nahor, warned us of Thutmekri's arrival before I sought an audience with the king. I could never match wits with that slippery devil. He would have denounced us to the king, and the fat would have been in the fire.'
'Oh, Conan!' whimpered Muriela. 'Give up this mad scheme! Nahor offered you a post in his caravan...'
Conan snorted, 'Take Nahor's piddling pay as a caravan guard, when there's a fortune for the finding here in Punt? Not I!'
Before the first stars ventured forth upon the plain of evening, Conan and Muriela reached the hill they sought. Here in an uninhabited place stood the shrine-temple of the Puntish divinity, Nebethet. There was something about the place – the emptiness, the silence, the sombre gloom draping the hills in velvet cloaks – that sent a chill of premonition into Muriela's heart.
Nor was the sight of the shrine reassuring when, having wound up the steep slope, they caught their first glimpse of it. It was a round, domed building of white marble, rare in I his land of dun mud-brick walls and roofs of thatch. The barred portal resembled a mouth with bared fangs and was flanked on the second storey by two square windows like empty eye sockets. A great silver skull, the edifice grinned down on them in the light of the gibbous moon, a lonely sentinel guarding a grim and silent land that stretched away on either side in barren desolation.
Muriela shuddered. 'The gate is barred. Let us go, Conan.'
'We stay,' muttered Conan. 'We will go in if I have to carve a way into this skull-shaped pile. Hold the horses.'
Conan swung off his mount, handed his reins to the trembling girl, and examined the entrance. The portal was blocked by a huge portcullis of bronze, green with age. Conan heaved upon the structure; but, although the massive muscles of his arms and chest writhed like pythons, the portcullis would not budge.
'If one way does not serve, we'll try another,' he grunted, returning to Muriela and the horses. From the sack strapped to the spare horse, he took a coil of rope, to which was attached a small grapnel. Then he disappeared around a curve of the building, leaving the fearful girl alone in the eerie place. As time passed, her fear turned into stark terror; and when a low voice called her name, she cried aloud.
'Here, wench, here!'
Startled, she looked up. At one of the dark windows above the portal, Conan waved at her.
'Tie the nags,' he said. 'And forget not to loosen their girths.'
When she had tethered the beasts to one of the bars of the toothy portal, he added, 'Grasp this and sit in the loop I have made.'
The rope snaked down, and when she was seated in the bight, he hauled her up, hand over hand. The grazing horses and the grinning entrance wobbled and spun beneath her in the light of the rising moon. She bit her lip and closed her eyes; and her knuckles were alabaster as she clung to the rope. Soon Conan's strong arms closed about her. She felt' the cold slickness of the marble sill against her bare thighs as he drew her slim weight in through the casement. When at last the flooring held firm beneath her feet, she breathed a sigh of relief, and her eyes fluttered open.
There was nothing in her new surroundings to give rise to superstitious fear. She stood in a small empty room, the stone walls of which were bare of ornament. Across the room she saw the outlines of a trapdoor, propped open by a stick of wood.
uncertain steps. 'Careful, now. The planks of this floor are old and rotten.'
Below the trapdoor, a ladder descended into the gloom. Fighting her queasiness, she let her companion precede her downward. They found themselves in a spacious rotunda, ghostly in the semi-darkness. A circle of marble columns surrounded them, supporting the dome overhead.
'The modern Puntians could not have built this temple,' muttered Conan. 'This marble must have travelled a long way.'
'Who built it, then, think you?' asked Muriela.
Conan shrugged. 'I know not. A Nemedian I met – one of those learned men – told me entire civilizations rise and fall, leaving but a few scattered ruins and monuments to mark their passing. I have seen such in my travels, and this may be another. Let us strike a light before the moon goes clown and it grows too dark to see.'
Six small copper lamps hung from long chains beneath (he circle of the dome, and reaching up, Conan unhooked one from its hanging.
'There's oil in it and a wick,' he said. 'That means someone tends these lamps. I wonder who?'
Conan struck sparks from flint and steel into a pinch of tinder, and flame sputtered into being. He caught the flame on the end of the wick and held up the lamp, whence issued warm yellow glow. The outlines of the chamber sprang into view.
On the perimeter opposite the great portal, backed by a fretted marble screen, they saw a dais set upon three marble steps. A figure stood erect upon the dais.
'Nebethet herself!' announced Conan, grinning recklessly at the life-sized idol.
Muriela shuddered. Revealed in the uncertain lamplight, was a woman's beautiful naked body, well-rounded and seductive. But instead of a maiden's attractive features, the face of the statue was a fleshless skull. Muriela turned away in horror from the sight of that death's head, obscenely perched upon the voluptuous female form.
Conan, to whom death was an ordinary occurrence was not affected. Nonetheless, the sight caused shivers to run along his spine. Raising the lamp, he saw with dismay that the statue was carved from a single piece of ivory. In his travels in Kush and Hyrkania, he had learned much of the elephant tribe; yet he could not imagine what sort of monster might have borne a tusk as thick as a small woman's body.
'Crom!' he grunted, staring at the grinning skull. 'This means my scheme won't work. I planned to spirit away the statue and put you in its place to utter the auguries. But even a fool would never think you that skull-faced abortion come to life.'
'Let us fly, then, whilst we still live!' implored Muriela, backing toward the ladder.
'Nonsense, girl! We'll find a way to persuade the black king to oust Thutmekri and shower rewards on us. Till then, we'll search out the rich offerings left here by the faithful. In rooms behind the idol, maybe, or in underground crypts. Let's explore...'
'I cannot,' said Muriela faintly. 'I am fordone with weariness.'
'Then stay here whilst I look around. But wander not away, and call to me if aught occurs!'
Lamp in hand, Conan slipped out of the room, leaving Muriela in the enveloping silence. When the dancer's eyes adjusted to the dark, she could see the outlines of the statue with its sweetly curved woman's body and its gaunt and ghoulish head. The idol was faintly illuminated by the rays of the moon, down-thrusting through an opening in the dome; and as the tomblike silence seemed to take on a tangible shape, so the statue in the moonlight seemed to sway and waver. The beating of her heart became the tramp of ghostly feet.
Resolutely, Muriela turned her back upon the statue and sat, a small huddled shape, on the first step of the dais. The things she felt and saw, she told herself, were illusions wrought by fatigue, lack of food, and the weirdness of her surroundings. Still, her fear blossomed until she could have sworn before the gods of Corinthia that in a dim, unholy place she heard the spectral shuffle of unseen presences.
Muriela felt a compelling need to turn and look behind her; for she had an uncanny sensation that something stood here, staring at her from the shadows. Time and again she resisted this temptation, urging herself not to succumb to foolish fears.
A dirty, skeletal hand, like the claw of some huge bird of prey, closed on the flesh of her naked shoulder. She shrieked as she turned to find herself looking at a sunken face, with bony, withered jaws, topped by a mat of tangled hair that was barely visible in the palpable darkness. As. she jerked away and began to rise, a lumbering monstrosity materialized on her other side. It picked her up like a doll and pressed her against its hairy, muscular chest. With a scream of sheer terror, Muriela fainted.
In the dusty apartments behind the marble rotunda, Conan whirled like a startled jungle cat as the echo of that shriek invaded his senses. With a coarse oath, he sprang from the cubicle he had been investigating and raced back along the corridor, retracing his steps. If something had befallen Muriela, he thought, he was to blame for abandoning her in this ghastly place. He should have kept her with him while exploring the ancient shrine; but, aware that she was near the end of her strength, he had taken pity on her weakness.
When he re-entered the central hall, sword in hand and lamp held high, there was nothing to be seen. The girl was no longer where he had left her, nor was she to be found behind one of the many moon-pale columns. Neither could his keen eyes discern any signs of a struggle. It was as if Muriela had evaporated into air.
A prickling of superstitious horror stirred the barbarian to the core. He paid little heed to the dogmas of priests or the oracular warnings of wizards. His Cimmerian gods did not much meddle in the affairs of mortals. But here in Punt, things might be different. Besides, he had survived enough encounters with presences from beyond earthly dimensions that within him now smouldered an atavistic fear of the supernatural.
Relighting his lamp, which had faltered and flickered out during his frantic survey of the great hall, he searched on, but with a sense of leaden futility. Wherever the girl might be, she had indeed gone from the rotunda.
Muriela slowly came to her senses and found herself slumped against a wall of smooth stone. She was surrounded by darkness so impenetrable that never since the world began, it seemed to her dazed mind, had light plumbed this abyss of embalmed darkness.
Rising, she felt her way along the wall until she came to an angle. She set off in a new direction, brushing her finger tips against the rough stone for guidance. She turned another angle, and still another, until it occurred to the frightened and bewildered girl that she had completed the circuit of a small chamber in which she had not detected any door or opening, a featureless cube of stone. How, then, had she come hither? Had she been lowered through a trapdoor? Was she, perchance, in some dark well set deep into the living rock of the hill itself? Was this place her grave?
Muriela shrank into a huddle, staring into the featureless darkness trying to recall what had happened before her swooning. Suddenly, the gates of memory burst open, flooding her mind with living horror. She remembered the touch of the withered claw of the shrivelled creature that had crept upon her in the hall of the idol. She felt again the grasp of the hulking monstrosity that had caught her up against its hairy breast.
As memory returned, she cried out again, sobbing Conan's name. Faint as was that beseeching cry, Conan heard it. His catlike senses, honed through centuries of savage heritage, recognized the echo of Muriela's voice. He whipped about and sought down the corridor in the direction whence the cry had come. The orange flame of his guttering lamp grew feeble, as the gloom of night through which he strode drank up the flickering light.
Although the stony corridors and gloomy chambers seemed untenanted. the Cimmerian was alert to the slightest sound. When he heard a faint rasp from the black mouth of a side passage, he stopped, wheeled, and thrust his lamp forward.
A wizened, shrivelled thing, no taller than a child, leered, mummy-like, from the lateral corridor. Ancient it seemed as Hie stones underfoot, and as dead, save for the fire in the bleary eyes set in cavernous sockets in the shrunken face. The thing cowered from the light of the lamp and threw up a skeletal hand as if to ward off a blow.
Then a second apparition took shape out of the darkness behind the first. The monstrous being pushed past the shrivelled one and flung itself upon Conan, like a pouncing beast of prey. So swift was the assault that Conan had only a fleeting glimpse of a mountain of sable fur before the lamp was knocked from his hand, to go bouncing and clattering way. Conan found himself fighting for his life in absolute darkness.
Like a trapped leopard, his reaction was instinctive and violent. He tore himself loose from apelike arms, which tried to pinion him, and lashed out blindly with fists that thudded like trip hammers. He was unable to discern the true nature of his assailant in the total darkness but assumed that it was some manner of two-legged beast. He felt the jolt of a solid contact as it travelled up his arm and heard the satisfying crunch of a jawbone.
The unknown attacker came on again, swinging long arms. Conan sprang back, but not before the savage talons of the brute raked across his chest, laying his tanned hide open in long scarlet furrows. The cuts, stinging like fury, filled the Cimmerian with black barbaric rage. Needles of agony ripped away the veneer that civilization had placed upon his seething volcanic soul. Throwing back his tousled mane, he howled like a wolf and hurled himself upon his attacker, grappling breast to breast. Hot, foetid breath struck his face like the stinking fumes of a furnace. Sharp fangs slavered and snapped at his corded throat. Hands like clamps closed about his wrists, holding him at bay.
Conan brought his booted foot up in a mighty kick at the thing, which staggered back, loosening his grip on Conan's arms. Conan wrenched loose from the clutching paws and, with a bestial growl, hurled himself forward, groping for the monster's throat. As he locked his hands on the unseen windpipe, the beast tore loose and closed its fanged jaws on Conan's forearm. Lowering his head, like a pain-maddened bull, the Cimmerian butted the staggering form in the belly.
His opponent was taller than he by inches, and heavier by far, but its breath erupted with a gasp of anguish and it went down with a crash. Snatching out his dagger, Conan seized a handful of coarse hair and stabbed frantically again and again, driving the weapon into the creature's belly, chest, and throat until he had buffeted the last spark of life from its battered hulk.
Conan rose unsteadily to his feet, gasping and nauseated with the pain of many bites and scratches. When he stopped retching and regained his breath, he wiped his blade on the monster's hairy leg and sheathed it. Then he groped for his lamp. Although the lamp had gone out, a tiny blue flame danced above a puddle of spilled oil. By the feeble light of this elfin fire, Conan found his lamp and lit it.
The dead thing at his feet was a curious hybrid, neither man nor beast. Manlike in shape, it was covered with black hair, like a bear or a gorilla. Yet it was clearly not an ape. Its body and limbs were too manlike in proportions, while its head resembled nothing that Conan had ever looked upon. It had the sloping forehead and protruding snout of a baboon or dog, and its inky, rubbery lips were parted to reveal gleaming canine fangs. And yet, it must have had some link to humankind, for its private parts were covered by a filthy breech clout.
Trembling with terror, Muriela listened to the shouts, snarls, and scuffle of the battle in the passageway above her prison. When it was over, she renewed her plaintive cries. Following the sound of her whimperings, Conan located a niche in the corridor, floored by a flagstone to which was fastened a ring of bronze. He hoisted the slab, bent down, and caught the arms that Muriela reached out to him.
The girl gasped and shrank away from the bloody apparition that supported her, but the sound of Conan's familiar voice reassured her as he helped her step across the battered, hairy corpse that blocked the passage.
Haltingly she described the withered ancient who had laid hands upon her in the rotunda and told how the monster had seized and borne her off. Conan grunted.
'The old hag must be the priestess or oracle of this shrine,' he said. 'Her voice is the voice of the ivory goddess. There is a closet behind the idol with a door hidden in the fretted marble wall. Hiding there, she can see and speak to those who come to seek her counsel.'
'And the monster; what of him?' quavered the girl.
Conan shrugged. 'Crom knows! Mayhap her servitor, or some deformed brute the savages of Punt considered touched by the gods and marked for temple duty. Anyway, the thing is dead and the priestess has taken flight. Now we have naught to do but hide in the small room behind the statue when someone comes to hear the oracle.'
'We might wait months. Perhaps no one will ever come.'
'Nay, our friend Nahor told us the chiefs of Punt consult the ivory wench before each grave decision. Methinks you will play the skull-faced goddess after all.'
'Oh, Conan, I am sore afraid. We cannot stay here, even if we would, for we shall starve,' said Muriela.
'Nonsense, girl! Our pack horse carries food enough for many days, and this is as good a place to rest as any.'
'But how about the priestess?' persisted the frightened woman.
'The old hag cannot harm us now that her monster is lead,' said Conan cheerfully, adding, 'if we use normal caution, that is. I would not accept a drink from her hand.'
'So be it, then,' said Muriela. A look of sadness crossed her beautiful face as she added, 'In truth I am no oracle, but I foretell that this adventure will end badly for us both.'
Conan put his arms around her to comfort her. And in (lie early morning light that stole through the opening of the dome, she saw the blood oozing from the razor cuts across
his chest
'My beloved, you are hurt and I knew it not! I must wash and bind your wounds.'
'Just a few scratches,' grumbled Conan. But he allowed her to lead him to the well in the little cloistered courtyard behind the skull-faced temple. There she washed the dried blood from his limbs and bandaged the beast's bites with strips of silk torn from her skirt. A half-hour later, Conan and Muriela returned to the rotunda and rested behind a pillar out of sight of the ivory goddess. Keeping alternate watch, they slept all that day and the following night.
When Conan awoke, the golden rays of the rising sun were gilding the clouds of morning, and the East was ablaze with ruddy vapours. Muriela sat with her back to a pillar, cradling Conan's head in her arms.
He stretched. 'I must go and get us some food,' he said. 'Here, take this dagger in case the old priestess returns.'
Climbing the ladder to the small storeroom through whose window they had entered, he hooked the grapnel into the sill and prepared to descend the rope. Then he paused to peer westward, for he caught – or thought he caught – a glimpse of distant movement.
Beyond the hills that surrounded the temple-shrine lay a wide savannah, and at the far end of that grassy plain stood the city of Kassali, roof ornaments on temple and palace twinkling in the slanting sunlight. All seemed peaceful, the city asleep. Then Conan's keen eyes discerned a row of black dots moving across the plain. A faint plume of dust arose behind them.
'Our visitors are coming sooner than I thought,' he growled. 'I cannot leave the nags tethered here. The delegation would know at once that strangers occupied their temple.'
He swung over the sill and let himself down swiftly. In a I moment he had unhitched the horses. Tightening the girth on one, he vaulted into the saddle and departed at a gallop, leading the other two. A quarter-hour later he returned, breathing hard from running up the long slope of the hill, 
He climbed the rope and drew it in, then made his way to the head of the ladder.
'Horsemen coming!' he gasped. 'Tied the nags – in the woods – at the foot of the hill! Put on your goddess garb, and quickly.' He tossed Muriela a bundle of female garments.
Returning to the window, he found that the line of dots had grown into a cavalcade, cantering toward the foot of the temple knoll. He raced to the ladder, clambered down, and said:
'Come, we have scarce time to hide ourselves in the oracle chamber. You remember your speech?'
'Y-yes; but I fear. It did not work when we tried it at Alkmeenon.'
'There was a rascal then, and Bit-Yakin's accursed servants. This priestess lacks her monster, and I've seen no other temple denizens. This time, I'll stay beside you. Come!'
He took her hand and almost dragged her across the room. By the time the cavalcade reached the temple, Conan and Muriela were crowded into the small chamber behind the ivory goddess.
They heard the clop of hooves, the jingle of harness, and the mumble of distant voices, as men dismounted. Presently Conan caught a slow mechanical rumble.
'That must be the portcullis,' he whispered. 'The priests mist have some sort of key.'
The voices grew louder, mingled with the tramp of many feet. Through the band of fretwork that ran across the door, Conan saw a procession file into the rotunda. First came a group of blacks in barbaric finery. In their midst paced a large, stout man with greying, woolly hair, on which rode an elaborate crown, made of sheets of gold hammered into the form of a hawk with outspread wings. This, Conan surmised, must be King Lalibeha. A very tall, lean man in a purple robe he took to be Zaramba, the high priest.
They were followed by a squad of Puntian spear men with headdresses of ostrich plumes and rhinoceros-hide shields, behind them strode Thutmekri the Stygian and a score of his personal retainers, among them Kushite spear men and Shemitish archers armed with heavy double-curved bows. Conan's neck hairs stiffened as he sighted his enemy.
Thutmekri the Stygian felt the morning breeze at his back. That same chill, or an echo of it, closed about his heart. Rogue and adventurer though he was, the tall Stygian cared little for this unexpected visit to the shrine of the ivory goddess. He remembered all too well the disaster that had befallen his partner in the temple of the goddess Yelaya at Alkmeenon.
Although Thutmekri had spoken plausibly about the possibility of war against Punt, King Lalibeha had remained doubtful and suspicious. Among the rulers of the northern tier of black countries, the old king was known as canny and cautious. To cap the king's doubts, his high priest Zaramba had received a drum message from his sacerdotal colleagues to westward, warning against certain pale-skinned trouble-makers who were fleeing towards Punt. When the smooth-talking Stygian persisted, Zaramba proposed a visit to the oracular shrine of Nebethet, to seek the advice of the goddess.
Thus king and high priest with their attendants had set out at dawn and travelled into the sunrise. It behoved Thutmekri to go with them, much as he disliked the notion. The Stygian thought little of these southern gods, but he feared their fanatical priests, who might turn upon him, denouncing him as a foreign interloper. His débâcle in Keshan had honed a fine edge on his fears. And as they rode toward the skull-shaped temple on that distant hill, he wondered whether the whole expedition was a pretext by Lalibeha and his high priest to trap and destroy him.
So they had come to the shrine of the goddess Nebethet. Zaramba had released the hidden catch that enabled his servants to raise the portcullis, and in they went. The king placed Thutmekri and his men in the centre of the solemn procession, in order, the Stygian suspected, to give the royal escort the advantage should a fracas begin.
Eyes gleamed with holy awe; the priest and the courtiers knelt and bowed low to the ground. On the dais before the ivory, skull-faced goddess, the king placed a small, lacquered casket; and as he opened it, jewelled fire spilled out into the pale morning light of the secluded place.
Long black arms rose in homage to the ivory woman, intoned an invocation, while youthful acolytes with shaven heads swung golden censers, spreading clouds of fragrant smoke.
Thutmekri's nerves were on edge. He fancied that he felt the pressure of unseen eyes. As the priest spoke in an archaic dialect of Puntish, which he could not understand, his restlessness grew. His Stygian ancestry whispered that something was about to happen.
In a bell-like voice, the skull-faced woman spoke: 'Beware, O King, of the wiles of Stygia! Beware, O Lalibeha, of the plots of blasphemers from distant, sinister lands! The man before you is no friend but a smooth-tongued traitor, come slinking out of Keshan to pave the road to your doom!'
Growling and lifting their feather-tufted spears, the Puntian warriors glared suspiciously at Thutmekri and his escort. The Stygian's men clustered together, the spear men forming a circle of shields. Behind them, the Shemites cached back over their shoulders, ready to whip arrows from their quivers. In an instant, the hall might explode into a scene of scarlet carnage.
Thutmekri remained frozen. There was something familiar about that voice. He could have sworn that it was the voice of a much younger woman disguised to sound mature – a young woman whose voice, he was sure, he had heard before.
'Wait, O King!' he cried. 'You are being cozened...'
But the voice from the statue, continuing without pause, commanded the attention of all. 'Choose, instead, as your general Conan the Cimmerian. He has fought from the snows of Vanaheim to the jungles of Kush; from the steppes of Hyrkania to the pirate isles of the Western Ocean. He is beloved of the gods, who have carried him victorious 11 trough all his battles. He alone can lead your legions to victory!'
As the voice ceased, Conan stepped out of the small chamber that opened on the rotunda. With a keen sense of the dramatic, he strode majestically forward, bowing formally to King Lalibeha and again to the high priest.
'The devil!' snarled Thutmekri. His face convulsed with rage, he told his archers: 'Feather me yonder clown!'
As half a dozen Shemites pulled arrows from their quivers and nocked them, Conan's eye caught their action. Ha gathered his legs beneath him to spring behind the nearest] pillar; for at that range, he would be an inevitable target] for a volley of arrows. The king opened his mouth to shout a command.
At that moment the ivory statue of Nebethet creaked,' groaned, and toppled forward, to crash down the steps off the dais. Where the statue had been now stood a woman| on whom all eyes were fixed.
Staring with the rest, Conan saw that it was Muriela -, yet it was not she. Nor was it merely the shimmering ankle-length gown or the few dabs of cosmetics. This woman seemed Muriela transfigured, taller, more majestic, even more beautiful. The air about her seemed to glow with a weird violet light, and the atmosphere of the rotunda was suddenly vibrant with life. The woman's voice was neither Muriela's light soprano nor her imitation of the ringing tones of the goddess she feigned to be. It was a deeper, more resonant voice – a voice which seemed to make the very floor vibrate like the plucked string of a lute.
'O King! Know that I am the true goddess Nebethet, albeit in the body of a mortal woman. Does any mortal contest this?'
Thutmekri, insensate with rage and frustration, growled to one of his Shemites, 'Shoot her!'
As the man bent his bow, aiming over the head of the kneeling spear men before him, the woman smiled slightly and pointed a finger. There was a flash and a sharp crack, and the Shemite fell dead among his comrades.
'Now do you believe?' she asked.
There was no reply. Every man in the chamber – king, Driest, warriors, and the adventurers Conan and Thutmekri
sank to his knees and bowed his head. The goddess continued:
"Know, O King, that these two great rogues, Thutmekri and Conan, desire to gain whatever they can at your expense, as they sought and failed to cozen the priests in Keshan. I he Stygian merits naught less than to be thrown to the crocodiles. The Cimmerian deserves no less a fate, but I would that he be leniently dealt with because he was kind to the woman whose body is my garment. Give him two days to leave the kingdom or become the reptiles' prey.
'I lay upon you one more command. My idol, cracked in its fall, was at best an ugly image. Set your artisans, O King, to carving me a new statue in the likeness of this woman whose form I now inhabit. I shall, in the interval, make my abode in her body. See that it be furnished with the best of food and drink. Forget not my commands. I grant you now permission to withdraw.'
The purple light faded; the goddess stood motionless upon the dais. The men, bemused, rose silently to their feet and stood as men transfixed. Stealthily, the Stygian and his retinue moved toward the open portal.
The king's command shattered the silence. 'Take them!' he roared.
A long-bladed javelin soared from the hand of a king's man, to bury itself in the black breast of one of Thutmekri's Kushites. The victim screamed, lurched drunkenly, and sank sprawling on the marble floor, blood gushing from mouth
and nose.
The next instant, the hall was alive with yelling, struggling men. Javelins arched, bowstrings twanged, spears jabbed, lagged-bladed throwing knives whirled through the air, and hardwood clubs thudded on rhinoceros-hide shields and woolly-pated heads. Again and again the men of Punt hurled themselves upon the compact knot of Thutmekri's men. As each wave receded, wounded or dying men clutched at -putting arteries or writhed in their own spilled viscera.
Thutmekri whipped out his glittering scimitar. Thundering oaths and calling on Set and Yig and all the other devil-gods of the Stygian pantheon, he hewed like a madman among his attackers. Shortly, he cleared a space before and around him, the nearest Puntians giving back before his deadly strokes. Through the thinning press, Thutmekri sighted Conan, standing with sword in hand beside the dais.
Eyes glaring, mouth twisted with hate, Thutmekri broke out of the crowd and rushed upon the man he blamed for the collapse of all his schemes.
'This for you, Cimmerian lout!' he screamed, aiming a decapitating slash at Conan's neck.
Conan parried, and the swords met with the clang of a bell. The blades sprang apart, circled, clashed, and ground. Sparks flew from the steel. Breathing heavily, the antagonists circled, thrusting and slashing in a frenzy of action.
After a quick feint, Conan struck home against Thutmekri's flank. With a groan, the Stygian doubled over, dropping his sword and clutching at his cloven side. Blood gushed across his fingers. A second blow sent his head leaping from his shoulders and rolling along the floor, while his body slumped into a swiftly widening pool of its own blood.
When their leader fell, Thutmekri's men – such as were still standing – broke for the exit. In a mass, they crowded through the encircling Puntians, pushing some aside and trampling others. In a trice they were through the portal.
'After them!' shouted King Lalibeha. 'Slay all!'
King, priests, and warriors streamed out after the fugitives. When Conan reached the portcullis, the grassy slope and the plain beyond were alive with men, some galloping, on horseback and some running afoot, like madmen. Some of the fugitives vanished into the forest that lapped the hill to southward.
Back in the shrine, Conan stepped over the silent dead and^ the groaning wounded to approach the dais. Muriela still stood motionless where once had stood the ivory statue Conan said:
'Come, Muriela, we must be gone. How did you manage, that purple glow?'
'Muriela?' said the woman, looking full upon his face. The violet radiance returned as she spoke. 
A chill remoteness of tone and manner far beyond the rapacity of Muriela's not unskilled acting. 'Do not presume, mortal, unless you wish the fate accorded that unfortunate Sliernite.'
Conan's skin crawled. Awe shone in the blue eyes he I gazed upon the goddess.
'You are truly Nebethet?'
'Aye, so some men call me.'
'But – but what is to become of Muriela? I cannot just abandon her.'
'Your concern does credit to you, Conan. But fear not her. She shall be my garment as long as I wish. When I wish otherwise, I will see that she is well provided for. Now you had best be on your way, unless you prefer to end up in the bellies of Lalibeha's crocodiles.'
Seldom in his turbulent life had Conan deferred to any human being, no matter how exalted. Now, for once, be respectful, almost humble.
'On my way whither?' he said. 'Your Divinity knows that I um out of money. I cannot return to Kassali to take up Nahor's offer, for my welcome either in Punt or in Keshan would be something less than hearty.'
Then bend your steps toward Zembabwei. Nahor of Asgalun has a nephew in the city of New Zembabwei, who may have a post for you as caravan guard. Now go, ere I think me of the blasphemies you plotted in my name!'
Conan bowed, backed away from the dais, turned, and M rode out. As he walked beneath the raised portcullis, a shuffling sound behind made him whirl, hand on hilt.
From the darkness within, a withered, bent, and shrunken creature tottered into the light. It had once been a woman.
The aged priestess of the temple of Nebethet shook a bony fist at Conan. From her toothless jaws came a harsh, grating speech:
'My son! Ye have slain my son! The curse of the goddess upon thee! The curse of the child's father, the demon Jamankh, upon thee! I call upon Jamankh, the hyena-demon, in blast and rend this murderer, this blasphemer! May your eyeballs rot in your head! May your bowels be drawn from
your belly, inch by inch! May ye be staked out over an anthill! Come, Jamankh! Avenge —'
A fit of coughing racked the aged frame. The crone pressed both bony hands to her chest, and her faded eyes widened in their cavernous sockets. Then she fell headlong upon the marble.
Conan stepped forward and touched the ancient body. Dead, he mused; she was so old that any shock would slay her. Perchance her demon lover, who begat the monstrosity on her, will come after me and perchance not. In any case, I must be on my way.
 He closed the staring eyes of the corpse, strode out of the temple, and swung down the grassy slope to the place in the forest where he had left the horses.
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I 
 
The Owl that Cried by Day
 
The forest was strangely silent. Wind whispered through the |blue-green leaves of spring, but no sound came from the beasts and birds who dwelt within these verdant solitudes.
It was as if the forest, with its thousand eyes and ears, sensed the presence of an intruder.
Then through the aisles of giant oaks came the rustling of men on the move – the tramp of feet, the muted jingle of metal armament, the murmur of voices.
Suddenly the leaves parted and a burnished giant of a man entered a clearing. He was armed as if for war; a plain steel helm covered his mane of coarse black hair; and his deep chest and knotted arms were protected by a hauberk of chain mail. The dented helm framed a dark, scarred face bronzed by strange suns, wherein blazed eyes of smouldering volcanic blue.
He did not tramp along, but glided from bush to bush, now and again stopping to peer, to listen, and to sniff the air. He had about him the tense and wary look of one who expects an ambush. Soon a second man appeared behind the first – a well-built, blond young man of medium height, wearing the war-harness of a lieutenant in the Golden Lions, a regiment in the Frontier Guard of Numedides, King of Aquilonia.
The difference between the two was striking. The black-maned giant, obviously a Cimmerian from the savage wildernesses to the north, was vigilant but at ease; the younger officer, starting at every sound and swatting the myriad flies, appeared clumsy and nervous. He addressed the older man with deference:
'Captain Conan, Captain Arno asks if all is well forward of our position. He waits your signal to advance the troops.'
Conan grunted, saying nothing. The lieutenant glanced uneasily about the glade. 'It seems quiet enough to me,' he added.
Conan shrugged. 'Too quiet for my taste. These woods at mid-day should be alive with birdsong and the chattering of squirrels. But it's as silent hereabouts as any graveyard.'
'Mayhap the presence of our troops has frightened the forest creatures,' suggested the Aquilonian.
'Or,' said Conan, 'mayhap the presence of a Pictish force, though as yet I have seen no certain sign. They may be here, or1 they may not. Tell me, Flavius, have any of our 'scouts returned?'
'Not yet, sir,' said the young lieutenant, 'But the scouts sent out by General Lucian report no Picts are in this forest.'
Conan bared his fangs in a mirthless wolf's grin. 'Aye, the General's scouts swear there's not a living Pict in all of Conajohara, that I know. They conclude the painted devils
anticipate our strike in force and have withdrawn. But...'
'You distrust the scouts, Captain?'
Conan glanced briefly at the lieutenant. 'I know them not. Nor whence Lucian brought them, nor how trustworthy their opinions may be. I'd trust the word of my own scouts – the men I had before Fort Tuscelan fell.'
Flavius blinked, incredulous. 'Do you suspect Viscount Lucian of wishing us ill?'
Conan's face became a mask as, slit-eyed, he studied his companion. 'I've said naught to that effect. But I've seen enough of this world to trust few men. Go, tell Captain Arno... Wait, here comes one of Lucian's vagabonds.'
A lean man, with a brown skin seamed by a hundred small wrinkles, stepped from behind the trunk of a huge oak – an oak that was already old when the Picts ruled all the Westermarck. The man was clad in buckskin and bore a bow and hunting falcon.
'Well?' said Conan in lieu of other greeting.
'Not a sign of a Pict the whole length of South Creek,' said the scout.
'Who is on our flanks?'
The scout repeated several names. 'No Picts anywhere. There's the creek ahead of you,' he said, pointing.
'That I know,' said Conan, dryly.
As Flavius, peering through the massive tree trunks, discovered a glimmer of silver in the middle distance, the scout faded back into the forest.
The sounds of moving men grew louder as the head of the column appeared on the trail behind them. Of the hundred-odd Aquilonian soldiers, who travelled in ones and twos along the narrow trail, half were pikemen and half, archers, The pikemen, mostly stocky, tawny-haired Gundermen, wore helmets and mail shirts. The archers, mainly Bossonians. walked unarmoured save for hauberks of leather studded with bronzen rings or buttons, and here and there, a light steel cap. Arno, it seemed, had wearied of waiting.
A stocky, brown-haired officer hurried up to Conan sweat running down his round, red face. The new arrival pushed back his helmet and said:
'Captain Conan, my pig-stickers begin to tire. They need a short rest.'
'They find this a hard march? Ha! They need hardening, Arno, the way I've been hardening my archers. Let them rest for a moment. And go stop their loose tongues. If there's a Pict within a league, he'd know where and how many we are.'
Captain Arno slapped at a fly on his neck. Few men have legs as long as yours, Conan, or tongues as short.' He returned to his soldiers, shaking his head.
' "Reconnaissance in force", forsooth!' growled Conan to Flavius. 'Under these conditions, it invites disaster.'
'The general's orders were positive,' said Flavius.
'Aye, but that makes them no less foolish. To war with Picts, you need news before the fight and numbers during it. So you scatter your scouts to seek the size and position of the foe, then concentrate your troops to hit them hard.'
'That, sir, takes careful timing, does it not?'
'Aye, that it does. If you miscalculate, you're dead. Timing, lad, is half the art of war – what Numedides' gilded generals call strategy. But sending two half-companies thus along the creek, with no force to back us up in case of trouble, when the Picts can bring together thousands...'
Conan's deep-set blue eyes pierced the long aisles between the ancient trees, as if by staring hard he could penetrate the massive boles and see the shadowy, hidden distances. He liked nothing about this expedition, which seemed to him foolhardy to the point of insanity. Soldiers long in the service of King Numedides never questioned their orders or the wisdom of their superiors. But Conan the Cimmerian was no common Aquilonian soldier, although for more than a year he had served as a mercenary here, fighting the country's wars for hire. He was beginning to regret his acceptance of a command in the Frontier Guard, although at the time it had seemed the wisest course. The sharing of command with Captain Arno partly accounted for his change of heart; but this blind expedition into an unknown and hostile wilderness irked him more. Every savage instinct in his primitive soul cried out in warning against so foolish a plan.
'Well, time to move on,' he growled. 'Flavius, return to Arno and have him get his pikemen on their feet.'
Through the long morning, the troops with muted tread made their way over rocks and roots of trees along the trail lo South Creek, the boundary of water that divided the province of Schohira from the lost Conajohara, now overrun by painted Picts.
Returning up the line of marching men, Flavius rejoined Conan at the front and delivered his message: 'Captain Arno will hold the pace you set until you signal otherwise.'
Conan nodded curtly, lips parted in a sour smile. 'Praise be to Crom,' he said.
'For what?' asked Flavius.
'For Arno's good sense to know that he knows not the frontier. So he takes my advice. In other circumstance, two commanders of one force would be an invitation to the Gods of disaster.'
'General Lucian insisted there be two of you.'
'Still I like it not. Something stinks about this whole thing.'
As the trail approached the creek, Conan turned to the soldiers in the van. 'Fill your water jugs and skins, all of you. Pass the word along, but whisper it.'
When the sun looked down from the centre of the sky, the troop had covered another league along South Creek as it tumbled over its rocky bed in its haste to reach its junction with the Black River. Aside from the rippling of the water, l lie forest was as silent as a tomb.
Suddenly a sound broke the quiet. It was the hoot of an owl. Conan whirled and dashed back toward the disorderly column of marching men.
'Form square for attack!' he roared. 'Archers, hold your shots till you see your targets plain!'
Running after him, Flavius panted: 'It was but an owl, Captain. There is no...'
'Whoever heard an owl at mid-day?' snarled Conan, as a chorus of yells from trees ahead half-drowned his words.
 



II 
 
Death from the Trees
 
Arno, too, shouted orders, and the snakelike column dissolved into a shapeless mass of men. Then in accordance with the manoeuvres that Conan had drilled into them, the mass shook itself out into a hollow square. The perimeter bristled with the low-held points of fifty-odd pikemen, and behind each stood an archer, bow in hand and arrow nocked. The pikemen knelt on the soft, leaf-covered forest floor, their pikes butt to the ground, shafts slanting forward, points waist-high.
The wall of men had scarce been formed when a horde of painted savages erupted from the woods. Naked but for breech clouts and moccasins, and feathers in their tangled manes of knotted hair, the Picts charged the Aquilonians, shooting arrows as they came. Formidable they were, these swarthy, muscular men armed with copper-bladed hatchets and copper-headed spears. Some bore weapons of fine Aquilonian steel, stolen from the dead after the fall of Fort Tuscelan.
'Mitra! There must be thousands of them,' breathed Flavius.
'Go to yonder corner of the square,' said Conan as he positioned himself at the corner to the right. Arno and Arno's lieutenant occupied the remaining corners, facing outward toward the fast-surrounding hordes.
Several Picts fell before the withering rain of Bossonian arrows. Then the Picts were upon them. Some, in their warlike fury, impaled themselves on the points of the pikes. Others danced beyond the spears, yelling war cries and brandishing weapons. A few dropped to the ground and tried to roll beneath the jagged line of spears; but these were soon dispatched.
Defending his comer of the square, Conan whirled his heavy broadsword, lopping off a head here, an arm there. The archers, with the relentless rhythm of automatons, nocked arrows and loosed them into the surging mass. Pict after Pict fell screaming, trying to draw a shaft from his chest or writhing in his death throes. Blood flowed unchecked onto last winter's leaves and soaked into the thick humus of the forest floor. The motionless air drank in the stench of blood and sweat and fear. The screech of a bone whistle cut through the roar of the battle. Pictish chiefs ran among the battle-crazed savages, pulling them back and shouting unintelligible commands.
The frenzied tribesmen were not readily commanded; but at last they turned their backs on the foe. Trotting down the nearest aisle, limping or hobbling away, or staggering beneath the weight of wounded comrades, they faded into the budding branches and were gone.
Around the armoured square lay more than two-score dead and wounded Picts, some moaning, others feebly trying to crawl to safety. Conan wiped the blood and sweat from his face and turned to confront his soldiers, who stood expectantly beside the fallen members of the company.
'You! And you!' barked Conan, indicating two of the pikemen. 'Fall out and dispatch me those dogs who still move. If it's a Pict, spear it; they are good at shamming a lead. The rest of you, keep your places. Throw our dead out of the square. Tend our wounded.'
Conan designated three archers to leave the square to Anther up the spent arrows lying on the ground or sunk in Pictish flesh. Arno asked:
'Why have the savages quit when they outnumbered us ten to one?'
'Crom only knows. They've probably withdrawn to plan some other devilment. Don't break formation yet.'
A gentle breeze carried the sound of a drum and a rattle shaken by a swarthy hand. The Aquilonians sighed in relief, wiped sweat from their faces, and drank deeply from their water jugs and skins. When some doffed helmets and mail-shirts, Conan roared:
'Put back your harness, dolts! How think you we slew so many more than we, ourselves, have lost?'
In the airless afternoon, flies swarmed around the bodies of the fallen, forming black clusters on the bloody wounds;
and the drumming and rattling of the savages droned on. The four officers gathered apart from the square of restless, weary men to confer in lowered voices. Conan said:
'I heard they have a new wizard, Sagayetha, nephew of old Zogar Sag. Methinks that racket means he's there among them directing the next attack.'
'Beware, Conan!' hissed Arno. If the men suspect there's sorcery afoot__'
'Anyone who wars with Picts fights sorcery,' said Conan. "Tis the natural condition of the frontier. They cannot stand against good Aquilonian steel, the steel that plucked through Westermarck out of Pictish hands. So they turn to their black devil-magic to even up the odds.'
'What mean you, "plucked"?' said Arno with indignation. 'The land was bought from them, piece by piece, by legal treaties bearing royal seals.'
Conan snorted. 'I know those treaties, signed by some Pictish drunken ne'er-do-well who knew not what he placed his mark upon. I love not Picts, but I can understand the fury that drives them now. We'd best march back in column of fours, pikes without and archers within. Should they again attack, we can reform our hedgehog.'
The officers returned to their posts, but before the column had proceeded a hundred paces, the rattling and drumming ceased abruptly. The marchers paused, disquieted by the sudden quiet.
A piercing scream ripped through the garment of uncanny silence. A man staggered out of ranks and fell writhing among the twisted roots. Another likewise fell; and suddenly the line vibrated with fearful cries of horror.
Snakes – Pictish vipers, some as long as a man, with wedge-shaped heads and diamond patterns down their thick, scaly bodies – dropped from the trees among the Aquilonians. On the forest floor they coiled, heads swaying, and lunged at the nearest soldier. Then slithering to their next victim, they coiled and struck again.
'Swords!' shouted Conan. 'Kill them! Keep your ranks, but kill them!'
Conan's blade divided a six-foot serpent into writhing halves; but there seemed no end to the rain of snakes. An archer, shrieking in mindless terror, dropped his bow and broke into a run.
'Back in the ranks, you!' roared Conan.
The flat of his sword felled the fleeing Aquilonian. But it was too late; panic had taken hold. Arno, snake-bitten, lay writhing on the ground.
The Frontier Guards dissolved into a stream of fugitives, casting aside armour and weapons in their headlong flight. The Picts swarmed out of the forest cover and rushed after them, hacking, stabbing, and cudgelling those they overlook.
Conan's whirling broadsword struck down two Picts. 'Flavius!' he cried. 'This way!'
The young lieutenant fought through the press to join Conan, as the Cimmerian strode away from the fleeing Aquilonians.
'Are you mad?' panted Flavius, catching a Pictish hatchet blow on his buckler and missing a swipe at the wielder.
'See for yourself,' growled Conan, running another Pict through the body. 'If you'd leave this place alive, follow me.'
The two hastened north-westward. Suddenly, there were even more Picts ahead, the nearest having given a wide berth to the two mailed warriors with bloody blades. Conan and Flavius ran down the trail and were soon out of sight of the battlefield.
The savages sprinted after the bulk of the Aquilonians, Hiring back toward Velitrium. But the Picts avoided the place where the Aquilonians had formed their square, for I here lay bodies heaped and serpents still slithered and coiled as they struck.
 



III 
 
Blood Money
 
In time the creek spread itself voluptuously beneath the blue sky, which it caught in reflected splendour. As Conan and Flavius pushed through the lush greenery cradling its shores, the sharp clap shattered the stillness. A splash roiled the placid
surface of the pond, and drops of water leaped up the slanting rays of the afternoon sun, glittering like topaz.
'Fish?' whispered Flavius.
'Beaver. They splash with tails like broadswords to warn the others when danger approaches. See you their dam downstream of the pond? That's their abode.'
'Mean you they live beneath the water?'
'Nay, in dry nests of twigs above the surface within the confines of the dam. Can you see that opening beyond the dam?'
On the right bank of South Creek, below the beaver dam, Flavius saw a clearing. Once neglected and overgrown, it had been lately cleared again. Through the trees that crowned this promontory, Flavius glimpsed the steel blue water of the Black River.
In the midst of the clearing rose a granite statue twice the height of a man. Little more than a large upright boulder, it was roughly trimmed to suggest a human shape. In front of this rude area, a smaller flat-topped boulder appeared above the long grass.
'The Council Rocks,' muttered Conan. 'The Picts were wont to meet here before the Aquilonians drove them out of Conajohara. Now they've cleared the place again and use it for their gatherings. We'll hide behind the beaver house to watch and listen. They'll hold a council, now that our forces are in disarray.'
'But they'll spy us, Conan, and take us prisoner or worse!'
'I think not.' Conan pulled ferns and water plants from the margin of the pond and fastened them about his helmet.; 'Tie plants about your helm, like mine.'
'This hides our heads full well,' said Flavius. 'But what about mail-clad bodies?'
'All is invisible in brackish water, son.'
'Mean you we must lurk within this pond, in all out harness, like some scaly creatures of the deep?'
'That's it. Better wet than dead.'
Flavius sighed. 'I suppose you are right.'
'The day I'm wrong, they'll hang my head in one of altar huts. Come on!'
Conan stepped into water no deeper than his waist and led his young companion across the pond to the beaver house, a wide mound of sticks two feet above the water. As they approached, a turtle, sunning itself on the wattled dam, slipped off into the water and vanished.
As they crouched until the water reached their chins, only their heads, all but undetectable under the leafy disguises, showed above the surface.
'I'd rather pray to Mitra in a temple than kneeling on
I his dank leaf-mould,' said Flavius with a wry little smile.
'Be still; our lives depend upon it. Can you hold this pose for hours if need be?' 'I'll try,' said the lieutenant gamely. Conan grunted approvingly, and, like a crouching leopard,
poised to move.
Insects hummed around them, and the frogs, which had fallen silent when the men appeared, resumed their croaking chorus. A red sun hung low above the fan of greenery that dabbled its feet in the roseate water. Slowly the woods darkened.
Flavius whispered desperately, 'Something is biting me.'
'Bloodsucker,' said Conan. 'Fear not; it will not steal enough of your blood to weaken you.'
With a shudder, Flavius pinched the writhing thing and it fell from him.
'Hist! They come,' murmured Conan.
Flavius quieted, hardly daring to breathe, as Picts in ones and in twos flitted among the darkening trees, whooping with laughter. Flavius was surprised. From what he had seen of Picts, he deemed them a dour and silent folk. Evidently these savages could rejoice as well as other men.
The clearing filled as Picts, in clan regalia, squatted in
rows and passed around skins of weak native beer, amid the banter and boasting.
'I see Wolves, Hawks, Turtles, Wildcats, and Ravens,' whispered Flavius, 'all in seeming amity.'
They are learning to put aside their clannish feuds,' muttered Conan. 'If ever the tribes unite at once, let Aquilonia In-ware. Ha! Look at those twain!'
Two figures, distinct from the throng of nearly naked savages, stepped into the clearing. One was a Pictish shaman, wearing a harness of leather in which was set a score of tinted ostrich feathers. These plumes, Flavius knew, must have been borne for nearly a thousand leagues over trade routes that wound like ribbons through the deserts and savannahs of the south.
The other man was a lean, weather-beaten Aquilonian in buckskins. Conan whispered:
'Sagayetha, and – by Crom – that's Edric, the scout whom Lucian foisted on us!'
Cutting a path through the squatting warriors, who swayed like fields of grain to let them pass, the shaman and the scout came through the throng and climbed the smaller boulder. The Aquilonian spoke in his native language to the Picts, pausing betimes for Sagayetha to translate.
'You have seen, my children,' began Edric. 'that your great and loyal friend, General Viscount Lucian, is not one whose words are straw. He said he would betray a company of Aquilonians into your hands, and did he not? Even so, when he promises you all of Schohira, he will not fail you.'
'Now the time has come for the reckoning. In return for aiding you to recover the land that was stolen from you but a few decades ago, he now asks payment of the promised treasure.'
Sagayetha translated the last phrase and ripped out a short speech of his own.
'What says he?' whispered Flavius.
'He told them to fetch the money. Now hush.'
Four Picts appeared, staggering under a stout chest slung from a pole, which the Picts carried on their shoulders. As they lowered the chest to the ground, Sagayetha and Edric jumped down from the boulder and raised the lid. From their watery lurking place, Conan and Flavius could not see the contents; but Edric dipped a hand in, brought up a fistful of the gleaming coins, and let them trickle back into the container. Flavius could hear the metallic clatter. 'Where would the Picts get so much gold and silver?' ho
whispered. 'They use not coins, save now and then for trading with the Aquilonians.'
'Valannus' pay chest,' muttered Conan. 'A full one had arrived at Fort Tuscelan just before it fell, and the Picts got their hands on it before it could be paid out to the soldiers.'
'Why in the name of all the gods would Lucian betray his own folk and sell their land to savages?'
'I know not, albeit I have some ideas.'
'I will slay those villains or die trying. One quick rush might reach them ere they struck me down -'
'Try it and I'll throttle you,' growled Conan. 'This news we hear is more important than aught that you could do. II we live not, it will never reach Velitrium. Now keep your head low and stay your tongue.'
The two men in the beaver pond watched in silence as the four Picts hoisted the pole, from which hung the chest, and made off with Edric into the forest. Sagayetha mounted the boulder again and launched into an oration, telling the Picts of their past heroism and future glories. His gaudy plumage swayed and flapped with his fiery gestures.
Before Sagayetha finished, the sun had set, leaving overhead a scattering of scarlet clouds in a sapphire sky. In the fathering dark, the Picts began a victory dance, hopping, shuffling, and stamping in long lines, while others applied themselves to the beer skeins.
By the time a few stars appeared through the canopy of leaves, the dance had become a savage thing of leaping, shadowy figures. Maddened by the liquor of their victory, I he Picts cast off restraint, reverting to the beast that sleeps within all men. As the roistering became obscene, Conan grunted in disgust.
The moon was high when the forest grew still, save for I he croaking of frogs and the hum of mosquitoes. Fireflies washed their elfin lights as they soared above the recumbent Picts. Conan said:
'They're all asleep. We go.'
Across the beaver pond they waded, bent low to shield (heir passage from the sight of any waking Pict. As they emerged dripping and sought the shelter of the trees, Flavius shivered in the chilly evening air. He suppressed a groan as he stretched his stiffened muscles and fought down an urge to sneeze.
Conan struck out along the trail that had led them to the beaver pond. The Cimmerian seemed to possess the ability to see in darkness as well as by day, and moved through the trees with catlike ease. So little moonlight penetrated the dense cover that Flavius had much ado to keep from straying off the path or blundering into clumps of brush or trunks of trees. The best way to travel, Flavius found, was to follow Conan closely and trust blindly in his barbarian instincts.
The forest was alive with the chirp and buzz and twitter of nocturnal insects, as they passed the site of the past day's battle, where rotting corpses had already begun to exude a foetid stench. Flavius started at the sound of some unseen beast crashing through the darkness.
When Flavius began to gasp at the stiff pace set by Conan's long legs, the Cimmerian halted to rest his young companion. When his breath returned, Flavius said:
'Why did Lucian turn traitor to his country? You said you knew.'
"Tis plain enough,' said Conan, drawing his sword to cleanse it of the water of the pond. 'After the fall of Tuscelan, Lucian became the temporary governor of Conajohara and commander of what troops here remain in this rump province.'
True,' said Flavius, 'it's nothing but a strip along Thunder River, joining Conawaga and Schohira with Oriskonie... and the city of Velitrium.'
'Aye. And this rump province will not keep its independence long, for Thasperas of Schohira and Brocas of Conawaga have gone to Tarantia to press before the king their claims to this poor remnant.
'Lucian well knows that his governorship will end when King Numedides bestows the land on one or the other or, perchance, gives parts to each of them. It's said that Thasperas and Lucian hate each other, so he gains both fortune and revenge by betraying Schohira to the Picts. That pay chest held a half-year's pay for nigh a thousand men – a tidy sum indeed. Lucian is said to be a gambler and, be like, is to his jowls in debt.'
'But, Conan, what fate will overtake the common folk of Schohira?'
'Lucian cares not a fig for them. He works for General Viscount Lucian first and last, as do most feudal lordlings.'
'Baron Thasperas would do no thing so foul, I know,' said Flavius.
'At least Thasperas did not recall the companies he sent in; as reinforcements after Tuscelan, and that cannot be said of Brocas. Still, I trust none of them. Besides, Lucian's plot Is no less fair than that whereby you Aquilonians took the Westermarck – at least, so think the savages.'
Anger tore at Flavius' devotion to his captain. 'If you so despise us Aquilonians, why do you risk your neck, fighting for us against the Picts?'
Conan shrugged, there in the moonless forest. 'I do not despise you, Flavius, or any of the other good men I have met among your people. But good men are hard to find in any land. The quarrels of lords and kings mean nothing to me, for I am a mercenary. I sell my sword to the highest bidder. So long as he pays me, I give him fair value in strength and strokes. Now, get up, young sir. We cannot lay here babbling all night.'
 



IV 
 
Moonlight on Gold
 
In the officers' quarters in the barracks at Velitrium, the fortress-headquarters of the Golden Lion regiment, four men sat in the yellow light of a brazen oil lamp, which swung from the sooty ceiling. Two were Conan and Flavius, both red-speckled from the myriad bites of mosquitoes. Conan, little affected by the gruelling day and night that he had survived in the wilderness, spoke forcefully. Flavius (ought the tides of sleep that threatened to engulf him. Each time he jerked himself awake, he forced his attention back to the two men who stared at him with searching eyes. Then
his eyelids would droop, his body slump, and his head nod until he jerked himself awake again.
The other two men wore parts of the uniform of Aquilonian officers. Neither was fully dressed, since both had been aroused from bed. One was a heavy-set man with a grizzled beard and a battle-scarred face. The other was younger, tall and handsome in a patrician way, with wavy blond hair that hung to his shoulders. The blond man spoke:
"Tis incredible, Captain Conan, what you tell us! That one of gentle blood, like General Lucian, should so foully betray his trust and his own soldiers! I cannot believe it. Were you to make such accusation publicly, I should feel obliged to denounce you as a traitor.'
Conan snorted. 'Believe what you like, Laodamas; but Flavius and I saw what we saw.'
Laodamas appealed to the older officer. 'Good Glyco, tell me, am I hearing treason, or have they both gone mad?'
Glyco took his time about replying. 'It is a serious charge, surely. On the other hand, Flavius is one of our better junior officers, and our Cimmerian friend here showed his loyalty in the fighting last autumn. This Lucian I know not, save in the way of duty since he came here to command us. I say naught against him without evidence, but naught for him, either.'
'But Lucian is a nobleman.' persisted Laodamas.
'So?' growled Conan. 'Laodamas, if you believe a title renders a man above ordinary temptation, you have much to learn about your fellow beings.'
'Well, if this fantastic tale be true... wait!' said Laodamas as Conan's blue eyes flashed menace and a deep growl arose in his throat. 'I gave not the lie to your story, Captain. I only said if. Now if it be true, what would you propose? We cannot go to our commander and say: "Traitor, dismiss yourself from command and reside in the guardhouse pending trial.'
Conan uttered a short bark of laughter. 'I won't hazard anyone's neck without evidence. That pay chest should come across yon Thunder River soon, to be delivered unseen to the general. Flavius and I walked half the night to arrive ahead of it, reckoning the weight would delay those who bore it. If you two will finish dressing, we can intercept it before it reaches the shore.'
Muffled in cloaks against the chill and talking in low tones, four officers stood about the narrow pier that jutted out into the Velitrium waterfront. Several small boats, tied to a pier, bobbed gently on the sinuous tide of the river. The moon, nearly full, hung a misshapen disk of luminous silver in the west. Overhead, white stars wheeled slowly, while turning the surface of the river a ghostly mist was rising. Above the mist could be seen the shaggy silhouettes of trees on the farther bank.
There was little sound save the lapping of water against the piles of the pier and the faint scrape of the small boats as they nudged each other in the current. The cry of a loon came from afar. The other three looked a question at Conan, who shook his head.
'That's a real call,' he said, 'not a Pictish signal.'
'Flavius!' said Laodamas sharply. The lieutenant had slumped down with his back against a post.
'Let the lad have his nap,' said Conan. 'He has earned it thrice over.'
Soon Flavius was snoring gently. Laodamas looked toward the east and asked, 'The sky has paled a little. Is it dawn so soon?'
Conan shook his head. "That's the false dawn, as they call if. The real won't come for yet another hour.'
Silence fell again, and the waiting officers paced noiselessly back and forth. As he paused to make a turn in his pacing, Conan brought up short.
'Listen!'
After a moment, he said: 'Oars! Take your posts.'
He nudged Flavius awake with the toe of his boot, and the four retreated to the base of the pier, crouching behind as much cover as they could find.
'Quiet, now!' said Conan.
Again there was silence. The moon had set, and without its competition, the stars blazed brightly. Then they dimmed
again as the eastern sky paled with the approach of day.
A faint rhythmic splashing and creaking became audible, and a black shape took form out of the mist and resolved itself into a row boat. As it came closer, the heads of five men could be discerned, rising from the indeterminate mass.
As the boat pulled up to the end of the pier, a man leaped out and made the painter fast to a cleat. With few words and much grunting, the oarsmen manhandled a heavy, bulky object out of the craft.
Four men, manning a carrying pole, hoisted the load to their shoulders. The fifth led them shoreward along the neck of the pier. In the waxing light, a keen eye could discern that the five wore the buckskin garb of Aquilonian scouts. At some time in the portage, thought Flavius, the Picts must have transferred their burden to these men.
As the five neared the base of the pier, Conan leaped out in front of them, drawing his sword.
'Stand or you're dead men!' he grated sharply.
The three other officers closed in with bared blades. For a heartbeat, there was silence.
The bearers dropped the chest with a crash. As a single being, they raced back to the end of the pier and leaped into their boat, rocking it perilously. One cut the painter with a knife; others snatched up oars and shoved off.
The leader also leaped back before the apparition of the giant Cimmerian, but he collided with the chest and toppled backwards over it. In a flash, Conan was upon him, catch inn his scrawny neck in an iron grip and pointing the blade of his sword against the fellow's throat.
'One word and you'll never speak another,' said Conan, eyes blazing through the shredded mists of dawn.
The other officers pushed past Conan and his hostage and reached the end of the pier. But the water-borne scouts were already rowing away, soon to be lost in the fog.
'Let the dogs go,' growled Conan. 'This one is Edric, the traitor who steered us into yesterday's trap. He'll tell us what we want to know, eh, Edric?'
When the scout remained silent, Conan said, 'Never mind, I'll have him talking soon enough.'
What now, Conan?' asked Glyco.
I tack to barracks. We'll use your room.'
Flavius said; 'Conan, how can we get both man and chest back to the barracks?' It takes four to carry the chest, leaving one guard for our prisoner.'
'Flavius, take this dog's knife away and bind his hands behind his back. His belt will serve. Now you take charge of it.'
Releasing his grip on the traitorous scout, Conan straightened his great back and heaved on the chest. 'Glyco and Laodamas, hoist this thing up so I can get my shoulder under it.'
The two officers put their shoulders under the ends of the chest- and, grunting, straightened up. Conan crouched, set shoulder beneath the chest and, with taut muscles crack-mi1, rose.
by the gods!' said Laodamas, 'I never thought mortal man could bear such weight.'
'Help Flavius bring the prisoner to the barracks. I cannot move this thing till the sun comes up.'
In the pallid light, they set out along the muddy streets. On came the scout, with Glyco and Laodamas on either side while Flavius walked behind, sword point goading the man's unwilling steps. Conan followed, weaving and staggering, but holding the chest fast upon his shoulder with arms on knotted ropes.
They reached the barracks as the first bird songs greeted the dawn. The sentry stared but, recognizing officers, saluted without comment.
 



V 
 
The General is Saved
 
Minutes later, the five men sat in Glyco's quarters. The chest raised to show its glittering contents, stood in the centre of the small room. Edric sat on the rough boards, his wrists and ankles lashed together.
'Here's your evidence,' said Conan, still breathing deeply.
He turned to Edric. 'Now, fellow, will you talk, or must I try some Pictish persuasion?'
The sullen prisoner remained silent.
'Very well,' said Conan. 'Flavius, give me yon fellow's knife.'
Flavius drew the scout's knife from his boot top and handed it to the Cimmerian, who thumbed it purposefully.
'I mislike to use my own blade,' he mused, 'because heating it to red takes the temper out of steel. Now, set the brazier here.'
'I'll talk,' whined the prisoner. 'A devil like you could wring a confession from a dead man.' Edric drew a deep breath. 'We of Oriskonie,' he said, 'live far from the rest of the Westermarck and care little about the other province. Besides, the general promised to make us rich after we had delivered Schohira to the Picts. What have we had from our baron, or from the rest of you lordlings for that matter, but robbery and abuse?'
'It is your place to obey your natural lords...' began Laodamas, but Conan cut him off with a sharp gesture.
'Go on, Edric,' said Conan. 'Never mind the rights and wrongs of it,'
Edric explained how General Lucian had put him and other scouts to work guiding the Aquilonians at Velitrium into Pictish traps.
'We set the trap at South Creek so that the general could show good faith to his Pictish allies and get the pay chest from them.'
'How can a man like you betray your own countrymen for gold?' demanded Laodamas hotly.
Conan, brows knit, turned to the officer. 'Quiet, Laodamas. Edric, what was this trap the general set?'
'The wizard, Sagayetha, can master serpents from afar. His people say he puts his soul into the body of a serpent, but I... I do not understand such matters of vile witchery.'
'Nor I, nor any man,' said Conan, controlling the age-old horror that knotted up his vitals. He asked: 'Think you Lucian would in truth deliver Schohira to the Picts?'
Edric shrugged. 'I know not. I had not thought so far ahead.' 'Is it not likely that he would have betrayed you, too?
I live you and your comrades slain, lest any bear tales of his trickery to the throne of Aquilonia?'
'Mitra! I never thought of that!' gasped Edric, turning IMS head to hide his frightened eyes.
'Perhaps this wretch lies, and Lucian is a loyal Aquilonian after all,' said Laodamas. 'Then we need not...'
'Fool!' exploded Conan. 'A loyal Aquilonian, to sacrifice the company of good men merely to bait a trap? Glyco, how
'Have any survived the rout?'
Two score straggled back ere nightfall,' said Glyco. 'We dope a few more may —'
'But—' began Laodamas.
Conan smote his palm with a clenched fist.
They were my men!' he snarled. 'I had trained them, and I knew each one. Arno was a good man and my friend. They will pay for this treachery, whatever scheme the general may have had in mind. Glyco and Laodamas, go to your companies and choose a dozen men you can trust, tell them it's a perilous action against treachery in high places, and if they want revenge for South Creek, they must I. 'How orders. Meet me on the drill ground in half an hour.
'Flavius, take our prisoner to the lock-up and then join me.'
'Conan,' said Laodamas, 'whilst I concede your plan is sound, it is I should command the venture. I am of noble Mood and stand above you on the promotion list. This is
I1 regular...'
'And I stand above you, young man,' snapped Glyco. 'If you make an issue of rank, take command. Lead on, Conan; you seem to know what you're about.'
'If he does not,' said Laodamas, sulkily, 'we shall all hang for mutiny. Suppose the general cries to the men: "Seize me those traitors!" Whom will they obey?'
'That,' said Conan, 'is a question time will answer. Come!'
On the drill ground, the three officers and their lieutenants lined up their two score soldiers. Briefly, Conan explained the Pictish trap and who had planned the massacre. He told off four men to carry the chest and said: 'Follow me.'
The sun had mounted the tops of the rolling Bossonian hills when Conan's group arrived at the generous dwelling wherein lived the commander of the Frontier Guard of Conajohara. Built on a slope, the house fronted on a high terrace, reached by a dozen steps from street level. At the officers' approach, two sentries on the terrace snapped to attention.
Conan stamped up the steps. 'Fetch the general!' ho barked.
'But, sir, the general has not yet arisen,' said a sentry.
'Fetch him anyway. This matter brooks no delay.'
After a searching look at the grim faces of the officers, the sentry turned and entered the house. A groom appeared in the muddy street, leading one of the general's chargers.
'Why the beast?' asked Conan of the remaining sentry.
'His Lordship oft goes cantering before his morning meal,1 replied the sentry.
'A magnificent animal,' said Conan.
The first sentry reappeared and said, 'The general is being shaved, sir. He begs you wait...'
'To hell with him! If he comes not forth to treat with us, then we shall go to him. Go, tell his Lordship that!'
With a small sigh, the sentry re-entered the house. Presently, General Viscount Lucian appeared with a towel around his neck. Although he wore breeches and boots, hi.1 upper torso was bare. He was a short, stocky man of middle age, whose well-developed muscles were growing flabby; and his black moustache, usually a pair of waxed points, looked – without the morning's pomade – frayed and drooping.
'Well, gentlemen,' said Lucian haughtily, 'to what emergency do I owe this untimely visit?' To a sentry he said, 'Fetch a stool. Hermius can finish my shave whilst I listen to my early visitors. Captain Conan, if I remember aright, I You seem the leader here. What is it you would say to me?'
'Few words, indeed, my lord Viscount,' growled Conan. ' But we have something to show you.'
He gestured savagely, and the soldiers waiting in the street below moved briskly up the steps and deposited the chest on the mosaic floor of the terrace. Then they stepped hack.
Glyco and Laodamas studied the general's face like Bribes deciphering an ancient parchment. At the first glimpse of the chest, Lucian started, his face went pale, and he bit his underlip. But he stared at the bulky object, moving naught. There was no doubt in the hearts of those who watched him that the general recognized the chest, for the wine-red leather whereof it was fashioned and the gilt-dripped design of dragons incised upon it were unmistakable.
Then Conan lashed out with his booted foot, kicking the lid back upon its creaking hinges. The sentries blinked and Lucian flinched as the golden coins glittered in the sunlight.
'The time for lies is past, Viscount,' said Conan grimly, his steel blue eyes boring into those of his superior. 'The evidence of your crime is here before you. I doubt me not that King Numedides will call it treason; I have another word for it: foul treachery. Foulest treachery to betray into the death-trap your own soldiers who fought for you valiantly and blindly, trusting in you!'
Lucian made no move, save that he wet his lips with the tip of his tongue, as delicately as a cat. His eyes were bright and unblinking.
Conan's eyes narrowed to slits through which burned naked hate.
'We saw the Picts give yonder pay chest to your man Edric, and we have a full confession from him. You are under arrest...'
Holding the bowl of scalding water under the general's chin, the barber lifted his razor to make a stroke. Like a linking serpent, Lucian moved. He snatched the bowl from (he astonished barber and hurled it into Conan's face.
With amazing speed, he rose and, placing both hands upon the chest, gave it a mighty shove. It toppled off the la-race,, lid flapping; and turning over in its descent, it
spewed forth a golden shower of coins, a veritable rain of flashing precious disks.
A collective gasp of sheer delight came from the soldiers who had followed Conan and his fellow mutineers. As the chest crashed to earth, sending more coins bouncing and rolling along the street, the soldiers broke ranks to scramble for the money.
Lucian brushed past Conan, who stood half-blinded by the scalding, soapy water, took the steps two at a time, rushed through the scattered soldiers, and flung himself into the saddle of his stallion. By the time that Conan could sec again, the horse was disappearing down the street at a mad gallop, clods of mud flying from its hooves.
Laodamas shouted to his dismounted cavalrymen to run to the barracks, mount, and pursue the fugitive.
'You'll never catch him,' said Conan. 'That's the best horse in all the Westermarck. Not that it matters greatly; when our sworn statements reach Tarantia, we shall at least be free of Lucian here. Whether the king chops off his head or inflicts him on some other province – that is his affair.
'Right now we have to stop the Picts from ravishing all of Schohira and drenching it in blood.' To the waiting men below the terrace, he said:
'Gather up this money as best you may, ere it is lost in the mire. Then back to barracks to await my orders. Who conies with me to save the land for Mitra and Numedides?'
 



VI 
 
Massacre Meadow
 
'Snakes do not terrify me, but I'll not vouch for my pikemen if those vile things begin to fall on them. All the troops now know about this Pictish magic from yesterday's survivors,' said Glyco.
Laodamas shuddered. 'In battle I am no worse a coward than most, but serpents... 'Tis no knightly way of war. Let's lure the Picts into open land where there are no trees for serpents to fall from and where my horsemen could cut these savages to bits.'
'I see not how,' grunted Conan. 'Their next thrust is like lo be across South Creek into Schohira, since that's the province Lucian sold to them; and for many leagues south-west that land is naught but forests. The Aquilonians have yet to clear and settle it.'
'Then,' persisted Laodamas, 'why not muster our forces to Schohira, where the open land invites the use of cavalry?'
 'We cannot force the Picts to seek us out on ground of our own choosing,' said Conan. 'The settlements of Schohira are scattered, and the Picts could swallow up the rest of the province while we sat like statues awaiting their attack. They walk through woods as water flows through gravel, while our men must be mustered and marched in battle array.'
'What is your plan, then?' asked Glyco.
'I have picked from my archers scouts with forest experience. When they report back, I'll seek the place where they plan to cross the creek and strike them there.'
'But the serpents...' began Laodamas.
'Devils swallow the serpents! Whoever told you that soldiering was a safe trade? The snakes will cease to plague us when Sagayetha is dead. If I can slay him, that I will do. Meanwhile, we must do what we can with what we have and Mitra grant that we have enough.'
Along the trail above the Council Rocks, South Creek ran through a patch of level ground, swampy on both sides of its serpentine bed. Since the creek was broad and shallow and easy to cross at this point, several trails converged there. It was a boggy flatland supported by grasses and brush but trees were rare. Still, Massacre Meadow, as it was known, was more open than most of the great Pictish wilderness.
Back from the open space, where dense forest began, Conan posted his army. Pikemen and archers were arrayed in a crescent beneath the trees, while Laodamas' horse were positioned on Conan's right flank. The riders sat on the ground, throwing dice, and the tethered animals stamped and switched their tails to discourage the tormenting flies.
Conan walked up and down his line, inspecting equipment, encouraging the fearful with rude jokes, and issuing orders.
'Glyco,' he called. 'Have you told off the men who are to makes torches of their pikes?'
'They are preparing them now,' said Glyco, pointing towards the dozen Aquilonians who were binding brushwood to the heads of their spears.
'Good. Light not the fire until the Picts are in sight, lest we reveal ourselves without need.'
Conan strolled on. 'Laodamas! If I'm not here to give the command, order your charge when the Picts are halfway across the creek.'
'That would be taking unfair advantage,' said Laodamas. "T'were not chivalrous.'
'Crom and Mitra, man, this is no tournament! You have your orders.'
Back among the infantry, he sighted Flavius and said: 'Captain Flavius, are your men ready?'
Flavius beamed at hearing the title of his temporary rank. 'Aye, sir; the extra quivers are laid out.'
'Good. Whether an army is in more peril from having in command an honest idiot like Laodamas or a clever jackal like Lucian, I know not. You I can count upon.' Flavius smiled broadly.
The afternoon wore on amid buzzing flies and grumbling men. Water jugs passed from hand to hand. Conan, sitting on a fallen log, made marks upon a sheet of bark as scouts came to him, reporting the position of the Pictish force. At length he had a rude sketch map from which to plan the coming fray.
As the sun was setting, the first Picts appeared across Massacre Meadow, yelling defiance and brandishing their weapons. More and more poured out of the forest until the low ground beyond South Creek was thronged with naked, painted men.
Flavius murmured to Conan, 'We are outnumbered here as much as at the battle of the serpents.'
Conan shrugged and rose. Commands rans up and down the Aquilonian line. The pikemen designated as snake destroyers kindled a fire from which to light their improvised torches, while archers drew arrows from their quivers and thrust them into the ground before them.
A drum began to beat like a throbbing heart. Yelping war cries, the Picts splashed across the creek, trotted across the ugly land on the south west side of the meadow, and closed with the Aquilonians. Amid the savage whoops and the shouts of command, arrows whistled across the meadow, like spectres of the damned.
Knots of painted Picts dashed themselves against the lines of pikemen. When one savage was transfixed by a pike and the weight dragged the weapon down, others pushed in through the gap thus created, thrusting with spears and slashing with hatchets. Pikemen of the second line, sweating and cursing, thrust them back. About the meadow, the wounded crawled, twitched, shrieked, or lay still.
Conan himself held the centre of the line, towering like a giant above the stockier Gundermen and Aquilonians. armed with a steel-shafted axe, he reaped a gory harvest of his foe. They came at him like yelping hounds seeking to drag down a boar. But the dreadful axe, which he wielded tirelessly as if it were a willow wand, split skulls, crushed ribs, and lopped off heads and arms with merciless precision. Roaring a tuneless song, he fought, and the mounds of dead grew around him like grain after the scything.
Before long the Picts began to avoid the centre where he stood unconquerable above the heaped corpses. Ferocious, Mood-mad fighters though they were, it seeped into their wild consciousness that the giant figure sheathed in iron and splattered from head to foot with gore was not to be overcome by such as they.
The fighting ebbed for a moment, in one of those lulls that sometimes come in the midst of battle. As Conan leaned upon his axe to catch his breath, his new-made captain hurried over to him.
'Conan,' called Flavius, 'we are sore beset! When will the horse charge?'
'Not vet, Flavius. Look yonder, on the distant meadow.
Not a quarter of the painted ones have yet crossed the stream. This is but a skirmish to probe for our weakness. They'll draw off presently.'
Soon whistles sounded. The Picts trotted back across the meadow and swam the creek, pursued by Aquilonian arrows.
'Archers!' shouted Conan. 'Two men from each squad harvest arrows.'
The archers hastened to push through the pikemen and pull spent shafts from the ground or from the blood-soaked bodies of the fallen, while the remainder cleansed their equipment or drank deeply from the waterskins.
'Whew!' said Flavius, doffing his helmet to wipe his blood-spattered face. 'If that be but a skirmish, I hate to contemplate the onslaught. How knew you when the fiends would fall back?'
'When savages find a plan that works, they often repeat it blindly,' replied the Cimmerian. 'Sagayetha's earlier attack destroyed us, so be-like he follows the same scheme now. Some civilized officers do likewise.'
'Then will the next assault be one of serpents?'
'No doubt. Hark!'
From the deep woods came the distant sound of a drum and a rattle pounded in the same rhythm as that which preceded the magical assault of the previous battle.
"Twill soon be full dark,' said Flavius, fearfully. 'We shall not see the Picts to shoot nor the snakes to burn.'
'You can do your best,' growled Conan. Tin going after that devil Sagayetha. Pass the word to the other officers.'
Conan strode swiftly down the line to the glade wherein Glyco stood. To this seasoned veteran, Conan repeated his intention.
'But, Conan...'
'Seek not to dissuade me, man! I, alone, may hope to discover the lair of this hyena. The rest of you have orders; to you I give command till I return.'
'If you return,' muttered Glyco, but he found himself addressing empty air. Conan had vanished.



VII 
 
Serpent Magic
 
The night air throbbed with the songs of insects. Skirting the lines of Aquilonians, Conan picked up the trail to Velitrium. He jogged along it until he was well away from combatants. When the trail wandered close to South Creek, he left it and lorded the stream, cursing beneath his breath as he stepped into a hole and went in up to his neck. Wading and swimming, he gained the other side and pushed through heavy undergrowth along the waterway until he reached the open isles of the virgin forest beyond.
The moon, grown to a great silver disk since the defeat on South Creek, rode high in the sky. Guiding his steps by her light, Conan followed a circular course, calculated to bring him around to the rear of the Pictish army. He walked softly, pausing from time to time to listen and taste the air. Although afire with impatience to confront the wizard, he was enough of a seasoned warrior to know that haste would gain him only a swift demise.
Presently he picked up the sound of the drum rattle and stood, holding his breath and cocking his head to locate the direction whence it came. Then he set forth once more.
The rumble of the Pictish army reached his ears, as the bulk of the savages continued to gather on the north-east side of Massacre Meadow, across the creek from the Aquilonian force. Conan moved with more care than before, lest Pictish sentries discover him.
He met no Picts until the drumming and rattling became loud enough to locate the precise source of the clatter. Conan was sure that in daylight he could have seen the wizard's hut from afar. But he was almost upon if before he found H, standing in the deepest gloom between two giant oaks in n glade feebly lit by a few dots of moonlight. Conan's nerves tingled in the presence of magic, like those of a jungle beast in the presence of unknown danger.
Then his keen eyes spied a Pict, leaning against a tree and making in the direction of the massing savages. With exquisite care, Conan approached the fellow from the rear. The savage heard a twig snap behind him and whirled just in time to receive Conan's axe full in his war-painted face, The savage fell, twitching, his head split open like a melon.
Conan froze, fearing the sound of the blow and the fall might have alerted Sagayetha. There was, however, no immediate let-up in the rhythmic pounding. Conan approached the tent, but as he raised his hand to lift the flap, the ear-splitting sounds died away. At the former battle of the serpents, this silence presaged the serpentine attack from the trees.
Conan lifted the tent flap and stepped in, his nostrils quivering from the reptilian stench. The dim red glow from the coals of a small fire in the centre of the tent provided the only illumination, and beyond the fire, vaguely visible in the roseate dimness, sat a hunched figure.
As Conan stepped around the fire, preparing a swift blow that should end this menace once and for all, the silent figure remained motionless. He saw that it was indeed Sagayetha, in breech clout and moccasins, sitting upright with his eyes closed. He must, thought Conan, be in a trance, sending his spirit out to control the snakes. So much the better! Conan took another step.
Something moved on the floor of the tent. As Conan bent to see more closely, he felt a sharp sting on his left arm below the short sleeve of his mail shirt.
Conan jerked back. A huge viper, he saw, had its fang embedded in his forearm. This must be king of all Pictish vipers; the creature was longer by a foot than the giant Cimmerian was tall. As he jerked back, he dragged the serpent half clear of the earthen floor.
With a gasp of revulsion, Conan struck with his axe. Although ragged and notched from the day's fighting, the blade sheared through the reptile's neck a foot below its head. With a violent shake of his injured arm, he sent the head and neck flying, while the serpent's severed body squirmed and coiled upon the earthen flooring. In its writhings, it threw itself into the fire, scattering coals; and the smell of roasting flesh filled the confined space.
Conan stared at his forearm, cold sweat beading his brow. Two red spots appeared where the fangs had pierced his naked flesh, and a drop of blood oozed from each puncture.
I lie skin around the punctures was darkening fast, and a fierce pain spread to his shoulder.
He dropped the axe so that the spike of its head buried itself in the dirt. Then he drew his knife to incise the skin at the site of the wounds. Before he could do so, the seated figure stirred. Sagayetha's eyes opened, cold and deadly as the eyes of serpents.
'Cimmerian!' said the shaman. The word sounded like the hiss of a monstrous snake. 'You have slain that into which I sent my soul, but I shall...'
Conan hurled his knife. The wizard swayed to one side, so that the implement struck the skin of the tent and stuck there. Sagayetha rose and pointed a skinny arm.
Before the wizard could utter a curse, Conan snatched up his axe and reached him with a single bound. A whistling blow ended in a meaty thud. Sagayetha's head flew off, lolled towards the embers, and came to rest on the hard-packed dirt. Blood poured from the collapsing body, soaking into the earth and hissing as it flooded over the hot coals in the centre of the tent. Sinister vapours rose in the dim firelight.
Conan recovered his knife and slashed at his bitten arm. He then sucked blood from the wound and spat it out, sucked and spat, again and again. The dark discolouration had spread over most of his forearm, and the pain was agonizing. He took but an instant to strip the corpse of the belt that supported its loin cloth and made of it a crude tourniquet, which he placed on his upper arm.
As he continued to suck the venom from the wound, the rising roar of battle came to him from afar. Evidently the Picts, impatient at the delay of their serpentine allies, had bunched their own attack. Conan fretted to be gone, to join in the slaughter. But he knew that for a man freshly bitten by a venomous snake to set out at a run would mean immediate death. With a mighty effort of will, he forced himself to continue sucking and spitting.
At last the purplish stain seemed to spread no further. When it receded a little, he bandaged the arm with cloth found among the wizard's effects. Carrying his axe in his good hand and swinging Sagayetha's head by its hair in the other, he left the tent.
 



VIII 
 
Blood on the Moon
 
Under the high-riding, heartless moon, an endless stream of Picts crossed South Creek to assail the embattled Aquilonians. Bodies of Aquilonians joined those of Picts in heaps on Massacre Meadow.
'Laodamas!' said a deep, harsh voice in the shadows. Sitting his horse, the cavalry commander turned in his saddle.
'Mitra save us!' he cried. 'Conan!'
'Whom did you expect?' growled Conan.
As the full moon, now near its zenith, fell on Conan's upturned face, Laodamas saw that Conan staggered as ho approached. In that face, he saw signs of exhaustion, as if Conan had pushed himself beyond the limits of endurance. Perhaps it was a trick of the silvery light, he thought, but Conan's mien was deathly pale.
'Why in hell haven't you charged?' continued Conan. 'More than half the Picts have crossed the creek.'
'I will not!' said Laodamas. 'To take such advantage of the foe while he is thus divided, were unknightly conduct. Tis clean against the rules of chivalry.'
'Ass!' shouted Conan. 'Then we must do it another way!'
Setting down his grisly burden and his weapons, ho grasped Laodamas' ankle, jerked it out of the stirrup, and heaved it up.
'What...' cried Laodamas. Then he was tossed out of the saddle, to fall with a crash of armour into the soft soil on the far side of his horse.
An instant later, Conan swung into the empty saddle. Ho raised his axe on the spike of which he had impaled Sagayetha's head
'Here's your Pictish wizard!' he roared. 'Come on, my friends, by squads, advance!'
The trumpeter winded his horn. Aquilonian horsemen, chafing at Laodamas' long delay, spurred their mounts with a clatter of armour and a creaking of harness. Conan believed:
'Cry "Sagayetha is dead!" Sound the charge, trumpeter!'
Conan held his gruesome banner high as the troop poured through the forest, yelling at the footmen to get out of the way. They scrambled off, and the cavalry thundered through the gap.
The squads of mailed horsemen ploughed through the loose knots of Picts, like an armoured thunderbolt. At their lure rode Conan, his gory axe held in the crook of his left arm, so that the wizard's severed head thrust up above his shoulder, a ghastly standard. With his good right hand, he held the reins and guided the charger he had commandeered.
At his swift heels hurtled the iron-sheathed cavalry, thrusting and smiting to right and left. As they smote the fleeing ranks of the foe, they chanted hoarsely the battle-cry, 'Sagayetha is dead! Sagayetha is dead!' Although the Picts knew not their words, the moonlight silvered the grisly visage of the dead shaman affixed to the shaft of Conan's axe, and they understood the meaning.
Now the infantry took up the chant in a deep, resonant fry. Stout Gundermen and sturdy Aquilonian yeomen armed with pikes splashed across the ford behind the horsemen. Yammering at one another, the savages pointed to the hideous head atop the shaft of Conan's axe; and, wailing in dismay, they broke away on every side, ignoring the shouting of their chiefs. The battle turned into a rout. The lines of painted, howling savages disintegrated into fleeing forms, glimpsed through the shafts of moonlight among the distant trees.
In a single broad front, the troop pounded through the marsh and meadow, riding down the masses of fleeing Picts. The Aquilonian pikemen and archers advanced behind the horse, spearing and stabbing, like avenging angels; and the Pictish army dissolved into a panicky mob. The face of the
moon, reflected in the surface of the creek, was red with the blood of the dead and dying.
At length, Conan drew his horsemen up and shouted orders to the trumpeter. On signal, the riders wheeled into column of squads and cantered towards the sheltered field whence they had come. Conan knew that at night in dense forest, horsemen would be useless.
'Press on, Glyco!' he shouted. 'Give them no chance to rally!'
Glyco waved acknowledgement as he and his men charged into the woods after the fleeing Picts. Conan spurred his borrowed mount to overtake the head of the column. Then the world dissolved in whirling blackness. He had pressed himself too far – beyond the limits of his fading vigour.
Glyco and Flavius sat in Conan's bedroom in the barracks at Velitrium. Propped up in bed, Conan with ill grace accepted the' ministrations of the army's physician. Old Sura fussed about his patient, changing dressings on Conan's left arm, which bore from wrist to shoulder a rainbow pattern of red, blue, and purple discolourations,
'The wonder is to me,' said Glyco, 'how you managed to support that axe with the wizard's head upon it, with such an arm as this.'
Conan spat. 'I did what I had need to do.' Then, turning to the doctor, he asked: 'How long will you keep me here, swaddled like an infant, good Sura? I have things to do.'
'A few days of care will see you restored to duty, General,' said the grey-haired doctor. 'If you overdo before then, you risk a relapse.'
Conan growled a barbaric oath. 'What was the final talc of the battle?'
Glyco replied: 'After you swooned and fell from your horse – Laodamas' horse, I should say – we harried the painted devils till the last of them vanished, like smoke, into the forest depths. While we lost not a few good men, we slaughtered many more.'
'I must be getting old,' said Conan, 'to faint from a mere snakebite and a bit of action. Who was it called me “general”?' 
Flavius spoke: 'Whilst you lay here unconscious, we sent a messenger to the king bearing a report of our successes in in: province of Schohira, and a memorial praying him to inform you as our new commanding officer. Our choice was unanimous – albeit we put no small pressure on Laodamas in make him sign it. He was much angered with you for usurping his horse and his authority and talked of challenging you to a duel.'
Conan laughed enormously – a laugh that spread and resonated like the sound of trumpets blown at dawn. 'I'd have been sorry to carve up the young ninny-hammer. The lad means well, but he lacks sense.'
A knock preceded the opening of the door, and a lean man in the tight leather garments of a royal messenger entered.
'General Conan?' he asked.
'Aye. What is it?'
'I have the honour to deliver this missive from His Majesty.' The messenger handed over a scroll with a deferential bow.
Conan broke the seal, unrolled the scroll, and peered at the writing thereon.
'Bring that candle nearer, Sura,' he said. "This light is poor for reading.' His friends watched with eager interest as he sat in silence, moving his lips.
'Well,' he drawled at last, 'the king confirms my appointment. What's more, he bids me to Tarantia for an official Investiture and a royal feast.'
Conan grinned and stretched his great body beneath the bedclothes.
'After a year of dodging Picts through trackless forests and unmasking traitorous commanders, the fleshpots of Tarantia sound tempting. Whatever Numedides' shortcomings, 'tis said his cooks are superb. And I could use some fine wine and a bouncing, high-bred damsel in place of the belly wash we get here and our slatternly camp-followers!'
'My patient must rest now, sirs,' said the doctor.
Glyco and Flavius rose. The old soldier said: 'Till later, then, Conan. But have a care. At court, they say, there's a scorpion under every silken cushion.'
 'I'll take care, fear not. But if neither Zogar Sag nor Sagayetha, for all their uncanny powers, could slay me, I think the hero of Velitrium will be in little peril at the court of Aquilonia's king!'
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