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Prologue

The great granite mound called Tor Al'Kiir crouched like amalevolent toad in the night, wearing acrown
of toppled walls and ruined columns, memories of failed attempts by ascore of Ophirean dynastiesto
build there. Men had long since forgotten the origin of the mountain's name, but they knew it for aplace
of ill luck and evil, and laughed at the former kings who had not had their sense. Y et their laughter was
tinged with unease for there was that about the mountain that made it a place to avoid even in thought.

Theroiling black clouds of the storm that |ashed lanthe, that sprawling golden-domed and
aabagter-spired city to the south, seemed to center about the mountain, but no muffled murmur of the
thunder that rattled roof-tilesin the capita, no flash of light from lightnings stresking the dark like dragons
tongues, penetrated to the depths of Tor Al'Kiir's heart.

The Lady Synelle knew of the storm, though she could not hear it. It was proper for the night. Let the
heavens split, she thought, and mountains be torn asunder in honor of hisreturn to the world of men.

Her tall form was barely covered by ablack silk tabard, tightly belted with golden links, that left the outer
curves of breasts and hips bare. None of those who knew her as a princess of Ophir would have
recognized her now, dark eyes glittering, beautiful face seemingly carved from marble, soun-platinum hair
twisted about her head in severe coils and bearing a coronet of golden chain. There were four hornson
the brow of that coronet, symbol that she was High Priestess of the god she had chosen to serve. But the
bracelets of plain black iron that encircled her wrists were asymbol aswell, and one she hated, for the
god Al'Kiir accepted only those into his service who admitted themselves to be his daves. Ebon silk that
hung to her ankles, the hem weighted by golden beads, stirred against her long, dender legs as, barefoat,
she led a strange procession deeper into the mountain through rough hewn passages, lit by dark iron
cressats suggesting the form of ahorrible, four-horned head.

A score of black-mailed warriors were strange enough, their faces covered by ditted helmets bearing
four horns, two outthrust to the sdes and two curling down before the helmet, making them seem more
demons than men. The quillons of their broadswords were formed of four horns aswell, and each wore
on hischest, picked out in scarlet, the outline of the monstrous horned head only hinted by thefiery iron
baskets suspended by chainsfrom the roof of the tunndl.

Stranger still was the woman they escorted, clothed in Ophirean bridal dress, digphanous layers of pale
cerulean silk made opague by their number, caught at the waist with acord of gold. Her long hair, black
asaraven'swing, curling about her shoulders, wasfilled with the tiny white blossoms of the tarla, symbol
of purity, and her feet were bare asasign of humility. She stumbled, and rough hands grasped her arms
to hold her erect.

"Syndlel" the black-haired woman called woozily. A hint of her natura haughtiness came through her
drug-induced haze. "Where are we, Synelle? How did | come here?’

The cortege moved on. Synelle gave no outward sign that she had heard. Inwardly her only reaction was



relief that the drug was wearing off. It had been necessary in order to remove the woman from her palace
in lanthe, and it had made her easier to prepare and bring thisfar, but her mind must be clear for the
ceremony ahead.

Power, Syndlle thought. A woman could have no real power in Ophir, yet power was what she craved.
Power was what she would have. Men thought that she was content to order the estates she had
inherited, that she would eventudly marry and give stewardship of those landsownershipindl but
name-to her husband. In their fools blindnessthey did not stop to think that roya blood coursed in her
veins. Did ancient laws not forbid awoman taking the crown, she would stand next in succession to the
childlessKing now on the thronein lanthe. Vadric sat histhrone, consumed with chiwing hisretinue of
sorcerers and physiciansto find a cure for the wasting sickness that killed him by inches, too busy to
name an heir or to seethat, for thisfailure to do so, the noble lords of Ophir struggled and fought to gain
the seat his death would vacate.

A dark, contented smile touched Synell€sfull red lips. Let those proud men strut in their armor and tear
at one another like starving wolfhoundsin apit. They would wake from their dreams of glory to find that
the Countess of Asmark had become Queen Synelle of Ophir, and she would teach them to hedl like
whipped curs.

Abruptly the passage widened into a great, domed cavern, the very memory of which had passed from
the minds of men. Burning tapers on unadorned walls hacked from the living stone it the smooth stone
floor, which bore only two tall, dender wooden posts topped with the omnipresent four-horned head.
Ornament had been far from the minds of those who had burrowed into a nameless mountain in anow
forgotten age.

They had meant it as prison for the adamantine figure, colored like old blood, that stood dominating the
grotto, asit would have dominated the greatest place ever conceived. A Statue it seemed, yet was not.

The massive body was asthat of aman, though hdf again astdl as any human male, savefor the six
claw-tipped fingers on each broad hand. In its malevolent, horned head were three lidless eyes,
smouldering blackly with aglow that ate light, and its mouth was a broad, lipless gash filled with rows of
needle-sharp teeth. The figurésthick armswere encircled by bracers and armlets bearing its own horned
likeness. About itswaist was awide belt and loinguard of intricately worked gold, a coiled black whip
glisening metallically on one side, amonstrous dagger with horned quillons depending on the other.

Synelle fdt the breath catch in her throat asit had the firgt time she had seen her god, asit did each time
she saw him. "Prepare the bride of Al'Kiir," she commanded.

A choking scream broke from the bridal-clothed woman's throat as she was hurried forward by the
guardswho held her. Quickly, with cordsthat dug cruelly into her soft flesh, they bound her between the
twin posts on widdly straddled knees, arms stretched above her head. Her blue eyes bulged, unable to
tear themselves away from the great form that overtowered her; her mouth hung silently open as she
kndlt, asif terror had driven even the thought of screaming from her.

Synelle spoke. "Taramenon.”

The bound woman started at the name. "Him, a'so?' she cried. "What is happening, Syndle? Tdl me!
Pleasel” Synelle gave no answer. One of the armored men came forward at the summons, carrying a
smadll, brass-bound chest, and knelt iffly before the woman who was at once a princess of Ophir and a
priestess of dark Al'Kiir.

Muittering incantations of protection, Synelle opened the chest and drew out her implements and potions,
one by one.



Asachild had Syndlefirst heard of Al'Kiir, agod forgotten by al but ahandful, from an old nurse-maid
who had been dismissed when it was learned what sort of evil tales shetold. Little had the crone told her
before she went, but even then the child had been enraptured by the power said to be given to the
priestesses of Al'Kiir, to those women who would pledge their bodies and their soulsto the god of lust
and pain and death, who would perform the heinous rites he demanded. Even then power had been her
dream.

Synelle turned from the chest with asmall, crystal-stoppered vial, and approached the bound woman.
Deftly she withdrew the clear stopper and, with its damp end, traced the sign of the horns on the other
woman's forehead.

"Something to help you attain the proper mood for abride, Telima." Her voice was soft and mocking.

"l don't understand, Synelle," Telimasaid. A breathy quality had come into her voice; she tossed her
head with agasp, and her hair was amidnight cloud about her face. "What is happening-" she
whimpered.

Syndlereturned the via toitsresting place in the chest. Using powdered blood and bone, she traced the
sign of the horns once more, thistime in broad strokes on the floor, with the woman at the posts at the
horns meeting. A jade flask contained virgin's blood; with abrush of virgin's hair she anointed AlI'Kiir's
broad mouth and mighty thighs. Now there was naught | eft save to begin.

Y et Synelle hesitated. This part of the rite she hated, as she hated theiron bracelets. There were noneto
witness save her guards, who would diefor her, and Telima, who would soon, in one way or another, be
of no import to thisworld, but she herself would know. Still it must be done. It must.

Reluctantly she kndlt facing the great figure, paused to take a deep breath, then fell on her face, ams
outspread.

"O, mighty AlI'Kiir," sheintoned, "lord of blood and death, thy dave abases herself before thee. Her body
isthine. Her soul isthine. Accept her submission and use her asthou wilt.”

Trembling, her hands moved forward to grasp the massive ankles; dowly she pulled hersdf acrossthe
floor until she could kiss each clawed foot.

"O, mighty Al'Kiir," she breathed, "lord of pain and lug, thy dave bringsthee abridein offering. Her
body isthine. Her soul isthine. Accept her submission and use her asthou wilt."

In ages padt, before the first hut was built on the site of Acheron, now eonsgonein dust, Al'Kiir had
been worshipped in the land that would become Ophir. The proudest and most beautiful of women the
god demanded as offerings, and they were brought to him in steady streams. Rites were performed that
stained the souls of those who performed them and haunted the minds of those who witnessed them.

At last aband of mages vowed to free the world of the monstrous god, and had the blessings of Mitra
and Azura and gods long forgotten placed on their foreheads. Alone of that company had the sorcerer
Avanrakash survived, yet with astaff of power had he sealed Al'Kiir away from the world of men. That
which stood in the cavern beneath Tor Al'Kiir was no statue of the god, but his very body, entombed for
long ages.

Two of the guards had removed their helmets and produced flutes. High, haunting music filled the cavern.
Two more stationed themsel ves behind the woman knedling between the posts. The rest unfastened their
scabbarded broadswords from their belts and began to pound the stone floor in rhythm to the flutes.



With boneless snuosity Synelle rose and began to dance, her feet gtriking the floor in time with the
pounding of the scabbards. In a precise pattern she moved, cat-like, each step coming in an ancient
order, and as she danced she chanted in atongue lost to time. She spun, and weighted black silk stood
straight out from her body, baring her from waist to ankles. Sensuoudy she dipped and swayed from the
looming shape of the god to the knedling woman.

Swest beaded Telima's countenance, and her eyes were glazed. She seemed to have lost awareness of
her surroundings and she writhed uncontrollably in her bonds. Lust bloomed on her face, and horror at
theredization of it.

Like paehirds Synelle's hands fluttered to Telima, brushed damp dark hair from her face, trailed across
her shoulders, ripped avay one single layer of her brida garb.

Telima screamed as the men behind her struck with broad lesther straps, again and again, criss-crossing
from shouldersto buttocks, yet her jerking motions came as much from the potion as from the lashing.
Pain had been added to lust, as required by the god.

Still Synelle danced and chanted. Another layer of digphanous silk wastorn from Telima, and as her
shrieks mounted the chant wove into them, so that the cries of pain became part of the incantation.

Thefigure of Al'Kiir beganto vibrate.

Where neither time, nor place, nor space existed, there was agtirring, ahaf awakening from long
dumber. Tendrils of pleasurable fegling caressed, feeble threads of worship that called. But to where?
Once appetites had been fed to satiation. WWomen had been offered in multitudes. Their essences had
been kept divefor countless centuries, kept clothed in flesh forever young to be toys for the boundless
lusts of agod. Memories, haf dreams, flickered. In the midst of eterna nothingnesswas suddenly avast
floor. A thousand women born ten thousand years before danced nude. But they were merely shells,
without interest. Even agod could not keep frail human essence dive forever. Petulance, and dancers
and floor aike were gone. From whence did these feglings come, so frequently of |ate after sesemingly
endless ages of absence, bringing with them irritating remembrance of what waslost? There was no
direction...shield was firmed and blessed peace descended. Slumber returned.

Syndlle dumped to the stone floor, panting from her exertions. There was no sound in the cavern except
for the sobs of the midnight-haired beauty knedling in welted nudity.

Painfully the priestess struggled to her feet. Failure again. So many failures. She saggered as she made
her way to the chest, but her hand was steady as she removed a dagger that was anormal sized verson
of the blade at the god's belt.

"The bowl, Taramenon,” Synelle said. Therite had failed, yet it must continueto its conclusion.

Telimamoaned as Synelle tangled ahand in her black hair and drew her head back. "Please,”" the
knesling woman wept.

Her sobswere cut off by the blade dashing across her throat. The armored man who had borne the chest
thrust abronze bowl forward to catch the sanguinary flow.

Syndle watched with disnterest asfind terror blazed in Tdima's eyes and faded to the glaze of death.
The priestess's thoughts were on the future. Another failure, as there had been so many in the past, but
shewould continueif athousand women must diein that chamber. She would bring Al'Kiir back to the
world of men. Without another glance at the dead woman, she turned to the completion of the
ceremony.



Chapter |

Thelong pack train gpproaching the high crenellated granite wals of lanthe did not appear to be moving
through acountry, officialy a peace. Two-score horsemen in spiked helms, dust turning their dark blue
wool cloaks gray, rode in columnsto either sde of the long line of sumpter mules. Their eves congtantly
searched even here in the very shadow of the capital. Half carried their short horsebows at the ready.
Swegty-pamed mule-drivers hurried their animals dong, panting with eagerness to be done now that
their god wasin sght.

Only theleader of the guards, his shoulders broad dmost to the point of busting his metal jazeraint
hauberk, seemed unconcerned. Hisicy blue eyes showed no hint of the worry that made the others eyes
dart, yet he was as aware of his surroundings as they. Perhgps more so. Three times since leaving the
gem and gold mines on the Nemedian border, the train had been attacked. Twice his barbarian senses
had detected the ambush before it had time to devel op, the third time his fiercely wielded broadsword
smashed the attack even asit began. In the rugged mountains of his native Cimmeria, men who fell easly
into ambush did not long survive. He had known battle there, and had a place at the warriors fires, at an
age when most boyswere il learning at their father's knees.

Before the northeast gate of 1anthe, the Gate of Gold, the train halted. " Open the gates!” the leader
shouted. Drawing off his helm, he reved ed a square-cut black mane and a face that showed more
experience than his youth would warrant. "Do we look like bandits? Mitrarot you, open the gates!”

A head in asted casgue, abroken-nosed face with a short beard, appeared atop thewall. "Isthat you,
Conan," Heturned asideto cal down, "Swing back the gate!

Sowly theright sSide of theiron-bound gate cresked inward. Conan galloped through, pulling hisbig
Aquilonian black from theroad just insideto let the rest of the train pass. A dozen mail-clad soldiers
threw their shoulders behind the gate as soon as the last pack-laden mule ran by. The huge wooden dab
closed with ahollow boom, and agreat bar, thicker than aman's body, crashed down to fasten it.

The soldier who had called down from the wall appeared with his casque beneath hisarm. "1 should have
recognized those accursed eastern helmets, Cimmerian,” he laughed. ™Y our Free-Company makesa
namefor itsdf."

"Why are the gates shut, Junius?' Conan demanded. "Tis at least three hourstill dark.”

"Orders, Cimmerian. With the gates closed, perhaps we can keep the troubles out of the city.” Junius
looked around, then dropped hisvoice. "It would be better if Vadric died quickly. Then Count Tiberio
could put an end to dl thisfighting.”

"| thought Generd |skandrian was keeping the army clear,” Conan replied coolly. "Or have you just
chosen your own side”?”

The broken-nosed soldier drew back, licking histhin lips nervoudy. "Just talking," he muttered. Abruptly
he straightened, and his voice took on ablustering tone. ™Y ou had better move on, Cimmerian. There's
no loitering about the gates alowed now. Especialy by mercenary companies.” He fumbled his casque
back onto his head asif to give himsdf more authority, or perhaps smply more protection from the
Cimmerian's piercing gaze.

With adisgusted grunt Conan touched boot to his stallion's ribs and galloped after his company. Thusfar
| skandrian-the White Eagle of Ophir, he was called; some said he was the greatest genera of the
age-had managed to keep Ophir from open civil war by holding the army loya to Valdric, though the
King seemed not to know it, or even to know that his country was on the verge of destruction. But if the



old generd's grip on thearmy wasfaling ...

Conan scowled and pressed on. The twisted maze of maneuveringsfor the throne was not to hisliking,
yet he was forced to keep an understanding of it for his own safety, and that of his company.

To the casud observer, the streets of lanthe would have showed no sign that nobles private armies were
fighting an undeclared and unacknowledged war in the countryside. Scurrying crowdsfilled narrow sde
streets and broad thoroughfares dike, merchantsin their voluminous robes and peddlersin rags, silk-clad
ladies shopping with retinues of basket-carrying servantsin tow, strutting lordlingsin satins and brocades
with scented pomanders held to their nostrils against the smell of the sewers, leather-aproned apprentices
tarrying on their errands to bandy words with young girls hawking baskets of oranges and pomegranates,
pears and plums. Ragged beggars, flies buzzing about blinded eyes or crudely bandaged stumps,

squatted on every corner-more since the troubles had driven so many from their villages and farms.
Doxies strutted in gilded bangles and sheer silks or less, often taking a stance before columned palaces or
even on the broad marble steps of temples.

Y et there was that about the throng that belied the normalcy of the scene. A flush of cheek where there
should have been only calm. A quickness of breath where there was no haste. A darting of eye where
there was no visible reason for suspicion. The knowledge of what occurred beyond the walslay heavily
on lanthe even asthe city denied its happening, and the fear that it might move within thewalswasin
every heart.

When Conan caught up to the pack train, it was dowly wending itsway through the crowds. Hereined in
beside hislieutenant, a grizzled Nemedian who had had the choice of deserting from the City Guard of
Belverusor of being executed for performing his duty, too well, to the fatal detriment of alord of that

city.
"Keep aclose watch, Machaon," the Cimmerian said. "Even here we might be mobbed if this crowd
knew what we carried.”

Machaon spat. The nasal of hishelm failed to hide the livid scar that cut across his broad nose. A blue
tattoo of a six-pointed Kothian star adorned hisleft cheek. "I'd give asilver myself to know how Baron
Timeon comesto betaking thisddlivery. | never knew our fat patron had any connectionswith the
mines”

"He doesn't. A little of the gold and perhaps afew gemswill stay with Timeon; the rest goes dsewhere.”

The dark-eyed veteran gave him a questioning look, but Conan said no more. It had taken him no little
effort to discover that Timeon was but atool of Count Antimides. But Antimides was supposedly one of
the few lords of Ophir not maneuvering to ascend the throne at the desth of the King. As such he should
have no need of secret supporters, and that meant he played a degper game than any knew. Too,
tIntimides a so had no connection with the mines, and thus aslittle right to packsaddles |oaded with gold
bars and chests of emeralds and rubies. A second reason for awise man to keep histongue behind his
teeth till he knew more of the way thingswere, yet it rankled the pride of the young Cimmerian.

Fortune as much as anything else had given him his Free-Company in Nemedia, but in ayear of
campaigning since crossing the border into Ophir they had built areputation. The horse archers of Conan
the Cimmerian were known for their fierceness and the skill of him who led them, respected even by
those who had cause to hate them. Long and hard had been Conan's climb from aboyhood as athief to
become a captain of mercenaries at an age when most men might only dream of such athing. It had been,
he thought, aclimb to freedom, for never had he liked obeying another's commands; yet here he played
the game of aman he had never even met, and it set most ill with him. Mot ill, indeed.



Asthey camein sght of Timeon's paace, apretentioudy ornamented and columned square of white
marble with broad stairs, crowded between atemple of Mitraand a potter's works, Conan suddenly did
from his saddle and tossed hisreins and helmet to a surprised Machaon.

"Oncethisisdl safdy inthe cdlars™ hetold hislieutenant, "let those who rode with us have until dawn
tomorrow for carousing. They've earned it.”

"The baron may take it badly, Conan, you leaving before the gold is safely under lock and key."
Conan shook hishead. "And | see him now, | may say things best left unsaid.”
"Hell likely be so occupied with hislatest leman that helll not have time for two words with you."

One of the company close behind them laughed, a startling sound to come from his sephulcra face. He
looked like aman ravaged nearly to degth by disease. "Timeon goes through dmost as many women as
you, Machaon," he said. "But then, he has wedlth to attract them. | fill don't see how you doit."

"If you spent lesstime gaming, Narus," Machaon replied, "and more hunting, perhaps you'd know my
secrets. Or mayhap it'sbecause | don't have your spindly shanks.”

A dozen of the company roared with laughter. Narus successes with women came with those who
wanted to fatten him up and nurse him back to hedlth; there seemed to be a surprisng number of them.

"Machaon has enough women for five men," laughed Taurianus, alanky, dark-haired Ophirean, "Narus

dices enough for ten, and Conan does enough of both for twenty.” He was one of those who had joined
the company sinceitsarrival in Ophir. But nine of the origind score remained. Death had done for some
of the rest; others had smply tired of a steady diet of blood and danger.

Conan waited for the laughter to subside. "If Timeon's got anew mistress, and it's about time for him to if
he's running true to form, helll not notice if I'm there or no. Take them on in, Machaon." Without waiting
for areply the Cimmerian plunged into the crowd.

Other than staying away from Timeon until he wasin better temper, Conan was unsure of what he
sought. A woman, perhaps. Eight days the journey to the mines and back had taken, without so much as
acroneto gaze on. Women were forbidden at the mines; men condemned to alife digging rock were
difficult enough to control without the sight of soft flesh to incite them, and after ayear or two in the pits
the flesh would not have to be that soft.

A woman, then, but there was no urgency. For atime he would smply wander and drink in the bustle of
the city, so different even with itstaint from the open terror that permesated the countryside.

Ophir was an ancient kingdom; it had coexisted with the mage-ridden empire of Acheron, goneto dust
these three milleniaand more, and had been one of the few landsto resist conquest by that dark empire's
hordes. lanthe, its capital, might have been neetly planned and divided into districts at sometimeinits
long history, but over the centuriesthe grest city of spired towers and golden-domed palaces had grown
and shifted, winding streets pushing through haphazardly, buildings going up wherever there was space.
Marble temples, fronted by countless rows of fluted columns and silent save for the chants of priestsand
worshippers, sat between brick-walled brothels and smoking foundriesfilled with the clanging of
hammers, mansons and a abaster between rough taverns and slversmiths shops. There was a system of
sewers, though more often than not the refuse thrown there smply lay, adding to the effluviathat filled the
streets. And stench there was, for some were too lazy even to dispose of their offal in the sewers,
emptying chamber pots and kitchen scrapsinto the nearest dley. But for dl its smells and cramped
drests, for al itsfears, the city wasdive.



A trull wearing asingle drip of silk threaded through her belt of coins smiled invitingly at the big youth,
running her hands through her dark curlsto lift well-rounded breasts, wetting her lips for the breadth of
his shoulders. Conan answered her inviting smile with one that sent avisible shiver through her. Marking
her aslikdly for later, though, he moved on, the doxy's regretful gaze following him. Hetossed acointo a
fruit-girl and took a handful of plums, munching as he went, tossing the seedsinto asewer drain when he
saw one.

In the shop of a swordsmith he examined keen blades with an expert eye, though he had never found
sted to match that of his own ancient broadsword, ever present at his side in itsworn shagreen scabbard.
But the thought of awoman rose up in him, the memory of the whorée's thighs. Perhaps there was some
amall urgency to finding awomean after all.

From asilveramith he purchased a gilded brass necklace set with amber. It would go well on the neck of
that curly-head wench, or if not her, about the neck of another. Jewelry, flowers and perfume, he had
learned, went further with any woman, be she the most common jade of the streets or a daughter of the
noblest house, than a sack of gold, though the trull would want her coinsaswell, of course. The perfume
he obtained from a one-eyed peddler with atray hung on a strap about his scrawny neck, avia of
something that smelled of roses. Now he was reedy.

He cast about for aplace to throw thelast of his plum pits, and hiseyefel on abarrel before the shop of
abrass smith, filled with scraps of brass and bronze obvioudy ready for melting down. Lying atop the
metallic debris was a bronze figure as long as hisforearm and green with the verdigris of age. The head of
it was afour-horned mongtrosity, broad and flat, with three eyes above a broad, fang-filled gash of a
mouth.

Chuckling, Conan straightened the Statuette in the barrel. Ugly it was, without doulbt. 1t was also naked
and grotesquely mae. A perfect gift for Machaon.

"The noble sir isaconnoisseur, | see. That isone of my best pieces." Conan eyed the smiling, dumpy little
man who had appeared in the doorway of the shop, with his plump hands folded over ayellow tunic
whereit was strained by hisbdly. "One of your best pieces, isit,” Amusement wasplainin the
Cimmerian'svoice. "On the scrap hegp-"

"A mistake on the part of my apprentice, noble sir. A worthlesslad." The dumpy fellow's voice dripped
regretful anger at the worthlessness of his apprentice. "I'll leather him well for it. A meretwo gold pieces,
aditis"

Conan cut him off with araised hand. "Any more lies, and | may not buy it a dl. If you know something
of it, then speak.”

"I tell you, noble gir, it iseasily worth-" Conan turned away, and the shopkeeper yelped. "Wait! Please! |
will spesk only the truth, as Mitrahears my wordg!"

Conan stopped and looked back, feigning doubt. Thisfelow, he thought, would not last aday among the
peddiers of Turan.

There was sweat on the shopkeeper's face, though the day was cool. "Please, noble sir. Come into my
shop, and we will talk. Please.”

Still pretending reluctance, Conan dlowed himsdlf to be ushered insde, plucking the figure from the
barrdl as he passed. Within, the narrow shop was crowded with tables displaying examples of the smith's
work. Shelves on the walls held bowls, vases, ewers and gobletsin awelter of shapesand sizes. Thebig
Cimmerian set the Satuette on atable that creaked under itsweight.



"Now," hesaid, "namemeaprice. And I'll hear no more mention of gold for something you were going
tomet.”

Avarice gruggled on the amith's plump face with fear of losing apurchaser. "Ten dlvers™" hesaid findly,
screwing hisfaceinto aparody of hisformer welcoming expression.

Deliberately Conan removed asingle silver coin from his pouch and set it on the table. Crossing his
massive arms across his chest, he waited. The plump man's mouth worked, and hishead moved in small
jerks of negation, but at last he sighed and nodded. "Tisyours," he muttered bitterly. "For one silver. It's
asmuch asit isworth to melt down, and without the labor. But the thing isill luck. A peasant fleeing the
troubles brought it to me. Dug it up on his scrap of land. Ancient bronzes dways sdll well, but none
would havethis. Ill favored, they caled it. And naught but bad luck sinceit's been in my shop. One of my
daughtersiswith child, but unmarried; the other has taken up with a panderer who sdlls her not three
doorsfrom here. My wife left me for acarter. A common carter, mind you. | tell you, that thingis. . ."
Hiswordswound down as he realized he might be talking himsalf out of asale. Hurriedly he snatched the
slver and made it disappear under histunic. "Y oursfor adiver, noble sir, and abargain greater than you
canimagine”

"If you say s0," Conan said drily. "But get me something to carry it through the streetsin.” He eyed the
figure and chuckled despite himsdf, imagining the look on Machaon's face when he presented it to him.
"The most hardened trull in the city would blush to look onit."

Asthe smith scurried into the back of his shop, two heavy-set men in the castoff finery of nobles
swaggered in. One, in asoiled red brocade tunic, had had his ears and nose dit, the pendtiesfor first and
second offences of theft. For the next he would go to the mines. The other, bald and with astraggly black
beard, wore afrayed wool cloak that had once been worked with embroidery of silver or gold, long
since picked out. Their eyeswent immediately to the bronze figure on the table. Conan kept his gaze on
them; their swords, at |east, looked well tended, and the hilts showed the wear of much use.

"Can | help you?' the shopkeeper asked, regppearing with a coarsely woven sack in his hand. There was
no 'noble sir' for this sort.

"That," dit-ear said gruffly, pointing to the statuette. "A gold piecefor it."

The amith coughed and spluttered, glaring reproachfully at Conan. "It'smine," the Cimmerian said camly,
"and I'veno mind to sll."

"Two gold pieces," dit-ear said. Conan shook his head.
"Five," the bald man offered.

Slit-ear rounded on his companion. " Give away your profit, an you will, but not mine! I'll makethisox an
offer," he snarled and spun, his sword whispering from its shegth.

Conan made no move toward his own blade. Grasping the bronze figure by itsfeet, he swung it
sdeways. The splintering of bone blended with dit-ear's scream as his shoulder was crushed.

The bald man had his sword out now, but Conan merely stepped aside from his lunge and brought the
weighty statuette down like amace, splattering blood and brains. The dead man's momentum carried him
on into the tables, overturning those he did not smash, sending brass vases and bowls clattering across
the floor. Conan whirled back to find the first man thrusting with adagger held left-handed. The blade
skittered off his hauberk, and the two men crashed together. For the space of a breath they were chest to
chest, Conan staring into desperate black eyes. Thistime he disdained to use awespon. His hugefist



traveled more than haf the length of hisforearm, and ditear staggered back, hisface abloody mask, to
pull shelves down atop him as he crumpled to the floor. Conan did not know if he was dive or dead, nor
did he care.

The smith stood in the middle of the floor, hopping from one foot to the other. "My shop!™ he wailed.
"My shop iswrecked! You gted for asiver what they would have given five gold piecesfor, then you
destroy my place of business!”

"They have purses,” Conan growled. "Take the cost of your repairsfrom-" He broke off with acurse as
the scent of roses wafted to his nose. Delving into his pouch, he came out with afragment of vid.
Perfume was soaking into his hauberk. And hiscloak. "Erlik take the pair of them,”" he muttered. He
hefted the bronze figure that he still held in one hand. "What about thisthing isworth five gold pieces? Or
worth dying for?' The shopkeeper, gingerly feding for the ruffians purses, did not answer.

Cursing under his breath Conan wiped the blood from the figure and thrugt it into the sack the smith had
let drop.

With ashout of ddlight the smith held up ahandful of silver, then drew back asif he feared Conan might
takeit. He darted, then stared at the two men littering hisfloor asif redlizing where they werefor thefirgt
time. "But what will | do with them?" he cried.

"Apprentice them,” Conan told him, "I'll wager they won't put anything vauable in the scrap barrel .

Leaving the dumpy man knedling on the floor with his mouth hanging open, Conan stalked into the Sireet.
It was time and more to find himself awoman.

In hishaste he did not notice the heavily veiled woman whose green eyeswidened in surprise a his
appearance. She watched him blend into the crowd then, gathering her cloak about her, followed dowly.

Chapter 11

The Bull and Bear was dmost empty when Conan entered, and the half-dread silence suited his mood
well. The curly-haired trull had been leaving with a customer when he got back to her corner, and he had
not seen another to compare with her between there and this tavern.

An odor of stalewine and sweat hung in the air of the common room; it was not atavern for gentlefolk.
Haf adozen men, carters and apprenticesin rough woolen tunics, sat singly at the tables scattered about
the stone floor, each engrossed in his own drinking. A single doxy stood with her back to a corner, not
plying her trade but seeming rather to ignore the men in the room. Auburn hair fell in soft wavesto her
shoulders. Wrapped in layers of green slk, she was more modestly covered than most noble ladies of
Ophir, and she wore none of the gaudy ornaments such women usually adorned themsalves with, but the
elaborate kohl of her eyelids named her professiond, asdid her presence in that place. Still, therewasa
youthful freshnessto her face that gave him cause to think she had not long been at it.

Conan was S0 intent on the girl that he failed at first to see the graying man, the full beard of ascholar
spreading over his chest, who muttered to himsalf over a battered pewter pitcher at atable to one side of
the door. When he did, he sighed, wondering if the wench would be worth putting up with the old man.

At that moment the bearded man caught sight of Conan, and adrunken, snaggle-toothed grin split his
wizened face. Histunic was patched in arainbow of colors, and stained with wine and food.

"Conan," he cried, gesturing so hard for the big youth to come closer that he nearly fell from his stoal.
"Come. Sit. Drink."



"Y ou look to have had enough, Boras," Conan said drily, "and I'll buy you no more.”

"No need to buy," Boros laughed. He fumbled for the pitcher. "No need. See? Water. But with just a
little.. . ." Hisvoicetrailed off into mumbles, while his free hand made passes above the pitcher.

"Crom!" Conan shouted, leaping back from the table. Somein the room looked up, but seeing neither
blood nor chance for advantage all went back to their drinking. "Not again while you're drunk, you old
fool!" the Cimmerian continued hagtily. "Narus il isn't rid of those warts you gave him trying to cure his
boil "

Boros cackled and thrust the pitcher toward him. "Taste. 'Swine. Naught to fear here.”

Cautioudy Conan took the proffered pitcher and sniffed a the mouth of it. His nose wrinkled, and he
handed the vessel back. ™Y ou drink firgt, snceit's your making."

"Fearful, are you?' Boroslaughed. "And big asyou are. Had | your muscles. . ." Heburied hisnosein
the pitcher, threw back his head, and amost in the same motion hurled the vessdl from him, gagging,
spluttering and spitting. "Mitras mercies,”" he gasped shakily, scrubbing the back of abony hand across
his mouth. "Never tasted anything like that in my life. Must have put agill or more down my gullet. What
in Azurasnameisit?'

Conan suppressed agrin. "Milk. Sour milk, by the smell.”

Boros shuddered and retched, but nothing came up. ™Y ou switched the pitcher," he said when he could
speak. "Y our hands are swift, but not so swift as my eye. Y ou owe me wine, Cimmerian.”

Conan dropped onto a stool across the table from Boros, setting the sack containing the bronze on the
floor a hissde. He had little liking for wizards, but properly speaking Boroswas not such aone. Theold
man had been an apprentice in the black arts, but aliking for drink that became an al-consuming passion
had led him to the gutter rather than down crooked paths of dark knowledge. "When sober he was of
some usein curing minor ills, or providing alove philtre; drunk, he was sometimes adanger evento
himsalf. He was a good drinking companion, though, so long as he was kept from magic.

"Herel" the tavernkeeper bellowed, wiping his hands on afilthy once-white apron as he hurried toward
them. With hisspindly limbs and pot belly, helooked like afat spider. "What's dl this mess on the floor?
I'll have you know thistavern is respectable, and-"

"Wine," Conan cut him off, tossing coppersto clatter on the floor at hisfeet. "And have awench bring it."
He gestured to the strangely aoof doxy. "That one in the corner will do."

"She don't work for me," the tavernkeeper grunted, bending to collect the pitcher and the coins. Then he
got down on hands and knees to fetch one copper from under the table and grinned at it in satisfaction.
"But youll haveagirl, never fear."

He disappeared into the rear of the building, and in short moments a plump girl scurried out, one strip of
blue silk barely containing her bouncing breasts and another fastened about her hips, to set a pitcher of
wine and apair of dented tankards before the two men. Wriggling, she moved closer to Conan, a
seductive light in her dark eyes. He was barely aware of her; his eves had gone back to the
auburn-haired jade.

"Fool!" the serving wench snapped. "Aswell take ablock of icein your amsasthat one." And with a
roll of her lips she flounced away. Conan stared after her in amazement. "What is Zandru's Nine Hells got
into her?' he growled.



"Who understands women?' Boros muittered absently. Hastily hefilled atankard and gulped hdlf of it.
"Besides," he went on in bleary tones once he had taken a deep breath, "now Tiberio's dead, well have
too much eseto be worrying about. . ." Therest of hiswords were drowned in another mouthful of
wine.

"Tiberio dead?' Conan said increduloudly. "I spoke of him not too hours gone and heard no mention of
this. Black Erlik's Throne, stop drinking and talk. What of Tiberio?"

Boros st his tankard down with obvious reluctance. "The word isjust now spreading. Last night it was.
St hiswrigtsin hisbath. Or sothey say.”

Conan grunted. "Who will believe that, and him with the best blood claim to succeed Vadric?"
"Folk believe what they want to believe, Cimmerian. Or what they're afraid not to believe.”

It had had to come, Conan thought. There had been kidnappings in plenty, wives, sons, daughters.
Sometimes demands were made, that an aliance be broken or a secret betrayed; sometimes there was
only silence, and fear to paralyze anoblein his castle. Now began the assassinations. He was glad that a
third of his Free-Company was dways on guard a Timeon's paace. Losing apatron in that fashion
would beill for acompany's reputation.

"Tisdl of apiece,” Boroswent on unsteadily. " Someone attempts to resurrect Al'Kiir. I've seen lights
atop that accursed mountain, heard whispers of black knowledge sought. And thistime ther€lll be no
Avanrakash to sed him up again. We need Moranthes the Gresat reborn. 1t would take him to bring order

"What are you chattering a? No matter. Who's next in line after Tiberio? Vdentius, isn't it?"
"Vaentius," Boris chuckled derisively. "Hell never be dlowed to take the throne. HE'stoo young."

"He'saman grown,” Canon said angrily. He knew little of Vadentius and cared less, but the count wasa
full sx yearsolder than he.

Boros amiled. "Therés a difference between you two, Cimmerian. Y ou've put two hard lifetimes
experienceinto your years. Vaentius hasled a courtier'slife, dl perfumes and courtesies and soft
words."

"You'rerambling,” Conan barked. How had the other man read his thoughts? A fast rise had not
lessened histouchiness about his comparative youth, nor hisanger at those who thought him too young
for the position he held. But he had better to do with histime than it with adrunken failed mage. There
was that auburn-haired wench, for instance. "The rest of thewineisyours," he said. Snatching up the
sack with the bronzein it, he saked away from the table, leaving Boros chortling into hiswine.

Thegirl had not moved from the corner or changed her stancein dl the time Conan had been watching
her. Her heart-shaped face did not change expression as he approached, but her downcast eyes, blue as
anorthland sky at dawn, widened like those of afrightened deer, and she quivered asif prepared for
flight.

"Share some wine with me," Conan said, motioning to atable nearby. The girl stared at him directly, her
big eyes going even wider, if such were possible, and shook her head.

Heblinked in surprise. That innocent face might belieit, but if she wanted directness. . . "If you don't
want wine, how does two slverstake you?'



The girl'smouth dropped open. "I don't ... that is, | ... | mean . . ." Even ssammering, her voicewasa
soprano like slver bells.

"Threedlvers, then. A fourth if you proveworthit." She still stared. Why was he wasting time with her,
he wondered, when there were other wenches about? She reminded him of Karela, that wasit. Thisgirl's
hair was not so red, nor her cheekbones so high, but she recaled to him the woman bandit who had
shared his bed-and managed to disrupt hislife-every time their paths had crossed. Karelawas awoman
fit for any man, fit for aKing. But what useraking up old memories?"Girl," he said gruffly, "if you don't
want my slver, say S0, and I'll take my custom elsewhere.”

"Stay," she gasped. It was an obvious effort for her to get the word out.

"Innkeeper,” Conan bellowed, "aroom!" The wench's face went scarlet beneath the rouge on her
cheeks.

The spidery tapster appeared on the instant, along hand extended for coin. "Four coppers,” he growled,
and waited until Conan had dropped them into his pam before adding, "Top of the sairs, to theright.”

Conan caught the furioudy blushing girl by the arm and drew her up the creaking wooden stairs after
him.

The room was what he had expected, a small box with dust on the floor and cobwebs in the corners. A
sagging bed with a husk-filled mattress and none-too-clean blankets, athree-legged stool, and arickety
table were al the furnishings. But then, What he was there for went aswell in abarn asin apaace, and
often better.

Dropping the sack on the floor with athump, he kicked the door shut and put his hands on the girl's
shoulders. Ashe drew her to him he peeled her silken robes from her shouldersto her waist. Her breasts
werefull, but upstanding, and pink-nippled. She yel ped once before his mouth descended on hers, then
went stiff in hisarms. He could as well have been kissng a statue.

He drew back, but held her il inthe circle of hisarms. "What sort of doxy are you?' he demanded. "A
man would think you'd never kissed aman before.”

"I haven't,” she snapped, then began to sammer. "That is, | have. I've kissed many men. More than you
can count. | am very ... experienced.” She bared her teeth in what Conan suspected was meant to be an
inviting smile; it was more afearful rictus

He snorted derisively and pushed her out to arms length. Her hands twitched toward her disarrayed
garments, then were still. Heavy breathing made her breastsrise and fall in interesting fashion, and her
face dowly colored again. "Y ou don't talk like afarm wench,” he said findly. "What are you? Some
merchant's runaway daughter without sense enough to go home?”

Her face became afrozen mask of arrogant pride. "Y ou, barbarian, will have the honor of taking a
noblewoman of Ophir to ... to your bed." Even the sscumble did not crack her haughty demeanor.

Taken together with her manner of dress-or undress, rather-it was too much for the Cimmerian. He
threw back his head and bellowed hislaughter at the fly-specked ceiling.

"You laugh a me?' she gasped. "Y ou dare?"

"Cover yoursdf," he snapped back at her, hismirth fading. Anger sprouted from stifled desires; she was
atagty bit, and he had been looking forward to the enjoyment of her. But avirgin girl running away from
anoblefather wasthe last thing he needed, or wanted any part of. Nor could hewalk away from her if



she needed help, ether. That thought came reluctantly. Softhearted, he grumbled to himsdlf. That was his
trouble. To the girl he growled, "Do it, before | take my belt to your backside.”

For amoment she glared at him, sky-blue eyes warring with icy sapphire. Ice won, and she hagtily
fumbled her green robes back into place, muttering under her bregth.

"Y our name," he demanded. "And no lies, or I'll pack you to the Marline Cloisters mysdlf. Besidesthe
hungry and the sick, they take in wayward girls and unruly children, and you look to be both."

"Y ou have no right. I've changed my mind. | do not want your slver." She gestured imperioudy. " Stand
away from that door.”

Conan gazed back at her calmly, not moving. "Y ou are but afew words away from a stern-faced woman
with a switch to teach you manners and proper behavior. Y our name?”

Her eyesdarted angrily to thedoor. "'l am the Lady Julia," she said siffly. "I will not shame my house by
naming it in this place, not if you torture me with red-hot irons. Not if you use pincers, and the knout, and
.and. ..

"Why are you here, Julia, masquerading as atrull, instead of doing needlework at your mother's knee?!

"What right have you to demand ... ? Erlik take you! My mother islong dead, and my father these three
months. His estates were pledged for |oans and were seized in payment. | had no relationsto take mein,
nor friends who had use for agirl with no more than the clothes on her back. And you will cal me Lady
Julia | am gill anoble-woman of Ophir.”

"Youreaslly wench," heretorted. "And why this? Why not become a serving girl? Or abeggar, even?”'
Juliasniffed haughtily. "I would not sink so low. My blood-"
"So you become atrull?* He noted she had the grace to blush. But then, she did that often.

"| thought," she began hesitantly, then stopped. When she resumed her voice had dropped to amurmur.
"It seemed not so different from my father'slemans, and they appeared to be ladies.” Her eyes searched
hisface, and shewent on urgently. "But I've done nothing. | am ill ... | mean ... Oh, why am | telling any
of thisto you?'

Conan leaned againgt the door, the crudely cut boards creaking at hisweight. If he were acivilized man,
he would abandon her to the path she was following. He would have hiswill of her and leave her
weeping with her coins-or cheat her of them, for that was the civilized way. Anything € se would be more
bother than she was worth. The gods a one knew what faction she might be attached to by blood, for al
they had not helped her so far, or what faction he might offend by aiding her.

His mouth twisted in agrimace, and Juliaflinched, thinking it wasfor her. He was thinking too much of
factions of late, spending too much time delving the labyrinthine twists of Ophirean palitics. Thishewould
leave to the gods. And the wench.

"I am called Conan," he said abruptly "and | captain a Free-Company. We have our own cook, for our
patron's kitchens prepare fussed-over viands not fit for aman's ssomach. This cook, Fabio, needs agirl
to fetch and serve. The work isyours, an you want it."

"A pot girl!" sheexclamed. "Mé&!"

"Besdlent, wench!" heroared, and she rocked back on her hedl's. He waited to be certain she would



obey, then nodded in satisfaction when she settled with her hands clasped at her throat. And her mouth
shut. "Do you decideit is not too far beneath you, present yoursdlf at Baron Timeon's palace before
sunfdl. If not, then know well what your future will be."

Shelet out one startled squeak as he took the step necessary to crush her to his chest. Hetangled his
free hand in her long hair, and his mouth took its pleasure with hers. For atime her bare feet drummed
againg his shins, then dowly her kicking stopped. When he let her hedlsthud to the floor once more, she
stood trembling and silent, tremulous azure eyes locked on hisface.

"And | was gentle compared to some," he said. Scooping up the sack containing the bronze, he left her
ganding there.

Chapter 111

Boros was gone from the common room when Conan returned below, for which the Cimmerian was just
asglad.

The spidery innkeeper rushed forward, though, rubbing his hands avaricioudy. "Not long with the girl,
noblesrr. | could havetold you sheld not please. My Sdlina, now. . ."

Conan snarled, and the fellow retreated hastily. Crom! What aday, he thought. Go out searching for a
wench and end up trying to rescue afoal girl from her own folly. He had thought he had out-grown such

idiocy long ago.

Outside the street was narrow and crooked, little more than an alley dotted with muddy potholes where
the cracked paving stones had been pried up and carried away, yet even here were there beggars.
Conan tossed afistful of coppersinto the nearest out-thrust bowl and hurried on before the score of
others could flock about him. A stench of rotted turnip and offal hung in the air, held by stone buildings
that seemed to lean out over the way.

He had not gone far when it dawned on him that the mendicants, rather than chasing after him crying for
more, had disappeared. Such men had the ingtincts of feral animas. His hand went to his sword even as
three men stepped into the cramped confines of the Street before him. The leader had arag tied over
where hisright eye had been. The other two wore beards, one no more than astraggly collection of hairs.
All three had swordsin hand. A foot grated on paving stone behind the Cimmerian.

Hedid not wait for them to take another step. Hurling the bag containing the bronze at the one-eyed
man, he drew his ancient broadsword and dropped to a crouch in one continuous motion. A blade
whistled over his head as he pivoted, then his own sted was biting deep into the side of the man behind.
Blood spurting, the man screamed, and hislegs buckled.

Conan threw himsdlf into adive past the collgpsing man, tucking his shoulder under, and rolled to hisfeet
with hissword at the ready just in time to spit one-eye as he rushed forward with blade upraised. For an
ingant Conan stared into alone brown eyefilling with despair and filming with death, then one of the
others was crowding close, attempting to catch the big Cimmerian while his sword was hung up in the
body. Conan snatched the poignard from one-eye's belt and dammed it into his other attacker's throat.
The man staggered back with agurgling shriek, blood pumping through the fingers clutching his neck to
soak hisfilthy beard in crimson.

All had occurred so quickly that the man impaed on Conan's blade wasjust now beginning to fal. The
Cimmerian jerked his blade free as one-eye dropped. Thefirst attacker gave alast quiver and lay dtill ina

widening sanguinary pool.



The man with the straggly beard had not even had time to join the fight. Now he stood with sword
half-raised, dark eyesrolling from one corpse to another and thin nose twitching. Helooked like arat
that had just discovered it wasfighting alion. "Not worthit," he muttered. "No matter the gold, it's not
worth dying." Warily he edged backwards until he came abreast of a crossing dley; with alast frightened
glance he darted into it. In moments even the pounding of hisfeet had faded.

Conan made no effort to follow. He had no interest in footpads, of which the city had an overabundance.
These had made their try and paid the price. He bent to wipe his sword, and froze as athought came to
him. The last man had mentioned gold. Only nobles carried gold on their persons, and he was far from
looking that sort. Gold might be paid for akilling, though the life of amercenary, even acaptain, was not
usually considered worth more than silver. Few indeed were the deaths that would bring gold. Except ...
nation. With ashout that rang from the stone walls Conan snatched up the sack-wrapped statuette
and was running in the same motion, encarmined blade till gripped in hisfist. With him out of theway it
might be easier to get through his company to Timeon. And that sort of killing had aready begun. His
massive legs pumped harder, and he burst out of the aley onto amain street.

A flower-girl, screeching at the giant gpparition wielding bloody sted, legped out of hisway; afruit
peddler failed to move fast enough and caromed off Conan's chest, oranges exploding from his basket in
al directions. The peddler'simprecations, half for the huge Cimmerian and hdf for the apprentices
scurrying to stedl his scattered fruit, followed Conan down the crowded street, but he did not dow his
headlong charge. Bearers, scrambling to move from his path, overturned their sedan chairs, spilling
cursing noblesinto the street. Merchantsin voluminous robes and serving girls shopping for their masters
kitchens scattered screaming and shouting before him.

Then Timeon's palace was in sight. As Conan pounded up the broad aabaster stairs, the two guards he
had set on the columned portico rushed forward, arrows nocked, eyes searching the street for what
pursued him.

"The door!" he roared at them. "Erlik blast your hides! Open the door.”

Hurriedly they leaped to swing open one of the massive bronze doors, worked with Timeon's family
crest, and Conan rushed through without dowing.

Hewas met in the broad entry hall by Machaon and half a score of the company, their boots clattering on
polished marbletiles. Varying degrees of undress and more than one mug clutched in afist showed they
had been rousted from their rest by his shouts, but al had wegponsin hand.

"What happens?' Machaon demanded. "We heard your shouts, and-"
Conan cut him off. "Whereis Timeon- Have you seen him sSince arriving?'
"He's upstairswith his new leman,” Machaon replied. "What-"

Spinning, Conan raced up the nearest stairs, a curving sweep of aabaster that stood without visble
support. Pausing only an instant Machaon and the others followed at adead run. At the door to Timeon's
bedchamber, tall and carved with improbable beasts, Conan did not pause. He dammed open the door
with a shoulder and rushed in. Baron Timeon legped from histall-posted bed with astartled cry, his
round belly bouncing, and snatched up along robe of red brocade. On the bed a dender, naked girl
clutched the coverlet to her smal yet shapely breasts. Ducking her head, she peered shyly at Conan
through avell of long, silky black hair that hung to her wais.

"What isthe meaning of this?* Timeon demanded, furioudy belting the robe about his girth. After the
current fashion of the nobility, hewore asmall, triangular beard on the point of his chin. On hismaoon



face, with hisfound, protuberant eyes, it made him look like afat goat. An angry goat, now. "I demand
an answer immediately! Burgting into my chamberswith sword drawn.” He peered suddenly at the blade
in Conan'shand. "Blood!" he gasped, staggering. He flung hisarms around one of the thick intricately
carved posts of hisbed asif to hold himself erect, or perhapsto hide himsalf behind. " Are we attacked?
Y ou must hold them off till | escape. That is, I'll ridefor aid. Hold them, and ther€lll be gold for al of
you."

"There's no attack, Lord Timeon," Conan said hastily "At least, not here. But | was attacked in the city.”

Timeon glanced at the girl. He seemed to redlize he had been far from heroic before her. Straightening
abruptly, hetugged at hisrobe asif adjusting it, smoothed histhinning hair. ™Y our squabbles with the
refuse of lanthe have no interest for me. And my pretty Tiviaistoo delicate ablossom to be frightened
with your tales of dley brawls, and your gory blade. Leave, and | will try to forget your ill manners.”

"Lord Timeon," Conan said with forced patience, "does someone mean you harm, well might they try to
put me out of theway first. Count Tiberio isdead thislast night at an assassin's hand. | will put guards at
your door and in the garden beneath your windows.”

The plump nobles water blue eyes darted to the girl again. ™Y ou will do no such thing. Tiberio took his
own life, s0 | heard. And asfor assassins" he strode to the table where his sword lay, dung the
scabbard into acorner and struck a pose with the weapon in hand-"should any manage to get past your
vigilance, I'll ded with them mysdlf. Now leaveme. | have. . ." heleered at the dender girl who ill
attempted unsuccessfully to cover hersdlf, "mattersto attend to.”

Re uctantly Conan bowed himsdf from the room. The instant the door was shut behind him, he growled,
"That tainted sack of suet. An old woman with aswitch could beat him through every corridor of this

paace.
"What are we to do?' Machaon asked. "If he refuses guards..."

"We guard him anyway," Conan snorted. "He can take al the chances he wants to with usto protect him,
and hewill solong asthere's awoman to impress, but we cannot afford to let him die. Put two meninthe
garden, where he can't see them from hiswindows. And one at either end of thishal, around the corners

where they can hideif Timeon comes out, but where they can keep an eye on hisdoor.”

"I'll seetoit." The scarred warrior paused. "What'sthat you're carrying?'

Conan redlized he till had the bronze, wrapped in its sack, beneath hisarm. He had forgotten it in the
mad rush to get to Timeon. Now he wondered. If the men who had attacked him had not been trying to
open away to the baron-and it now seemed they had not-perhaps they had been after the Satuette.
After al, two others had been willing to kill, and dig, for it. And they had thought it worth gold. It seemed
best to find out the why of it before giving Machaon a gift that might bring men seeking hislife.

"Just athing | bought in the city,” he said. "Post those guardsimmediately. | don't want to take chances,
incase |l wasright thefirg time.”

"Firgt time?" Machaon echoed, but Conan was aready striding away. The room Conan had been given
was spacious, but what Timeon thought suitable for amercenary captain. The tapestrieson the wdlls
were of the second quality only, the lamps were polished pewter and brassrather than silver or gold, and
the floor was plain red tiles. Two arched windows looked out on the garden, four floors below, but there
was no balcony. Still, the mattress on the big bed was goose down, and the tables and chairs, if plain
varnished wood, were sturdy enough for him to be comfortable with, unlike the frail, gilded piecesin the
roomsfor noble guests.



He tossed the rough sacking aside and set the bronze on atable. A malevolent piece, it seemed amost
alive. Alive and ready to rend and tear. The man who had made it was amaster. And stegped in
abomination, Conan was sure, for otherwise he could not have infused so much evil into his creation.

Drawing his dagger, he tapped the hilt againgt thefigure. It was not hollow; there could be no gems
hidden within. Nor did it have the fed or heft of bronze lavered over gold, though who would have gone
to that much trouble, or why, he could not imagine.

A knock came at the door while he was still frowning at the horned shape, attempting to divineits secret.
He hegitated, then covered it with the sack before going to the door. It was Narus.

"Theresawench asking for you," the hollow-cheeked man said. "Dressed like adoxy, but her face
scrubbed like atemple virgin, and pretty enough to be either. Says her nameis Julia”

"I know her," Conan said, amiling.

Narus mournful expression did not change, but then it ssldom did. "A gold to aslver thereéstroublein
this one, Cimmerian. Came to the front and demanded entrance, as arrogant as a princess of the realm.
When | sent her around back, shetried to tell me her lineage. Claims shel's noble born. Thetimes areill
for dallying with such.”

"Take her to Fabio," Conan laughed. "She'shisnew pot girl. Tell him to put her pedling turnipsfor the
Sew."

"A pleasure," Narus said, with abrief flicker of asmile, "after the way her tongue scourged me.”

At least one thing had gone well with the day, Conan thought as he turned from the door. Then hiseye
fell on the sacking covered bronze on the table, and his moment of jollity faded. But there were other
matters yet to be plumbed, and the feeling at the back of his neck told him there would be deadly danger
indoing so.

Chapter IV

The dy-faced man who cdled himsalf Galbro wandered nervoudy around the dusty room where he had
been told to wait. Two great stuffed eagles on perches were the only decoration, the amber beads that
had replaced their eyes seeming to glare more fiercely than ever any living eagle's eyes had. Thelone
furnishings was the long table supporting the leather bag in which he had brought what he had to sell. He
did not like these meetings; despite dl the silver and gold they put in his purse, he did not like the woman
who gave him the coin. Her name was unknown to him, and he did not want to know it, nor anything else
about her. Knowledge of her would be dangerous.

Y et he knew it was not the woman aone who made him pace thistime. That man. A northlander, lirian
said he was. From whencever he came, he had dain five of Galbro's best and walked away without so
much as ascratch. That had never happened before, or at least not since he cameto Ophir. It wasan ill
omen. For thefirg timein long years he wished that he was back in Zingara, back in the thieves warren
of aleysthat ran aong the docks of Kordava. And that was foolish, for if he was not shortened ahead
by the guard, histhroat would be dit by the denizens of those same alleys before he saw asingle nightfall.
There were penalties attached to playing both sdesin agame, especialy when both sides discovered that
you cheated.

A light footstep brought him aert. She stepped into the room, and a shiver passed through him. No part
of her but her eyes, dark and devoid of softness, wasvisible. A silver cloak that brushed the floor was
gathered close about her. A dark, opague veil covered the lower half of her face, and her hair was



hidden by awhite silk head-cloth, held by aruby pin, the Sone aslarge asthelast joint of histhumb.

The ruby invoked no shreds of greed within him. Nothing about her brought any fedling to him except
fear. He hated that, fearing awoman, but at least her coin was plentiful. Histaste for that was all the
greed he dared dlow himsdf with her.

With agart he redized she was waiting for him to speak. Wetting hislips-why did they dry soin her
presence?-he opened his bag, spread his offerings on the table. "Asyou can see, my lady, | have much
thistime. Very vduable.

One pae, dender hand extended from the cloak to finger what he had brought, object by object. The
brass plague, worked with the head of the demon that so fascinated her, was thrust contemptuously
asde. He schooled his face not to wince. Leandros had labored hard on that, but of late she accepted
few of the Corinthian'sforgeries. Three fragments of manuscript, tattered and torn, she studied carefully,
then lay to one side. Her fingers paused over aclay head, so worn with age he had not been certain it
was meant to be the creature she wanted. She put it with the parchments.

"Two gold pieces," she said quietly when she was done. "Onefor the head, one for the codexes. They
but duplicate what | already have." A gold for the head was good-he had hoped for no more than
coppers a best-but he had expected two for each of the manuscripts. "But, my lady," hewhined, "I can
but bring you what | find. | cannot read such script, or know if you aready possessit. Y ou know not
what difficulties | face, what expenses, in your service. Five of my men dain. Coin to be paid for thefts.
Men to be-"

"Five men dead?' Her voice was awhipcrack across his back, though she had not raised it.

He squirmed beneath her gaze; swest rolled down hisface. This cold woman had little tolerance for
falure, he knew, and less for men who drew attention to themsealves, as by leaving corpses strewn in the
dreets. He had Baraca as example for that. The Kothian had been found hanging by hisfeet with hisskin
neetly removed, yet ill aive. For afew agonized hours of screaming.

"What have you been into, Galbro," she continued, her low words stabbing like daggers, "to losefive
men?'

"Naught, my lady. A private matter. | should not have mentioned it, my lady. Forgive me, please.”

"Fool! Y our liesare trangparent. Know that the god | serve, and whom you serve through me, gives me
the power of pain." She spoke words that his brain did not want to comprehend; her hand traced afigure
inthe air between them.

Blinding light flashed behind his eyes, and agony filled him, every musclein hisbody writhing and
knotting. Helpless, hefdl, quivering in every limb, bending into abackbreaking arch till only hishead and
drumming hedlstouched the floor. He tried to shriek, but shrieks could not passthe frozen cords of his
throat, nor even breath. Blackness veiled his eyes, and he found a core within him that cried out for
death, for anything to escape the dl-consuming pain.

Abruptly the torment melted away, and he collapsed in a sobbing heap.

"Not even death can save you," she whispered, "for death is one of the relms of my master. Behold!"
Again she spoke words that seared his mind.

He peered up at her pleadingly, tried to beg, but the words stuck in histhroat. The eagles moved. He
knew they were dead; he had touched them. But they moved, wings unfolding. One uttered apiercing



scream. The other swooped from its perch to the table, great talons gripping the wood asiit tilted its head
to regard him asit might arabbit. Tearsrolled uncontrollably down histhin cheeks.

"They would tear you to pieces at my command,” the veiled woman told him. "Now spegk. Tell meal.”

Galbro began to babble. Words spilled from his mouth like water from afountain. The bronzefigure,
described in minute detail. How helearned of it, and the attemptsto secureit. Y et evenin histerror he
held back the true description of the giant northlander. Some tiny portion of him wanted to be part of
killing this man who had endangered him; alarger part wanted whatever the veiled woman might pay for
the piece. Did she know how to obtain it without him she might decide his usefulnesswas at an end. He
knew she had otherslike him who served her, and Baracareminded him of the deadliness of her wrath.
When historrent of speech ended, he lay waiting in dread.

"| didike those who keep thingsfrom me," she said &t last, and he shivered at the thought of her didike.
"Secure this bronze, Galbro. Obey meimplicitly, and | will forgiveyour lies. Fall. . ."

She did not have to voice the threat. His whirling mind provided ascore of them, each worse than the
last. "'l will obey, my lady," he sobbed, scrubbing hisface in the dust of the floor. "1 will obey. 1 will

obey."

Not until her footsteps had faded from the room could he bring himself to stop the litany. Raising hishead
he stared wildly about the room, filled with joyousrdlief that he was done and till dive. The eagles
caught his eye, and he moaned. They were till again, but one leaned forward with wings haf raised asif
ready to swoop a him from its perch. The other still clung to the table, head swiveled to pierce him with
itsamber gaze.

Hewanted to flee, yet he knew with asinking fegling that he could not run far enough or fast enough to
escape her. That accursed northlander was responsible for this. If not for him everything could have gone
on as before. Rage built in him, comforting rage that overlaid histerror. He would make the northlander
pay for everything that had happened to him. That big man would pay.

Syndllewaited until shewasin her paanquin-unadorned for anonymity-with the pae gray curtains safely
drawn before lowering her veil. The bearers carried her from the courtyard of the small house where she
had met Galbro without aword needed from her. Tongueless, so they could not spesk of where they had
borne her, they knew the need to serve her perfectly aswell as did the dy-faced thief..

It was well she always went to these meetings prepared. A cloth on which Galbro had wiped his swet,
obtained by another of her minions, afew feathers plucked from the eagles, these had given her the
meansto quell the thief. She could rest at her ease knowing the man's soul was seared with the need for
absolute obedience. And yet for once the gentle swaying of the platform did not [ull her asshelolled on
slken cushions.

Something about the dy little man's description of the bronze produced an irritating tickle in the back of
her mind. She had encountered many representations of Al'Kiir's head, many medalions and amulets
embossed with hishead or the symbol of the horns, but never before acomplete figure. It sounded so
detailed, perhaps an exact duplicate of the actua body of the god. Her face went blank with
astonishment. In one of the manuscript fragments she had gathered there was ... something. She was sure
of it.

She parted the forward curtains adit. "Fagter!" she commanded. "Erlik blast your souls, faster!™

The bearersincreased their paceto arun, forcing their way through the crowds, careless of the curses
that followed them. Syndlle would do more than curseif they failed to obey. Within, she pounded asmall



fist againgt her thighin frudtration a the timeit took to crossthe city.

As soon as the palanquin entered the courtyard of her mansion, before the bearers could lower it to the
datetiles, Syndlelegped out. Evenin her haste hate flickered through her at the sight of the house. As
large asany palacein the city, it till was not a paace. The white stuccoed walls and red-tiled roof were
suitable for the dwelling of amerchant. Or awoman. By ancient law no woman, not even a princess,
could maintain a pdace within thewals of lanthe. But she would change that. By the gods, if what she
thought were true she would change it within the month. Why wait for Vadric to die? Not even the army
could stand againgt her. Iskandrian, the White Eagle of Ophir, would knedl at her feet along with the
great lords of Ophir.

Dropping her cloak for aserving maid to tend to, she raised her robesto her hips and ran, heedless of
servants who stared at bare, flashing limbs. To the top floor of the mansion she ran, to awindowless
room where only one other but hersalf was allowed, and that one with her mind ensorceled to forget
what lay within, to die did anyone attempt to force the awful knowledge from her.

Golden sconces on thewalls held pale, perfumed candles, yet dl their light could not thrust back an air of
darkness, thefed of ashrineto evil. Shrineit was, in away, though therewas no idal, no place for votive
offerings. Threelong tables, polished till they gleamed, were dl the furnishings the room contained. On
onewereflasks of liquidsthat bubbled in their sedled containers or glowed with eery lights, vids of
powders noxious and obscene, thetools of her painfully learned craft. The second was covered with
amulets and talismans, some held avesome powers she could detect but not yet wield. Al'Kiir would give
themto her.

It was to the third table she hurried, for there were the fragments of scroll, the tattered pages of
parchment and vellum that she had dowly and carefully gathered over the years. There wasthe dark
knowledge of sorceriesthe world had attempted to forget, sorceriesthat would give her power. Hastily
she pawed through them, for once carel ess of flakes that dropped from ancient pages. She found what
she sought, and easily read in alanguage dead a thousand years. She was perhapsthe last personin the
world capable of reading that extinct tongue, for the scholar who had taught her she had had strangled
with his own beard, hiswife and children smothered in their beds to be doubly sure. Death guarded
secretsfar better than gold.

An eager gleam lit her dark eyes, and she read again the passage she had found.

Lo, cal to the great god, entreating him, and set before the image, the succedaneum, the bridge between
worlds, as abeacon to glorify theway of the god to thee.

She had thought this spoke of the priestess as bridge and beacon, placing hersalf before the image of
Al'Kiir, but that which lay beneath the mountain was not an image. It was materia body of the god. It
must be the image that was to be placed before the priestess during the rites. Theimage. The bronze
figure. 1t had to be. A thrill of triumph coursed through her as she swept from the room.

Inthe corridor aserving girl busly lighting silver lamps hung from the walls awkwardly made obeisance
clutching her cod-pot and tongs. Synelle had not realized how closethefdl of darkness came. Twilight
was dmost on the city; precious time wasted away as she sood there, "Find Lord Taramenon,” she
commanded, "and bid him come to my dressing chamber immediately. Run, girl!" The serving girl ran, for
the Lady Syndlle's displeasures brought punishments best not thought of.

There was no need to ask if the handsome young lord wasin her mansion. Taramenon wished to beking,
afoolish desire for one with neither the proper blood lines nor money, and one he believed he had hidden
from her. It was true he was the finest sword in Ophir-she had made a point of binding the best



bladesmen of the land to her service-but that counted little in the quest for athrone. He followed Synelle
in her own seeking because he believed in his arrogance that she would find it impossible to rule without a
husband by her side, because he thought in his pride that he would be that husband. Thus he would gain
his crown. She had done nothing to dissuade him from the belief. Not yet.

Four tirewomen, lithe matched blondesin robes that seemed to be but vapors of silk, paused only to
bend knee before hurrying forward, moving as gracefully as dancers, as Synelle entered her dressing
chamber. Her agents had gone to great effortsto find the four sisters of noble Corinthian blood with but a
year separating each from the next; Synelle hersaf had seen to the breaking and training of them. They
followed her submissvely and slently as she strolled about the room, removing her garments without
once impeding her progressin any way. In nakedness more resplendant than any satins or silks,
long-limbed, full-breasted and deek, Synelle allowed them to minister to her. One held an ivory-framed
mirror while another used ddlicate fur brushesto freshen the kohl on Synelle's eyelids and the rouge on
her lips. The others wiped her softly with cool, damp clothes, and annointed her with rare perfume of
Vendhya, priced at one gold coin the drop.

The heavy tread of aman's boots sounded in the antechamber, and the tirewomen scurried to fetch a
lounging robe of scarlet velvet. Syndlle refused to hold out her armsfor them to dip it on until the steps
were a the very door.

Taramenon gasped a the tantalizing flash of slken curves, quickly sheathed, that greeted his entrance. He
wastall, broad of shoulders and deep of chest, with an aquiline nose and deep brown eyes that had
melted the hearts of many women. Synelle was glad that he did not follow the fashion in beards, being
rather clean shaven. She was aso pleased to note the quickening of his breath as he gazed at her.

"Leaveme," she commanded, belting tight the red satin sash of her robe. The girlsfiled obediently from
the room.

"Syndle," Taramenon said thickly as soon asthey were gone, and stepped forward asif to take her in his
ams.

She stopped him with an upraised hand. There was no timefor such frivolity, no matter how amusing it
might usualy be to make him writhe with adesire she had no intention of daking. Her sudiestold her
there were powersto be gained from alowing aman to take her, and dedicating that taking to Al'Kiir,
but she knew Taramenon's plansfor her. And she had seen too many proud, independent women give
themsalves to aman only to discover they had given pride and independence aswell. Not for her listening
breathlesdy for alover'sfootstep, smiling at hislaughter, weeping at hisfrowns, running to tend to his
wants like the meanest dave. She would not risk such an outcome. She would never give hersdf to any
man.

"Send your two best swordsmen after yoursdlf to find and follow Galbro,” she said, "without alowing him
to become aware of it. He seeks abronze, animage of AlI'Kiir thelength of abig man'sforearm, but itis
too important to trust to him. When he haslocated it for them, they areto secureit and bring it to me at
once. Do you understand, Taramenon? Areyou listening?”'

"| listen," he said hoarsdly, atouch of anger in hisvoice. "When you summoned meto your dressing
chamber, at thishour, | thought something other than an accursed figure was on your mind.”

A seductive smile caressed her full lips, and she moved closer to him, until her breasts were pressed
againg him. "Therewill be timefor that when the throneis secure,” she said softly. Her dender fingers
brushed his mouth. "All thetimein theworld." Hisarms began to come up around her, but she stepped
smoothly out of hisembrace. "First the throne, Taramenon, and this bronze you call accursed isvitd to



attaining that. Send the men tonight. Now."

She watched amultitude of emotions cross his face, and wondered yet again at how transparent were the
minds of men. No doubt he thought his features unreadable, yet she knew he was adding thisincident to
ahogt of others, catd oguing the ways he would make her pay for them once shewas his.

"It will be done, Syndlle," he growled at lat.

When he was gone her smile turned to one of ambition triumphant. Power would be hers. The smile
became full-throated laughter. It would be hers, and hersdone.

Chapter V

The night streets of lanthe were dark and empty, yet near the palace of Baron Timeon a shadow moved.
A cloaked and hooded figure pressed itself to the thickly-ornamented marble walls, and cool green eyes,
dightly tilted above high cheekbones, surveyed the guards marching their rounds among the thick, fluted
columns of dabaster. All very well, those guards, but would he who lay deeping within remember his
own thief'stricks?

The cloak was discarded, reveding awoman in tight-fitting tunic and snug breeches of buttery lesther,
with soft red boots on her feet. Moonlight shimmered on titian hair tied back from her face with a cord.
Quickly sheundid her siword belt and refastened it with her Turanian scimitar hanging down her back,
then checked the leather sack hanging at her side. Strong, dender fingers tested the niveous marble
carvings of thewadl, and then she was climbing like amonkey.

Below the edge of theflat roof she paused. Boots grated on datetiles. He remembered. Yet for dl the
reputation this Free-Company was building in the country, they were yet soldiers. Those on the roof
walked regular paths, as sentriesin acamp. The measured tread came closer, closer. And then it was
receding.

As agile as a panther, she was onto the roof, running on slent feet, losing hersdlf in the shadows of two
score chimneys. At the drop of the central garden around which the entire palace was arranged, shefell
to her belly and peered down. There were the windows of his deeping chamber. They were dark. So he
did deep. Shewould have expected him to be carousing with yet another in along line of &l too willing
wenches. It was one of the things she remembered most about him, his eye for women and theirsfor
him.

Knowledge had been easily come by. Not even bribes had been necessary. All that had been required
wasfor her to pretend to be a serving woman-though that had been no small atask initsdlf, given her
lush beauty; serving maids with curves like hers soon found themsel ves promoted to the master's bed-and
chat to the women of Baron Timeon's paace in the markets. They had been eager to tell about the grest
house in which they served, about their fat master and his constantly changing parade of women, about
the hard-eyed warriors who had hired themsalves to him. Especialy about the warriors they had been
willing to talk, giggling and teasing each other about returning from the stable with hay covering the back
of arobe and stolen moments in secluded corners of the garden.

She would have wagered there were guardsin that garden aswell as on the roof, but those did not worry
her. From the leather sack she produced arope woven of black-dyed silk, to the end of which was
fastened a padded grapnel. The meta prongs hooked on the scrollwork aong the roof-edge; the ropefell
invisbly into the darkness below. It wasjust long enough to reach the window she sought.

A short climb downward, and she was ingde the room. It was as black as Zandru's Seventh Hell. A
dagger found itsway into her hand ... and she stopped dead. What if there were some error in her



information? She did not want to kill the wrong man. She had to be sure.

Mentally cursing her own foolishness, shefdt in the darknessfor atable, for alamp ... and yes, a
coa-box and tongs. She puffed softly on the cod till it glowed, held it to the wick. Light bloomed, and
she gasped at the apparition on the table beside the brass lamp. Horned maevolence glared at her. It
was but abronze figure, yet she sensed evil in the thing, and primeval ingtinct degp within her told her that
evil was directed at women. Could the man she sought have changed so much asto keep such
monstrogty in his chamber. The man she sought!

Heart pounding, she spun, dagger raised. He still dept, ayoung giant sprawled in his dumber. Conan of
Cimmeria. Soft-footed she crept closer to hisbed, her eyes drinking himin, the planes of hisface, the
breadth of his shoulders, the massve armsthat had ...

Stop, she commanded hersalf. How many wrongs had this man committed against her? She had lived on
the plains of Zamoraand Turan with the freedom of the hawk till Conan had come, and brought with him
the destruction of her band of brigands. For his stupid mae honor and the matter of asilly oath she had
made him swear in amoment of anger, he had alowed her to be sold into davery, into azenanain
Sultanapur. Every time the switch had kissed her buttocks, every time she had been forced to dance
naked for the pleasure of the fat merchant who had been her master and hisfriends, al these could be
laid a Conan'sfeset.

When at last she had escaped and fled to Nemedia, become the queen of the smugglers of that country,
he had appeared again. And before he was done she must needs pack her hard-acquired wealth on
sumpter animals and flee again.

She had escaped him, then, but she could not escape his memory, the memory of hisbuilding firesin her,
firesthat she cameto crave like the smoker of the yellow lotus craved his pipe. That memory had
hounded her, driven her into riotous living and excesses that shocked even the jaded court of Aquilonia
Only when dl her gold was gone had she known freedom again. Once more she had taken up the life she
lowed, living by her wits and her sword. She had sought a new country, Ophir, and raised anew band of
rogues.

How many months gone had the first rumors come to her of ahuge northerner whose Free-Company
was aterror to al who opposed him? How long had she tried to convince herself that it was not the same
man who aways brought ruin to her? Once more she found hersalf within the same borders as he, but
thistime she would not flee. She would be free of him at last. With asob she raised the dagger high and
brought it down.

A strange sound penetrated Conan's dreams-awoman's sob, he thought drowsily-and brought him
awake. He had just time to see a shape beside his bed, see the descending dagger, and then he was
rolling aside.

The dagger dashed into the mattress where his chest had been, and the force of the missed stab brought
his attacker down on top of him. Instantly he seized the shape-the back of his brain noted a curious
softness-and hurled it across the room. In the same motion he legped from the bed, seized the worn
leather-wrapped hilt of his broadsword and sung the scabbard aside. It was then that he saw his
assallant clearly for thefirg time. .

"Karda" he exclamed.

The auburn-haired beauty risng warily from the floor near thewall snarled a him. "Y es, Derketo blast
your eyes! And would she had made you deep just one moment more.”



His gaze went to the dagger thrust into his mattress, and his eyebrowsraised. But al hesad was, "'|
thought you went to Aquiloniato livethelife of alady.”

"I am no lady," she breathed. "1 am awoman! And woman enough to put an end to you once and for al!"
Her hand went to her shoulder, and suddenly she, was rushing a him, brandishing three feet of curved
razor-sharp stedl.

Anger blazed in Conan'sicy blue eves, and he swung his sword to meet herswith a crash. Shock
appeared on Karelas face, her mouth dropping open with incredulity as her blade was nearly wrenched
from her grasp. Shetook a step back, and from that moment was ever defending from his flashing edge.
He did not force her back, but every pace backwards she took, he followed. And she could not but
move backwards, away from the force of those blows, panting, desperate to attack yet with no dightest
opportunity. If he made certain that his sword struck only hers, he also made certain that every blow had
hisfull strength behind it, rocking her to her heels. The cool smile on hisface, calm even as he battled her,
struck to her heart. It mocked her, wounding more deeply than ever stedl could. "Derketo take you, you
over-muscled barbar,” she rasped.

With asharp ring her scimitar was hurled from her. For a breath she froze, then dove for the falen blade.

Conan tossed his broadsword aside and seized the back of her tunic as she legped. Fabric aready
strained by more than generous calimastian curves split down the front; her momentum carried her partly
out of her tunic, stripping her half-way to thewait. In an instant Conan had twisted hisfistful of cloth,
trapping her arms at her sides. He found he had caught a spitting, kicking wildcat. But, he noted, a
wildcat who still had the finest, roundest set of breasts he had seen in many aday.

"Coward!" she shouted. " Spawn of adiseased goat! Fight me blade to blade, and I'll spit you likethe
capon you arel"

Easily he pulled her over to the bed, seated himself, and jerked her across his knees. Easily he controlled
her frenzied thrashings.

"Oh, no!" she gasped. "Not that! Cimmerian, I'll cut your heart out! I'll dice your manhood for-"
Her diatribe was cut off with ahowl as his big hand landed forcefully on her taut-breeched buttocks.

A fist thumped againgt the heavy wooden door, and Alachaon's voice sounded from the corridor.
"What's happening in there, Conan? Areyou dl right?'

"All iswel," Conan replied. "I'm tending to an unruly wench."

That provoked furious strugglesfrom Karela, futile againgt hisiron grasp. "Release me, Cimmerian,” she
growled, "or I'll see you hanging by your heds over adow fire. Unhand me, Derketo shrivel your
manhood!"

Conan answered her with asmack that brought another howled curse. ™Y ou tried to kill me, wench,” he
said dowly, punctuating each word with his caloused pam. "Y ou've been untrustworthy from thefirst
day | laid eyeson you. In Shadizar you'd have let me be dain without aword of warning.” Karelas
shrieked imprecation became incoherent; she kicked franticaly at the air, but he did not pause. "In the
Kezankian Mountains you betrayed meto a sorcerer. | saved your life there, but in Nemedia you bribed
my jailorswith gold to torture me. Why? Why aknifefor my heart while| lay degping? Have | ever
harmed you? Isyour soul filled with treacherv, woman?"'

A hdf-formed pleaamong her cries penetrated hisrage, killing his anger and staying hishand. Karela



pleading? Whatever she had done or tried to do, that was not right. As he could not kill her, neither could
he bring himsdlf to bresk her pride completely. He pushed her off hislgp to fal with athump to her
knees.

Her tear-streaked face twisted with sobs, Karelas dender hands stole back gingerly to her buttocks.
Then, asif suddenly remembering Conan's presence, she tore them away again; moist green eyesglared
daggersa him. "May Derketo blast your eyes, Cimmerian,” she said jerkily, "and Erlik take your soul for
aplaything. No man has ever treated me as you do and lived."

"And no one," he said quietly, "man or woman, has ever dedlt with me astreacheroudy asyou have
without incurring my enmity. And yet | cannot find it in meto hate you. But this Murder was never your
way, Karda Wasit for gold? Y ou've dwaysloved gold above dl ="

"It wasfor me!l" she spat a him, pounding asmal fist on her thigh. Her eyes squeezed shut, and her voice
dropped to awhisper. "Y our presence turns my musclesto wine. Y our eyes on me sap my will. How can
| not want you dead?"

Conan shook his head in wonderment. Never had he pretended to understand women, least of dl this
fierce female falcon. Once more he was convinced that whatever gods had created men had not been the
gods who created women.

Asshekndt therein disarray, naked to thewaist, Conan fdlt other stirrings than amazement. Shewasa
woman of marvelous curvesto brighten the eye, awonderful blend of softness and firmnessto delight the
touch. Always she had been able to rouse his desire, though she often attempted to use that to bend him
to her will. Abruptly he decided that learning why and how she had come to Ophir could wait. Gently he
drew her between hisknees.

Her clear green eyes, il tremulous, fluttered open. "What are you doing?' she demanded unsteadiily.
He lifted the tattered tunic from her and threw it aside.

Smal whiteteeth bit into her full underlip, and she shook her head. "No," she said breathlessly. "I will not.
No. Please.”

Easily helifted her to the bed, disposed of her soft boots, peeled the tight breeches from her long legs.

"I hate you, Conan." But there was a curious note of pleading in her voice for such a statement. "I came
tokill you. Do you not redize that?' He plucked her dagger from his mattressand held it in two fingers
before her gaze. "Takeit, if you truly wish me dead.”

For the space of three breaths his eyes held hers. Convulsively she turned her face aside. Conan smiled
and, casudly tossing the dagger to the floor, set about producing criesfrom her that had naught to do
with pain.

Chapter VI

Sunlight steaming through the windows woke Conan. He opened his eyes and found himsdlf staring at
Karelds dagger, once more driven to the hilt into his mattress. The blade held afragment of parchment.
Kardawas gone.

"Blast thewoman," he muttered, ripping the parchment free. It was covered with abold, sprawling hand.

Another debt added to those you dready owe me. The next time you will die, Cimmerian. | will not run
from another country because of Y OU. By the Teats of Dezketo | swear, | will not.



Frowning, he crumpled the parchment in hisfig. It was like the woman, leaving before he woke, with
threats but without answersto any of his questions. He had thought she was done with threats atogether;
she had enjoyed the night as well as he, of that she had |eft no doulbt.

Hurriedly he dressed and headed into the bowels of the palace. He was till settling his swordbelt about
hiswaist when he entered the long room where his company took their medls, near the kitchen Timeon
had given over to them. The smple hearty provender Fabio prepared offended his own cooks, so the
lord said. Some score and ahalf of the mercenary, warriors, unarmored but weapons as always belted
on, were scattered among crude trestle-tables that had been rooted out of storage in the stables.
Wachaon and Narus sat by themsalves, their attention to the leather jacks of alein ther fistsand the
wooden bowls of stew before them not so grest that they did not note his entrance.

"Ho, Cimmerian,” Machaon caled out loudly. "How wasthet, ah, unruly wench last night?" A sprinkling
of rough laughter made it clear he had shared his story with therest.

Could not the accursed fool keep his tongue behind his teeth, Conan thought. Aloud he said, "Double the
guards on the roof, Machaon. And see they keep eyes and ears open. A parade of temple virginswould
be undetected up there asit is.”

Naruslaughed dolefully into his de as Conan straddled a bench across from them. "The wench was too
unruly, was she? Tistheway of al women, to be least accomodating when you want them mogt.”

"Do you haveto beat dl of them?' Taurianus called, ajed ous edge to his bantering tone. "'l thought her
shriekswould bring the roof down."

"Food!" Conan bellowed. "Must | die of hunger?'

"Therésamorsd in that kitchen," Machaon chuckled, "I could consume whole." He nudged Narus as
Juliahurried from the kitchen, balancing with some difficulty abowl of stew, aloaf of bread and amug of
de

She was much changed from the last time Conan had seen her. Her long auburn hair wastied with a
green ribbon, and pulled back from aface bare of rouge or kohl but streaked with sweet from the heeat of
the kitchen fires. Her long robe of soft white wool, soot smudged and damp with soapy water, was
meant to be modest, he assumed, but it clung to her curvesin away that drew the eye of every manin
the room.

"Y ou must speak to that man,” she said as she set Conan's meal before him. He stared at her
questioningly, and she flung out an arm dramaticaly toward the kitchen. "That man. Fabio. He threatened
me. .. withaswitch. Tel himwho | am."

Conan scooped up ahorn spoon full of stew. In one form or another it served the men of the company
for both medls of the day, morning and night. ™Y ou work in the kitchens," hesaid. "That isFabio's
domain. Did a queen somehow come to scrub his pots he'd switch her an shedid it badly. Y ou'd best
learn to do ashetdlsyou.”

Juliasputtered in indignation, the more so when Machaon laughed. "Y ou've too many airs, wench," the
grizzled veteran chortled. "Besides, youre well padded for it." And he applied afull-fingered pinch to
punctuate hisclam.

Squedling, the auburn-haired girl legped. To seize Conan's bowl and upend it over Machaon's head.
Narus convulsed with laughter so hard that he began coughing.



"Fool girl," Conan growled. "l was edting that. Fetch me another, and quick about it."

"Fetch your own,” she sngpped back. "Or starve, if you wish to eat with the likes of him." Spinning on her
hedl, she stdked into the kitchen, her back rigid.

A stunned Machaon sat raking thick gobbets of stew from hisface with hisfingers. "I'veamind to takea
switch to that conceited jade mysdlf,” he muttered.

"Go easy with her,” Conan said. "Shell learn in time, whether shewill or no. Sheisused to agentler way
of life than that which facesher now."

"I'd liketo gentle her," Machaon replied. "But I'll keep my hands from her as she'syours, Cimmerian.”

Conan shook hishead. "She's not mine. Nor yours either, till she says sheis. There are bawds aplenty in
the town, isthat your need.” Thetwo men stared at him perplexedly, but they nodded, and he was
satisfied. They might think hewasin truth laying claim to the girl-though doubtless wondering why he
wished to make a secret of it-but they would not demand more of her than she waswilling to give. And
they would speak it among the company, giving her protection with the others aswell. He was not sure
why he did not, savefor Karela. It was difficult for him to think too much of other women when that fiery
wench was about.

Inany case, shewaslikely to give him ten times the trouble Juliadid, and without trying haf so hard.
Karelawas awoman who kept her word. If he did not find away to stop her she would put stedl
between hisribs yet. Worse, she had amind for vengeance like a Stygian. It would be like her to destroy
the Free-Company, if she could, beforekilling him.

"Have either of you heard rumors of awoman bandit?" he asked in acarefully casua tone.

"I'll haveto bathe to get clean of this," Machaon growled, picking alump of meeat from hishair. He
popped it into his mouth. "I've heard no such tales. Women are meant for other things than brigands.”

"Nor 1," Narus said. "Women are not suited to the violent trades. Except perhaps that red-haired jade
we encountered in Nemedia. She claimed to be a bandit, though I'd never heard of her. The buxom trull
was offended | did not know her fame. Remember?’

"She'sno trull,” Conan said, "and shelll carve your liver does she hear you name her s0." Immediately the
words were gone he wished he had held histongue.

"She'sherel" Machaon exclaimed. "What was her name?"
"Karda" Narussaid. "A temper like athornbush, that one has."

Machaon laughed suddenly. " She was the wench last night." He shrugged a Conan'sglare. "Well, there's
no woman in the palace who'd need her bottom warmed to crawl into your blankets. It must have been
her. 1'd not bed her without my sword and armor, and mayhap a man to watch my back.”

"It was her," the Cimmerian said, and added grudgingly, " Shetried to put adagger in me."

"That sounds like thewoman | remember,” Narus chortled. "From the yells, I'd say you taught her better
manners.”

"Twould be sport,” Machaon crowed, "to stuff her and our Juliainto asack together.”

Tearsran down Narus face from his laughter. "1 would pay coin to seethat fight."



"Erlik take the pair of you," Conan snarled. "There's more danger in that woman than sport. She thinks
she has agrievance againgt me, and she will cause trouble for the company if she can.”

"What can awoman do?' Narus said. "Nothing."

"l would not like to wager my life on that,” Conan told him. "Not when thewoman is Karda. | want you
to ask questionsin the taverns and the brothels. 'Tis possible she's changed her name, but she cannot
change the way she looks. A red-haired woman bandit with a body like one of Derketo's handmaidens
will be known to someone. Tell the othersto keep their eyes open aswell.”

"Why can you not manage her grievance asyou did last night?' Machaon asked. "A smack onthe
bottom and to bed. Oh, very wdll-" he raised his handsin surrender as Conan opened his mouth for more
angry words-"l will ask questionsin the brothels. At least it gives me an excuse to spend moretime at the
House of the Doves."

"Forget not the House of the Honeyed Virgins," Narus added. Conan scowled wordlesdy. Thefools did
not know Karelaas he did. He hoped for the sake of the company that they had timeto learn before it
wastoo late. Abruptly he became aware of the horn spoon of stew he till held, and put it in his mouth.
"Fabio's cooking horse again,” he said when held swallowed.

Narus froze with his own spoon haf lifted. "Horse?" he gasped. Machaon stared at his bowl asif he
expected it to legp from the table at him.

"Horse," Conan said, tossing his spoon to the rough planks. Narus gagged. Not until he was out of the
room did the Cimmerian permit asmile to grow on hisface. The mest tasted like beef to him, but those
two deserved the worrying they were going to do over what Fabio was feeding them.

"Conan!" Juliaran out of the door he had just exited, bouncing off his chest as he turned. Her hands
clutched her robe at the wai s, twisting nervoudy. "Conan, you didn't ... thet is, last night ... | mean. .."
She stopped and took a deep breath. "Conan, you must speak to Fabio. He struck me. Look."
Half-turning shelifted her robe to expose the alabastrine rounds of her buttocks.

Conan was barely able to make out apink stripe across the undercurve. He raised his gaze to her face.
Her eyeswere closed; thetip of her tongue continually wetted her full lips.

"I'll gpeak to him," he said gravely. Her eyes shot open, and a smile blossomed on her face. "I'll tel him
he must strike harder than that to make any impression on a stubborn pot-girl.”

"Conan!" shewailed. Hastily she covered hersdf, smoothing the pale wool over her hips. Her eyes
became as hard as sapphires. ™Y ou had awoman in your ... your chamber last night. | ... | waspassingin
the corridor, and | heard.”

He smiled, and watched a blush spread over her cheeks. So she had had her ear pressed to his door,
had she?"And what concern isthat of yours?' he asked. "Y ou are here to scrub pots and stir the stew,
to fetch and carry for Fabio. Not to be wandering parts of the palace where you have no business.”

"But you kissed me," she protested. "And the way you kissed me! Y ou cannot make me fed like that,
then camly wak away. I'm awoman, curse you! I'm eighteen! | will not be dismissed like a plaything.”

For the second time in the space of hours, he mused, awoman was protesting her womanhood to him.
But what a contrast between them. Karelawas bold and defiant even as she melted with passion; Julia
frightened despite her bluff front. Karelaknew well the ways of men and women; Juliawas ravaged by a
kiss. Karelaknew who she was and what she wanted; Julia...



"Do you want to come to my bed?' he said softly, taking her chinin hishand and tilting her face up.
Scarlet suffused her face and neck, but she did not try to wrench free. "Say yes, and I'll carry you there
thismoment.”

"Theothers" shewhispered. "They'll know."
"Forget them. Tisyou must chose.”

"I cannot, Conan." She sobbed when he released her, and leaned toward him asif seeking histouch. "I
want to say yes, but | fear to. Can you not just ... take me? Men do such things, | know. Why must you
put this burden | do not want on me?"

Bardly four years seperated them, yet at that moment he felt it could aswell be four hundred. "Because
you are not adave, Julia. Y ou say you are awoman, but when you are truly awoman you will be ableto
say yesor no, and know it iswhat you mean to say. But till then ... well, | take only women to my bed,
not frightened girls.”

"Erlik curseyou," she said hitterly. Instantly she was contrite, one hand raised to touch his cheek. "No, |
didn't mean that. Y ou confuse me so. When you kissed me you made me want to be awoman. Kissme
again, and make me remember. Kissme, and give methe courage | need.”

Conan reached for her, and at that instant abellow of pain and rage echoed down the halls. He spun,
grabbing instead for the leatherwrapped hilt of hissword. The cry came again, from above he was
certain.

"Timeon," he muttered. His blade cameinto his hand, and he was running, shouting as he ran. "Rouse
yourselves, you poxed rouges! 'Tisthe baron screaming like awoman in birth! To arms, curse you!™

Servants and davesran hystericaly, shrieking and waving their ams at his shouts. Men of the company
knocked them aside without compunction as they poured out of the corners where they had been taking
their ease. Helmets were tugged on and swords waved, as agrowing knot of warriors followed the big
Cimmerian up marble gairs.

In the corrider outside Timeon's chamber the two guards Conan had caused to be set there stood staring
dumbfounded at the ornately carved door. Conan dammed into that door a a dead run, smashing it

open.

Timeon lay in the middle of amulti-hued Iranistani carpet, his body wracked by convulsons, heds
drumming, plump hands clawing at histhroat. His head was thrown back, and every time he managed to
fight abreath heloosed it again in ascream. Tivia, hisleman, sood with her back to awadll, clutching a
cloak about her tightly, her eyes, large and dark fixed on the helplesdy jerking man in an expression of
horror. An overturned goblet lay near Timeon, and a puddie of wine soaking into the rug.

"Zandru'sHelld" Conan growled. Hiseyelit on Machaon, forcing hisway through the men crowding the
hal."A physcian, Machaon. Quickly! Timeon's poisoned!”

"Borosisin thekitchens," the tattoed man called back. Conan hesitated, and the other saw it. "Curseit,
Cimmerian, itll take haf the day to get another.”

Timeon's Struggles were growing weaker; his screams had become moans of agony. Conan nodded.
"Fetch him, then.”

Machaon disappeared, and Conan turned back to the man on the floor. How had the fool gotten himsalf
poisoned? The answer might mean life or death to him and the rest of the company. And he had to have



the answer before the matter was turned over to the King's torturers. Valdric might ignore the grest part
of what was happening in his country, but he would not ignore the murder of anoble in the very shadow
of histhrone.

"Narug!" Conan shouted. The hollow-faced man stuck his head into the room. " Secure the palace. No
oneleaves, nor any message, till | say. Hurry, man!™

As Narus left Machaon hurried Borosinto the room. The former mage's apprentice looked sober at
least, Conan was glad to see.

"He's poisoned,” the Cimmerian said.

Boroslooked at him ashe might at achild. "I can seethat.” Fumbling in his pouch the gray-bearded man
knelt beside Timeon. Quickly he produced asmooth white stone the size of aman'sfist and asmdl knife.
With difficulty he straightened one of the baron's arms, pushed up the deeve of hisrobe, and made a
deep cut. Asblood welled up he pressed the white stone to the cut. When he took his hands away the
stone remained, tendrils of black appearinginit.

"Bezoar-stone," Boros announced to the room. " Sovereign for poison. A physician'stool, strictly
gpesking, but | find it useful. Yes”

Hetugged at hisfull beard and bent to study the stone. It was full black, now, and as they watched it
became blacker, as aburned cinder, asaraven'swing, and blacker ill. Suddenly the stone shattered. In
the same moment alast bregth rattled in Timeon's throat, and the fat baron was ill.

"He's dead,” Conan bresthed. "1 thought you said that accursed stone was sovereign for poison!”

"Look at it!" Boroswailed. "My stoneis ruined. Twould take poison enough to kill ten men to do that. |
could not have saved him with a sack full of bezoar-stones.”

"It ismurder, then,” Narus breathed. A murmur of disquiet rippled through the men in the corridor.

Conan's hand tightened on his sword. Most of the three-score who followed him now he had recruited in
Ophir, apolyglot crew from half adozen lands, and their dlegiance to him was not as strong asthat of
the original few. They had faced battle with him often-such was the way of thelife they led, and accepted
by them-but unless he found the murderer quickly fear of being put to the question would do what no
enemy had ever been able to. Send them scattering to the four winds. "Do you want me to find who put
the poison in thewine?' Boros asked.

For amoment Conan could only gape. ™Y ou can do that?' he demanded finally. "Erlik blast you, are you
sober enough? An you make some drunkard's mistake, I'll shave your corpse.”

"I'm as sober asapriest of Mitra," Boros replied. "More so than most. Y ou, girl. The wine came from
that-" He pointed to acrystd flagon, haf-filled with ruby wine, on atable near the bed. Tivias mouth
opened, but no words came out. Boros shook his head. "No matter. | see no other, so the wine must
have come from there." Climbing to hisfeet with agrunt, he delved into his pouch once more.

"Ishetruly sober?' Conan said quietly to Machaon.

The grizzled man tugged nervoudy & the three thin gold rings dangling from the lobe of hisright ear. "'l
think s0. Fabio likes his company, but doesn't et him drink. Usualy.”

The Cimmerian sighed. Avoiding the hot irons meant trusting a man who might give them al Ieprosy by
mistake.



With adtick of charcoal Boros scribed figures on the tabletop around the flagon of wine. Slowly he
began to chant, so softly that the words were inaudible to the othersin the room. With hisleft hand he
sprinkled powder from atwist of parchment over the flagon; hisright traced obscure patternsin theair. A
red glow grew in the crystal container.

"There," Boros said, dropping hishands. "A smplething, redly.” He stared at the flagon and frowned.
"Cimmerian, the poisoner isclose by. The glow tells”

"Crom," Conan muttered. The men who had been in the doorway crowded back into the hall.
"The closer the wineisthe onewho poisoned it,” Boros said, "the more strongly it will glow.”
"Get onwith it," Conan commanded.

Picking up the flask, Boros moved closer to Machaon. The glow remained unchanged. As he moved
past the door, briefly thrusting the flask toward the men outside, it dimmed. Abruptly the bearded man
pressed the wine-filled vessal against Narus chest. The hollow-cheeked man started back; the glow did
not brighten.

"A pity," Boros murmured. "Y ou look the part. And that leaves only. . ."

All eyesintheroom went to Tivia, still standing with her back pressed againgt the wall. Under their gaze
she started, then shook her head vigoroudly, but still said nothing. Boros padded toward her, holding the
flagon of glowing wine before him. With each step the light from the wine became brighter until, ashe
stopped not a pace from the girl, the crystal he held seemed to contain red fire.

She avoided looking at the luminousvessdl. "No," she cried. "'Tisatrick of some sort. He who placed
the poison in thewine put aspdll onit.”

"Sorcerer aswell as poisoner?’ Boros asked mildly.

With an oath Conan strode across the room. "Thetruth, girl! Who paid you?' She shook her head in
denid. "I've no ssomach for torturing woman,”" he continued, "but mayhap Boros has some spdll to force
the truth from you."

"Well, let me see," the old man mused. "Why, yes, | beieve | have jugt the thing. Aging. The longer you
taketo tdl the truth, the older you'll become. But it worksrapidly, child. | should speak quickly, werel
you, or you may well leave thisroom atoothless crone. Pity."

Tivids eyes swiveled desperately from the grim-faced Cimmerian to the kindly-appearing man, camly
stroking his beard, who had voiced the awful threet. "I do not know hisname,”" she said, sagging against
thewall. "He wore amask. | was given fifty pieces of gold and the powder, with fifty more to come when
Timeon was dead. | can tell you no more." Sobbing, she did to the floor. "Whatever you do to me, | can
tell you nomore.

"What do we do with her now?' Machaon asked. "Give her over to the judges?'

"They'll have her beheaded for daying anoble,” Narussaid. "A shame, that. She'stoo pretty to dielike
that, and it should hardly count acrimeto kill afool like Timeon."

"Giving her to thejudgeswon't help us," Conan said. He wished he could carry on this conversation with
Machaon and Narusin privacy, but the door was open and most of the company had jammed
themselvesinto the corridor. Shut them out now and there might not be a dozen left when the door was
opened again. He took adeep breath and went on. "We've lost our patron to an assassin. Ordinarily that



would be the death knell for a Free-Company.” Uneasy muttersrose in the hal, and helifted hisvoice to
aroar. "Ordinarily, | said. But Timeon was a supporter of Count Antimides to succeed Valdric. Perhaps
we can take service with Antimides, if | deliver the murderer to hishands." At least it was a chance, he
thought. Antimides might well find them employment smply to keep secret his own ambitions.

"Antimides?' Machaon said doubtfully. "Cimmerian, 'tis said he's one of the few nobles who does not
seek thethrone at Vadric's death." There were murmured agreements from the hall.

"Timeon spoketoo fredy in hiscups," Conan said. "Of how Antimides was so clever he had fooled
everyone. Of how he himsalf would be one of the most powerful lords of Ophir once Antimidestook the
throne."

"Well enough," Machaon said, "but will Antimidestake usin service? If he pretends to be adoof from the
struggle to succeed Vadric, how will he have need for a Free-Company?

"Hell take us," Conan said with more confidence than hefdt. "Or find us sarvice. I'll take oath onit."
Besdes, he thought, it wasthe only course they had open.

"That aging spell,” Narus said suddenly. "It seems a strange sort of spell, even for folk as strange as
sorcerers are reputed to be. Why would you learn athing like that?"

"Cheese," Borosreplied with achuckle. "I had ataste for well-aged cheese when | was young, and |
created the spell for that. My master flogged me for wasting time. In truth, | doubt it would work on a
humen.”

"Y ou tricked me," Tiviagasped. "Whoreson dog!" she shrieked, launching hersdlf at the bearded man
with fingernails clawed. Conan caught her by the arms, but she il struggled to get to the old man, who
dared at her in amazement. "I'll pluck your eyes, you old fraud! Y ou dung beetle's offspring! I'l take your
manhood off in dices! Y our mother was adrunken trull, and your father apoxed goat!"

"Get meacordto tie her wrigts," Conan said, then added, "And agag." Her tirade was becoming
obscene to the point where Machaon was listening with interest. The Cimmerian glared a Narus, who
looked abashed as he hurried to fetch what Conan required. It was al he needed, to haveto carry a
shrieking girl through the streets. Narus returned with strips of cloth, and, muttering to himself, Conan
bound hiswrithing prisoner.

Chapter VII

Conan drew few stares as he made his way through lanthe, even with awiggling, cloak-wrapped woman
over hismassive shoulder. Or because of the woman. In the streets of the capitdl, eaten by fear and
riddled with suspicion, no one wanted to interfere in something that might even possibly involvethemin
the troubles beyond the walls of the city. They could see a kidnapping take place or murder done and
walk by looking the other way. Who the young giant might be, or why he carried awoman like a sack of
grain, no one wanted to know. It could be dangerous to know. It could be dangerous even to appear
curious. Therefore none looked too closdly at the big Cimmerian or his burden.

He had aready been to Antimides palace. With more than alittle difficulty-for the well-fed chamberlain,
as proud in his manner as any noble of the land, had seen no reason to give any information whatsoever
to astranger, and abarbarian at that-he learned that the count was a guest of the King. King Vadric
liked Antimides conversation, claiming it was better tonic than any of his physicians or sorcerers could
compound. Lord Antimideswould be remaining at the royal palace for severd days. It was remarkable
how free the chamberlain had become with histongue once abig hand had lifted him until hisvelvet shoes
dangled clear of thefloor.



Theroya paace of Ophir was afortress rather than the marble and aabaster edifices erected in the city
by nobles. It was not by chance that the King dwelt behind massive granite walls while hislords spent
their daysin the capital in manors more suited to pleasure than defense. More than once the throne of
Ophir had only been held secure by aKing taking refuge behind those walls, betimes even refuge from
his own nobles. They, having no strong points within lanthe, had aways been forced to abandon the city
to the King. And as control of lanthe was the key to keeping the crown, it was said that whoever held
theroya palace held Ophir.

The guards at the towering barbican gate before the roya paace stirred themsalves at Conan's approach.
A paunch-bellied sergeant, the small triangular beard that was in favor among the nobles waggling on his
chins, stepped forward and raised a hand for the Cimmerian to halt.

"What'sthis, then? Do you mercenaries now think to give us your leftover women?' He chuckled over his
shoulder to the pikemen behind him, enjoying his own wit. "Off with you. Theroya paaceisno placefor
your drunken carousing. And if you must bind your women, keep them from sight of the army or we will
be forced to take cognizance of it."

"She'sagift for Count Antimides,”" Conan replied, and managed a conspiratorid wink. "A tasty pastry
from my patron. Perhaps he wishesto curry favor with agreat lord.” Tiviaredoubled her squirming;
unintelligible noises came from behind the twist of rag gagging her.

"She seems not to like the idea," the sergeant chortled.

Conan grinned back a him. "l wager Lord Antimideswill know what to do with her, whether shelikesit
or not."

"That hewill. Wait you here." Belly shaking with mirth, the soldier disappeared through the gate. In afew
moments he was back with adender man, hisblack hair streaked with gray, in atabard of gold and
green, Antimides colors.

The dender man turned a supercilious gaze on the big Cimmerian. "I am Ludovic," he sad sharply,
"Count Antimides steward. Y ou've come to see the count, Who are you?' He appeared to ignore
Conan's burden.

" am Conan of Cimmeria, Captain of the Free-Company in service to Baron Timeon."

Ludovic stroked his beard thoughtfully with asinglefinger, hiseyestraveling to thewriggling girl over
Conan's shoulder, then nodded. "Follow me," he commanded. " Perhaps the count will grant you a brief
time"

Conan's mouth tightened. All this obsequiousness and play-acting was enough to turn his ssomach. But he
followed the dender man under the portcullis and into the royd palace.

If afortress from the outside, the seat of the Kings of Ophir was gill apaace within. Gleaming white
marble walls, floors covered with a profusion of many-hued mosaicks, fluted aabaster columns. Golden
lamps depending on silver chainsfrom high vaulted ceilings, painted with scenes from Ophir'sglorious
history. Gardens, surrounded by shaded colonnades and filled with rare blossoms from the far corners of
the world. Courtyards, tiled with greenstone, where ladies of the court in digphanous gowns that
conceded little of their curves dabbled pale fingersin the babbling waters of ornate fountains.

Their passage left awake of giggles and murmurs, and stares at the towering Cimmerian and the burden
across his broad shoulder. No fear was there here in noticing the unusud, and commenting onit.
Highborn, hot-eyed women speculated loudly on the pleasuresto be found in being carried so-without



the cords, of course.

The dender man scowled and increased his pace, muttering under his breath. Conan followed and
wished the steward would go faster till. Finaly Ludovic stopped before awide door carved with the
ancient arms of Ophir. "Wait," hesaid. "I will seeif the count will give you audience.”

Conan opened his mouth, but before he could speak, the dender man disappeared through the door,
carefully closing it behind him. Audience, he thought disgustedly. Antimides aready acted asif hewore
the crown.

The door siwung open, and Ludovic beckoned him. "Hurry, man. Count Antimides can spare you but a
few moments™

Muittering to himsdf Conan bore his burden within. Immediately he saw the room, his eyebrowslifted in
surprise. Perhaps to the casua observer the room would not seem odd, but to one who knew Antimides
ambitionsit was clearly asmall throne room. An arras depicting afamous battle scene, Moranthes the
Great defeating the last army of Acheron in the passes of the Karpash Mountains, hung across onewall.
On adaisbefore the great tapestry was a massive chair with a high back, its dark wood carved with a
profusion of leopards and eagles, the ancient symbols of Ophirean Kings.

If the chair seemed not grand enough by itsdlf for athrone, the man seated there made it so.
Deep-seated, piercing black eyes flanked a strong, prominent nose. His mouth was hard above afirm
chinwith its precisely trimmed fashionable beard. Long fingers bearing swordsman's call ouses played
with aruby chain hanging across the chest of arobe of cloth-of-gold, dashed to show emerdd silk
benesth.

"My lord count,” Ludovic said, bowing to the man on the dais, "thisis the man caling himsaf Conan of
Cimmeria”

"'"Tismy name," Conan said. He lowered Tiviato the thick-carpeted floor, layered in costly
multi-colored rugs from Vendhyaand Iranistan. She crouched there silently, fright seeming at last to have
dtilled her rage.

"Count Antimides," Ludovic pronounced grandly, "wishesto know why you have cometo him."
"Thegirl isTivia" Conan replied, "late mistress of Baron Timeon. Until she did poison him thismorn.”

Antimides raised afinger, and Ludovic spoke again. "But why have you brought her to him? She should
be given to the King'sjustices." Conan wondered why the count did not speak for himsdlf. But the ways
of nobles were as strange as those of sorcerers. And there were more troublesome matters to concern
him. Timefor hisgamble had come. "As Baron Timeon supported Count Antimidesin his quest to
succeed Vadric, it seemed proper to bring her before the count. My Free-Company is now without a
patron. Perhaps the count can find-"

"My quest!" Antimides burst out, hisface choleric with rage. "How dare you accuse me of. . ." He broke
off, grinding histeeth. Ludovic stared a him in obvious surprise. Tivia, her mouth working futildly at her
gag, seemed trandfixed by hisgaze. "Y ou, jade," he breathed. " So you poisoned your magter, and were
caught at it by this barbar mercenary. Pray that justice is mercifully swift for you. Take her away,
Ludovic."

Desperatdly and futilely Tiviaatempted to force words past the cloth gagging her. She flung herself
againgt her bonds as the steward seized her, but the dender man bore her behind the araswith little
effort. A door opened and closed behind the hanging, and her crieswere cut off.



The Cimmerian reminded himsalf that Tiviawas a sdf-confessed murderer, and for gold. Still, it pained
him to have a hand in awoman's death. In his belief women were not meant to die violently; such wasfor
men. Heforced himself to stop thinking of her, and put his attention on the hawk-eyed man on the dais.
"Count Antimides, thereis till the matter of my Free-Company. Our reputation iswell known, and-"

"Y our reputation!” Antimides snarled. ™Y our patron nated, and you speak of your reputation.
Worse, you come to me with vile accusations. | should have your tongue torn out!”

"Pray, Antimides, what accusations are these to put you in such arage?’

Both men started at the questions; so intent had they been on each other that neither had noticed the
entrance of another. Now that Conan saw her, though, he drank her in appreciatively. Long of leg and
full of breast, an exotic beauty blending the extraordinary combination of hair like fine, spun slver and
large, dark eyesthat spoke of deep wells of untapped passion, she moved with sinuous grace, her
shimmering scarlet robe, barely opagque and dit up one thigh to arounded hip, clinging to the curves of
breast and thigh.

"Why do you come here, Syndle?" Antimides demanded. "I will not be bothered by your sharp tongue
today."

"I have not seen this chamber since you cameto the roya paace, Antimides,” she said with adangerous
amile. "Seeing it, a suspicious mind might think you sought the crown after dl, no matter your public
pronouncements of disdain for those who strive beyond the city wals." Antimides face darkened, and his
knuckles grew white on the arms of the chair; Synelle's smile degpened. "But asto why | came. Itissad
in the palace that a giant northlander came to you bearing awoman wrapped like a package from a
fish-monger. Surely | could not miss seeing that? But whereisthis gift? Sheisadgift, is she not?"

"This does not concern you, Synelle," Antimides grated. " Go back to your woman's concerns. Have you
not needlework waiting?' Synelle merely arched her eyebrows and moved closer to Conan. "And thisis
the barbarian? He is certainly aslarge aswasreported. | have aliking for big men." Shivering
ogtentatioudy, shefingered the small, overlapping sted plates on his hauberk. " Are you amercenary, my
handsome northlander?"

He smiled down &t her, preening under her sultry look despite himsdlf "I am captain of a Free-Company,
my lady. My nameis Conan."

"Conan." Her lips caressed the name. "And why do you come to Antimides, Conan?'

"Enough, Syndlle," Antimides barked. "That lies between me and this barbar." He had shot ahard look at
the big Cimmerian, awarning to slence.

Conan brigtled, and glared back. "1 came seeking employment for my company, my lady, but the count
has nothing for us." Did thefool think he had no sense? Speaking of Timeon, and the baron's connection
to Antimides, would gain him naught and perhaps cost much.

"Nothing?' Pity dripped from Syndl€svoice. "But why do you not enter my service?' Sheraised her
eyes boldly to his, and he thought he read apromisein them. "Would you not liketo ... serve me?'

Antimides snorted derisively. "Y ou outdo yoursdf, Syndle. Are you not satisfied with Taramenon? Do
you need an entire company of rogues to satisfy you? Or do you think to contend for the throne
yourself?' He roared with laughter at his own wit, but jealous anger colored hisglare at Conan.

Synelle's face hardened, and Conan thought she bit back words. At last she spokein icy tones. "My



houseis as ancient as yours, Antimides. And did the succession depend on blood aone, | would stand
firg after Vadric." Shedrew adeep, shuddering breath, and her smilereturned. "1 will take your
company in service, Conan. At twice the gold Antimideswould give."

"Done," Conan said. It was not the sort of service he had sought, but the men of his company would at
least be pleased with the gold. The stern-faced count seemed bewildered over what had happened. "Can
you be serious, Syndlle?' he asked increduloudy. "What use have you for such men?'Y ou throw your
gold away likeafoolish girl, onawhim.”

"Are not my holdings subject to bandit attacks as others are, now that the army keepsto the cities?
Beddes," she added with a smouldering look at the Cimmerian, "I like his shoulders." Her voice
hardened. "Or do you try to deny me even the right to take men-at-armsin service?'

"Women who need men-at-arms,” Antimides replied hotly, "should make dliance with a man who can
providethem.”

"Why, so| have," she said, her mercurid mood becoming dl gaiety. "Come with me, Conan. We have
done here."

Conan followed as she moved from the chamber, leaving afuming Antimides on hiswooden throne.

In the corridor she turned suddenly, her mouth open to speak. Conan, caught by surprise, amost walked
into her. For amoment she stood, words forgotten and dark eyeswide, staring up a him. "Never havel
seen such aman,” shewhispered then, asif to hersdlf. "Could you betheoneto . . ." Her wordstrailed
off, but she fill ¢ood gazing a him asif in atrance.

A woman-wise smile gppeared on Conan'sface. He had not been sureif her flirting in the other room
had been for his benefit or Antimides, but of this he had no doubt. Lifting her into hisarms, he kissed her.
Shereturned hiskisswith fiery, lips, cupping hisface with both hands, straining her body to him.

Abruptly she pulled back, horror filling her eyes; her hand cracked againgt hisface. "Loose me!" she
cried. "You forget yoursalf?' Confused, he set her feet back on the floor. She took two quick steps back
from him, one trembling hand to her lips.

"Y our pardon, my lady," he said dowly. Did the woman play agame with him?

"I will not haveit," she breathed unsteadily. "I will not." Slowly her composure returned, and when she
went on her voicewas as coldy asit had ever been for Antimides. "1 will forget what just happened, and
| advise you to do the same. | have ahouse on the Street of Crowns where you may quarter your
company. There are stables behind for your horses. Ask for it, and you will be directed. Go there, and
await my ingtructions. And forget, barbarian, asyou vaueyour life."

Did women ever know their own minds, Conan wondered as he watched her stiff back recede down the
corridor. How then did they expect men to know them? His consternation could not last long, however.
Once more he had managed to save his company. For atime, at least, and that was al aman could ask.
All that was left was to convince them there was no disgrace in taking service with awoman. Thinking on
that he set about finding hisway out of the paace.

Chapter VI

The massive walls and great outer towers of the roya palace had stood for centuries unchanged, but the
interior had dtered with every dynasty till it was awarren of corridors and gardens. Soon Conan felt he
had visted al of them without making hisway to the barbican gate.



Servants rushing through the halls on their duties would not even pause at question from the young
barbarian in well-used armor. They were nearly as arrogant as the nobles who lounged in the fountained
courts, and inquiries made to richly-clad folk got him little from the haughty men except gibes that brought
him closeto drawing his sword atime or two. The deek, languorous women gave inviting smilesand
even offers as open asthose of any trull on the streets. Such might have appealed had he not beenin
haste to return to the Free-Company, but even they had only amusement for hisignorance of the paace,
tinkling laughter and directionsthat, followed, sent himin circles.

Conan stepped into yet another courtyard, and found he was staring at King Vadric himsdlf, trailing his
retinue as he crossed the greenstone tiles. The King looked worse than Narus, the young Cimmerian
thought. VValdric's gold-embroidered state robes hung loosaly on a shrunken body that had once weighed
half again as much asit did now, and he used the tall, gem-encrusted scepter of Ophir asawalking staff.
His golden crown, thickly set with emerads and rubies from the mines on the Nemedian border, sat low
on hisbrow; and his eyes, sunken deep in a hollow-cheeked face, held afeverish light.

The retinue consisted mainly of men with the full beards of scholars, leavened with a sprinkling of nobles
in colorful slksand soldiers of rank in gilded armor, crested helms benegath their arms. The bearded men
held forth continuoudly, competing loudly for Valdric's ear asthe procession madeits dow way across
the court-yard.

"The starswill be favorable this night for an invocation to Mitra," one cried.

"Y ou must be bled, your mgjesty,” another shouted. "1 have anew shipment of leechesfrom the marshes
of Argos.”

"Thisnew spell will surely cast the last of the demons from you," athird contributed.
" Tistimefor your cupping, my King."

"Thispotion. . ."

"The balance of fluxesand humors. . ."

Conan made an awkward bow, though none of them seemed to notice him. Kings, he knew, were
particular about such things.

When he straightened, King and retinue had gone; but one, awhitehaired soldier, had stayed behind and
was looking at him. Conan knew him immediately, though he had never met the man. Iskandrian, the
White Eagle of Ophir, the genera who kept the army aoof from the struggle to succeed Vadric. Despite
his age and white hairs, the generd's |eathery face was as hard asthe wals of the paace, his
bushybrowed gray eyes clear and sharp. The calloused hand that rested on his sword hilt was strong and

steadly.

"Y ou're the one who brought the girl to Antimides," the white-haired general said dboruptly. "What isyour
name?'

"Conan of Cimmeria"

"Mercenary,” Iskandrian said drily. His attitude toward mercenarieswas well known. To hismind no
foreign warrior should tread the soil of Ophir, not even if hewasin service to an Ophirean. "I've heard of
you. That fat fool Timeon's man, are you not?"

"l am no one's man but my own," Conan said hotly. "My company did follow Baron Timeon, but we
have lately taken the Lady Synell€s colors.” At least, they would once he drummed the fact into their



heads.

I skandrian whistled between histeeth. "Then, mercenary, you have gotten yoursdlf a problem aong with
your lady patron. Y ou've a set of shoulderslike an ox, and | suppose women account you handsome.
Twill light afirein Taramenon's head to have aman like you near Syndlle”

"Taramenon?' Conan remembered Antimides mentioning that name aswel. The count had implied this
Taramenon had someinterest in Synelle, or sheinhim.

"Heisthefinest swordsman in Ophir," Iskandrian said. "Best sharpen your blade and pray to your gods
for luck.”

"A man makes hisown luck,” Conan said, "and my sword isaways sharp.”

"A good belief for amercenary,” Iskandrian laughed. "Or asoldier.” A frown quickly replaced hismirth.
"Why areyou in this part of the palace, barbarian? Y ou are far from the path from Antimides chambers
to the gate.”

Conan hesitated, then shrugged ruefully. "l amlost,”" he admitted, and the generd laughed again.

"That does ot sound like whét 1've heard of you. But I'll get you aguide.” With awave of hishand he
summoned a servant, who bowed low before I skandrian and ignored Conan. "Take this man to the
barbican gate," the general commanded.

"My thanks," the Cimmerian told him. "Y ours are the first words | have heard in some time that were
neither mocking nor lies

Iskandrian eyed him sharply. "Make no mistake, Conan of Cimmeria Y ou have areputation for daring
and tactica sense, and were you Ophirean, I'd make you one of my officers. But you are amercenary,
and an outlander. Do | have my way, the day will come when you'l leave Ophir with dl the haste you can
muster or have your ashes scattered here." With that he stalked away.

By the time Conan got back to Timeon's palace, he was uncertain if he had ever had so many opposed
to him before. 1skandrian seemed to like him personally, and would see him dead given the chance.
Antimides hated him to the bone, and without doubt would like to put him on hisfunerd fireswhether he
went to them aive or dead. Synelle he was unsure of; what she said she wanted and what her body said
she wanted were opposites, and aman could be shaved at the shouldersfor involving himsdf with such a
one asthat. Kardlaclaimed that she desired him dead, for dl she had not taken the opportunity granted
her, and she had aknack of making her desires come true that would make a statue sweet in the
circumstances. Then there was the thrice-accursed horned figure. Had the second group of attackers
been after it, asthose first two had been? If they were, he could wager good coin on future attempts,
though he till had no clue asto why.

Of course, he could rid himsdlf of the threat of attack by ridding himsdf of the bronze, but that smacked
too much of fright to suit him. Let him but discover why it was worth killing and dying for, and he would
willingly shed himsdif of it, but it was not hisway to run from trouble. The Cimmerian amost laughed
when heredlized that the murder of Timeon was the only trouble to come hisway of late that had been
resolved.

The guards on the white-columned portico looked at him expectantly, and he put on asmilefor their
benefit. "All iswell," hetold them. "We have a patron, and gold to tempt the wenches."

Heleft them dgpping each other's back in relieved laughter, but once he wasingde his own amile



disappeared. Did they know half of what faced them, they would likely throw down their bows on the
spot and desert.

"Machaon!" he cdled, the name echoing in the high-cellinged entry hal.
Narus, on the balcony above, shouted down. "He'sin the garden. How went matters with Antimides?”
"Assemble the men here," Conan told him, hurrying on.

The tattooed veteran was in the garden as Narus had said, on abench with agirl, hisarmswrapped
around her and hersaround him. Trust Machaon, the Cimmerian thought with a chuckle, even when
waiting to seeif they must flee the country. It was about time he found something for merriment in the

day.

"Leave her be" hesaidjovidly. "Therell betime for wencheslat-" He broke off asthe girl legped to her
feet. It was Julia, cheeks scarlet and breasts heaving.

Clutching her skirtswith both hands she looked helplesdy a him, turned suddenly tear-filled eyeson
Machaon, then ran wailing past the Cimmerian into the palace.

Machaon flung up his hands as Conan rounded on him angrily. "Hear me out before you spesk,
Cimmerian. She came about me, teasing, and taunted me about kissing her. And she did not try to run
when | didit, ether.”

Conan scowled. He had saved her from alife asatrull, given her honest employment, for this?"She'sno
camp-follower, Machaon. If you want her, then court her. Don't grab her like adoxy in atavern.”

"Mitras mercies, man! Court her? Y ou spesk asif she wereyour sster. Zandru's Hdlls, I've never taken
awomean againg her will inmy life"

The young Cimmerian opened his mouth for an angry retort, and found that none came. If Juliawanted to
be awoman fully-fledged, who was he to say her nay? And Machaon was certainly experienced enough
to make her enjoy her learning.

"I'm trying to protect someone who apparently doesn't want it any more, Machaon," he said dowly. His
reason for seeking out the grizzled man returned to him. "Events have turned as | said they would. We
have our patron." Machaon barked alaugh and shook afist over hishead in triumph. "Narusis bringing
some of the men to the entry hal. Y ou fetch therest, and I'll tell the company.”

The wide, tapestry-hung hall filled rapidly, three-score men-less the guards posted, for there was no
reason to be foolish-crowding it from wal towall. All looking expectantly to him, Conan thought as he
watched them from a perch on the curving marble stair. Boros was among them, he saw, but after the
gray-bearded man had ferreted out Tiviafor him, he waswilling to let him remain. So long ashe
remained sober and stayed away from magic, at least.

"The company has anew patron," he announced, and the hall exploded in cheers. He waited for the
tumult to subside, then added, "Our payment istwice what we were getting.” After dl, he thought while
they renewed their shouts of glee, Syndlle had offered to double Antimides best offer; why would she not
do the samefor Timeon's?"Listen to me," he called to them. "Quiet, and listen to me. Well be quartering
in ahouse on the Street of Crowns. We leave here within the hour.”

"But whom do we serve?" Taurianus shouted. Otherstook up the cry.

Conan drew adeep breath. "The Lady Syndlle." Fat sllence greeted hiswords.



At last Taurianus muttered disgustedly, ™Y ou'd have us serve awoman?"

"Aye, awoman,” the Cimmerian answered. "Will her gold buy lesswhen you clink it onthetableina
tavern? And how many of you have worried asto how wed fare if, when someone does succeed
Vadric, it turned out we followed the wrong side? Well be out of that. A woman cannot succeed to the
throne. Therell be naught to do but guard her holdings from bandits and spend her gold.”

"Twice asmuch gold?' Taurianus said.

"Twice asmuch." He had them, now. He could seeit in ther faces. " Get your belongings together
quickly. And nolooting! Timeon has heirs somewhere. | want none of you rogues hauled before the
judticesfor theft."

Laughing again, the company began to disperse, and Conan dropped to aseat on the stair. At timesit
seemed as much of a battle to hold the company together asto fight any of the foes they had been called
ontoface.

"Y ou handled that aswell asany king," Boros said, creakily climbing the dairs.
"Of kings | know little,”" Conan told him. "All I know are sted and battle."
The gray-bearded man chuckled drily. "How do you think kings get to be kings, my young friend?"

"I neither know nor care,” the Cimmerian replied. "All 1 want isto keep my company together. That and
no more."

Sweat glistened on the body of the naked woman stretched taut on the rack, reflecting the flames of
charcoal-filled iron cressets of the dampstreaked stone walls of the roya palace dungeon. Nearby, the
handles of ironsthrust from abrazier of glowing coals, ready in case they were called for. From the way
she babbled her tale, punctuating it periodicaly with screams as the shaven-headed torturer encouraged
her with a scourge, they would not be needed.

She had taken money to poison Timeon, but she did not know the man who paid her. He was masked.
She became frightened when the first dose of poison showed no effect on the baron, and had placed al
she had been given in hiswine at once. Before dl the gods, she did not know who had paid her.

Antimideslistened quietly asthetorturer did hiswork. It amazed him how the struggle for even achance
at life could continue when the person involved had to know there was no hope of it. Time and again,
with men and women dike, had he seen it. As soon as he had spoken and seen the expression on Tivias
face, he was aware that she recognized his voice, that she knew him for the man behind the black silk
mask. Y et even with the rack and the whip she denied, praying that he would spare her if he thought his
secret was safe.

It was odd, too, how dangers suddenly multiplied just when hewasin sight of hisgod. Had the girl
adminigtered the poison in daily doses as directed the finest physician would have said Timeon died of
natural causes, and he would have been free of afool who drank too much and talked too freely when
drunk. Then there was the barbarian with the outlandish name, bringing her to him, drawing atention to
him when he least wanted it. No doubt that could be laid to Timeon's tongue. But what were the chances
the man would fall to tell Synelle what he knew or suspected?

He, Antimides, had been the first to learn of Vadric'sillness, the first to prepare to take the throne a his
death, and dl, he was certain, without being suspected by anyone. While the othersfought in the
countryside, he remained in lanthe. When Vadric findly died, they who thought to take the throne, those



few who managed to survive his assassins, would find that he held the royd palace. And he who held the
roya paace held the throne of Ophir. Now all of his careful plans were endangered, his secrecy
threatened.

Something would have to be done about Synelle. He had always had plans for that sharp-tongued jade.
Prating about her bloodlines. Of what use were bloodlines in awench, except with regard to the children
she could produce? He had planned to take great pleasure in breaking her to hedl, and in using those
bloodlines she boasted of to make heirs with an even stronger claim to the throne than himself. But now
she had to be done away with, and quickly. And the barbarian aswell.

He perked an ear toward Tivia. She was repeating herself. "Enough, Raga," he said, and the
shaven-headed man desisted. Antimides pressed agold coin into the fellow's thick-thingered hand. Raga
was bought long since, but it never hurt to ensure loydties. " She'syours," Antimidestold the man. Raga
beamed a gap-toothed smile. "When you are done, dispose of her in the usua fashion.”

Asthe count let himself out of the dungeon Tivias shriekswererisng afresh. Lost in his planning for
Synelle and the barbarian, Antimides did not hear.

Chapter I X

The house on the Street of Crowns was alarge square, two stories high, around adusty centra court,
with the bottom floor of the two sides being given over to stables. A wooden-roofed bal cony, reached
by stairs weakened from long neglect, ran around the courtyard on the second level. Dirty red roof tiles
gleamed dully in the late afternoon sun; flaking plaster on the stone walls combined with shadowsto give
the structure aleprous appearance. An arched gate, its hinges squealing with rust, led from the street to
the courtyard, where adusty fountain wasfilled with withered brown leaves.

"Complete with rats and fleas, no doubt,” Narus said dolefully as he dismounted.

Taurianus sat his horse and glared about him. "For thiswe left apalace,” A flurry of doves burst from an
upper window. "See! We're expected to deep in aroost!"

"You'veal grown too used to the soft lifein apaace,”" Conan growled before the mutters could spread.
"Stop complaining like aherd of old women, and remember the times you've dept in the mud.”

""Twas better than this, that mud," Taurianus muttered, but he climbed down from his saddle.

Grumbling men began carrying blanket rolls and bundles of persona belongingsin search of placesto
settle themsdves. Othersled their horsesinto the stables; curses quickly floated out asto the number of
rats and cobwebs. Rotund Fabio hurried in search of the kitchens, trailed by ahaf-running Julia, her arms
full of soot-blackened pots and bundles of herbs, strings of garlic and peppers dangling from her
shoulders.

Boros stood at the gate staring about him in amazement, though he certainly dept in little better asa
matter of course. Synelle, Conan thought, had much to learn about what was properly provided a
Free-Company.

They had attracted entirely too much attention for Conan's taste during their search for the house.
Three-score armored men on horseback, laden with sacks and cloak-wrapped bundlestill they looked
like aprocession of country peddlers, could not help but draw eves even in acity that assduoudy
attempted to avoid seeing anything that might be dangerous. The Cimmerian would just as soon they
could al have becomeinvisibletill the matter of Timeon's desth was forgotten. And he was none too
eager to look into any of those bundles, most of which clinked and seemed heavier than they had aright



to be. For dl hisinjunction againgt looting he was sure they werefilled with silver goblets and trinkets of
gold. More of those following him than not, the Ophireans most certainly, were light-fingered at the best
of times.

Giving hishorse over to one of the men, the big Cimmerian went in search of aroom for himself, his
blanket roll over one shoulder and the sack containing the bronze under his arm. Save for wegpons and
armor, horse and change of clothes, they were dl the possessions he had.

Soon he found alarge, corner room on the second floor, with four windowsto giveit light. A wad of
straw in one corner showed that arat had been nesting there. Two benches and atable stood in the
middle of the floor, covered with heavy dust. A bed, sagging but certainly large enough even for his
height, was jammed against awall. The mattress crackled with the sound of dried husks when he poked
it, and he Sghed, remembering the goose-down mattressin Timeon's pdace. Think of the mud, he
reminded himsdlf sernly.

Machaon's voice drifted up from the courtyard. "Conan, where are you? There's news"

Tossing his burdens on the bed, Conan hurried out onto the balcony. "What word? Has Synelle
summoned us?'

"Not yet, Cimmerian. The assassinswere busy last night. Vadentiusfled his paace after three of hisown
guardsturned their blades on him. 'Tissaid others of his men cut them down, but the lordling now seems
affrightened of his own shadow. He has taken refuge with Count Antimides."

Conan's eyebrows went up. Antimides. The young fool had unknowingly put himsdf in the hands of one
of hisrivas. Another lord removed from the race, this one by his own hand, in amanner of spesking.
Who stood next in the blood-right after Vaentius? But what occurred among the contending factions, he
thought, no longer concerned him or his company.

"We're done with that, Machaon," helaughed. "L et them dl kill each other.”

The grizzled veteran joined hislaughter. "An that happens, mayhap we can make you King. | will settle
for count, mysdif.”

Conan opened his mouth to reply, and suddenly realized a sound that should not be there had been
impinging on his brain. Creaking boards from the room he had just left. No rat made boards creak. His
blade whispered from its sheath, and he dove through the door, followed by Machaon's surprised shout.

Four gtartled men in cast-off finery, one just climbing in the window, stared in shock at the appearance of
the young giant. Their surprise lasted but an ingtant; as he took hisfirgt full step into the room, swords
appeared in their fists and they rushed to attack.

Conan best aside the thrust of the first to reach him, and in the same movement planted afoot in the
middle of hisopponent'sdirty gray slk tunic. Bregth left the man in an explosive gasp, and hefdl ina
hegp at the feet of a thick-mustached man behind him. The mustached man stumbled, and thetip of
Conan's blade dashed histhroat in afountain of blood. Asthe dying man fell atop the first attacker, a
man with ajagged scar down hisleft cheek legped over him, sword hacking wildly. Conan dropped to a
crouch-whistling sted ruffled the hair atop his head-and his own blade diced across scar-face's ssomach.
With a shriek the man dropped in a heap, both hands clutching at thick ropes of entrails spilling from his
body. A sword thrust from the floor did under the metal scales of Conan's hauberk, dicing hisside, but
the Cimmerian's return blow struck through gray-tunic's skull at the eyes.

"Erlik curse you!" the last man screamed. Sly-faced and bony, he had been the last into the room, and



hed not joined in the wild melee. "Eight of my men youvedain! Erlik cursedl your seed!” Shrieking, he
dashed at Conan with frenzied dashes.

The Cimmerian wanted to take thisman alive, in condition to answer questions, but the furious attack
was too dangerous to withstand for long. A haf-mad light of fear and rage gleamed in the man's sweaty
face, and he screamed with every blow he made. Three timestheir blades crossed, then blood was
spurting from the sump of dy-face's neck as his head rolled on the floor.

With aclatter of boots mercenaries crowded into the room, led by Machaon, all with swordsin hand.
"Mitra, Cimmerian,” the tattooed man said, scanning the scene of carnage. "Couldn't you have saved just
onefor us?'

"| didn't think of it," Conan replied drily.

Juliaforced her way through the men. When she saw the bodies her hands went to her face, and she
screamed. Then her eyeslit on Conan, and her composure returned as quickly asit had gone. "Y ou're
wounded!" she said. "Sit on the bed, and | will tend it."

For the firgt time Conan became aware of arazor's edge of fire dong hisribs, and the blood wetting the
side of hishauberk. " Tisbut ascratch,” hetold her. "Get these out of here," he added to Machaon,
gesturing to the corpses.

Machaon told off men to cart the dead away.

Julia, however, was not finished. " Scratch or not," she said firmly, "if it is not tended you may grow ill.
Fetch me hot water and clean clothes,” sheflung over her shoulder, as she attempted to press Conan
toward the bed. "Clean, mind you!" To everyone's surprise two of the mercenaries rushed off at her
command.

Amused, Conan let her have her way. Muttering to hersalf she fussed over getting his metal-scaed
leather tunic off. Gently she pa ped the flesh about the long, shalow gash, athoughtful frown on her face.
She seemed unconcerned about his blood on her fingers.

"It ssemsyou are ahead once more," Machaon said ruefully, before leaving them aone.

"What did he mean by that?" she asked absently. "Don't talk. Let thewound lie ill. Thereare noribs
broken, and | will not have to sew it, but after it is bandaged you must take care not to exert yourself.
Perhapsif you lie-" She broke off with agasp. "Mitra protect us, what isthat evil thing?"

Conan followed her suddenly frightened gaze to the bronze figure, lying on the bed and now out of the
sack. "Just something | bought as a gift for Machaon,” he said, picking it up. She backed away from him.
"What allsyou, girl? Thething is but dead meta."

"Sheisright to be affrighted,” Boros said from the door. His eyes were fixed on the bronze ason aliving
demon. "It isevil beyond knowing. | canfed thewavesof it from here.”

"And|," Juliasaid shakily. "It means meharm. | can fed it."

Boros nodded sagely. "Aye, awoman would be sengitive to such. Therites of Al'Kiir were heinous.
Scores of men fighting to the death while the priestesses chanted, with the heart of the survivor to be
ripped from hisliving body. Rites of torture, with the victim kept dive and screaming on the dtar for
days. But the most evil of dl, and the most powerful, was the giving of women as sacrifices. Or asworse
than sacrifices.”



"What could be worse than being sacrificed?" Juliaasked faintly.

"Being given to theliving god whoseimagethat is" Boros answered, "to be his plaything for al eternity.
Such may wel have been the fate of the women given to Al'Kiir."

Juliaswayed, and Conan snapped, "Enough, old man! Y ou frighten her. | remember now that you
mentioned this Al'Kiir once before, when you were drunk. Are you drunk now? Have you dredged al
thisfrom wine fumesin your heed?"

"I am deathly sober," the gray-bearded man replied, "and | wish | were pickled in winelike acorpse. For
that is not only an image of Al'Kiir, Cimmerian. It isanecessary, avitd part of the worship of that
horrible god. | thought al such had been destroyed centuries ago. Someone attemptsto bring AlI'Kiir
again to thisworld, and did they have that unholy image they might well succeed. I, for one, would not
careto bediveif they do."

Conan stared at the bronze gripped in hisbig hand. Two men had died attempting to take it from himin
the shop. Three more perished in the second attack, and that that had been for the same thing he no
longer doubted. Before he himself died, dy-face had accused Conan of daying about eight of his men.
The numbers were right. Those who wanted to bring back this god knew the Cimmerian had the image
they needed. In away hewas rdieved. He had had stray thoughts that some of these attacks, including
the one just done, were Karelaswork.

The men fetching the hot water and bandages entered the room; Conan thrust the image under his blanket
roll and sgned the othersto slence until they were gone.

When the three were alone again, Juliaspoke. "I'll tend your wound, but not if you again remove that evil
thing from its hiding. Even there| can senseit.”

"Il leaveit whereit is" the young Cimmerian said, and she kndlt beside him and busied hersdf with
bathing and bandaging hiswound. "Go on with your telling, Boros," he continued. "How isit thisgod
cannot find his own way to the world of men? That seemslike no god to fear grestly, for dl hishorns.™

"Y ou make jokes," Boros grumbled, "but thereisno humor inthis. To tdll you of Al'Kiir | must speak of
the distant past. Y ou know that Ophir isthe most ancient of al the kingdoms now exigting in the world,
yet few men know aught of its misty beginnings. | know alittle. Before even Ophir was, thisland wasthe
center of theworship of Al'Kiir. The strongest and handsomest of men and the proudest and most
beautiful of women were brought from afar for the rites of which | have spoken. But, as you might
imagine, there were those who opposed the worship of Al'Kiir, and foremost of these were the men who
cdled themselves the Circle of the Right-Hand Path.”

"Can you hot be shorter about it?* Conan said. "There's no need to dressthe tale like a story-teller in the
marketplace."

Boros snorted. "Do you wish brevity, or the facts? Listen. The Circle of the Right-Hand Path was led by
aman named Avanrakash, perhaps the most powerful practitioner of white magic who has ever lived."

"I did not know there was such athing aswhite magic,” Conan said. "Never have | seen a sorcerer who
did not reek of blackness and evil asadunghill reeks of filth."

Thistime the old man ignored him. "These men made contact with the very gods, 'tis said, and concluded
apact. No god would stand against Al'Kiir openly, for they feared that in awar between godsal that is
might be destroyed, even themsalves. Some-Set, supposedly, was one-declared themsalves apart from
what was to happen. Others, though, granted those of the Right-Hand Path an increase in powers,



enough o that they in concert could match asingle god. Y ou can understand that they would not give so
much to asingle man, for that would make him ademigod at the least, nor enough to al of them that they
could not be vanquished easily by asfew astwo of the godsin concert.”

Despite himsaf Conan found himsdlf listening intently. Julia, her mouth hanging open in wonderment, held
the ties of the Cimmerian's bandages forgotten as she followed Boros words.

"In the battle that followed, the face of the land itself was changed, mountains raised, rivers atered in their
courses, ancient seas made desert. All of those who marched againgt Al'Kiir, saving only Avanrakash,
perished, and he was wounded to the degth. Y et in his dying he managed with astaff of power to sever
Al'Kiir from the body the god worein the world of men, to sed the god from that world.

"Then came rebellion among the people againgt the temples of Al'Kiir, and the first King of Ophir was
crowned. Whole citieswere razed so that not even their memory remains. All that kept so much asthe
name of Al'Kiir in the minds of men was destroyed.

"The earthly body of the god? Men tried to destroy that aswell, but the hottest fires made no mark, and
the finest swords shattered againgt it. Findly it was entombed beneath amountain, and the entrances
seded up, so that with time men should forget its very existence.

"They both succeeded and failed, they who would have destroyed the god's name and memory, for the
name Tor Al'Kiir was given to the mountain, but for centuries gone only a scattered few have known the
source of that name, though all men know it for aplace of ill luck, aplaceto be avoided.

"I believed | wasthelast to have the knowledge | possess, that it would go to my funerd fireswith me.
But | have seen lightsin the night atop Tor Al'Kiir. | have heard whispers of knowledge sought. Someone
attemptsto bring Al'Kiir back to thisworld again. | was sure they would find only failure, for the lack of
that image or itslike, but do they get their hands onit, blood and lust and davery will be the portion of all

Conan let out along bresth when the old man &t last fell Slent. "The answer issmple. I'll take the
accursed thing to the nearest metdworker's shop and have it melted down.”

"No!" Boros cried. A violent shudder wracked him, and he combed hislong beard with hisfingersin
agitation. "Without the proper spells that would loose such power aswould burn this city from the face of
the earth, and perhaps half the country aswell. Before you ask, | do not know the necessary spells, and
those who do would be more likely to attempt use of the image than its destruction.”

"That gaff," Juliasaid suddenly. "The one Avanrakash used. Could it destroy theimage?”

"A very perceptive question, child,” the old man murmured. "The answer is, | do not know. It might very
well havethat power, though.”

"Much good that does," Conan muttered. " The staff is no doubt rotted to dust long ago.”

Boros shook hishead. "Not at dl. 'Tisastaff of power, after dl, that Staff of Avanrakash. Those men of
ancient timesrevered its power, and made it the scepter of Ophir, which it il is, though covered in gold
and gems. It issaid 'twas the presence of that scepter, carried as a standard before the armies of Ophir,
that alowed Moranthes the Gresat to win hisvictories against Acheron. If you could acquire the scepter,
Conan. . ."

"I will not," Conan said flatly, "attempt to stedl King Vadric's scepter on the off chancethat it might have
some power. Zandru's Nine Hells, the man uses the thing as awaking staff. It'swith him congtantly.”



"Y ou must understand, Cimmerian,” Boros began, but Conan cut him off.

"No! | will put the thrice-accursed benesth the floor boards yonder until | can find aplaceto bury it
whereit will never befound. Crack not your teeth concerning any of thisuntil | can do so, Boros. And
dtay away from the winetill then aswdll.”

Boros put on acloak of injured dignity. "I have been keeping this particular secret for nearly fifty years,
Cimmerian. Y ou've no need to ingruct me."

Conan grunted, and let Julialift hisarm to finish her bandaging. It was yet another rotten turnip to add to
the stew before him. How to destroy athing that could not be destroyed, or aswell as could not, given
the lack of trustworthy sorcerer, and such were asrare as virgin whores. Still, he was worried more
about Karelathan any of the rest. What, he wondered, was that flame-haired wench plotting?

Chapter X

Kardareined in her bay mare at the edge of thetall trees, thick with the shadows of the setting sun, and
studied the small peakroofed hut in the forest clearing. A single horse was tethered outside, atall black
warmount colorfully caprisoned for anoble, though its scarlet and black bardings bore the sign of no
house. A lone man was supposed to meet her there, but she would wait to make sure.

The snap of afallen twig announced the arriva of aman in coarse woolen tunic and breeches of
nondescript brown that blended well with the shadows. The sound was deliberate, she knew, that she,
being warned, would not strike with the Turanian scimitar she wore on her belt at his sudden appearance;
Agorio could move in the woods as sillently asthefal of afeather, did he choose. Both the man's ears
had been cropped for theft, and his narrow face bore ascar that pulled hisright eye into a permanent
expression of surprise. "He came alone, my lady, asyou ingructed,” he said.

Karelanodded. They were not so good as her hounds of the Zamoran plains, the men who followed her
now. Most had been poachers, and petty thievesif the opportunity presented itself, when she found
them, and they had little liking for the discipline she forced on them, but given time, she would make them
as good and as feared as any band of brigands that ever rode.

Sherode dowly into the clearing, Sitting her saddle as proudly as any queen. She disdained to show more
caution than she had aready. As she dismounted she drew her curved sword, and pushed open the
crude plank door of the hut with the blade.

Within was asingle room with the rough furnishings to be expected in such aplace, dimly lit by afireon
the hearth. Dust covered everything, and old, dried cobwebs hung from the bare, shadowed rafters. A
man with aplain scarlet surcoat over hisarmor stood in the center of the dirt floor, histhumbs hooked
casudly inthewide, low-dung belt that supported his scabbarded longsword. He was dmost astall as
Conan, she noted, with shoulders nearly as broad. A handsome man, with an eye for women from the
smilethat cameto hislipswhen she entered.

She kicked the door shut with her heel and waited for him to speak. She did not sheath her blade.

"You are not what | expected, girl," he said finally. His dark eves caressed the curves benegth her
snug-fitting jerkin and breeches. ™Y ou are quite beautiful .

"And you've made your first mistake." There was danger in her voice, though the man did not seem to
redizeit. "No man calsmegirl. I'll have the answers to some questions before we go further. Y our
message came to me through ways | thought known only to atrusted few. How did you come to know
of them?Who are you, and why would you send mefifty golds, not knowing if I'd come or not?" For that



was the amount that had accompanied the message.

"Yet you did come," he said, radiating cool confidence. From benegth his surcoat he produced two
bulging leather purses and tossed them to the table. They clinked asthey landed. "And herearea
hundred more pieces of gold, if you will undertake acommission for me, with as many to follow at its
completion.”

Her tone hardened. "My questions.”

"Regrettably | cannot answer," he said smoothly. ™Y ou need have no fear of being seized, my inquisitive
beauty. | came done, as| said | would. There are no men in the trees about us.”

"Except my own," she said, and was pleased to see surprise flicker across hisface.

He recovered his gplomb quickly. "But that isto be expected. When | heard of abandit band led by a...
awoman, | knew they must be very good indeed to long survive. Y ou see, you're becoming famous. Put
up your blade. Eagtern, isit not? Are you from the east, my pretty brigand? Y ou have not the coloring of
the eastern beauties | have known, though you are aslovely asdl of them together.”

His smile degpened, asmile she was sure sent he expected to send tingles through every woman favored
withit. And likely had his expectations met, she admitted. She aso knew that only her danger at his
manner-girl, indeed! My pretty brigand. Hal-armored her againgt it. She held hard to that anger, prodded
at it. She did, however, sheathe her sword.

"I'll not tell you my history,” she growled, "when | get not even your namein return. At least you can tell
me what | am to do for these two hundred gold pieces.”

His smoldering-eyed study of her did not end, but at least it abated. "Baron Inarosis withdrawing from
hiskeep to his pdacein lanthe. Heis not involved in the current struggles. Rather, heisafraid of them.
‘Tisthe reason for hismove, seeking the safety of the capital. His guardswill be few in number, not
enough to trouble a bold band of brigands. For the two hundred you will bring me hislibrary, which he
bringswith him in two carts. And of course you may keep anything else you take from his party.”

"A library!" Kardlaburst out. "Why would you pay two hundred pieces of gold, two hundred and fifty, in
truth, for acollection of dusty scrolls?!

"Let ussmply say | am acollector of rarities, and that there are worksin Inaros possession | am willing
to pay that pricefor."

Kardlaamost laughed. This man asa collector of rare parchments was one thing she would not believe.
But therewas no profit in caling himliar. "Very well," she said, "but | will have two hundred gold pieces
upon ddivery of these, ah, rarities.” It was her turn to smile. "Are you willing to pay that price?"

He nodded dowly, once more eyeing her up and down. "1 could amost consider it cheap, though you'd
best not press metoo far, or | may take my commission to another who, if not so pretty, isaso not so
greedy. Now let us sedl the bargain.”

"What," she began, but before she could finish he took a quick step and seized her. Roughly he crushed
her against him; she could not free an arm enough to draw her sword.

"l have agpecid way of seding pactswith women," he chuckled. "Struggleif you wish, but you will enjoy
it before 'tisdone.” Suddenly he froze at the sharp prick of her dagger point againgt his neck.

"I should dit your throat,” she hissed, "like the pig you are. Back away from me. Sowly."



Obediently he stepped backwards, hisface afrozen mask of rage. As soon as he was clear of her
dagger stroke, his hand went to his sword. She flipped the dagger, catching it by the point.

"Will you wager your lifethat | cannot put thisin your eye?' Hishand fell back to hisside.

Desperatdy Kardafought her own desireto kill him. He deserved it clearly, to her thinking, but how
could she keep it secret that she had dain aman cometo hire her- Such things never remained buried
long. All who heard the tale would think she had doneit for the coins on the table, and there would be no
more offers of gold.

"Y ou codless spawn of adiseased camd!" she spat in frustration. "But recently | saw afigure that
reminds me of you. An ugly thing to curdle any woman's blood, asyou are. All horns and fangs, with
twice as much manhood as any man, and like to think with that manhood, asyou do, wereit dive. If you
have any manhood.”

He had gone very ill as she spoke, anger draining from hisface, and there was barely contained
excitement in hisvoice as he spoke. "This figure? How many hornsdid it have? How many eyes? Wasit
shaped otherwise likeaman?'

Kardagared at him in amazement. Was this some attempt to draw her off guard, it was most surely a
grange one. "What interest can you haveinit?"

"More than you can possibly know. Speak, woman."

"It waslikeaman," she said dowly, "except that it had too many fingers and toes, and clawson dl of
them. There were four horns, and three eyes. And areek of evil as strong asyours.”

His smile returned, but not for her thistime. To her surpriseit wasasmile of triumph. "Forget Inaros,” he
sad. "Bring methat figure, and | will give you five hundred pieces of gold.”

"Think you I'd till take your gold,” she said increduloudly, "after this?'
" think you'd take five hundred pieces of it if it came from Erlik himsalf. Think, woman. Five hundred.”

Karela hestated. It was atempting amount. And to think she could earn it at the Cimmerian's expense
made it more so. But to dedl with thisone. "Done," she was surprised to hear herself say. "How shal we
meet again, when | havethething?”

Hetugged off hisbrilliant red surcoat, reveding gilded armor benesth. "Have aman wearing thisover his
tunic stand before the main gate of the roya paace when the sunisat its zenith, and on that day at dusk |
will cometo thishut with the gold.”

"Done," Kardlasaid again. "l will leave you, now, and | advise you to wait the time it takes to count one
thousand-an you can count-before following, else you will discover whether that pretty armor will avall
you againgt crossbow bolts." With that she backed from the hut, and scrambled into her saddle.

Assherodeinto the forest she found that she dmost felt like singing. Five hundred pieces of gold and
another siroke againg the Cimmerian, if asmal one. But there would be greater, the first already under
way. Thistimeit would be Conan who was forced to flee, not her. He would fleg, or hewould die.

Synelle paced the floor of her deeping chamber like a caged panther, hating her agitation yet unableto
quell it. Slver lampslit the room againgt the night a the windows, lending a sheen to the gossamer
hangings about her bed. Her pae hair hung damp with sweet, though the night was cool. Normaly she
guarded her exotic beauty jedoudy, never dlowing acurl to be out of place or the dightest smudging of



rouge even when she was aone, but now turmoil filled her to the excluson of dl ese.

For the hundreth time she stopped before amirror and examined her full, sensuouslips. They looked no
different than they dways had, but they felt swollen. With asnarl of rage she resumed her pacing, her
long robe of canescent silk clinging to every curve of her body. She was aware of every particle of the
deek gray materid diding on the smoothness of her skin.

Ever sincethat ... that barbarian had kissed her she had been like this. She could not stop thinking about
him. Tall, with shoulderslike abull and eyeslike awinter lake. A crude, unmannered lout. Wild and
untamed, like alion, with armsthat could crush awoman in hisembrace. Shefdt like bubbling honey
ingde. She could not deep; dready this night she had tossed for hoursin torment, filled to the brim with
fedlings she had never before experienced.

Why had she even taken the Free-Company in service? Only to spite Antimides, as had dways given her
pleasurein the past. There was no reason to keep it, except that Antimides would certainly think he had
won in somefashion if she dismissed them. And there was the barbarian.

Desperately shetried to force her mind away from Conan. "I will not give mysdlf to him!" she cried. "Not
to any man! Never!"

There were other thingsto think about. There had to be. The women. Y es. Of the bronze image of
Al'Kiir, she was certain now. The men Taramenon had sent after Galbro would bring it to her. But she
needed awoman for therite, and not any woman would do. Thiswoman must be beautiful above all
others about her, proud to the point of fierceness. Proud women there were, but plain or old or
disqualified on a score of other points. Beautiful women abounded, and some had pride, but where was
the fierceness? Without exception they would tremble at aman's anger, give way to hiswill eventudly, for
al they might resst atime.

Why did they have to be s0? Y et she could understand allittle now. What woman could resist aman like
the barbarian. Him again! She pounded asmal fist on her deek thigh in frusgtration. Why did he
continudly invade her thoughts?

Suddenly her face firmed with determination. She strode to a marbletopped table against the tapestried
wall, touched her fingersto atwist of parchment there. Within were threelong, black, slky hairs, left on
her robe when the barbarian ... Her hand trembled. She could not think of that now; her mind must be
clear. It must be.

Why did it have to be him?Why not Taramenon? Because he had never affected her as Conan did?
Because she had toyed with him so long that only the pleasure of toying remained?

"It will be Conan," shewhispered. "But it will beas| wish." Her hand closed on the parchment, and she
swept from the room.

Saves, scrubbing floorsin the hours when their mistress was not usually about, scrambled from her path,
pressing their faces to the marbletilesin obeisance. She took no more notice of them than she did of the
furnishings

Straight to her secret chamber she went, closing the door behind her and hurriedly lighting lamps.
Triumph sped her movements, the certainty of triumph soon to be redized.

At the table covered with beakers and flasks she carefully separated one hair from the packet. One
would be enough, and that would leave two in case further magicks must be worked on the huge
barbarian.



On asmooth slver plate she painted the Sign of the horns, the sgn of Al'Kiir, invirgin'sblood, using a
brush made from the hair of an unborn child and handled with abone from its mother's finger. Next two
candles were affixed to the plate one on either side, and lit. Black, they were, made from the rendered
tallow of murdered men, stolen from their gravesin blessed ground.

Haste was of the essence, now, but care, too, lest disaster comein place of what she sought. Gripping
her tongue between her teeth, she painted the find symbols about the edge of the plate. Desire. Lust.
Need. Wanting. Passion. Longing.

Quickly she threw aside the brush, raised her hands above her head, then lowered them before her,
pams up, in agesture of pleading. In the arcane tongue she had learned so painfully, Synelle chanted, soft
spoken words that rebounded from the pale wals like shouts, invoking powers linked to Al'Kiir yet not
of him, powers of thisworld, not of the void where he was imprisoned. In the beginning she had
attempted to use those powers to make contact with AlI'Kiir. The result had been afire that gutted a
tower of her cadtle, lying hafway to the Aquilonian border, aburning with flames that no water could
extinguish, flamesthat died only when there was not even acinder eft to burn. For long after that she had
feared to try again, not least for the stares directed at her and the whispers of sorcery at the castle of
Asmark. To cover hersdf she had brought charges of witchcraft against awoman of the castle, acrone
of ascullery maid who looked the part of awitch, and had her burned at the stake. Synelle had learned
carefrom that early mistake.

Sowly the candles guttered out in pools of their own black tallow, and Synelle lowered her hands,
breathing easily for thefirgt timein hours. The painted symbols on the plate, the hair, dl were ash. A crud
smile touched her lips. No more was there need to fear her desires. The barbarian was hers, now, to do
with asshewould. Hers,

Chapter XI

Conan's skin crawled as he walked across the dusty courtyard of the house where his company was
quartered. The hairs on hisbody seemed to move by themsdlves. Bright sunlight streamed from the
golden globe climbing into the mourning sky; chill air seemed to surround him. It had been so ever since
he woke, this strangeness, and he had no understanding of why.

Fear the big Cimmerian dismissed as a cause. He knew hisfearswell, and had them well in hand. No
fear could ever affect him so, who had, in hisfear years, faced al manner of thingsthat quelled the hearts
of other men. Asfor theimage, and even Al'Kiir, he had confronted demons and sorcerers before, as
well as every sort of monster from huge flesh-eating worms to giant spiders dripping corrosive poison
from maniblesthat could pierce the finest armor to adragon of adamantine scales and fiery breath. Each
he had conquered, and if he was wary of such, he did not fear them.

"Cimmerian,” Narus called, "come get yoursdlf acloak."

"Later," Conan shouted back to the hollow-faced, who was rooting with others of the company in the
gresat pile of bales and bundlies that had been delivered by carts that morning.

Syndlle had finaly seen to the needs of the Free-Company she had taken in service. Bundles of long
woolen cloaks of scarlet, the color of her house, had been tumbled into the courtyard, along with masses
of fresh bedding and good wool blankets. There had been knee-high Aquilonian boots of good black
leather, small mirrors of polished metal from Zingara, keen-bladed Corinthian razors, and a score of
other things, from adozen countries, that a soldier might need. Including a sack of gold coin for their first
pay. The mercenaries had turned the morning into aholiday with it dl. Fabio had kept Juliarunning all
morning, staggering under sacks of turnips and pess, struggling with quarters of beef and wholelamb



carcasses, rolling casks of wine and deto the kitchens.

Fabio found Conan by the dry fountain. The fat, round cook was mopping hisface with arag. "Conan,
that lazy wench you saddled me with has run off and hidden somewhere. And look, she hasn't swept a
quarter of the courtyard yet. Clams she'salady. Erlik take her if sheis! She hasamouth like afishwife.
Flung abroom a my head in my own kitchen, and swore a me asvilely as|'ve ever heard from any man
inthe company.”

Conan shook his head irritably. He wasin no mood to listen to the man's complaints, not when hefelt as
if antswere skittering over hisbody. "If you want the courtyard swept,” he snapped, "seeto it yourself."

Fabio stared after him, open-mouthed, as he stalked away.

Conan scrubbed is fingers through his hair. What was the matter with him? Could that accursed bronze,
the evil of it that Juliaclaimed to sense, have affected him from beneath the floor while he dept?

"Cimmerian," Boros said, popping out of the house, "I've been seeking you everywhere.”

"Why?" Conan growled, then attempted to get a hold of himsdlf. "What do you want?' heaskedina
dightly more reasonable tone.

"Why, that image, of course." The old man looked around, then lowered hisvoice. "Have you given any
thought to destroying it? The more | think onit, the more it seemsthe Staff of Avanrakashisthe only
answer."

"I am not stealing the Erlik-accursed scepter,” Conan grated. When he saw Machaon approaching, the
Cimmerian felt ready to burs.

The grizzled mercenary eyed the bigger man's grim face quizzically, but said only, "We're being watched.
Thishouse, that is."

Conan gripped his swordbdt tightly with both hands. This was business of the company, perhaps
important business, and he had worked too long and too hard for that to alow even his own temper to
damageit.

"Kardasmen?' he asked in what was dmost hisnormal voice. It took agreat effort to maintainit.

"Not unless she's begun taking fopling youthsinto her band,” Machaon replied. "There are two of them,
garbed and jeweled for alady's garden, with pomanders stuck to their nogtrils, wandering up and down
the street outside. They show an especid interest in thishouse." Y oung nobles, Conan thought. They
could be Antimides men, if the count was concerned as to how much Conan was taking of what he
knew. Or they could be seeking the image, though nobles hardly meshed with the sort who had tried for
it thusfar. They might even be this Taramenon, Syndlle's jealous suitor, and afriend, cometo seefor
themsalves what manner of man the silvery-haired beauty had taken in service. Too many possibilitiesto
reason out, certainly not in his present state of mind.

"If we seize them when next they pass,”" he began, and the two listening to him recoiled.

"Y ou must be mad,”" Boros gasped. "'Tisthe image, Cimmerian. It affectsyouill. It must be destroyed
quickly."

"l know not what this old magpieis chattering about,” Machaon said, "but seizing nobles ... in broad
daylight from adtreet in the middle of lanthe ... Cimmerian, it would take more luck than ten Brythunian
sagesto get out of the city with our heads till on our shoulders.”



Conan squeezed his eyes shut. His brain whirled and spun, skittering through fogsthat veiled reason. This
was deadly dangerous; he must be ableto think clearly, or he could lead them al to disaster.

"My Lord Conan?' adiffident voice said.

Conan opened his eyesto find abarefoot man in the short white tunic of adave, edged in scarlet, had
joined them. "I'm no lord,” he said gruffly.

"Yes, my lor ... uh, noblesr. | am bid tell you the Lady Synelle wishes your presence at her house
immediady.”

Images of the deek, full-breasted noblewoman flickered into Conan's mind, clearing aside dl ese. His
unesse was washed away by awarm flow of desire. Sternly he reminded himsalf that she no doulbt
wanted to consult with him about the company's duties, but the reminder could aswell have been
whispered into agreat storm of the Vilayet Sea. When first he kissed her, she had responded. Whatever
her words said, her body had told the truth of her fedings. It must have.

"Lead on," Conan commanded, then strode through the gate and into the street without waiting. The dave
had to scurry after him. Conan gave little heed to the man half-running beside him to keep up ashe
moved swiftly through throng-filled streets. With every stride hisvisions of Syndlle grew stronger, more
compelling, and his breath came faster. Each line of her became clear in hismind, the swell of round
breasts above atiny waist his big hands could dmost span, the curve of deek thighs and sensuoudy
swaying hips. Shefilled hismind, clouded his eyes so that he saw none of the teeming crowds nor
remembered anything of hisjourney.

Oncewithin Synelle's great house the man in the short tunic rushed ahead to guide Conan up stairsand
through corridors, but the Cimmerian was certain he could have found the way by himsdf. Hispalms
sweated for the smooth satin of her skin.

The dave bowed him into Synell€'s private chamber. The pa e-skinned beauty stood with one small hand
at her dabagter throat, dark eyes seeming to fill aface surrounded by silken waves of spun-platinum hair.
Diagphanous silk covered her ivory lushness, but concealed nothing. "Leave us, Scipio,” shesad
unsteedily.

Conan was unaware of the dave leaving, closng the door behind him. His bresth was thick in histhroat;
his nails dug into calloused pams. Never had he taken awoman who did not want him, yet he knew he
was at the brink. One gesture from her, one word that he might take asinvitation; it would be enough.
Béttle raged within the giant Cimmerian, ravening lust warring with hiswill. And for thefirg timein hislife
hefdt hiswill begin to bend.

"| called you here, barbarian,” she began, then swallowed and began again. "I summoned youto me. .. ."

Her words faded away as he covered the floor between them. His hands took her shoulders gently; how
great the struggle not to rip that transparently mocking garment from her. As he gazed down at her
upturned face, he read fear there, and longing. Her melting eyes were bottomless poolsinto which he
could fall forever; hiswere azure flames. "Do not fear me," he said hoarsdly. "1 will never harm you.”

She pressed her cheek to hischest, crushing her full bressts againgt him. Unseen by him asmadl smile
curved her lips, softening, though not supplanting, the fear in her eyes. ™Y ou are mine," she whispered.

"When firgt | kissed you," Conan panted, "you wanted me. As| want you. | knew | had not imagined it."
"Come," she said, taking his hand as she backed from him. "My bed lies beyond that archway. | will have



wine brought, and fruits packed in snow from the mountains."

"No," hegrowled. "I can wait no longer." His hand closed on sheer silk; the robe shredded from her ripe
nakedness. Careless of her protests of servants who might enter, he pulled her to the floor. Soon she
protested no more.

Chapter XII

The sun was rising toward its height once more as Conan left Syndlles house, and he wondered wearily
at the passing of unnoticed hours. But she had so occupied him with herself that there had been no room
for time. Had she not been gone from her bed a hiswaking, he might not be leaving yet. For al of aday
and anight together, and little degping init, aknot of desire still burned in hisbelly, flaring whenever he
thought of her. Only the need to seeto his Free-Company, and her absence, had stirred him to dress and

go.

Bemused he strode through the crowded streets asif they were empty of dl but him, seeing only the
woman who till held hismind in thrall with her body. Merchantsin voluminous hooded robes and tartsin
little save gilded bangles scurried from hisway lest they be trampled; satin-clad nobles and long-bearded
scholars abandoned dignity to legp aside when they increduloudy saw he would not dter his path. He
heard the curses that followed him, but the stream of abuse from scores of throats did not register. It was
S0 much meaningless babble that had naught to do with him.

Suddenly aman who had not stepped aside bounced off Conan's chest, and the Cimmerian found himself
garing into an indignant face as the memory of Syndl€'s silken thighs dimmed, but did not fade. The man
was young, no older than he himsdlf, but histunic of blue brocade dashed with yelow, the golden chain
across his chest, hissmdll, fashionable beard, the pomander clutched in hishand, all named him nobly
born.

"Y ou there, thief," the youthful lord sneered. "I have you now."

"Get out of my way, fool," Conan growled. "I've no time or desireto play lordlings games." The man
wore a sword stragpped around hiswaist, the Cimmerian noted, unusua with the garb he wore.

Conan tried to step around the brocaded youth, but another young noble, with thin mustachiosin addition
to hisbeard, stepped in front of him with a swagger. Jeweled rings bedecked al hisfingers, and he, too,
wore asword. "Thisoutlander,” he said loudly, "has robbed my friend."

Conan wondered for whose benefit he was speaking so; no one in the teeming street paid the three any
mind. In fact, alarge space had opened about them as passersby studioudy avoided their vicinity.
Whatever sport these two sought, he wanted none of it. He wished only to seethat al waswell with his
company and return as quickly as possibleto Synelle. Synelle of the dabaster skin as soft as satin.

"Leavebe," hesad, doubling amassivefig, "or I'll set your earsto ringing. I've stolen nothing.”

"Heattacks" the mustachioed lordling cried, and his sword swept from its shesth as histellow flung his
rose-scented pomander at Conan's face.

Even with hisbrain fogged by awoman's memory the big Cimmerian had survived far too many battlesto
be taken so easily by surprise. The blade that was meant to take his head from his shoulders passed
through empty air as he legped aside. Anger washed hismind clean of al but battle rage. The sport these
fops sought was his death, akilling for which, with the times asthey were and the fact that hewas an
outlander, they would not be brought to book. But they had chosen no easy meat. Even as Conan's own
stedd was coming into hisfist, he booted the first young noble who had accosted him squarely in the



crotch; the youth shrieked like agirl and crumpled, clutching himself.

Whirling, Conan begt aside the thrust the mustachioed lordling had meant for his back. "Crom!" he
bellowed. "Crom and stedl!" And he waded ferocioudy into the combat, his sword aflashing engine of
destruction.

Step by step his opponent was forced back, splashes of blood appearing on histunic as his desperate
defensesfailed to turn aside the Cimmerian's blade quickly enough. Disbedlief grew on hisface, asif he
could not understand that he faced a man better with the sword than he. Recklesdy he attempted to go
over to attack. Only once more did Conan's stedl strike, but thistimeit split the lordling's skull to his
black mustachios.

Asthebody fell the grate of the boot on pavement gave Conan warning, and he turned to block the first
noble's dash. Chest to straining chest they stood, blades |ocked.

"| am better than ever Demetrioswas," hisyouthful attacker sneered. "In this hour you will meet your
gods, barbar."

With aheave of his mighty shoulders Conan sent the other staggering back. "Run to your mother's breadt,
youngling," hetold him, "and live to do your boasting to women. If you know their use.”

With acry of fury the man rushed a Conan, ablur of sted before him. Eight timestheir blades met,
griking sparks with the force of the blows, filling the street with aringing as of ablacksmith's hammer and
anvil. Then the Cimmerian's broadsword was dicing through ribs and flesh to the heart benegth.

Once more, for amoment, Conan stared into those dark eyes. "Y ou were better,” he said, "but not by
enough.”

The young lord opened his mouth, but blood spilled out instead of words, and death dulled his eves.

Hastily Conan freed his blade and cleaned it on the tunic of blue brocade. The space about them till was
clear, and asif aninvisblewall separated him and the two dead from those hurrying by, no one so much
as glanced toward them. Given the mood of the city, it was more likely than not that no one of them
would admit to what he had seen, short of being put to the question by the King's torturers, but there was
no point in standing there until a score of Iskandrian's warriors gppeared. Sheathing his sword, Conan
melded into the crowd. Within afew pacesthey had closed around him, cloaking himin their number.

No more did thoughts of Synelle clog his mind. With the degth of the second of his attackers he had
remembered Wachaon telling him of two young nobles watching the house where the Free-Company
was quartered. That two different lordlings should attack him on the day was beyond his belief. The one
had caled loudly that Conan had robbed the other, asif inviting witnesses. Hardly the act of one
intending murder, but perhaps daying him had been but part of their plan.

Had they succeeded, who in lanthe would have taken the part of a dead barbarian over that of two from
noble houses? The people rushing by had done their best to ignore what happened, but if collared by a
noble and pressed, which of them would not remember that Conan had been accused of theft and had
then attacked the two, proving his guilt? With aKing's Justice and a column of Ophirean infantry,
Demetrios and hisfriend could have descended on the Free-Company, demanded the object they
claimed had been stolen-and which they could no doubt describe aswell as Conan-and have the house
torn apart to find it. The bronze would have been in the hands of those who sought to use it. Boros might
try to spesk of evil gods and rites benesth Tor Al'Kiir, or Julia, but no ear would pay heed to the pratings
of adrunken former apprentice mage, nor the babblings of a pot-girl.



Conan quickened his pace, brimming with an urgent need to assure himsdlf that the image Htill 1ay beneath
the floorboards of his deeping chamber. He had become convinced of one thing. He would not have
another night of rest in Ophir until that malevolent figure was beyond the reach of men.

The black candles guttered out, and Synelle lowered her hands with asatisfied sigh. The spell binding the
barbarian had been atered. He was ill held, but with more subtle desires than before.

With aweary groan she sagged to alow stool, wincing with the movement, and brushed spun silver hair
back from her face. She pulled her cloak-that unadorned covering of scarlet wool had been all she had
taken timeto snatch in her flight, and it had been flight-about her nakedness. Her breasts were swollen
and tender, her thighs and bottom bruised by Conan's fierce desires.

"How could | have known what would be unleashed in him?" she whispered. "Who could have thought a
man could beso . . ." She shivered uncontrollably.

In the barbarian's arms she had felt gripped by aforce of nature asirresistable as an avalanche. Fireshe
had built in her, feeding them till they raged out of control. And when the legping flames had consumed dll
before them, when he had quenched and daked what he had aroused, he stoked still new fires. She had
tried to bring that endless cycle to a hdt, more than once she had tried-memories flooded her, memories
of incoherent cries when words could not be formed and reason clung by the denderest of threads to but
asingle corner of her passion-drugged mind-but her sorcery had not only wakened lust in him, it had
magnified that lust, made it insatiable, overwhelming. His powerful hands had handled her likeadoll. His
hands, so strong, so knowing and sure of her.

"No," she muttered angrily.

She would not think of his hands. That way led to weakness. She would remember instead the
humiliation of crawling weskly from her own bed when the barbarian fell at last to dumber, dinking likea
thief for fear of waking him, of waking the desire that would bloom in him when his eyes touched her. On
the floor of her secret chamber she had dept, curled on the hard marble with only the cloak for covering
and lacking even the mat the meanest of her daveswould have, too exhausted to think or dream.
Remember that, shetold herself, and not the pleasures that sent tendrils of hest through her belly evenin
remembrance.

A ragged cry broke from her throat, and she staggered to her feet to pace the room. Her eyefell on the
dlver plate, black tallow hardening at its edges, the ash of blood and hair lying on its surface. The spell
was atered. Not again would she have to face a night where she was a mote caught in the stormwind of
the giant barbarian's desires. Her breathing dowed, grew more norma. He was ill hers, he would il
bring her to rapture, but hislusts would be more controllable. Controllable by her, that is.

"Why did | fear it S0long?’ shelaughed softly. Taken atogether, thisthing of men was quite wonderful.
"They must smply be controlled, and then their vaunted strength and power can avail them nothing.”

That was the lesson women had not learned, that she had only just cometo. If women would not be
controlled by men, then they must rather control men. She had adways coveted power. How strange and
beautiful that power should be the key to safety in thisaswell!

A knock at the door shattered her musings. Who would dare disturb her there? The rapping came again,
moreingstent thistime. Gathering her cloak across her breasts with one hand, she flung open the door,
tongue ready to flay whoever had violated her sanctorum.

A surprised, "You!" dipped out instead.



"Yes, me" Taramenon said. Hisface wastight with barely controlled anger. "I came to speak to you last
night, but you were ... occupied.”" Laying ahand gently on his chest, she pushed him back-how easily he
moved, even in hisrage-and closed the door firmly behind her. No man, not even he, would ever enter
that chamber.

"Itiswdl you are here," she said asif he had had no accusation in hiswords. "There are matters of which
we must speak. A woman must be found-"

"Y ou werewith him," the tall nobleman grated. ™Y ou gave that barbarian swine what was promised to
rre.ll

Synelle drew hersef to her full height, and flung cold fury at him like adagger. "Whatever | gave was
mineto give. Whatever | did was mineto do, and none with right to gainsay me."

"l will day him," Taramenon moaned in anguish, "likeadog in thedirt.”

"Youwill day whom | tell you to day, when | tell you to day them.” Synelle softened her voice; shock
had driven anger from Taramenon's face. There was dtill uses for the man, and she had long since learned
means of controlling him that had naught to do with sorcery. "The barber will be useful for atime. Later
you may kill himif youwish."

The last had been a sudden thought. Conan was awonderful lover, but why limit herself to one? Men did
not limit themselves to one woman. Y et the young giant would dways hold aplace in her affectionsfor
the vistas of pleasure he opened to her; when she was Queen of Ophir she would have a magnificent
tomb erected for him.

"| found the brigand you wanted,” Taramenon muttered sullenly. "A woman.”

Syndle's eyebrows arched. "A woman bandit. A hardened trull, no doubt, with greasy hair and gimlet
eye”

"Sheis" hereplied, "the most beautiful woman | have ever seen.”

Synelleflinched, and her jaw tightened. Why had the fool forced his presence on her before her
tire-maids could see to her toilet? " So long as she brings me the scrollsfrom Inaros library, | care not
what shelookslike." He chuckled, and she stared at him.

Suddenly he was more reaxed, asif he thought he wasin command. "If you think to make sport of me,”
she began dangeroudly.

"l did not send her after Inaros scrolls," Taramenon said.
Wordsfrozein her throat. When she found speech again she hissed a him. "And pray tell me why not?"

"Because | sent her after theimage of Al'Kiir that you speak. She knowswhereit is. She described it to
me. It will be | who provide you with what you so desperately need. Did you think you could hide your
impatience, your eagerness beyond that you've ever shown for adl the parchments and artifacts you have
gathered placed together? | bring it to you, Synelle, not that barbar animal, and | expect at least the
reward that he got.”

Her pale, dark-eyed beauty becameicy till. Shelet her cloak gap open to the floor; Taramenon gasped,
and sweat beaded his forehead. ™Y ou will cometo my bed," she began softly, but abruptly her words
became lashes of awhip tipped with stedl, "when | summon you there. Y ou will come, yes, perhaps
sooner than you dream, certainly sooner than you deserve, but a my command.” Slowly and calmly she



covered hersalf once more. "Now when will theimage be ddivered to your hand?’

"Thesignd that she hasit," he mumbled sulkily, "will be amanin my red surcoat tanding before the main
gate of theroya palace a noon. That night at dusk | will meet her at ahut intheforest.”

Synelle nodded thoughtfully. ™Y ou say thiswoman is beautiful? A beautiful woman who doeswhat men
do, who leads men rather than belonging to them. She must have grest pride. | shal be at that meseting
with you, Taramenon.” From the corner of her eye she saw a dave creegping down the corridor toward
them, and rounded on him, furious at the interruption. ™Y es?" she snapped.

Fdling to hisknees, the man pressed hisface to the marbletiles. " A message, my graciouslady, from the
noble Adfric." Without lifting his head he held up afolded parchment.

Synelle frowned and snatched the message. Adlfric was Senescha of Asmark, her ancestral castle, aman
who served her well, but who liked aswell the fact that she seldom visited or troubled him. It was not his
way to invite her attention. Hastily she broke the lump of wax sedled with Adfric'sring.

To My Mogt Gracious Lady Synelle,

With pain | send thesetidings. In the day past have vile brigands most cowardly struck at my Lady's
manor-farms, burning fields, touching barns, driving oxen and caitle into the forests. Even as your humble
servant writes these dire words, the night sky glows red with new fires. | beseech my Lady to send aid,
elsethere will be no crops|eft, and starvation will bethe lot of her people.

| remain obediently, your faithful servitor, Adfric

Angrily she crumpled the letter in her fist. Bandits attacking her holdings? When she held the throne she
would see every brigand in the country impaled on the wals of lanthe. For now Adfric would have to
fend for himsdf.

But wait, she thought. With the power of Al'Kiir she could seize the throne, overawe both lords and
peasants, yet would it not be even better had she someincident to point to that showed she was more
than other women? Did she take Conan'swarriors into the countryside and quell these bandits hersdlf ...

She prodded the dave with her foot. "I am leaving for the country. Tdll the othersto prepare. Go."

"Yes, my lady," the dave said, backing away on hisknees. "At once, my lady." Rising, he bowed deeply
and darted down the hall.

"And you, Taramenon,” she went on. " Set aman to watch for thiswoman's sgnd and bring me word,
then ride you for Castle Asmark. Await methere, and this night your waiting will be ended.” She dmost
laughed at the lascivious anticipation that painted hisvisage. "Go," she said, in the same tone she had used
with the dave, and Taramenon ran as quickly asthe other had.

It was al amatter of maintaining proper control shetold herself. Then she went in search of writing
materials, to send a summonsto the barbarian.

Chapter XI11

Conan straightened from checking his saddle girth and glared about him at the assemblage pausing for yet
another rest at Svnelle's command. Three and twenty high-wheeled carts, each drawn by two span of
yoked oxen, were piled high with what the Countess of Asmark considered necessary for removing to
her castle in the country, rolled feather mattresses and colorful embroidered silk cushions casks of the
rarest wines from Aquiloniaand Corinthia and even Khauran, packages of delicate viands that might not



be readily available away from the capitd, chests upon chests of satins and velvets and laces.

Syndlle hersdf traveled in agilded litter, borne by eight muscular daves and curtained with fine silken net
to admit the breeze yet keep the sun from her dabastrine skin. Her four blonde tire-women crouched in
the shade of a cart, fanning themselves against the midday hegt. Their lithe deekness drew many eyes
among the thirty mercenaries surrounding the carts, but the women were attuned only to listening for the
neat command from thelitter. Nearly three score other servants and daves hunkered out of the sun or
tended to errands, driversfor the oxen, maids, seamstresses, even two cooks who were at that moment
arguing vociferoudy over the proper method of preparing hummingbirds tongues.

"Watch thetrees, Erlik take you!" Conan shouted. Abashedly the mercenariestore their eyesfrom the
blondes to scan the forest that ran aong two sides of the broad, grassy meadow where they had halted.

The Cimmerian had opposed halting; he had opposed each stop they had made thusfar. Sowed by the
ox-carts, they would not arrive at Synelle's castle until the following afternoon did they make the best
gpeed the lumbering animals were capable of. Even one night in the forests with this sirange cortege was
more than he might wish for, much less risking a second such camp. A pavilion would have to be erected
for Syndleto deep in, another in which shewould bathe, and yet athird for her tire-women's mats.
Therewould be afireto warm Syndlle, firesfor the cooks, fires to keep the maids from becoming
affrighted of the night, and al no doubt large enough to announce their presence and location to anyone
with eyes.

Machaon led his horse over to Conan. "I've word of Karela, Cimmerian,” he said. "l crossed paths last
night at the Blue Bull with aweedy scoundrel, a panderer who lost hiswomen, and thus hisincome, to
another, and whose tongue was free after histhird pitcher of ae. | meant to speak of it earlier, but what
with our patron's summons arriving hard on your hedlsthismorn | forgot.”

"What did you hear?" Conan asked eagerly.

" She uses her own name again, for one thing. She has not been long in Ophir, but aready some twenty
rogues follow her, and sheis making reputation enough that 1skandrian has put twenty pieces of gold on
her head."

"Suchasmal price must anger her," Conan laughed. "I fear not it will remain so low for long. But what of
getting amessage to her, or finding her? What did he say of that?"

"After atimethe fellow seemed to redize he was babbling, and shut histeeth." At the Cimmerian'slook
of disgppointment Machaon smiled. "But helet fall enough for meto question others. North of 1anthe, an
hour's ride on agood horse, part of an ancient keep still stands, overgrown by the Sarelian Forest. There
Karelacamps her band on most nights. | am sure of it."

Conan grinned broadly. "I'll make her admit she has no grievance against meif | have to paddle her rump
until she does."

"A treatment | could recommend for others," the tattooed man said with asignificant ook at the litter.
Conan followed hislook and sighed. "We have been halted long enough,” was al he said.

Asthe young Cimmerian waked toward the net-curtained paanquin he tried to make some dight sense
of theselast two days, not for the first time that morning. The previous day and night seemed like a
dream, but afever-born dream of madness, with lust burning dl ese from his mind. Had what he
remembered-Syndlle's sweat-dicked thighs and wanton moans flashed in his mind-actually happened? It
al seemed digtant and dim.



When he answered her summons this morn, he had felt no such al-consuming desire. He wanted her,
wanted her more than he had ever wanted any woman, more than he had wanted al the many women of
hislife together, but there had been a sense of restraint within him, strictures unnatura to his nature
holding him in check. He did not lose control of himself with women-were his memories of the day before
true?-but neither did he face them fedling bound with stout ropes.

And he had deferred to her! When, as haughty and regal as any queen, she commanded him asto how to
order his men on the march, his urge had been to snort and tell her brusquely that such matterswere his
province. Instead he had found himsalf dmost pleading with her, painfully convincing her that she should
leave the command of his company to him. He had met kings and potentates and not acted so. How did
thiswoman affect him in thismanner? Thistime, he vowed, it would be different.

He stopped before Synell€'s curtained litter and bowed. "If it pleases my lady, we should be moving on.”
Inwardly he snarled a himsalf. He was no man to break vows, and this had gone as swiftly asif it had
never been made. What was the matter with him?Y et he could change nothing. "It is dangerous, my lady,
to stay till solong with bandits and worse about."”

A delicate hand parted the mesh curtain, and Syndllelooked out a him camly, asmal smile curling her
full lips. Her traveling garb of cool linen clung to her, reveding the curves and shadows of her. Conan's
mouth went dry, and his palms dampened, at the Sight.

"It would not be so dangerous,” she said, "had you obeyed me and brought your entire company.”

Conan gritted histeeth. Half of him wanted to tdll thisfool woman that she should leave the trade of arms
to those who knew it; the other haf wanted to ssammer an gpology. "We must be moving, my lady,” he
said findly. It had been an effort to say only that, and he feared he did not want to know what else he
might have said.

"Very wel. You may seetoit,” shesaid, letting the curtain fall. Conan bowed again before turning away.

His stomach roiled as he strode back to his horse. Perhaps he was going mad. "To horse!™ he roared,
swinging into his saddle. "Mount and prepare to move! Oxdriversto your animalsl” Chattering men and
giggling women darted along the row of carts. "Keep those maids off the cartd" he shouted. "We need
what speed we can manage, and no extraweight for the animals Move you!”

Harness creaked as massive beasts took up the strain; mercenaries scrambled to their mountsin arattle
of armor.

Conan raised hisarm to signd the advance, and at that instant amass of horsemen in chain-mail charged
from the trees. Shrieksrose from terrified women, and the oxen, sensing the humans fear, bellowed
mournfully. Thiswaswhat the Cimmerian had feared since leaving lanthe, but for that reason he was

ready for it.
"Bows!" he commanded, and short, curved horse-bows cameinto thirty hands beside his own.

Those powerful bows, unknown in the west except for Conan's Free-Company, could not be drawn as
ordinary bowswere. Nocking an arrow with athree-fingered grip on the bowstring, the huge Cimmerian
placed those fingers againgt his cheek and thrust the bow out from him.

Therewere close to ahundred of them, he estimated as he drew, wearing the sign of no house and
carrying no banners or pennons, yet armored too well for bandits. He loosed, and thirty more shafts flew
after his. They were till too distant to pick individua targets, but the mass of them made target enough.
Saddles emptied, but the onrushing men-at-arms, their wordless bettle criesrising, came on. By thetime



Conan let histhird arrow fly-the feathered shaft lanced through the eye-dit of the foremost horseman's
white-plumed helmet; the man threw his handsto his face and rolled backwards over the rump of his il
racing horse-the enemy had closed too much for bowsto be of further use.

"Out swordsl" he called, thrusting his bow back into its lacquered wooden scabbard behind his saddle.
As hedrew sword and thrust hisleft arm through the leather straps of his round shield with its spiked
boss, heredlized hishem gtill hung from his pommel. Battle rage was on him; let them seewho killed
them, he thought. "Crom!™ he shouted. "Crom and sted!"

At the pressure of hisknees, the big Aquilonian black burst forward into a gallop. Conan caught sight of
Synelle, standing by her litter with her mouth open in a scream he could not hear for the blood pounding
in hisears, then hismount was smashing into another horse, riding the lighter anima down, trampling its
armored rider benesth steel-shod hooves.

The huge Cimmerian caught ablade on hisshidd, and his answering stroke severed thearm widding it at
the shoulder. Immediately he reversed to abackdash that cut deep into the neck of another foe.

Dimly he was aware of others of hismen about him in the frenzied melee, but such were of necessity a
series of individual combats; only when the vagaries of battle drew two comrades together did men of
one sde or the other stand together againgt their enemy.

A chain-mailed man rode close with broad-sword raised high to chop, and Conan drove the spike on his
shield into the man's chest, ripping him from the saddle with one jerk of amassive arm. War-trained, his
big black lashed out with flashing fore-hooves at foemen's horses as he hacked deeper into the presswith
his murderous stedl.

From beyond the swirling frenzy of dashing, shouting, dying men cameacry. "Conan! For the
Cimmerian!"

About time, acool corner of Conan's brain thought, and Narus, with twenty more mercenariesfollowing,
charged into the rear of the enemy. There was no time for more thought, for he was trading furious
swordstrokes with a man whose chain-mail was splashed with blood not his own. He saw one of hismen
go down, head haf-severed. Thekiller came gdloping past, waving his gory blade and screaming a
war-cry. Conan kicked afoot free of its stirrup and booted the shouting man from hishorse. The
Cimmerian's blade freed itself from his opponent's and thrust under the other's chin, shattering the sted!
links of hismail coif and bringing ascarlet gout from his ruined throat. The man Conan had kicked from
his saddle scrambled to hisfeet as hisfelow fell, but the young giant's broadsword struck once, battering
down his upraised stedl, twice, and his headless corpse dropped across his comrade's body. "Crom and
Sed!”

"Conan! Conan!"
"For the Cimmerian!"

It was too much for the mailed attackers, embattled before and behind, a huge northland beserker in their
midst and no knowing in the fog of battle how many it wasthey faced. First asingle man fled the combat,
then another. Panic rippled through them, and cohesion was gone. By twaos and threes they fought to get
away. Asthey scattered some of the mercenaries set out in pursuit, echoing the haloing cry of hunters
riding down deer.

"Back, you fools!" Conan bellowed. "Back, Black Erlik rot you!" Reluctantly the mercenaries gave over
the chase, and in momentsthe last of the mailed men ill able to flee had mdted into the forest. The men
of the company who had pursued trotted back, waving gory swords and rasing shouts of victory.



"A most excdlent plan, Cimmerian,” Narus laughed as he gdloped up, "having ustrail behind asa
surprise for unwelcome guests.” Hisjazeraint hauberk was splattered with blood, no drop of whichwas
his. The gaunt-faced man, disease-riddled though he appeared, was equa to Machaon with ablade, and
none but Conan was their magter. "Ten to one in gold they never knew how many hit them.”

"A difficult wager to settle,” Conan said, but haf hismind on the other. "Machaon," he called, "what's the
butcher's price?!

"I'm taking a.count, Cimmerian." Quickly the tattooed veteran finished and rode to join them. "Two
dead," heretorted, "and a dozen who'll need the carts to get back to lanthe.”

Conan nodded grimly. Well over ascore of the enemy lay on the hoof-churned ground, meadow grass
and soil now seeming plowed, and only afew moved weakly. As many more were scattered back to the
trees, sprouting feathered shafts. In the grim world of the mercenary it was little better than an even trade,
for enemies were dways there and easily found, but new companions were hard to come by.

"Seeif one of them lives enough to answer questions,” the Cimmerian commanded. "1 would know who
sent them againgt us, and why." Hurriedly Machaon and Narus dismounted. Moving among the bodies,
stopping occasionally to heave one over, they returned supporting between them a bloodstresked man
with awicked gash down the Side of hisface and neck.

"Mercy," he gasped faintly. "I cry mercy.”
"Then name he who sent you," Conan demanded. "Wereyou to kill usal, or onein particular?'

The Cimmerian had no intention of daying awounded and helpless man, but the prisoner clearly feared
theworst. Almost eagerly he said, " Count Antimides. He bid us day you and seize the Lady Syndlle. Her
we were to bring to him naked and in chains.”

"Antimides!" Synelle hissed. The men shifted uneasily to see her picking her way acrossthe bloody
ground; such sights aslay about them, men hacked and torn by the savagery of battle, were not for
women's eyes. Syndle did not seem to notice. "He dares so much against me?' she continued. "I will
have his eyes and hismanhood! | will-"

"My lady," Conan said, "those who attacked us may rejoin and seek you again,” And he aso, he added
to himsdlf, though that did not concern him as much asthe other. ™Y ou must return to lanthe, and quickly.
Y ou must ride one of the horses."

"Back to the city?' Syndlle nodded vigoroudy. "Y es. And when | get there Antimideswill learn the price
of an attack on my person!" Her eyes were bright with eagerness for that teaching.

Conan began seeing to preparations, ordering men who hurried to obey. Thewarriors, at least, knew
their vulnerability should the enemy return, perhaps with reinforcements. "Machaon, tdll off ten mento
ride with the carts. Unload everything except the Lady Synell€sjewdry and clothesto lighten the oxen's
loads. Leavethelitter here, so they can see she'sno longer with the carts. Crom, of coursewe bringin
our dead! Spread the wounded among the carts so they're not crowded, and have the maids tend them.
Y es, their wounded aswell."

"No!" Syndle snapped. "Leave Antimides men! Fetch me naked and chained, will they? Let them die!™

Conan's handstightened on hisreins until his knuckles were white. His temples throbbed like drums.
"L oad their wounded, too," he said, and drew a shuddering bresth. AlImost he had not been able to get
the words out.



Synellelooked a him strangely. "A srong will," she said musingly. "And yet there could be pleasurein-"
Abruptly she stopped, asif she thought she had said too much, but the Cimmerian could understand
nothing of it.

"My lady," he said, "you must ride astride. We have no sde-saddle.”
She hdld out ahand to him. ™Y our dagger, barbarian.”

When shetook it from him it felt as though sparks jumped from her hand to his. Deftly she dit the front of
her robe. Narus led forward a horse, and she mounted with flashing limbs, exposed to the tops of her
palethighs, nor did she do anything to cover them oncein the saddle. Conan could fedl her eyeson him
assolidly asatouch, but of which sort he could not tell. He tore his gaze from her long legs, and heard a
laugh softly, the sound burning in hisbrain.

"Weride!" he commanded hoarsdly, and galoped toward lanthe, the rest streaming behind.

Chapter XIV

Kardakept the hood of her dark blue woolen cloak pulled well forward; there were those about her in
the crowd-filled streets of 1anthe who would put aside their habit of ignoring what occurred around them
for achance at |skandrian's reward.

She snorted at the thought. Twenty pieces of gold! A thousand times so much had been placed on her
head by the Kings of Zamora and Turan. The merchants of those countries had offered more, and would
have considered it chesp to rid their caravans of her depredations at the price. High Councils had had
debated methods of dealing with her, armies had pursued her, and no man took passage from one city to
another without offering prayersthat she would spare his purse, dl with equd futility. Now, she found
hersdlf reduced to an amount of coin that spoke of petty irritation. The humiliation of it was so greet that
barely could she keep her mind on her purpose for entering the city.

The house where Conan's company of rogues was gathered lay just ahead. That morning she had
watched him ride out with haf hiscompany. A short time later another large contingent of his men had
departed by another gate and trailed after the first. Wily Cimmerian! She had long since gotten over the
foolishness of failing to respect his abilities. He would be taken in no ordinary trap. But then shewas no
ordinary woman.

Unbidden, her thoughts went back to that woman of the nobility he had been escorting. Did she know
him, he had dready visited the wench's bed. He had dways had an eye for willing wenches, and few
were those who were not willing did he once smile at them. The red-haired woman wished she could get
her hands on this Synelle. Lady, indeed. Shewould not soil her hands with the like of those who called
themsalves ladies. Karelawould show her what area woman looked like, then send her back to Conan
as a present, stuffed naked into a sack. When someone had offered her gold to burn the jade's farms, she
had not stopped to ask why or query who the man with the deep-set, commanding eyes was behind his
mask of black silk. It had been achanceto strike at Conan, and his precious Synelle, and she leaped at
it. Shewould prick him and prick him until he wasforced to flee, and if hewould not ...

Angrily she pulled her mind back to the matter at hand. She no longer cared what women he took, she
told hersdlf. Such interest in the man had brought her naught but grief. With the men he had taken to
protect his new trull, he could not have left many behind. She looked through the arched gateway as she
passed. Y es. There were only ahandful to be seen, playing at dice againgt the sde of the fountainin the
courtyard. He who had made the cast cursed, and the others laughed as they scooped up hislosings.

Kardlaraised ahand to her face asif brushing away afly, and two men pushing a handcart toward her,



itsflat bed piled high with wooden boxes held in place by ropes, suddenly turned it into the dley beside
the house. Kardafollowed them. The men glanced at her questioningly; she nodded, and they turned to
watch the street.

One, a dark-faced Zamoran with drooping mustaches, whom she had taken on out of memory of better
days, said softly, "No one looks.”

In the space of two breaths Karela scrambled up the carefully arranged boxes and into awindow on the
second floor. It was Conan's room. Her sources of information had discovered that for her easily
enough.

Her lip curled contemptuoudy as she looked around the bare chamber. So thiswas what he had cometo
snceforsaking a paacein Nemedia. She had never heard the straight of his departing that land when he
had been offered honors and wedlth by the King, but it brought a measure of continuing satisfaction that
he had not profited from the adventures which ended in her flight. It did her good to think of him brought
low. Y et the blankets were folded neatly on the bed. There were no cobwebs on the celling, no dustin
the corners, and the floor had been freshly swept. A woman, she thought, and not likely it was hisfine
Syndlle. The Cimmerian gathered a zenana about him like an easterner.

Sternly she reminded hersdlf of her lack of interest in Conan's women. She had come for that obscene
bronze figure, and nothing more. But where to begin searching? There did not look to be many placesfor
hiding. Beneath the bed, perhaps.

Before she could take a step, the door opened and agirl wearing plain white robes walked in. Therewas
something oddly familiar about her face and hair, though Karela could swear she had never seen the girl
before.

"Keep your silence, wench," Karelacommanded. " Close the door and answer my questions quickly, and
you'll cometo no harm.”

"Wench!" the girl said, her eyesflashing indignantly. "What are you doing here ... wench?1 think I'll let
you seeif you like Fabio's switch. Then you can answer questions for me.”

"| told you," Kardlabegan, but the girl was aready turning back to the door. With a curse the woman
bandit jumped across the room and grappled with her, managing to kick the door shut as she did.

She expected the girl to surrender, or try to scream for help a most, but with asgawl of rage the other
woman buried her handsin Kareldsred hair. The two women fdll to the floor in akicking, nail-clawing

heap.

Derketo, Kardlathought, she did not want to kill the jade, but she had defended herself too long with a
sword to remember well this woman-fighting. She amost screamed as the other sank teeth into her
shoulder; handfuls of her hair were at the point of being ripped from her head. Desperately she dammed
akneeinto the girl's belly. Breath | eft the other woman in agasp, and Kardlawriggled forward to knedl
on her arms. Her dagger dipped into her hand, and she held it before the girl'sface.

"Now be slent, Derketo take you!" she panted. The girl glared up at her defiantly, but held her tongue.

Abruptly Kardaredized what was familiar about the girl. The eyes were different, but the color of her
hair, the shape of her face. Conan had found himsdlf an imitation of hersalf. She could not think whether
to laugh, or cry, or dit the wench'sthroat. Or wait for the Cimmerian and dit his. No interest, shetold
herself again. No interest at dll.



"What isyour name?' she grated. That would never do. She made an effort to sound morefriendly, if that
was poss ble while brandishing adagger in the wench'sface. "What's your name, girl? | like to know who
I'mtalking to."

The woman beneeth her hesitated, then said, "Julia. And that isdl you will get fromme.”

Kardladressed her face with asmile. "Julia, Conan has abronze figure that | must have, afilthy thing with
horns. An you've seenit, you'll not have forgotten. No woman could. Tl mewhereitis, and I'll leave
you unharmed when | go."

"I'll tell you nothing!" Julia pat. But her eyes had flickered to a corner of the room. There was nothing
there at dl that Kardlacould see. Still...... Very wdl, dulia, | must search without your help then. But I'll
have to bind you. Now hear my warning well. Do you try to fight or flee, either one, this" she gestured
with her blade, "will find ahomein your heart. Do you understand?’

Juliadsface was dill filled with fury, but she nodded, abeit with obvious reluctance.

Carefully Karela cut away Juliasrobe. The girl flinched, but otherwise did not change her hate-filled
expresson. AsKarelawas dicing strips from the robe with her dagger she could not help noticing her
naked prisoner's body. The Cimmerian dways had had aliking for full-breasted women, she thought
sourly. But herswere better. That was, if she had gill been interested in him in that way, which shewas
not.

"Roll over," she commanded, nudging Juliawith her foot. When the girl obeyed, Karda swiftly tied her
hands and feet. The wench groaned through clenched teeth as she pulled the bindings together in the
smdll of the naked woman's back, but the threat of the dagger was enough to keep the protest muted.
Not comfortable, Karelathought savagely, but then the girl had not truly answered her question. A
wadding of cloth fastened with another strip of cloth did her agag, but before Kardaleft shelifted dulias
face by ahandful of hair. "Conan likes round bottoms," she said with abiting smile. "Y ou have abottom

likeaboy."

Juliajerked wildly a her bonds and made angry sounds behind her gag, but Karelawas aready studying
the corner the girl's eyes had indicated. There was nothing there. Neither crack in the plaster nor new
work gave sign that anything had been hidden behind the wall, and no opening in the fly-specked celling
... A board sagged beneath her foot, and she amiled.

Swiftly she kndt and levered up the floorboard with her dagger. The maevolent bronze lay beneath,
nestled in decades of dirt and rat droppings. Fitting, she thought. She reached for the horned figure, but
her fingers stopped, quivering, a handsbreadth awav. She could not bring herself to touch it. The evil she
had felt before fill radiated from it, twisting her somach. Contact with it would surely have her
wretching. Hastily she fetched ablanket from the bed, folded it around the bronze, and gathered it up like
asack, holding the weighty burden well away from her. Even so she could sense the abomination of the
thing, but so long as she did not have to look at it she could stand carryingit.

At thewindow she paused. "Thank Conan for me" shetold the struggling girl. "Tel him | thank him for
five hundred pieces of gold.” With that she dropped through the window and scampered down the
boxes. Inthe dley she hid the blanket-wrapped figure inside abox on the cart. And therelief it wasto
get rid of it, she thought, even after so brief acontact.

"WEIl meet in oneturn of theglass" shetold the mustached Zamoran, "at the Carellan Stables.”

As she dipped back into the crowded street, the hood of her cloak once more shielding her face, she
glanced regretfully at the sun. Too late today to post aman before the roya palace. On the morrow,



though, the signa would be sent, and by nightfal she would have her five hundred pieces of gold. She
wished fervently that she could see the Cimmerian's face when he learned how much he had logt.

Chapter XV

Silvery hair and dit robe dike flowing behind her, Synelle raced through the wide corridors of her great
house, heedless of the horrified cries of servants and daves at her dusty dishevelment, unhearing of their
pless after her welfare and concern for her precipitate return. Conan had eft ten of hisarchers, now
standing watch at the entrances, to protect her, then rode off before she could stop him. To deal with
Count Antimides, one of those left behind had told her. But she would not wait for him to dedl with the
Mitra-accursed wretch. Antimides had struck at her-at her!-and his destruction, utter and complete, was
her right and hers alone. The means of it must be exquisite, so that when the truth of it could at last be
proclaimed to the world the expunging of that excresence would be told and retold for centuries. His
desirefor the crown and and chains he had meant to emprison her in, that wasit.

From awall she snatched amirror of silvered glass. With that under her arm, she swept into her secret
chamber. From amidst the scintillant flasks and seething beakers of vile substances shetook avid of
Antimides blood. He had been auseful, if unknowing, tool until now, adding to the confusion and
weakening those she would eventualy have to cow, but always had she been aware that he might
become dangerousto her. That blood had been obtained from an ensorceled serving girl, one who often
shared Antimides bed and passed on to Synelle, for the bewitchment that held her, dl shelearned of the
great lord's plans, and kept againgt just such aday asthis. Necromantic spdllsthat could hold a corpse
incorruptible for athousand years kept it liquid.

With great care she sketched the crown of Ophir on the mirror in the count's blood. Below that she drew
asanguinechain.

" See yoursdlf with the crown you seek upon your head, Antimides,” she whispered. "But only for atime.
A brief, painful time." Laughing cruelly, she bent back to her dark work.

"We dttract attention,” Machaon announced to no onein particular.

Thefile of nineteen armored horsemen in spiked hdmswith round shields Sung on thearms, led by
Conan, made its way dowly through the streets of 1anthe, and the crowds who parted before them did
indeed stare. Deadly intensity hung about them like a cloud, stunning even those who would have looked
away, numbing their reticence to see.

"Therewill betroublefor this" Narus said dolefully. He rode next in line behind Machaon. "' Even can we
day Antimides-and the gods aone know how many guards he has-1skandrian will not look the other way
for our killing of anoble within the very wals of the capitd. We shdl haveto flee Ophir, if we can.”

"And if we do not day him," Conan said grimly, "then gtill we must flee. Or would you ever be Stting with
your back to awall for protection, ever looking across your shoulder for his next attack?"

And more attacks there would be, the Cimmerian was sure. Whatever Antimides reason for wanting to
seize Syndlle, he could only be seeking Conan's death to till histongue. The attacks would continue until
Conan was dead, or Antimideswas.

"I didn't say we should not kill him," Narussighed. "'l amply said we must flee afterwards.

"If we must fleein any case," Taurianus demanded, "why should we then take thisrisk? Let the lord live,
and let us be gone from lanthe with al our blood in us." The lanky man looked more glum even than
Warus, and the dark hair that straggled from under his helm was damp with anxious swest.



"Y ou'll never make acaptain, Ophirean,” the gaunt-faced mercenary replied. "A Free-Company livesby
itsname, and diesby it, aswell. Can we be attacked with impunity, then the company is as dead asif we
have adl had our weazands dit, and we are no better than vagabonds and beggars.”

Taurianus muttered under his breath, but spoke no more complaints aoud.

"Thereis Antimides palace," Machaon said abruptly. He frowned suspicioudly at the sprawling,
golden-domed edifice of marble and dabaster. "I see no guards. | do not like this, Cimmerian.”

Antimides palace was second in size within lanthe only to the royd paaceitsdf, amassve structure of
columns and terraces and spired towers, with broad, deep steps leading up from the Street. There were
no guards in sight on those steps, and one of the great bronze doors stood gjar.

A trap perhaps, Conan thought. Had Antimides learned of hisfailure dready? Was heindgdewith his
guards gathered close about him for protection? Such would be afoolish move, sure to have been
protested by any competent captain. Y et alord with Antimides arrogance might well have bludgeoned
his guard commander into complacent compliance long since.

Heturned in his saddle, studying the men behind. The seven besides Machaon and Narus who had
crossed the border from Nemediawith him were there. They had followed him far, and loyaly.

Long and hard had he labored to build this company, and to keep it, yet fairness made him say, "What
numberswefaceindde | do not know. Does any man wish to leave, now isthetime."

"Speek not foolishness," Machaon said. Taurianus opened his mouth, then closed it again without
Spesking.

Conan nodded. "Four men to hold the horses,”" he ordered as he dismounted.

With steady, purposeful tread they climbed the white marble steps, drawing swords as they did. Conan
stepped through the open door, its broad bronze face scribed hugely with the arms of Antimides house,
and found himself in along, dome-ceilinged hdl, with grand, aabaster stairs sweeping up to a columned
bal cony that encircled the hall.

A buxom serving girl in plain green robes that | eft her pretty legs bare to the tops of her thighs dashed out
of adoor to one side of the hdl, alarge, weighty bag over her shoulders. A scream bubbled out of her
when she saw the armed and armored men invading the palace. Dropping the bag, she sped wailing back
the way she had come.

Narus thoughtfully eyed the array of golden gobletsand silver plate that had spilled out of the bag. "A
guess asto what happens here?"

"Antimides fleeing our righteous wrath?* Machaon hazarded hopefully.

"We cannot afford let him escape us," Conan said. He did not believe the count would fleg, but there was
strangeness here that worried him. " Spread out. Find him.”

They scattered in dl directions, but warily, swords at the ready. Too many battles had they faced, too
many traps had been sprung around them, for complacency. The continued survival of amercenary lay in
his readinessto give battle on an ingtant. Any instant.

A lord's chambers would be above, the Cimmerian thought. He took the curving stairs upward.

Room by room he searched, finding no one, living or dead. Everywhere there were signs of hasty flight,



and of adesreto carry away everything of vaue. Marks where tapestries had been pulled from the walls
and carpets taken up. Tables overturned, whatever they had borne gone. Golden lamps wrenched
hafway from brackets that had resisted being pried from the walls. Oddly, every mirror he saw was
starred with long cracks.

Then he pushed open adoor with his sword, and looked into aroom that seemed untouched. Furniture
stood upright, golden bowls and silver vasesin place, and tapestries depicting heroic scenes of Ophir's
past hung from the walls. The one mirror in the room was cracked, however, asthe otherswere. An
intricately carved chair was set before it, the high back to the door, but the voluminous,
gold-embroidered green silk deeve of aman's robe hung over one gilded wooden arm.

With the Strides of agresat hunting cat the giant Cimmerian crossed the room, presented his sword to the
throat of the man seated there. "Now, Antimides-" Conan'swords died abruptly, and the hairs on the
back of hisneck stirred.

Count Antimides sat with eyes bulging from an empurpled face and blackened tongue protruding
between teeth clenched and bared in arictus of agony. The links of agolden chain were buried in the
swollen flesh of hisneck, and his own hands clutched the ends of that chain, seeming evenintheiron grip
of desth to strain at drawing it tighter.

"Crom!" Conan muttered. He would not believe that fear of his vengeance had been enough to make
Antimides sit before amirror and watch as he strangled himsdlf. The Cimmerian had met sorcery often
enough before to know the smdll of it.

"Conan! Where are you?"'
"In herel" hereplied to the shout from the hall.

Machaon and Narus entered with adender, frightened youth in filthy rags that had been fine satin robes
not long past. Hiswrists bore the bloody marks of manacles; the paor of his skin and the thinness of his
face spoke of long days in darkness and missed medls.

"Look what we found chained below," the tattooed man said.

Not so much of ayouth, Conan saw at second glance; there was that in the man's manner-a petulant
thrust of atoo-full lower lip; asulkiness of eye and stance-that gave an air of boyishness.

"Well, who ishe?' the Cimmerian asked. "Y ou spesk asif | should know him."

The youthful gppearing man lifted his chin with amost feminine hauteur. "1 am Vdentius," hesaidinahigh
voicethat strained for steadiness, " count now, but King to be. | give you my thanksfor thisrescue.” His
dark eyesflickered uncertainly to Narus and Machaon. "If rescueit indeed is”

Narus shrugged. "Wetold him why we are here," he said to Conan, "but he does not believe. Or not
fully."

"There are two guards below with their gullets dit,” Machaon said, "but we've seen no oneliving. Thereis
madnessin this place, Cimmerian. Has Antimidestruly fled?!

For an answer Conan jerked his head toward the high-backed chair. The other three hesitated, then
moved quickly to look.

Shockingly, Vaentius giggled. "However did you make him do this? No matter. Tisfitting for his betraya
of my trust." Hisfine-featured face darkened quickly. "I cameto him for aid and shdlter, and he laughed



at me. At me! Then he clgpped meinironsand left meto rot and fight rats for my daily bowl of swill. So
pious, he was. So unctuous. He would not have my blood on his hands, he said, and laughed. He would
leavethat to therats.”

"I've seen death on many fields, Conan,” Machaon said, "but thisis an ugly way to day aman, for dl he
deserved killing." His knuckles were white on his sword hilt as he gazed on the corpse. Narus formed his
fingersinto asign to ward off evil.

"I did not kill him," Conan told them. "Look at his hands on the chain. Antimides dew himsaf."

Vdentiuslaughed again, shrilly. "However ‘twas done, it was donewell." Moods shifting like quickslver,
his face screwed up vicioudy, and he spat in the corpse's bloated face. "I but regret | could not seethe
doing."

Conan exchanged glances with histwo friends. Thiswas the man with the best blood claim to succeed
Vadric on the throne of Ophir. The young Cimmerian shook his head in disgust. The urgeto berid of the
youth quickly was strong, but did he smply leave him the fool would have histhroat cut in short order.
Perhaps that would be the better for Ophir, but such was not his decision to make.

To Vaentiushesaid, "Wewill take you to theroyd paace. Vadric will give you protection.”

The dender young man stared at him, wild-eyed and trembling. "No! No, you cannot! Vadric will kill
me. | am next inlinefor the throne. Hewill kill me!"

"Y ou spesk foolishness," Conan growled. "Vadric has no care for aught but saving hisown life. Tis
likely in aday hell not even remember you are in the palace.”

"Y ou do not understand,” Vadentiuswhined, wringing his hands. "Vadric will look at me, knowing that he
isdying, knowing that | will be King after. Hewill think of thelong years| have before me, and he will
hate me. He will have me dain!" Helooked desperately from one face to the next, and finished with a
sullenly muttered, "'Tiswhat | would do, and so will he."

Machaon spat on the costly Turanian carpet. "What of blood kin?* he asked gruffly "What of friends, or
dlies?"

The cringing man shook hishead. "How can | know who among them to trust? My own guardsturned on
me, men who have served my house faithfully for years." Suddenly his voice quickened, and hisdark
eyestook on ady light. Y ou protect me! When | am King, | will give you wedlth, titles. Y ou shdl have
Antimides paace, and be count in his stead. Y ou and your men shd| be the King's personal bodyguard.
Riches beyond imagining | shall grant you, and power. Choose awoman, noble or common, and she will
be yours. Two, do you wish them, or three! Name the honor you desire! Giveit name, and | shdl grant
it!"

Conan grimaced. It was true that there could be no better service for a Free-Company than what
Vaentius offered, but he would sooner serve aviper. "What of Iskandrian?' he said. "The generd takes
no part in these sruggles, follows no faction.”

Vadentius nodded rdluctantly. "If you will not serveme,”" he said sulkily.

"Then let usleavethisplace” Conan said, "and quickly. It would beill to be found standing over
Antimides corpse." Asthe others hurried from the room, though, he paused for onelast look at the dead
man. Whatever sorcery Antimides had enmeshed himsdlf in, the Cimmerian was glad it did not touch him.
With ashiver hefollowed the others.



Chapter XVI

Dusk wasfdling as Conan returned to the house where his company was quartered, and the gray
thickening of the air, the coming blackness, fitted his mood well. 1skandrian had taken Vaentius under his
protection at the army's barracks readily enough, but the old general had listened to their story with a
suspicious eye on the Cimmerian. Only for Vaentius agreement that Antimides appeared to have
srangled himself had the mercenaries | eft those long, stone buildings unchained, and the petulant glare the
young lord gave Conan as he said the words was as clear as a statement that he would have spoken
differently could he but be sure he would not himsalf beimplicated.

And then there had been Synelle. Conan had found her in a strange mixture of fury and satisfaction. She
aready knew of Antimides death, though he was not aware the word had spread so quickly; that
accounted for her contentment. But she had upbraided him savagely for riding awvay without her
permisson, and for taking the timeto bring Vaentiusto I skandrian's care.

The last seemed to infuriate her more than thefirst. Hewasin her service, not that of the fopling
Vaentius, and hewould do well to remember it. To his own amazement he had listened meekly, and
worgt of al had had to fight with himsdlf to stop from begging her forgiveness. He had never begged
anything from man or woman, god or demon, and it made his somach turn to think how close he had
come.

He dammed open the door of hisroom, and stopped dead. In the dimness Julia, naked and bound hand
and foot, frowned up at him with her mouth working franticaly at agag.

"Machaon!" he shouted. "Narug!" Hastily he untied her gag. Her bonds had been tightly tied, and she had
pulled them tighter with her struggles. He had to wield his dagger carefully to cut only the strips of cloth
and not her flesh. "Who did this?" he demanded as he |abored to free her.

With agroan she expelled adamp wad of cloth from her mouth, and worked her jaw before speaking.
"Do not let him see melikethis," she pleaded. "Hurry! Hurry!"

Machaon, Narus and Boros tumbled through the door, al shouting questions at once, and Julia
screamed. As Conan severed the last binding, she jerked free of him and scrambled to the bed, snatching
ablanket to cover herself.

"Go away, Machaon!" she cried, cowering back. Rubiate color suffused her cheeks. "I will not have you
see me so. Go away!"

"Tisgone," Boros said drunkenly, pointing to the corner where Conan had hidden the bronze figure.

For thefirgt time the Cimmerian realized the board was lifted aside, and the space beneath it empty. A
chill asof death oozed through him. It seemed meet that this day should end so, with disaster peering at
him like the vacant eve-sockets of a skull.

"Mayhap," Boros muttered, "do we ride hard, we can be across the border beforeit's used. I've dways
wished to see Vendhya, or perhaps Khitai. Does anyone know aland more distant?"

"Bequiet, you old fool," Conan growled. "Julia, who took the bronze? Crom, woman, sop worrying
about that accursed blanket and answer me!”

Not ceasing her efforts to make the blanket cover dl of her bountiful curves, and less precarioudy, Julia
glared a him and sniffed. ""Twasatrull in men's breeches and wearing asword." She glanced at
Machaon out of the corner of her eye. "She said | have aboy's bottom. My bottom is as round as hers,



only not so big."

Conan ground histeeth. "Her eyes," he asked impatiently. "They were green? Her hair red? Did she say
anything d<s?'

"Karela?' Machaon said. "'l thought she meant to kill you, not steal from you. But why is Boros so
affrighted by thisthing she took? Y ou've not got us meddling with sorcerers again, Cimmerian?”

"Y ou know her," Juliasaid accusingly. "I thought so from what she said about my. . ." She cleared her
throat and began again. "All | remember of what she said isthat she swore by Derketo and thanked you
for five hundred pieces of gold. Have you truly given her so much? | remember my father'slemans, and
I'd not think this Kardlawas worth asilver.”

Conan pounded a hugefist on histhigh. "1 must find her, Machaon, without delay. She has stolen a
bronze figure that came to me by happenstance, athing of evil power that will wresk destruction
undreamed of, does she sdll it to those | fear she will. Give me precise directionsto find that ruined

keep."

Juliamoaned. "That iswhat she meant about gold? She takes the hellish thing to those Boros spoke of ?
Mitraprotect usal, and the land!"

"| understand not aword of dl this" Machaon said, "but onething | do know. An you enter the Sarelain
Forest in the night, you'll break your neck. That tangleis bad enough to travel in daylight. Twould tekea
man born there to find hisway in the dark."

"l canfind her," Boros said, swaying, "so long as she has the bronze. Itsevil isin truth abeacon.” He
pushed his deeves up bony ams. "A simple matter of-"

"An you attempt magic in your condition,” Conan cut him off, "I'll put your head on a spike over the River
Gate with my own hands." The gray-bearded man looked hurt, but subsided, muttering under his bregth.
Conan turned to Machaon. "Thereis no time to waste. Daylight may betoo late.”

Machaon nodded reluctantly, but Narus said, " Then take a score of uswith you. Her band-"
"-would hear so many coming and melt away," the Cimmerian finished for him. "1 go done. Machaon?'
Slowly the tattooed veteran spoke.

Machaon was right. Conan thought as an unseen branch whipped across his face for what seemed the
hundredth time. A man could easily break his neck in that blackness. He forced his horse on through the
heavy thicket of vines and undergrowth, hoping he moved in theright direction. Asaboy he had learned
to guide himsdlf by the stars, but the sky was seldom visible, for the forest was ancient, filled with huge
oaks whose thick interwoven branches formed a canopy with few openings above his head.

"Y ou've comefar enough,” avoice caled from the dark, "unless you want aquarrel in your ribgl"
Conan put ahand to his sword.

"None of that!" another man said, then chuckled. "Me and Tenio grew up in thisforest, big man,
poaching the King's deer by night. He sees better than | do, and you might aswell be standing under a
full moonfor dl of me"

"I seek Karela," Conan began, but got no further.



"Enoughtak,” thefirg voicesad. "Takehim!"

Suddenly rough hands were pulling the big Cimmerian from his horse, into the midst of aknot of men. He
could not even see well enough to count how many, but he seized an arm and broke it, producing a
scream. There was no room to draw his sword, nor light to see where to strike; he snatched his dagger
instead and laid about him, bringing yells and curses when he dashed flesh. In the end their numbers were
too great, and he was pressed to the dirt by the weight of them, hiswrists bound behind him and a cord
tied between hisanklesfor ahobble.

"Anybody hurt bad?' panted the man who had chuckled earlier. "My arm,” someone moaned, and
another voice said, "Bugger your arm! He near as cut my ear off!"

Curaing the dark-not al had cat's eyes-they pulled Conan to hisfeet and pulled him through the trees,
dragging him, when the hobble caught roots and tripped him, until he managed to get hisfeet under him
again.

Abruptly ablanket was pulled aside before him, and he was thrust into astone-walled room lit by rush
torchesin rusted iron sconces on thewalls. A huge hearth with aroaring fire of logs as big asaman'sleg,
agreat iron pot suspended on pivoting arm aboveit, filled onewall. Blankets at the windows-narrow
arrow-dits, in fact-kept the light from spilling into the surrounding forest. A dozen men, asmotley a
collection of ruffians as Conan had ever seen, sorawled on benches at crude trestle tables, swilling wine
from rough clay mugs and wolfing down stew from wooden bowils.

Karelagot to her feet as Conan's captors crowded in after him, complaining loudly about their wounds
and bruises. Her dark leather jerkin, worn over tight breeches of pale gray silk tucked into red boots,
was laced snugly, yet gaped enough at the top to revea the creamy upper dopes of her full, heavy
breasts. A belt worn low on her well-rounded hips supported her scimitar.

"S0," shesad, "you're morefool than | thought you, Cimmerian. You'll force meto kill you yet."
"The bronze, Kardla," he said urgently. "Y ou must not el it. They'retrying-"
"Silence him!" she snapped.

"-toraise Al'Kiir,” he managed to get out, then aclub smashed against the back of hishead, and
darkness claimed him.

Chapter XVII

Thefool, Karelathought as she stared at Conan's huge prostrate form. Was his masculine arrogance so
gresat that he could believe all he must needs do to retrieve the figure was ride up and take it? She knew
him for aprideful man, and knew aswell that the pride was justified. By himsdlf, with naught but his
broadsword, he was more than amatch for ...

Abruptly she cursed to hersdlf. The Cimmerian was no longer the same man who had emprisoned a part
of her and carried it away with him. She had been thinking of him as he was when shefirst knew him, a
thief and aloner with naught but hiswits and the strength of his sword arm. Now he commanded men,
and men who, she reluctantly admitted, were a more dangerous pack than the hounds she led.

"Was he done?' she demanded. "An you've led his Free-Company here, I'll have your hides for boots!"

"Didn't see nobody else," Tenio muttered. "That means there weren't nobody ese" A smal, ferrery man
with anarrow face and sharp nose, he spat atooth into hispam and glared at it. I say kill him." Some of



those nursing broken ribs and knife gashes growled assent.

Marusas, her Zamoran, produced adagger in hislong, calloused fingers. "L et uswake him, instead. He
looks strong. He would scream along time before he died.”

Instantly al of the men were shouting, arguing for one course or the other.
"Kill him now! He'stoo dangerous!”

"He'sjust aman. Flay him, and helll scream like any other.”

"You didn't fight him out there! Y ou don't know!"

"He cut meto the bone with ten of us on him, and broke Agorio'sarm!™

"Silence, you dogs!" Karelaroared, and the bickering ceased as they turned to Stare at her. "'l say who
dies, and | say he doesn't. Not yet, at least! Do any of you mangy curs care to dispute me? To your
kenneld"

She put ahand to her scimitar hilt, and adangerous light glowed in her green eyes. One by onethey
dropped their eyes from hers, muttered, and shuffled back to their drinking or to tend their wounds.
Jamaran, a huge, shaven-headed Kushite with shoulders broader than Conan's and the thick fingers of a
wrestler, wasthelast to remain glowering at her, his dark face twisted with anger. A split of his cheek
showed where Conan'sfist had landed in the struggle.

"Wdll, Jamaran?' she said. She knew he wanted to replace her, and take her to his bed aswell, though
he did not know she was aware of his desires. He had thoughts about the proper place for women;
sooner or later she would have to show him the error of hiswaysor day him. "Are you ready to dispute
my rule?'

Surprise glimmered on hisface, and was quickly supplanted by a sneering smile. "Not yet," he growled.
"I will tell you when, my red-haired pretty.” His black evesran over her body like a caress, then with
incredible lightness on hisfeet for aman of his size he stalked to the nearest table and snatched up amug,
tossing back his head to drink deeply.

Karelaquivered in shocked outrage as she glared at his broad back. Never before had he been so open.
She would haveto kill him, she thought, after this. But it could not be done now. The temper of her band
wastoo ddlicately balanced. As much as she hated admitting it, awrong move now could wreck al she
had labored for. With asnarl she released her sword.

It was not like the daysin Zamora, she thought grimly. Then none of her band dared to chalenge her
word, or to think of her asawoman. It was al Conan'sfault. He had changed her in someway she did
not understand, some way she did not want to be changed. He had woven athread of weaknessinto her
fabric, and other men could senseit.

Asif her thoughts of him had been acall the Cimmerian groaned and stirred.
"Gag him," she ordered. "Wove, Derketo curse you! I'll not be bothered by his babblings!™

Conan shook himsdf as Tenio and Jamaran knelt beside him. "Karela," he said desperatdly, "listen to me.
These men are dangerous. They mean to bring an evil-"

Tenio tried to shove arag into his mouth, and screamed as the Cimmerian sank teeth into his hand.
Jamaran smashed afist into Conan's jaw; the ferret-faced man jerked his hand free, sprinkling drops of



blood as he shook it. Before Conan could spesk again Jamaran had thrust the wadding home and bound
it. Ashegot to hisfeet the shaven-headed man kicked Conan in the ribs and pulled back his booted foot
for another. Tenio drew his dagger with his undamaged hand, a murderous gleam in his eyes.

"Stop that," Karelacommanded. "Did you hear me? Leave him!" Slowly, reluctantly, the two drew away
from the Cimmerian.

She could fed those sapphire eyes on her. He shook his head furioudy, fighting the gag, making angry
noises behind it. Shivering, she turned her back to stare into thefire.

Kardlaknew she could not afford to let hersdlf listen to the young giant. He had aways been ableto talk
her into anything. Did he put his hands on her, her will mdted. Thistime, shetold hersdf, thistimeit
would be different.

The night went dowly for her, and she was aware that it was because of Conan's eyes on her back. The
rest of the banditstook themsalves off to deep, most smply pulling blankets about them on the stone
floor, but deep would not come near Karela. Like aleopard in a cage she paced, and the goad that
made her pace was an unblinking icy blue gaze. She would have had him blindfolded, except that she
would not admit even to hersdf that Smply hiseyes on her could affect her so grestly.

Finaly thetitian-haired beauty settled before the great hearth and studied the leaping flames asiif they
were the most important thing in the world. Y et even then she could not escape the Cimmerian, imagining
him writhing in thefire, imagining him suffering dl the tortures of the damned, al the tortures he so richly
deserved. She could not understand why that seemed to make her fed even worse, or why from time to
time she had to surreptitioudy wipe tears from her cheeks.

At firgt light she sent Tenio riding for lanthe with the scarlet surcoat. Therest of the day she spent in
ignoring Conan. Food and drink she denied him.

"Let him eat and drink when | have gone," she commanded.

The men scattered about the room, most devoting their energiesto dice or cards, gave her muttered
assent and strange looks. She did not care. Not for the briefest moment would she alow the Cimmerian
to be ungagged in her presence. Not until she had the five hundred pieces of gold in her handsto taunt
him with. Not until she managed to settle hersalf, and that seemed strangdly difficult to do.

Then the sun was making its downward journey. Timefor Karelato leave for the hut. The bronze she
had |€eft, still wrapped in the blanket from Conan's bed, outside benegath atree. There was no one about
to stedl it, and she would not have it under the same roof with her could she avoidit.

As she was tying the blanket-swathed bundle behind her saddle-and muttering to herself for the sickness
it made her fed in the pit of her somach Jamaran came out of the lone tower that remained of the ancient

keep.
"That thing isvauable," he said chdlengingly. "Five hundred gold pieces, you say."
Kardadid not answer him. Thismorning was no better timeto kill him than last night had been.

"| should go with you," the huge man went on when she remained silent. "To make certain you return
safely with the gold. This noble you go to may prove treacherous. Or perhaps something €lse might delay
you, awoman aonewith so much gold.”

Kareldsface tightened. Did the fool think she planned to run off with the coin? Or did he think to take
the gold and her both?"No!" she snapped as she swung into the saddle. ™Y ou are needed hereto help



guard the prisoner.”
"There are ascore to watch him. So much gold-"

"Fool!" She made the word a sneering whiplash. ™Y ou must learn to think if you would lead men. That
oneingde, bound as heis, is more dangerous than any man you've ever seen. | but hope there are
enough of you to keep himftill | return.”

Before Jamaran could speak the furious words she could read plainly on hisface, Karela put spursto her
fleet eastern bay, and darted down a narrow path that was little more than a deer track. Many such
crossed and criss-crossed in the thick forest, and she was soon gone beyond following.

In truth, she did not think &l of her followers were necessary to keep Conan imprisoned. What she had
told the big Kushite was true. The Cimmerian giant was dangerous enough to make even her wary, and
she prided hersalf on walking carefully about no man. She had seen him struggle when defest was
inevitable, day when his own death was certain, win when only doom lay ahead. Bound hand and foot,
however, and guarded by twenty men, she did not doubt Conan would be waiting as she had left him
when she returned.

Nor did she think Jamaran could take the gold-or what else he wanted from her-without her steel
drinking hislifein the attempt. But her pride would not alow the nameless noble to see the open
disrespect the shaven-headed man now showed her. Besides, this noble would certainly have other
commissions-he had aready offered one, though changing it to acquiring the bronze-but he would not
likely offer them if he thought she could not keep disciplinein her own band.

When Karelareached the clearing where the rude hut stood, the sun was abloody ball half-obscured by
the treetops, and long shadows stretched toward the east. The scarlet-and-black caprisoned warhorse
stood alone as before. Sowly she made acircuit of the clearing, within the shaded shelter of thetrees. It
was a desultory search, she was well aware, but she was a so aware of the bronze tied behind her. More
than once had she found hersdlf riding forward on her saddle to avoid the brush against her buttocks of
the rough wool that contained it. She knew a desperate urgency to berid of the figure.

With asnorted laugh for her own sengtivity, Karela galoped into the clearing and dismounted. She
carried the blanket gripped like a sack, and kicked open the rough door of planks. "Wdll, Lord
Nameless, do you havemy. . . ." Her wordstrailed away in surprise.

Thetdl nobleman stood as he had at the first meeting, but thistime he was not done. A woman with a
scarlet cloak pulled around her, the hood pulled well forward, stood beside him, cool dark eyes studying
Kardlaover aveil of opague silk.

Kardastared back boldly, tossing the blanket to the dirt floor at their feet. "Here is your accursed image.
Now whereismy gold?’

The veiled woman kndlt, hadtily pulling asde the folds of coarse wool. A reverent sgh came from her as
the horned figure was revealed. With delicate hands she lifted it to the crude table. Karelawondered how
she could bear to touch it.

"Itis Al'Kiir," the veiled woman breathed. "It iswhat | sought, Taramenon.”

Karedlablinked. Lord Taramenon? If haf what she had heard of his swordplay were true, he would be no
easy opponent. She let her hand drift to the hilt of her scimitar. "There are five hundred pieces of gold to
be handed over beforeit isyours.™



The other woman's eyes swiveled to her.
"Is shewhat you seek dso?" Taramenon asked.
The veiled woman nodded thoughtfully. " She seems so. How are you called, wench?”

"l am Karela, wench!" the red-haired bandit snapped, emphasizing the last word. "Now let metell your
fates, if you have not brought the coin agreed on. Y ou, my finelordling, | will sl into Koth, where your
pretty face may please amistress.” Taramenon's face darkened, but the velled woman laughed. Karela
turned her attention to her. "And you | will sdll into Argos, where you may dance naked in atavernin
Messantia, and please the patrons one by one for the price of amug of ae.”

"l am aprincess of Ophir," the veiled woman said coldly, "who can have you impaed on thewalls of the
roya paace. Do you dare speak s0 to one before whom you should tremble?”

Kardlasneered. "I not only dare speak so, by Derketo's Teets, if my gold isnot forthcoming I'll strip you
on the spot to see if an Argossean tavern will have you. Most Ophirean noblewomen are bony wenches
who could not please aman did they try with al their might." Steel whispered across leather as her blade
left its scabbard. "I'll have my gold now!"

"Shewill indeed do," the scarlet-cloaked woman said. "Take her." Karela spun toward Taramenon, had
an ingtant to see him watching with abemused smile on hisface, making no move toward her or his
sword, then two men in the leather armor of light cavalry dropped from the dark raftersatop her. Ina
struggling heap she was borne to the packed-earth floor.

"Derketo blast you!" she howled, writhing futildly intheir grip. "I'll spit you like capond! Codlessjackadl”

Taramenon plucked her sword from her hand and tossed it into a corner. "Y ou'll not be needing that any
longer, girl.”

Despite her frenzied striving, the cava rymen dragged Karelato her feet. Fool! she berated herself. Taken
likeavirginin akidnapper's netsl Why had she not wondered why there was no horse for the woman?

"l supposeit'stoo much to hope for that she'samaiden,” the woman said.
Taramenon laughed. "Much too much, | should say.”

"Treacheroustrull!" Kardasnarled. "Catamite fopling! I'll ped your hidesin strips Release me, or my
men will stake you out for the vultures! Are you fool enough to think | came done?’

"Perhaps you did not," Taramenon said camly, "thought | saw no onethelast time you claimed to have
men about thishut. In any case, my shout will bring fifty men-at-arms. Shall we see what your miserable
brigands can do againgt them?"

"Enough, Taramenon,” the velled woman said. "Do not bandy words with the baggage. Therewastak of
stripping.” She eyed Kardldstight breeches and snug-laced leather jerkin, and anote of malicious
amusement entered her voice. "'l would seethat sheisnot ... too bony for my purpose.”

Taramenon laughed, and the three men set to with awill. Karelafought furioudy, and when they were
done there was blood on her nails and teeth, but she stood naked, heavy round breasts heaving with her
effort. Lecherous male eyes probed her beauty, did aong the curves of lush thighs and narrow waist.
Dark feminine eyes regarded her more coldly, and with atouch of jedousy lighting them. Pridefully the
green-eyed woman stood as erect asthe twisting of her arms behind her back would alow. She would
not cringe like ashrinking girl on her wedding night for these of any others.



The tall nobleman touched his cheek, now decorated by four parale sanquinary stresks, and examined
the blood on his fingertips. Suddenly his hand flashed out; the force of hisdap was such that Kardlaand
the two men holding her al staggered.

"Do not damage her!" the velled woman said sharply. "Y our beauty is not ruined, Taramenon. Now bind
her for transport.”

"A tagte of the strap will do her no damage, Synelle," the darkly handsome lord growled, "and | would
teach her her proper place." The name so shocked Karela that she missed the veiled woman'sretort.
Conan's patroness! Could the woman have learned of her own connection with the Cimmerian and be
thinking to dispose of ariva?Wel, she had the Cimmerian to bargain for her release, and if Derketo
favored her shewould have this treacherous noblewoman to hang by her hedls beside him.

Karela opened her mouth to make her offer-Conan's freedom in return for her own-and awadded rag
pushed the words back into her throat. Like a starving panther she struggled, but three men were too
much for her. With ease that seemed to mock her they corded her into a neat package, wrists strapped
to ankles, knees beneath her chin, thin strgps laced around and around her, digging deep into her flesh.
When one of the cavalrymen produced alarge leather sack the memory of her plansfor Synelle, including
her method of returning her to Conan, flooded her face with scarlet.

"At least she can il blush,” Synelle laughed as Karelawas stuffed into the sack. "From her language, |
thought shewaslost to al decency. Carry her to the horses. We must hurry. Events proceed more
quickly than | would like, and we must meet them."”

"I must return to the palace to pay my respects,” Taramenon said. "l will joinyou asquickly as| can.”
"Do so quickly," Synelle said smoothly, "or | may put Conanin your place.”

AsKarelas dark prison was heaved swaying into the air, she felt tears running down her cheeks.
Derketo curse the Cimmerian! Once again he had brought her humiliation. She hoped Jamaran would dit
histhroat. Sowly.

Chapter XVIII

Conan lay on the dirt-strewn stone floor as he had for aday and anight now, bound and biding histime
with the patience of ajungle predator, al of hismind and energies given over to waiting and watching.
Kardlasinjunction to give him food and water had been ignored, and he was dimly aware of hunger and
thirst, but they affected him little. He had gone longer without either, and he knew he would have both
once the men who guarded him were dedlt with. Soon or late amistake would be made, and he would
take advantage. Soon or late, it would come.

Brasslamps had been lit against the degpening night, but with Karela gone no one had rehung blanketsto
cover thetal, narrow arrow dits. Rough clay jars of wine had been passed more fredy with the
red-haired woman's departure, and the four brigands who had not aready staggered to one of the upper
rooms of the tower for drunken deep were engrossed in drinking more and gaming with dice. Thefireon
the long hearth burned low; the last of the thick logs that had been stacked against the wall had long since
goneinto the flames, and no more had been brought from outside. None of them had thought to tend the
iron kettle suspended over the flames, and the smell of burning stew blended with the unwashed stench of
bandits.

Abruptly Tenio hurled dice and |eather dice-cup aside. " She should have returned by now," he muttered.
"What keeps her?'



"Perhaps she keeps hersdlf," Jamaran growled. His black eyes went to Conan, and he bared large,
ydlow teeth inasnarl. "L eaving us with this one she seems so affrighted of .

Marusas paused in the act of scooping up thedice. ™Y ou think she has run away with the gold? It sounds
atidy sum, but her share of our raids has been as much in the last month alone.”

"Erlik take you, play!" snapped a man with aditted leather patch tied over where his nose had been cut
off. His pae eyes had a permanent look of suspicious anger, asif he knew and hated what men thought
when they saw his disfigurement. "'I'm twenty slvers down with coin on thetable. Play, curseyo” The
threeignored him.

Jamaran dammed afist the Size of asmal ham on the table top. "And that's another thing. Why should a
woman receive ten times the share that the rest of us do? Let her in our work aone and see what sport
the men she triesto rob will have with her. Without us, she'd be no more than a cut-purse, bargaining
when she was caught to escape having her cheek branded for agrant of the favors sheis so stingswith

"Without her,"” Tenio rebutted, "what are we? How much did we get on our own? Now you moan about
only fifty goldsin amonth, but you didn't never get ten before her.”

"She'sawoman!” the huge Kushite said. " A woman's placeisin aman's bed, or cooking for him, not
giving orders.”

Marusas laughed and tugged at his drooping black mustaches. "I would like riding her myself. Much fun
in breaking that oneto bridle, en?"

" "Tismore than the pair of you could do together,” Tenio sneered. "I don't like taking ordersfrom a
woman no better than you, but she puts gold in my purse, more than I've seen before. And | know I'd
have to keep her tied hand and foot or risk waking with my own dagger in my throat. Or worse.”

"No cods at al on you." Jamaran snorted. He nudged the Zamoran with ahuge elbow. "1 dways knew
there was more woman than man in him. Likely spendsdl hishoursin lanthe at the House of the Y earling
Lambs." Thetwo of them roared with laughter and patch-nosejoined in asif despite himself.

All the blood left Tenio'sface, and his narrow-bladed dagger flickered into his hand. "I don't take that
from nobody," he snarled.

"From meyou takewhat | give." Jamaran said, al mirth gone from hisvoice, "or I'll use that blade of
yours to make since you've no cods.”

"Cursethelot of you for chattering old women." patch-nose shouted. "Am | suddenly not good enough to
dicewith-"

Conan made asound behind his gag; had histhroat not been parched it would have been achuckle. A
whilelonger and they would kill each other, leaving him only his bonds to worry abouit.

Hinging his mug across the room in aspray of wine, Jamaran heaved himsdf from his bench and strode
on legsasbig around asanormd man'swast to stand over the Cimmerian. Conan'sicy azure gaze
camly met the dark glower directed at him.

"Big man,” Jamaran said contemptuoudy, and hisfoot thudding into Conan'sribslifted the Cimmerian
from the stone floor. ™Y ou seem not so big to me." Again his foot drove Conan back. "Why does Karda
want you kept safe? Is she afraid of you? Or maybe shelovesyou, huh? Perhaps'll let you watch while

| enjoy her, if she comes back." Each sentence he punctuated with a massive booted foot, until Conan lay



struggling for bregth on the very edge of the hearth. The Cimmerian glared at Jamaran asthe
shaven-headed man squatted beside him, doubling aheavy fist. "Ten men have | beaten to their death
with this. Y ou will be number eeven. | do not think Kardlawill return-she's been gone too long
aready-but I'll wait abit longer. | want her to seeit. Watching aman killed that way does something to a
woman." Laughing, the huge Kushite straightened. With alast kick he turned back to the table. "Where's
my mug?' heroared. "l want wing!"

Cursing behind his gag Conan jerked himself out of the cods he had landed in, but his mind was not on
his burns. So intent had he been on awaiting his chance for escape that their talk of Karela's lateness had
barely impinged on histhoughts. He knew her well enough to be sure she had not fled with the gold.
Boros words came back to him. The most beautiful and proudest women of the land were sacrificed to
Al'Kiir. Few were the women more beautiful than Karela, and to her pride he could well attest. The fool
wench had not only taken those who wanted to raise the god the means to do so, she had ddlivered
hersdf asasacrifice. He was sure of it. Now he must rescue her from her own folly. But how? How even
to free himsdlf?

He shifted to ease hisweight on aburn on hisarm, and suddenly hislips curled in asmile around his gag.
Cardess of searing flame he thrust his bound wrigtsinto thefire. Gritting his teeth on his gag againgt fiery
agony, he strained mighty arms against the ropes, massive muscles knotting and writhing. Sweeat beaded
hisface.

Thereek of burning hemp came to him; he wondered how the others could fail to be aware of it, but
none of the four so much aslooked in his direction. They wereimmersed in their mugs of wine, and
patchnose kept up his arguing for a chance to win back hisloses. Abruptly, the ropes parted, and Conan
pulled his half-cooked wrists from the flames, careful to keep them yet behind his back. His gaze sought
his ancient broad-sword, leaning against the wall behind the drinking men.

There would be no chance to grasp it before he came to grips with the men between him and his stedl.

With a crash patch-nose kicked over his bench. Conan froze. Snarling the man snatched up his mug and
began to stak back and forth across the room, muttering angrily about men who won and then would not
gamble, and shooting dark glances at the other three, till intent on their drink. Hiseyes did not stray to
the Cimmerian, lying rigid on the hearth-stone.

Sowly, so asto draw no attention, Conan did his booted feet back until he could fedl the heat of flames
licking about them. To the smell of burning rope was added that of scorching leather, but the latter was
no more noticed than the first. Then those cords were burned through aswell. Therewas no timeto
wadte on the gag. Rolling to hisfeet the big Cimmerian snatched along, black fire-iron from the hearth.

Patch-nose was the first to see Conan free of his bonds, but the man had only time to goggle before wine
gprayed out of his mouth and his skull was crushed by the fire-iron. Shouting, the others scrambled to
their feet. Tenio produced his dagger, but Conan drove thefire-iron point-first through the ferret-faced
man's chest and caught the blade as it dropped from the transfixed man's nervelessfingers. Marusas
sword legped into his hand, then the Zamoran was staggering back, trying to scream around the dagger
that had blossomed in fountains of scarlet in histhrodt.

Roaring, Jamaran legped to grapple with the Cimmerian, throwing bearlike arms about hiswaist, heaving
him into the air. Conan felt the man's huge fists locked in the smdl of hisback, felt his spine beginto
creak. Conan smashed his linked hands down on the nape of the huge man's bull neck, once, twice,
thrice, to no effect. Jamaran's grip tightened inexorably. In moments, the Cimmerian knew, his back
would snap. Desperately he dammed his palms against the other's ears.



With a scream Jamaran let him drop. Even as his heds hit the stone floor, Conan's bladed hand struck
the huge Kushite's throat. Jamaran gagged, yet lashed out with amassive fig in the same ingtant. Conan
blocked the blow, winding his arm around the shaven-headed man'sto pull him close. With hammer-like
blows the Cimmerian pounded the big man's body, fedling ribs splinter beneeth hisfist.

In the night atrumpet sounded the Ophirean army call for the attack. "Company one, ready torches” a
voice caled. "Company two, attack! Take no prisoners!” Feet pounded on the floors above; frantic yells
rose.

In his desperate struggle Conan had no time to worry about the new danger. Jamaran smashed his head
againg the Cimmerian's, Conan staggered, clinging to consciousness. The huge Kushite tried to enfold
Conan once morein his crushing embrace, but Conan rammed akneeinto his crotch, lifting the man to
histoeswith bulging eyes. Like thunderbolts the hedl's of Conan's hands struck Jamaran's chin. The
shaven head went back with aloud crack asthe Kushite's neck broke, and hefell in aboneless heap.

Conan ripped the gag from his mouth and threw it atop the body of the man who had threatened to best
him to death. A torch wasthrust through one of the arrow dlits, then another. Putting ahand on the table
top Conan vaulted acrossit to grab his sword hilt, baring the blade by dinging the worn shagreen
scabbard away. Then soldiers spoke of taking no prisonersthey generally dew whatever moved, without
guestioning whether it was enemy or captive. Conan did not mean to die easily.

A man darted in at the door, sword ready; Conan swung his sted ... and stopped a hands-breadth away
from splitting Machaon's skull. Narus rushed in behind the grizzled veteran, and two more of the
company. "You!" Conan exclaimed. "Y ou are the Ophirean army?"

Narus shrugged and held up a battered brass trumpet. "An odd talent of mine, but useful from timeto
time." Helooked around at the bodies on the stone floor. "Once more you leave nothing for the rest of
Lls"

"There are more above,” Conan said, but Narus shook hishead. "They lept from bresksin the wdlls,
thinking we were who we claimed, and fled into the night."

"Weve till bloody work to do," Conan told him. "Karela has been taken prisoner, and | mean to rescue
her." Atop Tor Al'Kiir, he thought. Boros said he had seen lights there, and he had no other clue. "We
must move quickly, if you will comewith me."

"Mitra, Conan," Machaon growled, "will you let me say aword? There's no time for wenches, not even
her. We came after you because Zandru's Hells have come to sup in Ophir.”

"Al'Kiir." Conan's heart sank. "They've raised the god dready.”

"I know naught of gods," Machaon muttered, "but Vadric lies dead of the sicknessthat consumed him,
and Iskandrian has seized theroyad paace.”

Conan started in surprise. "lskandrian!”

"The old generd has declared for Vaentius," Narus explained. "And that young coxcomb has taken the
name Maranthes||, asif aname could make him agreat king. | hear he didn't wait for funera ritesor
even apriest, but took the crown from Vadric's corpse before it was cold and put it on his own head."

"Will you stop your nattering, Narus!" Machaon barked. "Mogt of the noblesthink asyou did,
Cimmerian. They gather their forces, but |skandrian movesto put them down before they can. He
marched with most of the lanthe garrison an hour after he put Vdentius on the throne. If that isn't enough,



Taurianusistaking loudly that the company should join the nobles. HEstelling everyoneif Iskandrian
winsit meansthe end of Free-Companiesin Ophir." Histattooed face grew grim. "I'll tell you, Conan,
he'sright on that. Iskandrian will give short shrift to mercenaries.”

"WEell worry about Iskandrian later,” Conan said. "Karelacomes first, and matters even more important
than her. How many of the company did you bring, Machaon-"

"Seven, including Narus and mysdlf, al of whom crossed the Nemedian border with us. Two | l€ft to
guard Julia. The mood of the othersis bad, Cimmerian. Y ou must return now if you mean to hold them
together. Karela can take care of hersdlf for atimeif any woman can.”

"Wefound your black picketed with thislot's mounts," Narus added.

"Crom!" Conan muttered. The numbers were not enough if they faced what he feared atop Tor Al'Kiir.
"Weridefor lanthe, to gather the company and ride out again. No, not to join the nobles. To Tor Al'Kiir.
Therell betimefor questions later. To horse, Erlik blast your hides. To horse, and pray to whatever gods
you can think of that weareintime.”

Chapter XIX

Iron-shod hooves struck sparks from paving stones as Conan galloped through the dark and empty
dreets of lanthe, seven men trailing behind with their cloaks standing out in the wind of their charge. Atop
the maevolent granite hump of Tor Al'Kiir torchesflickered, distant points of light in the moonless sky
mocking his efforts at haste. He cursed to himself, regretting even the time it had taken to bribe the
gate-watch for entry.

He wanted to shout at the deeperswho felt amomentary safety behind their walls of brick and stone.
Mourning cloths draped from shuttered windows and shrouded public fountains, sprigs of sakarian,
black and white berries intermixed as symbol of death and rebirth, adorned every door. The capital of
Ophir mourned its dead King in fear and uncertainty, yet nonein that city knew that what they felt was as
aflickering lamp flame to the storm-lashed fire-death of a great forest beside the terror that awaited their
wakening.

As he gdloped through the archway of the house where his company was quartered, Conan bellowed.
"Tome! Out with you, and to horse! Move, damn you to Zandru's Hell9" Stillnesslay heavily on the
blackened building; hiswords echoed hollowly from the courtyard walls as the others clattered in behind
him. "Taurianugd" he cdled. "Borod™

A door open with the protest of rusty hinges, showing atiny light, and four figures moved into the court.
Sowly the shadowy shapes resolved into Boros, Julia, and two of his company holding shielded lanterns.
The armored men were the two remaining bes des those behind him who had come with him from
Nemedia

"Where are the others?' Conan demanded.

"Gone," Boros answered hollowly. "Taurianus-Erlik roast his soul for eternity-convinced most of them
you were dead, snce you didn't return. Half followed him to join the nobles againgt I skandrian. The
rest?" Histhin shoulders shrugged. "Faded away to hide as best they can. Without you, fear corroded
their hearts”

Conan fought the urge to rain curses upon Taurianus head. There was no time; the torches till burned
atop the mountain. What must be done, must be done with the men he had. But he would lead no man
blind to face sorcerers, and perhaps agod.



"Boros," hesad grimly, "tell of Al'Kiir. But briefly, old man. Thetime of hiscoming is near, perhaps
beforefird light, if we do not stop it.”

Boros gasped and, tugging at his beard, spoke in aquavering voice, filled with dl hisyears, of days
before even ancient Ophir existed and the rites of Al'Kiir, of the Circle of the Right-Hand Peth and the
imprisonment of the demonic god, of those who would bring the albominable worship again into the world
and the god whose horror they celebrated. When he was done there was silence, broken only by the call
of an owl. Each man's breath was audible, and they al spoke of fear.

"If we go to Iskandrian with thistale," Conan said finaly, "hewill think it aruse of the noblesand day us,
or emprison us for madmen until it istoo late. But even word is astrue and as dire as aspear thrust to the
heart. Boros hastold you what comes, what fate may liein store for your sister, or wife or daughter,
because sheis comely and spirited. | rideto Tor Al'Kiir to stop it. Who rideswith me?"

For along moment only silence answered him, then Julia stepped forward, her chin held high. "If thereis
no courage among these who call themsalves men, & least | will go with you."

"Y ou will go to your deeping mat," Machaon growled, "or I'll bind you in such a package asKardla
made of you, to keep you safe againgt my return.” The girl moved hurriedly behind Boros, eyeing the
grizzled mercenary warily asif unsure how much of histhreat he meant. Machaon nodded with
satisfaction, then turned in his saddle to Conan. "'I've seen more of wizardsfollowing you, Cimmerian,
than one man has aright to expect in alifetime. But | cannot see that once more will make any
difference”

"An owl caling on amoonless night means death,” Narus said glumly, "but I've never seen agod. |, too,
ride with you, Cimmerian." One by one, then, the other seven mercenaries pledged to follow aso, voices
cold with humiliation a being surpassed in courage by agirl, with anger and determination to protect
some particular woman from the bloody rites. And still with fear. Y et they would come.

Conan eyed their scant number in the paelight of the lanterns and sighed. "We will be enough,” he said,
as much to convince himself as anything € se, "because we must. We must. Caaran, Memites, get your
horses." The two men named set their lanterns on the ground and ran for the stables. "We ride as soon as
they return,” he went on. "We must needs scal e the mountain afoot, for our horses cannot climb those
dopes, but-"

"Wait, Conan," Boros brokein. "Make haste dowly, or you but hasten to your death. Y ou must acquire
the Staff of Avanrakash.”

"Thereisnotime, old man," Conan said grimly. Hetwisted impatiently in his saddle to peer through the
night toward the deeper blackness of Tor Al'Kiir. Thetorch lights still were there, beckoning him,
taunting him to his core. What befell Kardlawhile he sat his horse like a satue?

"Do you go forth to confront alion,” the bearded man chided, "would you then say there was no timeto
fetch spear or bow? That you must face it with bare hands? Y ou go to face Al'Kiir. Think your courage
and sted will avail you againgt agod? Aswdll dit your own throat right here.”

Conan's massive hands tightened on the reinsin frustration until his knuckles cracked. He did not fear
death, though he sought it no more than any other man, but his desth would be of no useif Kardlawere
gl sacrificed, if Al'Kiir wasfreed again. Decision came swiftly, spurred by necessity. Hetossed hisreins
to Machaon and dismounted.

"Take my horse with you to the mountain,” he commanded as he tugged his hauberk off over hishead.
Such work as he had now to do was not best donein armor. He dropped to the ground to pull off his



boots. "1 will meet you at the crossroads at the foot of the mountain.”
"Do you know where this staff the old man speaks of isto be found?' Machaon asked.

"In the throne room," Boros said. "By ancient law, at the death of aKing the scepter and crown must be
|eft on the throne for nine days and nine nights. Vdentius has usurped custom by donning the crown so
quickly, but hewill not dare flout it altogether.”

"Theroyd palace!"” Machaon exclaimed. "Cimmerian, you are mad to think you can enter there. Come!
Wewill do the best we can with honest sted!.”

"I was athief once," Conan replied. "Twill not be the first palace I've entered by ways other than the
door.” Stripped now to his breech-cloth, he dung his swordbelt across his massive chest so that his
sword hung down his back, dagger and pouch beneath his left arm. Claran and Memtes trotted their
horses from the stable, hoovesringing on the thick dates of the court. "'l will be at the crossroads, with
the gaff," the Cimmerian said, "without fail. Beyou thereaso.”

With ground-eating pantherish strides, Conan loped into the night. Behind him Machaon and the others
clattered out of the courtyard and turned their mountsin the other direction, toward the North Gate, but
he was aready one with the darkness, a deadly ghost racing through unlit streets that were empty of
other human forms. Every door was barred, every window shuttered, as the inhabitants of the city
cowered in fear of what might come; only occasiond scavenging dogs, gaunt-ribbed and half-wild,
prowled the moonless streets, and they shied away from the huge shape that shared the way with them.
Beneath hisleathery-soled feet the paving stones fdt like the rocks of his native Cimmeria, and the fed
gave wingsto his stride as when he raced up mountains as aboy. His great lungs pumped with the effort
of hisrunning, for thistime he raced not for the pride of winning, but for Karela, and for even, woman
who would loselife or moreif hefailed.

Again an owl cried, and Conan's mind went to Narus words. Perhaps the cry did mean death, hisor
someone ese's. Crom, the fierce god of the harsh and icy land where he was born, gave aman life and
will, but the grim Lord of the Mound never promised that life would be long, nor that will would dways
prevail. A man could but fight, and keep fighting so long as bresth or life remained.

The Cimmerian did not dow until the massvewalls of theroya paaceloomed before him, crendations
and towertops only shadows againgt the ebon sky. The thick, iron-sheathed gates were closed and
barred, the portcullis down, but he spared not aglancein that direction. Such was not his means of entry
thisnight.

Hisfingersfet acrossthe surface of the wall, featureless in the blackness. Long centuries past had the
great wall been built, of stones each weighing more than twenty times as much asabig man. Only the
largest trebuchet could hurl boulders weighty enough to troubleits solidity, but Conan did not mean to
batter away through. Those years had leeched at the mortar between the great stones, leaving gaps that
made an easy path for one mountain-born.

With agile sureness Conan climbed, fingers and toes searching out the grooves where wind and rain and
time had worn away the mortar, mighty muscles straining to pull him up where there was but room for
fingernailsto grip. Below was only the long, bone-shattering drop to pavement now swathed in the night,
yet hedid not dow in his swift ascent of that sheer wall. Time pressed on him too grestly to alow room
for caution.

At thetop of thewall he paused between two tall merlons topped with stone leopards, ears straining for
the scuff of boots on the rampart, the cresk of leasther and armor. A combat there with guards would
surely doom his quest before it had truly begun. There was no sound. Conan drew himsalf through the



crennel. No guards were atop the wall. The palace was silent as atomb. It seemed Iskandrian had | eft
only men for the gates; the White Eagle would strike hard, as was hiswont.

From the rampart a curving ramp led down toward the outer bailey. There, however, he would surely be
Seen, no matter how few guards had been | eft behind or how many servants hid in fear that too-ardent
service to him who now wore the crown might be punished if helost it. Rooftops must be his path. The
nearest, awing of the palace, lay but an easy jump from the ramp for avigorous man. Easy if the
approaching run could be made on level ground rather than down a steep ramp, and if athree-story drop
to the granite paving of the bailey were ignored.

Conan measured distances and angles, then took a deep breath and sprinted down the ramp. At the sixth
great stride he flung himsalf across the chasm. Fingertips caught at the edge of the roof. Onetile broke
free, spiraing into the dark to shatter on the stones below; for an ingtant the Cimmerian hung by one
hand. Slowly he hauled himsalf up, swung to hook aleg over the edge. Thetile he held to shifted under
his hand. Then he wasflat on the roof, carefully setting aside the loose tile and quieting his breath ashe
waited to seeif the noise of thefirg tilesfal drew attention. Still nothing tirred.

Like ajungle beast Conan was up and running, feet sure on the danting tiles, climbing granite gargoylesto
ahigher leve, legping from abalcony tiled in black and white marble to clutch at a high peaked gable,
edging with chest pressed flat againgt smooth granite along aledge wide enough only for the bals of his
feet, then climbing again, past mullioned windows and trefoils, until at last he scrambled through anarrow
ventilation arch and looked down from great height on the vast throne room of the royal palace.

Great golden lamps hung on thick chains of the same meta from the vaulted ceiling, their bright flames
lighting well the floor far below, afloor mosaicked in huge representations of the leopards and eagles that
were the roya symbols of Ophir. In the middie of that floor was a black-shrouded bier on which
Vadric'sbody lay in gate, clothed in ornate robes of gold embroidered purple set with pearls. Noliving
man was there to keep vigil over the dead King.

Conan's eyes sought the throne. Like unto the greet chair in which Antimides had sat it was, coveredin
leopards and eagles, but larger still and of solid gold. The beasts eyeswere rubies, and claws and talons
clutched emerdds aslarge asthe joint of aman'sthumb. Of the crown there was no Sgn. Ancient law or
no, the Cimmerian thought, Vaentius had not found it in himsalf to part with theroya diadem for even
nine days once he had gained it. Y et what he sought wasthere. Acrossthe arms of the throne lay the
scepter of Ophir, its golden length glittering with an encrugtation of dl manner of gems.

Carefully Conan let himself down inside the throne room, using the scrolls and arabesques carved in the
marble wallsto climb down until he reached their end, some twenty feet above the floor. Here great
tapestries hung. He ripped |oose a corner of one-ascene of a crowned King hunting deer from
horseback-and let himsalf drop, swinging oniit as at the end of arope. Hisfeet brushed the floor, and he
released the tapestry to run to the throne.

Almost hesitantly he hefted the long scepter. So much had he risked on the word of adrunk, and so
much depended on it. Hastily he produced his dagger and began prying away soft gold and sparkling
jewds, letting them fal to the purple velvet cushion of the throne. At the sight of wood benesth he
grunted in satisfaction, but continued until he had stripped away dl the outer sheath. He wasleft with a
plain wooden staff aslong as his outstretched arms and as thick as histwo thumbs together.

Y et could it bein truth the Staff of Avanrakash, hewondered. He felt no magical quditiesinit, and it
showed no signs of its supposed great age. In fact, had it been awalking staff he would have thought it
cut no more than afew days previous.



"But it was within the scepter,” he breathed, "and it isall | have." For luck he scooped a handful of gems
from the cushion, not bothering to see what they were, and stuffed them into his pouch.

"A common thief," Taramenon said from the door to the throne room. "Will not Synelle be surprised
when she returnsto find your head on a spike atop the River Gate-"

Conan reached over his shoulder; hissword did easily into hisgrasp. The staff clutched in hisleft hand,
he strode toward the tall noble. He had no wordsto say, no time for words. Even so in acorner of his
mind lust flared at the mention of the woman's name. Synelle. How could he have gone so long without
thinking of her? How could he have gone so long without touching her? The frozen rage of battlesforced
the thoughts down, smothered them.

Taramenon threw aside his fur-trimmed scarlet cape and drew hisown blade. "I but stepped in herea
moment to spit in Vadric'sface. To offer obeisance to a corpse that was haf-rotted before even it died
turned my stomach. Finding you isapleasant surprise | did not expect.” Abruptly rage contorted hisface
into an ugly mask. "'l will tell her of your desth when | see her thisnight. Y our filthy handswill never touch
her again, you barbarian swine!" Snarling he rushed forward, swinging his bladein amighty chop a
Conan's head.

The Cimmerian's broadsword met Taramenon's with atremendous clash. The Ophirean's eyes widened
at the force of the blow but on the instant he struck again. Again Conan's blade met hisin a shower of
gparks. Taramenon fought with dl the deadly finesse of one who was the finest swordsman in Ophir, his
longsword as agile and swift and deadly as a Kothian viper; Conan fought with the cold ferocity of a
northland berserker, his stedl the lightning of the Cimmerian crags. Conan had no timeto wastein
defense-he must conquer, and quickly, or the noise of the fight would draw others, and he might well be
overwhemed by sheer numbers-but his constant attack |eft no room to Taramenon for aught but
defense.

Sweat rolled down the face of the finest blade in Ophir as he found himsdlf forced back, ever back, by
an implacable demon with aface of stone and icy blue eves, eyesin which depths he could read hisown
death. Panic clouded Taramenon'sface, and for thefirgt timein hislife he knew fear. "Guardd" he
screamed. "A thief! Guardd!”

In that brief ingtant of divided attention Conan's blade engaged that of the tall Ophirean, brought it down,
around, thrust under it. Chain mail links snapped, razor stedl diced through muscle and bone, and the
Cimmerian's sword hilt dammed againgt Taramenon's chest.

Conan stared into dark incredulous eyes. "Synelleismine," he grated. "Mine!"

Blood bubbled from Taramenon's mouth, and he fell. Conan stared at the body in wonder before
remembering to pull hissword free. Why had he said such athing? Syndlle was of no import inthis.
Kardawasimportant, Al'Kiir and the staff and getting to the crossroads quickly. Y et images suppressed
by events rose unbidden, deek thighs and satin skin and swelling breasts and ... Shaking his head woozily
he halfstaggered to Taramenon's discarded cape to clean his bloody blade and cut stripsto bind the staff
across his back. Was he going mad, he wondered. Visons of Synelle kept crowding hisbrain, asif time
spent not thinking of her had to be made up. Desperately he forced them back. The crossroads, he
thought. The crossroads, and no time.

Running to the half-torn-down tapestry, he began to climb. Synelle. The crossroads, and no time.
Chapter XX

Kardlagrunted asthe sack in which she was carried was upended, dumping her, still bound and naked,



onto cold stone. After the darknesslight blinded her, filling her eyeswith tears. The tearsinfuriated her;
she would not have those who had taken her prisoner think they had reduced her to crying. Blinking, she
was at last able to make out the roughly cut stone walls of what seemed to beasmall cave, lit by rush
torchesin black iron sconces.

She was not aone, sheredized. Synelle wasthere, and four other women, a abastrine-skinned blondes
who seemed to wear variations of one face. The noblewoman was not dressed aswhen last Karelahad
seen her. Now she wore bracelets of black iron chain on each wrist, and two narrow strips of ebon silk,
before and behind, leaving the outer curves of hips and breasts bare, were dl her garb savefor abelt of
golden links. Karela stared when she saw the buckle. It was the head of the malevolent bronze she had
sold-tried to sdll, she thought ruefully-but rendered in gold. A chaplet of gold chain encircled Synelle's
slvery tresses, severely braided into a coronet, and on that golden band, too, were the four horns of that
demonicfigure.

The other women were dressed as was Synelle, but the narrow belts cinching their waists were of black
iron, and dark metal enclosed their ankles and necks aswell. Their hair, neatly coiled about their heads,
bore no headdress. With bowed heads their humbly alert eves watched the exoticaly beautiful
noblewoman.

Karelaswallowed hard, and was reminded again how dry was her throat. Had she the use of her mouth
shewould tell this Synelle she could have Conan. It would be alie-she would not be driven from her
businesswith the Cimmerian by this pale-haired trull who called herself alady-but lying seemed much the
better part of valor at the moment.

Syndle nodded, and the four women in iron belts produced leather Straps. Kardlajerked futilely at her
bonds despite hersdlf. If only she had adagger, or but asingle hand free, or even her tongue to shout her
defiance at them.

"Listen to me, wench," Syndle said. "These women will prepare you. If you fight, they will beat you, but
in any event they will carry out my orders. | would have you aslittle marked as possible, so if you will
submit, nod your head.”

Karelatried to shout through her gag. Submit! Did thisfool woman think she was some milksop maiden
to be frightened by threats? Her green eyeshurled dl her sllent fury at Synelle.

Abruptly Synelle moved, placing afoot on Karela's knees, bound beneath her chin, to roll her onto her
back and hold her there. "A taste, then. Cut well in."

The other women darted forward, their leather straps dicing benesth Karela's corded hedls, raining
blows on her helpless buttocks, drawn taut by her trying.

Her green eyes bulged in her head, and she had an instant to be grateful for the gag that held back her
cries, then her head was nodding frantically. Derketo! There was no usein being beaten while lying
trussed like apig for market.

Synelle motioned the women back. "1 was sure you would be reasonable.”

Karelatried to meet the dark eyes staring down at her, then closed her own in humiliation. It was clear
from the look on Synelle's face that she had never doubted that the red-haired woman could be brought
to hed. Let them free her, Karela prayed, and she would show them the worth of pledge wrung from
whips. Shewould ...

Suddenly the cords binding her were severed. Karela caught aflash of adagger. Shemoved to grabit ...



and sprawled in boneless agony on the stone floor, muscles stiff from long confinement barely ableto do
more than twitch. Slowly, painfully, she brought ahand up to drag the gag from her mouth. She wanted
to weep. The dagger was gone from sight, and she had neither seen who had held it nor whereit was
hidden.

Even as she dropped the wadded cloth two of the women pulled her to her feet. She gasped with the
pain; had they not supported her she could not have stood. One of the others began drawing an ivory
comb through her tangled locks, while the last wiped her sweat away with soft, damp clothes.

Kardlaworked her mouth for the moisture to speak. "I'll not sell you to atavern,” she managed. "I'll tear
your heart out with my bare hands."

"Good," Syndlesad. "I feared your spirit might have been broken. Often the journey here, bound, is
enough for that. It iswell that it was not in your case.”

Kardlasneered. "Y ou want the pleasure of breaking me yoursdlf, then?'Y ou will not haveit, because you
cannot do it. And if you want Conan back-"

"Conan!" the noblewoman cut her off, dark eyeswidening in surprise. "How do you cometo know of the
barbarian?'

"Wewere once," Karelabegan, then spluttered to a halt. She wastired, and spoke of things of which she
had no wish to speak. "No matter how | know of him. If you want him, you'll cease your threats and
bargain.”

Syndletrilled with laughter. " So you think | merely attempt to dispose of arival. | should be furious that
such asyou could think of yoursalf asmy riva, but | find it merely amusing. | expect heisaman who has
known many women in histime, and if you are one of that number | see he haslittle discriminationin his
choosing. That isat an end, now." She held out adender pam. "1 hold the barbarian there, wench. He
will crawl to me on hisbelly when | cdll him, dance like abear for atin whistle a my command. And you
think to be my rival?" She threw back her head and laughed even harder.

"No woman could treat Conan s0," Karela snapped. "I know, for | havetried, and by Derketo, | am ten
timesthe woman you are.”

"Y ou are suitablefor therites," the slver-haired woman said coolly, "but | am High Priestess of Al'Kiir.
Y et were | not, you would still not be woman enough to serve as my bowermaid. My tirewomen were
nobly born in Corinthia, and she who draws my bath and rubs me with cilswas aprincessin far
Vendhya, yet to obey my dightest wish is now the whole of their lives. What can ajade of abandit be
beside such asthey, who are but my daves?’

Karela opened her mouth for another retort, and gasped when a black-armored man in ahorned helmet
appeared in the entrance to the cavern. For an instant she had thought it was the creature the bronze
represented. Foolishness, she berated hersalf. Such a creature could not exist.

"Has Taramenon come yet?' Syndlle demanded of the man. "No, my lady. Nor any message of him."

"Hewill suffer for this"" Syndle said heatedly. "He defiesme, and | will see him suffer for it!" Drawing a
deep breath, she smoothed the aready taut black silk over her rounded breasts. "We will proceed
without him. When he comes, heisto be seized and bound. There are rites other than the gift of
women."

"Taramenon, my lady," the man said in shocked tones.



"Y ou heard my command!" Synelle made a brusgue gesture, and the armored figure bowed himsdlf from
her presence.

Kardahad been listening intently, hoping for some fragment of informeation that might help her escape,
but now she became aware of how the four women were dressing her, the tiny white tarlablossoms
woven into her hair, the digphanous layers of blue silk meant to be removed one by onefor thetitillation
of agroom.

"Whét travesty isthere?' she growled. "Y ou do think meariva, but if you meanto rid yoursdf of mein
thisway, you are mad! I'll marry no man! Do you hear me, you pasty-faced trull-"

A crud smile curled Synelleslips, and thelook on her face sent achill through Kardlas blood. ™Y ou will
marry no man," the haughty noble-woman said softly. "Tonight you will wed agod, and | will become
ruler of Ophir."

Thetal white marker a the crossroads, a square marble pillar inscribed with the distances to the borders
of Nemediaand Aquilonia, loomed out of the night ahead of Conan. No sound broke the silence save his
labored breath and the steady dap of hisrunning feet on the paving stones. Beyond the marker reared the
dark mass of Tor Al'Kiir, ahuge granite outcropping dominating the flat country about it.

The big Cimmerian crouched beside the marble plinth, eyes straining at the blackness. Therewas so sign
of hismen. Softly heimitated the cry of a Nemedian nighthawk.

The muted jingle of tight-strapped harness announced the sudden appearance of Machaon and therest,
leading their horses. Memtes, bringing up the rear, gripped the reins of Conan's big Aquilonian black as
wdll asthose of hisown mount. Bows and quivers were dung on their backs.

"| thought it best to keep from sight,” the tattooed veteran told Conan quietly. "Aswe arrived, two score
men-at-arms passed, chasing another band as large, and twice parties of light cavary have gone by at the
gdlop. Scouts, thelast, no doubt.”

"Unless| missmy guess," Narus added in alow voice that would not travel far, "I skandrian seeks action
this night, and the nobles seek to avoid him until their strength is gathered. Never did | think that when the
find battle for Ophir occurred, | would be scaling amountain.”

"Go to Taurianus, then," Conan growled, "if you seek glory!™ Irritably he shook his black-maned head.

Such edginesswas not hisusua manner, but his thoughts scarcely seemed his own. With adesperation
foreign to him he fought to cling to his purpose of mind, struggled againgt images of Synelle and lust that
threatened to overwhem him.

"Isthat the famous staff 7' Machaon asked. "It has no look of magic to me.”

"Itis" the Cimmerian replied, "and it has." He hoped he did not lie. Unfastening the strips of cloth that
held the length of wood, he clutched it in one hand and drew his sword with the other. "Thisisthe last
chance to change your minds. Let any man unsure of what he does step aside.” The soft and deadly
susuration of sted diding from scabbards was his answer. Conan nodded grimly. "Then hide the horsesin
yon copse of trees and follow me."

"Y our armor," Machaon said. " 'Tison your saddle.”
"Thereisno time," Conan said, and without waiting for the others he started up the stony dope.

Crom was not agod men prayed to; he gave nothing beyond hisfirst gift. But now Conan offered a
prayer to any god that would listen. If hedied for it, et him beintime.



A dlent file of purposeful men fel inbehind himin hisclimb, on their way to beard agod in hisden.

The lash struck across her shoulders again, and Karela gritted her teeth againgt the howl she wanted to
let pass. Bound between posts topped with the obscene head of Al'Kiir, she kndlt, al but the last layer of
thin blue silk torn away from her swegt-dick body. It was not the pain from the incessant bite of leather
that made her want to cry out, or not alone; she would have died before giving her tormentorsthe
satisfaction of acknowledging that. But the burning stripes that made scarlet lattices on her body were as
pin-pricks beside the flaming desire the ointment with which Synelle had anointed her brought unbidden.
Uncontrollably Kardlawrithed, and wept for the humiliation of it.

The slvery-haired noble-woman danced before her, spinning and dipping, chanting words that defied
hearing in rhythm to haunting flutes and the pounding of scabbarded swords on the stone floor of the
vaulting cavern. Between Synelle and Karela stood the bronze she had stolen from Conan, but its evil
was overpowered by the waves of horror that radiated from the huge sanguinary image that dominated
the chamber. Three ebon eyesthat seemed to drink in light held her own. Shetried to tear her eyesfrom
that hellborn gaze, she prayed for the strength to pull away, but like abird hypnotized by a serpent she
had no will left.

The lashes struck, again and again. Her hands quivered in her bonds with the effort of not shrieking, for
that demonic scarlet figure had begun to vibrate, giving off ahum that blended with the flutes and
wrenched at the core of her that made her awoman. Conan, she cried sllently, where are you?

Stirring where neither time nor space existed, where endless nihility was al. Awakening, amost full, as
pleasure overwhel ming lanced through the impenetrable shidd. Irritation, vaster than the minds of al men
together could encompass, flared. Would these torments never cease, these returnings of ancient
memories near gone and better forgotten? Would not.... Full awarenessfor thefirst timein eons,
awareness cold enough to freeze suns and stay worldsin their motion. There was direction. A single
pristine strand of crystalline desire and pain stretching into theinfinite. Slowly, with awariness born of
long centuries of disappointment, from the midst of nothingness the gleaming thread of worship was
followed.

Conan peered around the edge of a huge, moss-covered block of marble which had once been intended
for congtruction. Crickets chirped in the dark, and anightbird gave ahaunting cry. All dsewas 4ill.

Rooflesswalls of niveous stone and truncated aabaster columns, never completed and now wregathed by
thick vines, covered the leveled top of the mountain. Among the columns were more than a score of men
in black armor and horned helms, the torches athird of them carried casting flickering shadows over the
wegther-beaten ruins. He wanted to sigh with relief at the symbol picked out in scarlet on their chedts. It
was clearly the head of theimage Kardahad stolen, the head of Al'Kiir. Not until that moment had he
alowed himsdlf to fear he might be coming to the wrong place.

The black-armored man had to be guarding an entrance to chambers bel ow, Conan thought, where the
horrible rite was to take place. Boros had said the tomb lay buried in the heart of the mountain. At least,
then were supposed to be standing guard. The sinister reputation of Tor Al'Kiir made it unlikely anyone
would comethere, most especidly in the night, and that made them careless. Some leaned against pale
fluted marble. Others sat and talked among themselves. No eye was directed outward to watch for
intruders.

Conan signded with his hands; long practiced, the nine men behind him did soundlesdy away. The
Cimmerian counted silently, knowing how long it would take each man to reach his place.

"Now!" he shouted, and burst from conceament to hurl himself at the guards. As he had known it would,



his shout and the appearance of alone man charging froze them for an instant, long enough for nine
bowstrings to twang, for nine feathered shaftsto drink life.

The guards of Al'Kiir had been chosen for their kill, though, and even astheir comrades were fdling the
survivors darted for cover behind the columns. But then Conan was among them. Thrusting the staff like
alance he took aman under the chin; throat cartiledge snapped loudly, and blood spilled from amouth
that could no longer scream.

"For Conan!" he heard behind him. "Conan!"

A bladethrust a him, and his ancient stedl severed the arm that held it. He ducked beneath a decapitating
cut and, wielding his broadsword like an axe, chopped through his attacker's mid-section dmost to the
spine. Kicking the body away, he straightened to find no black-armored man standing. His mercenaries
stood among the bodies, gripping bloody swords and warily watching for more of the enemy.

"Arethey dl dead" Conan demanded.

Machaon shook his head. " Two managed to run down there." He pointed to adark opening where steps
had led down into the mountain.

"Crom!" the Cimmerian muttered. With quick strides he moved to the opening and started down.
Wordlesdy the othersfollowed.

Swest trickling down her deek form, Synelle moved in the ancient forms and patterns, her body swaying
and bending in an exdtation of lust and pain. Time-forgotten words spilled from her mouth, echoed
againg thewalls, supplicating and glorifying her dire god. The monstrous horned maevolence before
which she danced pulsated like the string of aharp. The drone that came from it now drowned out the
flutes and the pounding scabbards and even the dap of leather on flesh, yet seemed to merge with and
amplify her voice,

A part of her mind noted that the auburn-haired woman, naked now to the lash, sagged in her bonds, but
struggled still againgt surrender. Not once had a cry passed her lips. That waswell, Synelle thought, not
pausing an instant in either movements or incantation. She was certain that the success she seemed to be
having was as much due to the stubborn pride of this Karela as to the bronze image. Much better than
any of the haughty noblewomen, who in the end aways wept and begged and offered their bodiesto the
men whipping them in exchange for even amoment's surcease.

One of her guards, his chain-mail rent and bloodied, burst into the chamber. "We are attacked, my lady!"
he gasped. "Hundreds of them! They cry, for Conan!"

Synelle faltered, then desperately continued with dance and invocation. To stop now would mean
disaster, doom better undreamed of. Y et her mind spun. Conan? It wasimpossible. But then it was
impossible that any should dare brave the night dopes of Tor Al'Kiir. Then who...

Thoughts and words and movement died as one. All sound stopped as the great horned head turned
toward her and three lidless eyes, black as death, regarded her like dark flames of unholy life.

Menin black chain-mail, their horned helmets making them seem more demons than men in thedim light
of firesburned low in iron cressets, appeared asif from the wallsto defend the rough-cut stone passage.
Demonsthey might appesar, yet they died like men. Into the midst of them Conan waded, hisancient
broadsword tirdesdy risng and falling in furious butchery, till its length was stained crimson and blood fell
from it asif the stedl itself had wounds. A charndl house he made, and those who dared confront him
died. Many could not face that great blade nor the deathly cold eyes of he who wielded it, and darted



past the one man to face instead the nine behind.

The Cimmerian spared no thought for those who refused him combat. What they guarded and what he
sought lay ahead, and he did not cease hisdaying until he had hacked hisway into ahuge cavern. The
blood chilled in hisveins at what he saw.

Twenty more of the black-armored men stood there, but they were as frozen as he, and seemed as
inggnificant as ants beside what €l se the chamber contained. Karela, her lush nakedness welted, hanging
by her wrists from two wooden pillars. Synelle, oddly garbed in black silk that clung damply to her, a
horned chaplet on her brow. And beyond her a shape out of madmen's nightmares, its skin the color of
dead men's blood. Al'Kiir awakened threw back his head, and from a broad fanged gash of amouth
came laughter to curdle the heart of heroes.

Even asthe evil god'slaughter stunned Conan'smind, Synelle's presencefilled it. The staff fell from his
fingers, and he took a step toward her.

The dark-eyed noblewoman pointed adender finger a the young giant. Asif commanding more wine she
sd, "Kill him."

The sirange lethargy that had affected him of late when he was about her dowed Conan's hand, but his
sword took the head of thefirst man to turn toward him before that man had his blade half-drawn.
Nobles could prate while they lounged at their ease of chivalry in battle, though they rarely practiced it; a
son of the bleak northland knew only how to fight to win.

The others came at him then, but he retreated to the entrance, wide enough for only three at atimeto get
near. With afrenzy-approaching madness he fought, and his stedd did murderous work among them.
Syndlefilled hisbrain. He would get to Syndlleif he must wade to hiswaist in blood.

A scream drew his eye beyond the men struggling to day him. Al'Kiir had seized Synellein aclawed
hand that dmost encircled her narrow waig, lifting her before that triad of ebon eyesfor ingpection.

Conan redoubled his efforts, and the fury of his attack, seeming reckless of degth, forced the mail-clad
men to fal back before him.

"Not me!" Synelle screamed, her face contorted interror. "1 am thy faithful dave, o mighty Al'Kiir! Thy
priestess! Sheisthe one brought for thy delight!”

Al'Kiir turned his horned head to Karela, and hislipless mouth curled in afanged smile. He took a step
toward her, reaching out.

"No!" Conan roared, desperation clawing at him. "Not Karelal" Hisfoot struck something thet rolled
with the sound of wood on stone. The Staff of Avanrakash.

Ignoring the men who still faced him, Conan seized the saff from the floor and hurled it like ajavdin.
Straight to the chest of the monstrous figure the plain wooden staff flew, struck, and pierced. Al'Kiir's
free hand tugged at the length of wood, but it could as well have been anchored with barbs. Black ichor
poured out around it, and the horned god shrieked, apiercing cry that went on without end, shattering
thought and turning musclesto water.

Sted clattered to the stone floor as blackmailed men dropped their swords and fled, pushing past Conan
asif he held no weapon at al. And he, in turn, paid them no heed, for the scream that would not stop
alowed room for awareness of nothing else.

Around the staff drops of ichor hardened like beads of obsidian, and the hardening widened, spreading



steadily, through the maevolent shape.

Synelle plucked frantically at the claw-tipped fingersthat held her; her long legs kicked wildly. "Release
me," she pleaded. "Release thy faithful priestess, o mighty Al'Kiir." Now she struggled with fingers of
gone. Sowly, asif it moved with difficulty, the horned head turned to ook &t her. "Release me!” she
screamed. "Release me! No! Mitra, save me!l" Her kicking dowed, then her legs were frozen, her cries
dtilled. Her pale skin gleamed like polished marblein the light from the torches. There was slence.

Flight. Hight from pain grest enough to day athousand worlds. Flight back to the hated prison of
nothingness. Y et something had been brought aong. It was clothed in the flesh it had once worn, and a
beautiful, naked woman, dark of eye and silvery of hair, floated in the void, mouth working with screams
that were not worth hearing. Evil joy, black asthe depths of the pit. Long centuries of delight would

come from this one before the pitiful spark that was human essence faded and was gone. But the pain did
not end. It grew instead. The crystalline thread that linked this place of nonexistence with that other world
was till intact, unseverable. Yet it must be ended, least endless eons of agony follow. It must be ended.

Conan shook his head asif waking from afever dream, and ran to Karela. Quickly he severed her
bonds, caught her as shewould havefdlen.

The beautiful red-haired bandit turned her sweat-streaked face up to him. "1 knew you would come," she
whispered hoarsdly. "I prayed for you to rescue me, and | hate you for it."

The Cimmerian could not help smiling. Whatever had happened to her, Kardlawas unchanged. Sheathing
his sword, he picked her up in hisarms. Sighing weakly, she put her arms around his neck and pressed
her face to his chest. He thought he felt the wetness of tears.

His gaze went to the stone shape pierced by the wooden staff, the sanguinary horned monstrosity
clutching the aabagter figure of astruggling woman, her face frozen in horror for eternity. All theraging
feelings and confusionsthat had filled him were gone asiif they had never been. Bewitched, he thought
angrily. Synelle had ensorceled him. He hoped that wherever she was she had time for regret.

Machaon and Narus ran into the chamber, bloody swordsin hand, and skidded to a hdlt, staring in awe.
"I'll not ask what happened here," the gaunt-faced man said, "for | misdoubt I'd believeit.”

"They fleefrom us, Cimmerian,” Machaon said. "Ten of them together, and they ran down aside passage
at thesght of us. Whatever you did took dl the heart right out of them.”

"The others?' Conan asked, and the tattooed mercenary shook his head grimly.

"Dead. But they collected their ferryman's fees and more." Suddenly Narus pointed at the huge stone
figure. "It's-it's" He stammered, unable to get any more words out.

Conan spun. The petrified body of the god was quivering. A hum came from it, ahum that quickly rosein
pitch until it pierced the earslike driven nalls.

"Run!" the Cimmerian shouted, but could not hear his own words through the burning pain that clawed at
hisskull.

The other two men needed no urging, though. The three of them sped through the rough-hewn stone
passages, Conan keeping up easily despite carrying Karda. In their headlong flight they lesped over the
bodies of the dead, but saw no one living. And the mind-killing vibration followed them up doping
tunndls, level after level, up the stone stepsto the ruins.

Asthe Cimmerian dashed out among the overgrown columns, the skull-piercing sound ceased. Birds and



crickets had fled; the loudest noise to be heard was their own blood thrumming in their ears. Beforea
breath could be drawn in the silence, the mountain shook. Half-built columns toppled and mossy walls
collapsed, blocks of marble large enough to crush aman splashing dirt like water, but the sound of their
fal was swalowed by the rumbling that rose from the granite bowels of Tor Al'Kiir.

Dodging through clouds of dust and flying chips of shattered rock, Conan hurtled down the dope,
Karelas naked form clutched to his chest. The side of amountain in the night was no place to be during
an earthquake, but neither was the midst of crumbling marble walls. He had afeding the only safe place
to be in this earthquake was as far from Tor Al'Kiir asit was possible to run. And run he did, over
ground that danced like the deck of a ship in astorm, fighting to keep his balance for rocks bouncing
beneath hisfeet and sonesflying through the air like hail. He no longer knew if Machaon and Narusran
with him, nor could he spare athought for them. They were men, and must take their risks. Conan had to
get Kardato safety, for some prima instinct warned him that worse was to come.

With asound like the splitting of the earth, the pesk of Tor Al'Kiir erupted in fire, mountaintop and
dabagter columns and marble wals dike flung high into asky now lit by afiery glow. The blast threw
Conan into the air; he twisted so that his own huge frame took the bone-jarring impact of landing. It was
no longer possible to gain hisfeet. He put his body over that of Kardla, sheltering her from the stones that
filled thear. Ashe did oneimage remained burned into his brain, asingle flame towering athousand
paces from the destroyed top of Tor Al'Kiir, asingle flame that took the form of the Staff of

Avanrakash.

Epilogue

In the paleness before full dawn Conan peered toward lanthe, towers thrusting into the early morning
mist, glazed red roof tiles beginning to gleam with the light of asun not yet risen. An army approached the
city, men-at-armswith gaily colored pennons streaming, long columns of infantry with shildsdung on
their backs, tall plumes of dust rising beneath thousands of pacing hooves and tramping feet. A victorious
army, he thought. But whose?

Avoiding looking at the steaming, cratered top of Tor Al'Kiir, he picked hisway through the huge,
misshapen bouldersthat now littered the mountain dope. A quarter of its height had the great granite
mound logt in the night, and what lay at its new peak the Cimmerian neither knew nor wanted to know.

Narus voice cameto him, tinged with a bitter note. "Women should not be alowed to gamble. Almost |
think you changed dice on me. At least let my buy back-"

"No," Karelacut him off as Conan rg oined his three companions. She wore Narus breeches; tight
across the curves of her hips and voluminousin the legs, with his scarlet cloak wrapped about her
shoulders and his sword across her knees. The inner dopes of her full breasts showed at the gap in the
cloak. "I have more need of something to wear than of gold. And | did not switch the dice. Y ou were too
busy filling your filthy eyes and leering at the Sght of me uncovered to pay mind of what you were

doing."

Machaon laughed, and the gaunt man grunted, attempting to pull his hauberk down far enough to cover
his bony knees.

"We must be moving,” Conan announced. " There has been a battle, it seems, and whoever won there will
be mercenaries without patrons or leaders, men to reform the company. Crom, there may be enough for
you each to have your own Free-Company.”

Machaon, sitting with his back against one of the building stonesthat had once stood atop the mountain,



shook hishead. "I have been longer in thistrade, Cimmerian, than you have lived, and this night past has
at last givenmemy full. | own somelandin Koth. | shal put up my sword, and become afarmer.”

"You?' Conan said increduloudy. "A month of grubbing in the dirt, and you'll tear apart the nearest village
with your bare hands, just for the need of afight.”

""Tisnot quite asyou imagine," the grizzled veteran chuckled. "There are ten men working the land now. |
will be aman of substance, as such as counted among farmers. | shdl fetch Juliafrom the city, and marry
her if shewill have me. A farmer needs awife to give him strong sons.

Conan frowned at Narus. "And do you, too, intend to become afarmer?'

"I'veno love of dirt," the hollow-faced man replied, snatching the dice from Karela, who had been
examining themidly, "but ... Conan, wizards | did not mind so much, and those men who looked likea
snake had been at their mothers were no worse than a horde of blood-drunk Picts, but this god you
found us has had my heart in my mouth more than | can remember since the Béttle of Black River, when
| was afresh youth without need of shaving. For atime | seek aquiet city, with buxom wenchesto
bounce on abed and," herattled the dice in cupped hands, rolled them on the ground, "young lads with
more coin than sense.”

"They had best be very young," Karelalaughed. "Do you intend to gain any of their coin. Eh,
Cimmerian?' Narus glared at her and grumbled under his bregth.

As Conan opened his mouth, aflash of white caught his eye, cloth fluttering in the breeze down dope.
"Crom!" he muttered. It was Borosand Julia. "I'll wring his scrawny neck for bringing her here," he
growled. The others scrambled to their feet to follow him down the mountainside.

When Conan reached the girl and the old man, he saw they were not done. Juliakndlt beside Taurianus,
tearing strips from her white robes to try to staunch the blood oozing from a dozen rents in the Ophirean's
hauberk. The man's hair was matted with dirt and blood, and abubble of scarlet appeared at hislips with
each labored breath.

Boros flung up his hands as soon as he saw Conan. "Do not blame me. | tried to stop her, but | have not
your strength. | thought it best to come along and protect her asbest | could. She said she wasworried
about Machaon."

"About al of them," Juliasaid, her face reddening. " Conan, we found him lying here. Can you not help
him?'

The Cimmerian needed no close examination of Taurianus wounds to see the man would not survive
them. The ground about him was aready blackened with hisblood. " So the nobleslogt," he said quietly.
A mercenary fighting on the victorious side would not have crawled away to die.

The Ophirean's eyes fluttered open. "We caught the Eagle," he rasped, and continued with frequent
pausesto struggle for breath. "We left our camp-with fireslit-and Iskandrian-fell onit-in the night. Then
wetook him-in the rear. We would have-destroyed him-but a giant flame-cleft the sky-and the
white-haired devil-shouted the gods-were with them. Some cried-it was the Staff-of Avanrakash. Panic
seized us-by the throat. We fled-and hiswarriors cut us down. Enjoy your time-Cimmerian. Iskandrian-is
impaling-every mercenary-he catches." Suddenly he lurched up onto one elbow and stretched out a
clawed hand toward Conan. "l am a better man-than you!" Blood welled in his mouth, and he fell back.
Once he jerked, then was till, dull eyes staring at the sky.

"A giant flame" Narus said softly. "Y ou are aman of destiny, Cimmerian. Y ou make kings even you do



not mean to."

Conan shrugged off the wordsiirritably. He cared not who wore the crown of Ophir, except insofar asit
affected his prospects. With Iskandrian at Vaentius side-perhaps, he thought, it wastime to start
thinking of the fopling as Moranthes I1-there would be no chance to gather more men, and possibly no
men |eft diveto gather. " Twill be Argosfor me" hesad.

"You!" Machaon snapped abruptly, and Juliajumped. "Did | not tell you to remainin lanthe? Must |
fetch aswitch for you here and now? Thelife of a poor farmer'swifeis hard, and she must learn to obey.
Would you have our only pig die because you did not feed it when | told you?”

"Y ou have no right to threaten me," the auburn-haired girl burst out. Y ou cannot. . ." Her wordstrailed
off, and she sat back on her hedls. "Wife? Did you say wife?' Taking adeep bregeth, she said earnestly,
"Machaon, | will carefor your pig asif it were my beloved sgter.”

"There's no need to go so far asthat,” Machaon laughed. His face sobered as he turned to Conan. "A
long road we've traveled together, Cimmerian, but it has cometo itsending. And as|'ve no desireto let
Iskandrian rummage in my gutswith astake, I'll take my leave now. | wish to befar from lanthe before
thisday isdone.”

"And |," Narus added. "'Tis Tarantiafor me, for they do say the nobles of Aquiloniaare free with their
coin and loveto gamble.”

"Fareyou well," Conan told them. "And take apull & the hellhorn for me, if you get there before me.”
Juliaran to clasp Machaon's arm, and, with Narus, they started down the mountain.
"After that fool wench's display,” Kardlamuttered, "I need adrink, or I'll be sick to my stomach.”

Conan eyed her thoughtfully. "Events hie meto Argos, for 'tis said Free-Companies are being hired there.
Come with me, Karela. Together, in ayear, well rule the country.”

The red-haired beauty stared at him, stricken. Do you not understand why | cannot, Cimmerian? By the
Teats of Derketo, man, you wake in me longingsto be like that smpering wench, Julial Y ou make me
embrace weakness, make me want to let you protect me. Think you I'm awoman to fold your blankets
and cook your medls?'

"I've never asked such of you," he protested, but sheignored him. "One day | would find mysdlf walking
apace behind you, silent lest | should miss your words, and I'd plant adagger in your back for it. Then |
would likely weep mysdlf to madnessfor the doing of what you brought on yoursdlf. | will not haveit,
Conan. | will not!"

A sense of lossfilled him, but pride would not dlow it to touch hisface. "At least you have gained one
thing. Thistimel flee, and you remainin Ophir."

"No, Conan. The vermin that formed my band are not worth the effort of gathering them again. | go to
the east.” Her head came up, and her eyes glowed like emerads. "The plains of Zamora shall know the
Red Hawk again."

He fumbled in his pouch and drew out half the gems he had taken from the scepter of Ophir. "Here," he
sad gruffly. Kardladid not move. "Can you not take a parting gift from afriend?' Hesitantly adender
hand cameto his; helet the gems pour into it.

"Y ou are a better man that you know, Cimmerian," she whispered, "and | an afool.” Her lips brushed



his, and she was gone, running with the cloak a scarlet banner behind her.
Conan watched until she passed out of sight below.

"Even the gods cannot understand the brain of awoman," Boros crackled. "Men, on the other hand,
rardly think with their brainsat al." Conan glared at the bearded man. He had forgotten Boros was il
there.

"Now you can return to the taverns and your drinking,” he said sourly.

"Not in Ophir," Boros said. He tugged at his beard and glanced nervoudy toward the ruined
mountaintop. "A god cannot be killed asif it were an ordinary demon. Al'Kiir ill lives-somewhere.
Suppose hisbody is buried yet up there, Suppose another of those images exists. | will not bein this
country if someone el se attemptsto raise him. Argos, | think. The seaair will be good for my lungs, and |
can take ship for distant landsif | hear evil word from Ophir."

"Not in my company,” Conan growled. "l travel done.”

"I can work magicksto make the journey easier,” Boros protested, but the Cimmerian was aready
making hisway down the mountain. Chattering continuoudy the gray-bearded man scrambled after
Conan, who refused to respond to hisimportunings.

Once more hewas on his own, Conan thought, with only his sword and hiswits, but he had been so
often before. There were the gemsin his pouch, of course. They would fetch something. And Argoslay
ahead, Argos and thoughts he had never entertained before. If chance could bring afool like Vaentiusto
athrone, why could he not find a path? Why indeed? Smiling, he quickened his pace.



